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“The end,” Eloise said quietly as she closed the book.  Gilbert and Louise had gone to sleep so quickly tonight that she skipped most of the story.  Eloise put the book on the nightstand and turned out the lights as she left the bedroom.

Eloise Danebury was working as a nanny for James and Julia Parker during the summer between her junior and senior year of college.  She had only been working for the Parkers for a few weeks but already loved them all.  Julia was a beautiful young woman who had met the much older James several years after his first wife had passed away.  The two children that she had been hired to care for were adorable and the family had asked if she would help out when she was home from school for the holidays.  Eloise had agreed immediately.

On her last night with the Parker family, they had a picnic in the living room and the following morning James drove her home.  One week later, she packed her suitcases once again, this time for school.  Her father, Harold, loaded up the car and drove her the two hours to school.  She was eager to get back into her routine and was also anxious to see her longtime beau Howard Brandt.  They had started dating during their sophomore year of college and begun talking about marriage before the end of the previous school year.  The first few days back were chaotic as everyone was trying to settle into their apartments and locate their friends.  Eloise was just putting away some groceries when there was a knock on the door.  She smiled as she went to open it.  Howard was coming over tonight and she was pretty sure what they were going to discuss – her roommate, Cynthia, had seen Howard coming out of a jewelry store downtown carrying a small bag.

By the end of the evening, Howard and Eloise were engaged.

When Christmas break came, Eloise told the Parkers of her marriage plans.  She also told them that after the wedding in June she would be moving with Howard to his hometown where he would work on the farm with his father.  Everyone was disappointed after hearing the news, but with Christmas right around the corner Louise and Gilbert couldn’t stay sad for too long.  They ran over to the tree and took out a small box.

“I helped wrap it,” Gilbert said proudly as he handed her the gift.

“And I helped pick it out,” Louise chimed in.

“We wanted to give you something to express our appreciation for taking care of the kids last summer,” Julia said.  Eloise tore the wrapping and opened the box.  Inside she found a Christmas ornament, or rather half of a Christmas ornament.  It was a half-sphere made of glass, but the edges were jagged, as if someone had broken it in half.  Part of a nativity scene was painted on it.

“It’s very pretty,” Eloise said slowly.  She wasn’t sure what to make of the half-ornament.  James noticed her confusion and pulled out a box from behind him.

“We have the other half,” he said as he held up the other half of the ornament to create a perfect sphere with a beautifully painted nativity scene on it.  Eloise looked up at the ornaments hanging together and realized how perfect the gift was.  Now they would all have something to remember each other by.

“Thank you so much.  It’s perfect,” Eloise said tearfully.  Louise and Gilbert jumped on her for hugs and kisses.

*           *           *

November 2007

Matthew Brandt was finally taking a vacation.  After the fall harvest had been brought in he had been working almost non-stop doing odd jobs around town.  He was known as the fix-it man.  It was an apt title.  In college he had taken courses in plumbing, carpentry, and residential electrical wiring and during the summers he would help his mom out around the house.  Soon all of her friends were calling him for small jobs and before he knew it, every weekend he was home from school was filled with activity.  After he graduated, he moved into a house in his hometown and worked for his dad on the farm.  When he wasn’t on the farm he could usually be found in someone’s basement, kitchen, bathroom, or wherever there was something that needed to be fixed.  Between the farm and his fix-it business he didn’t have time for much of a social life.  He usually set aside at least one Saturday a month to go out with his friends, but even those were being cut out because by the end of the week he was so exhausted all he wanted to do was sleep.  His mother had noticed that he was losing weight and often had dark circles under his eyes.  One Sunday when he was at his parent’s house for dinner, his mother suggested that he take a vacation.

Matthew took her advice and started looking for a vacation destination that would appeal to him.  He eliminated most of the typical locations as they were mostly for couples or families.  He also wanted to go somewhere quiet.  Finally, he settled on a small bed and breakfast outside of Duluth.  He called and made reservations for the week after Thanksgiving.

