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	Sadie

	 

	Sunlight streams through the large windows of my college classroom, casting a warm glow. I enter the pottery studio feeling excited at the sight of my classmates already bent over their pieces, fingers covered in clay. The hum of occasional conversation fills the air, accompanied by the rhythmic whirring of pottery wheels.

	"Good morning, Sadie!" calls out my instructor, Ms. Jenkins, from across the room. "I'm excited to see what you come up with today."

	"Good morning, Ms. Jenkins," I say, nodding at her. "I hope it’s something that will work. I have an idea that’s been spinning around in my brain for an unusual urn or vase – haven’t decided yet.”

	As I sit down at my wheel, I take a deep breath, inhaling the earthy scent of damp clay that permeates the room. The familiar smell brings a sense of calm and anticipation, a reminder that I am exactly where I belong—among these artists who share my passion for creating something beautiful out of nothing.

	My hands touch the cool, wet clay. I love this feeling—the way it molds so easily beneath my fingertips, how it seems to have a life of its own as I shape it into something with form. 

	As my foot presses down on the pedal, the wheel springs to life, spinning faster and faster until the clay becomes a blur of motion. My fingers dance over the surface, skillfully shaping the piece. Every stroke is deliberate, every curve considered. But the process is also intuitive as I lose myself in the rhythm of creation. The outside world fades away as I focus solely on the piece taking shape before me.

	"Sadie," breathes a voice next to me, causing me to glance over at my neighbor. "That's incredible. I've never seen anything quite like it."

	"Thank you," I reply, blushing slightly at the praise. 

	"I want to see where you’re going with that, but later,” she says.

	This clay vase will be unusual and pretty. I may end up using it as a gift for Christmas. What I’m really excited about is my passion project -- a whimsical forest scene, complete with tiny woodland creatures and delicate trees that I’ve been making at home. It might be one of my best projects yet, and I can't wait to show it off. If only my family could be as supportive as my classmates and instructors, then maybe I wouldn't have so many doubts about this career choice. I push the negative thoughts aside and try to focus in a very pointed way on how I want the vase to look.

	"Hey, Earth to Sadie!" Ellie's voice brings me back to the present moment. My best friend since childhood stands next to me, her curly red hair bouncing as she grins and nudges me playfully. "You've got that far-off look again. What's going on in that head of yours?"

	"Nothing," I reply quickly, trying to hide the conflict inside me. But Ellie knows me too well, and she isn't so easily fooled.

	"Come on, Sadie. You can tell me anything," she reminds me, her freckled face lit up with concern. "Is it about family again?"

	I sigh, unable to keep the truth from her any longer. "Yeah, you're right. It's just that... when I'm here, creating these pieces, I feel so alive and passionate. But when I talk to my mom and listen to her criticism and doubt, it makes me question everything."

	"Sadie, listen to me." Ellie grabs my forearm, her grip firm and reassuring. "You are an incredibly talented artist. Don't let anyone make you doubt yourself or your abilities. You deserve to follow your passion and be happy."

	"I know, Ellie," I murmur, my heart swelling with gratitude for her unwavering support. "It's just hard sometimes, you know? They're my family. I wish they could see what other people see in me."

	"Maybe one day they will," Ellie says gently. "But until then, you need to keep believing in yourself and your dreams. You're amazing, Sadie Elizabeth Hart, and I know you can do anything you set your mind to."

	"Thank you," I whisper, feeling a renewed sense of determination flow through me. "I wouldn't be where I am today without you, Ellie."

	"Hey, that's what best friends are for," she grins, giving my hand a final squeeze before releasing it. "Now let's finish up these projects and show the world what we've got!"

	With Ellie's encouragement and support, I dive back into my work, letting my passion guide my hands as I create something truly beautiful. With a sigh, I wipe my clay-covered hands on the old apron that has seen better days and glance at the clock. The pottery class is almost over. Each time I leave, I miss being in this space.

	"I saw an ad for a part-time job as a holiday delivery driver," Ellie says as she carefully wipes down her workstation. "Thought it might be something you'd be interested in."

	"Really?" I ask, hesitating. A job would mean some extra cash that could go toward my art supplies. But it also means less time for pottery, which is the one thing that makes me truly happy. "I don't know, Ellie. What if it takes away from the time I have to work on my creations?"

	"It's just for the holiday season. You can always go back to focusing on your art full-time once it's over."

	She's right, as usual. I know that Ellie has a point. 

	"Alright," I say, forcing a smile. "I'll look into it."

	"Good," Ellie smiles back, clearly pleased. "I'll send you the link to the application."
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	Nightfall finds me sitting at my small kitchen table, laptop open in front of me. The application for the holiday delivery driver position stares back at me, its blank fields waiting to be filled. It's a simple form – name, contact information, work experience – but somehow it feels like so much more. My fingers hover over the keyboard, hesitating for a moment before diving in. 

