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  A Word From The Management

 Miss Marple & Fletch


A Word From The Management… 
Before you begin this story, there are a couple of points we would like to make…
This is fiction. The characters, businesses, settings and events are part of our friend's vivid imagination. Yes, it takes place in the great state of Florida. That part is non-fiction. But the rest? Nope, it's all from her mind. So if you think the characters, settings or events remind you of the real thing, then that is purely coincidental. 
Mistakes happen, no matter how hard we try, or how many beta readers or rounds of editing happen, something always sneaks by. If you find an error, please email us at sunsandstories@gmail.com and we will make the corrections.
We hope you will enjoy the story, and when you're finished, please tell a friend about it and post a review.
On behalf of our boss,
Miss Marple and Fletch

[image: image-placeholder]
https://linktr.ee/VictoriaLKWilliams








  
  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
    	
       
        1. Chapter 1
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        2. Chapter 2
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        3. Chapter 3
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        4. Chapter 4
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        5. Chapter 6
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        6. Chapter 5
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        7. Chapter 7
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        8. Chapter 8
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        9. Chapter 9
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        10. Chapter 10
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        11. Chapter 11
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        12. Chapter 12
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        13. Chapter 13
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        14. Chapter 14
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        15. Chapter 15
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        16. Chapter 16
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        17. Chapter 17
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        18. Chapter 18
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        19. Chapter 19
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        20. Chapter 20
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        21. Chapter 21
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        22. Chapter 22
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        23. Chapter 23
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        24. Chapter 24
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        25. Chapter 25
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        26. Chapter 26
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        27. Chapter 27
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        28. Chapter 28
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        29. Chapter 29
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        30. Chapter 30
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        31. Chapter 32
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        32. Chapter 33
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         About our Author
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         Follow to my Website
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         Sign up for my Newsletter
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         Also By Victoria LK Williams
      
      
    

  
      

    
  


  
  Chapter 1


Welcome to Skipton Station! Nestled in a charming northern town where snow blankets the rooftops and the crisp winter air carries the scent of pine, sisters Paige and Rebecca Skipton have returned home. Their mission? To help their beloved grandmother, Sarah, fulfill her lifelong dream of restoring the old train station to its former glory. 
As the icy winds blow and the snow falls, they’ll find warmth in their faith, the strength of family bonds, and the kindness of their close-knit community. Along the way, they’ll discover that God’s plans are as beautiful and unexpected as a winter snowfall.
So wrap yourself in a cozy blanket, sip on a steaming cup of cocoa, and join the Skipton family on a heartfelt journey filled with love, hope, and the magic of a northern winter.
***
Proverbs 16:9 “A man’s heart plans his way, but the Lord directs his steps."