Matthew arrived at the Huckleberry Inn on Sunday afternoon.  The owners, Mr. and Mrs. Masterson had given him the largest room in their house and had provided him with a brochure of all the local sights and attractions.  He spent the first couple of days exploring the land surrounding the Huckleberry Inn.  He went into Duluth for dinner on Tuesday evening and was just driving back up to the Inn when he noticed a path at the back of the house.  Curious about where this path led and why he hadn’t seen it before, he parked his car and started down the path.  It wound around the back of the inn to a shed.  Through a stand of trees behind the shed he could see Lake Superior.  He continued down the path to the shore.  When Matthew got there, he finally understood why people paid millions of dollars for property along the lake.  There was a slight breeze and an almost-full moon.  A few ripples on the water mottled the reflection.  It looked like a postcard.  He didn’t know how long he had stood there, but he noticed that the wind had picked up and he was quite cold.  He turned and walked up the path that led back to the inn.

At breakfast the next morning, Mrs. Masterson suggested that he visit some of the local shops along the highway.

“There are quite a few stores with some unique items, from antiques to hand-made wood furniture.  Christmas is right around the corner and it’s never too early to start shopping.”

Matthew liked that idea.  That morning he saw a number of shops geared towards tourists.  He was looking for something more unique.  He was about to turn around when he caught a glimpse of a sign at the end of a driveway.

Second Time Around

Antiques

1 Mile
The sign looked old and weathered, but he had a hunch that it had been distressed to make it look like it had been there for fifty years.  He turned around at the first opportunity and found the driveway for the antique store.  When he parked his car he noticed that there was one other vehicle in the parking lot and two women were loading several boxes into the trunk.  He walked into the store and his senses were assaulted on many different levels.  The lights on the ceiling were placed specifically to illuminate different sections of the store while white fairly lights wound in and around many of the shelves.  There were several scents wafting through the air.  He could smell apple cider, cinnamon, and cookies.  He was looking at some lanterns when he heard the door open and a woman came in.

“Good afternoon.  I’m Anne Reynolds,” she said.  Anne was dressed in jeans and a dark brown sweater.  Her dark blond hair hung in soft curls around her face.  “Are you looking for something in particular?” she asked him.

“Not really, I’m up here on vacation and I saw the sign and decided to stop in,” Matthew answered.

“Let me know if you have any questions,” Anne said as she walked behind the counter.  She lifted a box onto the counter and began taking out ornaments for her Christmas tree.  Most stores had their Christmas decorations out before Halloween but Anne preferred to wait until after Thanksgiving.  She kept an eye on her good-looking customer as he moved to peruse her selection of ceramics in a side room.  Anne sold mostly antiques, but she devoted one section of her store to local artists.

Anne was so engrossed in decorating her small tree behind the counter that she didn’t hear Matthew’s approach.  Matthew had been curious to see what kind of decorations she put on her tree so he had slowly wandered over to the counter.

“Oh!” Anne cried as she turned around to find Matthew watching her.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you.  I was just looking at your ornaments.”  Matthew said.

“I didn’t hear you walk over.  You must have found every spot on the floor that doesn’t creak,” Anne said smiling.  Matthew chuckled at her statement.  He was looking at the tree as Anne took out a decorative box and untied the ribbon around it.  She gingerly lifted out the ornament and was about to hang it on the tree when Matthew spoke.

“May I see that one?” he asked with interest.  The ornament looked very familiar to him, but he wasn’t sure where he had seen it before.  Anne carefully handed him the ornament so he could look it over.  Matthew held tightly onto the string so he wouldn’t drop it.  He turned the ornament over and looked at the nativity scene painted on the side and suddenly he realized what he was holding.

“Where did you get this?” he asked Anne as he handed her the ornament.  Anne held it up to the light and gazed at it.

“My mom gave it to me when I opened the store.  She had gotten it from her parents when she got married.  Mom told me that when she was little they gave the other half of the ornament to a girl who had babysat her and my Uncle Gilbert one summer.”  Anne turned around and found just the right branch for the ornament and hung it carefully.  She turned around to see a stunned Matthew looking at her.

“What was their nanny’s name?” he asked her.

“I think it was Eloise,” Anne told him.  As she said the name, a grin spread across Matthew’s face.  Goodness, she thought, he was handsome.  He was wearing jeans and one of those plaid flannel jackets.  Her dad had had one when she was young and she loved wearing it.  Matthew’s broad shoulders filled out the jacket very well.  His dark hair had a slightly wind-blown look to it but instead of looking messy it made him look ruggedly handsome.

“My grandmother’s name was Eloise.  And she had an ornament much like this one.  I think I remember my Grandma telling me that she got the ornament from a family she worked for one summer.”

