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      Krissy Kringle’s dream of owning her own business and settling into a community with her daughter, Merry, came alive when she moved to Charmington—the small Christmas village in the Adirondacks. Hard work, sacrifice, and a bucket-load of luck make her dream come true—Kringle’s Diner exists, business is booming, and above all else, she and Merry are happy. She’s also weary beyond words doing the work of three people.

      So, she hires a man who wanders into the diner. He needs work, or so it seems. He comes with a huge Bernese Mountain dog named Prince, who takes up residence in the diner corner booth every day with Merry. Krissy can deal with it—help in the kitchen trumps dog germs. Right?

      Contrary to popular belief around Charmington, Max Alexander (aka Alex Maxwell) is not homeless. In fact, he is royalty. Alexander Henrik Vincent Maxwell III, Prince of Beldova, heir apparent to the throne, is searching for something. Incognito, of course.

      That “something” is Krissy.

      Twenty years earlier, as awkward pre-teens, the two shared a magical summer vacation on a lake in Wisconsin. The next year, circumstances cause both of their lives to change forever—and they never see each other again. Years later, finding Krissy becomes a mission for Alex—before he takes the permanent step toward becoming King.

      Krissy and Alex work together for several weeks. Their attraction for each other grows, but Alex never tells Krissy he is the boy from the lake. He understands her need for community with the security of home, and he doesn’t want to disrupt her happiness. Besides, his future is uncertain. Will he become King? Or not?

      When Alex must suddenly return to Beldova, a rapid unraveling of entangled truths reveals his reality to Krissy. Can they untangle the omissions and half-truths, and recover the magic of that one special summer for the holidays?
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      Summer, Wisconsin

      

      “You can’t hide here forever, Alex.”

      Ignoring his sister, Alexander Maxwell shifted on the sofa and stared at his laptop screen. I don’t need the reminder, Anja. Instead, he turned up the sound on the news report streaming through his computer. “I want to hear this.”

      “You should. Things are heating up.”

      “I do keep up with what is happening at home.”

      “Do you? Beldova needs you right now.”

      The tone of her voice made him turn and face her, making full and direct eye contact. Not that he’d been avoiding doing so. Well, perhaps. “I do. It’s my responsibility and duty, and I take that seriously.”

      Anja Karin Maxwell Nilsson, his younger sister and self-appointed protector, smirked and crossed her arms over her chest, slouching slightly to one side. The slouch was unlike her. Royals don’t slouch. Even if they were tired.

      He’d not expected her—but that was just like Anja, to do the unexpected. She wasn’t convinced that anything he’d done in the past six months was for the good of family or country. But she didn’t understand everything, didn’t have all the pieces to the puzzle—did anyone, truly?—so he took her tone with a grain of salt.

      “Get settled in your room?”

      She nodded. “I did. It looks the same.”

      “Everything is the same.”

      “Here, perhaps. But not at home.”

      “Let’s not go there, yet.”

      She ignored that. “Have you spoken with anyone the past two weeks?”

      He had. “I speak daily with Saskia.”

      “Anyone else?”

      Saskia Johansson, the prime minister of his small European country, was his main contact, and the only person he needed to deal with during these challenging times. Too many cooks spoiled the soup, or so he’d heard his father say on more than one occasion. He’d also exchanged several emails with a few members of parliament who had reached out, but he gave them less precedence.

      No need to worry. He was up to speed. And he wasn’t going to discuss it yet with Anja. “Saskia keeps me informed.”

      The streaming newsfeed droned from the computer. Anja was concerned but there was no need. He was fine. Things at home would settle down. They always do. After a moment of tit-for-tat, brother-sister staring, he changed the subject. “Did Mother send you?”

      “She did not. I came of my own accord.” Anja broke the stare then and settled into a soft, overstuffed chair in the corner. She picked at a crocheted doily. “Did you have someone clean?”

      “I did.”

      “It looks good in here.” She glanced about and nodded. “It feels good here. Comfortable. Familiar. Safe.” Her eyes held a faraway look.

