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      Ivy dreads the holiday season. But this year promises to be even worse as her brother, and only family, will not be returning home for the holidays. Ivy is doing her best to avoid all festivities. But with the tree lighting, a holiday homes tour, and the downtown door decorating contest, it’s hard to skip the holidays in Cranberry Bay. Meanwhile after his grandfather dies, Josh must step into Cranberry Bay’s beloved holiday tradition to drive the Holiday Express Christmas Eve train. When he asks Ivy to play the role of Mrs. Claus neither expects their long-time friendship to turn into love.
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        Shuster Family

      

      

      

      
        
        Rebecca: Mother of the Shuster Family. Widowed. Retired librarian.

      

      

      Sawyer: Oldest brother. Land Developer.  Married to Katie

      
        
        Lauren: Sawyer’s daughter. Ten-years-old. Mother died of cancer.

      

      

      
        
        Bryan Shuster. Middle Brother. Real Estate agent. Married to Rylee.

      

      

      
        
        Adam Shuster: Youngest Brother. Park Ranger. Friends with Josh Morton.

      

      

      
        
        Lisa Shuster: Single mother to daughter Maddie. Lives in carriage house on Sawyer’s property.

      

      

      
        
        Maddie: Sixteen-year-old daughter of Lisa.

      

      

      

      
        
        Sewing Circle

      

      

      
        
        Katie Coos: Owns the Fabric and Sewing Barn. Married to Sawyer

      

      

      
        
        Rylee Harper: Owns the River Cottages. Married to Bryan, her childhood sweetheart. Owns Raisin. a mixed brown and white mutt.

      

      

      
        
        Ivy Moore: Owns the Red Door Antique Shop.

      

      

      
        
        Gracie Catskill: Owns the River Rock Inn.

      

      

      
        
        Sasha Frazier: Owns the Lazy Dayz Bakery.  Mother of Tyler

      

      

      
        
        Tyler: Ten-year old son of Sasha.
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      Ivy screwed a lightbulb inside the body of the vintage, plastic, three-foot Santa. She placed it on the counter and plugged the cord into an outlet. The glowing Santa lit the festive holiday pins inside the glass case. The green, red, silver, and gold pins sparkled. Ivy grabbed a key from a hook alongside the outlet and slipped it into the lock. She turned the key and twisted the round knob to the left. The wood door slid open, and she adjusted the white cloth around the pins.

      “Beautiful.” A woman with jet black hair peered into the counter. “My Grandmother always wore a red and green tree pin every Christmas day.”

      Ivy swallowed. Her mom always wore a pin, too. When she died, Ivy made sure to take the wreath pin from her mom’s jewelry box before she and her brother were taken away. She kept that pin tucked in a sock as she and her brother were shuffled from foster home to foster home. Until one day, she arrived home from school to find it had been stolen, sold by one of the other foster kids who needed it for drug money. She’d spent hours scouring eBay but it never turned up. The magic of Christmas dissolved without her mom, and the holiday became a day to endure, not enjoy.

      Once she was sure the lighted Santa’s bulb worked, Ivy unplugged the Santa. She placed it in a large cardboard box beside the counter. Lifting the pen from a Mason jar of pens, she checked the box on a printed checklist. Three sheets of to-do lists were stacked on the clipboard. Each item described in detail what was needed to pull off a successful holiday season at her Red Door Antique store. She saw no reason in getting sentimental over the Christmas holidays. It was just another event, no different than the summer celebrations or the fall harvest festival the town put on every year.

      “Can I show you one of the pins?” Ivy asked, making sure her voice gave away no hint of emotion.

      “The pins are beautiful, and I wish I was buying one.” The woman shook her head. “But I came to buy tickets to the Holiday Homes Tour. I’d like four.”

      Ivy closed the door to the pin counter and grabbed a thick manila envelope sitting on the counter behind her. She flipped open the folder and pulled out four Holiday Homes Tour tickets.

      “The tickets are wonderful.” The woman turned one of the gold tickets over in her hand. “They are so beautifully designed.”

      “Thank you.” Ivy tucked the folder away. The Holiday Homes Tour was one of the signature events in Cranberry Bay’s Hometown Holidays extravaganza. The Cranberry Bay Business Association prided itself on the historic homes tour. Rooms in the town’s bed and breakfast, boutique inn, and riverside cottages were booked out for months. And those who couldn’t get rooms in Cranberry Bay enjoyed nearby seaside town hotels with warm gas fireplaces and views overlooking a stormy Pacific Ocean.

      The Red Door Antique Shop was a proud sponsor of the Holiday Homes Tour and Ivy worked hard each year to make sure it was a success. The same ten homes were always invited to participate, and it went off without a hitch—with the exception of the year when three of the homes declined invitations due to a pending home sale, the death of a homeowner, and a remodel. Ivy rubbed her temples. That holiday season still gave her a headache.

      Ivy noted the six boxes lined up alongside the counter. She consulted her checklist. Every year, she prepared the same boxes for the home decorations, from pink and red vintage glass ornaments to old-fashioned three-foot plastic Santas. Of course, people muttered about how the homes looked the same year after year, and the tour had grown a little stale in the last two years, but she ignored the complaints. Holidays were supposed to be filled with tradition. Traditions stayed the same, that’s what made them tradition. And the important thing was each year, she was given a certificate at the Business Association’s Annual Year-End Awards Ceremony for her work on the tour. She hung the certificates in a row alongside her first-place award for the business’s downtown decorating contest. Ten of the framed certificates hung down the hallway leading to her small office. Each one of the awards and certificates reminding her that she did belong to the small community of Cranberry Bay, despite arriving as a child in foster care.

