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Chapter 1

 

“Hi, it’s Mrs. Claus, and I’ve been asked to send a special message to Katie from your Grandmother Anna, who loves you very much. She wanted Mrs. Claus to sing you a pretty song and to wish you a Merry Christmas. I hope all your wishes and dreams come true. Merry Christmas.”

Karla blew the three-year-old little girl, dressed in red Christmas pajamas with pictures of Santa, a kiss before she sang “I Believe in Santa Claus.”

Just before she shut down her computer, she checked her email for her next appointments, but was disappointed none had come through from Virtual Character Visitations, which arranged her visits with Mrs. Claus.

She hung up her costume in the closet and used makeup wipes to erase the age lines on her face. She zipped her jeans, buttoned up her flannel shirt, and locked the door to Mrs. Claus’s secret lair. Her full-time job was calling. 

She stepped into the commercial kitchen of 2 Sisters Kringle and Fudge and announced, “The Grinch is stealing all my money!”

“Karla Sorensen, you’re confused. The Grinch stole the presents.” Freja continued to sprinkle flour on the quartz countertop that had seen many years of bakers in their family making kringle. “At least I know what my little sister will look like with a head of white hair.”

“Jeez! He’s making me nuts.” Karla gripped the white curls and yanked off the wig, along with the mesh cap that had secured her top knot of dark brown hair. “Ouch. Now I pulled my own damn hair. How can kids want to watch a green, grumpy face when they can talk to the woman who has Santa’s ear?” 

“You do remember Santa is just a myth.” Freja rolled a piece of dough layered with butter with expert ease. Karla was never able to work the dough with such skill. 

With Freja’s own luxurious dark brown hair caught up in a mesh net, no one could tell her hair swept the middle of her back. She’d inherited the blue eyes of a true Scandinavian, where Karla’s were as brown as her hair. The white chef’s coat covered her hour-glass figure, as Freja determined, since her hips were generous and curvy. 

Karla glowered at her older sister. “Hush your mouth!” She reached for the bib apron she’d left hanging on the hook before she’d taken her Mrs. Claus Zoom visit and moved to the stove. She peered into the large stainless pot, satisfied the creamy mixture inside had settled with a natural thickening. A few more minutes were needed before she poured it into the reindeer molds. Their chocolate peanut butter flavor was one of their most popular sellers.

This late in the afternoon, Frederik, their full-time baker, had gone for the day. The Christmas season was the busiest for 2 Sisters Kringle and Fudge, not that they didn’t ship orders all year-round. The pace would slow a bit, but the pre-Valentine’s Day orders for fudge would explode in January. Ever since Freja had created a website five years ago, they’d had to hire more help. Augusta, their office manager, oversaw online orders and helped prep orders for UPS pickup. The cutoff date for Christmas orders was three days before the holiday, as they wanted to make sure they were fulfilled in time for family gatherings.

Karla braced her back against the edge of the counter while Freja continued to work the mound of dough to be filled with apple pecan, pumpkin cheese or raspberry filling, their best seasonal sellers. 

“Talk while I work,” Freja said. “When you get an idea in your head, sometimes I cringe, knowing your determination to go full steam ahead without thinking of the consequences.” 

This would be a lecture number? After all these years, her sister should’ve realized her preaching would go in one ear and out the other. Besides, it was too late now. She wrapped her arms around her waist.

“You know when I get an idea, my hardheaded perseverance gives me the drive to get done whatever I decide to do. We’re so close! The repair to the bell tower is complete, and the bells have been refurbished. We’re still working on the electronics for the automated bell system.”

“And how long has the perseverance on this project been going on?”

“A little over two years.”

“Exactly.” Freja raised a pointed brow. “How much more money do you need to raise?”

“Six thousand dollars. I’ll be getting more online calls for kids who want to speak to Mrs. Claus,” she quickly tossed in. “I’ve got donation boxes at Dorrit’s Diner, Trim-A-Tree Shop and on the checkout counter at Gridley’s Farm.” 

“Full speed ahead, Karla, like a charging bull who is unaware of the consequences. Since you were a little kid, your personal resolve got you into a number of situations that snowballed into chaos.” 

And the lecture continues… Karla quickly jerked back when her sister aimed the seasoned rolling pin at her. 

