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            HOME FOR CHRISTMAS

          

          A CHARMINGTON HOLIDAY ROMANCE

        

      

    

    
      A star-crossed, holiday romance story of young love, old love, holding on, and letting go.

      

      During the summer of 1989, Jenny Anders meets Ben Matson on a family beach vacation on the North Carolina Outer Banks. Fresh out of high school and ready to start their new lives—Jenny to Penn State in the fall, and Ben to work at the family hardware store—they didn’t expect to fall in love.

      But love-at-first-sight happens anyway.

      The long-distance relationship doesn’t deter them. And after a summer of love letters and clandestine trips in the fall, Ben travels to Philadelphia for Thanksgiving with Jenny’s family and asks for her hand in marriage. Much to Jenny’s horror, her father angrily denies his request.

      Ben and Jenny devise a plan to elope, enjoy a holiday honeymoon in the mountains, and settle in Ben’s hometown in the Adirondacks, the Village of Charmington. Jenny slips away in the night on Christmas Eve, certain her parents will come around and welcome Ben into the family.

      But plans go awry when Ben and Jenny argue, and a snow squall prevents them from getting to the judge. The young couple take refuge from the snowstorm in a farmhouse with an elderly couple. The pause in their getaway causes Jenny to have doubts about their elopement—until she witnesses the power of love and the magic of Christmas.
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      Sunday, December 23, 1989

      

      Jenny Anders shoved her backpack through her bedroom window and peered out over her parents’ front lawn. The bag was a lot fuller than she had expected, since she’d tucked a couple of Christmas gifts inside at the last minute—but she’d manage. The night was crisp, clear, with a near-full moon shining down from behind the house, casting shadows and dancing light across the neighborhood. She’d waited for the old grandfather clock in their entryway to chime midnight, then made her move.

      She felt rather silly, honestly, sneaking out of the house. She was an adult, for goodness’ sake—she turned nineteen-years-old in October. But here she was, sneaking all the same, and avoiding the inevitable confrontation with her parents.

      In particular, her father.

      The backpack tumbled and slid a few feet down the incline of the steep porch roof, making a snake trail in the skiff of snow on the shingles. One leg through the window, followed by the other, Jenny sat on the edge and studied her surroundings, wondering how many of her neighbors had seen their Philadelphia neighborhood from this vantage point.

      She didn’t worry about the house alarm. The security lock on this window had never worked. She’d discovered that years ago, and of course, had not divulged that information to her parents. She’d snuck out occasionally during her teen years. Tonight, it made her escape easier than walking out the front door, avoiding disarming the alarm and waking her parents.

      It was a pretty view up here, she decided. Serene. She took a moment to gather into herself, knowing that this peaceful feeling might be her last one for a while—that is, until she and Ben got on their way, and she had a wedding ring on her finger. Until then, she’d likely be a nervous wreck.

      But right now, sitting in the dark, high above everything but the treetops, she breathed in frosty air and welcomed the silence and the tranquility. Inhaling deep, she sighed, letting the breath out long and slow.

      She’d like to freeze this moment in time—just for a few minutes. The previous few weeks had been too stressful with all the family drama. Up here, on the roof, things were simpler and, well, nice.

      Calm before the storm?

      She didn’t want to consider another storm. She was ready for peace.

      And she was ready for Ben.

      The lights twinkled on the fresh-fallen snow, winking between the branches. The streetlights provided a soft, blueish glow to the tree-lined street. Tastefully trimmed for the season, the colonial houses of her neighborhood sported candles in the windows, and traditional wreaths on the doors, with spotlights shining up on them from the lawn. Christmas trees sparkled in the windows of a few dark houses. And to her left, her closest neighbors, the Garrison’s, went all out with a Santa and sleigh on their roof.

      “Well, hello there, Santa,” she whispered. “Fancy meeting you up here.”

      Scooting off the sill, she turned to lower the window. Carefully. Simultaneously, her sock snagged at the ankle on a nail sticking out from the roof.

      “Shoot.” She plucked at the sock, tearing a hole in it. Oh well, she’d change it later. Closing the window with a soft click, she sat on the cold asphalt shingles. Exhaling, she shivered and snatched at the backpack, scooting her way to the edge of the roof, and the ivy-heavy trellis attached to the side porch.

      She’d done this a dozen times or more—snuck out after her parents were fast asleep—but this was different. Her previous excursions were because she was a semi-rebellious teenager, tired of curfews and her parents’ disapproving notions about all her friends, and what she should, or should not, be doing on a Saturday night.

      Now, her sneaking out seemed ridiculous. She should have simply told them she was leaving and walked out the front door—but that seemed logical.

      And nothing, lately, had been logical.

      By daybreak, she expected to be the small town of Charmington in upstate New York—with Ben, the love of her life.

      Breathing deep, she exhaled. Her Ben.

      It was the right thing to do—for her and for Ben. She had a good head on her shoulders. She’d graduated high school with honors in May and was now a freshman in college. She was smart and knew what she wanted in life. She was acting in her own best interest—living her life how she wanted to live it. What she wasn’t doing was deciding blindly, as her father had suggested weeks earlier.

      She and Ben had thought it through.

      She was ready to push herself from the nest—just not in the direction her parents wanted.

      For them, college followed by law school was her future, and then a position in her dad’s law firm. Her parents had worked hard and created healthy college funds for her and her older sister, Candy. That they would graduate from a university, and continue to graduate school, had always been the expectation.

      But it wasn’t Jenny’s dream.

      In time, she would get that degree. But when she did, it would be on her own terms, on her own dime, and in her own time. And she would study art, not law. The money her parents had saved for her college would be a nice nest egg for them. She loved her parents—not that she didn’t. They’d been good to her growing up, if not overly protective and stricter than the parents of most of her friends. She didn’t want to appear disrespectful at all. She just wanted to live her own life, make her own decisions.

      Her father had made that impossible with his demands and ultimatums. She knew that living her life to please her father was neither healthy for her, nor in her best interest. He’d forced her hand on the issue and her mother had gone along with him.

      A letter she’d left behind explained her plans, where she was going, who she was with. She’d call them later. After.

      They could take some of that college money and do something nice for themselves. She hoped so. They rarely took time off from work to spend time together. Perhaps they could take that cruise they’ve bantered about for years.

      It made her happy to think about that.

      The thing she knew for certain, though, was that Penn State and a Philadelphia law firm were not her destiny.

      Ben was her future, and tonight, she was going for it.

      Vehicle lights rounded the corner at the end of the street. She watched as the older model red pickup truck drove slowly and approached the front of her house. Scooting toward the edge of the roof and the trellis, Jenny slid the backpack over her right shoulder and slipped over the side to climb down the trellis.

      Her stomach erupted in a tumble of nervous and happy butterflies.

      Ben stopped his truck at the end of her driveway, killed his headlights, and kept the engine running.

      She reached the ground, running toward the truck.
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      Six months earlier, June 1989

      

      Ben Matson tossed another sideways glance at the girl in the pink bikini with the sheer white coverup as she strolled down the shore. He’d watched her for the past fifteen minutes as she made her way back up the beach. Pausing in front of his house, she stooped to pick up something in the sand, glanced his way, then righted herself and wandered on. A stiff breeze raced off the ocean, swirling her long hair around her head and teasing at the coverup, playing peek-a-boo with flashes of pink and tanned skin.

