
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Sweethearts of Sumner County, Vol. 3

        

        
        
          Sweethearts of Sumner County

        

        
        
          Kate Russell

        

        
          Published by Kate Russell Books, 2022.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      SWEETHEARTS OF SUMNER COUNTY, VOL. 3

    

    
      First edition. July 28, 2022.

      Copyright © 2022 Kate Russell.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8201791933

    

    
    
      Written by Kate Russell.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by Kate Russell

	    

      
	    
          
	      Best Friends Trio

          
        
          
	          Don't Let Me Go

          
        
          
	          Wanted: True Love

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Essays

          
        
          
	          Kate Russell and the Coupon of Doom

          
        
          
	          Manwhores, Baby! Yeah!

          
        
          
	          Pajama Mom Drives Again

          
        
          
	          The Great Bookstore Disaster of '08

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Sweethearts of Lemon Tree, Tennessee

          
        
          
	          Love at Second Glance

          
        
          
	          Come a Little Bit Closer

          
        
          
	          Say You Will

          
        
          
	          Take a Chance on Me

          
        
          
	          Sweethearts of Lemon Tree, Tennessee, Vol. 1

          
        
          
	          Falling in Love Forever

          
        
          
	          Love at Last

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Sweethearts of Sumner County

          
        
          
	          Never Let You Go

          
        
          
	          Is This Seat Taken?

          
        
          
	          This Heart of Mine

          
        
          
	          Need You Now

          
        
          
	          Love, Life, and Chicken Pot Pie

          
        
          
	          You Again

          
        
          
	          His Expectant Ex

          
        
          
	          Penny

          
        
          
	          Second Chance Boy

          
        
          
	          Choosing You Again

          
        
          
	          Sweethearts of Sumner County, Vol. 3

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          And Then He Bit Me

          
        
          
	          Claus & Frost: The Nearly Disastrous Day Before Christmas

          
        
          
	          Because of You

          
        
          
	          The Birthday Wish

          
        
          
	          What's Love Got to Do With It?

          
        
          
	          Sweethearts of Sumner County, Vol. 1

          
        
          
	          Sweethearts of Sumner County, Vol. 2

          
        
      

      
    
    



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    Cover design by Cordelia Blackfaire

Cover photography by luminastock

Stock photo provided by Depositphotos

The persons in the image are models and are in no way to be connected to the characters depicted in this story.

Sweethearts of Sumner County, Vol. 3 features 4 individually published, sweet romance short reads: Penny (12,100), Second Chance Boy (11,900), Choosing You Again (17,000), Because of You (4,000).

Steamier versions of Penny/Love Will Find You, Second Chance Boy, and Choosing You Again were published under the pen name Emily Padraic.

      

    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Penny

[image: ]




Michael Laertiades was smart, handsome, and popular. Everybody loved him.

As for me, I couldn’t stand him.

I first noticed him at our freshman orientation and already I was surrounded by the future leaders at Landon, both male and female. He was, as I’ve just mentioned, handsome. Dirty blond hair, blue eyes, impressive physique, he looked like some surfer boy. That is, if the surfer wore preppy clothes and was missing a board.

We were divided into the three primary color groups. This was the college version of The Dating Game, I suppose. My group was red, and we introduced ourselves over and over with each silly game. I got to know some of them so well, I assumed I’d dream only of names and faces that night. I guess that was the point. I figured I had the next four years to get acquainted with the blues and yellows, including the cute surfer boy who had a lazy smile.

It would have been difficult to ignore him on a normal day, but there was just something about him that either made you want to go up and kiss the fire out of him, or as I felt soon afterwards, strangle him.

Actually, that second urge came about only on the first day of my classes.

I was running late that morning. My passive-aggressive roommate had apparently been angered because I had asked her to finally turn the television off at 2:30 earlier that morning. Since I didn’t believe in gremlins, Shelley had to have unplugged my alarm clock—what fun!—so after checking my phone, I realized I had five minutes until my 7:40 class began. I brushed my teeth, pulled my hair up into a sloppy bun, and threw on a tee shirt and shorts and my glasses. I raced off to the psychology lecture hall. It was just my luck that it was in the farthest building on campus.