The frigid wind lashed her long black hair across her cheek as if to snap the woman to attention. She shivered as she sat in the outdoor cafe, looking through the window with longing at the patrons, who had been smart enough to ask for indoor seating. The crisp, sunny day may have been perfect for those used to this weather, but Paige Skipton was not enjoying it. If she could have, she would have gladly wrapped her arms around one of the outdoor heaters that were making feeble attempts to heat the patio area. Reaching up to pull the collar of her jacket tighter around her neck, she looked around her, wondering where her sister was. 
They had agreed to meet at the popular coffee shop that was across from their appointment with the family lawyer. Earlier in the week, they had both received the summons, along with the plane tickets, to meet at their father’s office. The lawyer would fly in from upstate New York. Her father’s office in Raleigh, North Carolina, was a midway point for all of them. Paige had wanted to fly up with her sister, Rebecca, but she had not been able to catch the same flight. Something had come up at the last minute at work—again. After making her flight changes and getting hold of her sister just as she was leaving, they had agreed to meet here. They had enjoyed the cafe during previous visits, but Paige had forgotten that the last time they’d been here was during the warm days of summer.
The others who sat at the adjoining tables seemed to enjoy the fall weather. The leaves were just turning to the brilliant colors of fall, and the planter boxes that lined the railings around the patio overflowed with mixtures of pansies and kale. Huge bushel baskets sat at the entry filled with chrysanthemums. The smell of freshly brewed coffee drifted out the open doors, and Paige swore she could smell apples.
“Paige!” 
She heard her name and looked across the street to see a young woman waving at her. With a minimal glance to make sure the road was clear, Rebecca Skipton raced across the crosswalk to meet her sister. Without stopping her momentum, she skirted around the hostess who was seating people and stopped at Paige’s table, just as her sister was standing. Rebecca threw her arms around Paige and gave her a warm hug, laughing with joy at being with her. To the casual observer, the two girls could have been twins in their thirties. It took careful scrutiny to find the differences. But they were there. Paige was the older by eleven months in physical years but seemed older. They both had the coal black hair that was a family trait, but Rebecca’s was wavy and full of bounce. Blue eyes took in each other’s appearance, one pair more violet than blue. Both girls were average height, and physically fit from hours spent walking or in the gym, depending on the sister.
“You haven’t been waiting long, have you, Sis?” asked Rebecca as she pulled back from the hug and gave her sister an inquiring glance.
“Not really, just long enough for my toes to start curling with cold,” she complained with a laugh.
“Oh, you’re such a wuss. Listen, we still have time before we need to be at the meeting. How about a cup of coffee and we can catch up with each other? It seems like it’s been forever since we had time to spend together.”
Rebecca pulled out a chair while she motioned to the waiter that they would like to place an order. She saw the wistful expression from Paige as she looked at the patrons sitting inside, but ignored it. The inside of the cafe was crowded, and they would never find a table and still make it to their appointment on time. 
“Come on, sit down and relax for ten minutes. It’ll do you good. Once you get something warm in you, you’ll warm up,” she teased her sister as she sat down “It’s not that often I have ten minutes to myself and I know it’s worse for you with all the crazy hours you work. I don’t know how you do it, Paige. I think you live in that office. Do you have any life of your own anymore?”
Paige gave a heavy sigh as she sat back down. She had to admit that her sister was right; she spent more hours at the office than she did at home. It was rare for her to take the time to pursue any activities for personal enjoyment. Her job consumed her, and she was losing her zest for life amidst the daily list of assignments and demands. She knew something had to change, but she didn’t know how to break the cycle. Paige gave Rebecca a stern look as she shook her finger at her.
“Well, I may spend all my hours working, but let’s face it Becca, you spend all your time waiting hand and foot on that boyfriend of yours. Do you think anything will ever come out of your relationship? Maybe something that would involve you getting a bit of that same pampering? Or will you continue to let Keith take advantage of you?”
Paige stopped herself from saying anything else when she saw her sister’s stricken expression. She’d said the same thing the last time she’d seen Rebecca, but the tears she saw welling up in her sister’s eyes shocked her. Rebecca hastily wiped the corners of her eyes to catch the tears before they fell and put on a bright smile. She wasn’t fooling Paige, though who knew something wasn’t right?
“Oh shoot, Becca, did I say something wrong?”
“Not at all. In fact, you’re right. I finally listened to what you’ve been trying to tell me since I met him. I broke it off with Keith. Our relationship wasn’t going anywhere—at least not for me. For him, well let’s face it, he had a handmaiden to take care of anything he didn’t want to do for himself. It’s time to get a life of my own; isn’t that what you’ve been trying to tell me?”
“Aww, Becca, I’m so sorry. The last thing I want is for you to be hurt.”
Paige grabbed her sister’s hand and gave it a sympathetic squeeze, and couldn’t help but add the sisterly wisdom she was sure Rebecca needed to hear.
“Something better will come along. You wait and see. It might not be another man, not right away, but there is something that God has planned for you. He always provides what is best for us, right?”
“You’re absolutely right, and I’ve done all the crying I will do over Keith Butler. I thought I would talk to Nana and see if she had some ideas to keep me busy. I’m not sure I even want to stay in the same town anymore; too many memories. And I just can’t face running into him by chance. At least not yet. You’re so busy at work, I can’t expect you to take care of me. I need to take a stand on my own.”
Paige felt guilty at her sister’s words, but she knew Rebecca was right. Her job took too much of her life for her to offer her sister the help she wanted in her heart. Discovering Rebecca had broken the bonds that kept her tied to a stifling relationship, made Paige think about her own life. She was just as stifled and unappreciated. Her bosses took advantage of her work ethic and desire to do a good job. Maybe she needed to rethink her career goals.
Watching the steam rising off the hot liquid in the cup she held, Paige made a promise to herself to take the time to help her sister get back on track. And then she would work on her own problems. Before she could say anything else, the sound of teenagers laughing and joking with each other broke into her thoughts. Their happiness made her smile as she watched them walk past the cafe. It didn’t seem all that long ago that Rebecca and herself were a part of a clique, just like that.






