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Chapter 1

 


 


The monstrosity pulling into Gloria Foster’s
driveway was clearly not her son’s idea. She went outside to get a
better look at the bright red pickup truck as Luke climbed out of
the driver’s seat. “Hi, Mom,” he said.

“Luke, what happened?” She narrowed her eyes
at the vehicle as though daring it to explain itself.

“Dad’s old Camry needed more work than they
first thought. I told you I might be getting a new car.”

“You said might… and this is not a car.”

“I saw Uncle Rob yesterday.”

Gloria shook her head. “We’re still talking
about the truck. Who talked you into it?”

“I like it.” Luke pushed the button on his
keychain and the lock clicked loudly before he started spinning the
ring around his index finger.

“It’s completely different from what you’ve
been driving the last ten years.”

Luke nodded at the truck. “I think that’s why
it caught my eye.”

His mom sighed. She supposed he would simply
have to live with this truck that someone had unloaded on him.
“What did Rob want?”

“He just stopped by the office to say hello.
I guess he was visiting someone in Hartford.”

“Well, let’s go inside to talk. You know I
can’t stand around in the sun.” Gloria Foster held her hand up
between her face and the sun as she said this. The woman was
fifty-two, but could easily pass for forty. She had been following
an elaborate skin care routine since her twenties and recently took
the next step, chemical peels. She changed her hair color every few
years and was currently sporting a platinum blond style, held in
place just above her shoulders with copious amounts of hair spray.
She was a fan of business suits and wore a royal blue one with a
knee-length skirt and fitted jacket even though it was Saturday and
she had no plans to leave the house.

Luke was exactly half his mother’s age and
spent far less than half as much time on his appearance. The sun
put gold flecks in his light brown hair. It was thick and wavy and
presently very short. His mom had suggested only the previous week
that it was time for a haircut. He gave his key ring a final spin
and pushed up the bottom of his plain gray T-shirt enough to stuff
his keys into his jeans pocket. He followed his mom into her
house.

Lunch was already on the dining room table.
Chicken salad in a crystal bowl sat waiting to be applied to the
sliced bread on a silver platter. There were a few lemon slices in
the glass pitcher of ice water and the table was set perfectly for
two with cloth napkins that matched the blue and white checked
place mats. The meal itself was modest, but Gloria Foster believed
in the power of presentation.

“This looks great,” Luke said as he took his
seat.

They bowed their heads briefly in silent
prayer and then Luke picked up the spoon to make his sandwich.

“We shipped an update to Triangle Ships
yesterday.”

Gloria made herself a very dainty sandwich.
“That’s good,” she said. “I believe you said Friday was the
goal.”

Luke nodded. “Right on time. We added a new
destination planet and mostly defensive upgrades.” He knew his
mother’s support of his company didn’t yet extend to playing the
games they made so she didn’t fully understand the details. He also
knew she’d still want to hear the details so that she could later
prove she had been paying attention.

“Do you think people will buy those
upgrades?” she asked.

“I hope so. That’s why we offer them.”

Gloria smiled at her son. He had only started
the company a year ago and she hoped it wouldn’t be much longer
before they put out a game that interested her. He did seem to
enjoy his work though. His pleasant mood made her decide that it
was a good time to bring up the subject she wanted to discuss. “I
talked to Elaine Johnson this week.”

Luke nodded. “Did you see the thing in the
paper yesterday about the new bank branch right down the street
from you?”

Gloria closed her eyes for a moment. “I did.
But I was going to tell you what Elaine Johnson told me.”

“Oh, sorry.”

“It’s fine.” Luke’s mom waved off his
apology. “She and I talked for quite a while actually, and during
the course of it, I found out about a girl who might be good for
you.”

“Really?” Luke’s voice was flat and his eyes
didn’t leave his plate.

Gloria pressed on anyway. “I guess she works
at a nursing home or something. She goes to our church and it
sounds as though she inherited a decent amount of money from an
aunt last year.”

