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​Chapter 1

 

Freja removed the invitation from her desk drawer and read it for the hundredth time. Year after year, she was invited to participate in the prestigious National Kringle Competition. 

“No, absolutely not!” Winning would make her the Queen of Kringles and bring her ultimate personal satisfaction. Freja shook her head. “No! I’m too busy to participate in such frivolous activities.”

The organizers must be crazy to hold the competition during the holiday season, the bakers’ busiest. Besides, her Danish Kringle was genuine, made with traditional hand-kneading methods without the assistance of fancy machines. The recipe had been passed down from her great-great-grandparents, who had emigrated from Denmark. Her parents had kept the tradition alive and passed it down to their daughters.

Her hand paused instead of tossing the invitation in the garbage. For some crazy reason, she returned it to the top drawer, slamming it with more force than necessary.

“This! This is why I don’t have time for such foolishness.” She studied the number of Kringle orders on the printout before lowering her head to her hands. The holiday season was always overwhelming, but it was even more so this year. 

In a crazy move eight months ago, she and her sister had expanded their marketing to make Kringle available online all year round. Hearts! Four-leaf clovers! A patriotic Kringle in red, white, and blue! Summer flavors with strawberry and rhubarb. Kringles with fall flavors. Now traditional Christmas Kringles.

Due to the success of the marketing strategy, she’d hired two full-time bakers to help manage the workload. Lars and Jens Jorgensen had a pastry shop in Detroit, Michigan, but when the neighborhood changed, they’d decided to close the shop. They made their own variety of Kringle but had no problem making it Freja’s way. She’d invited them to add a few of their specialty pastries to her list of sweet treats for order online and in the 2 Sisters Kringle and Fudge Shop that she owned with Karla.

Freja had become acquainted with Lars and Jens during her time at the Culinary Institute of America in New York. She’d maintained contact with them and extended an offer when she’d found herself unable to manage the workload alone.

Upon meeting the brothers, who were in their forties, one would get the picture of Vikings, with their large builds and long blond hair that reached the middle of their back. Their deep-blue eyes were another sign of their Viking heritage. Who knew that the large hands of a Norseman oarsman could make the most delicate pastry?

“Perhaps it’s time for Mr. and Mrs. Claus to take a well-deserved break, a long vacation in a warm climate. Relax in the sun and sip piña coladas.”

A gasp had her jerking her head up.

“Aunt Freja! You want to cancel Christmas? Now you sound like the Grinch!”

Of all the times for her niece to make a surprise visit. Freja had been so lost in self-pity that she hadn’t heard her office door open. 

One of Lynnie’s blond pigtails was drooping and missing a red ribbon. Lynnie had received an Advent calendar shirt from Freja to count down the days until Christmas. Day one of the Christmas tree decoration on the shirt had been marked off.

“Lynnie! I meant that they should take a vacation after Christmas,” she clarified. The eight-year-old’s bottom lip quivered, and tears filled her light blue eyes. 

Freja pushed back from the desk and drew Lynnie onto her lap. “Where are your parents?”

“Mommy is checking the orders for fudge, and Daddy has jazz band rehearsal for the holiday concert at the high school. Do you really want to cancel Christmas?”

She gave the distraught little sweetheart a quick, reassuring hug. “Of course not! This Christmas is going to be extra special. We’re going to get a new baby!”

The little girl tapped her bottom lip and crinkled her nose, giving Freja a serious stare. “That means I won’t be the baby in the family anymore. I’ll be the big sister!”

“And you’ll be the best big sister.” Freja put her mouth close to Lynnie’s ear. “Did Mommy and Daddy tell you the baby’s name?”

“Aunt Freja!” Lynnie cried in outrage. “It’s a secret. If I tell you the name, you’ll know if I’m getting another brother or a sister.”

The office door was opened by Freja’s very pregnant sister. Karla was positively glowing, and Freja had never seen her sister happier. Her long, emerald green dress brushed the tops of her fleece-rimmed boots, and she was still wearing a knit cap over her dark brown hair.

