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        Aster Morgan

        Christmas Eve

      

      

      
      A jaunty Christmas song played on the old record player. The vinyl record spinning round and round as the little needle read the music that came through clean and pure and rich. The way music was intended to sound.

      It was to my way of thinking that about half the customers who stepped into my bakery were drawn in by the music.

      Muffin, my solid white cat with long hair that required twice daily brushing to keep the tangles at bay, rolled over and stretched, all the way, front paws and back paws.

      Another half of the customers came into the bakery expressly to brush Muffin’s long coat with the brush I kept by her pallet on the checkout counter, using the cookies as an excuse to come in. Muffin never complained about the attention.

      Since there was an overlap between the ones who were drawn in by the music and the ones who came to brush Muffin, the rest of them, a few, expressly came for the cookies.

      At the moment, however, there were no customers inside my bakery.

      It was early, so that wasn’t unexpected. And it was cold. Just under freezing. The perfect temperature for snowfall. The little town, a community really, of Alpine Falls, deep in the Rocky Mountains, was at nearly ten thousand feet in elevation.

      Even if someone ever tried to use my recipe in the low lands, it wouldn’t work out for them. The elevation itself was one of the secret ingredients.

      I stood at my work counter, baking ingredients scattered all around me. Flour. Granulated sugar. Brown sugar.

      I wore a solid white apron with pockets on either side. The words “Alpine Bakery” were embroidered across the bib in bright Christmassy red.

      It wasn’t a very inventive name, but I hadn’t been the one to name it. My grandmother had named it in the late 1800s. She got a break on the name because back then everyone just referred to it as “The Bakery” and there was no need to call it anything else. Everyone still did, and truth be known, they still would even if it had a fancy name.

      A little Christmas tree stood in the corner of my shop over near the front of the store. It wasn’t a live tree. It was an old artificial tree that I dragged out of the attic every year. I wasn’t sure just how I was going to get it back up in the attic this year.

      Getting it down had certainly been an adventure. All I could say was that it had made it down without a single broken branch.

      I’d spent the better part of a Sunday afternoon putting it together, matching color-coded metal branch tips to colored slots in the plastic tree trunk. I didn’t really need the color coding anymore. After putting it together year after year, I could look at the size of the branches and figure out where they went on the trunk.

      It had what most people considered a lot of decorations on it. I had all my grandmother’s decorations on it—she liked little birds and pinecones—and I had my parents’ decorations, too. That was saying something.

      My parents had traveled a lot after they retired and their idea of the perfect souvenir was some kind of Christmas ornament. I had ornaments on there from everywhere from New Orleans to Seattle and everywhere in between.

      I’m not sure what it said about me that I didn’t have a single ornament on the tree that I had contributed.

      I tried not to think too much about that. On those rare times when I did think about it, I told myself that someday I would start living my life. One day. Soon.

      In the meantime I had cookies to make. Customers especially liked the red ones with pretty sparkles on Christmas. They would come in and buy them by the dozens. I liked to imagine my cookies being brought out on platters while families gathered together.

      Adding a little extra brown sugar (I never measured) to the mixing bowl beneath my bright red electric mixer on a stand, I stirred the mix with a wooden spoon.

      There were tricks to keeping my cookies soft and the wooden spoon was one of them.

      The electric mixer had its place in my process, but this batch wasn’t there at the moment.

      After the dough was sufficiently mixed, I put it into a container and set it in the big commercial sized refrigerator.

      While I was there, I pulled out a container of dough I had mixed together two hours ago.

      That timing was another one of my secrets.

      Just as I went to dump the cookie dough on the flour coated counter, two things happened at once. Muffin—I thought she’d been sound asleep—jumped off the counter, landing on her feet on the back side of the counter and the little bell above the shop door rang.

      When Muffin jumped off the counter, one of her claws was hung in her pallet. The whole thing, pallet and brush, crashed onto the floor next to her.

      Mrs. Adams, wrapped in a puffy purple coat, stepped inside, bringing a flurry of cold air with her.

      I quickly put the lid back on the container. Muffin sat on the floor, washing one of her front paws, looking every bit as though she’d done the whole thing on purpose.

      “Good morning, Mrs. Adams,” I said with a quick accusatory glance at my cat. Muffin pretended not to notice. I know she was pretending. She noticed everything. “You’re up and about early today.”

      “Oh yes. It’s Christmas Eve,” Mrs. Adams said, but there was no joy in her voice.

      “Yes. It is. And it might just snow.”

      “Did you save me back some of your special red cookies?”

      “You know I did.” I pulled a box off the counter with her name scrawled on a sticky note. I hadn’t actually known she was coming for the cookies, but it seemed like a safe bet since she bought two dozen every year on Christmas Eve.

      I wouldn’t call her a conversationalist by any means. On the contrary, she was brief and to the point about what she wanted.

      I saw Mrs. Adams precisely three times a year. Christmas Eve. Her daughter’s birthday in April. And July 4.

      Each time she bought two dozen cookies. Red on Christmas Eve. Sparkly pink ones on her daughter’s birthday. Red and blue on July 4th. Mrs. Adam’s seventeen-year-old daughter was thin as a rail. Sometimes I wondered if Mrs. Adams ate all the cookies herself. Not that it mattered who ate them.

      Well. Maybe it did matter. A little bit. I hand made every cookie that walked out this door.

      So. Yeah. Maybe it did matter to me a little bit who ate them.

      “Give me half a dozen of those cupcakes, too.”

      Mrs. Adams surprised me this year. Six sparkly cupcakes to go with her sparkly red cookies.

      After I rang up her purchase and took her credit card payment, she left with her little bag of Christmas happiness. I hope my cookies and cupcakes brought Mrs. Adams a touch of joy. Even if she did eat them all herself.

      Muffin wiggled her bottom and jumped back onto the counter
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