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Chapter One

Olivia MacKenzie was certain she would have been offered the job if she hadn’t punched the boss during the interview. But knocking the man senseless turned out to be a real deal breaker.

The CEO of one of the largest investment firms in the country, Eric Jorguson, was now being questioned by an FBI agent. He wasn’t cooperating. The agent had taken Jorguson to the opposite side of the terrace and was trying to get him to calm down and answer his questions. Jorguson was busy screaming at Olivia, threatening to have her killed and also sue her because she’d broken his jaw. She hadn’t done any such thing, of course. The man was exaggerating. She’d smashed his nose in, not his jaw. A waiter wearing the name tag TERRY pinned to his black vest stood next to her trying to soothe what he referred to as her extreme case of nerves. She wanted to punch him, too.

“You’re in shock,” he told her. “That’s why you look so calm. The guy tears your dress and gropes you, and it’s only natural for you to go into shock. Don’t you think? That’s why you’re not crying and carrying on.”

Olivia looked at him. “I’m fine, really.” Now please leave me alone, she silently added.

“Hey, look,” Terry said. “They’re arresting Jorguson’s bodyguard. What’s the guy doing with a bodyguard, I wonder.” A few seconds later he answered his own question. “He must need one. Especially if he attacks other women the way he attacked you. You think you’d like to go out with me sometime?”

She smiled to ease the rejection. “I don’t think so.”

“You’re still in shock, aren’t you?”

Olivia was angry, not hysterical. She stood by the table with her arms folded across her waist as she patiently waited for the FBI agent to get to her. She had been told it wouldn’t take long.

Terry tried twice more to engage her in conversation. She was polite but firm each time he attempted to get personal.

She watched the agents while she tried to figure out how she had gotten into this bizarre situation. Job hunting wasn’t supposed to be dangerous. She had already interviewed with three other Fortune 500 companies without incident. Before she had gone to those interviews, however, she had done quite a bit of research. She didn’t have that luxury with Jorguson Investments. Because the position had just become available, she’d had less than a day to study the company’s prospectus. She should have looked more closely before she agreed to the preliminary interview. Should have, could have, she lamented.

She hated job hunting and all the inane interviews, especially since she really liked her current job and the people she worked with. But there was talk of cutbacks. Serious talk, and according to some of the other employees, Olivia didn’t have seniority. She would be one of the first laid off. It was important to her that she stay in her current job until she accomplished what she had set out to do, but it didn’t look like that was going to happen. The only constant in Olivia’s life right now was the mortgage. It had to be paid, no matter what, which was why she had to have job options.

She had gone to the office an hour earlier than usual this morning, finished two case files by noon, and headed over to Seraphina, a lovely restaurant with a stunning view. The five-star restaurant overlooked a manicured terrace, with tables strategically placed under a canopy of tree branches. Beyond was the river. Lunch was going to be a treat. She’d never dined at Seraphina because of the expense, but she’d heard that the food was wonderful. Grossly overpriced, but wonderful. No peanut butter and jelly sandwich today.

The hostess showed her to a table on the south side of the terrace. It was such a beautiful day with just a slight nip in the air, perfect for lunch outside.

The preliminary interview with Xavier Cannon, the company’s lead attorney, had gone well, she thought, but he hadn’t answered some of her more pressing questions and had suggested instead that she ask Jorguson. Cannon also mentioned that, if Jorguson liked her, he would offer her the job during lunch.

Jorguson was waiting for her. She spotted him across the busy terrace. He held an open folder in his hand and was reading a paper inside it. As she drew closer she could see that it was her résumé.

For about twenty seconds she thought he was quite a charmer and a rather distinguished-looking man. He was tall and thin and had a bright, white smile.

He stood and shook her hand. “Bring the lady a drink,” he snapped impatiently to a passing waiter.

“Iced tea, please,” she said.

The waiter had already moved her chair for her, and she sat before Jorguson could come around the table to assist her.

Jorguson’s cell phone rang, and without offering an apology or an excuse for the interruption, he turned his back to her and answered. His voice was low and angry. Whoever he was talking to was getting a dressing-down. His vocabulary was crude.

So much for charming, she thought. She tried to focus on her surroundings while she waited. The linen tablecloth draped all the way to the ground, and in the center of the round table was a crystal bowl of fresh-cut flowers in every color. She looked around her and smiled. It was a really pretty day.