“Lynnie, I need a taster for the new peppermint-flavored Grinch fudge Britta just made. Do you know of anyone who’d like a sample?”

“Me! Me!” 

A ball of energy jumped off Freja’s lap, whizzed past her mother and slammed the door on her way to the kitchen.

“Oh, for that amount of energy,” Freja said, followed by a very loud sigh.

Karla slowly lowered herself to the chair next to Freja’s desk. “I haven’t heard that sound from you in a long time. Tired? Frustrated? Bored? Lonely?”

“Bored!” She held up the orders and shook them with enough force to cause a breeze. “These are orders for the rest of the month, and they’re still coming in.”

“And you’ve hired two awesome bakers and an office assistant to handle said orders. Augusta and Olga are running the office quite efficiently. Britta and Dane are now making the fudge and overseeing the sales end at the front of the store. Jamie and his girlfriend, Ashley, are working part-time to handle the holiday rush in the shop. That eliminates your claim of tiredness and frustration.” Karla tapped on her bottom lip as her daughter had done. “That leaves bored and lonely.”

Freja hated that her sister knew her so well, but she wasn’t about to give in easily. “I’m not bored,” she argued with a pout and threw up her hands. “Our family has been running this business for over sixty years, and now we’ve turned it over to employees!”

“You’re being ridiculous! You still put in long hours. I temporarily turned the fudge-making part over to Britta and Dane, but I’ll be back at making fudge when Baby Nielson gets here. Since I moved out, our family homestead is too big for you, so you must be lonely.” 

Freja leaned back in the wooden armchair behind the desk. “I’ve been thinking about that. I’m the only one living in a huge mother/daughter Victorian house. What would you think about renting out the back part of the house? The tenant would have their own entrance. The kitchen has up-to-date appliances. There are two bedrooms and two baths. The living room is pretty decent, too. There’s even a separate electric meter, so they would pay their own utilities.”

“I think that’s a great idea, but I don’t think you’ll be able to get a tenant until after the New Year. No one wants to move the first week of December. We’ll give half a check in the lonely column. But that still leaves bored. What about a hobby?”

“Hobby? Now you want me to take up a hobby during the holidays?” 

“There’s that new hobby shop, Trains, Planes and Automobiles, that opened in September. In the front window, they’ve simulated the village of Dickens decorated for the holidays.” 

Freja thought about the last time she’d strolled through the Maine village that personified a Dickens Christmas theme. Sadly, she hadn’t in a very long time. “I don’t take the time to walk down the street. I get out of work and drive ten blocks to the house.” 

“That makes me sad. Tourists show up in droves to enjoy our quaint hamlet, but we don’t take the time to appreciate what we have.” 

“And I’m a prime example.” 

Karla jumped, and she put a hand on the side of her belly. “Junior is eager to get out.” Tears welled in her eyes. “If you had told me last Christmas that I would be having a baby this year, I would have laughed in your face.”

A film of sympathetic tears covered Freja’s eyes. Fate had deemed her never to be able to be a mother, but to see her sister having a baby warmed her heart with an abundance of love. “Can I touch?”

Karla pressed her sister’s hand to the side of her stomach. “I wish with all my heart that you would someday know the joy of being a mother.” 

“Being the baby’s godmother is pretty close.” Freja sniffed. “You’ve also given me a niece and a nephew. I’m content. Thanks for letting me vent and for our special sister time.”

“I had another reason for stopping by, not that I don’t enjoy seeing my awesome, wonderful, thoughtful, giving, caring sister who I’m inviting to dinner. I made your favorite forlorn hare and covered the meatloaf with extra bacon.”

Freja raised a brow. “Jeez, from the compliments, you really need something.” She pulled open the side drawer and removed the plastic container that contained her private stash of peanut butter fudge with chopped Heath Bars and chocolate bits. It was one of their newest and best-selling flavors.

She removed a piece, took a bite, and chewed. “I accept. Out with it.”

“You know Sebastian and I purchased the old bank barn down the road from the library annex six months ago. It’s taken almost forever to get the permits to start renovations.”