	"Done," I murmur, hitting the 'submit' button and watching as the confirmation page loads on my screen. 

	The next day is a blur as I lose myself again in my woodland creature setting I am creating. My phone dings and I check messages after rinsing my hands of all the clay.

	Looking at my phone, it’s a message from the postal delivery job. Once my background check is run and cleared, I’m hired and will begin next week. This is thrilling and I’m surprised they didn’t request an in-person interview. Perhaps, we will do that over the internet. I run over to Ellie’s workstation, eager to share the news. 

	"Sadie! What's up?" Ellie asks, her tone bright and cheerful as always.

	"Ellie, you won't believe it!" I exclaim. "I got the holiday delivery driver job!"

	"Shut up! Are you serious?" she squeals. 

	"Dead serious," I reply, grinning from ear to ear. "I just got the email a few minutes ago. I start maybe as soon as next week. I can’t believe it was so easy."

	"Sadie, that's amazing!" 

	"Thanks, Ellie," I say. "You were the one who encouraged me to apply in the first place."

	"Just looked like something short and sweet to pick up extra money,” she replies. "Just think of all the stories you'll have from working as a delivery driver during the holidays. That's prime people-watching time!"

	"True," I chuckle, imagining the interesting characters I might encounter while delivering packages. Little do I know how interesting it might get.
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	Kris

	Stepping into my workshop, the familiar scent of wood shavings and varnish greets me like an old friend. This is where I come alive, where my hands create magic. My fingers dance over the wooden toys that lay scattered on my workbench – cars with tiny spinning wheels, delicate ballerinas poised on tiptoes, and intricately crafted animals that will soon find their way into the hearts of children.

	I pick up a half-finished rocking horse, running my hand lovingly along its curved back. My eyes scrutinize every detail, ensuring that each stroke of paint and every groove carved are nothing short of perfection. This is my craft, and I take pride in each toy that leaves my workshop, knowing they bear a small piece of my soul.

	The chisel moves with practiced ease as I shape the rocking horse's mane, each curl springing to life under my expert hand. I imagine the bright-eyed wonder of the children who will soon cherish these wooden treasures. And in those moments, I know that I'm not just a skilled craftsman; I am also a purveyor of happiness and a guardian of childhood dreams.

	As the last shavings of wood fall to the floor, I set down my chisel and take a step back to admire my handiwork. The rocking horse stands proudly before me, its mane flowing gracefully, as if caught in a gentle breeze. 

	Briefly, I think of my wife, Mary. She had loved being part of the toy making each year. I remember the way her eyes would light up when she saw my latest creation. Her passion for children was like a beacon, guiding and inspiring me to do more. 

	"Promise me you'll keep making them," she had whispered one night, her delicate hand resting on my chest.

	"I promise," I had murmured, holding her close, feeling the weight of that vow settling upon my shoulders like an oath forged in steel.

	Mary is gone now, but her spirit lingers at times. I promised her I would continue my work for the children. Children were something Mary could not have. I doubt I'll ever find a woman as kind and devoted as her again in my lifetime. Then again, I’m not looking.

	The wind whistles through the trees, carrying with it a gentle snowfall that dusts my cabin and the surrounding woods in a blanket of white. It's a peaceful scene – one that always manages to soothe the ache in my heart, even if just for a moment. There's not even an inch of snow out there, but it's pretty.

	As I lift the latest completed toy – a wooden train with intricately carved details – from my workbench, I hear the distant crunch of tires on the gravel driveway. My friend, Carl Foster, has arrived for his annual visit, and despite the many years we've shared this tradition, a warm rush of anticipation still fills me at the thought of showing him my new creations.

	"Kris!" Carl calls out as he steps through the front door.

	"Carl, good to see you," I reply, clasping his hand firmly. His eyes light up when he spots the train in my grasp, and I feel a swell of pride at his reaction. "What do you think?"

	"This is incredible," he exclaims, admiring the craftsmanship. I watch as his fingers trace the delicate engravings along the train's body. "I swear, your work gets better every year."

	"Thanks, Carl. I’ll have a few pieces for your toy shop also."

	"Speaking of which," Carl continues, his tone shifting to a more serious note, "we should go over the plan for Christmas Eve. We want to make sure every child in Cady Springs gets their special gift."

	"Absolutely," I agree, setting the train aside and turning my attention to the upcoming delivery. "I've got all the toys completed, except for one I'm waiting on a part for. Just need to load them up on Christmas Eve and start making the rounds."

	"Kris, I can't thank you enough for doing this," Carl says earnestly, his eyes shining with gratitude. "You have no idea how much it means to the families in town. Times are tough, and you're giving these kids something magical to believe in."

	"Mary believed in the power of a simple toy to bring happiness. If I can make even one child's Christmas a little brighter, then I know I'm doing her proud." Carl nods, understanding the depth of emotion behind my words. 

	"Before you
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