      “It’s where I need to be right now.”

      “But what about this pilgrimage, or such, you are talking about? I don’t understand. Why?”

      Shrugging, Alex sat up a little, his back straighter. “I’m feeling hemmed in, Anja. What with everything that’s happened the past few months, and the uncertain future… Well. You know when that happens, I need to be outside, in the wilderness.”

      She studied him. “But why here? You can hike the mountains all you want at home. And who hikes in Wisconsin, anyway?”

      “Plenty of people do.” He shifted in his seat. “I needed to come here first to ground myself somewhat. I’ll set off on a walkabout in a week or so.”

      “It’s kind of dangerous and risky here in the States, don’t you think? It’s not like going on a walk in Europe.”

      “It’s a little trickier, but I’ll be fine.”

      Anja didn’t say anything. He watched her peruse the living room and all the knick-knacks he had painstakingly washed and dusted over the past six weeks. A slow smiled traveled over her face and her jaw visibly relaxed. “I used to love coming here.”

      “Me too.”

      She rose and crossed the room to a row of built-in bookshelves. Gingerly, she traced the titles on some of the old leather-bound volumes. “Pops loved his books.”

      “Yes. That he did.”

      “And Nana loved her kitchen.”

      “It still looks the same.”

      “I’m sure the breakfasts aren’t the same.”

      Smiling at the memory of big country breakfasts, Alex could almost smell the food in the kitchen. Sometimes there’d be eggs, sausages, potatoes, biscuits, and gravy. Other times pancakes with berry toppings or apple fritters. “No one cooked breakfast like Nana.”

      “Not even Eloise.”

      At that, Alex guffawed. “Truth!”

      Anja turned, her face animated, and burst out in laughter, too. “Soft-boiled egg, wheat toast with jam, and orange quarters. The Eloise Special.”

      “But it’s what Dad wanted and so we all had to eat it.”

      “Because Eloise didn’t want to make breakfast to order. What was it she said once when you asked for pancakes?”

      Alex snickered. “Oh yes. I was being prickly. I think I was twelve and we’d just returned from spending a few weeks with Pops and Nana, where of course, we’d been spoiled by them. Remember that pancake house up in the northern part of the state? Near the lake house at Butternut Falls?”

      “I do remember. Pops loved going there. You asked Eloise that next week for blueberry pancakes with real maple syrup and a side of butter with mile-high whipped cream on top.” Anja grinned. “Do you remember that little upturn of Daddy’s mouth at the look on Eloise’s face?”

      “I believe that was a royal inward snicker, my sister. And yes, I do remember.”

      Anja rushed closer and sat beside him on the sofa. “And do you remember what she said?”

      “Vividly.” Alex cleared his throat and straightened his back, mimicking her. “Master Alexander. I am not a short-order cook.” He chuckled. “Then she muttered something as she left about the children running feral while they were in the states. Pancakes, indeed!”

      Anja giggled. “Then she returned with The Eloise Special for everyone. Except you didn’t get jam. The look she gave you….”

      Slouching back on the sofa, Alex sighed. “And by the next summer both Nana and Pops were gone, and we’ve been doomed to a soft-boiled life ever since.”

      Anja sighed. “That last summer was the best one.”

      “Yes. In so many ways.” Alex gave in to the memory. His throat closed a little. It was the best, by far. He sometimes wondered if he’d known it would be the last, would his awkward preteen self have done a few things differently. “I’d had no clue at the time it would be the last one.”

      “I miss those days. All of them. Life just isn’t the same anymore.”

      He sat there, staring at the computer screen, seeing nothing, really. “No. No, it isn’t.” The newsfeed had stopped, so he shut the laptop. He’d catch up with things there later. With a sigh, he turned to Anja. “I should fix you something to eat. You must have been flying for days.”

      She shrugged and jerked a quick nod. “I took the last flight out of Stockholm to London night before last, and then on to New York yesterday morning. The flight to Chicago last night, and the drive up here this morning. I’ve not had a good meal in a couple of days—so yes, I’m famished.”