“Gee, I wonder why?” Freja tapped her bottom lip with her finger. “Oh yeah, three of the old biddies who are members of the Historical Society have it in for the “Kringle sisters.”

“Without mentioning any names, they voiced their concerns to the mayor and council members, stating that the event center would negatively impact the town’s charm and touristy atmosphere. We can’t change the shape, meaning make any additions or change the roof line. Exterior barn siding can be repaired.” Karla helped herself to a piece of fudge. “Hmm, this is really good.”

“Is the cost and frustration worth all the aggravation?”

“This is a dream come true for my husband. Sebastian plans to establish an event center to provide a studio for his music students to practice and showcase their musical talents through performances and band competitions year-round. The auditorium at the high school is quite dated, but with the proposed audio and visual equipment at the event center, the audience will be transported to a surround-sound theater experience. There will be drop-down screens and a portable stage. Chairs will be brought in, depending on the event. ​We plan to have guest vocalists from opera to pop and country artists, who will perform for one or two nights, bringing a variety of culture to the town.”

“It all sounds wonderful and like a major undertaking.” Freja pressed the tips of her fingers to the back of her sister’s hand. “I realize this is a very costly project. I know how much money you make a year, and Sebastian is an underpaid schoolteacher.”

Karla gave her sister a smile of understanding. “We have a silent partner who has put up all the funds for this project. His stipulation is that he remains anonymous. That’s why the property was put in our names.”

“Whoever this is, he must have deep pockets. So what is it you need me to do?”

“The contractors have started the renovation on the interior. We’d like you to go out there a few times a week to check things out and bring us back a report. Introduce yourself to the general contractor and let him know he’s to keep you updated on what’s happening on the interior. They already replaced the slate roof tiles and exterior barn siding to make it weathertight.” 

The door flared open so hard it hit the wall. “Mommy, Aunt Freja! It’s so good!”

Freja looked at Lynnie, and they both burst out laughing at her Grinch-green lips.

“You would surely rival the Grinch with your green mouth,” Karla said. “There has to be a problem with the food coloring.”

“Oh, no, Mommy. I picked up the wooden spoon with green dye. I wanted to see how it tasted.”

“Let’s clean up your face, and then we have to get home.” To Freja, she said, “Dinner is at six o’clock.”

“Perfect. See you later.” She was looking forward to sitting down to dinner with her family.
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“Papa, I don’t like what the lady is making for dinner.”

Axel glanced in the rearview mirror at Holly, already anticipating the statement from his nine-year-old granddaughter. Her latest phase was not liking any kind of food other than—he cringed—SpaghettiOs and ramen chicken soup.

“You don’t even know what Mrs. Nielson is making. This is the first time we’ve been invited to someone’s house since moving to Dickens, so you’ll be polite and at least give it a taste.”

“Papa, if we’re being tossed out of our house, where will we put our Christmas tree?” Ivy asked.

Good question. The light was still red, so he was able to answer his seven-year-old granddaughter’s question. “Ivy, I’m sure we’ll find a place to live and have a Christmas tree.” 

The bravado in his voice was all for show. The call he’d received yesterday from the owner of the house they were renting had been a shocker. He’d sold the house, and the new owner wanted to move in on December fifteenth. That gave Axel two weeks to find a new home for himself and his granddaughters. 

“Santa won’t be able to find us,” Ivy announced.

He loved that she still believed in Santa, but that wouldn’t be for much longer. “Santa can find anyone.”

“Papa, I know what you can do,” Holly said. “When we find a new place to live, you can go to the post office and put in a change-of-address card.”

“Thank you, Holly. That’s a brilliant idea.” 

The light changed, and he needed to concentrate on driving. The snowplows had done a great job keeping the streets clear, but his headlights reflected on the icy patches. He was tempted to drive down Main Street so the girls could enjoy the holiday lights, but then Holly would ask why the tree was still dark. Karla Nielson had told him that the tree lighting would be the second weekend in December, and that would officially start the holiday traditions and celebrations.