Jorguson finished his call. He slipped the phone into his suit jacket and gave her his full attention, but the way he was staring at her quickly made her uncomfortable. She was about to ask him if something was wrong when he said, “You’re stunning. Absolutely stunning.”

“Excuse me?”

“You’re very beautiful,” he said then. “Xavier mentioned how pretty you were, but I still didn’t expect. . .that is to say, I wasn’t prepared. . .”

Olivia was horrified by his close scrutiny. His leering inspection made her skin crawl. Jorguson wasn’t just unprofessional; he was also creepy. She opened her linen napkin and placed it in her lap. She tried to turn his attention so he would stop gawking at her.

Typically she would have waited for him to lead the questioning, but the awkward silence and his inappropriate behavior compelled her to speak first.

“This morning I had a few minutes, and I pulled up your prospectus. Your company is quite impressive,” she said. “But there was a note that last year you were investigated by the FBI—”

He rudely cut her off with a wave of his hand. “Yes, but of course nothing came of it. It was simple harassment.” He continued, “They didn’t like some of my clients and wanted to make trouble, which was ridiculous. I should have sued, but I didn’t have the time.”

Sue the FBI? Was he serious or just trying to impress her with his power. His arrogance was overwhelming.

“You’re a brand-new attorney, aren’t you?” he asked.

“Yes, that’s correct.”

“Only two people ranked higher than you on the bar. I cannot tell you how remarkable that is. Still, you don’t have much experience with contracts.”

“No, I don’t,” she agreed. “How did you find out about my scores? That’s confidential—”

He waved his hand in the air again, dismissing her question. The gesture irritated her. She admitted then that pretty much everything about the man irritated her.

“There were quite a few others who applied for the position, and most of them have more experience than you, but when I discovered you were Robert MacKenzie’s daughter, I moved you to the top of the list.”

“You know my father?” She couldn’t hide her surprise.

“Everyone who’s anyone knows who your father is,” he replied. “I know people who have invested in your father’s Trinity Fund and have made a handsome profit. Very impressive,” he stated with a nod. “I’m considering adding the fund to my own portfolio. No one plays the market like your father does. He seems to have a knack for choosing the right investments. If you’re half as clever as he is, you’ll go far, young lady.”

Olivia wasn’t given time to respond. He’d already moved on. “You’ll be wonderful working with our clients. With that smile of yours, you could get them to sign anything. Oh yes, they’ll be as dazzled by you as I am,” he gushed. “And I have several powerful clients. Xavier will guide you. Now then, what questions do you have for me? I have a potential client meeting me here at one, so this will have to be a quick lunch.”

“Did the SEC investigate when—”

He interrupted. “No, the SEC will never investigate me,” he boasted. “I’m protected there.”

“You’re protected? How?”

“I have a friend, and he has assured me. . .”

Her eyes widened. “You have a friend at the Securities and Exchange Commission?”

Color crept up his neck. His eyes darted to the left, then to the right. Was he checking to make sure no one was listening to the conversation?

He leaned into the table and lowered his voice. “I don’t have any worries there. As I just said, I won’t be investigated, and since you’re going to be working closely with me, I don’t want you to be concerned.”

Working closely with him? That thought made her cringe.

“About this friend. . .” she began.

“No more questions about the SEC,” he snapped. He wasn’t looking into her eyes now. He was staring at her chest. The longer he stared, the more indignant she became. She considered snapping her fingers several times in front of his eyes to get his attention but, wanting to remain composed and professional, decided to ask a question about the investments he’d made.

Jorguson was slick; she’d give him that much. He danced around each question but never really gave her any satisfactory answers.

The topic eventually returned to the SEC. “Who is your contact?” she asked, wondering if he would tell her. He was so smug and arrogant, she thought there was a good chance he might. She also wanted him to assure her that everything he did was legal, and she thought it was odd that he hadn’t offered any such affirmation.

“Why do you want to know? That’s confidential information.”

He was staring at her chest again. She folded her napkin, smiled at Terry the waiter when he placed her iced tea in front of her, and handed him her menu.

“I won’t be staying for lunch.”

The waiter hesitated, then took her menu, glanced at Jorguson, and walked away.

Olivia was disheartened. The salary at Jorguson Investments was good, really good, but it had taken less than five minutes to know she couldn’t work for this man.

