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			I hate Christmas.

			I always have. Maybe that makes me a Grinch, or a Scrooge. That’s what some people say. Well, to them, all I have to say is, “Bah! Humbug!”

			But I have to admit, they do have a point. I’m okay with it, though. I started hating Christmas out of necessity. Growing up in a town called Santa’s Village with a name like Nikolaus left me with no other options. Kids are relentless. And in the town where Christmas spirit never dies, I wanted to kill it. At least my mom married my dad. If she hadn’t, I would have been stuck going through life as Nikolaus Klause. No way could I have lived through fifty-three years of that.

			Being Nik Stein is just enough better to get by for most of the year, but when winter rolls in—which around here is usually sometime in mid-September—the jokes start again.

			If I’m being honest, I don’t know why I stay. Once I finished school, I could have left. Probably should have.

			“See you tomorrow, Nik,” Jeff says from behind the bar as I push the door open. He’s my neighbor, also the bartender at the Alehouse. I’ve known him for most of my life. We aren’t really friends, but I don’t hate him—which is more than I can say about most people in this town.

			I don’t say anything back, but I turn and blindly wave into the building as I step out into the crisp, night air. I only feel a little guilty about not tipping him more. He really is a nice guy. But I’m trying to save as much as I can. I’m planning an early retirement. Haven’t figured out where yet, but it won’t be here. And it’ll be soon. Another two or three years and I’ll never have to see a candy-cane streetlamp again.

			I turn away from the closing door and am just about to pass one of those candy canes when my face smashes into something. It’s red and velvety soft. And it shrieks when I run into it. A surprise-shriek, not a pain-shriek. The pain is mine. Nose-first into her shoulder. That’s how we meet.

			“Aargh,” I say involuntarily. My eyes fill with water and I automatically wipe a finger beneath my nose to check for blood. There is none. That’s good.

			“I’m so sorry,” the woman says. She is wearing a Mrs. Claus jacket and Santa hat and she bends down to pick a cell phone off the frozen sidewalk. “I know I was standing right in the way, but aren’t these lampposts just the cutest? I had to get a picture, but all the others were too dark.”

			Everybody loves Christmas, that’s why they come here. I remind myself that it’s not worth getting into it with everyone I bump into. I grunt and nod. Wiping my nose again, I step past her, heading home.

			“Excuse me?” she says. I stop and turn around. “I hate to be more of an imposition than I’ve already been, but I can’t get a decent angle with this thing.” She holds her phone out. “Would you mind taking a couple of pictures for me?”

			I would, but don’t say so. When she hands me the phone, she tells me where to press to take the picture. I say, “I’ve got it,” and ask if she’s ready. She nods and smiles, then swings around the pole with one arm up in the air. She cocks her head to the side and bends one of her legs up behind her.

			I press the button she showed me, but nothing happens. So I press it again, and again. The smile fades from her face.

			“Everything all right?” she asks.

			“Yeah.” I raise my hand up and put the tip of my finger into my mouth. Biting down, I pull my hand out of my glove. “I got it. Do it again,” I say, words muffled by a mouthful of leather.

			She raises an eyebrow. “What?”

			Spitting the glove to the ground, I say, “Ready when you are.”

			She poses, I take a picture. She poses again, I take another one. And another, and another. I’m not watching her, though. I’m looking at the screen on the phone. I put two fingers on the screen and slide them toward each other like I’m trying to pinch the image of her.

			Jeff’s son, Jasper, showed me how to do this last Christmas when they bought me an iPad. He said it’s pinch-to-zoom, but that’s not right. It makes the picture smaller. I swipe my fingers away from each other and it zooms more than I expect.

			Her face fills up the screen. Her cheeks are wind-kissed rosy with a single dimple on the left. Her lips, the same color as the red stripe on the pole that is no longer visible. Gray eyes with a splash of icy blue stare at me from the palm of my hand.

			“Okay,” she says. “There’s got to be a good one in there somewhere.”

			I swallow hard. They’re all good ones. When she walks over, I hand the phone back to her without saying a word. Her forehead is dotted with the faintest hint of perspiration.

			“You’re a lifesaver,” she says. “Why don’t you let me buy you a drink for your trouble?”

			I try to say something, but my voice catches in my throat. So I grunt again and shrug.

			Back inside the Alehouse, we don’t go to my usual spot at the end of the bar. This wannabe Mrs. Clause leads me by the arm to a booth between the jukebox and the restrooms. It’s the only open table in the place. Damn Christmas tourists always crowd out the locals this time of year.

			Jeff sees us come in. He leans over to the other bartender and says something. Then he pulls the towel off his shoulder, wipes his hands, and heads our way, grabbing two paper menus from the holder on the side of the bar as he walks past.