“Your grandma must have been the nanny that my parents told me about.”  Anne was only slightly surprised.  Having been interested in antiques since she was in high school, Anne had often found that people and the things they’ve owned often find their way back to each other.

Matthew, on the other hand was completely stunned.  His grandma had told him about the ornament when he had seen it on her tree.  He had never expected to meet anyone from the family that she had cared for all those years ago.

“You look like you could use a drink.  I was just going to take a quick break.  Would you like to join me for some cider and cookies?” Anne asked him.

Matthew agreed and followed her to a small table that was set next to the staircase.  Anne went into the kitchen and poured two cups of hot cider and piled cookies and bars onto a plate and brought them to the table.  As they ate they talked about their families and their own lives until the door opened to admit another customer.  Anne told Matthew to stay and enjoy his cider while she helped the customer.  Matthew didn’t mind one bit.  It gave him a chance to study Anne.  She was beautiful.  His hands itched with the need to run them through her wavy hair.  He somehow knew it would be just as soft as it looked.  Her sweater hugged her generous curves just perfectly.  Matthew had never understood why anyone would want a woman that was pencil-thin.  He loved curvy women.  After Anne had sent another satisfied customer on their way she returned to the table to finish her cider.  Matthew was interested in spending more time with Anne so he broached the subject as she nibbled on one last cookie.

“I was wondering…” he began.  At Anne’s nod he continued.  “What are your plans for dinner tonight?”

“I don’t have any plans for tonight.  I live upstairs so I don’t have far to go after the shop closes.”

“Why don’t I come back after you’re closed and we’ll go into town for a nice dinner?  I’d really like to talk to you some more and I know you have work to do.”  Matthew got up as Anne took his cup and plate into the kitchen.

“That sounds nice,” Anne said as she put their cups and plates in the sink.  “The shop closes at seven,” she told him as she walked back into the store.

“Why don’t I just meet you here then?” he asked.

“I’ll see you at seven.”  Anne smiled at Matthew.  He turned towards the door and when he opened it, he turned around.

“See you tonight,” he said.  Matthew walked out of the store and to his car.  Once he was back at the inn, he called his mother.

“You’ll never guess who I met today,” he said after she answered.

“Who?” his mother asked.

“Anne Reynolds.  Her mom was one of the kids that Grandma Eloise looked after one summer.”

“Where did you meet her?  How did you know who she was?” his mother asked both questions so quickly that they seemed to be one long sentence.

Matthew told her about the antique store and the ornament.

“It’s a small world.” Evangeline said.  They talked for a few more minutes about how Matthew’s vacation was going and then they hung up.

Matthew and Anne had a delightful evening.  After dinner, they walked around Duluth enjoying the cool air and the crunch of leaves under their feet.  As Matthew pulled up to Anne’s house, he asked if she would like to go to dinner again.  He suggested that they have dinner the next night at the Huckleberry Inn.  Anne knew the Mastersons and agreed immediately.  Mrs. Masterson often came into the store to find a new knick-knack for one of her guest rooms.  After he had confirmed that Anne knew how to get to the inn, they said goodnight.  When Matthew was at breakfast the next morning he asked Mrs. Masterson about dinner.

“We’d love to have you join us for dinner.  Would you like me to make anything special?” Mrs. Masterson asked.

“No, I don’t want you to go to any trouble.  Would it be all right if I brought a guest with me?  I’ve asked Anne, the owner of that antique store down the road, to come for dinner.” Matthew inquired.

“Of course!” Mrs. Masterson said with a twinkle in her eye.  When she suggested that Matthew visit the antique stores in the area, she had hoped that he would stop at Anne’s shop.  Anne needed a good man in her life and Mrs. Masterson wasn’t above a little meddling to help Anne find him.

With breakfast concluded, Matthew grabbed a book and drove into Duluth.  He watched the boats go under the Aerial Lift Bridge for a while, then found a quiet little café and read for the rest of the afternoon.  He made it back to the inn with just enough time to shower and dress before dinner.  He wanted to be downstairs before Anne arrived.  Mr. Masterson had just carried in a plate of cheese and crackers when a knock sounded at the door.  He suggested that Matthew open it and he would go see how Mrs. Masterson was doing in the kitchen.  Matthew opened the door and was stunned.  A light snow had started to fall and Anne’s hair and coat had a dusting of snowflakes.  It made her glow in the light of the porch lamp.  Matthew ushered her in and took her coat.  Anne walked into the cozy living room and sat down on the sofa.

