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Christmas Eve, a night of beauty and reverence celebrating the birth of the Christ child, was about to begin. The sanctuary glowed with numerous candles, while vibrant red and white poinsettias enhanced the altar's visual appeal.  

A shadow flashed past the arched, stained-glass window, catching the pastor’s eye. Curious, he pushed open one of the tall wooden entry doors. The branches of the evergreen trees in front of the church shimmered with white, lit by the moonlight and countless stars.  

The manger was surrounded by statues of Mary, Joseph, and animals, but the baby Jesus was missing. At the end of the service, the congregation would go outside and place a doll on a soft mound of hay.

A woman held what appeared to be a baby wrapped in a knitted shawl, placed the child in the crèche, and hurried away. Did she think they had forgotten to put the baby Jesus in the crèche?

His heart racing, he hurried down the three concrete stairs and called out, but she bolted into the dimness and kept running. A long, flowing black cape billowed behind her, the deep hood casting a shadow that completely obscured her features.

As Pastor Hart reached the bottom of the stairs, his eyes fell upon the manger. To his astonishment, he discovered that the infant inside was indeed real, tiny, and vulnerable, with its chest rising and falling in gentle breaths.

The bundle in his arms remained silent as he rushed to the sacristy. He gently set the sleeping baby on a couch cushion and removed the swaddling. An envelope slipped out. Dressed in a blue fleece sleeper, he realized the child was a boy.

Pastor, I am faced with the most painful decision of my life—relinquishing my child. He is a child of God and deserves a loving home. I am dying and can no longer offer him the care he requires. I gave birth to him at home, which means there is no official record of his birth. I have created a birth certificate.  

Josiah Locke was born on November 1st of this year. I named him after his father, who is a Marine serving our country. I never let him know I was pregnant because I didn’t want to burden him with worry. Please make sure Josiah finds a couple who will love him. 

Mary Ellen 

“Josiah, you were born on All Saints' Day, and you have a special name. You’re a messenger, an angel, a prophet of the lord, delivering God’s message.  I will pray there’s a couple who will love you.”  
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Lyndsay sipped her cider and glanced around the meeting room in the library annex's lower level, where the women’s auxiliary for the Dickens Memorial Hospital held their monthly meetings. 

This past year, her first living in Dickens, had flown by. Despite being the new kid on the block, she was warmly welcomed by the community and made many new friends. She had a job she loved at the Creperie de Dickens restaurant and an apartment in a restored Victorian home owned by two friends she’d known since grade school.

Volunteering had never been on her radar, but the philanthropic groups in their small town pulled her in before she could think twice. Being part of the women’s auxiliary was the most rewarding because she could work with the children. They also supported the pastor and his wife, who oversaw the Dickens Children’s Group Home. 

When Matilda Cudworth announced she had to step down as chairperson overseeing the children's holiday party, Lyndsay’s hand shot up before her mind could catch up. She loved Christmas but had never fully taken the time to appreciate and enjoy the holiday spirit.

She turned to her best friends, Melanie and Toni Dwyer, with whom she loved working at the Creperie de Dickens. 

Toni Dwyer recently celebrated her forty-eighth birthday. Her dark brown hair was styled in short, curly locks reminiscent of Betty Boop. Thin gold glasses complemented her golden-brown eyes, enhancing her welcoming personality that made others feel comfortable. She wore a navy and white sweater paired with a long navy shirt that just reached above her Ugg boots. She hadn’t taken off her latest crocheted hat—a red and green cap with a white pompom. Her latest project involved making hats for the ten children at the Dickens Children’s Group Home.  

Melanie was three years younger and slightly taller than her sister, and shared the same captivating eye color. Recently, she’d added blonde highlights to her dark brown hair, styling it neatly in a bun at the back. Bangs gently framed her forehead. Unlike Toni's fuller figure, Melanie was slender and had a sweet yet somewhat reserved personality. The bottoms of her black leggings were tucked into ankle-length boots, and she wore a long-sleeved hunter green shirt underneath a tan puffy vest. She loved gardening and had recently started practicing yoga.

“Butterflies are fluttering in my stomach. Stepping into Matilda’s shoes makes it more challenging. She’s a real Mrs. Claus! I hope the rest of the group will be open to my new ideas.”

“We can’t all own a Christmas-themed shop,” Toni noted. “Give yourself some credit for thinking outside the box.  We love your ideas and have your back.”  