      Alex stood, picking up his laptop. “Blueberry pancakes? I’ll drive.”

      Anja stood, ready to go, it seemed. “Absolutely.” She hugged him hard. “It’s so good to see you, Alex. I’ve missed you. We have lots to discuss.”

      Alex hugged her tight, then set her at arm’s length. “You, too. I suppose it’s time to talk. I’m glad you are here. And thank you for not bringing Mother.”

      The expression that raced across his sister’s face then startled him.

      “Is something wrong?”

      “No, no. Not wrong. Not really. Mother has been very preoccupied lately, and all, but….”

      “Is she okay?”

      Anja bit her lip and didn’t answer.

      “Anja?”

      “Can I tell you over pancakes? Please? I’m too tired now to get into it, and would like to nap in the car, if you don’t mind.”

      He grasped her hand. “But she’s okay?”

      She nodded. “Yes. I think so. Yes.”

      “But something is wrong.”

      “No, Alex. Not wrong. She’s okay. But something is…different.”
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        * * *

      

      He quite enjoyed driving. It was something he did very little of at home. With Anja napping, Alex let his mind wander as he drove past lakes and dairy farms and woods toward the small town of Butternut Falls. He hoped after all these years, the family-owned diner that specialized in blueberry pancakes, still existed. If not, he was going to have to pull a Plan B, and fast.

      Anja wasn’t the only one who was hungry.

      The landscape rolled by his window as he set a leisurely pace. The terrain was not unlike that of his home country, Beldova, in places. Both had plentiful lakes with crisp cool waters, ripe with fish. Small farms dotted the horizon, with freshly painted fences and red barns. At home, the barns were a different shape and sometimes colorfully painted—large enough to house the livestock, when needed. Especially dairy cattle. Sheep were plentiful in his homeland. Not so much here.

      The biggest difference was that Beldova boasted of mountains to the north and coastal waters to the west, once you left the farming lands. His country was small and sandwiched in-between several larger countries in northeastern Europe, but their resources were rich. Besides farming, fishing was a mainstay for their economy.

      Anja barely moved once she’d settled into the passenger seat of his rental vehicle. The drone of tires on pavement always made her sleepy. As a child, she would drift off in the car before they left Castle Maxwell. The tires, coupled with her soft rhythmic snore, also lured Alex into a peaceful state of mind. He liked the quiet and always drove with the radio off. How do people drive with music or books going on in their head?

      Too much distraction for him.

      While he had already explored several places surrounding Culverville, the small town where his grandparents had lived, he’d not ventured north yet, so this was a treat. He’d also been putting it off, to be honest. Sometimes the memories were overwhelming. However, he looked forward to the pancakes as much as Anja and was surprised when he pulled off the main road and into the parking lot. Deb’s House of Pasta and Pancakes was still there. The weathered sign out front said so. And by the looks of all the cars in the parking lot, it was still a popular place to eat.

      “We’re here, Anja.” He nudged her shoulder.

      “Hm? Already?”

      “It’s been two hours.”

      “Goodness.” She straightened and stretched her arms above her head. “I was out like a light.”

      “Yes, you were. Hope we can get a booth.”

      “I’m sure we can. It’s a big place.”

      Alex nodded. “Did you ever wonder why they paired pasta with pancakes? It always seemed so odd to me as a kid.”

      Shrugging, Anja gazed at the sign over the door. “Pancakes in the morning, pasta for dinner sounds good to me!” She perused the parking lot. “Wow. So many cars.”

      “Yes. Let’s go.” Alex reached for his door handle.

      But Anja caught his eye and stared at him for a moment. Then she winked. “Race you!”

      Anja gave her car door a good shove and jumped out, catching Alex off guard. She’d always been good at that as kids—getting the jump on him. She was the athlete while he was more of a bookworm. Hiking was the only athletic sport he ever enjoyed, and he was only in competition with himself and his endurance.

      Hence, he was always a little slower on the draw.