“Would you like something to drink?” Matthew asked.

“A glass of wine would be nice,” she replied.

Matthew poured two glasses of red wine that Mrs. Masterson had set out earlier.  He brought them over to the sofa and sat down next to Anne.  Matthew told her about his relaxing day.  Anne responded by telling an amusing story of a customer who came into her store that day.  She was just finishing up when Mrs. Masterson came in to announce that dinner was ready.  They all sat down at the table and ate a delicious meal of chicken stew and biscuits.  When the meal was finished, Mrs. Masterson suggested that Matthew and Anne go into the living room while she and her husband cleared the table.  A few minutes later, they reappeared in the living room each carrying a tray.  Mrs. Masterson served the coffee while Mr. Masterson handed them warm plates of fresh apple crisp with ice cream and caramel sauce.  After everyone was finished with their desserts, the Mastersons said goodnight and left Matthew and Anne alone.

“Would you like to take a walk to the shore?” Matthew asked Anne.

“I’d love to,” Anne replied.  Matthew went to the closet and took out both their coats.  He set his on the back of a chair while he helped Anne into hers.  He also found a box of gloves.  Matthew figured they must have been left at the inn by previous guests because he had trouble finding two that were alike.  Anne dug through the box and found a purple glove and a green glove that fit her fairly well.  Matthew had found one gray and one black glove.  Together they walked out the door and around to the path in back of the inn.  Since it was dark and the path had several curves, Matthew took Anne’s hand.  Several minutes later they emerged from the trees and stood by the shore of Lake Superior.  Hand in hand they stood silently for several minutes.

“It’s beautiful,” Anne whispered.

They spoke for a few minutes and when Matthew saw Anne shudder from the cold he suggested they go back to the inn.  When they walked in they saw a plate of cookies and a carafe filled with apple cider on the table.  Next to it was a note that simply read, “Enjoy.”  Anne poured two steaming mugs of cider while Matthew put their coats and gloves in the closet.  They sat on the sofa and talked quietly about their families and lives.  When the apple cider was gone, Anne looked at the clock.

“Goodness, I didn’t realize it was so late,” she said.  Matthew looked at the clock and saw that it was after one in the morning.  He felt guilty when he realized that Anne wouldn’t get much sleep that night.  Once again Matthew helped Anne put her coat on and walked her out to her car.  As they stood in the warm glow from the porch light Matthew put his hands on her waist, leaned down and brushed the gentlest of kisses on her lips.  When he began to pull his head away, Anne slid her hands into his hair and pulled his face down to hers again.  At the end of the kiss, Matthew smiled at the dreamy look on Anne’s face.  He gave her another slow kiss, said a quiet goodnight, and watched as she got into her car and drove away.

All too early the next morning, a steady knocking on his door woke Matthew.  Knowing that Mrs. Masterson would only wake him up for an important reason, he rolled out of bed and padded to the door.  When he opened the door he saw a worried look on Mrs. Masterson’s face.

“I’m so sorry to wake you so early, Matthew,” Mrs. Masterson said apologetically.  “But Anne called just a few minutes ago.  She has a leaky pipe in her downstairs bathroom and she can’t get a hold of any plumbers in town.  I would ask my husband, but he’s gone to get a load of wood and won’t be back for over an hour.  I know you’re on vacation, but you mentioned that you did this kind of work at home and I thought that maybe you could help.”

As soon as Mrs. Masterson had mentioned a leaky pipe he had mentally begun a list of possible causes and what kind of tools he would need to fix it.

“Of course I can go over.  Does your husband keep any tools around the house or shed?” Matthew asked as he went to the dresser to get some clothes.

“I’ll get them and meet you at the door,” Mrs. Masterson said.  She closed the door and went to find her husband’s toolbox.  Matthew knew how damaging water could be when it was continuously leaking so he opted not to shower for now and got dressed as quickly as possible.  After a few minutes he came downstairs to find Mrs. Masterson at the door waiting with a toolbox and a travel mug that she had filled with coffee.  He took both from her along and got into his car.  He drove the short distance to Anne’s shop and as soon as he parked the car he saw Anne come out of the house.  He grabbed the toolbox and met her on the porch.