      Ivy wrapped a cord around a small tabletop lighted Santa and chuckled at the small bite on Santa’s beard. Her year-old spaniel mix, Max, sprawled across his bed under a rolltop desk. He was both a blessing and terror, trying her patience with his constant chewing and bringing her laughter and joy with his puppy charm. She never dreamed of owning a pet, but Max arrived as a small puppy, wrapped in a blanket and placed near the shop’s dumpster. She brought him inside, gave him a warm spot in her bed that night, and intended to take him to the animal shelter the next day. But he’d won her over, curled up beside her, and she didn’t have the heart to let him go. Unfortunately, he also needed some training.

      The door to the antique shop opened and a gust of wind caught it as ten-year-old Tyler and his Mom, Sasha, walked into the store, each carrying a large tray with an assortment of holiday cookies. The woman with the Holiday Homes ticket ducked out of the shop and into the gusty day.

      “Try one, Ivy.” Tyler set a plate of cookies on the counter. He wore a knit stocking cap, a down jacket, and jeans. He dipped his finger into a glob of icing on the plate and licked it off. “This is the best icing!”

      Sasha set the plate of frosted Santas beside the tree cookies. Her red jacket hung open and revealed a holiday sweater with a festive, decorated Christmas tree that dropped to black leggings, and a pair of knee-high boots completed the outfit. A set of sparkling Christmas trees hung from her ears.

      “We’ve been having a debate,” Sasha said. “We each tried a little different dough mix. Now we need to know which one is the best.”

      “Mine, of course.” Tyler dropped to the floor beside Max and rubbed him behind his long ears. “I’m working on a special holiday treat for Max.”

      Sasha tossed back her head and laughed. She ruffled Tyler’s hair. “He’s going to take over the bakery for me one day and I’ll retire.”

      Ivy winked at her friend. “I don’t see retirement in your future for a long time.” At thirty, Sasha was filled with life and spunk, churning out breads, pastries, cookies, and her specialty sandwiches for the town.

      “Speaking of retirement…” Sasha leaned across the counter and picked up one of the shiny pink glass vintage ornaments. She placed it in a small box alongside two other vintage ornaments. “How are Rick and Laura?”

      “Enjoying Santa Fe,” Ivy said. “Laura sent me pictures of the luminaires. It’s been their dream to spend the Christmas season in Santa Fe. I’m glad it’s finally happening.”

      Ivy clicked the last text she’d gotten from Laura and pushed her phone toward Sasha. Ivy missed her foster parents, but she knew that traveling in their RV was exactly what the two planned to do with their retirement. Both worked hard, Rick as the town’s long-time postmaster and Laura in what used to be the antique shop, a store of cluttered items no one could find any use for anymore. When Rick retired, Laura wanted to sell the shop, but Ivy offered to run it. She’d been helping in the shop since she came to live with Rick and Laura as a thirteen-year-old. As Laura aged, she wanted fewer hours at the Antique Shop. Ivy easily took over the hours and found she enjoyed taking in items no one wanted and figuring out a way to repurpose them. The reuse movement was gathering steam, and with her keen design eye, she’d created small rooms using petition boards where independent vendors could sell their antique items. She also opened a storefront online and found that what other people thought of as junk and collections they couldn’t use anymore fetched a good sum of money. Her love of visual design paid off in both her shop and the marketing designs she created and soon business was brisk.

      “Is Keith coming home for Christmas?” Sasha nudged the phone back to Ivy.

      “He took the Christmas shift,” Ivy said, trying hard not to let the sadness fill her chest. She always spent Christmas with her twin brother, through all the foster homes and their childhood, they always made a pledge to spend Christmas together. But his police job in a small town north of Seattle needed him. “He took the shift so his partner could be home with his family on Christmas. They have two small children who are very excited about Christmas.”

      “You can’t be alone for Christmas,” Sasha placed her hands on her hips. “Tyler and I would love to have you join⁠—”

      Bells jingled as the door to the Red Door Antiques opened. "I've got room in the truck for one more box." Josh's blue eyes sparkled, and his Santa hat tilted at an angle. Curly dark hair framed his face. He wore a red holiday sweater with twinkle lights, dark blue jeans, and work boots.

      "This one goes to Mrs. Perkins on Hemlock Street." Ivy toed the box by her foot. She checked a box on her clipboard beside Jan Perkin’s name. "I think she must have a hundred Santas. Every year, she requests another box." She smiled at her long-time friend, Josh Morton. Josh and her brother Keith were her constant companions in high school. During her senior year, she’d been paired with him for the school’s holiday food drive. During the food drive, he encouraged her to sign up to be one of the elves for the town’s annual Holiday Express Christmas Eve train—a small train his grandfather owned and drove. Eager to spend more time close to Josh and her bubbling feelings for him, she’d signed up. As the train chugged toward the pretend North Pole, they worked together, serving hot cocoa and making sure the children were settled in their seats.