      He watched her for a second as she stumbled, still half-asleep, toward the diner front door, dodging other customers in her path. He could almost hear her giggle, and the thought of that sound made him push his own door open and trot after her, clicking the lock on the car with his key fob as he left.

      “Oh no you don’t.”

      “You can’t catch me!”

      They could never have done something like this in Beldova. The prince and princess would never flaunt themselves, cause a spectacle, or otherwise call attention to themselves. But here, in rural Wisconsin, their silly escapades didn’t even draw a lifted eyebrow.

      Probably one of the appeals of getting away to the states when they could.

      Anja giggled again as she entered the pancake house, turning and sticking her tongue out. Smiling, he realized how much he’d missed her, and his mother, these past few weeks.

      Catching up just inside the door, he heard her speak to a young woman behind a small podium. She sounded a little out of breath. “A booth for two, please, if you have one. In the back if there is one overlooking the lake. And do you still have those fabulous blueberry pancakes?”

      The woman smiled and stretched her neck to look over a partition. “I believe we just cleared a booth and yes, we never run out of blueberry pancakes, sweetie.”

      Anja whirled and beamed at Alex. “Splendid!”
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        * * *

      

      For several minutes, they perused the massive menu and chatted about this and that. Alex had no clue why they reviewed the menu—they both knew what they wanted. Once they’d ordered, their coffee cups filled to the brim with the piping hot brew, their chatter died down a little. Anja made occasional small talk, and to Alex, it seemed she was avoiding the big subjects as much as he. By the time their pancakes and sausages arrived, both were ready to concentrate on the food and forget the dialogue that needed to happen sooner rather than later.

      “Oh, my goodness. Yum. I’m in heaven. Alex, thank you. This was a fabulous idea.”

      He watched Anja smear the real creamery butter over her pancakes, slipping some in between the cakes in the stack, slathering on the whipped cream and pouring the blueberry-infused maple syrup over the entire concoction. She took her first bite and savored the taste. Immediately, her shoulders dropped, tension seemingly rolling off them, and she sat back in her seat.

      “Yum,” she mumbled again, and gobbled another bite. “Eat!” She pointed her fork toward his plate.

      Alex smiled. “I will. I enjoy watching you enjoy your food.”

      “Then let me experience the same. Eat, Alex. You look thin.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “If you say so.”

      Alex dug into his pancakes, too. And for several minutes, they simply sat and ate, taking in all the sensations and memories the moment had to offer.

      About half-way through her stack, Anja sat back and signaled for more coffee. A middle-aged man came, filled both their cups, then retreated to the kitchen area. Anja watched him walk away.

      “I’m stuffed,” she said. “I can never finish a stack.”

      “Me too. But I am going to finish mine. Eloise be damned!”

      Anja smiled at him, waited a couple of heartbeats, then began. He knew it was coming. “Mom has been distracted and sometimes a bit disoriented, Alex. I’ve been worried. So much so that I checked in with the doctor but of course, there is that patient privilege thing, so she couldn’t tell me much. I did ask if she was healthy, and she said her physical health was fine. That’s all she would share. But Alex, something is up with her. Have you spoken with her lately?”

      “I have. Just a couple of days ago. She sounded fine, discussing the fall festivities. She was nervous if I would be home in time, but she seemed to have everything under control. I’ve kept her informed at a basic level about monarchy business, but even when father was alive, she was never very engaged in all that. What are you worried about?”

      Taking a deep breath, Anja sighed. “Well. She’s forgetful. A couple of weeks ago, she forgot we had a lunch date. She was the one who called and asked me to lunch. But the day came, and she didn’t show up. Then, about an hour later, I saw her leaving another restaurant with a man I didn’t recognize. When I questioned her about it the following day, she refused to admit we’d planned a lunch, claimed it wasn’t on her calendar, that she had never asked me to meet her, and that she hadn’t had lunch with anyone that day. It was all so weird.”

      “You didn’t know the man?”

      “No, and that worries me.”