“I see.” Luke stuffed the rest of his
sandwich into his mouth to avoid saying anything else right away.
His mom was always warning him that women might pretend to like him
for his money. He thought her fears were ridiculously unfounded. He
had been on three dates since college and none had led to second
dates. There were times when he almost wished someone would pretend
to like him. It would not be for the millions of dollars at his
disposal if no woman would stick around long enough to find out
about it.

“So what do you think?” Gloria prompted her
son.

“What do I think of this girl I know nothing
about?”

“You know that at least with her you wouldn’t
have to worry about… She wouldn’t be in need of…”

“Mom, you know as well as I do that people
who have money can still want more. Besides, it’s not as though I
go around advertising our wealth. I hope to have a reasonable
opinion of a girl’s character before I say something.”

“You don’t have to advertise things when you
insist on living in that itty bitty town. You don’t think everyone
in Hartford started talking about you like some sort of Mr. Bingley
the same day you bought the house?”

Luke tipped his head to the side. “Is that a
Jane Austen reference?”

“My point is that you can’t hide it and that
it doesn’t matter anyway because when I talked to Elaine I arranged
for her to introduce me to Rebecca so that I could introduce her to
you.”

“Rebecca, huh?” It was obvious that this
introduction would make his mom happy and Luke didn’t see the harm
in playing along. She wasn’t asking anything as bad as a blind
date. He could say hello to a young woman at church. This Rebecca
would lose interest as soon as he said something ridiculous
anyway.

“Yes, Rebecca Hilson. I hear she’s
very pretty.” Gloria Foster nodded as though this was a good
thing. Luke wasn’t too concerned with her appearance, but the name
meant something to him.

“I think that’s what Zander called the
haunted house.”

“He called it what?” Gloria asked. She had
gotten the acceptance she wanted and could switch gears.

“Zander is the kid who mows my lawn.”

“I know.”

“He was telling me about a house in town that
everyone says is haunted. I think he called it the old Hilson
house.”

“Could be a relative. It’s something you can
ask her about if you end up taking her to dinner.”

“If, Mom,” Luke said. “Just as long as you
focus on the if in that sentence.” He stood to take his
plate to the sink and asked, “Do you have anything else planned for
today?”

“I was hoping you could help me move the
dressers in the White and Wildflower rooms.”

Luke was glad his mom was behind him with her
own plate because she couldn’t see the involuntary eye roll. He had
no idea why she was never satisfied with the furniture arrangement
in the house. He tried to make his voice teasing as he said, “I
meant do you have any place you need to be, not do you have any
chores for me to do.”

Gloria shrugged. “I’ve just… I’ve been
looking at those rooms this week and I think it was a mistake to
change the dressers.”

Luke turned to her and gave an exaggerated
bow. “Your wish is my command.”

She knew he was only kidding, but Gloria
still sort of wished he wouldn’t make it sound as though she was
always ordering him around. They went upstairs together as soon as
lunch was cleared away. The first room they came to was the one
Gloria had named the Wildflower Room.

A wooden sign hung on the door from a
gold-colored chain. Gloria had painted the name and the flowers
around it before Luke was born. It had been his bedroom his entire
childhood. Sometime during middle school, he had begun to beg his
mother to rename the room or at least refrain from calling it the
Wildflower Room when any of his friends were around.

She forgot this bargain once when he was
fourteen. Luke had been sitting at their kitchen table helping two
boys with geometry homework. His mom put a neatly folded sweatshirt
next to the textbooks and told him to take it up to his Wildflower
bedroom as soon as they were done.

The other boys shrugged it off as one of
those embarrassing things moms say. Luke went upstairs later that
night with a permanent marker. He turned all five of the bedroom
signs around and relabeled them. He began by writing Luke’s Room on
the back of the Wildflower sign. The White Room became the Black
Room, the Wish Room became the You Wish Room and the Willow Room
became the Big Ugly Tree Room. On the room where his parents slept,
he wrote Witch’s Castle.

Luke’s father had been furious and doled out
a lengthy grounding. He made his son paint over the words on all
the signs, starting with the Winter Room, and hang them properly
when they were dry. Two days later, however, Luke came home from
school to find that his mom had neatly stenciled over his paint job
on one of the rooms. No one ever said anything about the change,
but the words Luke’s Room had remained facing out until he left for
college.