      As the children disembarked the train, Josh pulled her under a small twig of mistletoe he held above her head and kissed her briefly on the lips. She spent the entire Christmas vacation dreaming of Josh and how they would marry, have children, and stay in Cranberry Bay forever. But, when she’d returned to school in January, she found his sister’s best friend, Kami, staked claims on him at a New Year’s Eve party, and the two quickly formed what everyone called the perfect match. A match which lasted through their senior year, college, and into adulthood. This fall, Kami took a job in Seattle, but everyone still expected Josh to propose to his long-time high school sweetheart this holiday season.

      Although Ivy pulled away from Josh as much as possible, not wanting to allow her feelings toward him to ruin a long-time friendship, Josh and Keith’s friendship remained strong after high school. The two often included her on hikes, day trips to Portland, and even a couple kayak lessons. She always made sure to remind herself to keep her feelings tucked deep inside. She never wanted to ruin the friendship between the three of them. When Keith announced he wasn’t coming home this Christmas, Josh stepped forward and offered to watch out for Ivy during the holidays. He’d be her big brother while her big brother was absent this season. Josh wouldn’t take the place of Keith, but it was nice to have his help, especially with the Holiday Homes Tour. Her friendship with Josh was much more important than mooning over a high school crush fantasy because of a one-time kiss. A kiss he’d most likely long forgotten.

      Josh opened a small bag and held out dog reindeer antlers. “I brought something for Max.”

      He strode around the counter and leaned down to the dog who stood, shook himself off, and wagged his back end at Josh. Josh placed the reindeer antlers on Max’s head.

      He straightened and eyed Ivy. “Where’s your festive spirit?”

      Ivy flushed. She wore the same thing every weekend. A pair of black slacks, a black turtleneck sweater, and a simple paisley scarf draped around her neck. There wasn’t a hint of red and green on her.

      “Ivy!” Rylee burst into the shop. Her dog, Raisin, bounded in after her, soaking wet. He shook and water sprayed across the room and dampened a set of vintage holiday cards displayed on a small metal rack. Rylee wore a dark raincoat over jeans and red boots. She’d returned to Cranberry Bay a couple years ago and married her high school sweetheart, Bryan. The two ran the River Rock Cottages, and Bryan worked as the town real estate agent.

      Max dashed from behind the counter and barked at Raisin before racing after him, down the small aisle of the shop. Items crashed to the floor in their wake with thuds and a glass dish shattered. Tyler leaped to his feet and followed Max and Raisin, shouting at the top of his lungs for both the dogs.

      Josh knocked against the box of Santas and three rolled out as he raced after the two dogs. “Max! Raisin!”

      “He’s not on a leash!” Ivy turned to Rylee.

      “I’m so sorry!” Rylee held up a long leather leash. “We were just in the pet store next door and Paige allows all dogs to be off leash. The door opened and he ran out. We were lucky he ran into your store!” Rylee shuddered. “I would hate to see him run toward the river and across the road!” She pointed outside as a large truck lumbered past the shop.

      A loud crash came from the back of the store. Josh hollered, “I got them!”

      Ivy gritted her teeth. Ever since Paige moved her dog shop next door and took the place of Ivy’s long-time friend, Katie’s fabric shop, Paige wanted to take over the Cranberry Bay Business Association with all her new ideas. Ideas that pushed Ivy to the side of the Business Association where she’d made her name in the town.

      Ivy pointed to the large sign she hung on her front window. “All dogs must be leashed.”

      But no one noticed as Rylee and Sasha raced down the aisle after Raisin. Ivy followed behind, picking up one item after another which were knocked out of the vendor’s spaces in Raisin’s run.

      “You got him!” Ivy said to Josh, who lay across a table, holding onto each dog’s collar with both hands. The white lace tablecloth sprawled on the ground, dirty with paw prints, and a stack of old-fashioned cookie tins lay on the floor, but the rest of station #657 looked to be intact. Ivy exhaled. Perfectly groomed, Amy Beth Miller, station #657, inspected her area every Saturday. She never lowered prices. She usually raised them and then announced a sale with a small pink sign. Ivy glanced at the pink antique tabletop clock. Amy Beth Miller was due to arrive at any minute.

      And then as if on cue, Amy Beth’s light voice carried down the store as her boot heels clicked on the floors. “Do I smell wet dog?”

      She took two more steps and turned the corner. Her loud gasp filled the area. “What is going on?” Amy Beth raised her eyebrows, and she shook her head. Her bobbed, frosted hair bounced on her shoulders.

      Ivy grabbed hold of Max’s collar. “We were just trying to round up the dogs.”

      “Why are there dogs in my area?” She placed her hands on her hips and tapped her high heeled black boot against the hardwood floor.

      “They’re getting Santa pictures,” Rylee said brightly. “It’s Paws for a Cause.”

      “Here?” Amy Beth turned around in a slow circle.

      “Yes!” Josh sat up on the table and straightened his Santa hat.

      Mary Beth eyed Josh. “You are not dressed like Santa. You don’t have a beard, the suit, or the stomach.”

      “He’s one of Santa’s helpers,” Rylee took Raisin’s collar and, with her knee, maneuvered him so he stood on her left side.