      Alex rubbed his chin. It worried him too, somewhat. His mother might be the most vulnerable one in all this mess at home. He’d check with Hans, head of the royal guard assigned to Castle Maxwell, to make sure everyone was on high alert. But he didn’t want Anja to know of his concern. “I’m sure she had a legitimate reason.”

      “Like what? You must admit that the whole thing is a bit secretive.”

      Okay, he’d admit that. “Yes, I agree.”

      “Why would she make a lunch date and then ghost me? Then, meet with someone else? Someone unfamiliar to us? I wonder if it’s dementia.”

      “Oh, Anja. She’s only in her late fifties. I doubt that.”

      “She forgot Dad’s birthday.”

      That pained him. It was his father’s first birthday since his passing over the previous Christmas holidays. Fact was though, he’d almost forgotten it, too. “I’m sure she didn’t forget it. She probably acknowledged it privately. It’s been a tough year for her, Anja.”

      “I know.”

      “Don’t make things up that aren’t there, okay?”

      She leaned over the table. “I think you should come home, Alex. Soon. Check things out for yourself. She always talks with you about her personal things. She misses and worries about you. Ever since Rod and I married, and I moved out of the castle to Mestonia, she’s kept things a little closer to the chest, and not shared as much with me.”

      “Well, she’s still unsure about the duke, to be honest.”

      “Still, he is my husband. And that’s not the point here,” she countered, bristling a little. “We’re talking about Mom. Come home, please? For a while, at least?”

      Alex stared at his sister, holding his breath, taking a moment to think. “Anja, when I come home, it will be for good. I simply need to decide in what capacity I will be return. I’m not ready to declare anything yet.”

      “It’s summer already, Alex. You’ve six months to accept the crown and be coronated within a year of father’s death.”

      He lowered his gaze. “That’s right. And the reason I am here is to work through all of that, and I will. But I have some things to finish here in the states before I can leave.”

      Her brow arched. “Like what?”

      “I’m looking for something.”

      “Something or someone.” Anja was quick to respond. “You’re not going to find her, Alex.”

      He nodded, not at all surprised she’d figured it out. “Perhaps not.” He paused a moment, staring at the table. “Maybe finding her is not what I need. What I need is to regain the joy I felt that summer when we were all together. You remember it too.”

      Anja reached across the table and curled her fingers around his. “I do. We lost so much after that last summer at the lake house. The weeks were magical, and then they were gone forever.”

      “Yes. I’ve lost that joy in life, Anja.”

      “Becoming king will give you purpose. And perhaps that will lead to joy?”

      He glared. “Purpose is not what I am seeking. While I may, indeed, need to figure that out too, should I give up the throne, purpose is not my priority. I simply want to put some contentment back into my life, Anja. I’m not happy. And the happiest and most secure I’ve ever felt was that last summer at the lake with Pops and Nana and you and K.C. I likely can’t, but I want to recapture that, if I can.”

      She studied him, her gaze playing over his face. “The lake house is not far from here if I remember correctly. I wish Mother hadn’t sold it when Pops and Nana died. Do you want to see if we can find it after we finish here? It could be a start at figuring things out.”

      He didn’t. And he did. But he loved his sister for jumping into the fray with him. “Possibly. That magic may be gone forever. But I need to get my head and heart straight before I can move on.”

      “And you need to do that before you can make decisions about Beldova? Are you putting yourself before the monarchy?”

      Alex let go of a long-held breath. In his family, putting personal needs before those of the monarchy were fundamentally forbidden. He squared himself and sat up straighter. “Yes. For once, I am. I need to find myself again, Anja, before I become King. If I become King. It’s the only way I’ll know what kind of king I can be.”
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      Kringle’s Diner, The Christmas Village of Charmington

      

      “Good gracious, I’m exhausted. What a week.”

      Kristina Kringle, Krissy to the entire upstate New York town of Charmington, swiped her dripping brow with the back of a hand. With a damp dishtowel in her other hand, she slapped the retro Formica countertop, mopping up salt sprinkles and a few drips of ketchup, while peering out over her diner—aptly named, Kringle’s Diner. With the lunch rush over, she welcomed the upcoming—albeit brief—reprieve before the supper folks rolled in.

