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CHAPTER ONE
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      How much is too much Christmas?

      As I walked through the rooms of the townhouse we were going to call home for the next year, I wondered if I'd gone overboard with the decorations.

      There were garlands, arrangements, decorations, trees, candles, you name it, everywhere, all leading to the living room where the biggest Christmas tree I'd ever seen was standing tall, bright and proud by the fireplace.

      The house itself was already too big, so to go that step further and make sure the Holiday season was present in each room may have been a little too much.

      I wondered, not for the first time, if it had been a good decision renting out such a big house in Paris. It was only for one year, after all.

      I'd always been a city boy, born and raised in Manhattan, I was used to the skyscrapers, the crowds of people rushing to get somewhere all the time, the street food, the entertainment, everything.

      Paris was so different and somehow, I felt equally at home here.

      I walked through the house, checking the rooms one more time to make sure everything was in order. I paid particular attention to the one right next to the master bedroom. This was where we were going to spend a lot of time over the next year so it needed to be perfect.

      My heart raced with excitement and my chest filled with so much warmth and sense of pride. This had been the room that sealed the deal on the house. It was large, bright, and like the master bedroom, it had double glass doors leading to the garden.

      I was pleased with the result of the redecoration; the soft cream color on the walls and the light pine furniture always gave me a sense of peace. This was the only room that had needed more than the bare touches applied to the rest of the house.

      Once I was satisfied that there was nothing more I could do I headed to the bathroom in the master bedroom for a shower.

      This was one of the most important days of my life so I took my time going through my options of what to wear. I settled on black slacks and a button-down navy shirt with a light blue sweater.

      When I reached out for the shoebox on the top shelf, another one dragged along with it. I didn't see it until it was too late and the box was on its way to the floor.

      I looked at it, the lid wide open and the contents half spread on the floor. A range of emotions whooshed through enough to get me on my knees.

      Letters, hundreds of them had been stored inside the box, some of them loose and some grouped in small bundles tied with string. I didn't even remember putting them all there.

      I picked one, the paper yellowed from age, the scrawl a little uneven as would be expected from a ten-year-old boy.

      That handwriting was permanently etched on my mind, as unforgettable as the person who had written the letters all those years ago.

      My phone rang in the bedroom making me jump. I got up and ran to answer it.

      "Hey."

      "Hey," I said, my heart skipping a beat like it did every time I heard that voice.

      "Dorian, are you going to be on time?"

      "Yeah, don't worry, everything is ready."

      "Baby, everything was ready two weeks ago." I could hear the exasperation. "Please, tell me you won't get distracted."

      I laughed as I said goodbye and disconnected the call.

      Still holding the letter I picked, I couldn't help but open and read it. I had four hours, plenty of time to through just the one. The one I’d received twenty years ago, almost to the date.

      
        
        15 December 1998

        

        Jean-Paul Bertram

        47 Rue Des Fleurs,

        75014 Paris

        France

        

        Dear Dorian,

        My name is Jean-Paul and I am 9 years old. I live in Paris with my mother and my cat, Audrey.

        Audrey is white and has a black mark on her head that looks like a crown.

        I go to school close to my house. I am in year 4 and my favorite class is Math but when I go home I like to read books, especially recipe books. I also like to take photographs. I asked to have a new camera for Christmas.

        I have never been to New York, what is it like?

        I like living in France. Well, I have never been outside of Paris but I like it here very much.

        We don't get snow at Christmas but we still have lights everywhere. It is very beautiful.

        How is Christmas in New York?

        Please forgive my English, I am still learning in the after-school classes.

        Your new pen friend,

        Jean-Paul

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

          JEAN-PAUL
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      "Maman?" I called out as I went through the doors of the place I'd called home since I was born.

      The apartment wasn't grandiose or even spacious but it had two bedrooms and a separate living room. I smelled the familiar scent of fresh flowers. I never knew how she did it, but my mother's home always smelled of fresh flowers.
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