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The world of this story is a bit of an alternate reality space. Here, St. Nicholas has been operating for many generations as a Santa Claus figure, and the village where Jane’s family lives in the north has had some association with him as a living ageless being for many years. 

The story does not follow the actual time lines of Christmas evolution and myths. 

I hope you will enjoy it in the spirit of good fun, and tarry for a spell with the romance around how Nicholas may have come to fall in love. 

Cheers,

R.S. Kellogg
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by R.S. Kellogg

It was the last week of January. 

Even though frost slicked the kitchen windows and Jane’s hands felt cold as she peeled potatoes, her cheeks felt flushed and her heart was warm. Hot water from the great pot on the stove was starting to send a cloud of steam up, and Jane was grateful for the warmth from the steam, the stove, and the fireplace to help take the edge off of the cold in the kitchen. The air smelled of raw potatoes, some with dirt still on them from the root cellar, and of dough which Jane had mixed the night before and left to rise near the fireplace, and of the mug of peppermint tea that Jane had on the counter, which she took a sip of now and again. 

She was humming as she peeled potatoes, and her heart was beating a little more quickly than usual, for she was feeling nervous about the visitor coming later in the morning. 

The sound of wind beyond the windows rattling the trees and howling past the house gave Jane a sense of having familiar January company. She loved having a kitchen with windows—through which she could usually see a wonderful view of the garden trees, the fence, and the lane and woods beyond—but on cold January mornings like today, the windows were useless for offering any view. The panes could become caked with windblown snow or inevitable morning frost, blocking most of Jane’s view and rendering the outside world a blurry suggestion of shades of light and color. And the window panes were nowhere near as good at insulating against cold as the house’s walls were. So the kitchen, until it got warmed up, was easily the coldest room in the house. 

The library would by cozy and warm by now, smelling of dry books and pine wreaths. Her sister Samantha was no doubt cozied up there now, nose deep in a scientific text or adventure novel. Jane’s bedroom, which she shared with her youngest sister, Justine, was a little less cozy, but it had been warm under her stack of quilts before she got up. Justine was still getting ready upstairs. She’d woken up later than Jane, and as Jane had left the room Justine had been blinking crossly at the ceiling, her hair looking like a rat’s nest. Justine was not a morning person. 

It took commitment and dedication for Jane to be here in the cold kitchen, plugging along at preparing food while the small kitchen slowly warmed up. The light, at the moment, had the pale muted quality of a cloudy morning, creating something of a cozy feel to the space despite the cold. 

Everything was a bit rickety in this kitchen. It was an old kitchen on an old house, and it had been added to and cobbled together over time, giving it a bit of a mismatched and quaint feeling. The stove was newer and of a different design and era than the counters, and the wrought-iron pots Jane worked with used to belong to her grandmother. 

Putting the potato peeler aside with a clatter of the metal against the tile countertop, Jane breathed onto her fingers, seeking to warm them up with a few hot breaths of air from her mouth. Then she sighed, dipped her hands into a bowl of warm water she had to the side of her, and let them rest there for a minute. It felt as if the bones of her hands were like icicles gently thawing. 

Despite her frustration over the cold, Jane was in a great mood. 

She couldn’t stop thinking about her father’s friend, Nicholas, who would be coming to visit that day. 

She had met him for the first time at the beginning of the holiday season. He’d come to ask her father, Peter, to help with designing some new toys. 

Nicholas’ presence and warmth in her home had seemed to fill Jane’s full awareness, to fill the whole house. 

Jane had been enchanted with Nicholas from the moment she’d seen him—standing there in the entry way with his full, curly brown beard and stylish red coat, and when she’d learned more about who he truly was, she grew more enchanted still. 

For Nicholas, it had turned out, was also known as Father Christmas, Santa Claus. His friendship with Jane’s father, Peter, went back for several decades. And he’d been friends with Peter’s father before that. 

This friendship between her own family and Father Christmas made perfect sense to Jane—the men in her ancestry were excellent craftsmen, with a special knack for designing and making children’s toys. 

Jane herself had grown up in a household filled with incredibly creative little playthings—and she hadn’t known that other children had it differently until well into her childhood. Friends from the nearby village always insisted on playing at Jane’s house, where there were toys beyond compare. Jane’s house had dolls that looked like ethereally beautiful girls with delicate fashions, so scrumptious that Jane’s younger sisters and their friends used to squeeze the dolls up and treasure them with a fascination and a dedication that led them to keep these beauties far beyond the age when many more common dolls may have been abandoned. 