He gave a brief glance in the mirror to see that his sweethearts were looking at their tablets. He’d put a few games on them and a couple of holiday books. Their young lives had suffered enough upheaval, and he was eager to give them a beautiful Christmas. Becoming their guardian after their mother, father, and infant sister had been killed when the small plane they’d been on had crashed, had changed his life forever, but they’d brought untold happiness into his life. 

Now he was faced with the enormous problem of finding them a temporary place to live until he could find a house to purchase. Fortunately, he’d hired two reliable employees to help set up and run his new business, Trains, Planes and Automobiles. 

Since he was a little boy, his grandfather had shared his love of model trains, though Axel’s first love was music. So why not open a hobby shop to cater to those who shared his love? He’d stepped away from the corporate environment, mainly his father’s demands that he take over one of the largest musical instrument companies in the country. His top priority had become giving his granddaughters a stable home life.

Driving slowly down the residential street, he noticed that most of the Victorian homes were well kept. With Christmas more than three weeks away, the homes were decorated with colored and white lights, wreaths and garlands, blow-up figurines and sleighs that held mounds of fake gifts.

“Oh, Papa, this is so pretty! Will our house be decorated like this?”

“I promise, Ivy, we’ll decorate as soon as we find a place.” Don’t make promises you can’t keep. 

He parked in front of a beautiful two-story home with a signature gabled roof and wrap-around porch. It was decorated with white lights that matched those on the decorative landscaping. The girls got out on the sidewalk, and he walked to the back of the SUV to get the poinsettia plant he’d picked up earlier.

“Daddy, I think the Grinch lives in that house across the street.” 

Axel looked to where Holly was pointing. The house stood out because it was dark and didn’t have any holiday decorations. “Maybe the person is on vacation, and they haven’t had a chance to decorate.” 

The green gingerbread trim on the white-sided house was more elaborate than on the other homes. An added touch was a white picket fence. His daughter was right thinking the Grinch lived there. The lawn boasted a stunning evergreen tree, which he pictured adorned with vibrant miniature colored lights. 

They approached the steps that had been cleared of snow and ice. “Now, show good manners and be polite.”

“We know. Say ‘please’ and ‘thank you,’” Ivy immediately responded.

Before he could push the bell, his impish Ivy pushed it three times. He pulled her gloved hand away. “Once was enough.”

The Victorian-styled door, with an oval glass, was opened by his old friend. Sebastian was one of the most dedicated teachers he’d ever had the pleasure of working with. He saw to the needs of his students first and foremost. Axel had spent many hours in Sebastian’s company as a judge for regional and national band and orchestra competitions. They’d hit it off so much that they’d started keeping in touch year-round. He’d been invited to Sebastian and Karla’s wedding but had been unable to attend. 

Sebastian and his son, Jamie, had been in the store a few times, but Axel hadn’t had time to chat with them. This would be the first time his old friend would meet his family.

They stepped into the enclosed porch and were immediately enveloped in the warmth. Bing Crosby could be heard singing “White Christmas.”

“So glad you could join us for dinner.”

Axel shook hands with Sebastian. “Thank you for having us.” He turned to his granddaughters. “Girls, I’d like you to meet Sebastian Nielson.” He put his hand on Holly’s shoulder. She’d already removed her knit hat and gloves. “This is Holly, and she’s nine years old.”

“Nice to meet you, Mr. Nielson. I don’t think I’m going to like what you’re having for dinner.”

Sebastian’s eyes immediately darted to Axel, who said, “Sorry. Her latest phase is not liking any kind of food, but she habitually speaks her mind.” He drew Ivy closer and noticed she hadn’t removed her hat or gloves. “Sebastian, this is Ivy, and she’s seven years old.”

“I go to school with Lynnie,” Ivy said. “We are in the same class.” 

They entered a parlor with warm colors of gold and soft green. Festive decorative pillows with holiday prints decorated the cream-colored couch and two armchairs. A fire blazed in the brick hearth, covered by glass doors. Gold and silver pinecones were nestled in a thick garland illuminated by tiny white lights. Fronting the three windows was a beautifully decorated fresh tree with hundreds of white lights.