“Thank you so much for coming.  None of the plumbers I called would come out until after eight this morning, even when I mentioned that it was an emergency,” Anne told him as they walked into the store.  She led him to a small door tucked under the staircase near the table where they had eaten cookies the previous day.  He saw the trail of towels laid on the floor to catch the water and set the toolbox down on top of the toilet tank.  He opened the cabinet door and saw a steady stream of water coming from one of the pipes.

“Okay.  This looks like something I can handle.  Do you have a large pan that might fit underneath here to catch some of this water?  A deep pan would be perfect.”  Anne ran to the kitchen and found her blue and white speckled pan and brought it into the bathroom.  Matthew took it from her and placed it under the pipes.

“Why didn’t I think of that?” Anne asked.

“Most people don’t immediately think of a way to hold the water.  They just want to prevent it from moving so they put down towels,” Matthew told her as he began to pick up the towels on the floor.  He placed them in the sink and went into the basement to turn off the water.  With the water off, Matthew was able to fix the leak and cleaned up the floor around the sink.  He finished and went into the kitchen to find Anne filling two mugs with coffee.

“You’re all set.  It was just a nut on the pipe that hadn’t been properly tightened.  You shouldn’t have any more trouble with it,” Matthew told her as she handed him a mug.

“How much do I owe you?” Anne asked.

“Nothing,” Matthew answered.

“I have to pay you something.  I feel terrible about getting you out of bed so early.  Why don’t I cook you breakfast before you leave?”

“That sounds good.”  Matthew left to put the tools back into his car and on his way back into the store he called Mrs. Masterson and told her that he wouldn’t be back in time for breakfast.  When he walked into the kitchen he was amazed at the wonderful smells already coming from the oven.

“Have a seat at the table.  Breakfast will be ready in a jiffy,” Anne told him as she pulled the milk out of the refrigerator.  Matthew sat down and watched her work.  She was so graceful.  He was always dropping and spilling things in the kitchen.  Anne seemed to have an innate ability to know when something needed stirring or seasoning.  She twirled in circles as she moved from the stove to the sink, to the refrigerator and back again.  Watching her Matthew could imagine dancing with her in the kitchen and before he knew it he had walked over to her and put one arm around her waist and taken her hand with the other.  Anne smiled as they danced.  She laughed as he twirled her in a circle.

“The muffins!” Anne cried as the buzzer on the oven went off.  She collided with Matthew in her rush to get to the oven before her muffins burned and they both ended up on the floor.  They burst out laughing as Matthew pulled Anne to her feet.  He grabbed the potholders from the counter and took the muffins out of the oven.

“They’re a little bit dark. We’ll just use more butter,” he said laughingly as he placed them on a trivet.  Anne came over to look at them.  They were more brown than golden, but they still looked edible.  They finished putting the rest of the dishes on the table and finally sat down to eat.

“You have a few days left of your vacation.  What are your plans?” Anne asked when they were almost done with breakfast.

Matthew took one last swallow of coffee as he pondered that question, “I don’t have any specific plans.”

“Would you be willing to do a favor for me?” she asked.

“Sure.  What’s the favor?”

“Follow me,” Anne said as she got up from the table.  Matthew went with her to the basement where she showed him an almost finished table.  She ran her hands along the top of it, almost caressing the wood.  When she looked up at him again her eyes were bright with tears.

“This is beautiful work.  Did you make this?” he asked.

“No, my father did.  He passed away before he could finish.”  Matthew moved to stand next to her and put his arm around her waist.  Anne did the same and leaned her head on his shoulder.  “He was making it as a display table for the front room upstairs.”

Matthew leaned in slightly to feel the wood.  It had been sanded smooth and the table had been assembled.  All it really needed was a few coats of stain and a sealant and it would be beautiful.

“It’s made of cherry, right?” Matthew asked.

“Yes.  I’ve always loved the look of cherry.  He had everything bought, but he got sick before he could finish.”

“When did he pass away?” Matthew asked quietly.

“It will be a year in just a couple of weeks.”  Anne’s voice had become shaky.  Matthew turned and put both his arms around her.  They stood like that until they heard a knock on the door upstairs.  Anne looked at her watch and realized that the store should have been open several minutes ago.