  
  Chapter 2


Sarah Skipton looked out the window of her son’s office with a faint smile. From her viewpoint, she could see her granddaughters in the cafe below, laughing and enjoying their time together. Sarah had always been proud of the girls, and as they grew up, she had been there for them after their mother had died. Theirs was a privileged upbringing, but even though they came from a wealthy family, the girls had been taught to watch out for others who might not be as well off. Sarah and her son, John, had instilled these principles by example, not just word of mouth. As a result, Sarah was confident that her girls would be able to hold their own, no matter what challenges life threw at them. 
As she watched the girls below, she could see they were happy to be together. And that was important for her plans. The wind was picking up, and it blew hard against the office window, rattling the panes of glass. Sarah rubbed her arms as if to warm them and turned to the two men who sat in the comfortable chairs behind her.
“This is the right thing to do. I hope the girls will understand my reasoning and accept my offer. In my heart, I know this is what they both need, although they might think it's heavy-handed and manipulative. If they’ll just hear me out and consider my offer, it will be wonderful for all involved.” 
Sarah spoke to the men in front of her, but it seemed as if she was talking more to herself. Her son, John, smiled at her with reassurance. Even if he tried to dissuade his mother, she would still go ahead with her plans. He had learned a long time ago that it was best to go along with his mother’s ideas and accept that somehow things would work themselves out. The second man in the room had yet to learn this lesson.
“Sarah, we’ve gone over every possible angle and outcome of your proposal. Are you sure this is a step you want to take? There’s no reason to move forward with these plans now. You still have plenty of time to see things through for yourself.”
Sarah looked over at the young lawyer, who was trying so hard to take care of her best interests. He wasn’t much older than her granddaughters, and had recently taken over his father’s practice. Sarah had worked for years with his father, who understood the reasoning behind most of what she did. Scott Trenton was playing catch-up as he worked with the firm’s most prestigious, and sometimes difficult, client.
“No, this is the way things should be. It’s the girls’ time, and I don’t want to stand in their way. They need a drastic change in their lives; I can see that even if they can’t. No, my mind is made up—this is how it will be, if they will accept my terms.”
Scott got to his feet and walked over to stand next to her. He looked down at the cafe below and could pick out her granddaughters with ease. One was dressed in business attire with a coat wrapped around her for warmth, the second was more causal, wearing jeans and a fall-colored sweater with a scarf around her neck that the breeze tugged at. They made a pretty picture, and he could understand Sarah’s desire for them to have the best. It was his job to see that her wishes were carried out smoothly, and she paid his firm well to make sure this happened. But it was more than the financial end of things that made him want to do his best for her. He was genuinely fond of Sarah and wanted to see her plan succeed.
With his hand on her elbow, Scott guided her over to the sofa and poured her a cup of her favorite tea. John’s office had been designed for comfort, rather than the stiffness of a traditional executive office. Much of that was because John no longer worked the long, hard hours needed to keep his company running. He had a great team of employees to do that. Now he spent more time out of the office, often at the golf course, than in. And when he was in, he wanted comfort. As Sarah thanked him and picked up her cup of tea, Scott looked at the two of them and grinned.
“Then let the show begin.”
The other two returned his grin and settled back to await the arrival of Paige and Rebecca.
By the time Paige and Rebecca made their way up to the office, Sarah was feeling anxious, worried she was doing the right thing. But as she watched her granddaughters walk through the door and hug their father with enthusiasm, she knew she was doing the best thing she could at this point. During the flurry of hugs and kisses, Paige noticed Sarah. With raised eyebrows, she glanced over at her sister and nodded her head to indicate her grandmother standing off to the side, waiting to be noticed. Rebecca caught her movement and turned to see what Paige was nodding at. She gave a squeal of delight when she saw Sarah. She ran over and gave her grandmother a hug. 
“Well, now that everyone has said hello, let’s take a seat and get comfortable.” Scott moved forward, inserting himself into the family reunion.
“I’m sure we all have busy agendas, and I know that Mrs. Skipton likes to get right down to business. Ladies, if you wouldn’t mind sitting on the sofa? Great, now we can get started.” Scott took control of the room and directing everyone to their seats. He knew that was ahead of them could turn into a difficult meeting.
“Business, humm? Nana, what are you cooking up now?” Rebecca asked as she looked at the older woman with a mixture of love and dismay.
Sarah winked at her granddaughter and took a big breath.
“Well, since you started the conversation, I guess there’s no beating around the bush, is there? Yes, I have something up my sleeve and it involves both of you girls and your future.”
Scott interrupted, wanting to take control of the situation to be sure that all of Sarah’s wishes were explained properly, but Sarah cut him off and continued. She reached across to her granddaughters, taking them each by the hand to get her point across, squeezing to emphasize her sincerity.
“I love both of you girls with all my heart, and I have to tell you I’m concerned about what I see happening with the direction your lives are heading in.” As she paused, she gave Paige a direct stare and then continued. “Paige, you’re married to that job. You can’t breathe with all the pressure you put on yourself. Honey, it seems as if you’ve lost the ability to be young and carefree. I want to see you smile spontaneously again.”
Letting go of Rebecca’s hand, Sarah reached up and tucked a stray strand of hair behind her ears in a gesture of love. What she wanted to say to her might seem harsh, but Sarah had Rebecca’s best interest at heart.
“Becca, love, I know you’ve just broken up with Keith. Why you stuck it out so long, I’ll never understand, but that’s unimportant. You became a slave to him over the last year and you’ve lost all your delight in the little things, let alone the important things. You need to find yourself again and do for yourself.” She smiled with tenderness at both girls and finished her speech. “My concern for both of you girls has led me to make radical decisions about your inheritance and your futures.”