      Ben shifted and stood, watching her, his twenty-year-old libido getting the best of him.

      It wasn’t the first time he’d seen her. She’d caught his eye the morning he and his family arrived at their beach rental. Seemed they both were earlier risers—he liked to watch the sunrise from the rambling front porch of the beach house with a cup of coffee, and she liked to walk the shore and pick up pretty little objects—rocks and glass and seashells, he assumed.

      Truth was, this was the third morning he’d watched her, and he wondered why he’d not yet introduced himself. Summer beach week only lasts so long, right? Why waste time?

      He set the coffee mug on the wooden deck rail.

      Now or never.

      As he strolled down the boarded walkway leading away from the house, his mind drifted, but his gaze still flicked back and forth to her. He was glad about this vacation week with his parents. His job responsibilities working for his uncle would gear-up soon, after they returned home, and he wasn’t sure when he’d get another week off. Until he graduated from high school a semester early last year, he’d worked at the hardware store part-time—evenings, weekends, and summers. This past eighteen months, he’d worked full time. And in a couple of weeks, he’d take over as the manager. He was looking forward to an increased paycheck and was glad to work in the family business, especially now that his uncle was talking about retirement.

      His future was bright, and he was grateful for that.

      One day Main Street Hardware would be his.

      Not sure why his head went there now, he shook off the thoughts. Perhaps looking at the young woman made him think about the future—work, eventual marriage, kids. He wanted that one day. He’d always dreamed of a family. So far, though, none of the girls he’d dated in Charmington held his interest long enough to think about courting one for a long-term deal.

      And he really didn’t want to think about the hardware store right now. He wanted to fixate on the girl ambling ahead of him on the beach—the pretty brunette who just stooped to pick at something in the sand.

      He continued walking. She bent and plucked up an object with her forefinger and studied it, a waterfall of shiny coppery-brown hair sliding over one shoulder.

      “What have you got there?”

      She looked up and Ben was suddenly awestruck by her eyes—round as sand dollars, deep brown with gold flecks. She held his gaze for several seconds, while his heart kicked up a cadence and every inch of his breath exited his lungs.

      He grew a little dizzy.

      She batted her long lashes twice and slowly straightened.

      Ben thought he might pass out from lack of oxygen.

      “Hi. I, uh…” She looked at her sandy fingertips where she held a small piece of blue glass. “Sea glass, I think. See?” She held out her hand.

      Ben thought his chest might explode with pent-up energy inside that he didn’t know what to do with. He took a deep breath, felt a little steadier, and exhaled.

      She reached for his hand—small sparks zinging up to his elbow when she did—and laid the sandy object in his palm. Her fingertips lingered over his.

      Ben lifted his gaze to look into her eyes again. “I think you’re right. It’s sea glass.” He hadn’t even really looked at it.

      “I’ve been collecting all week.”

      “I know.”

      “You know?”

      “Well…” Ben looked away and shuffled his feet in the sand. “I’ve seen you.”

      She said nothing, but the hint of a smile raced across her lips.

      “I’m not a stalker,” he blurted out.

      Her puffy lips stretched into a smile then. “I’ve seen you, too. Was wondering when you’d come off that porch.”

      Grinning, and silently relieved, he handed the sea glass back to her. “For your collection.”

      But she folded his fingers around it. “Keep it. Maybe you’ll think of me next time you see it.”

      She turned and took a few steps toward her beach rental, two doors down from his, pausing once to glance over her shoulder and send him a teasing grin. He stood there soaking up every bit of her lingering gaze until she swiveled back and jogged toward the beach house, while he stared after her like a needy puppy craving attention.

      Palming the glass in his hand, he shoved it into his pocket. Somehow, he didn’t think he needed the sea glass to remember her.
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        * * *

      

      Jenny’s heart pounded as she rushed up the wind-and-salt battered steps of the beach house and crossed the porch. As she opened the wooden screen door to slip inside, she glanced down the beach to where the boy was crossing the walkway, two houses down.

      She had finally lured him off that deck. After two days, it was about time. He looked her way and Jenny ducked into the house, not wanting him to know that she was watching him, too.

      “Finally meet porch boy?” Her sister, Candy, looked up from her magazine. She sat in an overstuffed chair upholstered with a beachy fabric of turquoise shells and seahorses. It was a bit much, to Jenny’s liking anyway, but screamed vacation beach rental.

      “None of your business.” She headed for the stairwell.

      “What’s his name?”

      Well, shoot. Neither one of them shared names. Did they? “I didn’t ask.”

      Candy stood, the magazine dropping to the chair. “Oh, my God. You didn’t even get his name?”

      Jenny shrugged, tossing off her response. “No biggie. I’m sure we’ll run into each other again. I’m headed for the shower.”

      Candy rolled her eyes. “Whatever.”

      Jenny took a couple of steps up the stairs, smiling. Yes, they would run into each other again. She was sure of it. She’d make sure of it. No boy had ever looked at her like he did—that deep, longing, satisfying, and fulfilling stare that made her heart nearly jump out of her chest, and sent icy shivers all the way to her toes on this scorching summer day. Not to mention the spark that traveled from her fingertips to her core when she’d touched him. That had nearly taken her breath away—and the sensation had taken her quite by surprise.

      Sighing, Jenny reached the landing and stripped off her coverup.

      She might just marry that boy.
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        * * *

      

      Hours later, the ghost crabs scrambling as the last shred of light in the day dissipated, Ben made his way down to the surf for a late walk. Flashlight in hand, he played the light over the beach in front of him, watching for the critters. As he moved closer to the girl’s rental, he paused and looked up, and heard loud voices.

      “I’ll only be gone a minute, Daddy.” It was the girl from earlier.

      “Jennifer, I’m warning you.” Her father? Obviously. His voice was gruff. So, her name was Jennifer. “Don’t make this worse than it is,” the man added.

      “But you told us we’d be here until Friday.”

      “Things change, honey. We have to go.”

      The light on the porch backlit the pair, and Ben watched as she turned and faced the beach. Had she seen his flashlight?

      “I’ll be right back!” She tossed the words over her shoulder, tripping down the steps of the house and onto the sand. Obviously, she paid little attention to the crabs—but they skedaddled in her wake. Ben lifted the light to make a path for her, hoping she was coming for him.

      Toward him, he corrected himself. Because yes, she was coming his way. Making a direct beeline. For him. To his heart?

      “Hey!”

      She rushed closer, almost too close, and he caught the glimmer in her eyes and the faint scent of her shampoo. Lemon.

      “I hoped I’d see you,” she added.

      “Hey there. What are you doing?”

      “Came out to catch you.” Her face lit up with a grin. Out of breath, she paused for a moment, and danced back and forth in the sand on bare feet.

      “You’re brave.”

      “Why?”

      Ben pointed to her toes. “Crabs.”

      “Oh!” She hopped a little more and snickered. “They don’t scare me.”

      Ben liked this fearless girl. “Like I said, brave!”

      She glanced back to the porch and Ben followed her gaze. Her father still stood there, watching. Turning back, she said, “We’re leaving tomorrow. Daddy must get back to work. Some emergency or something. Who knows? Anyway, I….”