There was no way I wanted to enter through the first floor main double doors where everybody, including the professor, could see me, so I decided to try the upstairs back door. Peeking through the small glass window, I was elated to see an empty seat in the very back with just a backpack in it. There was the added benefit that Surfer Boy was sitting in the next seat, with someone on his other side. I decided his nickname should be a bit more descriptive. “Surfer Boy with the Empty Seat so Penny Won’t be Humiliated” was a winner in my book. I’m pretty sure I heard his name a few days earlier, but stress kind of messed up my memory. I looked forward to meeting him.

Carefully opening the door, I eased myself along the very back, until I came to the last row, which was basically only three seats. I took a deep breath, and then pushed forward. No guts, no seat, right?

I did the cursory, polite, “Is anyone sitting here?” whisper, as I made my move on the seat.

Surfer Boy didn’t even look up from his notes to acknowledge me. I thought he hadn’t heard me, so I was about to ask again, when he spoke. “Nope.” His backpack remained in place.

“Well, could you please move your backpack?” I was getting desperate. People in the next few rows were starting to be interested in our whispers.

“Nope. You’ll have to go down front.”

I noticed the guy next to Surfer Boy snickering and nudging him.

“Good one, Mike.”

So my new arch nemesis was named Mike.

“Sorry I bothered you,” I bit out as I glared at the two of them. I really needed some caffeine, preferably in a cup that I could toss on both of them.

I continued down the steps, with my head held as high as I could while still frantically searching for empty seats. I found Amelia, one of the girls in my hall. She took pity on me and let me crawl over her and her boyfriend. I realized as I sat down that the professor had stopped speaking.

“Miss Martin.”

I slid down further in my seat, my cheeks burning. Even my glasses were getting a little steamy. I got unwanted attention for having both parents as professors here at the university.

“Yes, Dr. Petrovsky?”

“Are you aware that you are...twelve minutes late to my class?”

“Yes, sir. I’m sorry about that.”

“I take it this will not happen on Wednesday?” He raised his bushy eyebrows at me.

“No, sir.”

He nodded. “See that it doesn’t.” He continued with the lecture, as I attempted to take notes.

I tried to be grateful. Dr. Petrovsky could have made me squirm more. I knew he’d let me off easy because he was friends with my parents and was fond of me. All I wanted was to put my head on the desk, or crawl under the next set of seats. Amelia looked at me sympathetically.

I was really questioning why I had even bothered coming to class when Dr. Petrovsky let us out fifteen minutes early. I slung my backpack over my shoulder and made my way out of the hall, grateful that Surfer Boy, aka Mike the Jerk, and his steroid-loving friend were already gone.

“Are you pledging?” Amelia asked, catching up to me after she finished sucking her boyfriend’s face off.

I snorted. “I doubt I’m club material.” I really didn’t see the point. I fully intended on pursuing the academic fraternities. This social club stuff seemed like a waste of my time, and forget the Greek names. The girl clubs were flowers. The boy clubs were numbered One through Five.

“Don’t be so sure. My cousin Corinne’s president of Camellia, and she’s really brainy, too.”

I didn’t know if I should be flattered or insulted, so I went with the former. Amelia was a nice girl.

“Um, thanks.”

“You really should think about it. We could rush together. It’ll be fun.”

“I’ll think about it. I promise.” There was no need to tell her that I had come up with PASCAL, People Against Social Clubs at Landon, during the freshman orientation, when several club presidents came and spoke with us.

I waved to Amelia as we parted ways, and I raced to the student center so I could get a quick bite of breakfast before my next class.

I sighed when I thought that I’d probably end up pledging simply because of my mother. She would know all about the social clubs since she had been Camellia’s social director decades earlier. She still got the newsletter. It was expected that I would also rush Camellia as a legacy and every other one semi-interested in me.

“You’ll have fun,” she’d insisted.

Even my father thought it was a great idea. Of course, he’d been part of an actual fraternity at Ole Miss, not any of this loser social club stuff that our university insisted upon.