What a waste of time, she thought. And money. She could have worn one of her old suits, but she’d wanted to stand out, so she bought a new dress. It was expensive, too. She loved the fit and the color, a deep emerald green silk. It had a high V-neck, so there was no need to wear a necklace. Diamond stud earrings, which were so tiny you could barely see the sparkle, and a watch were her only jewelry. She wore her hair down around her shoulders and had taken the time to use a curling iron.

Olivia looked at Jorguson. The degenerate was still staring at her chest. And for this she had curled her hair?

“This isn’t going to work,” she said.

She tried to stand. Jorguson suddenly bolted upright, grabbed the top of her dress, and ripped it apart. The silk material tore, exposing her collarbone and part of her black bra.

Appalled, she slapped Jorguson’s hands away. “What do you think—”

“Are you wearing a wire? You are, aren’t you? That’s why you asked me who my contact was. That investigation stalled, sweetheart. It’s not going anywhere. The FBI’s been after me for two years now, and they’ve got nothing. I know for a fact they’re following me. They won’t ever get anything on me. They like to go after successful entrepreneurs. I’m an honest businessman,” he shouted into her chest. “Now where’s the damn wire? I know it’s in there somewhere.”

Olivia was so shocked by his behavior, she bounced between disbelief and outrage. She shoved his hands away, pulled her top together, and said, “If you try to touch me again, you’ll regret it.”

He tried again, and she retaliated. She heard a crunching sound when she punched him and felt a good deal of satisfaction. It was short-lived. A giant of a man with a thick neck and bald head appeared out of nowhere. He was wearing a tailored black suit, but he looked like a thug. He was at the other end of the terrace and heading toward her. As Jorguson was screaming and holding his nose with one hand, he was waving to the big man and pointing at Olivia with the other.

“Martin, see what she did to me?” he howled. “Get her, get her.”

Get her? Was he twelve? Olivia could feel her face turning red. She kept her attention centered on the bodyguard as she jumped to her feet. His suit jacket opened, and she saw a gun. He hadn’t reached for it, though, and was glancing around to see how many people were watching.

She was in trouble, all right. She thought about taking off one of her stiletto heels and using that as a weapon, but she decided she could do more damage with it on. She spied Terry watching from the doorway with a cell phone to his ear. She hoped he was calling the police.

“Do you have a permit to carry that gun?” she demanded of the bodyguard, trying to make her voice sound as mean as possible. Now, why, in God’s name, had she asked that? What did she care if he had a permit or not? She was slowly slipping her hand inside her purse to get to her pepper spray. She couldn’t find it and realized then that, when she’d changed purses, she’d left the spray at home on her bedside table. A lot of good it would do her there.

The thug named Martin, zigzagging around the tables, was getting closer. The man was built like a sumo wrestler. Olivia figured she was on her own. The other diners were already beginning to scatter. She stepped back from the table, dropped her purse into the chair, and waited for the man to reach her. If he touched her, she’d kick him where it mattered most, and if he blocked her, she’d go for his knee or his midsection.

Jorguson, holding his bloody nose, was backing away but still pointing at her and shouting. “How dare you touch me. You’re going to be sorry. I know people who will hurt you. You don’t hit me and get away with it. Don’t you know who I am and what I can do? One phone call is all it will take,” he screamed. “You’re a dead woman, Olivia MacKenzie. Do you hear me? A dead woman.”

Of course she’d heard him. She thought everyone within a ten-block area had heard him. She refused to give him any satisfaction by reacting, though, and that was probably why he was becoming more outrageous with his threats.

Her attention remained centered on the bodyguard. She thought he would do his best to intimidate her in front of his employer, maybe even try to get her to apologize to Jorguson—hell would freeze before she’d do that—but he surely wouldn’t touch her. Not in front of all these people.

Or maybe he wouldn’t care who was watching. Jorguson had shouted his intent to have her killed. Would this bodyguard try to top that crazy threat?

There was a wall of windows in the restaurant facing the river, and diners were crammed together, their faces plastered to the glass. Some had their cell phones glued to their ears; others were using the cell phone cameras to record the incident. . .for YouTube, no doubt. Certainly, most of them had witnessed Jorguson ripping her dress and then screaming after she’d punched him. The man had howled like an outraged hyena. Surely they’d heard his ridiculous threats, too.

