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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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