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Chapter 1

Elise twirled the scraper spatula atop the batter on the griddle, ensuring the crepe’s thickness was perfectly even. As soon as it was a golden brown, she expertly folded the pastry into a triangle and placed it on her daughter’s breakfast plate. 

Sophie cut it into bite-size pieces. Elise cringed when her daughter drenched them in maple syrup. 

“Mom, you make the best crepes. I love the real syrup we get from Mr. Maple’s farm, not that fake kind in the store.”

Elise glanced at her fourteen-year-old son sitting across the table. His plate of three crepes had gone untouched. Normally, the kids weren’t allowed to use their tablets or phones while eating, but Emile was working on a special project for his art class, so she’d given him a pass this time.

“How close are you to finishing your report?”

Emile lifted his eyes away from the screen. “I have to do a little more research, but I’ll finish it by tomorrow and turn it in on Monday.”

“Great. Now eat while the crepes are relatively warm.”

Emile shoved a bite into his mouth, chewed, and swallowed. “Mom, why do we have singing pipes in this house? The wood doors and floors creak, too.”

“When I turn the hot water on in the upstairs bathroom, the pipes knock and whistle,” Sophie added.

Elise was always amazed at how quickly they could jump from one subject to another, specifically their noisy house. Elise set her plate on the table and added fresh berries and powdered sugar to her crepe.

“Are you kidding me? The house may be old, but it’s uniquely musical! The previous owner told the realtor the stones were brought from a quarry in Pennsylvania. When tapped, the stones give off special sounds. He called it the Ringing Rocks House.”

Emile curled his lip. “Mom, really.”

She held up a hand like she was taking an oath. “Honest.” She sighed. “It’s not the modern house that we lived in Chicago, but it fit my house-purchasing budget.” 

Their lives had been turned upside down this past year, but she was lucky to have two beautiful children. They shared their late father’s leaf-green eyes. Emile also had his father’s russet hair. He habitually brushed the longer hair off his forehead. He had the height of an average fourteen-year-old and favored jeans and sweatshirts with graphic prints. 

Sophie’s light brown hair had natural red highlights. She liked wearing it in pigtails since it allowed everyone to see her newly pierced ears. Her favorite color was light blue, so many of her tops featured some form of blue, which she wore with jeans or leggings. 

This question needed to be asked. “Both of you, look at me. I know it was hard for you to give up your friends and move to a new place, but do you like living in Dickens?”

Sophie jabbed her fork into the last piece of crepe on her plate. “At first, it was hard, but I have a lot of new friends. Lynnie, Holly, and Ivy are my besties.” Her eyes flared wide. “We’re using Lynnie’s baby brother to practice for when we become babysitters!”

“Practice? What do you mean? Where is Mrs. Nielson when you’re playing adventures in babysitting?” 

“Oh, she’s right there. Lynnie showed us how to put a diaper on him. He just started walking, so we help him.” Sophie made a yucky face. “He doesn’t like green beans and spits them out! Ew!”

“You’ve made new friends and are learning babysitting skills. Is there anything else that makes you happy that we’re living in Dickens?”

“I like that we live close to Aunt Britta and Uncle Dane and visit them at 2 Sisters Kringle and Fudge. They let me help make fudge. I’m going to try out for The Bells of St. Dickens play at the old library on Christmas Eve. Lynnie said we’ll be on cable television!” 

“This year, it will be at the event center so that we can accommodate more people. So, you’re good with living in a musical house and like living in Dickens?”

“Yeah, it’s good.” Sophie picked up her plate and set it on the scarred Formica counter. “I need to change before we leave for the library.”

“But you’re already dressed.”

“I forgot. We’re reading A Boy Called Christmas for our book club, so Lynnie, me, Holly, and Ivy decided to wear Christmas shirts.”

“Wait, before you run off. Where’s the cat?”

“Simone is sleeping on my bed. She was cold, so I wrapped her in a blanket with her favorite toy mouse.”