  
  Chapter 3


The room became so silent they could hear the traffic outside the office windows. The two siblings exchanged worried glances. This sounded serious, and out of character for Sarah, who rarely interfered with their personal lives. The two men held their tongues, realizing that this was something Sarah had to set out before her granddaughters herself.  
The older woman looked at her granddaughters, her heart filled with love and concern for both. She could see the exhaustion dulling Paige’s normally bright and inquisitive eyes. Worry lines were developing above her brow, marring the beautiful smooth skin. She was so full of nervous energy that Sarah was afraid it would eat at her until she broke. Rebecca already appeared to be a broken soul. Her youthful posture was hunched as if she was trying to protect herself. The direct eye contact that Sarah normally enjoyed was missing, and so was her engaging smile. Sarah only wanted what was best for the girls in front of her, and she knew her plan would work. It had to. She wanted her granddaughters to act like their old selves again. She drew in a deep breath and set out to convince the girls to follow her lead and embrace adventure.
Sarah glanced over at her son before she began, wanting to be sure he was still in agreement with her proposed plans. John caught her eye and gave a nod of encouragement to his mother.
“Paige and Rebecca, I’m going to ask for your assistance with something that will help all of us. Please hear me out before you dismiss my idea.” Sarah made sure she had their full attention before she continued.
“As you can see, I’m getting older, and as much as I hate to admit it, I’m getting tired. I can’t keep up with Skipton Station like I used to. To be perfectly honest, my doctor wants me to slow down and enjoy life. The first thing he suggested was that I should retire from the business.”
“Now, you know as well as I do that the store has been in our family for generations and I don’t want to see it leave the family.” She cut off their words of concern and continued. “Your father and I have talked about this over the years, and your grandfather was in complete agreement that the Station would go to the two of you. Your father has no interest in Skipton, he’s moved on and made a new life for himself here in Raleigh. I’ve held on to the Station, keeping it going, adding and making improvements as demanded by the times, hoping that someday you two will take it over when I’m gone.”
Once again, the sisters broke into Sarah’s speech, protesting that she was too young to be talking like this.
“Now don’t get upset; I’m not dying or anything. But I want to enjoy my retirement years, not watch them pass me by as I watch from the Station window. That’s why I’d like to propose we speed up the timeline that your grandfather and I had set up for your inheritance. I want you to take over the Station now, accept your inheritance while I’m still around to see you enjoy it.”
Both girls were shocked momentarily into silence before they began to try to dissuade Sarah from her plans. It was getting chaotic and their voices were rising to a pitch that bordered on hysterical. With some effort, Sarah calmed them down enough to continue. 
“All I’m asking for is that you give the idea a chance. See if you can work together and if you can fall in love with the Station again. When you were younger, it used to be your favorite place to be. If you can’t make it work, and find you hate it, well, then the place is yours to do what you want to do with it. But you have to promise to give it a reasonable amount of time and give it an honest try.”
The sisters stared at their grandmother as if she had gone nuts. But the harder they looked, the more they could see that Sarah was serious, and had given the situation careful consideration. They exchanged glances with each other, each waiting for the other to speak first. 
Then, it was like a dam broke and the questions came like water held back against its will. Neither waited for one question to be answered before the next one was asked. Finally, Sarah’s lawyer held his hands up in a calming gesture to get their attention.
“Rebecca and Paige, please listen for a second. Your grandmother has considered this from every possible angle. I’ve spent hours with her, and your father, working out the details. Now, if everyone would just calm down, we can go over those details step by step and I’ll make sure all your questions are answered.”
The room quieted down at his words, and the sisters sat back down. Rebecca sat next to Sarah, holding her hand for either comfort or assurance—she wasn’t sure. Paige went over to sit on the arm of her father’s chair. He gave her a hug and a wink to reassure her. 
Scott spent the next fifteen minutes going over the details he and Sarah had diligently worked out. Once the shock was over, the girls both asked intelligent questions, understanding they would not be able to change Sarah’s mind. Rebecca seemed to warm up to the idea, but Paige continued to be standoffish.
When Scott finished all he had to say, and the plans had been laid out in front of the girls to consider, there was silence in the room. It took a while, but the sisters exchanged glances, communicating silently with each other. Then Rebecca gave a slight nod, indicating to her sister she was open to the suggestion. Paige still had reservations. Sarah could see that this would be a big sacrifice for her granddaughter to give up everything she’d worked for, even if it was in her best interest. Sarah stood, and looking directly at Paige, spoke.
“I would like to make an addendum to this proposal. How about instead of a full year to run the Station to make your decision, we give it six months? Surely by that time, you could conclude if it’s a move you want to make permanent.” Sarah held her hands out to both girls and continued. “It’s almost the end of September. Let’s get through the holidays and then we'll get together again and figure out what our next steps will be. Sell or stay. But I need you two to be there for the holidays. October is when we get ready and you know as well as I do what an important role Skipton Station plays in the community during the holiday season.”
Before the girls could answer, their father got up and put his arm around Sarah for support. With a stern expression to his daughters, he used a bit of old-fashioned parental guilt-tripping.
“I think you girls could help your grandmother out here. If you’re honest with yourselves, you both know this is the right thing to do. Paige, you need to get away from that job before it sucks the life out of you. And Becca, my sweet, you’ve made the first step in getting your life back in order. Maybe a location change is what you both need.” Not allowing them to answer, John went on. “Your grandmother and I will both come up to the Station with you to help get things started. Then we’ll see what happens. I think you are both up to the challenge and I think you will make a success of this.”
Sarah kissed John on his cheek, tears welling up in her eyes as she looked over at her granddaughters, waiting for an answer. Both girls could see how much she needed them at this point in her life. Rebecca said yes right away, and it didn’t take Paige long to agree, stipulating it was for six months. They loved Sarah dearly, and she’d always been there for them as they had grown up. They were more than willing to give up the next six months to help her out. Then they would each make their own decision about their future at Skipton Station. Turning to Scott, Paige smiled and pointed him at the desk.
“Okay, Scott, let’s work out the details and get this train rolling!”