He entered the room now knowing those words
were still on the back of the flowery sign. He pulled the drawers
out of the dresser to make it easier to move while his mom told him
some of the things she had done during the week. He moved the
dresser while explaining a few things he was doing at work. Gloria
was attending a charity dinner the following night and she talked
about that while he pulled the drawers out of the other dresser.
They reminisced about Luke’s father while he moved that second
dresser and for a while afterward.

When Luke decided he needed to leave because
he had a few chores to do at his own house, Gloria asked if she
would see him at church in the morning.

“Mom,” he said, “I’m always at church. Why
don’t you ask me what you really want to ask?”

“Fine. Will you try to duck out before I have
a chance to introduce you to the young woman I mentioned
earlier?”

Luke sighed even though he just asked her to
say that. “I promise to be polite. But you should not expect
anything to come of it.”

“You never know,” Gloria said as she opened
the door for him. Then she frowned at her driveway. “Is there any
sort of clause that says you can return that truck in a certain
amount of time? Maybe when someone else is working?”

“I don’t want to return the truck, Mom. I
told you I like it.” He waved as he pulled the keys out of his
pocket.

Gloria closed the door and watched through
the window as he drove off. People had been taking advantage of
Luke Foster most of his life and it drove his mother nuts. She
spent his early school days replenishing supplies that classmates
borrowed and never returned. Later he became known as the kid who
could be counted on to help with homework. She didn’t see nearly
enough of him during high school because he was always giving
someone a ride somewhere. And in college, she had to pay off his
first girlfriend, a conniving young woman who had intended to marry
Luke simply to gain access to his bank account.

Gloria really hoped Rebecca turned out to be
the sort of person who would appreciate her boy and not the kind to
try to sell him a truck he didn’t want.


Chapter 2

 


 


The light blue shirt came out of the back of
Luke’s closet. He preferred to wear black, gray or navy… colors
that felt more subtle. This shirt had been a gift from his mom
though and she would appreciate seeing it in use. She noticed and
told him how nice he looked in light blue as he took the seat next
to her in the pew.

When she jumped up at the end, she reminded
Luke not to run off. He made his way slowly to the rather large
lobby where he spotted his mom next to Elaine Johnson. They had
their heads bent in close conversation and kept glancing into the
sanctuary, presumably in the direction of someone named
Rebecca.

Luke turned his back to pretend to examine a
painting on the wall. It was Mary holding a baby Jesus and was
actually a beautiful work. Luke had never stood this close to it,
had never noticed that the background was several shades of blue
streaked together instead of mixed. He was lost in the lifelike
eyes of the baby when a female voice said, “Excuse me.”

Luke turned to face the woman who had
approached without his noticing.

“Hi,” she said.

“Hi,” he answered uncertainly. A quick glance
had told him that his mom was still halfway across the room with
Mrs. Johnson. “Are you Rebecca?”

The woman kept looking over his shoulder, but
her eyes wrinkled slightly at the question. “Rebecca who?”

“Um…” Luke wasn’t sure what to say to this
woman who was apparently not Rebecca. She seemed around his age and
had strawberry blond hair almost to her elbows. Her skin was fair
and covered in faint freckles. Her eyes were light blue like his
shirt and still focused on someone or something behind him.

Her gaze found Luke suddenly and she flashed
a smile that lit up her entire face. “So I saw you standing over
here by yourself and thought I’d come over and say hello.”

Luke glanced over his shoulder. There were
quite a few people and he couldn’t tell who or what kept calling
her attention. “Okay,” he said.

“My name is Summer Slough.” Her eyes flicked
briefly to the side. “And you are?”

“Luke Foster.”

“Luke… um, have you… Have you been coming to
St. Christopher’s very long?”

“All my life. Or so I’ve been told. I only
remember back to kindergarten or so.” Luke couldn’t figure out why
this distracted person was trying to talk to him. He still felt he
should try to hold up his side of the conversation.

“Me, too,” she said. “I’m surprised we
haven’t, um…” Summer’s eyes appeared to be following movement
behind Luke. Then she sighed before looking at him. “So are you
seeing anyone?”