      Suddenly, she turned shy on him, glancing away. The half-bashful, half-embarrassed look was charming. She took another deep breath and blew it out.

      “Anyway,” she started again, making eye contact, “I couldn’t go without knowing your name. I’m Jenny.”

      That’s progress. Names were good. “I’m Ben. Ben Matson.”

      “Jenny Anders. Where are you from?”

      “Oh, upstate New York.”

      She frowned. “I’m from Philadelphia.”

      Ben shrugged it off. “Better than Oregon.” Maybe a few hours drive for him. Heck, what was he thinking?

      “True.”

      Her father barked her name, and she jerked toward the beach house.

      “Coming, Dad!”

      Looking at Ben, she said, “Goodness. I’m eighteen and going to college in the fall but he still wants to daddy me.”

      “I imagine he always will,” Ben told her.

      She nodded. “Perhaps.”

      “Jennifer!”

      But instead of paying attention to her father and moving away, she crowded up closer to him. Ben’s thoughts went haywire, and he feared his body might implode. This girl—this Jenny—was exciting and energetic and pretty and well… He wouldn’t mind if she crowded up even closer.

      Or whispered in his ear, like it appeared she was about to do. Her warm breath fanned out across his cheek. “Meet me at the pier at midnight? Can you sneak away?” She pulled back, her eyes big and expectant.

      All Ben could do was nod his head and say, “Sure. Midnight.”

      “Good.” Grinning wide, she leaned in and placed a kiss on his cheek. “Good.”

      Then she ran away again, this Jenny, giggling and tossing an occasional glance over her shoulder, while her father braced himself with his hands on the porch rail of the house, still watching.

      “Midnight,” he whispered, and glanced at his watch. Two hours.

      An eternity.
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        * * *

      

      Jenny’s knees were literally knocking. There were still plenty of people milling about at the pier, and she wasn’t frightened at all, even though it was late, but her insides were twittery and jumpy. It wasn’t chilly out either, so that wasn’t it. The June night was balmy and pleasant. Yet, she wanted to hug herself to keep her teeth from chattering.

      She stood on the pier, waiting for Ben. A half-moon shone behind her, casting a faint triangular beam from the horizon to the shore, and nicely lighting up the area. Of course, most of the pier lights were still on, too, and the lights from the houses.

      She’d sneaked out early so she would have plenty of time to quietly get out of the house and make her way several beach houses north. Most of the pier was closed off this time of night, but she stood near the steps looking out over the shallow waters and sand, watching. She’d been sure her parents would be in bed by now when she left, but they were still up packing and cleaning out the refrigerator when she’d sneaked out the back door.

      That, was partially why she was nervous. The other reason was because of Ben, and how he had made her feel this afternoon.

      She’d done nothing like this before—be boldly defiant of her father—but something told her she couldn’t let the opportunity to see Ben one more time slip away. She had to get to know him a little better before she left.

      “Jenny?”

      She turned, and he approached from the opposite direction that she had expected. He stood there, hands shoved into the pockets of his baggy swim trunks. A light from the pier illuminated his face, and the stiff ocean breeze blew his shaggy chestnut brown hair away from his forehead.

      “Hi, Ben.”

      He stepped up. “Hey.”

      “You came.”

      “Yep. I wanted to.”

      “Why?” She looked to the deck of the pier, then back up again. “I mean, you must think I’m crazy asking you to come here. We’ve barely even met.”

      Ben shook his head and moved in tighter. His hand searched for one of hers, found it, and he tugged her closer. As he leaned in, Jenny’s outward nervousness subsided, sending all her butterflies skidding off to her belly. She looked up into his face—feeling so drawn to him—wondering what his next move was going to be, waiting.

      He whispered. “I need to give you something.”

      “Oh?”

      Nodding, he nuzzled his face next to hers and left a soft, lingering kiss on her cheek. “You left an unanswered kiss behind.”

      Jenny pulled back. “I did?”

      “Um-hm. I decided to give it back.”

      “But maybe I wanted you to keep it?” She was feeling bold, and obviously, he was too. That made her insides happy and her heart full.

      “Did you?”

      She felt herself grinning. “I did. Hey. Want to take a walk?”

      Easing back a bit, Ben smiled broadly and took her hand. “I’d like that.”

      They left the pier and walked north, away from the beach houses where they were staying, settling on the steps of a walkover leading to an unoccupied house. Nestled there, sitting shoulder-to-shoulder between the dunes, they faced the ocean and watched the surf roll in. Ben still held Jenny’s hand.

      “What do you do in Pennsylvania, Jenny.” He looked at her and smiled, then glanced back to the ocean, waiting for her response.

      She studied him. She liked his smile. One corner of his mouth hiked up a little higher than the other. “I’m working a summer job at a craft store. I start next week.  In the fall, I’m off to Penn State.”

      He turned back her way. “Wow. Impressive.”

      She shrugged. “It’s what my parents want.”

      “What do you want?”

      “Honestly?”

      “Sure.”

      “I’d rather they save the college money or blow it on themselves. I’d rather draw or paint or throw pots. I’m an artist.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes. I have this need to create stuff all the time. The more I do, the better I get.”

      “But they want you to get a college degree.”

      “Yes. Except, Dad wants me to major in something besides art. Pre-law.”

      “But you don’t want to?”

      She shook her head. “No, I want to set up a small studio. It’s not going to happen though.”

      Ben’s gaze caught hers and held, and she sensed he was really listening to her. “Because your parents think a degree in something besides art will serve you better in the long run.”

      “Yeah.” She nodded. “Dad wants me to follow in his footsteps. Join the law firm he founded back home. It’s just not me.”

      “And art is you. I get it.”

      Jenny paused and searched Ben’s eyes. He was genuinely interested in her. “I think you do get it.”

      A half-grin crossed his face. “Yes, but sort of the opposite. My parents were on the college bandwagon too last year when I graduated. I finished my senior year early, and they thought it would be a great idea for me to get some courses out of the way. But I convinced them they needed me in the family business more than I needed to go to college.”

      “Oh?”

      He nodded. “Yes. I run the family hardware store up in Charmington. You know, the famous Christmas village? The hardware store has been in the family for about eighty years now. My uncle has been running it for a couple of decades, but he is close to retirement. I’ll inherit it one day.”

      Jenny thought for a moment. “I think I’ve heard of Charmington!”

      Laughing, Ben tipped his head closer. “Probably. It has been on TV a few times, you know, those holiday romance movies? And featured in magazines.”

      “What a lovely place to live.”

      Ben squeezed her hand tighter and shifted, gazing into her eyes. “Yes, it is. Perhaps you can visit sometime.”

      Suddenly, Jenny wanted to, very much. “Maybe so,” she whispered. “I would like that.”

      The butterflies that had balled themselves up in her tummy took flight as Ben leaned in to give her a kiss—this time, on her lips. When his arms went around her and held her tight, she felt warm and safe and, well, as impossible as it sounded, kind of loved.

      He broke the kiss and pulled back a little, staring into her eyes. With a forefinger, he brushed a few wayward strands of her hair away from her eyes, his fingers lingering at her temple. His words came on a whisper. “I rarely do this—kiss a girl this quickly after meeting her. But, Jenny, I feel so drawn to you.”