Elise didn’t want to remind her nine-year-old daughter, who had a very kind heart, that their rescue tabby had been living in an unheated basement when they moved in. 

Elise ate half of her crepe and drank some of her herbal tea. “Your turn,” she said to Emile.

He leaned back in his chair. “If I tell you the truth, it will make you feel bad.”

She thought she already knew, but she needed him to express his feelings. “I asked, so be honest with me.”

“The kids think I’m weird.”

This was the first she’d heard of this. “Weird?”

“Yeah, because I like art—you know, paintings by famous people. When we lived in Chicago, we went to museums and art galleries. I like looking at all kinds of art, not just Van Gogh or Monet.”

She wanted to hold him and absorb his disappointment, wishing there had been some other way. She didn’t dare share the real reason they’d had to move here, which still gave her nightmares.

“Emile, I wish we could have stayed in Chicago, but I had to do what was best for you, your sister, and me. The job offer I got here in Dickens and being able to live close to your Aunt Britta and Uncle Dane is what we needed. I know you miss your father. I miss him, too. He’ll always be alive in our hearts and memories.”

“I know,” he said without looking her in the face.

“Your aunt and uncle are so happy we live close to them. Thanksgiving was special this year since they were able to join us. You’re an A-plus student in school.” 

He continued to avoid looking her in the face, giving her the impression he was holding back more. 

“So, what else is bothering you?”

He moved away from the table to go into the small closet where they stored their backpacks when they came in from school. He pulled out a flyer.

“The art teacher handed this out the other day, but I didn’t show it to you. They’re starting an art club after school, to meet two days a week. I didn’t say anything because you work late the same days as the art club. I’d have no way to get home from school.”

She read over the flyer that outlined the club’s intention. “I think this is wonderful. Things have slowed down at the event center, and I’ll be working from home more.” She held out a hand. “Give me a pen, and I’ll sign the permission form for you to join the club.”

He threw his arms around her neck. “You’re the best mom! I’ll keep an eye on Sophie at the library if their book club meeting ends before you come to pick us up after your meeting at the event center.”

“I take it you’re going to do research on your art project?”

“Hailey and I agreed to meet in the research room.”

Elise fought hard not to smile. He’d shared very little about his girlfriend. “Is she into art, too?”

He blushed slightly. “Yeah, graphic arts and she’s really good. She’s joining the art club, too.” 

“Have you shared any of your wonderful graphic figures with the kids who call you weird?

“Hailey loves them, but I haven’t shown the others. They’ll laugh at me.”

Personally, I think they’d be surprised at some of your unique characters.” She dipped her head to the side. “Casually mention that you’re creating a league of superheroes for a graphic novel and that the characters are based on your friends. They’ll try to figure out who you selected.”

“Mom, you’re really smart.” He grinned, revealing a full set of braces. 

Elise paused. “I’ve been toying with the idea of having a logo done for the event center. Do you know of anyone who could create something unique? Maybe ask a friend for help.” 

The smile she loved was back. “Mom, that’s a great idea.” He put his empty plate on the counter and grabbed his tablet from the table. “I’m going to call Hailey right now, and then I have to take a shower.” 

She sat at the table and sipped her herbal tea. Crisis averted.

She still had an hour before she had to drop the kids off at the library annex. From there, she had a meeting with Sebastian Nielson and Axel Frost, the owners of the Dickens Event Center and Train Museum. This would be the first Christmas for the event center and the train museum. 

She’d taken on a lot of responsibility, helping to make Sebastian and Axel’s dream come true. They’d refused to let a few narrow-minded individuals who opposed the center during its planning stages ruin their plans. It hadn’t cost the small-town government a cent. Axel had the financial means to cover the cost of refurbishing a bank barn built by German immigrants in 1840. 

She knew about dreams, but she’d learned the hard way that making wishes on stars, finding that pot of gold at the end of a rainbow, discovering a four-leaf clover, or crossing your fingers never worked. 

The knocking, followed by a slow, easy whistle, let her know Emile was taking his shower. The pipes' musical effects varied. At times, she laughed and stepped into the mind of a composer writing a song.