The sound of hurried footsteps on the hardwood floor made her turn around to see Shawn Murphy entering the meeting room, slightly out of breath. He took off his black gloves, removed his black knitted cap, and offered his Aunt Matilda, who was standing at the front of the room, an apologetic smile. Lyndsay was introduced to him a year ago by Giles DeLuc, her boss.  

Shawn was both the sound and lighting engineer and the stage manager at the Dickens Event Center. She’d gotten to know him over the past year and enjoyed his company while working on fundraisers. Little by little, she’d learned about his background.

Before arriving in Dickens, he worked on Broadway in New York City. When theaters closed due to the COVID-19 pandemic and he tragically lost his wife, he decided to move closer to his great-aunt, Matilda Cudworth. 

He wasn’t boastful about his life experiences, some of which were unpleasant, nor did he seek verbal recognition for everything he did to help others. He was confident in who he was and what he believed in. 

His dark brown hair, streaked with a few silver strands, was neatly combed back, reflecting his tidy appearance. Bright and attentive, his light green eyes radiated warmth. His hands, slightly calloused from years of manual work, showed his practicality and skill. He left his green and black flannel shirt unbuttoned over a black T-shirt. His well-fitting jeans indicated he stayed physically active.

Shawn was a familiar face at the Dickens Children’s Group Home. He had a friendly smile, was approachable and quick-witted, and enjoyed lively conversations with the young adults. The kids gathered around him like the Pied Piper of Hamelin.  

Although he’s Matilda Cudworth's nephew, an icon in Dickens’ community, he didn’t rely on his aunt’s fame to be accepted into their charming town. He was well-liked for who he was. 

There were several empty folding chairs, but he chose to sit next to her. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d gone on a date and wouldn’t mind if he asked her out for coffee.

“Hi, Lyndsay. Sorry, I’m late,” he said, and took off his faux lambskin parka. 

With the chairs placed so close together, he didn’t notice how near she was. The sleeve of his coat brushed her cup, knocking the contents onto her winter-white wool-blend slacks. She had intentionally worn them with a black and white argyle sweater, aiming to look nice when addressing the group.

“Ah!” she gasped, leaping up from the chair. A rust-colored stain covered the front of her trousers and dotted the front of her sweater.

Shawn also shot up. "Jeeze, Lyndsay, I’m sorry! I was in too much of a hurry. I wanted to be here when you spoke to the group about your plans for the kids. I’ll pay to have your clothes cleaned!”

He surprised her by reaching into his back pocket and pulling out a white handkerchief, which he held out to her. She dabbed at the wetness and tried to ignore the damp, soggy feeling on her leg. “How did you find out?”

He gave her a sheepish smile. “Without going into detail, my Aunt Matilda strongly suggested that I be here for this meeting.”

When Lyndsay had come up with her ideas and briefly shared them with Matilda, Pastor Hart, and his wife Heather, she never considered that she’d have to work closely with Shawn Murphy.  That wouldn’t be a hardship. “I appreciate you being here," she said, still holding onto his handkerchief. “I’ll wash it and return it to you.”

She turned toward Toni and Melanie and was about to say, “I need to use the ladies' room,” but Matilda Cudworth started the meeting. 

If Mrs. Claus were a living, breathing person, Matilda would vividly embody the beloved Christmas icon. Her flowing white curls framed her gentle face like a halo, enhancing her warm and inviting presence. Delicate gold-framed glasses sat gracefully on the bridge of her nose, emphasizing her kind, twinkling eyes that sparkled with mischief and joy. She’d added pink blush to her cheeks to give her a healthy glow.  

This evening, she wore a long red dress with a delicate lace-patterned collar and wide cuffs that echoed the same detail, adding a touch of vintage charm. Tucked into one of her curls was a sprig of holly with red berries and a small bow. She’d just come from her Christmas shop, which carried every kind of ornament and holiday decoration you can imagine, but children and customers flocked there to see Matilda – AKA Mrs. Claus. 

“Thank you all for coming. As you all know, the Women’s Auxiliary for the Dickens Memorial Hospital always plans holiday parties for the children who, unfortunately, have to spend the holidays in the hospital and for the children in the Dickens Children’s Group Home. This year, I’ve decided to step down as chairwoman and turn it over to the ‘younger’ crowd. Lyndsay Barnes has graciously volunteered to chair the festivities. I will now turn the meeting over to her.”

She pushed up from the chair, and the flat of her hand met wetness on her pants.  Hopefully, this wasn’t a bad sign.