  
  Chapter 4


The two women stood in front of the red building that was their future for the next six months with feelings as different as black-and-white. A small smile lingered on Rebecca's face as she looked at the building, thinking of the possibilities. Once the girls had decided to accept their grandmother’s offer, Rebecca began to anticipate the change in her life along with the new ideas and new environments ahead of her. Paige, on the other hand, was almost overwhelmed by the feeling of entrapment that overcame her. She had agreed to the proposition her grandmother had set before her, but only to help her grandmother out. She had no plans to make a future in upstate New York. As far as she was concerned, she would see it through for six months and then turn over the operation to her sister, who seemed to be excited about the proposition. She would do her best, but she would not sign her life away from this location. 
Rebecca glanced over at her sister and saw her expression. Reaching across, she gave her a tight hug and whispered, "We can do this, and everything will be all right. Have a little faith." 
“Oh, Rebecca, I wish I had your enthusiasm, but I just can't get into this. First, we’re in the cold. I hate the cold. Why did I ever agree to this?" 
“You agreed to this because Nana asked for help and you're a good person. There's a reason this is happening, Paige. We're meant to be here right now, so let's just roll up our sleeves, get to work, and make the best of it."
"You're right. Sitting here sulking won’t get anything done or help anybody. It’s just going to make me more miserable. I still can't get over how easily they let me go at work. They didn't even put up a fight, almost like they were happy to see me leave." Paige was referring to how her resignation had gone. She’d thought for sure they would put up a fuss about her leaving since she had given so much of her life to the company, but they just shrugged their shoulders, wished her the best, and didn't even let her finish her two weeks’ notice. Paige had planned on training her replacement, but they’d said they would not replace her. With reflection, she should be flattered that nobody could take her place, but she simply felt empty. 
Rebecca had most of her things packed from leaving her boyfriend of three years, so there was nothing major for her to accomplish except to ship her belongings to Skipton. She’d jumped in and helped Paige sort out her apartment, get things packed up, and decide what would come with them and what would go into storage. The quiet little sister had been Paige’s rock during this time. The role reversal had made her grandmother smile. Changes were already happening with the girls and she was looking forward to seeing what else would come from this move.
Rebecca held up a set of keys and dangled them in front of her sister’s face, letting her smile breakthrough. 
“Come on, Paige, nobody's here. Let's explore before Nana and Dad get here. Aren't you the least bit curious? At least about where we’re going to be sleeping?"
Rebecca grabbed her sister’s hand and pulled her up the stairs to the red building’s front entry. Paige smiled at her sister’s enthusiasm. Realizing that her sister was excited, and she was holding her back, Paige vowed to get into the swing of things, to enjoy her new adventure and quit sulking.
"Okay Rebecca, hurry and open that door. Let's see what we're in for. Do you remember the fun times we had playing in the store when we were little? Mom and Dad would be at the register, Nana would be in the back room sorting out new goods to put on the shelves, and we would get into any kind of trouble we could think of."
Rebecca smiled back at her sister, glad to see the change of attitude. "Yes, I remember Nana would pretend to be stern and keep us in our place and Mom would slip us candy or a special treat every chance she got. Dad just looked lost in a world full of women."
"But nowhere near as lost as he did after Mom died. I think it was the best thing he could've done was to leave this area. It may have been hard for Nana, but it was harder for Dad to stay here. He grew up in this town and he met Mom here. He did the right thing for him. And now we’re back."
The girl stepped into the main room of the store, closing the door behind them and locking it. They took a deep breath and the memories of their childhood came rushing back. As they closed their eyes, they could remember what it was like to spend their hours after school in the store. They were happy memories, and both girls could feel a sense of contentment and peace washing over them as they absorbed the atmosphere of their past.
Before Paige could open her eyes, Rebecca was already heading to the stairs and apartments over the store. She was excited to see the changes her grandmother had made over the last two years during all the renovations.
Realizing her sister was already moving up the stairs ahead of her, Paige followed fast on her heels. Together they opened the door at the top landing, using the key their grandmother had given them ahead of time, and opened the door. The sight that greeted them took their breath away. There was a large living area, cleverly decorated with a mix of items both girls had shipped from their southern apartments. On either side of the main room were private doorways that led into the small apartments their grandmother had designed for each of them, reflecting their individual taste and style. Originally, the upper floors had consisted of four small apartments. Sarah had converted them into two larger apartments and one living area. She'd always hoped her granddaughters would come back and stay. Even if they didn't, the remodeling had created two apartments to rent out.
"All right, Becca, you pick out which door we open first."
Excitement danced in her sister's eyes as she looked from one to the other, choosing the door on the left. With the brass key, she opened the door, thrilled to find her apartment; it was clearly Rebecca’s domain. Her personal items were scattered around, and the new furnishings and decorating her grandmother had done were designed with her in mind. Rebecca handed her sister the other key as she motioned for Paige to open her door. Turning to the door on her right, Paige slid the key in the lock and turned it, opening the door. Again, her grandmother had outdone herself. This apartment reflected Paige’s personality, with a little whimsy thrown in, and Paige found she rather liked it.
The girls put their purses down in each of their apartments and then went back out into the community room, settling themselves in what would become their favorite chair. The room was comfortable and would be a great place for entertaining. The girls took advantage of the few minutes they had before the others arrived, putting their feet up on the footstool and giving big sighs of contentment.
They sat in comfortable silence for a few moments, each lost in their thoughts. Before they started talking, they heard a noise downstairs and then the call of their father, letting them know that they had arrived. Jumping to their feet, the girls hurried back downstairs to greet their family with warm hugs.