It was difficult for any offspring (me) of Doctors Jorge and Ruth Martin to live up to, well, anything at the school. Dad was chair of the English department, and Mom was a French professor. Needless to say, I planned on majoring in something involving math or science, with a Spanish minor, since I liked to travel and wanted to know more than “Hola, Pilar! Ah, Clara, hola!” which I had learned in high school.

Mom and Dad were disappointed that I hadn’t chosen either of their fields of study to focus on, but were still hoping I would follow in their footsteps when it came to a career. “You’d do very well in graduate school,” Dad told me often.

“Jorge, don’t push Penny. You know that doesn’t ever end well.”

My mom might scold my dad about pushing me, but she never seemed to think that she did the same thing. Regardless of what she thought, the Madame Martin who was adored by her French majors was pushy and persistent when it came to her only child.

I could fuss and pretend to blow the social club thing off like nobody’s business, but when it came right down to it, if I was invited, I’d be humiliating myself by pledging, doing stupid, inane things to impress people I didn’t care anything about.

Fighting my way through the chattering crowds, I got a chocolate chip muffin and a cup of coffee with three sugars, and consumed both as I rushed to Spanish. 

How I wish someone had told me how uncomfortable my experience would be.

Dr. Baumgartner-Diaz was a large woman with frizzy red hair, glasses that she slipped on and off constantly; and, she apparently liked scarves and bohemian dress. I wondered if I’d accidentally come into Fortune Telling 101.

She took roll, and insisted on each student standing and telling a little bit about themselves. Everyone groaned, and the class slowly passed.

She finally got to the “M”’s. “Penelope Martin?”

I stood up. “I actually go by Penny, Señora.”

“Too English. Maybe we’ll call you Pilar.”

Oh, no. Next she’d have me doing conversations with Clara, aka Claire Prentice. “Uh, Señora, what about Penelope Cruz?”

My professor sighed. “Very well. Share something about yourself with the class.”

“Hi. I’m Penny, I mean, Penelope. Right, you already know that. Both of my parents are professors here, so please don’t hold it against me.” I smiled nervously as I started to sit down, but my professor stopped me.

“Wait. Jorge and Ruth Martin are your parents?”

“Yes, ma’am, but my dad pronounces it ‘George.’”

Dr. Baumgartner-Diaz drew in a shocked breath. “But he’s wrong!”

“I’m sorry, what?” The rest of the class looked confused too, at her reaction. Who cared how somebody pronounced his name?

“Your father—didn’t anyone ever tell him he was pronouncing it wrong? Class, Dr. Jorge Martin teaches English, and Dr. Ruth Martin is also in this building in the French hall.” She pronounced my father’s name Horhay again, but I didn’t bother correcting her. Beyond being extremely irritated, I was beginning to believe this woman was a bit of a fruitcake, which did not bode well for my decision to minor in Spanish. I had a feeling the next two years would be long ones.

Over the years, people had automatically assumed the Latin pronunciation of my father’s name was correct. My father, always polite, corrected them, and then went on. How he would react if my Spanish professor lectured him was anyone’s guess. I’m surprised she hadn’t already cornered him.

Dr. Baumgartner-Diaz, then, asked about our backgrounds in Spanish. She seemed dismayed that although I was a quarter Mexican, I knew only the basics of high school Spanish. Again, I didn’t see what the fuss was all about. My mother actually knew more Spanish than my father. DNA-wise, I was also Danish, Russian, English, and Italian. Besides English, I didn’t know any of those, either. None of my dead ancestors seemed upset.

My next class, Biology, was just before lunch. My roommate, Shelley, two desks away, ignored my scowl. After that, I tried to focus on what the professor was saying. I say, “tried,” because I pretty much spaced out until she mentioned lab, which was my last class that day. I hoped whatever dissections we did would involve a partner who was pre-med. That person could scalpel whatever to his or her heart’s content.

After class, I met up with Amelia and some of the other girls on our hall. A couple of us knew each other already, since we were locals, but I looked forward to getting to know the others better. Actually, I hoped they would be my best friends for at least the next four years, if not forever.