“Break a leg,” Toni said, with a supportive smile.

It helped that her closest friends sat in the front row. Freja Frost and Karla Sorenson owned Two Sisters Kringle and Fudge. Elise DeLuc was married to her boss. Heather Hart was the wife of the pastor at the Congregational Church and the director of the group home. They all offered supportive smiles.

Three other chairs were occupied by the ladies, who also belonged to Dickens’ Historical Society. Tillie Doyle’s husband, Thaddeus, served on the town council and led the Ways and Means Committee. Sadie Prince’s husband, Benson, was in charge of the Department of Public Works.

Viola Hughes led the Chamber of Commerce, and in Lyndsay’s view, she was the pack’s leader. Viola was a strong woman, known for her bold opinions, and she earned a reputation for being stubborn and confrontational. When discussions veered away from topics that aligned with the Troublesome Three’s agenda, they often became hostile. This resistance to differing viewpoints frequently sparked heated debates, leaving little room for constructive dialogue or compromise.  

Their white hair was styled in soft waves, giving each woman an elegant appearance. They had applied their makeup a little too heavily. All of them wore black two-piece dresses, paired with matching red silk scarves around their necks.

Matilda patted Lyndsay on the back of her hand.  “You’ll do fine.”

She hadn’t prepared any notes because she’d been practicing during her sleepless nights. “I’m new to the organization, but I’m honored to take on this responsibility to chair the holiday party and activities for the children.” First line finished, take a deep breath.

“There are limitations on the parties we can have for the children in the hospital, but I’d like to do more for the children in the Dickens Children’s Group Home. They’re not fortunate enough to have families and share in traditions we’ve come to enjoy with our loved ones.”  

Her eyes shifted toward the troublemakers, but they’d been quiet so far. “Dickens is rich in tradition. Those are the things I’d like the kids to participate in. I have a few ideas, but I’m open to suggestions. We can start with Gridley’s Tree Farm. They can select a tree and decorate it.” 

“They can also enjoy the petting zoo and make s’mores, too,” Karla tossed out.

Matilda stood and addressed everyone.  “I’d like to bring them to my shop so each can pick out a special ornament.  We’ll personalize each one with their name.”

“I’d like them to attend the tree lighting ceremony and make a snowman,” Lyndsay continued.  “They can decide on a theme and enter it into the competition.”

Elise raised her hand. “I have another event they can attend, actually two. The Dickens Event Center is hosting a special screening of “Elf,” followed by a ride on the Dickens Express. The kids will love the light display. As the event center manager, I can arrange for the kids to sit together. We’ll give them trainmen’s hats.”

“We can take them to the annual 'Bells of St. Dickens' children’s show, which is now held at the event center, Christmas Eve day,” Lyndsay said.

A wave of happiness filled her chest at the generous efforts to give the children a wonderful holiday. No, they wouldn’t have a family, but hopefully they’d know they’re loved. Her joy faded when the head of the Chamber of Commerce stood up.

“Ms. Barnes, you sound like a travel agent planning a trip to Dickens.” Viola’s eyes, behind tiger-striped framed glasses, landed on the brown stain on Lyndsay’s trousers. “Did you have an accident, my dear?”

Was Lyndsay the only one in the group to notice the snarky tone in the woman’s better-than-thou voice? Remain calm. “Mrs. Hughes, as head of the Dickens Chamber of Commerce, why don’t you put together a promotion? Call it ‘What to do in Dickens’, and post it on social media.” Light chuckles arose in support of her comment. She didn’t bother to respond to the snarky remark about the ugly stain.

“I’ll note your suggestion. She cleared her throat and straightened her back. “I appreciate everything you want to do for the children, but how do you expect to transport 10 adolescents safely?”  

Tillie Doyle tossed in her two cents.  “They’ll also need warmer clothes if you expect them to participate in the snowman-making contest and run around the snow-covered ground trying to find a tree.” 

As expected, Sadie Prince couldn’t stay out of the conversation. “What about chaperones? It’s impossible to manage 10 energetic children alone. Chaos can erupt without enough help. One of them could get hurt or lost!”   

It took everything in her not to call them the Scrooge Trio.  Elise and Shawn had let Lyndsay know of the hard time the trio had given them last year when they planned the train ride and light show opening.

She’d been shot down and hadn’t even started.  Heather Hart gave Lyndsay a sympathetic smile and stood up. “Lyndsay, may I address the group?”