  
  Chapter 6


As they walked towards the church that served the entire community, Rebecca couldn’t help the excitement that stirred. She’d always loved being in the small town her parents had grown up in. Even if she had to meet new people, her father was right; in a short time they would be friends and she relished the idea of having close neighbors. Her boyfriend had pulled her away from her old friends until he was the focus of her full attention. It had happened slowly. Before she was aware of what was happening, she had found herself in a situation that was rapidly draining her personality and enthusiasm for her own life. Paige had tried to warn her on numerous occasions, but it was only when he’d tried to empty her bank account that she’d wised up. Within twelve hours, she had taken legal measures and pushed the man out of her life. She knew once she brought her sister up to date that Paige would support her in every way she could. 
As she walked along with her family, Rebecca shrugged her shoulders, as if she was knocking off her worries from the south. She looked with interest at the homes and small shops as they walked by. Soon she would know everything about each of these buildings and their owners; her life would become entwined with theirs.
She was ready for a fresh start, even with the challenges that were sure to come.
While Rebecca eyed the surrounding sights, Paige slowed her pace impatiently to match her grandmother as she strolled down Main Street. The slow pace was grinding on her nerves; Paige wasn’t used to strolling leisurely, especially when she knew her destination. For years she had managed the office, setting the pace, and getting her daily to-do list done, even if she had to stay late. She had organized the staff under her and seen to her boss's needs and demands. Often her lunch consisted of running errands or making phone calls. And where had it gotten her? She also shrugged her shoulders, but with anger. She was still mad, and if she was honest with herself, hurt over the way her employers had so easily accepted her leave of absence she had offered instead of two weeks’ notice. They had not only accepted it, but told her there would be no job to return to. Well, fine. She would help her sister get herself situated in Skipton, and then she would head back south to find a new job. She had plenty of contacts to work with and knew she would have a decent job in no time.
Soon, the four of them turn off Main Street onto the sidewalk leading to the church steps. The stately building was built of brick, with a large white steeple, complete with clock and bells. Massive oak doors opened and the warmth from the heat of the building, soft lighting, and mixed voices welcomed them inside. 
“Welcome, welcome. Sarah and John, it’s wonderful to see you again. And you two must be Paige and Rebecca. Come on in and meet everyone.”
The two younger women received a warm and welcoming embrace from the pastor of the community church. Soon, the members of the congregation had pulled them away from Sarah and her son. Both Rebecca and Paige found themselves overwhelmed, trying to remember names and what face went with who. It was Pastor McFarland who kept a close watch over his guests, making sure that none of his parishioners got too commanding or separated the sisters with their enthusiasm. The pastor knew the sisters were their support system and when it looked like they were about to get lost in the sea of fresh faces, he gently guided them over to the table laden with food and drink that the Ladies Auxiliary had supplied.
Once Pastor McFarland had given the blessing for the food, the girls found themselves no longer the center of attention. The food was now what captured the attention of those in the building, and Paige led her sister back to sit with their grandmother. They were not surprised to find that their father had wandered off to talk with some men around his age. Rebecca’s shyness came from him, and she knew he would be content to spend his time talking about golf with his friends. Sarah, on the other hand, had a group of women of various ages around her. She watched her granddaughters approach as she shooed her friends away to make room for the guests of honor. Paige had a sneaky suspicion she and her sister had been the topic of discussion, and Nana did not want them included in the conversation.
The next hour passed pleasantly, the seats at their table were filled with different people as they stopped by to talk. Then John Skipton broke away from his friends and wandered over to their table. He nodded to the pastor, who was taking his turn at the table, and then turned to his daughters.
“Well, ladies, we have a lot to cover back at the station. And I’m sure that the clean-up crew here would like to clear the tables. Pastor, it was a pleasure to see you again.”
“John, it was my pleasure. Girls, it is wonderful to have you here in town. I hope you will both become active members of both the business district and our church. Please let me know if there is anything you need. Sarah, will I see you before you leave?” 
Pastor McFarland got to his feet and, after shaking hands with John, asked the sisters a few questions. The girls thanked him for his concern, and Sarah smiled at him, promising she would stop by his office before she left town.






  
  Chapter 5


After greeting each other, it didn't take long for the girl's grandmother to take control of the afternoon with a tour of the store. She was proud to point out the additional items she’d brought in, but Paige had mixed feelings about seeing some of the same stock she’d seen as a child. She hoped her grandmother would let them have total control over the store because the first thing she wanted to do was get rid of some of the stuff that had been accumulating dust for years. 
Glancing over at her sister, Paige could see the wheels turning and knew Rebecca was getting excited. She was asking questions and making notes on the iPad she’d pulled out of her bag. Pleased to see her sister taking an interest, Paige pulled out her phone and took a few quick shots of the layout of the store.
Sarah and her son exchanged looks; they could see the girls were getting into the swing of things, even against their misgivings. Sarah knew she'd made the right decision to push the girls to accept the challenge. It was just what they needed.
The two girls had barely explored the store with Sarah when their father pulled them aside, telling them they had plenty of time to poke around later. 
"We’re expected over at the church. The ladies' auxiliary has put together a little welcoming for the two of you, and as guests of honor, it wouldn't do to be late."
Paige was standing close to her sister, and she sensed Rebecca stiffen. She looked over at her sister and gave her a smile of encouragement. Rebecca was nervous about meeting new people and when she was nervous, she reverted to herself, becoming painfully shy and quiet.
"Come on, Becca, you can do this. It's a small town. If you want to be a shopkeeper for the busiest establishment in town, you’d better get used to meeting new people." 
Her father caught the girls’ exchange and walked over to give Becca a fierce hug.
"It will not be so hard, Becca. Soon you'll have more friends than you know what to do with. This is a quiet town, and everybody looks after each other. Don’t forget you girls grew up here, and most of these people know the family. It won't be long, and you'll know everybody all over again. It’ll be just like having an extended family right at your back door. If I remember correctly, it might seem a little overwhelming having all these people in your business, but maybe it'll be different for you two."
"Don't scare her off." Sarah interrupted her son, laughing as she helped him herd the girls out the door. “This is a great town, Becca. You and Paige will do well here, I know it. Let’s go, the ladies are waiting, and you do not want to keep these ladies waiting. Because when they wait, their tongues wag. And once they start gossiping, well, you'll find out soon enough."
John opened the door and gave a slight bow, indicating he wanted them to proceed him out the door. Laughing and getting into the spirit of things, the three women exited the store. When they reached the sidewalk, Sarah made a grand gesture and handed a set of keys to the station to both girls, adding to their keys to the apartments.
"This is your baby now, girls. It's up to you to decide who's taking responsibility for locking up and everything else that goes along with ownership of the store."
They took the key rings that were offered to them and Paige took a step forward, but Rebecca surprised her by stepping in front of her to lock the door behind them. Yes, Paige could see that Rebecca would fit into her position readily and she was happy for her.
As they walked down the main street, they could still see past evidence of the train tracks that used to stop in front of Skipton Station. The line hadn’t been used for years and the town fathers had paid to pave over the old tracks when they widened the city streets.
At the turn-of-the-century, the station had been the center of Skipton. The popular railroad stop had brought visitors to and from the area. Skipton Station had been one of the grandest stations in the northeast. However, as the popularity of the automobile grew, the use of trains for travel became obsolete. There was no longer a reason to use the passenger rail system, so the main track had been abandoned and left in disarray. Now the front of the station bore more of a resemblance to an old country store than to an old train station. But that was just the frontage. Paige and Rebecca were both in for a surprise when they saw the back of the station. Sarah grinned to herself with anticipation of showing her girls this area and the improvements that had been made. She hoped that one or both of them would catch her excitement and expand on those plans, helping to transform Skipton Station into a modern-day destination point once again.
First things first, she reminded herself as she linked arms with her granddaughters, leaving her son to follow. 