She loved the kitchen’s warm, cozy feel. The old plaster walls were painted a soft cream color. The wood floors weren’t completely level, but they were clean and polished. The kids were shocked when they realized there wasn’t a dishwasher. She’d added a short red-and-white-gingham curtain across the top half of the square-pane windows above the sink. It matched the tablecloth and chair cushions. The chipped white enamel on the old stove gave it personality. 

In the corner, there was a potbelly stove and a soft-cushioned wingback chair. On cold nights, she loved to sit there and relax with a cup of tea, absorbing the warmth from the fire. 

She clasped the gold fleur-de-lis pendant on a chain around her neck, a cherished gift from her late grandmother. “Claude,” she said to her late husband, “you left a mess, but I’m doing my best. The children and I have made a new life with new friends, and we’re happy. The shyster money lender you borrowed money from hasn’t found us. Hopefully, he never will.”

Feeling-sorry-for-herself time was over. She stepped up to the old enamel sink and added liquid soap to a large basin. She’d just turned on the warm water when Sophie rushed into the kitchen. 

“Mom, can we go to 2 Sisters Kringle and Fudge after the library? They have a new flavor with...” She stopped, and her eyes widened when she saw the mound of bubbles. “Mom! Let’s do it!”

Sophie’s giddiness was infectious. Why not? “Only if you’ll help me wipe up the floor!”

“Deal!”

“Hold out your hands.” Elise scooped up a mountain of soap bubbles. “Some for you and some for me. Now blow.” 

Their warm breaths sent mounds of bubbles into the air as they sang, “I’m forever blowing bubbles, pretty bubbles in the air. They fly so high, nearly reaching the sky...”

Elise continued the rest in her head. Then, like dreams, they fade and die...
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A little after eleven o’clock, Elise, Emile, and Sophie arrived at the Dickens Library Annex. A dozen cars occupied the plowed parking lot, and Elise was more than happy with the six inches of snow on the ground. Having lived in Chicago, she was used to snow showers and squalls of lake-effect snow off Lake Michigan. 

When visitors entered the former church, they were greeted by a ten-foot-tall artificial tree that had been put up two weeks ago. Lace figurines, ribbons, glass angels, bows, and electric candles created a Victorian theme.

Sunlight pierced the clear, lead-paned, arched windows, bringing natural light into the room. The stone floors of the Puritan-style church were original and had been well-tended.

She breathed in the scent of aged tomes on the rows of wooden bookshelves. A card catalog was housed in small wooden drawers in their original framing.

Sophie spotted Lynnie, Holly, and Ivy and immediately took off to join them. Elise had to chuckle when all four girls then headed for the ladies’ room. 

Emile mumbled, “See you later,” and walked in the direction of the reference room. 

Elise found Karla arranging the folding chairs in the children’s section. She’d dressed for the season—black leggings and a red sweater with a silk-screened picture on it with the words Christmas Is Coming.

“Morning, Karla. When we walked in, Sophie encountered Lynnie, Holly, and Ivy, and they all ran to the bathroom.”

“I don’t get it,” Karla shook her head. We both live a short distance from the library, and the girls have to go to the bathroom as soon as they get here.” She placed the book the book club was going to read on the chair at the head of the horseshoe arrangement. 

“The four of them spell trouble—in a mischievous way. Emile headed to the reference room and knows he must take care of his sister if my meeting with your husband and Axel exceeds your reading time. You have my cell number if there’s a problem.”

Karla looked around to make sure they were alone, then spoke in a lowered voice. “Your suggestion is fabulous. Dickens Holiday of Lights will generate so much interest for the event center. Using the Dickens Depot Railroad Station as a children’s party venue is another great idea.”

“How much static from the powers that be are we going to get? I know about the resistance you got when you purchased the old bank barn.”

Karla pursed her lips. “My sister, Freja, can give you an earful. That’s why we’re keeping this quiet until all of our plans are in place. I love the idea that the downtown flavor is changing with the opening of a restaurant specializing in crepes. I thought they were only eaten for breakfast.”