The bodyguard took Jorguson’s orders to “get her” to heart. He lunged. He grabbed her upper arm and twisted as he jerked her toward him. Pain shot up into her neck and down to her fingers. His grip was strong enough to break her bone.

He glanced over his shoulder at the crowd before turning back to her. “You’re coming with me,” he ordered.

A woman rushed out of the restaurant shouting, “You leave her alone.” At the same time, two men in business suits ran past the woman to help Olivia.

“Let go of me,” she demanded as she slammed the heel of her shoe into the top of his foot.

He grunted and let go. Olivia got in a solid kick, and he doubled over. But not for long. He quickly recovered and, roaring several grossly unflattering names at her, straightened and reached for his gun. His face was now bloodred.

Good Lord, was he going to shoot her? The look in his eyes suggested that he might. Apparently, Martin had forgotten his audience, or he no longer cared he was being watched. His impulse control had vanished. He had the most hateful look on his face as he pulled the gun from the waistband of his pants. The two businessmen coming to her aid stopped when they spotted the weapon.

“I said you’re coming with me,” he snarled as he lunged.

“No, I’m not.” She threw a twelve-dollar glass of iced tea at him. He ducked.

“Bitch.” He spit the word and tried to grab her again.

“I’m not going anywhere with you. Now get away from me.”

The gun seemed to be growing in his hand. She backed away from him, and that infuriated him even more. He came at her again, and before she could protect herself, he backhanded her. He struck the side of her face, his knuckles clipping her jaw. It was a hard hit and hurt like hell. The blow threw her backward, but even as she was falling, she didn’t take her eyes off the gun.

She landed on her backside, winced from the impact on her tailbone, and quickly staggered to her feet.

She understood what the expression “seeing stars” meant. Dazed, she tried to back away.

The thug raised his gun again, and suddenly he was gone. Olivia saw a blur fly past her, tackling the bodyguard to the ground. The gun went one way, and the thug went the other, landing hard. Within seconds her rescuer had the man facedown on the grass and was putting handcuffs on him while reading him his rights. When he was finished, he motioned to another man wearing a badge and gun who was rushing across the terrace.

With one of his knees pressed against the bodyguard’s spine, the rescuer turned toward her. She suddenly felt lightheaded. She could have sworn she saw an ethereal glow radiating all around him and the sound of a singing choir echoing overhead. She closed her eyes and shook her head. The blow to her jaw must be making her hallucinate. When she opened her eyes again, the vision and the choir were gone, but the man was still there, looking up at her with beautiful hazel eyes.

“Who are you?” he asked as he hauled the bodyguard to his feet.

“Olivia MacKenzie,” she answered. She sounded bewildered, but she couldn’t help that. The last few minutes had been hair-raising, and she was having trouble forming a clear thought.

“Who are you?” she asked.

“Agent Grayson Kincaid. FBI. Are you all right?”

“I’ve been better.”

“Maybe you should sit down.”

The bodyguard finally found his voice. “I was protecting my boss.”

“With a Glock?” Kincaid asked. “And against an unarmed woman?”

“She kicked me.”

A hint of a smile turned his expression. “Yeah, I saw.”

“I’m bringing charges.”

“You attacked her,” Kincaid snapped. “If I were you, I’d be real quiet right now.”

The bodyguard ignored the suggestion. “Mr. Jorguson has known for a long time that the FBI has been tailing him and listening in on his private conversations. What you’re doing is illegal, but you people don’t play by the rules, do you?”

“Stop talking,” Kincaid said.

Another agent grabbed hold of the bodyguard’s arm and led him away. He didn’t go peacefully. He was shouting for a lawyer.

“Hey, Ronan,” Kincaid shouted.

The agent dragging the bodyguard away turned back. “Yeah?”

“Did you see it?”

Ronan smiled. “Oh yeah, I saw it all. After I put this clown in the back of the car, I’ll go get Jorguson.”

Olivia glanced around the terrace. In all the commotion she hadn’t seen him slip away.

Kincaid nodded, then turned back to her.

“The gun is under the table,” she offered.

“I’ll get it,” Kincaid said.

He walked over to her, and she flinched when he reached out to touch her. Frowning, he said, “I’m not going to hurt you. I just want to see how bad it is.”

“It’s fine,” she insisted. “I’m fine.”