Seeing her with the children in her care, she displayed a gentle demeanor and a natural nurturing instinct, which made the children feel comfortable and appreciated.

Her light brown hair flowed in gentle waves over her shoulders, beautifully framing her face. Her hazel eyes, a mix of green and brown, sparkled with warmth and brightened when she smiled, which she did often. She wore a light gray sweater paired with black tailored trousers. Her accessories included a delicate pair of pearl earrings and a single strand of pearls.

The gentle, reassuring tone of her voice was exactly what the tense situation required.  Lyndsay stepped to the side, indicating that Heather should join her. “Please do.”

“As you’re all aware, my husband, Pastor John Hart, and I took on responsibility for managing the group home a year ago. Our main focus is on keeping the children happy. Our children’s home has been approved, and we receive funding through state support. The children attend local schools, and we provide supervision around the clock. I’m a certified social worker and child psychologist. We’ve established a structured environment; however, these are just the basics. We rely on the town’s support to help provide the little ‘extras.’ I’ve received requests to take in a few more children, but the rooms at the inn are full.”

Heather offered Lyndsay a warm smile. "What you want to do for these children will provide what we can’t. The funds aren’t there. They don’t have families, but they’ll have a beautiful holiday, realize they’re not forgotten, and feel loved by an entire town.”

Her friend’s heartfelt speech deeply touched everyone in the room. She clearly expressed everything Lyndsay wanted to do for these kids. Having grown up in a group home, she understood their feelings—the pain and disappointment of living without a family. She blinked several times, trying to hold back tears. Swallowing repeatedly, she struggled to get past the lump in her throat.  

“Thank you, Heather.  Does anyone else have anything to add?” 
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Shawn admired Lyndsay for stepping up to fill his aunt’s shoes. They had worked together on several events with the children at the group home over the past year. He’d been struggling internally but finally admitted that when he was around Lyndsay, the world seemed brighter, making everything more enjoyable. Just by listening to and talking with Lyndsay, he never realized how special she was. Along with being quite attractive, her voice carried genuine warmth and eagerness when she spoke about making this Christmas memorable for the kids. They shared many interests, and he looked forward to spending more time with her.

Her infectious laughter, her smile that lit up her entire face, and her selfless nature always shone through, prioritizing others’ needs over her own. He’d learned that she was forty-two and had been a close friend of the Dwyer sisters since grade school. 

Her long blonde hair, tucked behind her ears, revealed her small gold ball earrings. Her soft gray eyes sparkled beneath long, upturned lashes. She seldom wore heavy makeup, but the deep pink lipstick highlighted her naturally rosy cheeks.

Shawn had seen and heard enough. He curled his lips instead of releasing the anger bubbling inside him. He would love nothing more than to put a muzzle on the Scrooge Trio. Embarrassing his Aunt Matilda was the last thing he wanted to do. 

After dealing with the Troublesome Trio last year, he thought they’d reached a point of self-reflection, but apparently not. They were scraping the bottom of their complaints, worrying over transportation, clothing, and chaperones. The only enjoyment they found was in criticizing others and dismissing ideas they hadn’t thought of first. He took a few deep breaths and stood up.

“Lyndsay, I’d like to address the objections.”

“Shawn, the floor is yours,” she acknowledged without hesitation. 

It wasn’t just his imagination that he saw the gratefulness in her smile.

He walked up to the front of the room and stood next to her, but kept a polite distance.

“I’ve had the pleasure of working with Pastor Hart and his wife over the past year, and I've become friends with the children in their care.” He paused and nodded at Lyndsey. “We both have. The Harts do everything they can to create a happy environment within the group home.”  

He looked directly at Viola Hughes and was about to shock her bloomers. “You have a question about transportation? Yesterday, a brand-new fifteen-passenger van was delivered to the children’s home, a gift from an unknown benefactor.” As expected, gasps filled the room, echoing how he’d felt the day before. “It’s registered to Pastor John Hart, and a fund has been set up for maintenance and insurance.”

“Who would do such a thing?”  Viola demanded to know.  “Did you verify ownership? If there were a rich philanthropist in town, I’d surely know about him.”

You’d be the first one he’d avoid.  “Pastor Hart verified ownership with the Department of Motor Vehicles and the insurance company. It obviously wasn’t a gift from the Chamber of Commerce?”  

“Of course not!  We don’t have that kind of money!”

“I’ll be sharing the responsibility with Pastor Hart, driving the children to the events Lyndsay outlined.” One down.