      Gazing into his eyes, Jenny felt his sincerity. “I know. Me too. I feel the same.”

      “You’re leaving tomorrow?”

      “Yes. I’m afraid so.”

      “Can I get your number? Address? Can we keep in touch?”

      Jenny’s heart sang out with joy. Yes! “I would like that very much.”

      Ben gently kissed her lips again. “Good. Me too.”
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      September, Penn State

      

      Jenny pushed through her dorm room door, crossed the room, and let her heavy backpack slide off her shoulder and onto the bed. She followed the trajectory of the bag with her body, plopping onto the mattress, kicking off her shoes, and throwing an arm over her forehead.

      “Long day at the office?”

      Her roommate, Claire Baker, whom she met the first day she moved into her dorm at Penn, asked from across the room where she sat on her own bed.

      Jenny kept her eyes closed and blew out a quick breath. “Yeah. Sort of. Headache.”

      “You know this is not what you want to do, Jenny.”

      “I know that.”

      “It’s tearing you up inside.”

      Claire was right. She’d known her for a few short weeks, and already she got her. Just like Ben had gotten her so quickly. Sitting up, she looked at her roommate. “I know. I would love to go to the pottery studio, but I simply don’t have the energy. Algebra and World History and that stupid Psych class are seriously stifling my creative muse.”

      “Then get out of it.”

      Jenny shook her head. “Can’t.”

      “Then just wallow in it, I guess. I don’t know what else to tell you.” Claire rose and headed for her closet, pulling out a sweater. “I’m off to the library.” She hooked her arm through a backpack strap. “Oh, I picked up the mail downstairs. You have a letter.”

      Jenny’s mood suddenly lifted. She hopped up. “Thanks!”

      Claire smiled. “Now, there’s the Jenny we all know and love. Your face lights up when you think of Ben. You need to re-examine your priorities, girl.”

      Jenny barely paid attention to Claire’s leaving as she picked up the letter with the Charmington Christmas postmark sitting on her dresser. Her heart sung with the anticipation of reading Ben’s words.
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        * * *

      

      Dear Jenny,

      I miss you! I hope your classes are going well, even though I know you dread them. Just hang in there and get through the semester. Maybe things will take a turn for the better as we get closer to the holidays.

      Speaking of the holidays, we are already gearing up here for Christmas in Charmington at the hardware. We’ve started stocking up on Christmas lights and decorations, because we know as people get into their attics and drag down their decorations, they discover broken lights and frayed cords and then they all head over here for supplies. We are coming up on our busiest season of the year and I need to be ready.

      Uncle Herb is not doing so well, and he’s stepped back to only working one day a week now. I’m loving managing the store and know this was what I was meant to do but I miss having him around. He is such a wealth of knowledge about hardware in general, but also about the history of the old place and the community. I feel I should carry that on, for the family and for the town. I have a lot of ideas for the future. I can’t wait to show you the store when you visit. Are you still planning to get away for fall break in early October? I will come get you. I’ve mapped it out. It will take me about five hours to get to you. Let me know.

      I love you, Jenny. I miss you so much. Hope to hear from you soon. I will call you on Saturday, like normal.

      Love,

      Ben
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        * * *

      

      Jenny lowered the letter, tears in her eyes, and sighed. She loved and missed Ben. How this had all happened so quickly, she would never know, but she was happy it had. She and Ben truly fell in love at first sight that day on the beach last summer.

      She’d not been looking forward to her days at Penn State—not at all—but meeting Ben, and their summer letters and phone calls, had helped her to wrap her brain around the idea. They’d also managed one brief meeting in the summer, in late August, before she headed off to college. She’d told her parents she was going on a day shopping splurge for college things with her friend, Pam, but drove a couple of hours to meet Ben at a state park in northeastern Pennsylvania. They’d picnicked and hiked the trails, but mostly just enjoyed holding hands, talking, and being together. It was during that day that Jenny knew she was over-the-moon in love with Ben.

      And that was the day he’d told her he loved her, too.

      He’d helped soften the blow about college somewhat, too, that day, and encouraged her to do her best for now, to give it a try. It was his idea to find some place in State College where she could do her art, and she’d loved him for that. If she could only make time to get there. He understood, but he knew she was unhappy, deep down.

      She also knew he didn’t want their relationship to be the reason she didn’t succeed at college. That was why he wanted her to hang in there and complete the semester.

      Even though she was miserable.

      Jenny gazed out the window over the campus with unseeing eyes, then heaved a thick sigh. She wasn’t happy here, and one day she was going to have to break it to her parents. But as Ben said, the best thing she could do now was finish the semester and go from there. That was her plan.

      In the meantime, she’d write to him and visit. The thought of seeing him in just a couple of weeks made her insides giddy with happiness and contentment.
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        * * *

      

      Dear Ben,

      I miss you too! I can’t wait to see you and to see Charmington. I’ve heard so much about it I have pictures in my head. Now, I’ll soon see it all for myself. I wonder if Charmington really looks like what I think it does? Five hours is a long trip for you to make one way and turn around to drive back. And then to bring me back to college again! Should we come up with a different plan? Would it be better if I took a bus to Charmington? Maybe even part of the way?

      I wish Dad would let me have my car here, but he won’t budge on that. Not until I’m a sophomore. He didn’t let my sister have her car her freshman year, either.

      I’ve never taken a bus outside of the city, but I can look into it. What do you think? We can talk about it on Saturday. You may not get this letter before we talk, though.

      You always make me feel better when I get your letters. I was having a rough day today, then your letter perked me up. I must be honest, though. I really dislike my classes. I feel I’m wasting precious time. I am tired and don’t feel like going to the studio at the end of the day. But I need to do those things occasionally, so I can remember who I am.

      Geez, sorry for the downer. I’m fine. I truly am. I’m just so happy we are going to see each other soon. I can’t wait to see Charmington and the hardware store and the gazebo and everything else you’ve told me about. I think I am already in love with the town, just as much as I love you. Talk soon, Ben.

      Love you bunches,

      Jenny
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      October

      

      “Jennifer, this is not a good idea. We really don’t know these people. It’s dangerous.”

      “Mom, it’s Ben. I’m staying with his family.”

      Staring out her dorm window, Jenny listened to her mother drone on about all the reasons she should not go to Charmington for the fall break. Her voice prattled in the wings of her brain while Jenny pulled back the curtains and watched for Ben’s truck to pull up to the sidewalk.

      The day was Friday, and the sun was just barely poking its head up in the east. Claire was in the shower, belting out a song. Jenny had cleared her classes for the day, turning in all her assignments early, and didn’t have to be back on campus until a week from Monday.

      She’d been responsible when making her plans. Mostly. But none of that seemed to matter to her parents.

      “This makes me very uncomfortable, Jennifer. We only have your best interest in mind. What I don’t understand is why you are not coming home for fall break? We would love to see you.”

      “I’m coming home for Thanksgiving. We already talked about that, right? Most people stay on campus during fall break. I’m just going to Charmington to see Ben. It’s not a big deal.”

      “Well, I don’t like it.”

      “Well, I suppose I could stay on campus and party my ass off all week instead. Would you like that any better?”

      “Jennifer!”

