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 CHAPTER ONE 

EMILY 

 

The wait was killing me! I shifted from one foot to another, snow 

crunching under my feet. The school parking lot was slowly empty-

ing, teachers and students happy to head home after a long school 

day. A few cars dotted the lot, but were barely noticeable amid our 

group. My fellow students and our parents were chatting merrily, 

awaiting “the arrival.” I had envisioned this moment a million times 

over, and couldn’t help but wonder how they were all able to stay so 

calm and collected when only a few more agonizing minutes were 

separating us from the American exchange students—my all-

consuming, makes-me-weak-in-the-knees crush, Ben, included, 

which, of course, was why my nerves were shot. I hugged my arms 

around my puffy winter jacket, trying to calm my shivering body. 

“Nervous much?” Annie asked. 

“No, not at all,” I replied sarcastically. “I mean, why would I be? 

I’ve only been imagining this moment for months.” 

“Tell me about it,” my best friend threw back at me, winking. 

Annie had been listening to my Ben fantasies for far too long. 

For months, I had been turning over the same questions, both in my 

mind and aloud to Annie. Would Ben and I be able to pick up where 

we left off when I left Montana? What about his ex, Julie? Would we 

still get along? Sure, Ben and I had sent each other messages, com-

mented on each others’ pics and posts online…but being in touch 

via a screen and keyboard wasn’t the same as being together in 

person. Plus, our full school schedules—not to mention the time 
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difference between Ennis, Montana and here in Feldbruck, Aus-

tria—didn’t exactly make it easy to stay connected. Plus, I knew a lot 

could change in four months—especially with his ex-girlfriend Julie 

trying to win Ben back. I wasn’t certain, but I thought I could safely 

assume she would not go down without a fight. And with me half-

way around the world, Julie had no real competition. Who knew 

what she had been up to in these last few months? In my daydreams, 

I had conveniently omitted Julie—she didn’t fit in the picture of Ben 

and I reuniting seamlessly. Still, deep down, I was well aware that 

seeing Ben again also meant having to see Julie.  

A couple of weeks ago, our teacher, Mrs. Hofer, matched each of 

us in Austria with an American student to host during their stay 

here. I had debated for a while whether I should beg Mrs. Hofer not 

to match me with Julie. But in order to avoid making awkward 

explanations, I decided to have faith and let things unfold. Luckily, 

neither Annie nor I were matched with Julie. Instead, we had each 

been dealt the most perfect matches possible. The day she told us 

that we’d get to host Jake and Ben, Annie and I screamed our heads 

off in my room for a good five minutes. Thank you, Mrs. Hofer! She 

was officially my favorite teacher ever. I felt like the luckiest girl in 

the world. I would get to host the boy I had a serious crush on, and 

Annie would get to host a great guy who had become our friend 

during our visit to Montana a few months before. How awesome 

was that? It didn’t get any better than that! I hadn’t been able to fall 

asleep that night amid my excitement about my luck and anticipation 

for what was to come—and my euphoria had only continued to 

build since then. 

Now, finally, the day was here. 
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“Will you stop shuffling around already?” Annie said. “You’re 

making me anxious.” 

“I can’t help it. This waiting is too much!” 

“I know.” Annie swooped a strand of hair behind my ear. “You 

look amazing, by the way.” 

“Thanks,” I said, smiling. “I had a great stylist.” Annie had come 

over early that morning to help me get ready, armed with the outfit 

she had persuaded me to wear, and all her makeup and hair utensils. 

So here I was, with my gray knitted tights, black knee-high boots, 

denim skirt and Annie’s fitted black winter jacket. After Annie had 

taken out the big, fuzzy rollers, she had purposefully ruffled my 

brown hair and then carefully placed my hat so my hair fell over my 

shoulder in big, soft waves. The makeup was very low-key—I 

wouldn’t put up with anything else—but accentuated my blue eyes 

perfectly and gave my lips a light rosy shine. Annie definitely knew 

what she was doing. 