We ate lunch upstairs in the cafeteria section of the student center and were busy scoping out all the cute boys. Amelia’s significant other was Matt, who she’d met the other night at the Freshman Orientation mixer. Apparently he was “The One.”

That was great and everything, but I had a plan. Date around, have fun, but I always knew, ever since I’d been in middle school, that I’d probably meet somebody in graduate school and marry after I had my doctorate. That idea always amused my parents.

“You can’t time love,” my father was fond of saying. Dad had been working on his dissertation. He literally was knocked over by my mother when he came to visit his aunt and uncle. Mom was his cousin’s best friend and a high school senior. That’s right. Not college. High school. Did I mention Dad had been working on his dissertation?

Was everybody thrilled when they started dating? The answer would be no. But my father had been immediately smitten, and finally convinced my mother (who already had a boyfriend, making this story even more uncomfortable) that summer to go out with him. She broke up with the boyfriend, and she and Dad went on their first date. They married the following summer, had me a few years later, and just celebrated their twenty-fifth anniversary.

Anyway, back to the boy gazing.

As we looked around, it became apparent that we were getting checked out, too. I regretted that I was lacking makeup, contacts, and a nicer outfit. However, there was nothing I could do about it, so I mentally shrugged. Everybody would end up looking like this closer to finals, anyway.

“Look,” said a redhead whom I thought was named Danielle Sircy. “There’s Michael Laertiades!” A couple of the others on my side of the table giggled and murmured, “He’s so cute!” Somehow, I knew this was Surfer Boy.

Sure enough, there he was, sitting with a mixed group. I highly doubted the girls across the way were interested in the other males with them.

“That’s my future boyfriend, so hands off,” Danielle warned.

I think all of us gawked at her boldness. I thought I had already graduated from high school. Apparently they have college drama, too. Goody.

“You can have him,” I told her before taking a bite of chicken.

“What?” Danielle asked.

“He’s a jerk.”

“But he’s gorgeous!” Gail sighed.

“I heard his family’s loaded! They even have a yacht,” said Sam. I could see her mentally calculating just how much he was worth.

“His grandmother’s a senator, you know,” Riley said.

“Are you sure? Amy—the one that dated his cousin—told me his uncle’s in politics,” Amelia said.

“You’re both right,” Danielle said.

It was like watching a pinball going back and forth between all the girls. They were chattering on top of each other, but I got the gist. Surfer Boy was “A Catch.”

If it were up to me, I’d just toss him back in the water. Or, cut him up into bait. I liked that mean little thought. I was used to hooking pieces of squid when my family went deep sea fishing. As I listened to their continuing theories, I focused on eating my unappetizing lunch, and wished that I’d gotten some Jell-O. I think it had whipped topping.

Danielle broke through my gelatin dessert contemplation. “So why do you think he’s a jerk?”

“He wouldn’t move his backpack out of the seat next to him this morning. He was rude for no reason.”

She scoffed. “Right.”

Amelia broke in. “He really did. It was totally embarrassing—Dr. Petrovsky fussed at her for being late.”

Well, there was my answer to whether anyone had heard our little exchange at the top of the steps.

“Hmm.” I imagined Danielle as a cat intent on her prey—that being Surfer Boy. She could have him.

“Thanks, I think I will.”

Crap. I hoped I only said the last thought aloud. I mean, nobody wants to be compared to a hungry cat. Right?

“Ooh, he’s looking this way,” Amelia said, a little too excited for having a “The One” boyfriend, if you ask me. Still, my head shot up unwillingly—the traitor.

Sure enough, my new arch nemesis, with Danielle trailing a close second, was looking over at our table. His eyes scanned our group, briefly lingering on me. He looked like he had just smelled something bad.

I was tempted to stick my tongue out at him, but Danielle’s wicked smile and her impressive bosom quickly diverted his attention.

Don’t judge me, I’ve been reading a lot of Regency novels lately.

While the others sighed in disappointment when he answered her smile with one as wicked as hers, I just shook my head and finished my lunch, deciding to forego the Jell-O for now. There was always dinner.

Danielle had apparently just found her first of a long list of husbands. I just hoped he was smart enough to get a prenup.