      Jenny blew out a breath, stepped closer to the window, and peered down the street. That comment was probably out of line—probably nothing. It was out of line. But her mother was being ridiculous.

      Time was ticking away, and she expected Ben soon. He couldn’t get here fast enough. Her stomach was suddenly in knots, her insides jittery. She searched the traffic for his red truck—a 1980 Ford F100 pickup, he’d told her once—like that would mean anything to her. She knew nothing about vehicles other than they got her to where she was going. But the red part, that would be easy enough to spot.

      “Do you hear me, Jennifer?”

      “Yes, Mom.” She let the curtains fall back into place. “But I don’t understand your reasoning. Besides, I really wasn’t calling to ask your permission. I was calling to let you know my plans in case you called this week and couldn’t get in touch.”

      Dead silence met her ear from the other end.

      Jenny rolled her eyes and let out a shaky breath. “Mom?”

      Her father responded instead. “Now, Jennifer, look. Listen to your mother. You’ve met this boy one time and now you think you are in love. That’s ridiculous. You need to stay in State College this week. Work on your classes. Besides, we don’t even know his family.”

      “Two times, and we’ve exchanged hundreds of letters and talked on the phone every week.”

      “Two?”

      Crap. She hadn’t meant to let that out of the bag. “Ben and I met for the day back in August. No big deal.”

      Silence again. “Jennifer, when did you start lying to us? Is that boy influencing you? Telling you to lie?”

      That angered her. Ben was the sweetest, most kind and thoughtful young man she’d ever known. “Absolutely not. And if you got to know Ben, you would see that.”

      “I saw him only the one time.”

      “Yes, you met Ben at the beach, but you barely gave him the time of day. The morning we left, remember? And you met his parents, too. You said they were nice people.”

      Her father didn’t miss a beat. “We met them. We don’t know them.”

      “Well, how am I supposed to get to know them if I don’t visit?”

      “It’s not safe.”

      “It’s Charmington! The Christmas village. How could it not be safe?”

      “Jennifer. Don’t push it.”

      “Dad, please understand.” She didn’t, wouldn’t beg. But she could feel the tears welling up in her eyes and she’d be damned if she’d let him hear her cry. She didn’t want to defy her parents. Yet, they were forcing her hand. She was nineteen, and wasn’t that old enough to make her own decisions?

      “I’ve heard enough.”

      “Dad, the last thing I want is to make you and mom mad, but this is not your decision.”

      Her father cleared his throat. “Jennifer. I am sending you to college to get an education. Not to go gallivanting all over the eastern seaboard meeting boys.”

      “Man!” she shouted back. “Ben is a young man, not a boy. An adult, and for that matter, so am I. I am not gallivanting. It’s Ben and I am going. Oh, and for the record? I am not thrilled with the college plan, and you know that—college was your idea, not mine. So, excuse me if I am not as excited about it as you are, but we will discuss that another time. I have to go now. I’ll talk to you when I get back.”

      “Jen—”

      She hung up the phone and immediately felt panic well up inside her. Great. Now she’d royally ticked off her parents. That had not been her intent. She’d wanted them to like Ben and hadn’t wanted to do anything to make him appear unfavorable in their eyes.

      Had she screwed things up?

      The phone rang again—she ignored it. Picking up her backpack, she glanced quickly out the window, saw the red pickup truck pull up to the curb, and headed for the door.

      “Bye Claire. See you in a week!”
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        * * *

      

      Ben’s heart swelled the moment he saw Jenny running down the steps of the old dorm building. He shoved the truck into park, cut the engine and grabbed the keys, and threw open his door to run and meet her. Her infectious smile warmed his entire body as she flung herself into his arms. He caught her up and swept her around, holding her close.

      She hugged him back so tight, then pulled back to gaze into his eyes. “Oh, Ben. You’re here. I’ve missed you so. Did you come to rescue me from this horrid place?”

      “Absolutely.” Then he kissed her. Fully kissed her on the mouth, and then raining little kisses on her face like he needed her lips to breathe, to live. He probably did. Her mouth tasted like a sweet cherry lollipop—her lip gloss, he guessed. And the sensation sent him spiraling. Holding her close after all this time made his chest hurt, so full of love for her.

      “Oh Jenny. I feel like I’m about to burst open inside. I am so happy to see you.”

      She looked up into his eyes and stroked his face with her fingertips. “I can’t believe it’s you, that we are finally together again. And we have a whole week! Oh, Ben. Let’s get out of here.”

      He nodded. “I can’t wait to get you home to see everyone, and to see Charmington.”

      She pulled back. “Are you tired? That was a long drive.”

      He shook his head. “No, I’m good. The trip didn’t take me as long as I thought. I started out yesterday after work and spent the night in a hotel off the interstate, about an hour away. I figure we have plenty of time to get to Charmington by late afternoon. Oh, there’s so much I want to show you, and Mom can’t wait for you to meet the rest of the family. She has all sorts of things planned before the week is over.”

      “Oh, how sweet of her. But I don’t want to think about our time together being over yet.”

      Ben’s entire body trembled with happiness, but his heart ached at the same time. “Me either,” he whispered, kissing her again. Then he grabbed her backpack and swung it over his shoulder. “Let’s get going.”

      Jenny smiled and hooked her arm in his. “I am so ready. Let’s get out of here!”

      They chattered for an hour—Jenny more than him, but he didn’t care. He loved hearing her sweet voice ring inside the cab of his truck and loved her sitting close beside him on the bench seat. He was thinking he always wanted her there, and that made his soul sing.
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        * * *

      

      During their ride, Jenny fell asleep, cuddled up against Ben’s side. The sensation of being safe and happy had lulled her into a state of contentment, Ben’s warm body next to hers. More time had passed than she had imagined as she blinked awake.

      “Jenny, wake up, sweetheart. We are almost there. I want you to see this.”

      Stretching and sitting up, she looked out the wide windshield and saw a big sign on the right side of the road.

      “Welcome to Charmington,” she read. “New York’s Christmas Village.”

      She turned to Ben. “We’re here already?”

      “You slept for a while.”

      “I’m sorry! I should have stayed away to keep you company!”

      Ben’s big smile captured her heart. “I was perfectly fine with you snuggled up against me.” He pulled over and parked in front of the sign. “I think I might always want you next to me, Jenny.”

      “Oh, Ben. There is no place else I want to be.”

      Wrapping his arms around her, he nuzzled her cheek. “I love you, Jenny Anders. I’m so happy to have you home with me.”

      “I love you back, Ben Matson. It feels good here. It feels right.”

      He gazed into her eyes, and Jenny knew she never wanted him to stop staring into them.

      “Are you nervous?”

      She nodded. “A little. I only met your parents briefly and I haven’t met your sister, so I don’t really know if they like me in your life. What if I mess up? What if I say something wrong?”

      Ben laid a fingertip on her lips. “Sh. Not happening. They love you already. Everything will be fine.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “I’m positive.”

      Jenny relaxed a little. Maybe he was right. She’d trust his word. She just couldn’t image how it would be if the opposite were happening—if Ben was coming to stay with her family for the week. She wasn’t sure how her parents would deal with that.

      Looking again at the Charmington sign, she felt better, though. “I am happy to be here,” she mumbled.