Luke shook his head slowly. That was not a
question he had expected.

“Do you live in Port Harris?” Summer
asked.

“No, I grew up here, but I live in Hartford
now.”

“Really? Me, too. I mean, I live in Hartford.
I’ve always lived in Hartford. Do you know Pops?”

“The pizza place?”

“Yeah. Do you want to meet me for dinner
there sometime? Maybe even tonight?”

“Tonight? What time?” Luke thought he was
beginning to understand what was happening. He assumed that Summer
had been looking behind him at someone who had either dared her to
ask him out or bet her that she wouldn’t. He thought he should say
yes in case the bet included getting him to say yes.

“Um, 6:30?” she suggested.

Luke nodded. “I can do that.” He liked Pops.
He wouldn’t mind eating their pizza even if no one joined him. He
doubted a dare would include actually going out with him.

Summer smiled a little nervously. She looked
as though she hadn’t expected him to agree. “Okay,” she said.
“6:30. Bye.” She hurried past him out the door.

Luke turned to see his mother hurrying
towards him from the other direction. “Who were you just talking
to?”

“I don’t know.”

“What do you mean you don’t know?”

“I mean she told me her name is Summer and
that’s all I know.”

“That’s it? She just came up and told you her
name?”

“Pretty much. Have you noticed how the blue
in this painting is actually different blues?”

“It’s very nice,” Gloria said without looking
at the painting. “So anyway, I have some bad news. Apparently,
Rebecca Hilson just got engaged.”

“I would think that would be good news for
her.”

“Yeah, yeah… good for her,” she said. “Elaine
and her husband are having lunch with the Lambs and they invited us
to join them.”

“Us?”

“You don’t want to eat with your dear
mother?” Her expression was full of feigned sadness.

Luke ignored it. “Eating with you is one
thing, eating with a whole group of old people is something else.
I’ll beg off this time.”

“Okay. But I’ll see you at the house next
Saturday?”

“Of course, Mom. Try to only want light
things moved this time.”

“Don’t be ridiculous, Luke.” She smiled
knowingly. “I can move the light things myself.”

Luke snorted as he turned to leave.

 


He arrived at Pops just before 6:30. Summer
wasn’t anywhere in sight so he snagged a corner booth and told the
server he wanted to wait a few minutes before ordering because he
might be meeting someone. Luke tried to make it sound as though his
plans were not yet fixed. He hoped it would be less obvious that he
had been stood up that way. He had no idea that Summer had arrived
before he did. She was standing by a side window, peeking in while
talking on the phone to her best friend Emma.

“Emma, he’s actually here.”

“He’s standing in front of you?”

“No, he’s inside. He just sat down.”

“Shouldn’t you go in then?”

Summer turned away from the window and
clutched her phone tightly. “I’m starting to think this was not
such a good idea.”

Emma’s laugh came through the phone. “You
should have realized that before you asked him out. I don’t think
you can stand him up just because you’ve come to your senses.
What’s he look like anyway?”

“Not bad I guess.” Summer took another look
through the corner of the window. Luke was absently moving the
cheese and red pepper containers around the table. “I suppose I
didn’t really look at him at church. He’s actually cute.”

“So it might not be so bad,” Emma said. “Just
eat fast if he’s boring.”

“Okay, I’m going in. Later, Em.” Summer
stuffed the phone into her purple patchwork bag. She carried a lot
of useless stuff in the bag she’d had since her sixteenth birthday.
Somehow the phone usually managed to stay on top where she could
find it. Summer took a deep breath as she approached the front
door. Just before opening it, she glanced at her clothes. She had
changed after church into jeans and a bright green blouse. Her left
hand came up to smooth her hair as her right hand pulled on the
door. She walked over to the booth Luke had picked and sat down
before he realized she was there.

“Hi,” she said. “I’m kind of surprised you’re
here.”

“I, um, said I would be.” He decided not to
point out that he had also doubted her word.

“It’s Luke, right?”

He nodded.

“And I think you said you moved to Hartford
recently. When was that?”

“Not quite a year ago.”