“Once again, the public is misinformed, but I don’t have time to tell you about the fabulous cuisine my husband, Claude, and I prepared when we worked at a small bistro in Chicago.” 

Elise blinked rapidly to erase the teary film from her eyes. They’d been so close to realizing their dream of opening their own creperie, and then he was killed in a car accident. The police had let her know that the accident had been declared a DUI based on the number of empty wine bottles in the back seat. That determination had also been confirmed by the autopsy. 

If only, if only... 

The buoyant sound of four young girls heading toward her and Karla called a halt to their conversation. All four girls were close in age and were in their stocking feet.

Axel’s older granddaughter, Holly, had auburn hair with a blend of lighter brown, natural highlights. Ivy, who was the younger one, had strawberry-blond hair. Paisley scrunchies gathered their long ponytails. Both wore jeans and green sweatshirts with Frosty the Snowman on the front.

Lynnie, Karla’s daughter, had long blond hair that was captured in two braids. The nine-year-old had an angelic face but a spunky, spark-of-excitement personality. 

“Girls, we appreciate that you don’t want to track snow and mud into the library, but where did you leave your boots? I don’t feel like going on a boot hunt when I pick you up,” Elise let them know.

“Mrs. Charrette, you’re funny,” Lynnie giggled. “We placed them in the boot bins just inside the front door.”

“Aunt Karla, our bedstemor, said we’re going home with you,” Holly announced before they took their seats.

“Bedstemor?” Elise questioned.

Karla turned her back to the girls and kept her voice low. “That’s ‘grandmother’ in Danish. Axel is their grandfather, and Freja is their grandmother, even though they’re in their forties and got married ten months ago. Get my sister to tell you the story,” Karla suggested. 

“I’d better get going. Don’t want to keep Sebastian and Axel waiting.”
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Elise drove the five miles to the old bank barn, which had been totally renovated on the inside. The town had stipulated that the barn’s exterior integrity had to be maintained, so only necessary repairs had been made. She recognized the two SUVs in the parking lot.

Before getting out, she used the mirror on the visor to refresh her lipstick. Her Aunt Britta had knit the red, white, and green variegated wool hat. Elise had never been a hat person, but she liked this one since the long cone tail draped around her neck like a scarf.

She got out of the warm car, and her breath blended with the cold air. The sky was a brilliant blue with only a few clouds. Her Uggs-covered feet crunched in the snow leading to the side entrance. She used her card key to get in and wiped her feet on the weather-guard runner just inside the door.

The owners had built an administrative area on the upper level, including a conference room, a music room, and a dance studio. Axel and Sebastian offered music lessons as an extension of the lessons taught in middle and high schools. Sebastian was the music teacher at the high school, so he was familiar with many of the kids. 

The dance studio was overseen by a friend of Axel’s. She was a former Rockette whose family owned a company that made musical instruments and sound equipment. Children could sign up for dance lessons for a nominal fee. The plan wasn’t to make a profit but to spread the love of performing arts through music and dance. 

Half of the upper level was occupied by the auditorium/theater, where live bands and musicals were performed. In addition to paid events, the event center held yearly dance recitals and school band festivals free of charge. 

She walked down the corridor, drawn to the guitar music being played softly in the conference room. Two windows let light into the room. A dry-erase board listed the events for the next two months, and a smartboard occupied the opposite wall. They’d been practical in their scheduling, considering Old Man Winter didn’t take their plans into consideration and liked to dump lots of snow every winter. 

The first weekend in December would be a special performance of chamber music. The Bells of St. Dickens, a special play performed by the children, would be on Christmas Eve. 

Sebastian was strumming a guitar. Although forty looked good on him, he could pass for years younger with his tall, slender build and coal-black hair. He’d taken to wearing the shadow of a dark beard that accented his square jaw. He’d unzipped his quilted vest, which he wore over a black and red flannel shirt.