The treasured dolls, made by Peter and the girls’ late mother, Mary, wore soft outfits that begged to be touched and adjusted, with real snaps on the backs of the aprons and impossibly silky little winter capes as outerwear. The dolls were so elegant that Peter had even given a name to each design. 

Peter had only daughters, but that hadn’t stopped him from making his children toys that most families of the village may have reserved for sons. 

Jane and her sisters used to play soldier with little guns that shot corks. They’d hammer pegs and screw crazily shaped wooden bits into the cunning workbench that their father had made them. And perhaps best of all, they’d get down on their bellies and play trains with a cunning little series of train cars that could hook together, dump loads in a little bin near a train track, and even snatch a mail bag from a little mail hook. The train tracks smelled wonderfully of wood, and the smooth texture felt satisfying to Jane’s hands. 

Small wooden figures fitted snuggly into the train cars—and each figure had a painted expression that was wonderfully life-like and droll. Jane enjoyed endless hours of positioning the little train people in humorous arrangements near the toy trains, in the accompanying train station, and even in various rooms around her house. She loved the little postmaster with the surprised expression best, along with the pregnant lady, who had a cat sitting on her shoulder. The pregnant lady had an expression of eyes-closed bliss as she pet her cat, and Jane liked to position her next to two skinny men who looked like twins. She’d set the three of them around a little toy table and make them a tiny newspaper to read out of little scraps of paper. 

It was the details of Peter’s creations that won the hearts of children. 

The way the little train figures had expressions that could easily become the inspiration for play-stories. 

The way that the train had a satisfying sound as it clattered around its track, and how the individual pieces fitted together without any trouble at all. 

The way that the precious dolls looked as if they had been dressed up with as much care as the most dolled-up and cherished human babies. 

Peter’s toys were like a series of tiny creative miracles, one right after the other. 

When Jane and her sisters went to play at the houses of other families in the village, the question from the other children was always the same: 

“But did you bring some of your toys?” 

There was always a yearning in their voices, a thirst for something which was fascinating. 

It had taken Jane until she was nearly thirty to come to wonder what, exactly, had made her father’s toys so exquisitely desirable to other people. She’d had to get to the point where she didn’t automatically assume that it was simply because they were made by her father, whom she knew to be a wonderful person who radiated good cheer. 

By the time she got around to thinking about the magnetic attraction that her father’s toys held for children beyond the context of her love for her father, she arrived at the conclusion that when children played with his toys, they might be able to tell the love and careful thought he put into every design. She wondered if having things to play with that had been so well crafted, with such intention and joy, gave children a sense of a world in which their concerns and their interests mattered; where there was someone who had thought through the details of what might be nice for them with enough skill to come up with these wonderful, beloved designs. 

So, though it had been a bit of a shock to learn that her father was personal friends with St. Nicholas, who apparently was a real person, the surprise wore off quickly. Both of these men loved holidays, and play, and to create wonderful experiences for families and children. So the fact that the two of them were friends made sense. 

Now Jane was thirty, and her chances for romance had grown slim. She’d acted as the lady of the house for several years, running the household. She’d been a surrogate mother for her three younger sisters during her mother’s long illness and after her passing. 

Only recently had she started to think on what she might like to do with her life now that her siblings were old enough to care for themselves. Pursuing a possible romance, after so many options had vanished, was definitely of interest to her. 

Today, Nicholas would sit down to eat a meal with the family. He’d spend time talking with Jane’s father about the new toys, of course. But maybe afterwards, if she were lucky, he may have a little time to spend with Jane. 

Jane took a sip of her mint tea. She had finished peeling potatoes, and now washed the last of the dirt off them—feeling happy to submerge her hands in the warm water again. Then she moved on to chopping the potatoes into chunks which she could add to the now-boiling pot of water on the stove. 

The whole family had worked hard to get the house ready for today’s visit. 

Jane and her sisters had tidied, dusted, and cleaned the whole place in the two days prior—Jane may have put a little more enthusiasm in than usual, but she felt so energized at the thought of Nicholas’ upcoming visit that she simply flew through the task list, bustling her sisters right along with her in a cloud of excitement and possibility that emanated from her so vibrantly that even Jane herself was well aware of it. 

Meanwhile, Peter had locked himself away, alternating between his study and his workshop, opening his door only for food and for a furious two-hour window of tidying, scrubbing, organizing, and sweeping, when Jane sent their father out of his study for a much-needed outside walk as she and her most practical sister, Catherine, descended on the office and set it to rights. Jane appreciated Catherine, whom she could always trust to do a solid job. 

After Jane had gotten her rolls into the oven, she was making progress on wrapping up the potatoes when there was a knock at the kitchen door. 

The frost on the latticed
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