  
  Chapter 7


It seemed to take less time to return to Skipton Station, and Rebecca was the first one to climb the stairs to the front door. With her new set of keys, she opened the door with a wide sweep of her hand. She held the door for the others to walk in ahead of her, and Paige couldn’t help but notice the smile she flashed at her sister. The charm of the welcoming luncheon had worked wonders on her sister, and Paige was sure that Rebecca would fit right in. As for herself, Paige was reserving judgment; everything was too different from her normal way of life. 
“Why don’t we head upstairs to the seating area? I’m sure you both have questions for us. Although Scott detailed everything in the report he sent to you. There isn’t a bolt or button in this place that isn’t noted. But I think that you might have questions that are less tangible than what an inventory will cover. John, be a dear and run out and pick up some basic perishables for the girls while we talk, would you?”
In one breath, Sarah directed her granddaughters up the stairs and her son back out the door. She wanted to talk to the girls alone, and she was sure that for most of the questions they had, her son would not understand how to answer. He had walked away from the business when his wife had died and never looked back. Rebecca hooked her arm through Sarah’s and the two of them started up the stairs. Paige was all set to follow when she heard a faint, raspy meow. Glancing over to the seating area in front of a large stone fireplace, she saw a frail, old calico cat. She hesitated, and the cat gave another meow, stirring a memory.
“Spice? Is that you, old girl?”
Walking over to the bench, Paige sat down next to the cat and gently stroked the soft fur. Now that the cat had her full attention, she stretched and leaned into Paige. Without a second thought, Paige scooped the old cat up in her arms and walked up to the stairs to join the other two women. The cat settled in her arms like she was used to being held and purred her approval. Paige joined her sister on the couch and looked at her grandmother in amazement.
“Nana, this can’t be Spice—is it?”
“Oh, I don’t think so, dear. Your Spice was old when you claimed her. There’s always been an old calico here at Skipton Station, and although they have been called many names, Spice is the most common. I’m sure if you search, you’ll find that there are probably a litter of kittens too. Cats are part of the history here, and even though there have been attempts over the decades by some to get rid of them, the cats always come back. It’s up to you to decide if they are allowed in the store or in your quarters. But be warned, no matter what you decide, the cats will make up their own minds. They are cats, after all. Now, tell me, what do you think of your apartments?”
“We haven’t explored them fully yet, Nana. Why don’t you show us around?” answered Rebecca.
It was the perfect answer. Sarah had taken great pains with the two apartments, and she couldn’t wait to see their reaction when she showed them the special items in each of their spaces, picked out for them specifically. Spice curled up in the fur lining of Paige's coat, content to take another nap, leaving Paige free to join her sister on the tour. They started in Rebecca’s apartment, and from the excited squeal she let out, Sarah knew she had picked the right decor.
“Oh my gosh, would you look at this kitchen? Paige, I will never want to go downstairs. It’s perfect. Thank you for remembering how much I enjoy cooking, Nana.” Rebecca spun around the modern, fully equipped kitchen in glee. She didn’t care about anything else, this was her secret passion. But her grandmother just smiled and took her hand, leading her into the bedroom. There in the corner, under the window, she had placed a small piano. Tears filled her granddaughter’s eyes as she took it all in. She turned to Sarah and gave her a tight hug.
“Nana, how did you know?” she whispered.
Sarah hugged her back and reminded Rebecca that she had been around for the girls’ early years and remembered her love of music.
“I can remember how you used to sneak off to the church to play the piano down in the recreation room. I wanted you to have some of that joy back, Becca. You’ve been a shadow of your old self. Let the music bring you back.” 
Paige felt the sting of her tears at her grandmother’s words. There wasn’t much the older woman missed—she had known about Rebecca’s stifling relationship but had held her tongue, knowing Rebecca would need to break away on her own. Rebecca let her fingers caress the keys, and then with an impish grin played a quick little tune before getting up and looking around the rest of the room. Here and there she saw some of her items from her life down south, but Sarah had wisely not included too many reminders, hoping that Rebecca would embrace her new home and fill it with new treasures. With a laugh, Rebecca stated her rooms were perfect.
Pleased with her granddaughter’s response, Sarah turned to Paige. This would be a harder sell, and she knew it. Sarah was perfectly aware that Paige was not committed to a permanent position at Skipton Station. But Sarah had hoped that Paige would come to love her new way of life, one that was sure to be better for her. Because she knew Paige would not give in as easily, Sarah had taken great care in decorating Paige’s apartment, and she held her breath as she nodded for her to lead the way to her space.
When Paige entered her apartment, a sense of tranquility and warmth wrapped around her. The rooms were decorated with calming ocean blues, warm tones from the beach, and pops of color to spark interest. It was as if Paige had chosen the colors herself. What surprised her the most was the use of antique furniture, something she loved but had never used. The kitchen was nothing like her sister’s. Instead, it was the opposite. Her grandmother had remembered that Paige did not like to cook. Opening the door to her bedroom, she found that the room opened to a large balcony. Even though it was cold outside, she walked over to the double French doors and opened them to peer outside. The sight in front of her was wonderful. Sarah had filled the balcony with pots of fall mums and holly bushes. Looking off to the side, Paige found a potting bench with a wooden arbor over it. On the opposite side, a matching arbor was set up to hold a wicker swing. It was a perfect garden getaway, something she had longed for over the past few years when her job had taken over her life. She stepped back into the room, closed the doors behind her, and whispered a thank you to Sarah.