He ignored her protest. He gently pushed her hair away from the side of her face. “Your cheek’s okay, but he really clipped your jaw. It’s already starting to swell. You need to put ice on it. Maybe I should take you to the emergency room, have a physician look at your arm, too. I saw the way he twisted it.”

“I’ll be all right. I’ll ice it,” she promised when he looked like he wanted to argue.

He took a step back and said, “I’m sorry I couldn’t get to him faster.”

“You got here before he shot me. He really was going to shoot me, wasn’t he?” She was still astounded by the possibility and getting madder by the second.

“He might have tried,” he agreed.

She frowned. “You’re awfully nonchalant about it.”

“I would have taken him down before he shot you.”

Her cell phone rang. She checked the number, then sent the call to voice mail. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw a man rounding the corner of the building and glaring at her. He stormed toward her, just as Kincaid bent to retrieve the bodyguard’s gun.

“What the hell’s the matter with you?” the man shouted.

Since he was wearing a gun and badge, she knew he was also FBI. “Excuse me?”

“You ruined a perfectly good sting. Were you wearing a wire? Did you get anything we could use? No, I didn’t think so. You weren’t supposed to be here until one. We weren’t ready.”

The agent screaming at her was an older man, late fifties, she guessed. His face was bright red, and his anger could light fires.

He moved closer until he was all but touching her, but she refused to be intimidated. “Stop yelling at me.”

“She’s not with the FBI,” Kincaid said.

“How . . .” The confused agent took a step back. He looked at Olivia, then at Kincaid.

“I’d know if she was. Your undercover woman hasn’t shown up yet.”

“Two months’ planning,” the agent muttered. He pointed at Olivia. “Are you wearing a wire? Jorguson seems to think you are. Are you with a newspaper or—”

“Poole, leave her the hell alone,” Kincaid said.

Poole was staring at her chest. Uh-oh. Olivia knew where this was going.

“If you think you’re going to look for a wire, be advised. I’ll punch you, too,” she warned.

Distraught to have his investigation fall apart, Agent Poole stepped closer and said, “Listen, you. Don’t threaten me. I could make your life a nightmare.” He put his hand in front of her face and unfolded three fingers as he said, “I’m F. . .B. . .I.”

She smiled. It wasn’t the reaction he expected. “You want to talk nightmares?” she said. She put her hand up to his face and unfolded her three fingers. “I’m I. . .R. . .S.”


A Note from the Author

Dear Reader,

A Girl Named Summer is near and dear to my heart. It was the first book I wrote, and my youngest son was the inspiration for one of the characters.

The plot revolves around a fifteen-year-old girl and all of the joys and heartaches that come with that age. This is a story for mothers to share with their daughters and also for women to remember what falling in love was like for the very first time.

When I wrote A Girl Named Summer in 1984, I never imagined it would one day be read on an e-reader or a tablet, so I am particularly pleased to share it as an e-book. I haven’t changed a word of it and offer it to you in the spirit of the times that it was written. All of the books that I have published are now available as e-books, so happy reading, and thank you for the many years of support.

[image: ]


More Titles by Julie Garwood

Sweet Talk

The Ideal Man

Sizzle

Fire and Ice

Shadow Music

Shadow Dance

Slow Burn

Murder List

Killjoy

Mercy

Heartbreaker

Ransom

Come the Spring

The Clayborne Brides

The Wedding

For the Roses

Prince Charming

Saving Grace

Castles

The Secret

The Prize

The Gift

Guardian Angel

The Bride

The Lion’s Lady

Honor’s Splendour

Rebellious Desire

Gentle Warrior


JULIE GARWOOD

A GIRL NAMED SUMMER

DUTTON


Contents

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

About the Author



DUTTON

Published by Penguin Group (USA) Inc.

375 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014, U.S.A.

Penguin Group (Canada), 90 Eglinton Avenue East, Suite 700, Toronto, Ontario M4P 2Y3, Canada (a division of Pearson Penguin Canada Inc.); Penguin Books Ltd, 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England; Penguin Ireland, 25 St. Stephen’s Green, Dublin 2, Ireland (a division of Penguin Books Ltd); Penguin Group (Australia), 250 Camberwell Road, Camberwell, Victoria 3124, Australia (a division of Pearson Australia Group Pty Ltd); Penguin Books India Pvt Ltd, 11 Community Centre, Panchsheel Park, New Delhi—110 017, India; Penguin Group (NZ), 67 Apollo Drive, Rosedale, Auckland 0632, New Zealand (a division of Pearson New Zealand Ltd); Penguin Books (South Africa) (Pty) Ltd, 24 Sturdee Avenue, Rosebank, Johannesburg 2196, South Africa

Penguin Books Ltd, Registered Offices: 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England

Published by Dutton, a member of Penguin Group (USA) Inc.