“Do you like it?”

“Do I like Hartford?”

“Yeah. Does it feel much different than Port
Harris?”

Luke shrugged. “Not really. Quieter. Less
traffic I guess.”

“Hmm…” Summer seemed to be trying to think of
another question.

Luke wondered if he should ask something. He
felt awkward, but more like job interview awkward than first date
awkward.

Someone came by and asked what they wanted to
drink. She called Summer by name and gave her a tiny wink before
asking what they wanted. Summer watched her walk away and kept her
eyes on the door to the kitchen after the server had disappeared
behind it. Then she smiled brightly as she turned back to Luke.
“Where were we?” she asked.

“Well,” he said, “if we’re going to eat we
should probably talk pizza.”

“Right.” Summer glanced at her menu, but
didn’t open it. “Their square pizza is awesome. Do you like
it?”

“I haven’t tried the square pizza, but I’m
sure it’s as good as the round ones.”

“Okay, what should we get on it?”

Luke looked down at the list of toppings. He
knew what he liked on a pizza as well as anyone else. He wanted to
give Summer a chance to state a preference.

She said, “How do you feel about
mushrooms?”

“Um, maybe.”

“Scratch the mushrooms. How about
sausage?”

Luke nodded. “Maybe sausage with black
olives?”

“Hey, that sounds good. How hungry are
you?”

“Medium?”

“Perfect.” Summer pushed her menu to the edge
of the table. Luke closed his and copied the movement. The server
placed drinks on the table, took their order and their menus, and
left Summer and Luke in slightly tense silence.

The restaurant wasn’t very crowded. There
were two families with young children in booths on the opposite
side and a table in the middle was surrounded by five older men.
When Luke turned back to Summer, she had one arm on the table and
was twisting the ends of her hair through her fingers. Her eyes
were cast down as though she was mesmerized by the motion.

She was very attractive, more girl-next-door
than supermodel. Luke still had no idea how she ended up sitting
across from him, but he decided that he was interested in finding
out. Or at least getting her to talk some more. “I believe you told
me this morning that you’ve always lived in Hartford. Right?”

“Yeah.” Summer kept watching her hair for a
moment. Luke was beginning to think he should try another topic
when she dropped the blond lock and raised her gaze. “My mom grew
up here, too, so I guess you could say I have pretty deep roots
here.”

Luke nodded. “And your dad?” he asked.

“He did, sort of… I mean, my stepdad did. I
don’t know very much about my real dad. Honestly, he doesn’t even
know I exist.”

“Oh.” That didn’t sound like a first date or
whatever this was topic. Luke backed up slightly. “How long has
your stepdad been in the picture?”

Summer let out a fast breath. “That’s a
story. I can laugh about it now.” She smiled as she said it so Luke
believed her. “But, well, he was one of my teachers when I was in
sixth grade. That’s how my mom met him, like at an open house or
something. They got married when I was in eighth grade. There was
this girl in my class who had a crush on him and when she found out
that he was marrying my mom… that he was going to be living with
me… Oh, it was embarrassing. I was happy when I got to high school
and people no longer pointed out my ‘daddy’ in the hallways.”

“Ouch. That sounds rough.”

“It was a little weird at home, too. I mean,
he’s a nice guy and I could tell my mom was happy so I never hated
him or anything like that. But I was used to calling him Mr.
Morrison at school and my mom wanted me to call him Kyle. He said I
could call him whatever I wanted as long as it wasn’t mean.” She
flashed another smile at the memory. “I still can’t really get used
to it. They’ve been married about ten years and I’ve spent most of
that time trying not to call him anything directly. When I’m
talking to my mom I’ll say ‘your husband’ and she’ll say ‘he has a
name.’”

Summer paused for a sip of her water. She
almost choked on it when Luke said, “My dad died.”

“Um, recently?” she asked.

Luke shook his head. “Not really. I…” He
stopped to figure out how to recover. People were always giving him
a hard time about how he changed subjects. The startled look on
Summer’s face probably meant he had been too abrupt. He tried
again. “You told me a little about your parents so I thought I
should tell you about mine. I grew up with both of them, but Dad
passed away almost two years ago.”