      Ben wrapped his arms tighter about her and nuzzled her neck. “Welcome to Charmington, Jenny. I hope you come to love it as much as I do.”

      “I already do,” she said, and then kissed him.
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      The Christmas Village of Charmington

      

      Ben’s mom clasped her hands together and squealed as the front door to the Matson’s home swung open. Her expression was priceless, so inviting and full of cheer, and Jenny immediately knew she could come to love this woman. Mrs. Matson reached for her son and waved him and Jenny inside.

      “Come in here, you two! We’ve been waiting for hours. Oh my, Jenny. You look prettier than you did last summer. Fall agrees with you…which is good. Fall is sort of our thing around here.”

      “Unless it’s Christmas.” Mr. Matson nudged past his wife. “Hello Jenny. Welcome to chaos, er, our humble abode. It’s good to see you again.” He leaned in and placed a peck on her cheek.

      “Oh, thank you for having me, Mr. Matson. I’m so happy to be here.”

      Ben’s father grasped her hand. “Now, we’ll have none of that Mr. and Mrs. Matson stuff. We’re family. I’m Calvin.” He squeezed her hand.

      “And I’m Maureen.” Ben’s mother leaned in for a hug too.

      Jenny’s lips stretched into a wide smile while being steered into the Matson’s home, greeted not only by Ben’s parents but also his Uncle Herb—Calvin’s brother, she learned—and Ben’s older sister, Charlotte, and her husband, Brian. In fact, she smiled so big and so long, her mouth hurt.

      But she didn’t care. She was glad to be with Ben’s family, and of course, with Ben—secretly relieved they were so welcoming.

      Suddenly, her attention diverted when two young boys galloped in from the kitchen and halted in front of Jenny.

      “Boys! Slow down.” Charlotte sighed. “I’m sorry, Jenny. They are a train wreck.”

      Jenny took in Charlotte’s harried expression, then crouched a little to make eye contact with the youngsters. The taller boy had an orange sugar cookie rim around his mouth, and the smaller one had chocolate smeared on his T-shirt. “Well, hello there, you two. So, which one of you is Liam and which is Logan?”

      “You know our names?” The taller boy’s eyes grew wide.

      Nodding, Jenny said, “I do. Your Uncle Ben has told me all about you.”

      An alarmed look crossed the boy’s face.

      Ben stepped closer. “Yes, I told her everything.”

      “Everything?”

      Leaning down, Ben whispered, “Yes, even about the farting incident.”

      “Uncle Ben!”

      Jenny rolled her eyes and elbowed Ben. “He told me no such thing. Now, I’m going to guess. You’re Liam, right?”

      “No.” He pointed to the younger boy. “He’s Liam. I’m Logan. I’m the oldest.”

      She stuck out her hand. “Well, of course. Hello, Logan. I’m Jenny. Happy to meet you.”

      He eyed her and tentatively touched her hand. “You, too.” He paused for a couple of seconds, then added, “I’m six and in the first grade.”

      Jenny tilted her head. “Wow. That means you are really smart. I bet you are learning how to read already.”

      Logan nodded. “I read all the time!”

      “That’s outstanding, Logan.” She put her hand up for a high-five and Logan slapped it, grinning.

      Little Liam held up three fingers. “I’m three.” Suddenly shy, he turned his face into his brother’s side.

      Jenny put out her fist. “Well, that deserves knuckles. Three is an awesome age.” She pushed her fisted hand forward a little. Liam studied her, then laughed and gave her knuckles back.

      Jenny stood, catching Charlotte’s eye. “I imagine you have your hands full.”

      “I absolutely do, but I love every minute.” Charlotte stepped forward and tucked her hand into Jenny’s elbow, drawing her closer. “You have an easy way with children.”

      That surprised Jenny. “I do?”

      “Yes. Seems natural.”

      “I’ve always liked younger kids. I worked in an after-school program in high school. Kids are fun.”

      “You’ll make a good mom one day.”

      “You think so?”

      Charlotte nodded. “I do.”

      Being a parent wasn’t even on Jenny’s radar. “Well, college first, and then maybe down the road…” But her mind wandered a bit, thinking about what it might be like to share parenthood with Ben. She glanced at him as he talked with his dad a few feet away.

      “Well, of course.” Changing the subject, Charlotte continued. “Do you mind coming with me for a minute?”

      Jenny noticed Ben, his father and uncle, and Brian heading toward the den. Ben tossed her a smile and a wink, and Jenny waved back.

      She turned to Charlotte. “Of course. Ben appears occupied.”

      Charlotte rolled her eyes. “Get used to it. It’s football day.”

      “Oh?”

      “Didn’t Ben warn you about that?”

      “About football? No. But I’m familiar with football day.”

      Charlotte glanced at her watch. “It’s nearly kick-off time. Once the game starts, there will be lots of yelling and cheering in the family room. Do you like football?”

      Jenny stopped up short as they stepped into the kitchen and looked at Charlotte head-on. “I live in Pennsylvania and go to Penn State. What do you think?”

      Charlotte grinned. “It’s Boston College day, today. You, my dear, are going to have to pick a team if the Eagles play the Nitany Lions this year.”

      “Oh. Competition. I love it!” While Jenny’s own family wasn’t sports, she had always loved spending time with her friends at their homes on game days.

      Charlotte grinned. “Good. I love you already. But first, we have a few things to take care of in the kitchen.”

      Jenny paused and gave Charlotte a semi-serious look. “Please don’t tell me this is a ‘men in the den, women in the kitchen’ sort of thing. Is it?”

      Charlotte’s eyes rounded. “Oh, good Lord, no! Mom raises as much hell at the television screen as the men. She’s more diehard football than any of them. And Brian knows his way around the kitchen better than I do. Smell those wings in the oven? He’ll be coming in to check on them soon. Now, if it’s hockey, though, that’s a different story, and one we won’t introduce you to this weekend.”

      “Hockey? Seems I need to do some homework.”

      “Just whisper the word and watch the guys’ eyes glaze over.”

      A bubble of laughter tickled up Jenny’s throat. “I think I love your family already.”

      “Well, that’s a good thing.” Charlotte took her arm again, and they moved on into the kitchen. “Because Ben sure loves you, and that’s enough for the rest of us.” She slowed then and turned. “And I think you love him back just as much. Am I right?”

      Charlotte’s eyes darted back and forth as she studied her, waiting for a response. Jenny saw the concern and love there that Charlotte had for her brother. She laid a hand on Charlotte’s. “I do, Charlotte.”

      Ben’s sister placed her hand on top of Jenny’s and squeezed. “I’m so glad.”

      Her throat about to close with emotion, Jenny continued. “I’ve never been in this much love with anyone. I know it’s sort of whirlwind, and the distance thing isn’t easy, but Charlotte, I love your brother so much. If you or your family worry that it’s too soon, or that I would hurt him….”

      Charlotte cut her off with a wave of her hand. “No. Not worried at all. Ben is a grown man, and we all trust his instincts. We love him and we love you too, Jenny.”

      The tension in her chest eased a little, and she exhaled a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding.

      “But enough of that.” Charlotte slipped her hand into Jenny’s and led her through the kitchen. “I actually need your expert advice for something. Ben tells me you are an artist and, well, I’m in charge of signage for the apple festival in a couple weeks. I have some ideas, but I’m not artsy. I need to get a design to the printer by Tuesday at the latest. I’m already past my deadline. Could you peek at my meager efforts?”

