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CHAPTER ONE
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As Julie and I continued to argue about something I can’t even remember now, our mother pulled into the driveway leading to the summer cottage. The house was the largest on the block; its white paint had a fresh coat on it and was ready for us to put our things in it for the summer. “We’re here!” The sound of Mom’s voice broke our argument. “You two get your things unpacked and put away before your dad gets here,” Mom said.

“Yes, Mother,” Julie said as she opened her door. She was in the front seat with Mom.

“Okay, Mom.” I picked up my backpack off of my feet and opened the door on my side. I got out of the car and took in the mountain air. It smelled so pleasant this time of year. There was a scent of fresh-cut grass in the air, and it smelled so good. 

It had been a week since my sister graduated from high school and I’m pretty sure she was happy to be free from it. This would be her last year to come here with us. Mine comes next year, but I don’t think I’ll ever stop coming to the mountain. I love it here, especially the one spot behind our cottage if no one’s bought that lot yet. I wanted to check and see, but I knew Mom wouldn’t allow it if I ran off just yet. I put my backpack on and slid a couple of my bags off the seat, and followed my sister into the house.

I left the front door open as I entered the foyer, which was opened to the rest of the cottage. The house had been cleaned for us and prepared for our arrival by someone my parents hired. “George did a great job.” 

“He always does, Sarah. Dad pays him a lot of money to do it,” Julie said in her snotty tone. She always had an attitude, but it’s been really bad since she broke it off with Danny. “Race you upstairs.” Julie took off without waiting for me.

“Hey, I wasn’t ready!”

“So?” Your loss.” She laughed as she went up the steps. She darted to the left, to her room. I strolled into my room and tossed my bags, and backpack on the bed. I took in a deep breath and looked around my room. It hadn’t changed since I was a kid, but I loved the white ruffled bedspread and matching pillows. The three stuffed bears were removed, and I carefully placed them on the white desk by the front window. I opened the two windows to let in the warm air and began unpacking. Everything was a mess. There was no way I was going to put things away in that shape, so I refolded everything and placed them on my bed, to put away all at once.

As I placed one of my nicer shirts onto the bed, Julie ran into the room and jumped on the bed. Everything was knocked on the floor. “Julie, I just folded all of those!”

She laughed. “Sorry.”

“Sure, you are. You can’t be done that quickly.”

“I ain’t perfect like you are. I just stuffed everything in the drawers.”

“I’m not trying to be perfect.”

“So just put it in the drawer and be done with it,” she dared me.

I picked up the sleeveless t-shirt, looked at the dresser, looked at Julie with her big grin on her face, and then back to my shirt. I dropped my shoulders feeling defeated. “I can’t.”  I finished folding everything and put the clothes in the drawers where they belonged. I turned and faced Julie, still on the bed. 

“I am so bored,” she told me.

“Why don’t you go help Mom then?”

“She’s got everything covered.”

“Well, I guess you’re just stuck being bored. You can do that in your room, you know,” I told her.

“I know. I wouldn’t be able to bug you in there. You almost done?”

“I would be if you didn’t pester me so much,” I told her as we heard someone outside saying hello to someone else.

Julie jumped off of my bed and ran to the side window. “Hey, check this out.”

“What is it?” I just stood there.

“Just come over here,” Julie said as she waved me over. When I looked outside and saw him washing his car, I was in awe of his beauty. I don’t know if he was our age, but he was hot. The muscles alone had me. Julie watched from the center of the window as if she didn’t care who saw her, but I remained hidden by the sheer curtain. She was a little braver than I’ll ever be. “Who do you think he is?”

“I have no idea. He wasn’t here during any of the other summers we stayed here. Do you think he’s new?” I asked as I remained hidden.

“I don’t know, but I’m gonna find out.” Julie pushed away from the window and ran out of the room. She was fast considering she just got out of a messy breakup with Danny. She told me he was the one, that she would spend the rest of her life with him. A week later, she was done. And now here she was running after another. But the guy was good looking so I don’t even know why I was shocked by it. It’s what she always did.

I watched from the safety of my curtain as Julie made her way over to the guy. He sprayed her with the hose and she jumped as she screamed. Then they talked for a minute. I couldn’t hear what was being said so I stopped snooping. I had better things to do with my time than watching her make a fool of herself, although sometimes it is fun to watch that.

I finished unpacking and put everything in the closet. I changed into my shorts and found a tank top that wasn’t revealing. I made my way downstairs and helped Mom finish tidying things up. George had a few things in the wrong place.