The jitters were getting to me and I was almost feeling nauseated 

by all this excitement and nervousness. “I gotta pee,” I said. 

“Now?” 

“I can’t keep standing here and waiting. I’ll be quick,” I assured 

Annie—and myself. Then I let Mom and Dad know. They were 

engrossed in a conversation with a couple of other parents. 

It must have been the fastest visit to the bathroom ever. In no 

time, I was striding back down the hallway to the school exit, wor-

ried I might have missed their arrival.  

“Emily! Perfect! Can you come here and help me with these 

boxes?” Mrs. Hofer appeared, interrupting my purposeful walk. 
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No way! I wanted to say, but instead I replied, “Sure, Mrs. Hofer, 

no problem.” 

I followed her to the teachers’ room, where she had several boxes 

filled with brochures of Vienna, maps of Austria’s capital city, and 

maps of the underground lines. The other box held copies of the 

schedule for the two weeks the American students would be here 

and some binders. I was ready to grab one of those boxes and go, 

but she tinkered around with some stuff on her desk and seemed in 

no rush at all. I was getting quite agitated. I didn’t want to miss the 

arrival. 

“Should we get going?” I offered. “They could arrive any min-

ute.” 

Mrs. Hofer checked her watch. “You’re right. I better wait out-

side. Could you be a dear, Emily, and quickly put together these 

welcome packets? Put a schedule, one of each of the maps, a bro-

chure and a little chocolate bar from the bag on my desk in each 

binder?” 

Ugh! Mrs. Hofer was a great teacher and I liked her a lot—but 

sometimes she was so unorganized. 

“Sure,” I said, and put on a fake smile. Could I really say no to a 

teacher?  

“Thank you, Emily! I need to be there to greet them and match 

up the students with families. See you in a bit,” she called on her way 

out. 

Luckily, there were only ten students—so only ten binders to put 

together. I frantically grabbed the first binder, stuffed it with all the 

materials in record time and moved on to the next one. It was as-

sembly line galore! 
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CHAPTER TWO 

BEN 

 

I had been marking off the days on my calendar for weeks—

seriously, that’s how excited I’d been—but standing here at the 

airport, waiting for the conveyer belt to spit out my luggage, I was 

acutely aware of how sore my shoulders were and how much my 

eyes were burning with tiredness. Wedged between Kayla and Jake, I 

had found the flight less than pleasant, and I hadn’t been able to 

sleep at all. Julie yapping in my ear from the seat behind me hadn’t 

helped, either. To top it all off, we had been assigned the seats in the 

middle, so I hadn’t been able to look out the window to get a first 

glance of Austria. I was so ready to arrive in Feldbruck and be with 

my family-for-two-weeks—who happened to be the family of the 

girl I had a huge crush on. How I got this lucky, I had no idea, but it 

was fair to say I was totally pumped up. When Mrs. Taylor told us 

our host-family matches a couple of weeks ago, I thought I had 

misheard—it actually took a couple of minutes for the news to 

register. And after that, I couldn’t seem to “wipe that silly grin off 

my face,” as my sister Kayla had so nicely put it. Kayla was matched 

with a girl named Maria, who I only vaguely remembered from the 

Austrian students’ trip to Ennis. I had met and seen a number of the 

students during their trip—but I only had eyes for Emily. Emily! I 

pushed my crankiness aside—after all, I would finally see her again 

shortly. It was the moment I had been anticipating for so long.  