“You had a fundraiser for the Humane Society and suggested they combine it with Adopt-A-Pet. Someone opened the doors to the pet carriers, and it turned into a free-for-all.”

“That wasn’t my fault! Two teenagers thought it would be funny.” Karla caught herself before she stomped her foot. “I call it strength of character. 

“And what about the time you had a fundraiser to purchase computers for the Dickens Library Annex? The guy didn’t tell you they were refurbished with no guarantees. They’re still using the Dewey decimal system.”

“There’s nothing wrong with looking up a book the old way, considering the number of classic tomes that are on the shelves. It also adds historical ambience to the old building.” 

Hearing about her “screwups” only added to her woes. “Please, I’m thirty-eight years old and don’t need you to bring up some of my attempts that went haywire. They were done with good intentions.”

Freja paused and gave Karla an understanding smile. “I respect that you always have good intentions, but this time, you’ve taken on a major project. You’ve involved the town council and the Dickens Historical Society and made a promise you might not be able to keep.” 

“You’re right, but it’s not as if I thought about doing this project on the spur of the moment.” She threw her arms wide and almost smacked her sister in the arm. “We’ve a family connection to that church. Our great-great-grandfather was the first pastor. How long do you put something off before you act upon it? 

“And that’s when you start making sense.” Her sister’s voice softened. “Benjamin Franklin once said, ‘Don’t put off until tomorrow what you can do today.’”

“Lately, I feel like I’ve been leading a secret double life, since no one is aware I’m pretending to be Mrs. Claus. Last night, I had a child from the North Pole, and she asked if Santa was around.”

“The real North Pole? Are you sure she wasn’t an elf?”

“There’s a town in Alaska by that name.”

“So what did you tell the little girl?”

“That Santa was giving the reindeer a pep talk. He does that to make sure they’re all eager to make their long flight. Then we sang ‘Santa Claus Is Coming to Town,’ and I ended the call with my official closing song, ‘I Believe in Santa Claus.’”

“You? Sang?”

“Freja, don’t go there.” The warning in Karla’s voice had her sister backing off. 

She shoved away from the counter. “I’ve got to give my fudge another stir and then pour it into the molds. Tomorrow afternoon, after I get back from my Saturday morning reading group at the library annex, I’ll make more flavors to fill the online orders and to sell in the shop. We’re lucky Britta and Dane run the shop and help with the orders while I do my volunteer work. My fudge is calling me.”

She took a clean wooden spoon from the drawer before turning the gas on low. Having made so much fudge over the years, she knew to keep stirring so it wouldn’t burn. She held the spoon over the pot and watched the rich chocolate liquid drip, judging whether it was the right consistency. As a little girl, she’d watched her mother do the exact same thing. She could hear her mother. “Now, sing ‘Jingle Bells.’ If the drop hits the hot liquid before you’re done, the consistency is too runny.” 

She carefully poured the rich fudge mixture into the specialty molds handed down from their grandmother on her father’s side. Customers claimed the treats were molded chocolate, but the unique, time-honored recipe was actually fudge. 

“Done.” After setting overnight, they’d be ready to sell tomorrow. The shops in town had started their holiday hours last week. Other than Sunday nights, they’d stay open until nine o’clock. 

“Now the icky part—cleaning up.” She put the pot and mixing bowls into the commercial dishwasher, but the molds would be washed by hand. She turned to her sister. “I’m done here. What can I do to help you?”

“I need four dozen shipping boxes folded. The labels are on the desk, already printed out for shipping two days from now. I went through five dozen in the last two days.” 

“Not a problem. Will you be coming home on time? I made a pot of chicken and dumplings for dinner.” 

“I’ll be a little late.” Freja removed her oven mitts, sat on a stool, and drank from her insulated bottle of water. “I want to check the variety of online orders.”

Karla pursed her lips and nodded at the sheet of paper attached to the corkboard by a giant clip close to Freja’s workstation. “Augusta gave you a printout of the orders this morning. You also have a full-time baker to help fill the orders. You can come home and relax.” 

“I’ll head you off before you start lecturing me about relaxing. I’ll be home a little after seven thirty.”