			With a smile so big that the back of my neck prickles with gooseflesh, Jeff sets a menu in front of each of us. “What can I get started for you?” he says.

			“Something with peppermint. And whatever he would like.”

			“Just a coffee, Jeff,” I say.

			She turns her head to look in my eyes and reaches across the table, resting her hand briefly on top of mine. “Really,” she says to me, “whatever you want.”

			I pull my hand back and look up at Jeff. “Black. Thanks.”

			“Coming right up,” Jeff says, winking at me before returning to the bar.

			She watches Jeff walk away, then turns to me again. “How can I pay you back for taking all of those pictures if you order the cheapest drink on the menu?”

			“Water’s free,” I say.

			She laughs. A nice laugh—hearty, but not too throaty or loud. “You know what I mean. Come on, let’s take a shot. Or at least let me get you a beer or something.”

			“I don’t drink.” I look down at my hands. “Not anymore.”

			“Oh, I didn’t know. I’m sorry,” she says.

			“No reason for you to be. I was in a bad way a couple decades ago. Town was kinda getting under my skin. Decided it was for the best.”

			She doesn’t say anything while Jeff sets my coffee down on the table. He sets a mug in front of her, too. It’s hot cocoa with peppermint schnapps. “The perfect holiday drink,” he says. I try not to gag.

			Once he leaves, she leans across the table and takes my hands. “Do you want to talk about it?”

			“Not really,” I say, taking a sip of coffee. And that was that.

			Her name is Helen. She tells me all about herself. She came to town to celebrate. She says she always thought it would be a fun place to visit, but her husband—soon-to-be-ex-husband—would never take her. He never wants to do anything for her, that’s why she left him. And when she packed her things, the first place she went was the airport. The second was here.

			I don’t tell her much. There really isn’t much to tell. Somehow, she likes me anyway. Her weekend trip turns into an open-ended vacation. After a month, she leaves the hotel and moves into my guest room. Then, to my bedroom. We get married six months later, on the day after her divorce is finalized.
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			Helen and I have been married for a year and a half. A few more months and I’ll be retired. Working for the railroad is a young man’s game. And I’m nowhere near a young man. I’ll be fifty-six in the spring, but my body will be about a hundred and four. I hit the arthritis jackpot when I turned forty. Rheumatoid, osteo, psoriatic, and gout. Lucky me. Ever since, I’ve been planning my retirement. And it’s close. Finally.

			I probably won’t move when I retire. At least not right away. Helen loves it here. I understand. She made friends with damn near the whole town as soon as she got here. And if it were up to her, the Hallmark channel would play Christmas movies 24/7 instead of just in the winter and July. But I won’t have to come out of the house in the winter anymore. That’ll be good enough for now.

			We are walking down Santa Claus Boulevard, just past the corner of Jingle All The Way. God, I hate all of the gimmicky names in this town. Helen says there is something she wants to show me. We go another block and she says, “Close your eyes.”

			“You’re kidding, right?”

			“Just do it,” she says, jumping behind me and reaching around my head to cover my eyes. “It’s just a little bit farther.”

			So we walk a little bit farther and she pulls her hands away.

			“Well?” she says.

			“Well what?” We are standing in front of an empty building. It’s set back from the road and plywood covers two large windows that stretch across most of the building. Between them, a green door with chipped paint is locked with a chain. It sits crookedly in its frame like it has been kicked in more than a couple times.

			“What do you think?”

			I think the place looks like it should have been torn down a while ago. But then I see the sign on the door. For Sale.

			“It needs some work, but the location would be perfect,” Helen says. She has mentioned a few times since we got married that she thinks it would be fun to start a bakery in town. She can’t believe that no one has done it yet. Cookies from Santa’s Village. They would sell themselves. I never thought she really wanted to do it. Apparently she does.

			“Perfect?” It’s all I can think to say.

			“Yes!” Helen bounces on the sidewalk, clapping her hands. “The afternoon rush after school gets out would be great. It’s just around the corner. And the dentist’s office is right up the road so parents can bring their kids to celebrate when they have a good checkup.”

			“You think parents will celebrate their kids not having cavities by taking them to a place where everything will give them cavities? I don’t think you’ve thought this all the way through.”

			“But I have!” Her smile grows wider, the dimple in her cheek is showing, and I know I can’t say no to something that makes her this happy. “I’ve already talked to the real estate agent. You remember Beth. She said the seller wants to get rid of it and would take an offer twenty percent below asking. Off the record of course. She’s not officially allowed to say that, but you know how she gets when we go out. And Paul has been helping me write up a business plan.”

			Of course Paul is helping her. Why wouldn’t he? He is my cousin, after all. And he always says I need to give Helen whatever she wants because she’s the best thing that ever happened to me. He’s right, but still. He could’ve at least told me that this was coming.