“What happened to him?”

“Heart attack.”

“He must have been kind of young.”

“Not really. He was almost seventy-three and
he’d had blood pressure problems for a while. It was still a bit of
a shock. Mom’s younger so I hope to have her around for a long time
still.”

“How much younger?” Summer asked. She
appeared genuinely interested and it felt to Luke as though he had
her full attention for the first time since meeting her.

“Promise not to raise your eyebrows too
much?”

Summer nodded.

“She’s fifty-two now.”

Summer’s hand immediately covered her
forehead. “As far as you know my eyebrows are right where they’re
supposed to be,” she said.

Luke grinned. “I’m not sure I believe
you.”

“How old were they when they got
married?”

“You better keep your hand there. Dad was
forty-three and Mom was twenty-one.”

“Wow.” Summer put her hand down and made her
face serious. “I mean, that’s a little unusual.”

“I bet I know what you’re thinking now,” Luke
said.

“I’m not thinking anything.”

“Okay, but just for the record I’ll say that
they were married almost five years before I came along and I’m an
only child.”

“Okay, also for the record let me say that
even if I had been thinking that, I would not have asked.”

Luke’s eyes met Summer’s for a moment. “Now I
believe you,” he said.

Summer broke the connection and started
fiddling with her silverware. She hadn’t noticed that Luke had been
watching her mouth until his eyes lifted a notch. There was
something powerful yet indescribable in his direct gaze. She was
trying to remember what they had been talking about when the pizza
arrived.

“Wow, that smells good,” Luke said.

Summer looked at the pizza. “One of the
reasons I like the square ones is that the middle slices don’t have
that extra crust. Do you mind if I go straight for those?”

“No, I like the crust. I’ll grab these two on
the edge so you can get to the middle easier.”

“Thanks.”

The comfortable silence of two people very
much enjoying their dinner settled over the table. Summer had
almost finished her first slice when she restarted the
conversation. “You were talking about your parents’ age difference
before. Did you get rude comments about that or anything that made
it weird for you?”

“Sort of.” Luke took another bite while he
appeared to be thinking about what to say. “I didn’t know that it
was… unusual when I was a kid. I don’t know, I guess it felt like
all grownups were just varying degrees of old.”

Summer nodded that she understood the
perception.

Luke continued, “But then sometime around
high school, the numbers meant more to me and I realized that Mom
had been kind of young. It didn’t help that she looked even
younger. People sometimes assumed that she had been a teenager when
I was born and when they saw that my dad looked like their
grandfathers… Well, there were a few unflattering questions or
comments thrown my way. But even then, I could see that my parents
were happy together so it didn’t matter so much.”

“That’s good,” Summer said. “I mean, I’m glad
they were happy. I knew this girl when I was in ninth grade and I
went to her house a few times and her parents were always
yelling. It was… I think even her stuffed animals were tense. She
moved away before we really got close so I don’t know what happened
to her, or her parents.”

Luke tried to look sympathetic and it wasn’t
difficult. His parents only disagreed occasionally and he hadn’t
wanted to be around when it happened. He didn’t even want to think
about what it might be like to live with constant arguing. “I think
our next game is going to have a Medieval theme,” he said.

Summer looked as though she was biting back a
smile. “What game?”

“Yeah, my company – um, where I work – we
make mobile games and we started one with like knights and
princesses and stuff.”

Summer glanced over her shoulder briefly.
“What do the knights and princesses do?”

“Oh, well… we haven’t really worked out the
details so I’d hate to tell you something that might change.” Or
that might bore you, he added in his head.

“What’s the name of the company you work
for?”

“Game Smelters.”

“Never heard of it. Is that in Port
Harris?”

“No, it’s in Hartford. Just a few blocks, um,
that way.” Luke pointed to his right. “It’s right before Oak
Street.”

“Oh!” Summer’s eyes widened. “Is that what’s
in the building with the weird purple stripe?”

“Yes, and that was there when we moved
in.”

“I know. The purple stripe has been there
forever. The building has been empty for years and then we’ve seen
lights on more recently. People in town have been wondering what
sort of business was going to start there.”