How many times had I relived that evening at Cupcakes, when I 

had seen her walking past the little coffee shop on Main Street, lost 
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in her thoughts? I couldn’t believe my luck. After a lunch gone 

wrong, I thought I had missed my chance with her—and then she’d 

walked by. Our evening had been something else. I had replayed our 

conversation countless times. I could so clearly picture her soft, 

brown hair cascading over her shoulders, her deep-blue eyes and her 

skin that flushed the most beautiful pink whenever something made 

her nervous. She was so damn cute! I couldn’t get the feeling of her 

hand in mine out of my mind, and I had played back our kiss, the 

sensation of her soft, warm lips meeting mine, just about every 

day—and night—since then. How I had been able to stop after that 

one short, but amazing, kiss was beyond me. It had taken all my 

willpower to pull back that day. I thought it’d be the right thing to 

do. I hadn’t wanted to come on too strong and possibly push her 

away. But if I got another shot at a kiss, I knew there definitely 

wouldn’t be any holding back this time. 

I could only hope that Emily’s feelings for me were still the same. 

I had never felt about anyone like I did about Emily—not since 

Julie, anyway. But that was a year-and-a-half ago, and that had been 

different. After things ended with Julie, I was crushed and I had 

decided I wasn’t going to put my heart on the line again. But then 

Emily came along and it just happened—I had no choice. As soon 

as she’d walked into The Creamery and stumbled through her order, 

I was a lost cause.  

“Hey, big brother, where you at?” Kayla pulled me out of my 

thoughts. 

“Thinking about the host families,” I half-lied. 

“Sure, you are,” she teased me. “More like one particular member 

of that family!” 
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Damn right. My sister was so onto me.  

“Okay, okay,” I said. “Busted! I just can’t believe I get to stay 

with Emily and her family—it still seems too good to be true.” 

I had sent Emily a Facebook message before we had been 

matched: I hope I’ll be staying somewhere close to you. I wish we could choose 

our host families— imagine if I got to stay with you! And a couple of days 

later, we had gotten the news. Ever since then, I had imagined this 

scenario a hundred times. Wondering what it was going to be like to 

stay with Emily, to see where she lived, how she spent her days—to 

hang out with her and her family and friends. I’d find out soon. 

“You’re in so much trouble.” Kayla grinned and added, “In a 

good way.”  

Kayla knew how much I was into Emily. She had missed a big 

part of the Austrians’ visit to Montana due to a school trip to DC, 

but she had gotten to meet Annie and Emily on the day of the Food 

and Arts Palooza. That evening, after I had come home from my 

impromptu Cupcakes date with Emily, it had been written all over 

my face and Kayla had peppered me relentlessly with questions until 

I finally relayed the whole story to her—from our first encounter at 

The Creamery to our kiss in front of the Jonses’ house. Kayla had 

gotten totally caught up in my recounting and in the end she had 

hugged me and told me how happy she was for me. 

“Ben, there’s my suitcase. Could you please grab it for me?” Julie 

interrupted my thoughts. She pointed toward her black hard-shell 

case coming down the conveyer belt and looked at me with big 

chocolate-brown eyes and a wide smile. 

Jeez. I didn’t know what her deal was. Ever since the beginning 

of this school year, our senior year, she had been pretty much all 
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over me. Even though she’d dropped me like a hot potato at the end 

of sophomore year, leaving for the summer without an explanation 

and not giving me the time of the day when she returned. I was a 

wreck that whole summer and for most of junior year and thought 

about her constantly. I had been crazy about her for so long and it 

took me about as long to get over that crush. And now here she was, 

following me around like a puppy. She was trying so hard—and I 

didn’t even know what she wanted. Well, I guess deep down I knew 

what she wanted—but I wasn’t interested anymore. That ship had 

sailed.  

I sighed and lifted the bag of the belt, almost breaking my back. 

“Jeez, Julie, did you pack your whole room? I can’t believe your bag 

passed the weight limit.” 

“Oh, you know, two weeks in Austria requires a lot of stuff.” 

“Does it?” I asked, grabbing my half-full duffle bag next. Had she 

always been this high-maintenance? But I knew the answer. The girl I had 

fallen in love with a couple of years ago had been fun and easygoing, 

with an amazing spark in her eyes. But all that disappeared when she 

left for the summer after our sophomore year. She came back a 

totally different person.  