Karla let out a short laugh on her way out of the kitchen. “Sisters, sisters, there were never such devoted sisters. You know my faults and secrets, and I know yours. We need a couple of men in our lives to shake things up.”

“Bing Crosby and Danny Kaye are singing with the choir of angels,” Freja called just before the door closed.

The large back room was a combination office and storage warehouse. Fortunately, Augusta had a handle on orders and shipping. She was tipping the calendar at sixty-five, but swore she wasn’t ready to retire. Her three grandchildren kept her young, and she got great pleasure juggling her love life between two boyfriends.

Six privacy screens separated the office section from the shelves packed with baking and shipping supplies. Karla took a stack of flat boxes, brought them over to one of the long tables in the center of the room and started folding them. Her eyes were drawn to the bottom of the first printed box. Baked with love and tradition by the Sorenson family.

With family history so ingrained, she wished she could have met her great-great-grandparents, who established their family in Dickens, Maine, so many years ago. The original 1870 homestead, which had once been next to the church, was long gone. Her relatives, including their mother and father, were buried in the cemetery next to the former church. 

She’d long ago determined she was an old soul. What other thirty-eight-year-old was head of the local Historical Society and had made it her main goal in life to restore the bells of a church built in 1870? Her other dream was to have the building assigned historical status. When the people from the restoration company had removed the bells to do their work, they’d discovered a number on one of them that she hoped would help determine the foundry that had made them, which would strengthen her argument.

You never should’ve taken on such a big project, especially with no guarantees. Her sister’s words rang in her ears. Was she doing this to glorify the Sorenson name, or was her goal to prove to everyone she could do something right without screwing it up?

Luckily, her father had been a member of the town council and had stepped in when the bishop deconsecrated the church. He’d petitioned the town to turn it into a library annex, hoping to keep the original stone building from being demolished. With the finished rooms in the basement, the town had taken advantage of the space to allow clubs to have their monthly meetings. 

The Dickens Historical Society held their monthly meetings in one of the rooms they’d determined was part of the original foundation. She’d found documentation in the church archives that indicated there were a number of graves below the original foundation, but had kept that information to herself. Not that she was afraid of ghosts, but one never knew.

She glanced up and spoke to her grandfather. “Bedstefar, you need to talk to all our Sorenson relatives to make sure those damn bells chime.”
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Saturday morning, Karla arranged the folding chairs in a horseshoe shape, with hers at the center of the opening. She set the book they’d be reading on the seat. 

The warmth of the space felt like a pair of arms giving her a hug. Sunlight pierced the clear, lead-paned arched windows, filling the room with brightness. 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. Small wooden drawers in their original framing housed the card catalog. One old computer, a donation, was in the reference section of the library. Most people went to the main branch to get the latest books and up-to-date information. With the annex being open only on Tuesdays, Thursdays and Saturdays, many people visited only for sentimental reasons. Volunteers also helped maintain the library. A great group of teens helped out after school and on Saturdays to earn credit as National Honor Society volunteers. The annex was only a quarter mile out of town, a short walking distance to Main Street.

The first thing visitors saw when they walked into the former church was the huge Christmas tree they’d put up two weeks ago. How much she would’ve loved to have a fresh tree delivered from Gridley’s Farm, but fire regulations wouldn’t allow a real evergreen. She’d also wanted to infuse the room with the scent of pine, but couldn’t, due to people’s allergies.

The artificial tree was ten feet tall. The Victorian ornaments handed down from years past included lace, ribbons, glass angels, bows and electric candles. Draping the silver tinsel was a challenge, but completed the old-fashioned look she’d hoped to achieve. The Victorian theme continued throughout the library. Again, tradition, her old soul. 

Hushed voices had her turning to see two of her favorite people. Her heart skipped the proverbial beat. Sebastian Nielson was the only man to ever hold her heart since high school…and nothing had changed. The past few months, she’d become close to both of his children. She’d been scraping the bottom of her I-must-keep-my-distance-from-him barrel. 

Age thirty-eight looked good on him, but 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. From memory, she knew his green eyes generally echoed his mood. The lighter color reflected carefree happiness. But these days, maturity foretold the darker shade. Being a widower and having to raise two children alone would definitely do that to him. If someone had asked her if he was a good parent, she’d attest he was the best.

