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In the crisp morning air, she trudged past the multitude of Yuletide decorations on her way to work. Her job was two blocks down and three streets over from her house. Most days she enjoyed the walk, but a singular holiday on steroids for one hundred days straight every year annoyed her. 

Before she crossed to the next block, she noticed a piece of mistletoe hot glued to the top of a stop sign. The plastic plant was just another example of too much alcohol in someone’s eggnog. At this point, could she really blame day drinking? 

“Good grief. Isn’t that against the law?” She stood on the corner. 

There was no traffic, but she waited anyway. She needed a moment to deflate. She employed a meditation breathing technique to calm down. Her exhalations fogged the air around her face, as she looked both ways before proceeding across the street. 

“There are other holidays in the autumn besides the one for next season.” The bundled up thirty-something woman grumbled. “Calm down, Rachel, there are only a few more days left before it’s over until next year.”  

As she entered the town’s square, she read the official plaque: Saguaro Hill, Arizona, established in 1888. Below the fancy copper sign, a modern one read: The Town Santa Forgot. She stopped and looked up. The holiday tree had been erected before Halloween; and decorated with every glittery gleam the town folk owned. Presents under the behemoth were wrapped with bows tied out of velvet and satin. 

She prayed for rain, snow even. 

Rachel made her way through the gleeful passersby to a street vendor in a huff. As she stood in line for her morning coffee, she noticed everyone was dressed in their Yuletide wear, sipping their own cocoa, coffee, or eggnog. An impromptu town meeting was underway by the tree to discuss the number one topic: Santa, of course. Even though she tried to block out the conversation, she still heard the gossip. 

A well-dressed man boasted to a crowd of supporters: “I am making it my mission to find out where Santa has been all these decades. I want my re-election campaign to focus on our most pressing need for answers.” 

“You mean over a century, Mayor Higgins!” An older woman responded, “I have lived here for seventy-two years and never have I received a present from Santa. I heard that a little girl broke his heart by not believing in him. That is why we are made to suffer.” 

“No, that’s not the story, Holly.” A middle-aged man replied, holding his hot cocoa with his mitted hands. “Old Saint Nick got his sleigh and reindeer caught up in the pine trees and landed on our only Saguaro cactus. That is why it rotted on the ground, and he refuses to return.” 

“You sure we’re not living on some ancient Indian burial grounds?” Someone whispered to another person in the group. 

“I heard his sleigh fell into the memorial cabin just outside of town. He caused the fire that killed our founding family, the Wells.” Another man stated with his coffee held upwards to punctuate his idea. 

“You know they came from England in the mid-eighteen hundreds, Clement.” Holly replied to the man on her left. Then turned to another man on her right. “What do you think, Elden?” 

“He’s embarrassed about what happened. He cannot face us again even after all these years.” Elden stuffed his hands into his jacket pockets. “No matter how we celebrate Yule, he doesn’t trust us enough to forgive him. Right, Nick?” 

“I think he’s just lost.” The younger man spoke over the others. “Perhaps, he will find his way back to Saguaro Hill someday.” 

“If he is lost, then we will do our best to remind him that we’re still here!” Mayor Higgins cheered on the townsfolk.   

“Why don’t we just write to him?” A small child on his way to school asked the adults huddled together. 

“That’s a great idea, Tannen!” The mayor snapped his gloved fingers. “I’ll get my secretary on that this morning. Now, off to school, young man.” 

“Yes, sir! Happy Yuletide!” The boy scurried away. 

Rachel shook her head and left the line. She had heard enough silliness for one morning. She crisscrossed through the sidewalks that went around to the various buildings, such as: city hall, courthouse, post office, the K-12 school campus, bakery, hardware store, luncheon café, several gardens, and down at the end was her stop. Before she skipped up the concrete stairs, she read the last metal sign on her journey: Saguaro Hill Public Library. 

Rachel breathed a sigh of relief. She made it to work without having to utter the phrase: Happy Yuletide. Her only solace was that she seemed invisible to the world around her.

After she slipped into the foyer, she darted through the library and rushed to her office. She kept her head straight ahead. Not one person noticed her, she thanked her lucky stars. She was safe from the madness for once. 

She removed her turquoise set: coat, mittens, scarf, and beanie. She hung one on each of her office coatrack’s limbs. Before she could turn around, she heard a knock on her door. 

