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The sun had barely started to rise, the rays creeping over the horizon and just touching the dew dampened grass. Abby opened the heavy half-paned door and stepped onto the porch to admire the view for a moment; two coffee mug handles gripped in her left hand. 

Three steps behind her, Ms. Marshall, her 78-year-old charge, the soles of her house shoes echoing her low steps. She was a feisty little thing, barely standing 5 foot 3, 110 on a rough day. She woman had been known to go head-to-head with the groundskeeper over her Spider Lillies. He stood 6’4 and easily could have kicked her like a football and launched her halfway across the property despite his bad knee and slight limp.

Abby genuinely enjoyed her company though and felt blessed for the job. She had heard stories from former classmates and the horrors some clients could be. Her Mother had recommended her for the job when she retired, her own mother having worked for them years prior as well. Abby felt like family in every sense. She sat at the main table during gatherings and always had gifts under the tree at Christmas. 12 years she had been employed to care for Ms. Marshall, helping ensure she took her medication, dressed without incident and obeyed the doctor’s restrictions on activity. The latter was a near daily challenge and although Abby got frustrated frequently, she was quietly amused with the fragile creature who still insisted on climbing the loft to the barn or rearranging furniture if the mood struck. 

As per their routine, they were heading to the front porch to enjoy the first part of the morning over coffee in the oak rocking chairs Ms. Marshall’s father had made by hand. They had seen more than a few new paint colors and cushion replacements over the years but were still holding solid.

Ms. Marshall grunted slightly as her body settled into hers and smiled with appreciation as Abby handed her one of the mugs she had carried out. 

‘Thank you.’ She said, blowing slightly into the steamy liquid before taking a sip.

‘You’re welcome’ Abby replied, relaxing in the chair beside her and tasting her own.

They sat in silence, drinking their coffee and watching the sun rise in the distance. The horizon brightened from a deep purple to pink to orange as the light spread over the treetops, the flowerbeds and the lawn, breaking only once it reached the deep blue tin overhang which was their shade. 

Abby recalled that when she had first arrived, 22 and naturally antsy, that she didn’t understand how anyone could enjoy just…. sitting, but she had long since come to understand and appreciate the peacefulness of it. She often used the time to close her eyes, focusing on the distant chirping of the birds, the rustle of leaves as a small breeze made its way through and shut out all of the worries and stresses that come with adulthood and work and all that is wrapped up in it. This morning was no different as she halted the day’s to do list threatening to disrupt her. 

‘Well, HE’s early.’ Ms. Marshall piped up, shattering the silence. 

Abby followed the older woman’s gaze to the ¼ mile long paved driveway, easily visible from their position. ‘Is he now? It’s just past 8. See, Ms.. he is right on time.’ 

‘Well, I hope he doesn’t expect anyone to be ready for ANYTHING before 9. I’m still in my housecoat and we haven’t even had breakfast yet.’ 

Abby nodded and stood, reaching for her companion’s coffee cup. 

‘Why don’t we get on that then, shall we?’

* * *

Sunny heard the familiar rumble of a pickup truck coming down the drive and nearly tripped over her bed spread, her foot tangling in the sheets as she dove out of bed to the window to confirm. 

Sure enough, there he was. Despite the fact that she had just awoken, her heart thudded loudly in her chest. 

It wasn’t HIM she was excited to see though-oh no. Adam Jenson was her childhood best friend but he was going to take her to see the one responsible for the blood rush. 

The Strawberry Festival was only 5 years old and had nearly doubled every year both in vendors as well as participants. This year they had hired an out of town construction crew to build a dance floor and stage for live music. That’s how she met him. She had tagged along with Adam to the hardware store for no other reason than she wanted to get out of the house and there he was, sorting through bins of different size nails. She had been carrying a hand basket following Adam as he placed random items inside. 

When she saw him it was like the world froze. She couldn’t explain it. Her entire body turned to stone and the muscles in her hands weakened which was why she dropped the basket. He turned his head toward her when he heard the noise. Their eyes locked; those beautiful soft brown eyes-for the longest ten seconds in existence. Adam bumped her leg as he bent down to retrieve the fallen items and snapped her out of the trance. 

‘Oh, here let me help’ the brown eyed stranger offered, dropping to one knee and retrieving the fallen items with his empty hand. 

She was paralyzed. They two men collected everything she had dropped and stood simultaneously. Before she could regain the stranger’s gaze, Adam thrust out his hand. 

‘Thanks. I guess this one forgot what she was doing’ he gestured toward her and she smiled. The brown-eyed stranger shook his outstretched hand.

‘That’s ok. I needed a distraction anyway. I have no idea what size I need right now.’ He nodded his head motioning to the row of bins behind him.

Before she could regain her ability to speak, the two were engrossed in conversation about what type of wood he was working with etc. She just stood behind them, smiling dumbly trying to will herself to come up with some way to join the conversation. She failed. Before she knew it, the brown-eyed stranger was waving goodbye and walking away. 

She was disappointed yet still too dazed to say or do anything about it. 

She followed Adam to the counter and watched him pay the cashier before heading out the door and climbing back into the passenger side of his truck. He dropped the bag in the back and got into the driver’s seat. He put the key in the ignition and then looked straight at her, one eyebrow raised.

‘Don’t look at me like that.’ She said.

‘Like what?’ he asked. 

‘With your serious face.’ 