“Mrs. Doyle, you’re worried about clothes, boots, and coats for the children when they go on outings in cold weather. In the glove box of the van, there was a note indicating that the cost of new clothes for the children at the Main Street Emporium is covered. Two down.

Tillie’s eyes darted to Heather Hart. “That’s another generous gift. You’re talking about ten children. It’s probably a publicity stunt and only worth ten dollars!” 

He swallowed back a snarky comment but addressed Mrs. Prince.  “You’re concerned about chaperones. I’ll be accompanying Mrs. Hart, and we’ll also secure other volunteers. You’re welcome to join us when we go shopping for clothes with the children at the emporium. Or maybe you’d like to come along when we walk through the snow to pick out a Christmas tree.” Three down.

Despite the makeup, her cheeks pinked in embarrassment.  “That won’t be necessary.”

“I hope I’ve successfully put your concerns to rest. One last thing, I’m the klutz responsible for the stains on Lyndsay’s lovely outfit.” He winked at her and was rewarded with a big smile before he headed back to his seat.

He’d barely sat when Toni leaned into him and whispered.  “Thanks for lassoing those troublemakers.”

“Thank you, Shawn,” Lyndsay continued. “I'll secure the dates and times for each event and follow up with an email to everyone. I’ll also collaborate with the hospital administrator on the arrangements for the children’s party at the hospital.”

She gave Viola Hughes a tight smile.  “As head of the Chamber of Commerce, can I count on you to spearhead the placement of boxes in the stores for our toy donations?”

She tossed her head. “Of course! I oversee a very successful toy drive every year!”

Matilda moved to stand next to Lyndsay.  “I’d say our new chairlady has things well in hand.  Now, Freja has brought Kringle for us to enjoy.”

Shawn hesitated as he approached the linen-covered table, which displayed platters of delicious Kringle along with a coffee and tea service. Looking around, he realized he was the rooster in the henhouse, though he wouldn't mention it. He had taken on the three troublemakers but couldn’t resist announcing the gift that had arrived yesterday. The three stood off to the side, munching on Kringle, and he caught a few dark glances in their direction. 

Yesterday afternoon, he’d just left the event center when he received a text from Pastor Hart, asking Shawn to come to the children’s home as soon as possible.  

When he pulled up to the house, the sight was overwhelming. Parked in the driveway beside the house was a new dark blue van with a big red bow on top. The driver told John that he’d been instructed to deliver the van, a gift, and handed the pastor an envelope with the ownership paperwork. They’d even filled the tank. He was to check the glovebox for another gift.

How had the unknown donor learned that the home needed a van to transport the children?  He’d worked closely with the pastor, and one issue that prevented them from taking the kids on field trips was a lack of transportation. The person who’d gifted them the van was definitely a secret Santa.

Lyndsay, Heather, and his aunt were standing together. The string dangling from their hot cups said they were drinking tea. He held up a hand to Lyndsay and kidded.  “I’ll keep my distance. Don’t want any more accidents.”

“Shawn, you’re my hero, braving the gauntlet of those three," Lyndsay returned.  “Help yourself.”

“In a minute. Heather, I’m sorry I stole your thunder about the new van, but they...” his voice trailed off.

“Not a problem. We’re still trying to get over the shock. The kids were ecstatic, so last evening we took them for a ride that included ice cream.”

“I don’t know who this Secret Santa is, but providing a van will make it possible for us to take the kids to all these events. I couldn’t be happier,” Lyndsay added. "As Sadie Prince won’t be available to take the kids shopping for clothes,” she lightly mocked, “I’m available.”

Heather put her hands together in a praying gesture.  “I bow to a very brave woman!”

The pastor's wife looked around and lowered her voice. “Gridley’s opens next Saturday. In the envelope was another note. All the fees for Gridley’s have been paid, including the purchase of s’mores kits.”

Lyndsay frowned and immediately turned to Shawn.  “Did you pay for everything?”

He shrugged. “John never mentioned anything about Gridley’s to me.”

“Whomever this person is, they’ve given a lot of thought to their gifts,” Matilda noted.

The whole situation was becoming more and more strange, but he had other things to focus on. “Lyndsay, I haven’t told many people this, but I bought the old veterans’ home down the road from the event center. Between fixing up the house, which needs a lot of repairs, and working at the event center, I want to set up a schedule with you for the trips you're planning for the kids.”

“Do you ever stop?”

Matilda burst out laughing. “He doesn’t stop and manages to help restock the shelves in my store every day.”