“We’ve been working almost since the lights
came on. Our first game came out earlier in the summer.”

“Why isn’t there a sign?” Summer demanded in
a tone that he couldn’t be sure wasn’t real annoyance. “Doesn’t the
boss know that people are curious?”

Luke laughed slightly at her indignation.
There was also a bit of nervousness to his laughter. He didn’t want
to admit he was the boss. “We don’t have a storefront since
we sell our games online. We keep the doors locked.”

“Still… a sign would be good. It’d make you,
you know, more a part of the community,” Summer said. And then she
smiled mischievously. “And I already knew you keep the doors
locked.”

Luke narrowed his eyes at her earlobe. “Have
you been trying to get in or something?”

Summer shook her head. “Not me, but someone I
know. She tried to visit a few times under the guise of
congratulating the business owner on the new venture just so she
could get a peek inside.”

“Wow. People are that curious?”

Summer laughed. “You are new to Hartford,
aren’t you?”

“I thought it was two lefts,” Luke said.

Summer simply looked at him, waiting
patiently for him to explain the new direction of the
conversation.

“That’s how new I am, or was. I actually got
lost on my first trip to the grocery store.”

“You got lost in Hartford?”

“Well, not entirely. From my house it’s a
left and then a right to the Hartford Market. The first time I
thought it was two lefts so I turned the wrong way to go home and
couldn’t find my street. You can’t go the wrong way here more than
a minute before you’re completely outside of town and that’s when I
realized my mistake.”

“Can I get you anything else?” The server had
appeared at the table and was anticipating an answer as she was
poised to deposit the check on the table.

Luke shook his head and looked at Summer who
said, “No, thanks.”

The check was closer to Luke so he picked it
up.

Summer grabbed for her bag at the same time.
“Wait,” she said, “I think I’m supposed to pay because it was my
idea.”

“Nope, I’m going to insist.”

“Are you sure?”

He nodded.

When the check was picked up again, Summer
said, “Excuse me a second,” and jumped up.

Luke assumed she was headed to a restroom,
but she cornered their server instead. The other woman shook her
head and they exchanged a few words. Then Summer returned to the
table somewhat out of sorts.

“Is everything all right?”

Summer sighed. “Do you want to do this
again?”

“Okay.”

“Hang on.” Summer reached over and pulled her
phone out of her bag. “I don’t remember what days I work.” She
swiped her finger over the screen a few times before she looked up.
“How about Thursday? Can you meet me here at 6:30 again?”

Luke nodded slowly. When Summer said “do this
again” she might not have meant to ask him out. She possibly meant
a repeat of the same confusing scenario that sometimes felt like a
date and sometimes felt like he was distracting her from something
else. But Luke was willing to try again to get to know her.


Chapter 3

 


 


“Summer’s home!” Leo shouted as she came
through the door.

“Summer will do the story,” added Max.

Summer surveyed the scene she had just
entered. Her stepdad, Kyle Morrison, was standing between her
little brothers with a hopeful look on his face. Both boys had damp
hair from their bath and were wearing jammies. Max’s rocket jammies
were tight around the middle and had legs that stopped well short
of his ankles. Summer pointed at him and said, “Aren’t those Leo’s
jammies?”

“It’s okay,” Leo said. “I told him he could
wear them.”

Kyle shrugged. “I couldn’t find any bigger
ones. We must be behind on laundry.”

“I’m off tomorrow. I’ll do a couple
loads.”

“Thanks, Summer. That would be great.” He
offered an ingratiating smile. “Now about that bedtime story?”

Max grabbed one of her hands and Leo pulled
on the other one. They tried to lead her towards the stairs while
spouting requests for what should be in the story. Summer smiled at
Kyle. “Doesn’t look like I have a choice.”

Leo and Max were six and eight years old. The
gap between her age and theirs made her relationship with them a
little weird. She felt like part sister and part live-in nanny. Her
mom and Kyle weren’t taking advantage of her. She offered to
babysit more often than they asked. Summer tried to make herself as
helpful as possible so they would appreciate her still
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