      Jenny slowed her steps and turned toward Charlotte. “Me? You want me to give you art advice?”

      She nodded. “Of course. Ben says he’s seen your drawings and that you are fabulous.”

      “But I’m not sure I am the person to advise on this….”

      Charlotte studied her, holding Jenny’s gaze steady. “I value your opinion, Jenny. If Ben says you’re good, it’s good enough for me. Please?”

      Jenny was momentarily taken aback. That Charlotte would take her art seriously was overwhelming. Of course, Ben was always supportive—she’d sketch pictures and send them to him in her letters periodically—but Charlotte was practically a stranger. To have that kind of blind trust placed in her was not only refreshing, but also a little intimidating. What if she gave the wrong advice?

      “Please?” Charlotte tugged her forward. “All of my stuff is in Dad’s office off the kitchen. Just a quick look?”

      What can it hurt? Jenny squeezed Charlotte’s hand and pushed her self-doubt aside. “Of course. I would love to. Lead the way!”

      A rowdy cheer went up in the den, then Liam and Logan raced into the kitchen. Jenny glanced back as Ben’s mom playfully slapped at their little hands as they scrambled up on bar stools at the island, grabbing for cookies. The oven timer went off and Brian burst into the kitchen, muttering something about his wings. Another cheer exploded in the den.

      Jenny swiveled toward Charlotte.

      “We better hurry. The festivities have begun.”

      Nodding, she followed Ben’s sister into the office, her chest swelling with the fullness of family. For a split second, she thought of her own family back home in Philadelphia. Her sister would be in her room, in her own world, looking at magazines for apartment decorating ideas, or makeup tips. Her dad would watch CNN in the family room, perhaps with an Old Fashioned on the side table. Her mother would be meal planning in the kitchen, and then later grocery shopping for the week.

      “Woo-wee! Run! Run! Run!”

      “He’s going all the way!”

      “Touchdown!”

      Jenny looked at Charlotte while Ben and his dad shouted from the den. “Should we table this until after the game?”

      “Exactly my thoughts.”

      The two women passed through the kitchen, grabbing food trays with sandwiches from Ben’s mother on their way. Brian followed up with the wings. Jenny couldn’t stop smiling. She loved this. All of it.

      “Go Eagles!” she shouted, entering the room, and then setting the tray of sandwiches on the coffee table. She laughed when Ben grabbed her hand and tugged her down onto the sofa beside of him. She settled in next to him, feeling happily giddy. He grinned wide as he put his arm around her and squeezed.
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        * * *

      

      On Wednesday, while Jenny worked in the hardware’s backroom, sketching some ideas she had for Charmington Christmas Festival posters, Ben waited on customers out front. She could hear him chatting with the locals as they came in looking for such things as toilet plungers, or nails to fix the gutters on their hundred-year-old house, or screen-repair kits to keep the flies off the screened-in porch. Every need had a story, and Jenny smiled while listening.

      Being with Ben at the hardware for the two previous days, she’d picked up the habits of the locals quickly.

      Back in Philly, people ran in, plucked an item off a big-box store shelf, then hurried to check out and get home. She was as guilty of that as anyone. But here in Charmington, a trip to the hardware store was more of a linger. First, there was the declaration of what the customer needed, followed by the story about why they were looking for that item. Further amended by a related anecdote—perhaps the customer’s cousin once had the same problem and said a fill-in-the-blank item would work. Did they have one of those?

      More discussion ensued about the varieties of said item in stock, why this type was good for that, and the other one for something else. And so on. Finally, there was the official selection and purchase of the thing, a bit more conversation about random people and upcoming events or maybe the weather, and then the farewell and see you next time.

      Whew! Just thinking about all that made her tired. But Ben—she was so proud of him—handled it all with ease and expertise. He had advice for everyone and a tool or gadget or solution to fix just about every dilemma. He was good at what he did.

      The door slammed. Someone left. And another person entered. More chatter.

      “Hello, Gabby. Did that chicken wire work for your pen?” Ben’s voice rang out in the store. “What can I get you today?”

      Gabby Harper, who lived one farm down from the Matson’s place, just outside of Charmington, Jenny had learned yesterday, needed supplies for her new baby goats—kid feed and formula and a couple of bottles, too, since one kid wasn’t taking too well to her mama. Gabby worried she might not make it.

      Yes, the hardware store stocked feed supplies for small animals, too.

      Jenny listened to the conversation and smiled. She liked this town, the people, and she loved this place. The lifestyle was simple and the folks hardworking. It suited her laid-back approach to life and her artsy style—quite the opposite from the fast-paced lifestyle her parents maintained in Philly. Her dad was constantly on the go with his clients and court cases, and her mother flitted from one community project to another, while also teaching comparative literature courses part-time at Bryn Mawr. Candy had just graduated from Villanova and was circulating her resumes, while preparing to move out and get her own apartment.

      The week so far had been pure bliss. On Monday evening, she and Ben explored downtown Charmington after work, and he’d given her the grand tour of the Christmas shops. Tuesday, they headed out to the country, and he’d shown her the Christmas tree farm, the pond where everyone ice skated and played hockey, and then they’d hiked around Lake Charm. Each evening, his mother had fixed a lovely dinner and afterward, they’d settled in family-style in the den, and either watched television or just chatted.

      She was so grateful for Ben’s caring and understanding family. They had welcomed her with open arms. Already, she felt right at home. Every day, they made her feel wanted and accepted. No tension. No judgmental commentary. In fact, they valued her opinion about things, which was nice.

      She found it all very refreshing.

      Glancing about, she eyeballed her surroundings in the back room. While it was dusty and the shelves held decades of long forgotten items, she found beauty in the worn and aged wood beams, the paint-chipped shiplap walls, and the huge dust-streaked windows.

      Laying her sketch aside, she went to the windows and looked out into the alley behind the hardware. The back of the building faced north. The light was diffused by buildings and trees but cast reflected light through the windows to brighten up the room—perfect for painting. Glancing back at the table where she’d been working, she noted the sunbeam highlighting her work, and had never felt happier or more fulfilled. She loved doing art, and this was, honestly, a perfect place to work.

      She was grateful to Charlotte for giving her another project to work on this week. She’d loved her ideas for the apple festival, and now she’d moved on to Christmas. More than anything, she was happy to be helpful and contributing, and filled with a joy she hadn’t felt for a while, happy that they valued her talent.

      With a forefinger, she smudged the dust on the window, then glanced about for rags and cleaners. Finding none, she decided to ask Ben, and turned back into the room.

      He stepped in, smiling, crossed the room and gathered her into his arms. “Finally, she left,” he said. “I’ve been dying for a kiss.”

      His lips were soft and played over hers gently, then with more urgency. Jenny’s arms went around Ben’s neck, and she pulled him closer. The kiss deepened as their bodies aligned, and their hearts beat in tandem against each other’s chests.

      Jenny pulled back. “Whew. I think you missed me.”

      Grinning, Ben leaned in for a second taste of her mouth. “Definitely. I know I missed you. How’s it going back here?” He glanced about. “Man, I should clean this place up.”