Lyndsay, I have a special favor to ask. I know the restaurant is closed on Sundays, but would you have time to come to the house on Sunday afternoon? I want to teach the kids that Christmas isn’t just about receiving gifts but also about giving of themselves. We could have them make gifts for the children in the hospital—nothing fancy, but something that symbolizes the spirit of giving. 

“I love that idea, Heather.  I’ll come up with something the girls can make and bring the supplies,” Lyndsay added. 

“I have to be there Sunday after church, so why don’t I work with the boys?”  Shawn suggested.

“Thank you, both.”

Melanie and Toni joined them.  “Freja makes the best Kringle.  She even brought some of Karl's and Jen’s goodies,” Melanie said. “Lyndsay, we'd better get going, work tomorrow.  Friday is always busy with shoppers coming into town.”

“Then I’ll say good night. Shawn, you were my hero tonight for handling the troublemakers. See you Sunday at the group home. Let’s come up with some fun ways to make the kids’ Christmas special.”

Genuine warmth and eagerness filled Lyndsay’s voice as she expressed her desire to make this Christmas memorable for the kids. They had a lot in common.   

Lyndsay was very special. Three years have passed since his wife was brutally murdered, yet their relationship had fallen apart long before that. Was he ready to find love again? They say Christmas brings miracles, and he definitely could use one right now. 
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On Friday night at 8:30, Lyndsay stored the crepe batter she had prepared in the commercial refrigerator, getting ready for Saturday’s customers. Having worked as an executive chef in a corporate kitchen, she enjoyed the smaller setting where she made crepes with unique fillings, including sweet options. When she started working for Giles DeLuc a year ago, he had a fixed menu but encouraged her to add some of her favorites. Giles had recently begun offering specialty ciders and light wines sourced from local vendors.

With Thanksgiving last week, this marked the first weekend of the Dickens Express Train Ride and light show at the event center, which attracted many more visitors. The Dwyer sisters handled the influx of holiday shoppers with ease.  

She emailed the schedule for the children’s outings. Since the restaurant was closed on Mondays, they planned to take the kids to the Main Street Emporium, a shop that had opened six months earlier. The emporium offered a wide range of products, including clothing, home goods, and furniture made by local artisans, as well as last-minute gifts and party supplies. Heather had sent the children’s sizes, and Lyndsay reached out to the owner to confirm they could host ten kids at four o’clock.

These days, she rarely found moments to herself, so she planned to use this time to walk down Main Street and enjoy the holiday lights. Lyndsay prepared a cup of hot chocolate, poured it into her to-go cup, and walked into the cloakroom next to the kitchen. This space was used for hanging coats and storing personal belongings. She washed her hands in the small bathroom and fixed her hair, even though it was unnecessary since she was about to wear her new favorite hat. Melanie had made a green and white striped hat shaped like an ice cream cone, with a long tail she could wrap around her neck like a scarf, topped with a red pompom. 

During her time working in the big city, she visited salons where stylists balayaged her hair in various shades of blonde. After moving to Dickens, she began to appreciate her naturally dark blonde hair, which brushed her shoulders when styled with a center part. At work, she kept her hair neatly secured in a bun under a mesh cap. When she took out the pins and scrunchie, she sighed while brushing her hair, letting the center part fall into place. Small gold ball earrings complemented her soft gray eyes.

She’d gone on dates occasionally, but one of her “dates” stood out in memory. He’d said her gray eyes were enchanting to those who gaze into them. Depending on the situation, their depth could be intriguing, revealing a wide range of emotions. Their hue shifted with the light, reflecting shades of blue and hints of silver. She sensed there was more to his floral comments, and she hadn’t been mistaken. He hoped she’d share her secret ingredient for her award-winning filling, which used morel mushrooms.

She never considered herself a fashionista, choosing casual, comfortable clothing like jeans, long skirts, and sweaters. She applied minimal makeup, preferring a naturally glowing appearance.   

After zipping up the front of her hunter green fleece-lined parka, she put on her hat, wrapped the tail around her neck, and laughed when the pompom hit her in the nose. Finally, she pulled on her warm gloves and suddenly remembered her hot chocolate. She was bundled up like Nanook of the North, but still needed the hot inner fuel.

She walked around the building and was greeted by a winter wonderland. They’d already decorated the dining room and placed the tree in the center of the front window. The open vertical blinds created a picture-window effect. Green linens covered the tables, decorated with red glass votive candle holders. 
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