 

Once everyone had their luggage, we headed to the arrival park-

ing lot, where our bus was waiting for us. We loaded up our suit-

cases and boarded our bus. I grabbed a seat in the front, next to the 

window. Kayla sat down beside me while Jake plopped down behind 

us. So did Julie—of course.  

“Man, it’s so flat here,” I heard Jake say from the back.  

“It’s so different from what I expected,” Julie said. 
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I looked out the window. Austria was flat—no mountains in 

sight. Not even hills. Very contrary to what I had expected. Kayla 

had loved The Sound of Music growing up, and while I endured the 

storyline, we both always marveled at the beautiful countryside, the 

impressive mountains, ragged and snowcapped, and the green, rich 

pastures. It had all seemed so pure and untouched. But here there 

were no mountains in sight. I guess we’d get to see that part of 

Austria during our two-night’s stay in Salzburg.  

As we made our way out through the city, I couldn’t see the his-

toric buildings that we had heard so much about from Mrs. Taylor—

they were nestled in the first district, far off the highways. Instead, I 

saw clusters of modern, high-rise buildings, showing the contempo-

rary side of this imperial city. It seemed to promise an exciting blend 

of old and new. To our left was the Danube. The wide, impressive 

river was frozen and still, icy crystals covering the grass and shrubs 

along the bank like a blanket. In the distance, I spotted a train driv-

ing toward the city center, its tracks running parallel to the river. 

There were so many things to take in and I didn’t want to miss a 

single one. 

“Not quite like the trips we took with Mom and Dad,” I joked. 

 “Yeah, that’s for sure,” Kayla said, who had never been a big fan 

of our camping trips. She liked convenience way too much. “Thank 

God I won’t have to pee in the woods.” 

I chuckled. Our parents had made a point of traveling with us 

growing up, but we had mainly visited state parks or the bigger cities 

in Montana and the surrounding states. Of course, those trips were 

nothing like this one. I could honestly say that I had never been to a 

big historic city like Vienna. 
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As we continued down the highway, I noticed how much nar-

rower the streets were than in the US. The cars zipping by our bus 

were mostly medium sized; hardly any SUVs or pick-up trucks, 

which often filled the streets of Ennis, were in sight.  

Mrs. Taylor narrated the sites as we passed. Eventually we rode 

off the highway and into the countryside, making our way to the 

wine-growing area where Feldbruck was located. Endless rows of 

bare grapevines lined the rolling hills that were stretching before us 

as far as we could see. Their black, intertwined branches were a stark 

difference to the gentleness of the hills, which were covered in a 

dusting of pure white snow, its crystals glimmering in the sunshine. 

Church towers and roofs of houses here and there hinted at little 

villages strewn across the hills. The landscape exuded a stillness and 

a calmness, which definitely helped my mental state.  

“We’ll be arriving in about ten minutes,” Mrs. Taylor chirped, 

getting everyone even more fired up than we already were. 

Kayla grabbed my hand and beamed at me. “I’m so excited! I 

think I’m going to burst.” 

“Let the adventure begin,” Jake said. 

I’d finally get to see Emily again. The thought made my pulse 

kick into high-gear. 

“You should try to be a little subtler,” Kayla teased me, as if she 

had read my mind. “Wipe that ridiculously huge grin of your face, or 

it’s going to be really obvious.” 

There probably was no point in trying to hide it anyway. I was 

stoked like I had never been before.  

We pulled into the parking lot. “Hey, there’s Annie!” Kayla said, 

waving excitedly from the bus window. 
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That meant Emily probably wasn’t too far behind. 

“Where?” I asked, trying to follow my sister’s gaze. I craned my 

neck, trying to catch a glimpse of Emily, but the small parking lot in 

front of the school was filled with clusters of people and I couldn’t 

really make anyone out. 

I finally spotted Annie in a red coat, her chin-length blond hair 

almost all hidden underneath a black knitted hat. She waved back 

with a big smile, but Emily was nowhere in sight. 

