
  
    [image: Merry Christmas, Henry]
  


  
    
      Merry Christmas, Henry

      A Chicago Christmas 3

    

    
      
        Aubrey Wynne Owner

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Plato Publishing]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2013 by Aubrey Wynne

      All rights reserved.

      Names, characters, and incidents depicted in this book are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental and beyond the intent of the author or the publisher. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher. Published in the United States of America.

      Editing by The Editing Hall, Sherry Merry

      Cover Art by Imagination Uncovered, Taylor Sullivan

      ISBN: 978-0-9971841-4-3

      [image: Created with Vellum] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dedication

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      To Danny, my loving husband and Rock of Gibraltar. To Mindy, my sister, best friend, and constant muse.

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Accolades

      

      
        Preface

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

    

    
      
        Author’s Note

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Find Aubrey

      

      
        Sneek Peek

      

      
        More Contemporary by Aubrey Wynne

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Merry Christmas, Henry

        Winner of the Preditor and Editors Reader’s Choice Short Story Award:

        Merry Christmas, Henry 2013

        

        “Aubrey Wynne creates a character that’s easy to fall in love with…”

        ~Kishan Paul, author of Blind Love and Second Wife

        

        “Captivating Christmas Choice!”

        ~Kindle Book Review

        

        Dante’s Gift

        Winner of RWA’s Aspen Gold, Golden Quill, Heart of Excellence, and Maggie finalist.

        

        “Wonderfully poignant, holiday romantic tale that intertwines two love stories…”

        ~ Jersey Girl Book Reviews

        

        “A lovely sweet romance!”

        ~Book Addict

        

        Paper Love

        “It's a beautiful, yet entertaining ride in one of the sweetest love stories I've read…”

        ~ Yomari Suarez, Goodreads reviewer

        

        “This author has a knack for love stories that make your heart flutter.”

        ~ Books N’ Pearls Review

        

        Pete’s Mighty Purty Privies

        Winner of the Preditor and Editors Reader’s Choice Short Story Award

        

        “Expertly written and hysterical. You can’t go wrong with this one!

        ~Renea Mason, author of Symphony and Light and The Good Doctor series

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Preface

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Merry Christmas, Henry

      

      Henry, a shy and talented artist, moonlights as a security guard at a museum and loses his heart to a beautiful, melancholy woman in a painting. As his obsession grows, he finds a kindred soul who helps him in his search for happiness. On Christmas Eve, Henry dares to take a chance on love and fulfill his dream.
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      “The museum will be closing in five minutes. Please make your way to the nearest exit.”

      Henry tore his gaze from the painting, and looked around at the weekend crowd hurrying by. No one noticed him. He always blended into the background. Henry the Trifling—that would have been the title of his self-portrait. A soft sigh escaped as he pulled his gray coat over the frayed cuffs of a cotton shirt. There were extraordinary people and there were ordinary people. Henry considered himself less than ordinary. He was insignificant.

      “You’ll never amount to nothin’. Just like your worthless father.”

      He shrugged off the memory of his mother’s nagging image and looked toward the last group of art enthusiasts headed in his direction.

      This was his favorite part of the day. In a crush of people, everyone was equal. No one stood out in the sea of indistinguishable faces. There was no pressure to make witty or charming conversation. Henry liked people but had never been good at interaction. The anonymity of a crowd gave the illusion of belonging. For a man as painfully shy as Henry, it was the only way to mingle in a city like Chicago.

      Casting a last wistful look at the lady in the painting, Henry took a deep breath and eased into the middle of the exiting crowd. A large woman trying to grab her boisterous child knocked into his left shoulder. She distractedly patted a chubby hand at the obstruction and mumbled a quick apology without glancing his way. Henry smiled and nodded.

      The group approached the turnstile and bunched up, shoulder to shoulder, waiting for their turn to leave. Someone jostled him from the side and he felt the heat of another body against his back. He tried to absorb the vivid energy surrounding him. Last week a pretty woman had smiled at him. He had felt warm all the way home. He’d started painting her but had not yet decided on the setting. It had to be somewhere as beautiful and inviting as her smile—Venice, perhaps.