Ivy rushed toward the symbol of the season. “Papa! This is the biggest tree I’ve ever seen! And there’s an angel on top! We have to get one like this!”

“This is definitely a gorgeous tree. Where did you get it?” He set the poinsettia on a nearby table and collected his granddaughters’ coats, hats, and gloves.

“Gridley Meadows Farm has the best selection of live trees.” 

“Oh, we can’t get a tree. We don’t have a place to live. We’re being tossed out on our ears,” Holly added.

“What? You don’t have a place to live?” Sebastian confirmed.

Out of the mouths of babes. Axel lowered his eyes for a moment while gathering his patience. “We have to move by the middle of December, as the house has been sold, and the new owner wants to move in right away. Hence, I need to find us a place to live until I can buy a house.”

Sebastian took their coats from Axel. “Let’s enjoy dinner, and then we can talk about finding a place to live.”

Axel picked up the plant and followed his host through a large archway into the dining room, where the holiday decorations continued. Another garland was interwoven in the gold chandelier with additional pinecones and tiny lights. In the center of the table, which was covered with a white linen cloth, was a yule log with four tall red candles. A red linen napkin noted each place setting.

The last time he’d enjoyed such a festive ambiance had been the Christmases he’d shared with his grandparents. His wife had believed physical gifts were the more important part of the holiday. If anything, his children—yes, his children—would learn that the giving part of the holiday was doing for others and giving of themselves.

“Papa, this is really pretty,” Holly said.

Laughter had him turning toward the doorway that led to the kitchen. His greeting smile lasted until he saw the second woman who’d entered the dining room. His breath caught for a long moment. Time stood still. How many years had it been since Freja Sorenson had ended their relationship without an explanation? 

The years had been good to her, and she’d gotten more lovely. The natural champagne blond of her hair was the same. Then, like now, it curled softly about her shoulders. Her clear blue eyes had the prettiest sparkle. They shared a surprised look.

“Axel!” Karla set a basket covered with a red linen napkin in the center of the table. “So happy you could join us.”

He caught the scent of freshly baked rolls and handed her the flower. “I hope you like poinsettias.”

“Axel?”

“Freja.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

Her mind immediately drifted back to twenty years ago…

Freja gripped the letter in her hand. She’d made the finals! It was between her and one other baker. She’d worked hard to place in this pastry competition, and her gut feeling said she was going to win, especially using her “secret” ingredient. Her perpetual losing streak was about to end.

Filled with excitement, she hurried down the street, ignored the flashing traffic light that warned the light was about to change, and rushed into the street. The sound of a loud horn alerted her to an approaching vehicle. “Oh, stuff it,” she muttered, then scolded herself. “Girl, this is New York City, not the quaint little town of Dickens!” 

How much she wanted to share her wonderful news with Axel, but he’d let her know he had plans for the evening. Three of her other friends always met on Thursday nights in the 4 Square Bistro, so she’d share her news with them.

This time, she waited for the light before hurrying across the traffic-heavy street, but her footsteps slowed as she recognized two of the people sitting at a table in the front window of the bistro. She blinked to make sure the window glare wasn’t playing tricks on her. No. She wasn’t mistaken. Axel was sitting at a table with Bess, her major competitor in the baking competition. Her head rested on his shoulder. She couldn’t see the faces of the other couple at the table.

Hot tears blurred her eyes. She quickly moved out of sight and leaned against the adjoining building. Tightness filled her chest, and she swiped at the wetness on her cheeks with the sleeve of her sweatshirt. His betrayal was painful—and to make matters worse, he was cozying up with her biggest competitor. Giving the situation more thought, she remembered he’d had other plans last Thursday night, too. But to betray her with Bess!

These past five months, they’d gotten very close, and she’d planned to invite him home for spring break so she could show him her beautiful hometown. That wasn’t about to happen now. She shoved away from the building and stiffened her back. No. The two-timing jerk was history. She’d concentrate on perfecting her prize-winning entry and beat snooty Bess. 
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“You two know each other?” Sebastian asked, looking between the shocked pair.