      Josh hopped off the table and straightened his shirt. He grabbed onto the collar of Max. “I’ll escort him back to his spot at the front. Tyler, can you help me out? Maybe coax him with a bit of your fabulous cookies.”

      Tyler pulled out a bit of cookie crumb from his pocket and held it out to Max who followed behind, trailing after the cookie crumbs.

      “He’s a regular pied piper,” Sasha followed after Tyler. “Just as long as he doesn’t mention the word dog to me for Christmas again.”

      “I heard you,” Tyler said, his voice loud.

      Sasha shook her head and a smile lit her face.

      Ivy followed Josh, Sasha, Tyler, Max, Rylee, and Raisin down the aisle with Mary Beth hollering after them, “I’ll expect all this to be taken off the bill for renting my space, Ivy.”

      Ivy grimaced. Mary Beth never wanted to pay the full monthly price for her space. She found every reason she could to get a discount, even though she was the best-selling vendor.

      Ivy grabbed her holiday homes clipboard. The small squares and ordered list calmed her stomach. “We should be able to wrap this up in another hour. There are two more boxes of Santas and one box of vintage ornaments to deliver. I can get the rest in my car.”

      “I’ll help you,” Josh said. “My truck can fit everything in one trip.” He leaned against the counter and grabbed one of the holiday Santa cookies.

      “Try mine!” Tyler pushed the tray of tree cookies to him.

      “I’ll take one of each.” Josh winked at Tyler.

      “I’ve got a basket of gifts for the holiday train,” Rylee said. On Christmas Eve, the Holiday Express would glide up to the Cranberry Bay station and blow the steam whistle, calling all the children aboard for hot cocoa and a magic ride to see Santa, who waited at the end of the line with a small gift for each child. Gifts which were donated by the local townspeople and wrapped in colorful wrapping. Books, coloring books, crayons, small dolls, and toys. The tradition was fifty years old and grown adults still held onto their prized toys or books from the Holiday Express. Ivy kept a small toy chest of gifts from the Holiday Express at the front of the store. But most of the time it was empty. Families just didn’t give away their childhood gifts from the Holiday Express.

      “I’ll stop by later today,” Josh said, his voice deepened.

      Without thinking, Ivy reached out and touched his arm. “I can help you.” She knew that losing his grandfather last summer hadn’t been easy and this would be the first season the Holiday Express would run without its long-time owner. The weight of carrying on the beloved tradition was now on Josh’s shoulders.

      She wasn’t the only one missing a beloved family member at the holidays. Josh needed someone to be there for him, too, as a friend. Josh’s eyes met hers and a small tremor of warmth filled her. She quickly brushed it away as nothing more than a look good friends exchange.
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      Josh opened the refrigerator and placed his Tupperware container inside. He made sure to leave enough space for the other Fir Pine Elementary School teachers who also used the staff refrigerator. As an early riser, Josh arrived at school before anyone else. He enjoyed the quirkiness of the early, historic nineteen-hundreds, three story elementary school building. The wood floors creaked and groaned. The heater clunked and sounded like it might grumble to a complete stop. The winter rain pounded on the large windows in each room.

      A red and green December staff duty calendar hung on the bulletin board underneath a cherry letter banner. Last month, he’d been in charge of morning bus drop-off, herding the elementary students from their buses into the cafeteria for steaming bowls of oatmeal, cinnamon rolls, and pancakes. Fir Pine Elementary was lucky to have Steve and Jeremiah working in the cafeteria, best friends since their own days at Fir Pine Elementary. Both were determined to give the students a warm start to their school day, knowing so many of the children who attended Fir Pine didn’t have three hot meals a day. Josh located his name on the duty calendar listed under the after-school parent pick-up duty. The after-school parent pick-up could be a bit chaotic. Everyone gathered in the library, and he often used the time to browse for new books to read to his second-grade class.

      “Good morning.” Caitlin Gobskin pushed open the faculty room door. The petite fifth grade teacher sashed by Josh. She carried a large box with the Lazy Dayz bakery emblem on the side. “The furnace sounds like it’s not going to make it to lunch. Do you remember the year when the furnace broke and no one could fix it for what seemed like weeks?”

      “Fifth grade!” Josh said. “I think I lived in my puffy green coat that year.”

      “Kami and I kept a warmer in our desk and passed it back and forth. It worked fine until the battery died when we left it on overnight.”

      “You were lucky nothing caught fire,” Josh said.

      “Mr. Johnson found it when he was cleaning the classroom.” Caitlin shook her head. “We were lucky.”

      Kami and Caitlin had been best friends since elementary school. In middle school, the two joined the community swim team and met his sister, Suzanne, who was a year ahead of them. The three became fast friends, and Kami and Caitlin would often be found hanging out in his sister’s room, listening to music and pouring over teen fashion videos. When Kami invited him to the New Year’s Eve party his senior year of high school, it seemed like the entire party waited for them to kiss. He never told anyone that the kiss didn’t feel the same as the one he gave to Ivy under the mistletoe on the Holiday Express a few weeks earlier. The kiss he and Ivy never talked about again. And then he and Kami were just a couple, a comfortable couple who’d known each other since elementary school and who everyone expected would be married and settle in Cranberry Bay to raise their family in one of the Craftsman homes lining the bluff overlooking the river. An expectation that cracked when Kami took the job in Seattle this past August.