As I took in the modern, light-blue school with its oversized gray 

windows, I noticed Mrs. Hofer hurrying toward Mrs. Taylor with a 

wave. The women greeted each other with a hug and chatted for a 

few moments. Finally Mrs. Taylor motioned for us to come out, and 

so we stepped off the bus one by one. Mrs. Hofer pointed each one 

of us in the direction of our host family. Julie got off the bus first, 

followed by a couple of other students. Jake was ahead of Kayla and 

I. He’d be staying with Annie and her family, and Mrs. Hofer steered 

him toward them.  

“Awesome,” he said.  

Annie was there with her parents and her older brother. She 

walked up to Jake with a huge smile and hugged him.  

“Kayla, you’ll be staying with Maria and her family,” Mrs. Taylor 

said. 

“Have fun, little sis.” I gave her shoulder a squeeze. 

“Thanks! See you tomorrow,” she replied as she stepped off the 

bus and made her way toward Maria and her parents. Maria was an 

inconspicuous girl with long brown hair and bangs. She seemed shy, 

but I noticed the way her face lit up when she greeted my sister, and 
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I knew Kayla would be well taken care of during the next couple of 

weeks.  

Next it was my turn and my heart was pounding so hard I felt it 

all over my body. 

“Ben, right this way,” Mrs. Hofer said, motioning  to a middle-

aged couple. 

Where is Emily?  

I walked over and offered my hand. “Hi, I’m Ben,” I said. 

“Hi, Ben. It’s so nice to meet you,” the woman said. “I’m Gabi, 

and this is my husband, Martin.” 

They must have seen the uncertain look on my face because Mar-

tin added, “Don’t worry, we’re not your only hosts—our daughter is 

here, too. She should be here any minute.” 

I only heard half of what Martin was saying because I had sud-

denly spotted her—and she was as beautiful as I remembered. Her 

long legs looked amazing in knee-high boots and her jacket hinted at 

her perfect curves. Even from a distance, her brown hair looked soft 

and wavy. I couldn’t take my eyes off her. It took about every ounce 

of self-control to not run toward her and kiss her right then and 

there. She was carrying a big box and was navigating her way 

through the crowd in the parking lot.  

“Ah, there she is,” Gabi said and then, stretching her hand in the 

air, shouted, “Over here, Emily!”  

Emily spotted her mother and then she saw me. She stopped for 

a moment and our gazes locked across the parking lot. Her mouth 

curved up in the cutest smile. She adjusted the box and continued 

walking. I couldn’t contain the big grin that was forming from my 

very core and radiating through my whole body, making me forget 
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the teeth-chattering cold and surely making me look like a total fool. 

I couldn’t take my eyes off her. As if on autopilot, I strode toward 

Emily. 

“Hi, Emily,” I said when she finally stood next to me.  

“Hi, Ben,” she said, glowing. 

We stood there awkwardly for a moment, neither one of us sure 

what to do next. 

“Here, let me help you with that,” I finally offered, and reached 

for the box.  

“Thanks,” Emily replied. “It’s for Mrs. Hofer.” When she handed 

over the box, my hand brushed against hers, sending sparks through 

my whole system. I wanted so badly to hold her and feel her and 

make sure she was for real and that this wasn’t my jet-lagged fantasy 

gone haywire. But her parents had caught up with us, so instead I 

winked at her and she smiled back, knocking the air out of my lungs. 

“Let’s get your stuff and get you home,” Martin said. 

Home—with Emily! Awesome. I had seriously hit the jackpot. 

These were going to be the best two weeks ever. 

  

 

Diese Leseprobe ist urheberrechtlich geschützt!



 

 20 

CHAPTER THREE 

EMILY 

 

He really was here. I was so mesmerized by his mere presence, I 

only vaguely noticed Dad following Ben to pick up his luggage. I had 

been fantasizing about this moment for so long, and now he would 

be staying with me for two weeks. Excited, giddy, ecstatic didn’t 

even come close to how I was feeling.  