First eBook edition published by Dutton, June 2012

Copyright © 1986 by Julie Garwood

All rights reserved

ISBN: 978-1-101-60353-6

Printed in the United States of America

PUBLISHER’S NOTE

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise), without the prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this book.

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book via the Internet or via any other means without the permission of the publisher is illegal and punishable by law. Please purchase only authorized electronic editions, and do not participate in or encourage electronic piracy of copyrighted materials. Your support of the author’s rights is appreciated.




For Elizabeth, Bryan, and Gerry


A GIRL 
NAMED 
SUMMER


Chapter 1 [image: ]

“Mother, does Michael have to wear that towel all the time?” Summer Matthews muttered. She knelt down in front of her three-year-old brother and looked him squarely in the eye while she snapped the oversized safety pin in position just below his chin.

“I can’t be Superman without my cape,” Michael replied. He frowned until the spray of freckles across the bridge of his nose became one brown streak. “Everyone knows you gots to wear a cape if you’re going to be Superman,” he continued in a tone that suggested his older sister was definitely simpleminded.

“Of course you do, dear, and it’s ‘have to wear,’ not ‘gots to wear,’” their mother answered.

Summer glanced up and watched her mother hunt through her gigantic purse. She’s lost her keys again, Summer thought in exasperation.

“Mother, at least make him take off those ridiculous boots while he’s in the house,” she pleaded. She turned back to her brother and slipped the bright red towel over his small shoulders. “Michael, winter boots are terrific when you want to play in the snow, but it just happens to be June.”

From the belligerent expression on Michael’s face, Summer concluded that her cool logic wasn’t making a dent, so she tried another approach. “Your feet are going to get all shriveled up and fall off if you don’t let some air get to them,” she warned in an ominous voice.

The threat didn’t faze him. But then, her little brother wasn’t easily intimidated. “Superman always wears red boots,” he proclaimed. He rolled his eyes heavenward, just the way Grandpa did when he was exasperated, and folded his arms in a militant manner across his chest. He was obviously in one of his stubborn moods, Summer finally realized, and she sighed in defeat.

“Summer, don’t tease your brother,” their mother admonished as she continued to pull items out of her purse.

“I give up,” Summer said. “Your keys are on the dining room table,” she added as an afterthought. “I just remembered seeing them there.”

“Why, of course they are,” her mother exclaimed with a grin. “Michael, you be a good boy and obey your sister while she’s in charge. Summer, don’t forget to give your grandfather his medicine at three o’clock. It’s on top of the refrigerator.”

“Tell her I get to wear my boots,” Michael demanded.

“Of course you must wear your boots,” their mother agreed. “But please take them off during naptime.”

“You win, half-pint,” Summer said.

After a quick hug and kiss for Michael and a peck on the cheek for Summer, their mother scooped up her keys from the table and hurried out the door.

As soon as they were alone, Summer turned to her brother. “Come on, I’ll fix your lunch.”

“No.” It was an automatic response, a word Michael had grown quite fond of lately, but Summer didn’t pay any attention and went into the kitchen. Michael followed her, hovering in the doorway while he watched her fix his sandwich.

“I’m not hungry,” he stubbornly protested when she placed the sandwich on the table.

“Yes, you are,” Summer answered. She lifted him up and settled him in his chair before he could continue his rebellion, then sat down opposite him.

“I won’t eat.”

Summer pretended a bored yawn and shrugged. She had learned the hard way to act as if she couldn’t care less when she really wanted something from Michael. One had to be an amateur psychologist when dealing with three-year-olds.

“Quit making squishes in your sandwich,” she scolded him.

Michael looked at Summer. “Why are you so mad?” he asked.

“Mad? I’m not mad, Michael. Why should I be mad? My entire summer vacation is completely ruined, but that shouldn’t make me mad, now should it?”

Wide blue eyes stared at her; they were replicas of her own. Although they looked very much like sister and brother, Michael’s hair was the color of the carrot slice he was stabbing into his sandwich, while Summer’s hair was a golden blond.