Axel sat at the head of the conference table, flipping through photos on his iPad. She’d learned he was eight years older than Sebastian. His full head of black hair was combed straight back, except for a few strands that rested on his forehead. He wore a dark green and cream checked shirt with black jeans. Next to him was an oversized thermos of coffee and an assortment of kringle on a paper plate.

“Good morning.”

“Hey,” Sebastian greeted, setting the guitar in its case on the floor. “Thanks for meeting us here.”

She set her puffy quilted coat and hat on the chair next to her before sitting down. Then, reaching into her bag, she removed her tablet. 

Axel poured hot coffee into a cup and set it in front of her. “Kringle on behalf of my wife.”

“Thank you. If you tell your wife this, I’ll take the Fifth, but I’d never had kringle until I moved here.”

“I won’t tell her. Ever since she won that national kringle competition, her business has tripled. The pastries Lars and Jens, her assistant bakers, make are just as mouthwatering.”

“The fudge sales have also doubled,” Sebastian added. “Your aunt and uncle have taken over a good portion of making the fudge. My wife told me they hired three new salespeople to handle the holiday rush.”

Elise helped herself to a slice of apple strudel kringle, and her taste buds exploded with flavor. Apple pie crepes were her favorite, but kringle pastry came in second. She wiped her mouth with a paper napkin. “Who wants to go first?”

“I’ll start off.” Axel picked up a slender controller for the smart screen, and a picture of his mini-train ride appeared. The black, steam-powered locomotive displayed a red, white, and blue fan flag. Smaller flags were attached to the roofline of the five other cars, which could each hold twenty passengers, and the red caboose. 

“The train ride will be closed in January, February, and March,” Axel noted. “We’ll work on adding seats in the caboose. The seasonal opening will be in April, with a special ride with the Easter Bunny. Elise’s suggestion that we have themed July Fourth and Halloween excursions was a huge success that we’ll be repeating.”

“The train museum will open for its Christmas display the first week of December,” Elise reminded them. “Roger, the head of the train club, and the other members will host the tours. Times and dates are listed on the website. After the first of the year, I’ll post about the concerts and dates for the dance recitals. Seth Wolfington, the world-famous magician, has agreed to do a one-night-only magic show on Halloween weekend. He also said to say hello to you.”

“I’ll reach out and thank him personally,” Axel said. He used some of our special lighting effects for his magic acts. These special train rides have drawn attention to our facility, and we’ve proven that the center pulls more visitors to Dickens. I’m a shop owner whose bottom line shows it’s working. Once tourists visit the train museum, they visit my shop,  Planes, Trains, and Automobiles. And 2 Sisters Kringle and Fudge are enjoying the same success.” 

Sebastian turned to Elise. “You know about the trouble the town gave us when we wanted to restore this barn.”

Elise was well aware of the event’s successes. The “but” factor in the owner’s voice was alarming. “What aren’t you telling me?”

“My wife attended the recent Chamber of Commerce meeting,” Axel started. “They discussed promoting holiday events and special sales in town. At the end of the evening, two members confronted Freja about the special event we’re planning. Their argument was that the flashy extravagance would draw shoppers away from Main Street.”

“Apparently, someone learned about the details,” Elise concluded. 

Axel chuckled lightly. “They forgot my wife has red hair, and their petty comments ignited a small fire. Rather than escalate the situation, she said they were misinformed and that our events are still in the planning stages.”

“People can be so selfish. It’s not always about the bottom line! We’re not making a cent,” Sebastian said. “Through Axel’s generosity, he covered the cost of the gazebo and all the display lights along the train route.” 

“Small-minded people!” Elise curled her fingers in frustration. “The children bring a toy to be shared with those who are less fortunate. Any monetary contribution will be added to the scholarship fund we established to help pay for music lessons, instrument rental, and dance lessons for kids who can’t afford the fees.” A picture formed in Elise’s head. “The evergreens will be magical with all the white lights. The snow will capture the rainbow of lights from the different figurines. We have a gorgeous Nativity and a menorah.” 