“I dated Axel for a couple of months when I was going to the Culinary Institute of America in New York.”

“It was more than a couple,” Axel corrected. “More like five months.”

“This is definitely a small world,” Karla said, giving Freja a meaningful stare.

He’d aged well. His full head of black hair was combed straight back, except for a few annoying strands that rested on his forehead. She’d always considered his eyes a lighter emerald green, resembling precious gemstones. He’d paired a dark-green-and-cream-checked shirt with charcoal gray trousers. 

Put on a happy face. “Axel Frost, this is a surprise.” Hopefully, no one noticed the shakiness in her voice. “You look wonderful.”

“So do you.” 

“Who are these lovely young girls?” Their eyes were the same color as Axel’s. The older one’s hair was auburn with a blend of lighter brown natural highlights. The younger one’s hair was strawberry-blond. Paisley scrunchies gathered their long ponytails. Both wore jeans and green sweatshirts with Frosty the Snowman on the front. 

“These are my granddaughters, Holly and Ivy. Girls, this is my old friend Freja Sorenson.”

Granddaughters. That meant he’d been married and had a child old enough to have children. Jeez, now she felt old. Where were his wife and the girls’ parents? 

“Your name is funny,” the younger one commented.

“Ivy! That’s rude!”

“No, that’s okay. My name is Danish. Someday I’ll tell you about a famous person named Freja.”

Squeals of delight filled the room when Lynnie came running in. “Ivy! I’m so glad you could come to my house. Maybe we can have a sleepover!”

“Lynnie, we can talk about that another time,” Sebastian cautioned his daughter. “Did you wash your hands?”

She held them up. “Just finished. They smell yummy, like Christmas cookies, because of my hand soap.”

“Let’s sit down and eat before the food gets cold,” Karla encouraged. “Jamie won’t be able to join us since he works at the fudge shop tonight.”

Axel sat between his granddaughters, and Lynnie sat next to Freja on the opposite side of the table. Freja watched Axel put a slice of meat and mashed potatoes on each granddaughter’s plate, along with honey-glazed carrots, just like an attentive parent. He sliced open warm dinner rolls and added a pat of butter to each. Karla had already poured glasses of milk for the children.

“Lynnie, why don’t you say grace this evening?” Sebastian suggested.

“I’d like that, because we have special friends tonight.”

After Lynnie said grace, everyone started eating, and Freja noticed Holly hadn’t picked up her fork and had kept her head down. Axel glanced at his granddaughter’s plate a couple of times, pursing his lips. She felt sorry for the little girl. She recalled the trick her grandmother had pulled on Freja when she’d gone through her I-don’t-like-anything phase.

Freja cut a piece of meatloaf. “Karla, did you hide that special almond in the meat or the mashed potatoes?” 

Her sister started to say, “What?” but Freja tapped her on the foot and dipped her head toward Holly.

Karla smiled and nodded in understanding “I sure did. This is the start of the Christmas season, so I thought I’d do something special. The person who finds the almond gets to make the first Christmas wish.”

Holly’s head jerked up. “What Christmas wish?”

“Holly, it’s really fun!” Lynnie’s voice bubbled with excitement. “Last Christmas, our grandma put the almond in a solid chocolate Santa, and we had to hit it with a little hammer. Jamie found the nut and wished for a new guitar.”

“Did his wish come true?” Holly asked.

“Yeah!”

“It could be in the desert, too,” Karla added. “We’re having apple pie Kringle with vanilla ice cream.”

Axel leaned into Holly. “You never know if you have the special almond, so you had better start eating.”

Holly picked up her fork and started with the meatloaf, apparently enjoying the taste. “I didn’t get the almond,” she announced when she’d cleaned her plate, “but the food was good. You need to teach my papa how to make this.”

“I’m glad you enjoyed it, Holly, but you still have a chance to find the almond during dessert,” Freja said, offering encouragement.
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