      Stepping onto the sidewalk, he buttoned his overcoat against the early November chill. Christmas lights intermingled with the traffic lights, blinking and glowing on the wet streets. The wind had picked up and people rushed by with their heads down. Henry pulled his collar up against the icy sting of a light rain and quickly walked the few blocks to his small apartment.

      Stopping in front of the dilapidated building, Henry looked up at his fourth floor window. He always left the light on so it seemed as if someone was home to greet him. He smiled as his thoughts returned to the woman in the painting. He would never forget that snowy December day she arrived at the museum. He had been working his usual graveyard shift and the day manager had needed help with a shipment arriving that morning.
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      “Hey, Henry, you want a little overtime?” the supervisor had asked. “Charlie called in sick and I could use an extra hand. Another rich collector remembered us in his will. We’ve got a pricey piece arriving in about an hour and I’d feel better with some extra security.”

      Henry tried to wipe the smile off his face. Five years in the city and he still felt like a country bumpkin. “Sure.”

      “The paper says a Rubens. Flemish, wasn’t he? But it’s a small one.”

      Henry gave a whistle. “Impressive.”

      “There’s a companion painting with it, artist unknown. We’ll have to find a spot for it in appreciation for the collector’s piece.”

      An hour later, Henry held a priceless painting in his hands. God, he loved this job.

      “The family probably figured they wouldn’t get any money out of the other one. But this one sure is a beauty,” the supervisor said as he reached for the Rubens.

      “Yes, indeed,” Henry replied, as his eyes landed on the second painting. “Striking.”

      Henry’s boss laughed. “I’m talking about this one, Bud. The little one is worth the big bucks!” His boss headed toward the office to start the paperwork on the new museum pieces.

      “Yes, of course,” he murmured, but his attention remained focused on the woman in the larger painting.

      She sat on the edge of a rocky cliff, her face slightly turned as if looking over the edge. Her legs were out to the side, knees bent, a long, olive-colored skirt spread around her haphazardly as if blown by the wind. The stormy ocean breakers rushed between jagged rocks then turned into frothy waves that lapped at the sand. The details in the picture were crisp and stark, the color was minimal—just the woman on a cliff with the turbulent water below. But the overall effect created a hauntingly beautiful scene.

      He felt her distress, her sorrow. His fingers itched to reach out and pull her from the painting and hold her, soothe her, give her comfort. Henry knew that if she could turn and face him, he would be looking at the most exquisite creature he’d ever seen. His hand shook as he reached out to touch the canvas.

      “Are you okay, Henry?”

      Henry drew his hand back quickly as if he’d been caught in the act of—of what? Touching a frame? Good lord, he must be tired.

      “What? Oh, yeah, I just need some sleep. ” As Henry turned to leave, he took one last look at the woman who had just stolen his heart. Fate had given him a precious gift. He whistled “Angels We Have Heard on High” all the way home.
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      The woman soon became an obsession. For the next ten years, he spent his lunch breaks in front of her portrait—occasionally even talking to her. Not that he expected her to respond—it was just nice to think she was listening. She conveyed a gentle melancholy that beckoned to him, a kindred soul of sorts.

      Now, when he looked at the light in his window, he imagined her waiting for him in the kitchen with a pot of soup on the stove and a warm loaf of bread just out of the oven. Rebecca, as he had come to call her, would welcome him with a smile and a light kiss, and then ask about his day.

      He took the steps of the old tenant building two at a time and checked mailbox Number Fourteen. Flipping through junk mail and bills, he climbed the four flights to his door. His aunt never missed his birthday or holidays, and Thanksgiving was coming up. He should get a card for that.

      It was at the bottom of the pile. He recognized Aunt Lucy’s flamboyant scrawl at once. Her signature rosewater scent drifted from the envelope as he tore open the back. He grinned as he thought of how strong the perfume must be to survive the trip all the way from New York City. His aunt never did anything in a small way.

      Henry appreciated the handwritten note she always included with the latest news. Throughout the years, she had kept him informed of her family’s everyday happenings. Her descriptions of events like the kids’ bout with chicken pox, Jason’s first date, and Lisa’s debut behind the wheel of a car had made him laugh out loud. Although he had only met her husband and children a handful
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