He still liked to wear a sheepskin-lined vest over a heavy flannel shirt, claiming a coat was too confining. At least he wore a knit cap, and he’d shoved his gloves in the side pocket of the vest. She recognized his black Timberland snow boots, since she wore the same style for women.

Jameson Nielson was almost as tall as his father. The sixteen-year-old had the same color hair and eyes. He, too, wore a vest over his flannel shirt, but no hat. She rolled her lips at his white Nikes. 

Draw a little more from the barrel and put on a happy face. “Morning, Nielson guys. Didn’t Lynnie come with you?”

“She ran to the girls’ room, even though I told her to go to the bathroom before we left the house ten minutes ago.” 

“Morning, Ms. Sorenson. I’ll start with the book returns and then refile the cards, since people don’t return them to the drawers.”

“Thanks, Jamie. Ashley took the cart to the science-fiction section. There’s a stack of books that need to be entered in the computer.”

Like father, like son—his green eyes reflected his happiness. “She’s here already? See you later, Dad!”

She sighed deeply, watching him hurry off. “Young love, the beauty of innocence, until life gets in the way.” Heat slowly crept into her cheeks as she realized the significance of her statement. Her eyes darted to Sebastian, meeting his dark gaze.

“Kind of philosophical for a Saturday morning, Karla. Someday, I hope you get up enough courage to tell me why you broke things off between us.”

She purposely stiffened her back. “This isn’t the time or the place to talk about what might’ve been, and my answer hasn’t changed from the one I gave you nineteen years ago.”

His lips thinned into a smirky smile. “Did you know your cheeks turn pink when you try fudge the truth?”

She fanned the tips of her fingers in front of her cheeks. “It’s warm in here.”

“I won’t give up until you tell me the truth. You don’t flip a switch to make love go away.” He unzipped the front of his vest and looked around to make sure they were still alone. “I want to thank you for helping Lynnie with her reading. I know she’s only six, but she gets frustrated so easily when she can’t read something.” 

Karla tugged on the bottom of her emerald-green sweater. “That’s probably from having an older brother. I’m surprised to learn she has a problem reading. When I work with her, she never stumbles over the words.”

“It must be your great influence.” He dipped his head toward her sweater. “Green has always been your color.”

“Thank you.” She could feel the heat rising in her cheeks again. Ridiculous!

He lowered himself onto one of the chairs. She felt like the giant from Jack and the Beanstalk looking down at him, so she sat next to him and smoothed the front of her black wool skirt.

“What’s this I hear? You’re going to put on a play?”

“I keep forgetting kids love to gossip, too,” she replied with a deep sigh. “It’s in the planning stages and will be right here in the library. We’ll use the open space where the original altar was. Tickets will be in the form of donations since we’re a nonprofit.”

“Just when do you plan to do this?”

“Christmas Eve.” When his eyes widened, she held out a hand. “I know. On Christmas Eve, families have get-togethers, go to church, and read The Night Before Christmas before the kids go to bed. Since Christmas Eve officially starts at five o’clock, my plan is to start the play at four thirty and finish by five thirty.” 

“You haven’t said it, but I’ll ask anyway. Will the proceeds be enough to cover the balance owed to the company for the restoration of the bells?”

She shrugged a shoulder. “Every little bit helps. We’ll talk more about it at the Historical Society meeting Tuesday night.”

“I was in Dorrit’s Diner a few times this week, and the donation jar was light.”

“I know. I was there a few times myself.”

“Daddy!” a happy voice called out, and Karla smiled at Lynnie rushing toward her father in her stocking feet.

“Where are your boots?” he asked, drawing her onto his lap.

“In the cloakroom with my coat and hat. When I walked, I made a clumping sound, and you have to be quiet in the library.” 

A “shush” came from the other side of the room, where people were sitting at tables to read. Karla leaned toward him. “You’d think by now I’d remember how much voices carry with the cathedral ceiling. Would you like me to bring the kids home when we’re done? I’m working at the shop this afternoon.”

“That would be great. I’ve a meeting with a man in Portland who is selling percussion instruments, claiming they’re slightly used. I was going to have Jamie walk home with Lynnie. My mother went into Freeport on a bus trip for senior citizens to do some Christmas shopping.”