What?

I may or may not be slightly addicted to Hollywood gossip shows.

“Ready?” Amelia gestured to my now-empty plate. She and Matt were already standing, trays in hand.

“Yeah.” Mondays were going to be my long days. I had College Algebra, and then the dreaded Biology lab. At least Wednesdays and odd Fridays I’d be done earlier. I had a feeling I’d need that extra time to study.

As it turned out, I was right.

College for me was a little more intense than high school, but I was pretty prepared. Geek, nerd, brain, I’d been called them all, plus a few more names that were less flattering.

Don’t get me wrong; I enjoyed being smart. I got a rush when I got an “A” on something, especially when I’d worked my rear off. Plus, my parents were educators; knowledge and getting good grades were a given. That didn’t mean that I was looking forward to getting slammed with work.

Besides all the studying and papers I had to write, I still managed to enjoy a social life. My roommate and I ignored each other as much as possible; and I hung out with my neighbors, especially Amelia. We really did end up pledging together, which was by turns insane, exhausting, and fun over the next hellish three weeks of pledging which the school was trying this semester, instead of the normal six weeks. There were six of us pledging Camellia that semester, one of the smallest groups in the club’s history: Michaela, Ames, Pidor, Riley, Amelia, and me.

Since Amelia was with Matt all the time, I also met his friends, and most of them became my friends, too. I say most.

Over the next couple of months, Surfer Boy and I circled each other on our friends’ peripheries because of Matt and, even worse, Danielle. Camellia and Five weren’t brother and sister clubs, but we had enough social engagements together that I unfortunately saw him there, too.

Matt insisted Surfer Boy was a nice guy. “Really, Penny. If you gave him a chance, I think you’d like him.”

“I’ll take your word for it.”

As for Danielle, she just annoyed me. That girl personified the term “frenemy.”

One early October Saturday afternoon, she visited my room with her roommate, Marilyn, both looking like they’d just come from the athletic center. I liked Marilyn (a tiny, dark-haired girl) most of the time. It’s just when she was around Danielle that she became a little snotty.

“Where are you going so dressed up?” Marilyn asked, as she began looking at my pictures on my memo board.

“Oh, the music fraternity’s semi-formal’s tonight.” I was wearing a wine-colored velvet tea-length dress. It would have been severe, if not for the matching satin band for the empire waistline, and the upper half of the back missing. I loved my matching satin heels with the row of tiny rosettes. They would be hurting my feet within the next two minutes, but they were gorgeous, and even better, the shoes were on clearance when I snatched them up. “You know Max Jensen? He asked me to go.”

I sprayed my hair one last time, making all of us cough. I almost wore my hair down, but it refused to cooperate, so I just put it into a sleek knot. Maybe I looked a little too severe, all glossy black hair and pale skin, especially with my dress, but I couldn’t worry about it.

Danielle considered for a moment. “That drummer guy?” Why was I surprised? For all I knew, maybe she planned on majoring in boys. “He’s in that band, right?”

“Yeah.” My date was in a band that was playing mostly local gigs, but they were hopeful it would turn into more. I hoped so. They were really great. Besides, I liked Max. He was cute, sweet, and smart, even though he tried to get me to do his homework and laundry. He was unsuccessful in his endeavors. He tried to convince me with, “But when I’m rich and famous, you can tell people you used to handle my underwear.”

“Oh, Max. I can say that you offered me a chance to handle your underwear and I turned you down. That should “up” my street cred.”

He burst out laughing. We weren’t serious, but we had a lot of fun together. He also sang Brown Eyed Girl to me every chance he had.

Danielle spoke again. “Oh, well, have a good time.”

“Thanks.” Good manners dictated I ask them about their evenings as well. “So what fun stuff are y’all doing tonight?”

“Going to the movies with Brett,” Marilyn said. Brett was her on-again, off-again boyfriend. They were actually cute together, so I hoped they worked out.

“Michael and I are going out to dinner with his parents.” Danielle watched me apply my lipstick in the mirror.

“That’s nice.” I added a little more lipstick and blotted my mouth.
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