After Dad had loaded Ben’s duffle bag in the trunk of our blue 

Nissan, I was the last to get in our tiny car. Before I got in, I glanced 

toward a group of people climbing into a station wagon down the 

road. Sure enough, there she was. Skinny jeans, black knee-high 

boots, and her long auburn hair tied in a loose bun. Sometimes the 

memory of a person or an event is better than the real thing, but 

unfortunately, that was not the case here. Julie looked as stunning as 

I remembered. She noticed me, too, and gave me a fake wave and 

grin. I smiled back weakly. I wasn’t going to let her get to me and I 

most definitely wasn’t going to let her take away any of my time with 

Ben! I slid into the car seat and slammed the door. 

I had never been happier that our car was so small. Ben and I 

were in tight quarters in the backseat and I could feel the heat ema-

nating from his body. His thighs and arms were so close to mine 

that I would have only had to shift a bit to touch him. But my par-

ents in the front seat put a damper on that idea. They were chatting 

back and forth about plans for the week and asking Ben a billion and 

one questions. I wanted to stare at Ben the whole time—even jet-

lagged, he looked as hot as ever with his amazing green eyes and 
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tousled hair—I could see his mouth moving in answer to my par-

ents’ questions, but couldn’t hear a sound other than my own pulse. 

I wanted to run my hands through his hair, touch his face, make sure 

he was for real and not the product of my imagination. But instead, I 

looked at my knotted hands in my lap and then back up at him. 

Every time I did, his gaze caught mine and we both broke into a silly 

grin. 

“Home sweet home,” Mom said as we pulled up in front of our 

house. I had not even noticed the drive. It could have been hours or 

minutes, I couldn’t tell. I stumbled out of the car clumsily, Ben 

hopping out on the other side and shooting me that grin over the 

hood of the car. 

“Well, it will definitely be easy for you to pick out our house,” 

Dad joked as he pulled the bags out of the trunk and motioned to 

our front stoop. Ben chuckled as I turned the salmon color of our 

front door.  

“I like it!” Ben politely added.  

Mom, on the other hand, beamed. The bright salmon color was 

her idea, a distinct contrast to the traditional earth tones of our 

neighborhood, and it had taken a substantial and persistent amount 

of convincing until Dad and I finally agreed. And until the neighbors 

got used to it, too.  

We followed Mom past the small, well-manicured shrubs and 

herbs that lined the short path that led to our front steps. Being with 

Ben and wondering what he thought of my parents and our house 

made me look at everything in a new light. Now our house reminded 

me of the houses I used to draw as a school kid—small house, door 

in the center, two windows on each side.  
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“Wow, the rosemary smells great!” Ben said, dragging his hand 

over one of the frost-covered stems and smelling his palm. He did 

the same with the lavender as we passed down the path. “Laven-

der?” he guessed. My mother smiled broadly. Impressive, I thought. 

Not even through the front door and already he had won Mom 

over, I mused as we crossed the threshold into the house. 

“Why don’t you give Ben a quick tour while we get the kettle go-

ing?” Dad suggested after we got our shoes and coats off.  

“Sure,” I agreed. 

“After you,” Ben said to me. 

“Well, for starters, here is the bathroom,” I said, pointing at one 

of the doors in the entryway. “And this door leads to the basement. 

It’s quite unspectacular. We have a storage and utility room down 

there and the laundry room. Let’s head upstairs—that’s where the 

bedrooms are.” I led the way up the wooden stairway. 

“Are these the original stairs?” Ben asked as the dark wooden 

planks creaked beneath our steps. 

“They are. The house was built in the late 1940s and my parents 

wanted to keep as much of the original characteristics intact, like the 

stairs and the beams in the living room. The doorframes and doors 

are also original—just refinished.” 

We arrived on the landing of our cozy second floor. I pointed out 

my parents’ bedroom, which was adjacent to their office, where Ben 

would be staying.  

“This is my parents’ office—your bedroom,” I explained and 

opened the door to the small room. 