      Glancing at her best friend, Sylvia Moore, she pondered her overtiredness. “I may have to reconsider serving dinner. The huge breakfast and lunch crowds are almost more than I can handle. What was I thinking adding dinner, too?”

      “That it would be good business.” Sylvia stepped forward. “Give me that dishtowel. I’ll buss the tables by the window.”

      “No. You have to meet Chase soon and get to the airport. I can do this.”

      Sylvia glared. “Hand it over, sister.”

      Krissy relinquished the towel. “Please realize I’m not complaining.”

      “I know that,” Sylvia called over her shoulder. “Give it time. Things will level out.”

      And she wasn’t complaining. Not at all. The Charmington’ Christmas in July week traditionally brought loads of visitors to the town—not to mention money to the local bank accounts. The summer festival rush would not sustain into August and September, so she should hit it hard while she could. Things would slow down and then she could settle into her work routine.

      Just in time for the fall colors and holiday chaos to hit.

      “But it may have been foolish to open the diner full time this week—breakfast, lunch, and dinner. You know, with the festival and all.”

      “Or it was your best idea ever.”

      She watched Sylvia turn and throw her a sassy grin. She knew Sylvia was a straight-shooter and would never blow smoke up her skirt.

      They’d been friends for a few years now, even though they lived hundreds of miles apart. They’d met and instantly clicked when Sylvia was scouting a movie location in upstate Wisconsin about eight summers ago.

      Krissy continued. “I was doing fine being open just for breakfast and lunch and closing at two in the afternoon. Merry and I had our afternoons and evenings free which is super nice. But serving dinner has elevated things to another level.”

      “And brought in new customers. Not to mention, fattened your bank account.”

      “You mean my anorexic bank account?”

      “Not after this week.” Sylvia winked.

      “But I have remodeling bills to pay so it’s still pretty skinny.”

      “All the more reason, my friend, to strike while the iron is hot. Tired or not. You’re creating a little gold mine here, so buckle up, buttercup!”

      Krissy shook her head. “Seriously? I need more help.”

      “Then hire.”

      “The job pool for servers and cooks is a little slim around here. Especially right now.”

      “Then increase the salary and provide a few perks to lure in workers from the surrounding area. You are going to need them once the fall and winter holidays hit, so hire and get them trained now.”

      “But I can’t afford—”

      “You can’t afford not to.” Sylvia squared herself in front of Krissy. “Hire help, Kris. Get a small business loan if you must. You can’t do it all—cook, wait on tables, clean the place. The financials… Hire help for the things you can hand off to someone else.”

      Krissy blew out a long breath, glanced away from Sylvia, then returned to eyeball her friend. “Okay. You’re right. I’m sure Gladys will thank me, too.” Gladys was her one loyal server who always showed up and basically worked her tail off. Krissy was eternally grateful for the older woman’s work ethic. The young girls she hired who failed to show up occasionally could take lessons from her.

      “The week is almost over. Kringle’s is finally open full time now, you’ve brought in a boatload of money this week, and everyone loves the food. My goodness, your candy cane apple fritters are the absolute best. The Elves’ Pick Lunch Special is a killer—I mean, literally, I will die of a heart attack if I eat another combo. What’s not to love?”

      “It is pretty much awesomeness on a plate. Isn’t it?”

      “You kidding me? It’s the best. Bacon, cheddar, jalapeño, and roasted red pepper grilled cheese sandwich, pan-fried to absolute crunchy perfection, and served with a cup of your Wisconsin-famous queso soup. I’m salivating right now.”

      “Elves need sustenance making all those toys.”

      “Well, they should be seriously happy with lunches like that. Not to mention the Mrs. Claus’ Mid-Week Dinner Special. It’s so comfort food crazy that people will flock to Kringle’s on Wednesday nights for your meatloaf. You did the right thing offering dinner.” She returned to buss the table, placing glasses and dishes into a gray tub.