Elise’s thoughts had taken off like an out-of-control freight train, and she swept a hand in the direction of Dickens Depot. “We need to remind people of Dickens’s history, of the poet our town was named after.” 

“I’ve got something better,” Axel said with a chuckle. “You two seem to forget that we have top-of-the-line video and holographic capabilities. Why not bring the famous poet back to life and project Charles Dickens into the center of the gazebo?”

“Axel, my friend, I know you’re brilliant, but I think that’s going a bit too far,” Sebastian said. 

“You two have lost it,” Elise said, holding out a hand. “As of right now, our Holiday of Lights is on hold. On a different note, we should have a logo representing the arts and trains.”

“I don’t have a problem with that. Do you have someone in mind who can create something?” Sebastian asked.

“My son, Emile. He’s an amazing graphic artist, but he’s reluctant to share his work with anyone. This move has been difficult, so I wanted to give him a project that will focus on his craft and talent.”

“It’s funny you should say that,” Sebastian said. “I have cafeteria duty three times a week. I saw Emile and Hailey sitting at a separate table. They were drawing on an artist’s tablet. I was curious. They quickly closed the pad when they realized I could see what they were doing.”

“As I mentioned, he’s very shy about sharing his work, but he was enthused about creating a logo for the center. He’ll create a few designs, and I’ll show them to you.” 

“Perfect. If we’re finished, I have to pick up my granddaughters at the library,” Axel said.

She looked at both men. “According to the Full of Mischief Four, there’s a new flavor of fudge at 2 Sisters Kringle and Fudge. That’s where I’ll be heading after I pick up my children from the library.” 

Their buzzing cell phones announced someone had approached the side door. Axel was the first one to check his phone. “I recognize who this is. Be right back.” 

Two minutes later, he returned and wasn’t alone. “This is my old friend Giles DeLuc.”

The man held out a hand to Sebastian and shook. “We met when I visited Dickens last year.” And then he held out a hand to Elise. “Giles. And you are?”

“Elise Charrette.”
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I finally found you. 

For once, luck was on his side. The photo he’d seen of Elise Charrette didn’t do her justice. A twisted silver hairband kept her long, charcoal-black hair away from her lovely face, revealing silver hoop earrings. Her eyes were a soft blue-green, and her naturally long lashes accented her high cheekbones. Pink lip gloss made her lips appear dewy and fresh. 

“Nice to meet you, Giles. I’m your neighbor. I saw you get out of your car, but I was leaving at the same time, so I didn’t stop to introduce myself.”

“You own that stone house?” Of course, I already know that. You have a beautiful smile. “Simone, the tabby, must belong to you since the next house is quite a distance down the road. At first, I thought she was a stray, but then I saw the collar with her name. I purchased a bag of cat treats for her.”

“That was very nice of you, but don’t fall for her feline schmoozing.” 

Axel said to Giles, “You let me know you were moving to Dickens, but you didn’t say when.” 

“My life has been a whirlwind for the past ten months, but I officially moved into the house a few days ago. I stopped by the 2 Sisters to get kringle. Freja was helping customers and told me where to find you.” He looked at everyone. “Sorry I interrupted your meeting.”

“No problem,” Axel assured him. “You just caught me. I have to pick up Holly and Ivy from the library annex and take them to Freja. I’ll be busy the rest of the day. We’re setting up the holiday train display in the front window of Planes, Trains and Automobiles.”

“I have to pick up Lynnie, also,” Sebastian added.

“This is crazy. We’re all going in the same direction. Why don’t I pick up the Full of Mischief Four and take them to the shop?” Elise offered. 

“Full of Mischief Four?” Giles asked.

Elise patted him on the back of his arm. “My daughter, Sophie, Axel’s granddaughters Holly, Ivy, and Lynnie, Sebastian’s daughter, aka the Full of Mischief Four. They’re harmless but feed on each other to get into trouble.”

“If you can take Lynnie, that would be great,” Sebastian said. “Jamie and his band are working on a new song for the holiday concert at the high school and asked me to assist with the arrangement.”