      “Have you heard from Kami lately?” Caitlin asked as if she read his mind.

      Josh shook his head. “Not since Halloween.” He didn’t tell Caitlin that he called Kami on Halloween, expecting her to be at home answering the door to trick-or-treaters like she always enjoyed at her childhood home in Cranberry Bay. Instead, she answered in the middle of a party.

      “My boss treated us to a spooky corn field,” she said as a male voice in what sounded like he was so close he was pressed against her said, “Is that a ghost?”

      “I gotta go. I’ll call you later.” Kami had quickly clicked off the phone.

      But later didn’t happen. Josh didn’t expect it to. They’d been on rocky grounds all summer, and when she left for her new job in Seattle, both decided that it would be best to take a break. At first, both of them tried to keep in contact, quick texts with a funny meme or emoji.  Then the texts trickled off to nothing. He thought he would feel sad, but instead he felt relief. Relief he didn’t have to keep pretending to be in love with someone who he wasn’t in love with.

      Now, it was just a matter of waiting to see who would publicly announce the break-up, neither wanting to field the questions and concerns and kindhearted well-meaning remarks that were sure to come at them from every corner of Cranberry Bay. Josh knew he would take the brunt of their break-up, still living in Cranberry Bay. He’d seen what happened to his friend, Adam Shuster, when he broke it off with his long-time high school girlfriend, who decided to travel and just never returned to Cranberry Bay. Adam hadn’t been involved with anyone since, not wanting to risk the endless casseroles that showed up at his cabin at the entrance to the state park or the women’s hiking groups who invited him along, just for companionship, all of them vying for his attention and heart. Cranberry Bay loved their high school sweethearts turned husband and wife couples and struggled to let go when those couples didn’t work out.

      Josh followed Caitlin to the table in the center of the room.

      She placed the box on the table and threw back the lid. “Early bird gets the best croissant!”

      Josh licked his lips and pulled out a chocolate croissant coated with powdered sugar.

      “I know,” Caitlin shrugged. “Not the healthiest way to start the morning, but it’s December. We’ll all be eating unhealthily all month. Next month we can bring back the morning fruit and granola.”

      At 5’5 and an avid biker, Caitlin worked off calories as fast as Josh. They often biked together along the winding streets of Cranberry Bay in the early morning hours when the sun was just peaking up over the coast mountain range. Sometimes, Jill, the school nurse, and Mike, one of the fourth-grade teachers, joined them. Josh enjoyed a beer after work with Mike sometimes and knew he was trying to get to know Jill better. But so far, Jill hadn’t taken any of Mike’s hints.

      Josh slipped a colorful flyer from the back of his clipboard and tacked it carefully to the staff announcements.

      “The Holiday Express!” Caitlin said, her voice rising six octaves. “My daughter can’t wait to go. This is her first year riding the train.”

      Josh smiled at Caitlin and her excitement. He pushed down the wave of sorrow that rose inside his stomach. Every year since he’d been a child, his grandfather drove the Holiday Express. The old steam engine was his grandfather’s passion. After Josh became too old to believe in Santa, he helped wrap and load the toys into the thick bags. As the train chugged toward the imaginary North Pole, Josh moved between the train cars, making the children laugh with his elf costume, and then on the way home, checking on each child to see that the toy they received was the perfect one for them. This year the role of conductor would fall to him. His grandfather trained him to drive the steam engine for the last year. He knew he could drive the train, but he wasn’t sure he was ready to step into the role his grandfather played for the town for over fifty years.

      “Here’s the toy drive announcement.” Tricia, the school office manager, breezed into the faculty room and attached a second flyer beside Josh’s. Tricia served on the train’s non-profit board and worked with the volunteer firefighters of Cranberry Bay to help coordinate all the donations. She’d been married to the Fire Chief for fifteen years and enjoyed helping distribute the gifts by volunteering as one of the train’s elves on Christmas Eve.

      “What’s that delicious smell?” Anne Marks strode through the door, her walkie-talkie crackling at her side as the school buses pulled up to the front of the school and began unloading. She wore a navy blue pantsuit and a festive holiday scarf. Green tree earrings dangled from her ears and a matching pin was on the front of her jacket. She easily towered over other teachers at 5’9 and her blue heels added to the height. In the mornings and afternoons, Anne was a dynamo, running up and down the tall staircases between the gym and cafeteria located on the bottom floor and the main office and entryway of the school as students streamed off busses.

      As Principle of Fir Grove Elementary, she’d been voted Most Outstanding Principal on the North Coast for the last three years. Anne, along with her husband, Gavin Marks, who worked as Dean of Students and the high school basketball coach, were a dyno force. Moving to Cranberry Bay ten years ago after their son was injured by a drunk driver in Portland, and looking for a quieter place to settle, they’d easily slipped into the small-town community, bringing with them a passion and drive for education that benefited Cranberry Bay.

      “Is your sister coming home for the holidays?” Anne asked Josh. She bit into a croissant and wiped powdered sugar off her lips. A few sprinkles still ended up on the front of her blue pantsuit and she quickly brushed them away. “Gavin is hoping she might be available to talk to some of the kids at the high school, do a little goal setting, motivation type thing.”