      “You’re sure?”

      “I’m positive. You’re just tired.”

      That was a true statement. She was tired. This too shall pass. “You’re right. I am. Every day is not as bad as today. Gladys will be back to wait tables tomorrow—her grandson had a doctor’s appointment in the city, and she had to take him. Her daughter couldn’t get off work. I’m grateful for your help and advice.”

      Sylvia flashed a smile then carried the tub of dirty dishes off toward the kitchen. “Besides, people love the unexpected, like stumbling into a Christmas-themed diner in the middle of summer. But what can you expect in Charmington? It’s the Christmas village! And this town is screaming for another diner.”

      “True.”

      “I mean, I love Dorrit’s Diner, especially the Charmington Burger. Best burger in town. That sauce… Ohmygoodness. I wish I knew what Amy put in it.”

      “Only burger in town,” Krissy corrected. She’d intentionally stayed away from burgers at Kringle’s out of respect for the famous Charmington Burger. She couldn’t compete and intentionally went with grilled cheese variations and panini sandwiches instead.

      “But Kringle’s offers something a little more niche, you know? The Christmas theme and all. Something trendy. Kringle’s success has only just started.”

      How come you are always right, my friend?

      Krissy sighed, unsure what she’d do without Sylvia. She’d been there for her through good and bad times lately. She’d been an absolute godsend with the move to Charmington. She wasn’t sure she would have survived it without her encouragement, advice, and support.

      No way she’d steer her wrong now.

      Krissy sidled a glance to the end of the diner where her daughter, Katrina MerryLynn, or Merry for short, sat in the far booth, her colored pencils flying over one of those intricately designed adult coloring books, while chatting with the man sitting at the next table. Ten-years-old and going on forty-two, the girl never met a stranger. To be honest, Krissy was happy her daughter was occupied and quiet and polite to others. She hated that Merry had to hang out at the diner all day while she worked this summer, but that couldn’t be helped. Maybe next summer her girl could stay by herself some in their apartment upstairs, or she could afford summer camp.

      The child never gave her a hint of trouble, and for that, she was perpetually grateful.

      She watched Merry focus on her work and chat with the man and his big black dog. The pair had stopped in a few times that week. She should probably have objected to the dog in the diner, but the animal was well-behaved, and no customers had complained—so far—and she’d let it be. Besides, her daughter’s face practically glowed when she saw the friendly beast.

      Blowing out a breath, Krissy turned her attention back to the counter, straightening the carousels of condiments and menus. Life in Charmington so far was wonderful. The move from Wisconsin last fall was the right one. Truth told, they had it better here in Charmington than anywhere they had lived—not that they’d had a bad life, just some obstacles to overcome along the way. Krissy was grateful for that.

      Sylvia bustled back into the room. Krissy met her gaze and her heart warmed. She was thankful her best friend had convinced her to move to Charmington—Sylvia’s own hometown, even though she now lived in Los Angeles—where she could put her culinary arts skills, combined with her love of Christmas, to good use.

      And finally build her dream.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      A few minutes later, someone pushed the diner door open and street sounds from the outside filtered in. Krissy glanced up from the cash register where she stood counting the morning pickup, bracing herself for the next round of customers. She needed to get into the kitchen soon and start prepping for dinner. But the visitor wasn’t a customer. Chase Ellis, Sylvia’s former business colleague-slash-rival and now her new boyfriend, waltzed through the door with a grin plastered on his face.

      Krissy watched as Chase halted and glanced about the diner. Finding Sylvia refilling salt and pepper shakers in the corner, he made a beeline her way. Krissy swore his smile grew wider with every step he took toward her friend.

      Those two. Krissy shook her head and smiled. They’d argued most of the week during the festivities and competitions. And now, here they were, heading back to L.A. together, all lovey-dovey.

      Chase gathered Sylvia into his arms, locked them securely behind her back, and thoroughly kissed her. To Krissy, it seemed the kiss went on for like, forever. Nibbling. Tasting. Teasing. Then diving deeper….
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