Elise put on her coat and smiled at Giles. “If you’ve nothing to do tomorrow afternoon, we have a few unsold seats for our chamber music and poetry reading.  See you around.” 

Giles watched his neighbor rush off, leaving a trail of fresh air in her wake. “I feel like I’ve stepped into an alternate universe. Mischievous kids, fudge, band practice, window decorating, chamber music, and poetry.”

Sebastian laughed and picked up his coat. “Welcome to our world. Axel, I’ll see you tomorrow for supper,” he called out before leaving them alone. 

“Giles, have a seat. I’ve got all of a half hour, and then I have to get to the shop.”

Giles lowered the zipper on his quilted jacket and sat next to his friend. “Is that woman always so full of energy?”

“Yes. Elise is very efficient and runs the place for us. She’s also a widow raising two wonderful kids.” 

“When I pulled up, I was impressed at how much your event center has changed. The size of your parking area is quite large.” 

“We opened the entertainment area in May with a popular country and western artist and were sold out. We vary the entertainment that’s drawing many visitors to Dickens. In July, we had an ‘all-aboard party’ to celebrate the opening of our mini train ride. Dickens Depot is in a separate section to the right of the event center. Future plans include a gift shop and a museum. 

“Our Dickens Collectors Train Club is in the lower portion of this building. They oversee and maintain the displays. We offer group tours at a reduced rate, and the fees go directly into maintaining the displays.” 

“I’m impressed. What happens when it snows? Do you still run the train?”

“So far, we’ve had a mild winter with only a few inches of snow at a time. We have a small engine that clears the snow from the tracks. The cars are enclosed but not heated. The ride is only twenty minutes, but we supply lap robes. Hot chocolate and special treats are available at Dickens Depot, where we hold children’s birthday parties. The Dickens Express will be closed for January, February, and March and reopen for our ride with the Easter Bunny in April.”

“You do all this and run your hobby shop? Freja makes kringle and runs that business with her sister. You’re workaholics.”

“It may appear that way, but our children are given first priority in our lives. It’s crazy, Giles, but I’ve never been happier.”

There was something that needed to be said. Get it out now and move on. He locked his fingers, forming a tight grip, and couldn’t look his friend in the face. “I’ve been carrying around a bucket of guilt. I never got back to you about doing that blood test to see if Holly and Ivy are my granddaughters.” 

“It no longer matters. Jens is happy to be a grandfather, and Lars is over the moon that he’s an uncle. But since you brought up the subject, let’s be honest. Why didn’t you get back to me?” 

He raised his head to look Axel in the face. “My business consumed my life. All I wanted to do was succeed and hear those whispers that my restaurants were the best. Call it ego, vanity, selfishness, thinking only of myself. I owe you an apology.”

“You think your apology will make it all go away? Did you come back here expecting to reconnect with your friends like nothing happened?”

There was nothing like a friend who was honest and truthful. He couldn’t sit any longer and began to pace. “This isn’t an excuse, but have you ever made a mistake that had serious repercussions for someone else?” 

Apparently, Giles had hit a soft spot with his question. His friend avoided direct eye contact. “Yes, one that affected the love of my life, but she’s forgiven me.”

“I’m very happy that you and Freja have found love. I’ve never been that lucky. In my drive to succeed, I hurt people but found out too late. It was a rude awakening, and I don’t like myself right now. I’m going to apologize to Freja, Lars, and Jens. I’d also like to get to know your granddaughters.” 

Now came the hardest part. “I didn’t come here expecting forgiveness. Hoping, yes.” 

“That surprises me, but aren’t you being a little hard on yourself?”

“No. I’m being honest. I lost touch with who I was and what I wanted to do with my life. I sold my portion of the restaurants and came to Dickens to start over.”

“Of course.” Axel nodded in comprehension.  “You’re the one opening the new café five stores down from my shop. Specializing in crepes is unique.”

“That has been a dream of mine. I got the certificate of occupancy last week for Creperie de Dickens. I’ll introduce a new cuisine to the locals and tourists. The recipes are from my ancestors.”
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