“Quit staring at me and eat.” Summer was in a rotten mood. “Life is the pits, Michael. Regina finally got her dad to let us work at the Pizza Paddle he owns, and now I have to stay home with you and Grandpa!

“Why am I sitting here trying to discuss my problems with a three-year-old?” Summer suddenly asked herself. Good grief, she was getting as strange as the rest of her family! And they were strange. She had come to that conclusion years ago, even before Grandpa had moved in with them. She loved all of them dearly, but sometimes their behavior embarrassed her.

Her father put in long hours at his flower shop and truly seemed to enjoy his work, but, honestly, sometimes their house looked like the city botanical gardens. He told her he brought home only the plants that needed “special attention,” and she could understand that, but did he have to talk to them? Every day as he watered and fertilized them, he moved from one to the other offering praise and encouragement. If people outside her family observed this ritual, Summer was confident they’d think he’d lost his mind.

Her mother, on the other hand, was so busy trying to keep up with the family and the house and the shop that she sometimes tended to be a little absentminded. Once, she’d left work late and had quickly stopped at the supermarket to buy a few things for dinner. When she arrived home, she turned to retrieve the bags from the backseat of her car, only to find that they weren’t there. Later, she confessed that she’d had so much running through her mind she’d forgotten the groceries and had actually left them sitting in the cart at the supermarket parking lot.

And then there was Summer’s grandfather. He spent almost every waking hour down in the basement working on his inventions. He hadn’t lived with them very long, but he fit right in with her eccentric family. They had become so accustomed to the loud noises coming from below they didn’t even react anymore.

“Anybody home?” The call from the front door interrupted Summer’s thoughts, and the high-pitched voice of Regina Morgan, her best friend, brought a smile to her face.

“Come in,” Summer yelled. “We’re in the kitchen.”

Regina bounded into the room but didn’t stop until she was hunting through the refrigerator.

“Hungry?” Summer teased. It was a joke, of course. Regina was always hungry.

Regina shrugged a reply. She crossed over to the kitchen table with an apple in one hand and a can of grape soda in the other and plopped down with all the grace of a skinny giraffe. “Hi, Mike. Summer, I just got back from my checkup at the doctor’s, and I grew another inch,” Regina mumbled between bites of apple. “I’m going to be an amazon, I just know it.”

“No, you’re not,” Summer said with heartfelt sympathy. She knew how awkward Regina felt about her height and wanted to help her feel better. After all, they were best friends. “When the boys catch up with you…”

“Summer, I measured five feet, eight and a half inches.” She visibly winced the admission. “Maybe I should try out for the boys’ basketball team.”

“Don’t be silly. You’d kill yourself. There isn’t a coordinated bone in your body,” Summer replied with complete honesty. She knew she wasn’t hurting Regina’s feelings. They were too close. Besides, it was the truth. “Anyway, you’re going to be a model, remember? And it’s good for models to be tall and thin, and—”

“—flat-chested,” Regina supplied, “which I most definitely am. Let’s change the subject. This is depressing. Where is everyone? It’s actually quiet.”

“Mom’s working at the flower shop with Dad, and Grandpa is—”

“—in the basement,” Regina added. She had the habit of finishing Summer’s sentences for her, and sometimes the trait bothered Summer, but not today. “Has he finished his remote-control vacuum cleaner?”

Regina understood about Grandpa. And she never laughed. That was one of the reasons she was her best friend, Summer acknowledged. She really understood.

“I think so, but he hasn’t tried it out upstairs yet. He’s working on car chains today.”

Regina nodded, and they both smiled. Yes, Regina definitely understood Summer’s family.

“Can I go next door and play with Andy?” Michael interrupted with a loud, proud burp.

Usually Michael went right down for his nap after lunch, but Summer wanted to visit with Regina before hassling with her brother. “For a little while, if you finish your sandwich,” she started to answer, but he was already running out the back door.

Summer turned to her friend. “There’s no easy way to tell you this, Regina,” Summer said. “Mom has to work with Dad all summer. Mrs. Nelson is going to have a baby, and she took the whole three months off.”

“You’re kidding! What about working at the Pizza Paddle?”

“I can’t,” Summer mumbled.

“Summer, do you realize how much time and effort went into my nagging Dad until he agreed to let us work there?”