“I need to open the store upstairs,” she said.  “You can stay down here if you want.”  And with that Anne ran up the stairs to greet her first customer.  She hadn’t gotten the chance to actually ask Matthew what she wanted but he had understood anyway.  She wanted him to finish the table her dad had been making.  Matthew was flattered that she would want him to finish something that obviously meant so much to her.  He took one more look at the table and went upstairs.  He found Anne at the counter talking to a customer as she wrapped a glass ornament in tissue paper.  Since she was still busy, he walked back to the kitchen and began cleaning up the breakfast dishes.  He had just loaded everything into the dishwasher when Anne came in.

“Thank you,” Anne said as she walked toward the coffee pot.  She filled both their mugs and they carried them back into the front room of the store.  Matthew set his mug on the counter and looked at Anne.  She looked beautiful this morning.  She was wearing a dark green turtleneck under a red and green plaid, flannel jacket.  It looked far too big for her and he realized that it must have belonged to her father.  Her hair was as wavy as it had been the night before and once again Matthew had to suppress the urge to sink his hands into it.

“We never did get around to you asking me your favor, although I think I can guess what it is,” Matthew said.

“No, I didn’t.  You mentioned once that you do some carpentry work at home.  Would you be willing to finish the table for me?”

Matthew smiled and leaned in to kiss her.  “I’d be honored,” he said.  He finished his coffee and then went to the basement and began working on the table.  When lunchtime came, Anne called from the top of the stairs that she had lunch prepared and he could come up whenever he was ready.  Matthew stopped at the small bathroom under the stairs to wash his hands.

“The first coat of stain is almost dry.  If I don’t get done today, I’ll come back tomorrow to finish if that’s all right with you,” Matthew said as he sat down at the table where they had eaten cookies the day before.

”Of course.  I’m really glad that you’re finishing it.  I really wanted to have it in the store when my mom comes for Christmas.”  This was the first that Anne had mentioned her Christmas plans so Matthew inquired further.

“Do you have any other family that comes for Christmas or is it just you and your mom?” he asked.

“After Dad passed away last year, my mom couldn’t imagine spending the holidays in her house so I suggested she come help me at the store.  We both needed the support and I really appreciated the help in the store.  When we started talking about this Christmas I suggested that she come visit again.  She’ll arrive around the eighteenth or nineteenth and stay until after January first,” Anne told him.

“I can’t imagine how hard last Christmas was for you,” Matthew said as he rubbed her arm.  Anne smiled at the comforting touch.

“What does your family do for Christmas?” she asked him.

“My brother Ken comes back home from Chicago and he and I stay at my parents house for a few days.  Mom stays home while my dad, Ken, and I go out and find the perfect tree.  Once we bring the tree home we leave it up for a day before we decorate it.  My mom says she needs to “feel” what kind of tree it will be.  Each year the decorations have a different theme.  Sometimes we make paper ornaments and paper chains.  Other years we’ve made a popcorn and cranberry garland and decorated with gingerbread men.”  Matthew chuckled.

Anne was intrigued by his smirk and asked, “What?”

“You know those square soda crackers that you eat when you’re sick?”  Matthew asked.  At Anne’s nod he continued.  “One year, after my parents had gone to bed, Ken and I snuck into the kitchen and strung fishing line through the holes and hung them on the tree.  We even took bites out of a few to make them round.  We tried desperately to create snowflakes, but the crackers are just to fragile for that and we ended up eating almost have the box.”

By the end of the story Anne was laughing so hard she had tears in her eyes.  “I can just imagine your mother’s face when she came downstairs,” she said still laughing.

“She really liked the idea.  The next year there was a bag of those holiday shaped pretzels and a roll of fishing line set out with the ornaments.”

“I think I’d like your mom.  She sounds like a fantastic woman,” Anne said as she began cleaning up the lunch dishes.  Matthew didn’t even think before his next sentence.

“I’m sure she’d love to meet you.  Especially with the connection to Grandma Eloise.”  An idea was now forming in Matthew’s head and he couldn’t wait to ask Anne his next question.

“Why don’t you and your mom come with me to our Christmas?  I know my mom would love to have the company.”

Anne was surprised at his suggestion but the more she thought about it, the more she liked it.

“I’ll talk to my mom and see what she says,” she answered.  Matthew pulled her into his arms and kissed her quickly before going back downstairs to work on the table.