      “Suzanne will be home tonight,” Josh nodded. “I’ll let her know.” Josh always looked forward to seeing his sister for the holidays. Ever since she’d taken the swim coach job at the University of Washington, her travel and competition schedule didn’t allow her to return that often to Cranberry Bay. He glanced at the large white clock above the doorway. She’d be boarding her plane any minute. It was an hour flight to Portland, and then she’d rent a car and drive the ninety minutes over the Coast Range Mountains to Cranberry Bay. His parents always offered to pick her up but Suzanne always declined, not wanting to ask her older parents to take the drive, which sometimes in the winter could mean snow or ice on the mountain passes.

      Ann’s walkie-talkie burst into noise and a voice clipped, “Mrs. Marks. We need you down here in the gym.”

      “Have a great day,” Anne said, smiling at Josh and Caitlin.

      As she pushed open the door, a child banged on a door. “Mr. Morton! Mr. Morton!”

      Josh gathered his mail from his box and hurried out the door toward his student. When he reached him, he knelt at eye level. “What’s the matter, Alex? Why aren’t you at breakfast with everyone else?”

      “I don’t want to go to breakfast,” Alex clutched his backpack closer to him. “Connor is being mean to me.”

      “Come on in.” Josh unlocked his door and ushered Alex inside. Connor teased Alex a lot the last couple days. Josh suspected it had something to do with the new brother who just joined Alex’s home and he needed to feel like he was in control. But it didn’t mean that Alex needed to start the day in tears. Josh strode to his desk, reached inside and grabbed a breakfast bar. He opened the small refrigerator next to his desk and pulled out a small carton of milk. “Here you go.”

      Josh made a small note on his clipboard and adjusted a couple of the laminated pieces of paper. They’d start with a class circle and a story this morning instead of the regular morning work time. He went to the class library and pulled out a picture book about three animal friends in the woods who learned to get along without bullying each other. He placed it on the big rocking chair along with the classroom stuffed alligator who always helped with circle time.

      The voices of children’s laughter bubbled down the hall. He stepped outside his classroom door and raised his finger to his lips to quiet them to an inside voice. Missy stepped forward and took her place as leader of the class. It was her job to lead the rest of the class down the hallway as they walked to recess, back to the classroom, and later to PE class. All of his students changed classroom jobs weekly in the morning meeting time. As his students came into the room, leaving coats and bags in the small cubby hooks outside in the hallways on the polished wood floors of the old school, he ushered them onto the carpet for story hour, each taking their specific places on the colorful squares of the large rug.

      Josh felt lucky he was able to get the job from beloved teacher Allison Mahony when she retired. She’d been his supervising teacher and gave him most of her classroom supplies including the large carpet, a classroom library filled with decades of picture books, tubs of math manipulatives, and a closet full of old curriculum she hadn’t the heart to throw away.

      Josh added to the classroom’s digital space, making sure each child owned a Chromebook through a grant he obtained for the school, storing the Chromebooks on a small cart in the back of the room, outfitting a center with musical CDs and earphones students could listen to, and creating a time-out area filled with a comfortable bean bag and stuffed bears in a darkened corner of the room.

      He waved at Alex to come from the time-out corner and join them in the circle.

      For the next twenty minutes, Josh led his class through listening to the story and passing the magic talking wand so each child could talk about how they felt listening to the story. He was pleased to hear Connor turn to Alex and apologize to him, and by the end of circle time, the two boys headed to the same math center to share manipulatives and work on their addition and subtraction.

      The day passed quickly as the students moved through math centers, reading time, recess, and then off to their PE class.

      “See you in thirty minutes.” Josh waved to his class.

      “Josh,” Anne stopped him in the hallway. “I’m sorry to do this and I know this is your planning time, but Molly’s daughter is sick and she needs to run up to the high school to pick her up. Can you cover her class? She said they are working on writing and it should be pretty easy for you.”

      “Sure,” Josh ducked into his class and grabbed a stack of the morning work from his desk with a handful of stickers. Fifth graders were much more independent than second graders and it’d be easy to keep an eye on the class while he was catching up on getting things graded. One of his parent volunteers was coming this afternoon and it’d be great to have a stack of papers for her to slip into the student’s take home folders sitting in the file box by the door.

      Josh took the stairs two at a time until he reached the third floor of the school. Narrative essays and posters detailing the cycle of salmon decorated the hallways. He ducked into the third classroom on the left and set his papers on the desk. He held up his hand in the quiet signal for the noisy class.

      After a minute, the class settled enough for him to be able to remind them of the rules for working.

      Tyler raised his hand from his table group to the left of the classroom door. “Mr. Morton. I have a question,” he said without waiting to be called on.

      Josh strolled to him. “Do you need some help?”

      “It’s about the Holiday Express,” Tyler said.

      Twenty-six pairs of eyes lifted their heads and faced Josh. Josh guessed that not one student in this room believed in Santa, but a part of them still hoped that maybe somewhere Santa was real, somehow.

      “Do you need any elves?”

      Josh tossed back his head and laughed as a chorus of voices shouted, “I want to be an elf.”

      “Yes,” Josh said. “I do need some elves.” He grinned, remembering his own days working as an elf on the Holiday Express. He was in fifth grade when he got his first assigned elf job. The elves played very important roles on the train trip to the North Pole. They helped pass out candy canes, sat with children who needed a little extra settling, and reassured children who were a little nervous about meeting Santa. When they reached the North Pole, elves made sure children got to see Santa and got back on the train when it was time.