      “Oh no, it’s perfect. I like the ambience. Except, I would like to clean the windows if you don’t mind, and dust a little. Perhaps rearrange a few things.”

      “Is that all?”

      She smiled. “I think so. Do you mind?”

      “Of course not. But you don’t have to do it. Let me call someone.”

      “No. I don’t mind. Honestly. I like working back here.”

      Ben eyed her. “In this dusty old storage room?”

      She nodded. “Umm hmm. It has great potential.”

      “For…” Ben arched a brow.

      “For creating. I like the old stuff. The beams. The soft, warm tones of the wood. The northern light filtering in… Just need to get those dirt streaks off the windows, tidy up a bit, get some supplies—with your permission, of course—and it will be perfect.”

      “Perfect? Supplies?” Ben continued to study her. “What are you thinking?” One corner of his mouth turned up into a grin.

      Oh heck. Have I put my foot into it? I don’t want him to assume that I am presuming I have a place here, yet….

      Jenny opened her mouth to speak, closed it again, then finally said, “I’m just saying, Ben, that I enjoy being back here. For one, it’s close to you. And when you are working, I might use this as a studio? To create, sketch, do projects for Charlotte, or whatever. You know, when I’m visiting.”

      Ben pulled her closer.

      “Just when you are visiting?”

      She cocked her head. “What do you mean?”

      “What if you lived here? You know, with me.”

      Blinking, Jenny stepped back a little and looked at Ben. “Here? You mean, here in the hardware?”

      He laughed. “No, silly. In Charmington. In my apartment upstairs. I mean, potentially, in the future. After some time has passed.”

      “Potentially?”

      “In the future.”

      She glanced about. “With you?”

      “Could you ever see yourself living in Charmington, Jenny?”

      She studied Ben. What was he thinking? After a moment, she whispered. “Ben, I see myself here every day. I see myself with you, your family, the people. I see myself creating art back here in this room while you are selling nuts and bolts out front.”

      A smile raced across his face. “Really?”

      She nodded. “Yes, Ben. I hope you don’t think I’m being presumptuous or rushing things, but….”

      Ben stepped back. Jenny swallowed hard because she didn’t know what he was doing or thinking. Oh, God, she’d said the wrong thing. She was talking about the future too much. About being here with him. And he wasn’t ready, obviously, and it was just too soon. Now she was pushing him away.

      “Ben, I’m sorry. It’s too soon for that kind of talk. I know that. I….”

      He put a finger to her lips. “Sh.” Then, reaching into his pocket, he lowered to one knee and looked up at her. “I’ve been carrying this around in my pocket since I picked you up on Saturday, waiting for the most romantic moment I could find to give it to you. I almost did when we pulled over at the sign at the edge of town. I guess this is as romantic as I could hope for because I can’t wait any longer.” He popped the lip on a black ring box. “Jenny, I love you. Will you marry me? I mean, of course, I need to ask your father for your hand, and all that, but….”

      A huge breath whooshed out of Jenny’s mouth. “Ben! What?”

      “Marry me. Please? I don’t mean today, but one day. Of course, we’ll need to wait until you finish college and I need to save some money for a house, but I don’t want to wait to make the commitment to you. I love you, Jennifer Anders. Marry me?”

      Jenny went down on her knees too, eye level with him. “You don’t think it’s too soon to get engaged?”

      “No, I don’t. Not for me. I love you. I want to be with you forever.”

      “Oh, Ben… I love you too.”

      “Marry me?”

      “But what about the distance?”

      “We will find a way. We have so far. And it won’t be forever. Now, what do you say?”

      “Of course. Yes!”

      Every tummy butterfly known to man—or woman—flitted through Jenny’s gut as Ben pushed the engagement ring on the ring finger of her left hand. Her entire body erupted into some sort of dizzy happiness, and she couldn’t stop the bubble of giggle gurgling upside while looking at the ring on her finger. “Oh, Ben, it’s so beautiful.”

      The sunbeam pushed through the dusty windowpanes, glinting off the diamond.

      Footsteps sounded through the hardware and a voice met their ears. The two scrambled to their feet, standing close together, holding hands.

      “Ben? Jenny? Where are you two? I just stopped by to see how the Christmas poster designs are coming. Anybody here? Yoo-hoo?”

      Charlotte burst through the storage room door, chattering away. “Ben? Jenny?” She halted at the door, gawked at the pair, and clasped a hand over her mouth. “Oh. My. God.” She rushed forward, took a lingering look at Jenny’s hand, then faced her brother. “Ben?”

      Was Charlotte surprised or upset? Jenny wasn’t certain.

      Ben squared his shoulders. “Yes. You see right. I just asked Jenny to marry me, Charlotte. And she said yes. Not right away, but when we’re ready. In the meantime, we’re engaged.”

      He glanced at Jenny and gave her a cockeyed smile, still holding her hand, and tugging her closer.

      Charlotte’s gaze passed between them. In one swift movement, she rushed forward and wrapped her arms around them both. “Oh my God. This is incredibly good news. I can’t wait to tell Mom.” Then she pulled back. “No wait. That’s your story to tell, Ben. Yours and Jenny’s. I promise I won’t, but you must tell her soon because you know I can’t keep secrets.”

      Ben chuckled. “We’ll tell them at dinner tonight. I’m going to make reservations at De Luca’s. Can you come? Brian and the kids too.”

      “I wouldn’t miss it. But I’ll get a sitter for the boys. That place is too fancy for those monsters!”

      Dismissing her brother, Charlotte turned to Jenny. “My goodness. I’ve always wanted a sister. Now I have one. Welcome to the family, Jenny.” She embraced her with a strong, quick hug. “I’m so glad it’s you.”

      Slightly overwhelmed, Jenny didn’t quite know what to say. Her heart simply ran over with happiness, and contentment.

      She was engaged. To Ben. They were getting married.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      De Luca’s Italia, an upscale Italian restaurant, sat on the edge of Lake Charm about fifteen minutes as the crow flies from downtown Charmington. Ben reserved a table inside, since it was October, instead of on the deck. The scene looking out over the lake was spectacular, with the beginnings of fall foliage.

      Jenny sat with her hands in her lap, looking out the window. The dinner was yummy, Italian was her favorite, and she’d ordered the eggplant parmesan special. The company and conversation with Ben’s family were equally lovely. She enjoyed being with them all very much.

      Beneath the table, she nervously fiddled with the ring on her left hand—Ben put it there earlier and she wasn’t taking it off—turning the diamond into her palm. She didn’t want Ben’s parents to see the ring until he was ready to tell them they were engaged.

      In her heart of hearts, she already felt welcomed into the family—but honestly, she didn’t know them that well and their reaction worried her a little. She could only imagine the look of shock on her own parents’ faces when they would tell them, and the subsequent line of questioning and doubt. She sure hoped that was not the scenario they were facing with Ben’s parents.

      Quit going down that rabbit hole, Jenny. Ben’s parents are nothing like yours.

      Shifting a little in her seat, she nodded toward the window, changing the direction of her thoughts. “It’s so beautiful here. This view looks like a picture in a magazine,” Jenny commented. She glanced up as the server started clearing their table. “I don’t believe I’ve ever seen anything so pretty in all my life.”
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