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“The plane is about to make its descent into Chicago Midway Airport.  Please fasten your seat belts and return all trays to an upright position.  The flight attendants will be coming through to collect any items you wish to place in the trash.  Thank you for flying with us.  We know you have choices when it comes to your travel plans, and we are pleased that you chose Southwest Airlines.”  Ben stretched and looked out the window.  He could see the snow-covered rooftops below.  It was Christmas in Chicago and it was always cold, but beautiful.  Ben smiled to himself as he thought of his Uncle Charles and Aunt Sarah.  He was coming to visit them for the Christmas holiday, just as he had for the last three years.  Ben was born and raised in Miami.  He had never known cold and snow at Christmas time.  He enjoyed having picnics on the beach on Christmas Eve and backyard cookouts during the holiday season in Miami.  His family was small – just Ben and his mother in Miami, and his uncle and aunt in Chicago.  They had no children of their own, and had always spoiled Ben from the time he was born.  He had a few other distant cousins, but he had long since lost track of them.  But three years ago, just two weeks before Christmas, his mother had passed away from breast cancer.  Since then, Ben could not bear to spend Christmas at home.  So each year, he flew to Chicago to his Aunt and Uncle’s where they would spend the holidays together.  He loved the hustle and bustle of shopping at the malls, walking on Michigan Avenue watching, eating lunch at the Walnut Room Restaurant at Macy’s on State Street and seeing children wide-eyed with wonder and anticipation as they gazed at all the decorations up and down the streets and in the store windows.  

He arrived at the house welcomed by the smell of chocolate chip cookies baking in the oven.  Aunt Sarah knew they were his favorite.  He remembered her bringing him a fresh baked batch every time she came to Miami to visit.  He had so many fond memories of his childhood, and he would never have believed in a million years that his mother would be gone so soon.  He pushed those thoughts to the back of his mind as he sat his bag down in the foyer and hugged his aunt and uncle.  

“Merry Christmas, Ben!” they said.  

“Merry Christmas guys” Ben said as he looked around.  “Wow, Aunt Sarah you have really gone all out with the decorations this year.”  

“Yes” she winked at Ben, “I decided to add a little something extra.  We’re having some special guests for Christmas dinner.”  Ben and his uncle exchanged a look, and Aunt Sarah knew exactly what they meant.  

“I’m sorry,” said his uncle as he shrugged his shoulders.  “I told her not to try anything, but you know your Aunt Sarah.  She’s on a mission.”  Ben laughed and shook his head.  

“Okay, Auntie, I’m going to freshen up.  See you in a little bit.”

Ever since her sister had died, Sarah had been concerned about Ben’s social life.  She of course understood the pain of losing a parent, but she told her husband that she was afraid that Ben would never get married or have children.  Charles told her to just give him some time, after all it had only been three years, and that he would come around.  But each Christmas, Sarah somehow arranged a dinner or an outing or an impromptu visit that always involved a young woman Ben’s age.  Ben and his uncle Charles always got a kick of it.  They knew she meant well, and they also knew that they would not be able to change her.  So they just played along.  Secretly, Ben enjoyed the matchmaking “game” but so far, none of the women he met captured his attention enough to be more than a friend.  

Ben was 20 years old in his junior year in college when his mom died.  Now at 23, he was in graduate school pursuing his Master’s in Education.  His mother had been a math teacher, and Ben was following in her footsteps.  He pulled out his phone and brought up her picture.  He kissed it and said “Merry Christmas, Mom.  I love you and miss you so much.”  Then he took a long hot shower and went downstairs to see if he could steal a cookie before dinner.

Dinner was wonderful, as usual.  Sarah always had turkey, ham, green bean casserole, macaroni and cheese, corn bread, candied yams, assorted salads, cakes and chocolate chip cookies exclusively for Ben.  “Get a good night’s sleep,” Sarah told Ben after they had finished dinner.  “Tomorrow we hit Michigan Avenue to do some shopping.”  Ben always looked forward to that. He kissed his uncle and aunt goodnight and went up to his room.

The next morning they had an early breakfast and headed out.  As they were pulling out of the garage, Ben caught sight of a young lady on the porch next door.  He thought to himself he didn’t remember seeing her on his visits before, and figured she must be visiting someone for the holidays.  Their eyes met for just a few seconds, and she gave him a smile and turned away.  Shopping on Michigan Avenue was great as usual, then on to lunch at Macy’s and looking at the window displays on State Street.  When they returned home, Ben glanced over at the house next door hoping that the girl would be there again.  He laughed to himself thinking “How silly of you.  She was probably someone visiting from who knows where and is most likely gone by now.”  But he couldn’t erase from his mind that 3-second glance, the eyes, the smile. . .  

Later that night after dinner, Ben tried to sound as casual as he could, “Aunt Sarah, is there a new family living next door?”  

“Not to my knowledge” she replied.  “Why do you ask?”  

“Oh no reason.  I just thought I saw someone on the porch that I didn’t recognize. Must have just been someone visiting for the holiday.”  

“Probably so” Aunt Sarah said.  “And speaking of visitors...”  

“Oh no, here we go!” Ben laughed.  He knew his aunt was about to tell him about her next match for him.  “Let’s hear it, Auntie.  Tell me about this wonderful girl you want me to meet who you are sure I will fall madly in love with at first sight.”  He and Uncle Charles laughed.  “That’s okay,” Aunt Sarah replied, “Laugh if you will, but this girl is very pretty.  And she’s studying to be a teacher, just like you.  So right away you have something in common.”  

“Okay,” Ben said.  “So far, so good.  Tell me more.”  He actually had started feeling that he might finally want to develop a relationship with someone.  He was just starting to slowly get over his mother, and it would be nice to have a woman in his life.  He was starting to feel that he was ready to share his life with someone.  He thought again of the smile from the girl next door.  Maybe he should try to find out for himself who she was.  Aunt Sarah would be totally outdone if he did that!  

“Well, this young
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