“But it’s twenty degrees.”

He tapped her on the tip of her nose, stood and zipped up his vest. “They won’t freeze.”

“Give Daddy a kiss, don’t give Ms. Sorenson any trouble, and I’ll see you later. Grandma will be home by dinnertime.”

Karla watched him walk away—the story of her life when it came to Sebastian Nielson. Of course she’d lied when she’d claimed her love for him had died. The feeling was very much alive.
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She didn’t need to look to know that twelve faces stared at her while she read the story they’d come to love and requested she read a number of times. Her mother and grandmother had read the time-honored classic Why the Chimes Rang to her and Freja when they were little girls. The little play she’d planned would blend perfectly with her ongoing project.

The moral of the story was to give of oneself without expecting any personal gain. 

More times than not, she asked herself if this classic story had influenced her determination to pursue her restoration of the bells. 

“Ms. Sorensen, are we still going to do the play?”

Sophia had been coming to Saturday morning readings since she was three years old. Her mother got her nails done while the six-year-old was at the library. The front of her hooded sweatshirt had a picture of Santa sitting at a table while he checked his list. The red bows in her pigtails matched her red fleece-lined boots.

“That’s my plan, and all of you will have a part.”

Karla acknowledged Caden when he raised his hand. “Ms. Sorensen, my mom said there isn’t enough time to put on a play. She’s the drama teacher at the high school. She said it takes months and months to put on a play. Plus, we’ll have to be here for a lot of rehearsals.”

Her don’t-tell-me-something-can’t-be-done vibes churned, and she swallowed hard. “Caden, the script is almost done. We’ll start practice next week rather than read a story. I’ll have a handout for you to give to your parents.”

A few minutes later, the parents arrived to pick up the children who weren’t part of the tutored reading program. The remaining three had a bathroom break, and she rearranged the chairs at two nearby tables. She turned when Jamie called her name.

“Ms. Sorenson.”

The hesitation in his voice let her know he wanted to talk about something other than tutoring children. She kept it casual.

“Are you and Ashley all set to tutor the kids with me?”

“Yeah.” He kept his voice and head lowered. “We’re still planning to rehearse downstairs tomorrow afternoon at one o’clock.”

“I promised you could use the room. I’ll stay with you for the two hours.” She put the tips of her fingers to his arm. “I’m blown away by the sound of your rock band. Your father will be so proud of you guys. Ashley, too.”

His young cheeks turned a little red, and he continued to keep his head down. “This is going to be a surprise. You said you wouldn’t tell anyone.”

“Jamie, I said I’d keep your secret. You never did tell me what you tell your father you’re doing when you leave the house on Sunday afternoons.”

“He thinks I’m meeting Ashley to tutor her in advanced algebra. It’s not a lie, because I really do help her before or after practice.”

“Okay, I’ll meet you downstairs in the reading room. Also, when we’re done here, I’ll be taking you and Lynnie home.”

“Thanks. Thanks also for keeping my secret. See you downstairs.”

She walked to the front of the library toward the vestibule. The sound of little girls’ giggly laughter filled her ears. Lyrics from an old Frank Sinatra song came into her head. Regrets, I’ve had a few… I did it my way… 

She’d screwed up royally.
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Karla gave the customer a big smile when she handed the woman her change. “Thank you for stopping by 2 Sisters and enjoy your fudge.”

The black hands on their old-fashioned schoolhouse-style clock mounted above the door read six o’clock. The day was far from over.

Beyond the two wide front windows, the Christmas lights in the other stores brought to life the flavor of the season. A fresh pine garland framed the doors with red bows and white lights. Flower boxes spaced close to the curb sprouted pine branches, large white pinecones, and red and green ornaments. Scattered throughout the branches were solar-powered white lights. She and Freja had followed the same color scheme in their store. 

If she listened closely, she could hear the Christmas music coming from the public speakers mounted atop the Victorian streetlights that were decorated with fresh wreaths. Tourists still walked along Main Street, but the biggest surge of customers for the day had come from three busloads of tourists visiting Dickens. Fortunately, the Chamber of Commerce always let the stores know when bus tours were scheduled. 
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