			“So what exactly is in this plan that you and Paul worked out?”

			As it turns out, her plan is a good one. She has taken into account every possible variable. If I still had doubts about giving her exactly what she wanted, they disappear when I see her business plan. Helen has a roadmap to guide her through any potential problems or pitfalls that may arise. The only thing she doesn’t have is enough money to cover the startup costs. That’s where I come in.

			“It won’t completely drain your retirement savings,” she explains. “And if you look at the projections Paul helped me come up with, we will be able to fully pay back what we take out in ten years. Less if the online sales take off like I expect them to.”

			“Okay,” I say. And she leaps across the sidewalk at me, almost knocking me over when she throws her arms around my neck.

			She kisses me and says, “Thank you, thank you, thank you. And you won’t have to keep working. I accounted for your retirement when we worked out the numbers.” She kisses me again and again. “This is going to be so much fun!”

			I push her arms away from my shoulders, taking a step back into the old-man pose. You know the one. Shoulders slumped forward, knees bent, hand rubbing the sciatic nerve on whichever side is flared up the most. “For you, maybe,” I say. “You know I don’t get along with the holiday spirit.”

			Helen smiles and brushes her hair behind her ears. “You won’t even notice. Just stay home and enjoy being retired. I will take care of all of it. And I’m sure we can think of something I can do to make it up to you.” She winks and takes my hand. We walk home without saying another word.

			She makes it up to me—and then some—that night. And then, she gets out of bed and goes to the kitchen. She thinks I’m asleep, but I’m not. I don’t stop her, though. I need the time alone to recover. I’m not saying it isn’t worth it, but it’s kind of like ordering Chinese takeout. I want it, I enjoy it, but after I’m done, I need to sprawl out and groan a bit while my body complains.

			A while later, I push myself up. I’m making my way to the kitchen for a glass of water. As soon as I step into the hallway, I smell it. Cinnamon, brown sugar, chocolate. She’s baking.

			Helen stands up from in front of the oven when she hears the floor creak behind her. She is wearing a green apron with red stripes and her hair is tied up in a bun on top of her head.

			“I hope I didn’t wake you,” she whispers.

			“No. Just wanted to get something to drink. Are those what I think they are?” I say, not whispering, and nod to the tray of cookies held in her Santa and Mrs. Claus oven mitts.

			“You want to try one? Don’t worry, nothing Christmassy.” She sets the baking sheet down and turns to a plate sitting on the kitchen island. She hands me a cookie that has already cooled and been decorated. It’s round with black and gray icing. “This batch is just for you. They’re all lumps of coal.” She flashes her dimple at me. I smile back as I take a bite.

			Santa’s Village Bakery is the name she chose. A little nail-on-the-head for me, but it seems to be working for everyone else. Helen has to hire three other people to help her keep up with all of the online orders during that first holiday season. Even then, she spends most nights using our oven to keep working after she gets home. I don’t know how she does it day in and day out, but she does. And all with a smile on her face. And I love her for it because seeing her that happy puts a smile on my face, day in and day out.

			By New Year’s Day, she looks like I feel—old, rundown, and in need of a handful of pills just to keep moving. But she isn’t as old as I am. A week later, she is back to her usual self. With a huge stack of extra cash burning a hole in her pocket.

			It’s now November, just before the start of her third holiday season with the bakery. Even being somewhat careless with our spending habits, she is still on pace to beat the projections Paul helped her come up with. To put it another way, we’re loaded and I get to stay retired. In fact, the bakery is so successful that I’ve even stopped bringing up the idea of moving south. An extra log on the fire and I don’t mind it here so much anymore. Santa’s Village calls itself the nicest town on Earth. That is a stretch, but maybe it’s not all bad.

			Helen is planning on going to the bakery early after her day off tomorrow. It’s not even Thanksgiving, but she wants to get a head start on the online orders that have already started trickling in. She thinks this is going to be her best year yet.

			It’s hard not to get excited with her. Her passion is contagious. Even if what she is passionate about is Christmas.

			“Are we doing anything tonight?” I ask. I already know the answer, but I have to stop my train of thought before I offer to go door-to-door singing Christmas carols with Jeff.

			“I’m going out with Beth. Don’t wait up,” Helen says. She kisses me on the cheek as she heads out the door.
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			I don’t wait up for her, but I should have.

			I wake up when my hip starts to ache. I go into the kitchen for a glass of water and an extra pill. The doctor says I’m not supposed to take more than what it says on my prescription. Says with all the medication I am on, even a single Tylenol or Advil tablet is like playing Russian roulette with my liver. But when it is a quarter past three in the morning, it sure seems worth the risk to be able to finish sleeping.

			On my way back to the bedroom, I notice the living room light. I left it
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