      “We can’t choose all of you,” he said. “What we’ll need you to do is tell us why you would make the best elf. Practice the writing skills you are working on.”

      The fifth graders clicked into their Chromebooks and began furiously typing.

      Josh chuckled and pulled up the stool at the front of the class and perched on it, sifting through the stack of papers and adding stickers to each one. When the bell rang to dismiss the fifth graders to lunch, the hum of voices in the classroom increased and Josh headed back down the stairs behind them to his own classroom. At his desk, he picked up his cell phone he’d left by his computer.

      I’ve arrived, Suzanne texted fifteen minutes ago. See you after school. Kami and I enjoyed lunch a few weeks ago. So excited to start helping her plan her wedding!

      It’d be good to have his sister back for the holidays. But Kami obviously hadn’t said anything to Suzanne about their break. He drummed his fingers on the desk. Suzanne couldn’t wait until the two of them would be sisters-in-law, she’d been talking about it since Kami first started dating Josh. He was going to need to tell her the truth. It wasn’t going to be easy, but it was time to start telling people he and Kami were not going to be together.

      Josh typed a Christmas tree and a small Santa emoji and hit send as a text from Ivy flashed across his screen. Can you stop by and run another box of the plastic Santas to Mrs. Philips?

      Of course, Josh texted. He was glad his best friend, Keith, asked him to watch over Ivy this holiday season. The three of them had always been close, ever since Keith and Ivy moved to Cranberry Bay to live with their foster parents, who lived next door to him. They bonded over bike rides to the river in the summer and makeshift tents made of sheets and chairs, lying on sleeping bags and staring at the stars.

      “Watch over Ivy,” Keith said. “Just don’t let her know you are doing it.”

      Josh agreed. He knew Ivy liked her independence and that she didn’t want to need anyone. But everyone needed someone, especially during the holidays.

      And, Josh’s stomach nagged at him, the kiss he’d exchanged with Ivy on the Holiday Express all those years ago. He tried to push it away and tell himself it was just a high school boy’s crush and nothing more. But after all the time with Kami, he never felt the same way he did about Ivy. There was nothing logical about it. He was sure she’d long forgotten, and he should, too.

      Ivy’s emoji smiley face lit up his screen and his heart.
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      Ivy looped an evergreen garland to a hook above the red door to the antique shop. She stood on the top ladder rung and unhooked the Red Door Antique sign that hung above the door. Every year, she painted a new sign on a piece of plywood, changing the small items around the lettering. This year’s sign she’d designed with the steam engine of the Holiday Express train in the left-hand corner and a set of train tracks following a sign that said, “To the North Pole.”

      She’d painted small white snowflakes as a border and swirling around the steam engine. Winters in Cranberry Bay seldom included snow. Usually, it was rain and heavy windstorms. But every year, the question always bubbled on everyone’s lips, especially in the days leading up to Christmas, would they have a white Christmas?

      “Careful, Ivy.” Tom’s voice boomed as he grabbed the ladder. “Everyone needs someone to hold the ladder.” Tom, the owner of Cranberry Bay Hardware and Lumber, stood beneath the ladder. He wore a flannel shirt, jeans, and work boots. His blue eyes sparkled in his round face and a grey beard.

      “I’m just about finished.” Ivy finished hanging the sign and tucked the garland into the last hook alongside the side. She climbed down the ladder and jumped off the last steps. “I underestimated how high that hook is for the sign.” She placed the red plastic lid on the tub labeled front door and slid it beside a green one labeled, “Front Window.”

      “You shouldn’t be doing this by yourself.” Tom’s eyes sparkled. “Next time, give me a call. I’m never too busy to help you keep up your legend as the Best Decorated Holiday Shop in Cranberry Bay.”

      Ivy smiled at Tom. Bright blue eyes peered out from a weatherworn face caused by years of fishing in all types of weather off the coast. Every Sunday, rain or shine, Tom was on his boat or selling his fish. He often supplied the food bank with fresh fish, and in the summer, set up a stand alongside the river cottages with a large sandwich board, Fish For Sale. Tourists traveling the coastal highway often stopped and lines could be seen all day on Sunday, snaking around the cottages as they waited eagerly for a chance to buy some of Tom’s fish.

      “I wouldn’t pull you away from the hardware store. You don’t have help right now, do you?”

      Tom’s Hardware, the only hardware shop in Cranberry Bay, had a bustling business that catered to locals and also Seashore Cove. Tom’s Hardware sold everything from cleaning products to paper towels to nails and lumber. At one point, Tom tried to open a small restaurant with picnic tables in the summer and a couple tables and a bar in the winter. But it was too hard to find workers, and last year he’d closed it.

      “Nah,” Tom shook his head. “Can’t get anyone to work these days. Cost of living has gone through the roof. Beach houses are swept up for rentals and investment property and the locals have nowhere to live. Used to be you could get a decent house in Cranberry Bay. Not anymore.”