Rachel braced herself. She put on a fake smile, pivoted around, and witnessed her elf-clad assistant standing in the doorway. She guffawed at the ridiculousness of the costume. “May I help you, Santa’s little helper?” 

“What are you laughing at?” She straightened her cropped green flannel jacket. “I am the spirit of Yuletide this year. Remember, I won the radio contest?” 

“But did you really, Grace?” Rachel glanced over the costume and the ample display of cleavage. “Or did Craig just want to see you in leotards, jumping up and down?” 

She smirked. “He is the town Santa.” 

“More like the town pervert.” Rachel crossed her eyes for a second. “I can’t believe you let him do this to you.” 

“For once, couldn’t you believe in the magic and miracles of this season, instead of the worst in people?”  

“Since winter solstice is on Thursday, which today is Monday, I contend D.J. Craig is a perv. This season is autumn still. Next season begins on Yule, not a minute before, especially not one hundred days before, and Mother Nature backs me up on this one.” 

“Technically, that would be ninety-nine days.” 

“Whatever.” She shrugged. “I am a winter Yule celebrator. I’d rather celebrate more than one day per year. Saguaro Hills goes from summer to Yule every year. I wish we could find the balance.” 

“One day to show our gratitude for magic and miracles? Seriously, Rachel?” 

“No one believes in magic. No one believes in miracles, Grace.” The red-haired woman huffed around her office filing and organizing her space. “Certainly, no one believes in Ole Saint Nick anymore.” 

Her assistant leaned against the door frame and crossed her arms. “That might be why no one in this town gets any presents from Santa: We’ve lost the true spirit of the Yuletide.” 

“Or, he’s senile.” 

“Rachel.” 

“I am being serious. The way this town decks the halls, ceilings, lampposts... I even saw mistletoe glued to a stop sign coming into work this morning. I don’t believe we have lost the spirit of the season. If he’s not in an old people’s home, then I think the ghost of presents and alcoholic eggnog has done the job for him. You’re supposed to show spirit, not buy or inhale them.” 

“Is that why you refuse to decorate a tree, let alone buy one?” 

“I have a tree.” Rachel pulled out her chair and sat behind her desk. “Ceramic. Easy up, easy down. It fits on my dining table and I never have to vacuum one pine needle.” 

“Yeah, you’re the spirit of Yuletide, all right.” Grace quipped with a sarcastic tone. 

“But it takes me less than ten minutes to put up or down my holiday décor. Unlike some assistants- who shall not be named, it takes them over a week.” 

“Time well spent; I might add. You should see the main library hall, especially the vaulted ceiling arches.” 

“Oh, good griefers.” Rachel pinched the bridge of her nose. In her haste to avoid everyone, she never bothered to look up, down, or around the library. “How bad is it?” 

“I like to refer to it as job security.” She giggled. “I know you’re not going to take it all down.” 

Rachel released her nose and groaned, “Is that all we have on the schedule for today? Some witty repartee?” 

“It is the town library. If you wanted hustle and bustle, then you should’ve gotten a job at city hall.” 

“It would’ve been closer.” Rachel remembered that she had passed the building on the way to her office. “Sometimes I think politics would have been easier. With the internet, no one really comes here anymore.” 

“Well, I guess that is two mysteries you have to solve then.” 

“Mysteries?” 

“Why the library is not hip-to-be-square, and who cursed our town to stave off Santa? That sounds like the responsibility of the head librarian.” 

“That also means going to the archives.” Rachel slouched her shoulders. “Maybe, a mystery needs a police detective instead...” 

“Archives are your domain.” Her assistant reminded her, then sung in her lyric soprano voice. “Deck the archives...fa la la la la!”

“Very funny. You know the reputation of the archives, don’t you? It’s dark, dank, and dreary. I bet the basement was built on the site of the old cemetery.” 

“The rumor is they did remove all the bodies.” 

“Are you sure about that?” She pointed at Grace. “Because I cannot get anyone to service the furnace unless I pay extra.”  

“You’ll manage, Rachel.” 

“Perhaps, I should send my assistant down to the archives for me.” She grinned with delight. “To do a little research.”

“First of all, I don’t do haunted. Second, I don’t do basements... and third? You signed my vacation form last week. So, as of two minutes ago, I am officially the town elf until after the first of the New Year.” She smirked. “That means you’re on your own.” 

“Yeah, I got that.” Rachel grimaced, then grinned. “Or, I could just wait until after the
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