The following morning, Matthew arrived at the store shortly after Anne had opened and he finished the last coat of sealant on the table and came upstairs.

“Once this coat dries I’ll move the table upstairs so you might want to start making space for it,” he told her.  Once again Anne had managed to look absolutely gorgeous while wearing simple clothes.  Her dark purple sweater set off her light complexion and her blue jeans were slightly paint-spattered, but they fit her curves perfectly.

“I can’t wait to see it,” Anne said excitedly.  She began clearing a space right in the middle of the front room.  She had a wrought iron Christmas tree that she had found at a garage sale this past summer that would look great on top of the table.  It would be the perfect place to display some of her antique ornaments.  She began reorganizing the room and had just finished when Matthew called from the hallway.

“Go stand behind the counter and close your eyes,” he told her.  She did as he said and her hands shook with anticipation.  She could hear him shuffling along the floor slowly.  Matthew took his steps carefully to avoid knocking anything over.  Once he set the table down he walked to the counter where Anne stood, her eyes still closed.

“Keep your eyes closed and give me your hand,” he said.  She took his hand and he guided her to the front of the store.  He turned her around so she faced the table.  “Open your eyes.”

Tears immediately formed in Anne’s eyes as she looked at the table that the father she loved and the man she was growing to love had made for her.  She reached her hand out and placed it flat on the table.  With her other hand she took Matthew’s and held it for a moment.  She turned to Matthew and placed her hands on his cheeks.

“Thank you,” she whispered before she kissed him.  Matthew wrapped his arms around her and returned her kiss.

“I made you something else while I was downstairs,” Matthew said.  He went downstairs and quickly returned with a small piece of wood.  He handed it to her.

Anne turned the wood over and saw the words that had been painted on it.

To my Anne

Love,

Dad

2006

Matthew had found the piece lying on the floor when he had been cleaning up.  At first he thought it was just a piece of scrap wood and almost threw it out before he realized what it was.  He sanded the edges and sealed it when he had put the last coat on the table.

Anne found herself crying again and threw her arms around Matthew.

“Dad must have made this before he stopped working on the table,” Anne said as she hugged Matthew even harder.

Anne finally let go of Matthew and placed the small wooden block on the table.  They both stood looking at it until they heard a car pull up.  Anne dried the tears from her cheeks and Matthew moved away.  When the door opened it revealed a woman who looked surprisingly like Anne.

“Mom!” Anne cried as she saw her mother walk in the store.  Louise Reynolds hugged her daughter tightly.

“Annie, how are you?” Louise asked.

“I’m wonderful, Mom,” Anne replied.  Louise was about to ask another question when she noticed there was someone else in the store.  She turned to find a handsome man standing near the counter.  He was obviously not a customer but before Louise could ask about him, her daughter took her by the hand and brought her over to the counter.

“Mom, this is Matthew Brandt.  He’s Eloise Danebury’s grandson,” Anne informed her.  Louise was shocked to hear the name of her favorite childhood nanny.

“Eloise’s grandson?” she asked him.

“Yes, ma’am.  Grandma told me all about you and Gilbert when I was little.  Of course, now that I’ve met you, I realize that we’ve met briefly once before.  You came to Grandma’s funeral, didn’t you?” Matthew asked.

“Why yes!  Now I remember you.  That was several years ago,” Louise said.  “How on earth did you two meet?”

Anne excused herself to get refreshments from the kitchen while Matthew explained the last week’s events.  She came back into the front room just as Matthew was telling Louise about the leaky faucet.  Anne set the tray on the counter and took her mother’s hand.

“He finished Dad’s table for me,” Anne told her mother.  Anne took Louise’s hand and brought her to the table.  Louise put her hand on the table just as Anne had.  She closed her eyes for a minute and when she opened them Anne was holding the small block of wood.

“Look what else Matthew found downstairs,” Anne said as she turned the block over.  Louise began crying in earnest when she saw her husband’s handwriting on the block.  She hugged Anne tightly and they stood that way for several minutes.  When the two had dried their tears Louise walked over to Matthew and hugged him.

“Thank you,” she said quietly.

“You’re both very welcome,” Matthew replied.  Anne realized there had been too many tears this morning and shared Matthew’s suggestion of visiting his family for Christmas.