“Wow, this is really cool,” Ben said as he ran his hands along the 

floor-to-ceiling bookshelves that covered one of the walls. They 
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were filled to the brim with stacks of books. “I don’t think I’ve ever 

seen this many books in someone’s house.” 

“What can I say—my parents love to read.” I watched as Ben 

scanned the shelves. “I made the bed for you earlier. I figured you’d 

be tired.” I motioned to the small pullout couch by the window. “I 

hope it’s comfortable.” 

“I’m sure it’ll be fine,” Ben said.  

“There is not a lot of storage space, so feel free to put your stuff 

anywhere you can find room.” I walked to the dark wooden desk 

that sat proudly and somewhat inconveniently in the middle of the 

room. “Maybe here?” I offered and patted the top of the desk, 

which was usually covered with stacks of papers but had been totally 

cleared by my parents. I didn’t think I had ever seen it like that 

before—it looked kind of bare to me.  

“This will do just fine. Don’t worry. I didn’t bring that much 

stuff.” 

“Okay, then,” I said, suddenly feeling a little shy with only my 

room left to finish off the tour. 

“So I guess my room is next to yours,” he said, as if on cue, and 

gave me a flirty smile that made my knees all wobbly. 

“Not quite. The bathroom separates us,” I said, internally cursing 

our floor plan. After showing Ben our small, rather unspectacular 

bathroom—pedestal sink, toilet, tub and the more recent addition of 

wooden shelves for towels and toiletries—I continued the tour. 

“So this is it,” I said as I opened the door to my light-blue bed-

room. 

I would have loved to see my room through Ben’s eyes. It drove 

me crazy that Ben didn’t say anything right away. He walked along 
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the wall that held framed photos of my favorite places and people. 

He took each one of them in. His gaze fell to my white desk, which 

was right by the window.  

“What are you working on?” Ben asked. The schoolbooks I had 

been studying were still spread out there and my laptop was open, 

too. I guess I was my parents’ daughter after all.  

“A German paper. It’s due tomorrow. I was hoping to get it done 

before you arrived, but I didn’t quite accomplish that.” 

“Good idea. You might not get too much studying done the next 

couple of weeks,” Ben said. A million butterflies took flight in my 

stomach and I swore Ben knew the effect he had on me. With a 

smirk, he walked to my old wooden rocking chair. Ben picked up the 

knitted blanket that rested on top of it, placed it on the floor, and 

plopped into the chair. Rocking back and forth, he said, “This is 

pretty cool!”  

“It was my grandma’s,” I said. “It is one of my favorite places to 

chill and get lost in my thoughts.” 

“I can see why,” Ben said and got back up. He walked past my 

chest of drawers, where I liked to place special items, like the candle 

Annie had given me, and a unique rock I had noticed in Yellowstone 

National Park and had taken with me. Once again, he took it all in, 

but didn’t comment on anything.  

“That’s seriously awesome!” Ben finally said when he reached my 

white wrought-iron bed in the corner of the room. A mosquito net 

that I had decorated with a strand of Christmas lights hung from the 

ceiling, hugging the bedframe. The little lights were on and gave the 

room a warm glow. 
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“Thank you,” I said, hoping he didn’t care that my purple paisley 

sheets were a tangled-up mess. 

“I like your room. It’s got a cool vibe. It’s kind of how I imagined 

it would be.” 

“You imagined my room?” I asked without thinking. 

“Yeah, sure,” Ben said confidently and added, “Not just your 

room.”  

I was sure I had officially surpassed any acceptable shade of red.

 “Whenever I thought of you, I was wondering what you 

might be doing. I tried to picture you in your house with your par-

ents, at school, in your room studying or hanging out with Annie.” 

“Yep, that about sums up my life,” I joked, trying to diffuse the 

moment and sound cooler than I feared I looked. The fact that Ben 

had been thinking of me—maybe as much as I had about him—was 

a bit too much to process. 
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