Summer sat in dejected silence while she considered her bleak future. There wasn’t any hope, she decided. What other fifteen-year-old girl stayed home all summer? Probably none. And this was the summer that she and Regina had vowed they would make some new friends and meet some really cute older guys. They had both agreed to turn over a new leaf, too, starting with their looks. Summer had decided that her wardrobe was entirely too juvenile, for one thing. The money she’d been planning to make at the Pizza Paddle would have enabled her to buy some really great clothes. Well, that was definitely out now. Mom and Dad couldn’t afford to pay her more than a few dollars a week for baby-sitting. It would take her most of the summer just to have enough to buy new jeans!

“You’re going to be stuck here all summer?”

Regina made it sound as if Summer had been sentenced to Siberia. Of course, taking care of Michael and her grandfather was probably just as bad, Summer thought, then immediately felt guilty.

“But what about our plans?” Regina’s stubborn streak was asserting itself. She was just as disappointed as Summer, and that fact made Summer feel somewhat better. “You’ll never meet anyone if you don’t get out there and circulate. That’s what is so super about working at the Pizza Paddle. Everyone goes there on Friday nights. You know that!”

“I know, I know,” Summer said. “But there isn’t anything I can do about it. I tried to talk to Dad, but when he started his ‘A Family Is a Team’ lecture, I knew it was a lost cause.”

“Ann Logan is having a swim party next week,” Regina said, changing the subject.

“Oh, how splendid.” Summer’s voice reeked with sarcasm. Splendid was one of Ann’s favorite words, and Ann was one of Summer’s least favorite persons.

“Your claws are showing,” Regina said with a giggle. “Just because she stole Eric from you…”

“Don’t start,” Summer demanded. “And she did not steal him from me. I never had him to begin with, remember? That was all in your mind.”

Ann Logan was definitely a thorn in Summer’s side. As soon as Ann had found out Summer was interested in Eric, she’d moved right in. Eric was helpless before Ann’s practiced assault. He never stood a chance.

“Do you think she uses something on her hair? It’s getting more and more streaked, I noticed.”

“Who cares? She still looks like a Barbie doll with that plastic smile of hers. And the way she bats those lashes, you’d think she had a tic or something.”

“Well, she has to be nice to me,” Regina said. “She still hasn’t given up on Gregg.”

“How can your brother stand her? Honestly, Michael has a better vocabulary than she does, and she acts so…phony. I don’t think she can hold a serious thought for more than ten seconds.” The disgust was obvious in Summer’s voice.

“Oh, all the boys like to have girls gush over them. That’s our problem, Summer. We just aren’t gushy enough. Anyway, I was invited to the party because of Gregg, that’s for sure. We both know she really doesn’t like me. She doesn’t like any girl, for that matter. Maybe I won’t go if you’re not invited.”

“You have to go. This will be the perfect opportunity for you to meet some new boys. With Ann’s reputation to maintain, I’m sure there will be an abundance of—”

“—gorgeous guys surrounding her,” Regina said. “We’re supposed to bring dates,” Regina added. “I guess I could ask Carl Benson. He’s tall enough. If only he didn’t tend to lisp…”

“He does not lisp,” Summer argued. “And if he does, it’s because of his braces. Besides, once you get there, you can—”

“—circulate,” Regina finished for her. “You’re right. I’ll ask Carl. I wish you were going though. I…Wait! I’ve got it! You can go with Gregg.”

“Oh, I don’t know—”

“He’ll do it,” Regina interrupted, a glint entering her brown eyes. “He owes me, Summer. I’ll tell him tonight.”

“Let me think about it first,” Summer stalled.

“Look, we both said we need to take advantage of every opportunity if we’re going to change our images. Hermits don’t meet many new people. Think about that.”

“Okay, okay.”

“I have to go. I’ll call you later.”

“Fine,” Summer replied. She followed Regina to the front door, dodging toy cars and trucks along the way. It would take her most of the afternoon to clean up Michael’s mess. And he’d made the clutter in less than ten minutes.

“Want to do something tonight?” Regina asked.

“Can’t. It’s bingo night.”

“Poor Summer…Maybe your grandfather won’t want to go tonight.”

When it snows in July, Summer thought. “No chance. And don’t say ‘Poor Summer,’” she demanded. “I feel bad enough as it is.”




End of sample
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