Louise didn’t even blink before saying, “We’d love to!”  Matthew called his mother to tell her there would be two guests for Christmas.  Louise took that time to take her suitcase upstairs.  When Matthew was done with his phone call he turned to Anne.

“She’s ecstatic,” Matthew told her.  Suddenly, he realized that since Anne’s mother had arrived early he wouldn’t be able to take Anne out for dinner on his last night of vacation.  He was about to mention it to Anne when Louise came back downstairs.

“Anne, I hope you don’t mind that I came early.  There just didn’t seem any point to staying at home for an extra week.  Besides, I thought you’d be lonely here all by yourself,” she said winking at Matthew.

“You’re welcome anytime, Mom.  You know that,” Anne replied.

“Why don’t you let me look after the store this afternoon,” Louise suggested.  “I’m sure you two can find something better to do than hang out with an old lady like me.”

Matthew loved the idea of spending the entire afternoon and evening with Anne.   “It is my last night here,” he mentioned.

“I’ll go get my coat,” Anne told him.  Soon she was bundled into Matthew’s car and they were speeding down the highway.

The next morning, Matthew stopped by the store before he left for home.  He told both Anne and Louise that he would call and email all the information they needed for Christmas.  He also told them that his mother would probably be calling as well.  Anne walked him back out to his car.

“I’ll miss you,” she said as they got to the car.

“I’ll miss you, too,” Matthew said.  They stood holding each other for a few minutes.  Matthew leaned down to kiss Anne just as another car came driving into the parking lot.

“I’ll see you at Christmas,” he told her.  Far too soon, he had gotten into his car and was driving away.

Both Matthew and his mother made several phone calls to Anne and Louise to discuss the Christmas plans.  Finally the day came when Anne and Louise were to arrive at the Brandt house.  Matthew had arrived that morning and helped his mother get the rooms ready for them.  Evangeline insisted that Anne and Louise have separate rooms so Matthew and Ken would be forced to sleep on the floor.  When Anne and Louise arrived there were hugs all around.  Evangeline showed them to their rooms as Matthew brought in their luggage.  In the next few days a pattern emerged; during the day Anne and Louise would help Evangeline in all the Christmas preparations and in the evenings Matthew would arrive to take Anne out.  They often went to his house to have a quiet evening alone and talk.

On Christmas Eve, everyone joined in the tree decorating process.  After everyone had gone to sleep, Matthew snuck into Anne’s room.  She was sitting on her bed reading.

“Hi,” he said.

“Hi.”  Anne put her book down.  Matthew seemed nervous.  She slid over and patted the bed next to her and waited for him to sit.  Matthew paced for a few seconds, then finally sat down on the bed.  He turned to look at Anne and nervously played with the ties on the quilt covering the bed.

“I wanted to talk to you about something,” he finally said.

“Okay,” Anne said nodding.

Matthew didn’t know where to start or how to say what he wanted to say so he just blurted out, “I love you.”

Anne took his hands in hers and smiled.  “I love you, too, Matthew.”

Matthew released the breath that he didn’t realize he’d been holding.  He leaned against the headboard and Anne curled up next to him.  Now that he was sure of Anne’s feelings he couldn’t wait to state his case.

“How do you think and antique store would do here in town?” he asked her.

“Are you thinking of branching out?” Anne teased.

“Not really.  I was just wondering how a store like ‘Second Time Around’ would do in this area.”

“I think this would be a perfect place for my store,” Anne told him.

“How would you feel about moving here?”

“What exactly are you asking, Matthew?” Anne prodded.

Matthew turned to face Anne, took a deep breath and plunged on.  “Will you marry me?”

Anne threw her arms around his neck and breathed, “Yes!”

The next morning, after all the gifts had been opened Matthew stood up.  He looked at everyone gathered in this room and began.  “Many years ago, James and Julia Parker tied our families together with a Christmas ornament.  Today, I’d like to build on that relationship by telling you that Anne and I are engaged!”

The reactions that followed that announcement could only be described as chaotic.  Matthew and Anne were hugged and kissed by just about everyone in the room.  The rest of the day was spent reminiscing about Christmases past and making plans for the future.

One year later

Matthew and Anne Brandt opened the packages from each of their mothers at the same time.  They each held up one half of the nativity ornament.  They hung both halves on the small tree that stood on top of the cherry table.

“Merry Christmas, Matthew.”

“Merry Christmas, Anne.”