“There’s more, Paige. Go check out the living room again,” Sarah answered back.
Curious about what she had missed when she had walked through the room, Paige went back for a second look. There she found that the bookshelf behind the couch was not against the wall as she had assumed. Instead, it hid a small office area from view. Paige’s grin was wide now as she sat down at the old roll-top desk. With Sarah encouraging her, she rolled the top up and found a laptop, printer, music system, and every technical gadget that Sarah had found.
“If there is anything I have missed, let me know. I remember how much you used to love working from home when you first started. I seem to remember a young lady who wanted to be the next Jane Austin. Besides, I’ll admit it, if you have an office here, then maybe you will consider working from here.”
“Nana, you promised not to pressure me.”
“Not pressure, dear, just incentives. Now let’s go back to your common area and get a fire going. Did you know your fireplace is a continuation of the big stone fireplace down in the sitting area of the station? I have to say the architect we used to remodel the upstairs and modernize the station area is superb. You two will enjoy her.”
“Her?” asked Rebecca
“Yes, Becca, her. She is very talented and conscious about preserving the original appearance of the downstairs. Paige, she’s your age, and from out of town as well. She moved here about three years ago. You’ll both enjoy meeting Madison.”
The sisters exchanged glances. Sarah was working hard to keep them here past their six-month trial, and they both realized it. She caught their glance and changed the subject. Sitting back down on the chair, she waited for the girls to join her and then they opened the detailed letter from Scott Trenton. John found the three of them going over the documents when he returned, arms full of bags of food. Without being told, he walked them to Rebecca’s apartment and put everything away. When he returned, he walked over to a small bar in the corner of the common area, pulled out an electric teakettle, filled it, and plugged it in. He then got out mugs and instant hot chocolate and when the water was hot, he poured it into the mugs. After stirring and adding mini marshmallows, he walked over to join the women. Placing the tray on the coffee table, he sat down with them, watching his daughters as they pored over the paperwork in front of them.
Sarah looked up at John to thank him for the warmed beverage. As she did, Rebecca noticed something in the paperwork and tapped on the paper to bring Paige’s attention to it. Paige read the paragraph her sister had indicated and then looked over at Rebecca, raising her eyebrows. Rebecca shrugged her shoulders to show she did not know what Scott meant either. Paige reread the paragraph and then interrupted her grandmother and father.
"Ummm, Nana it says something in here about rental property? I wasn't aware we had any rental property. Did Scott make a mistake?" 
Sarah laughed out loud at the idea of Scott making a mistake. Why, it would be like Paige showing up late for work without calling in—it wasn't done.
"Trust me girls, Scott doesn't make mistakes, which is good for all of us. Now there are rental properties here. The station is more than just the store at this point. I've added onto it, bought things here and there, and started projects with some of the other shopkeepers in town. I needed to keep busy, so I experimented with expanding our family’s investments.”
“Experimented how Nana?” asked Paige
“Why don’t we finish up this paperwork, and then I’ll take you both on a tour of the new shops and you can see where we’ve added rental properties. You can see firsthand where Madison and I have been working on some new projects. Projects you will have to decide whether to continue or shut down. Of course, I hope you’ll see the vision I am trying to create and will continue to work towards finishing my goal. But no pressure; it’s all up to the two of you.”
The girls rolled their eyes at each other. They both knew Sarah well. “All up to the two of you” was not as simple as it sounded.






  
  Chapter 8


It wasn’t long before the four of them were making their way back down the stairs. The old calico had refused to budge; she was comfortable curled up in the corner of the couch. Paige let her stay, somehow knowing that the cat would be a permanent fixture in their living space. While John walked over to the front door to be sure it was locked, Paige inspected the depot. For all sense and purpose, the station was the equivalent of a five-and-dime general store.  
But it had not lost its atmosphere of patience. It had always been a place to wait; wait for the next train going out, wait for the passengers to disembark from incoming trains, wait in line to purchase your ticket or send a telegram. Benches placed outside at the front entry welcomed customers, and more were added to the inside. There was an old stone fireplace that took up a huge chunk of a wall and the remaining benches were positioned near it. Over the years, the hard-wooden benches from the old station had been replaced with more comfortable pieces, and the town’s folk treated the Skipton Station as a meeting place to find out or spread the latest gossip, share a new recipe, or talk about the harvest to come in or new buildings to be built.
Sarah led the way to the back entrance of the building and opened the door, stepping to the side once she walked through the threshold
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