      “I’ve got the same problem.” Ivy reached into the large red box labeled Door, and pulled out another strand of thick garland. She slid three red bows from a small plastic bag and straightened the edges. The bows and garland were starting to look a little frayed, but they’d last another year before she replaced them. “I haven’t been able to open the ice cream counter in the back of the store since late August when Cooper went back to college.” Ivy looped one of the red bows over the door frame and attached two hooks at the bottom of the door. “How’s your door decorating going?”

      “Got it done.” Tom grinned. A blast of wind blew around the corner of the building and Tom zipped up his red down jacket over his red flannel shirt. Every year, the merchants along Main Street tried to draw tourists into their shops by participating in a friendly door decorating contest. Large, colorfully decorated voting boxes sat on each counter of the stores participating in the door decorating contest. Anyone could vote on which one was the best.

      Sasha usually enticed people to vote for her shop with a plate of freshly baked cookies beside her voting box. One year, Gracie, owner of the River Rock Inn, hired the local high school talent to play her piano in the front entryway of her boutique hotel and keep the holiday tunes going. The high school choir joined for the night of the judging, and she easily swept the first-place prize.

      For the last three years, Ivy earned the first-place winner of the door decorating contest. Each year, she scoured eBay, searching for the perfect vintage model train car for Josh to gift his grandfather. She’d just been about to give up when a set flashed across her screen of a holiday model set. She’d hit her bid and watched the model set all week. No one outbid her and the train set became hers. It wasn’t hard to find the lighted houses to place around the train. Once a collector’s item, people got tired of setting up the villages each year and they languished in boxes in attics until someone brought them to Ivy and, with a pleading look, asked her to sell them. She walked around the vendor’s booths and picked out six village houses including a Santa’s workshop, library, school, and a tall Victorian home, and placed the tracks among the houses.

      She painted small signs that said, Holiday Express and Santa’s Workshop. Miniature people walked in her town and boarded the train bound for the Holiday Express. It was an instant hit with locals and tourists. She’d easily won the first-place prize and continued to win it as she added to the train set each year.

      Tom only hung a couple red bows on the door to the Hardware shop. “Don’t want to compete with you, Gracie, Sasha, and Katie,” he always said to Ivy.

      “It feels so different on Main Street this year without Katie’s sewing shop,” Ivy pointed to the large storefront on the left side of the Red Door Antique shop. That summer, Katie closed her fabric shop and opened a new space in a large barn two miles outside of town on property which once belonged to her neighbor, Sawyer, a neighbor she despised. But all that changed when they’d fallen in love, gotten engaged, and merged neighboring properties. Now, Katie’s fabric and sewing machine were happily nestled in a large red barn which Sawyer updated to include fir floors, a polished wood beam ceiling, and large glass windows that overlooked the sprawling farmland and valley. She planned to announce a slate of spring classes after the holiday season, including sewing classes for kids, quilting classes, and even an embroidery class which Gracie encouraged her to offer.

      “Looks like Paige is getting into the spirit,” Tom pointed to the red and green dog paws in the front window, each with a name and a donation amount given to the local animal shelter. A red bucket of dog treats hung from a nail outside the shop. In the front window, a petite blonde woman placed a black and white stuffed dog with a ribbon tied around his neck.

      “Mmm….” Ivy gritted her teeth. Paige opened her shop four months ago in the space where Katie used to own her shop and a steady stream of people and dogs poured in. She offered basic dog obedience classes in the evenings in the back of the shop as well as a regular weekend event where the animal shelter brought a couple dogs to the store for a few hours so people could get to know them and fill out adoption applications. The town loved having a pet shop and Paige quickly expanded her shelves to include a wide variety of foods for both cats and dogs, bedding, toys, and a refrigerator filled with raw meat. On the other side of Paige’s Pet Shop, Gracie started offering two pet friendly rooms on the ground level of her boutique hotel.

      It wasn’t bad having a bustling shop next to the Red Door Antique shop. But Paige also tried to take over the Cranberry Bay Business Association with her trendy ideas from Seattle. Every meeting, she presented a new idea which would increase tourism and business in Cranberry Bay. She wanted an annual dog festival with a dog show that would include all types of dogs and benefit the animal society. She wanted the shops to all coordinate for special sale days, something Ivy found challenging with her multiple vendors and their wants. And she wanted a vote for the animal of Cranberry Bay pretend mayor election. But the worst part was she wanted everything to be done immediately. Every new idea sent Ivy further into panic. She didn’t mind trying new ideas, but she liked everything in her shop planned well in advance and all the angles and options considered. A long-standing member of the Chamber, Ivy took pride in her membership and responsibilities. Paige was proposing events and ideas with no time for implementation or planning. Ivy wished she would close her shop and go back to Seattle.

      “Gracie’s door is looking pretty good,” Tom said.

      Ivy peeked around the ladder toward Gracie’s inn.

      A large, colorful Christmas banner flew from a small post and two large pots with small evergreens framed the doorway. Each tree was decorated with twinkling white lights, and golden and silver ornaments hung from the limbs.

      “I don’t know,” Ivy shook her head. “The first gust of wind that comes blasting through in a storm is going to knock all those ornaments to the ground.”

      Tom tossed back his head and laughed. “You are competitive, Ivy!” He pointed to her sign which hung by a thin rope above her head. A small gust of wind blew around the building and the sign twisted and turned, slipping off the hook and dangling at an angle. “You might want to secure your sign, too.”

      Ivy scurried
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