‘I’m just worried about you. Do we need to go to the hospital?’ He jested.

She swatted his arm.

‘Stop it.’ 

‘Well, the way you were staring in there I thought you might be having a stroke or something.’ 

They both laughed. 

He started the engine and pulled out. 

They drove in silence for 5 miles before Adam took a deep breath.

‘He is with the Johnsonville crew building the stage for the festival.’  He said, his eyes focused on the road ahead of him. 

Sunny looked at him.

‘Is he?’ she tried to sound casual but he caught the curiosity in her tone. 

Adam didn’t respond. 

He turned in at her gate and slowly made his way down the driveway. He shifted into park before he spoke again, staring at the porch to make sure nobody was in earshot. 

‘I’ll pick you up in the morning and we can head over to the grounds before everyone gets there.’ 

‘Thank you!’ 

She squealed as she threw her arms around his neck. He grinned and lightly patted her arm that lay across his chest. She pulled back and kissed him on the cheek. 

‘You. Are. The. BEST.’ 

‘I know.’ He said, smiling back at her. 

She nearly tripped jumping out of the truck and ran up the steps, pausing to collect herself before opening the front door. 

Her Grandmother absolutely REFUSED to step into the latest century and insisted there be a ‘Certain standard of gentleman’ appropriate for her. Sunny had lucked out and none had been mentioned yet but she had just finished high school and summer had barely begun. She expected that would give her at least until Fall before the subject was brought up again.

Adam was safe as the families had grown side by side for 3 generations-since the first men had purchased the land they still sat on. They became fast friends and it was often forgotten that there was no actual blood connecting the households. 

It was barely 8 AM but she had already been up for over an hour, caught in an extended daydream with the brown-eyed stranger. She imagined how the conversation would go and rehearsed a few conversation starters in her mind, determined to let him know that she WAS, in fact, intelligible and fully capable of human conversation. 

She waved off her thoughts and rushed to throw on the pale blue cotton dress she had chosen the night before, slipped on a pair of white flats and ran a brush through her shoulder length Auburn hair all before Adam made it all the way down the driveway.  She only paused to apply a light nude shade to her lips and a touch of powder to her lightly tanned chin and nose to dim the shine but didn’t want to overdo it for fear her grandmother would ask too many questions before they could make it through the door. 

She leaned back slightly from her vanity to get a broader view of herself. Hair and makeup-Acceptable. Dress-clean and wrinkle-free. She adjusted the neckline ever so slightly to cover the birthmark that threatened to peeked out from just below her collarbone. Satisfied, she stood and smiled at her reflection and suddenly remembered she needed to brush her teeth. 

Sunny’s Older Brother Alex stumbled out of his bedroom into the hall just as Sunny slammed the bathroom door behind her. He rolled his eyes, as that was his destination but decided to use the bathroom downstairs rather than interrupt whatever girlie situation was going on in that one. He stumbled down the back staircase into the kitchen. His usually slicked back hair was disheveled from his sleep, leaving his natural curls loose. He was usually quite serious and intimidating but in this state, he almost appeared to be relaxed and fun. He stood easily at 6 feet tall with a naturally stocky build he fought against on a regular basis. He boxed recreationally and claimed it slowed him down. 

‘Alexander Marshall-how many times do I have to tell you to dress yourself before coming downstairs. We have company’ His grandmother scowled. 

He looked down at himself as if to check his wardrobe knowing he had wandered out, yet again, in nothing but his pajama bottoms. 

He tilted his head to the side, a red curl creeping over his eye and smiled at her. 

‘I just couldn’t wait to tell you good morning’ 

She rolled her eyes and smirked back at him. 

He kissed the top of her head and motioned to Adam, who he had just noticed. 

‘Besides-he doesn’t count as company.’ 

Adam rolled his eyes and scoffed. 

Sunny flew into the room, a bit too excited but halted herself hoping no one had noticed. 

‘What an adorable dress’ Abby complimented her as she set down a large bowl of scrambled eggs on the breakfast table along with a plate of toast. 

‘Thank you.’ Sunny replied, grabbing Adam’s elbow, 

‘We should go if we want to get a good parking spot.’ 

Adam opened his mouth to speak but before he could, her grandmother interjected.

‘Sit and eat first. They will still be setting up for another two hours at least.’

‘I know Grandma and that’s why we need to get moving. I told April I would help her set up her mother’s jam stand. She still has the cast on her foot and I wouldn’t want her trying to do it all by herself.’ 

Sunny bit her tongue. Her grandmother had a gift for being able to tell when someone was lying-even about a small detail. She froze in her stare for a moment then smiled. ‘

‘Alright then.’ She turned to Adam. ‘Make sure she gets something to eat other than pie today.’ 

‘Yes ma’am.’ He replied. 

The two shared a look before leaving a bit too quickly. 

Once the truck was out of earshot, Abby looked up from her plate.

‘Are you going to let them know that you know?’ 

Ms. Marshall laughed. 

‘I’m going to let them sweat for a bit. The whole thing is harmless. Do you think anything happens in this town without my finding out about it’ 

‘Never.’ Abby responded, taking another bite. 

Adam strolled casually through the partially set up booths, Sunny a half step behind. They waved and relayed casual hello’s to those they passed heading to the far side of the property where construction was still underway, the sounds of hammers and a saw growing louder as they drew closer. 

Once they were close enough to make out the features of human figures scattered about, she started looking for



