“Are you ready to go fishing?” Mom asked.

“I’m always ready. When do you think he’ll get here?” I asked as I put the last of the sugar in the pantry.

“He should be here anytime. Where’s your sister?”

“Next door, talking to a boy.”

“Oh boy, there she goes again.”

“My thoughts exactly,” I said.

“All right. I think we’re done here. I’m going to unpack our things. Let me know when your father gets here?”

“I will.”

Mom went upstairs and disappeared into her room. I turned on the TV in the front of the house and flipped through the channels as I waited to hear Dad’s car pull into the driveway. He said he’d get the bait on the way up here so Mom came straight up from our house. We lived two hours away so it wasn’t that much of a haul. He bought this house when he won employee of the year for the third year in a row, or so how the story was told. I was just a kid when he bought the cottage. Dad sold the most houses and got a nice bonus for it. Dad was good at what he did and he loved his job. I only hoped I would find something I loved as much as he did.

Julie opened the door and rushed into the room. She jumped on the sofa almost knocking me over, and the remote went flying. “Oh, my God, Eric is so wonderful!”

“That’s his name?” I asked her as I picked up the remote. I sat back down and she went into all his wonderful details. I listened, of course, but I didn’t want to. The guy sounded too good to be true. There must’ve been something wrong with him if he was talking to her.

“Would you be mad if I didn’t go fishing with you three?”

“Why would I be mad?” I asked her.

“Because you enjoy fishing and I don’t.”

“I could care less what you did, but I think Dad would be upset. He was counting on spending time with you this summer.”

“I know and he will,” Julie said as she rolled her eyes.

“Well, I’m not the one who tells him. You’re not putting this on me.”

“Please, Sarah. Eric wants to show me around.”

“Julie, this isn’t our first time being here,” I told her.

“I know that. But he doesn’t.” She batted her eyes and had her hands under her chin. It looked ridiculous.

“Fine, I’ll tell Dad. But I’m not going to be filling in all summer so you better be around.” I knew I gave in a little too easily, but Julie always had this way of getting what she wanted. 

“You’re such a sour puss, you know that?” Julie asked as she left the room. She rushed upstairs. I heard Dad’s car pull up, so I rushed outside to see if he needed any help.

“Hey, Pumpkin. Did Mom run into any problems?”

“Nope.  We’ve only been here for a couple of hours, give or take,” I told him.

“Good. Where’s your mom and sister?”

“Mom is unpacking in your room and Julie is changing her clothes. She isn’t coming with us.”

“Why? Is she feeling ill?”

“No, she said she didn’t want to go this time. Next time, she’ll be wearing bells.”

“She better be. I’ll go talk to Mom. Be ready in five?” Dad asked.

I nodded as he passed by me to reach the stairs. He went up, two steps at a time. I shut off the TV and put the remote on the wooden coffee table and changed shoes. I wasn’t getting my good shoes covered in mud. I went outside and got into the backseat of Dad’s car, and waited. There were bushes between our house and Eric’s so I couldn’t see him washing his car. I would have to take Julie’s word for it that he was as wonderful as she made him sound. Of course, she did exaggerate at times.

Dad came out first. He started the engine as we waited for Mom. She always took forever. When she came out, she was holding a wicker basket. I assumed it was snacks since we usually spent a few hours catching fish. “Help your mother, will you, Pumpkin?”

“Yeah,” I said and jumped out of the car. Mom handed me the basket and she got in the car. I pushed the basket over and climbed in. Dad backed out of the driveway and we were off to the lake.

“Do you think Tony will be at the lake this year?” I asked. He was the owner of the lake.

“He called the other day. Did I tell you about that, Mary?” Dad asked Mom.

“No, you didn’t. What did he have to say?”

“He won’t be up here until sometime next week. He said our spot will be waiting for us. He had one of the employees set everything up. All we needed was our fishing poles.”

“That’s good. I hate going into the shed to get them,” I said as I watched the houses pass. Most of the houses down this street were smaller than ours, except for one—that house belonged to Tony and his two sons.  One thing that I agreed with Julie was that both of those boys weren’t worth our time. They were bad, and I don’t mean bad boy on the sexy side. I swear they were just pure evil or something. The last time I saw them, they were tying cans on cats’ tails and throwing fireworks at them. The poor cats ran away fearful for their lives. It wasn’t like they were kids, they are our ages. They should know better. Thank God, all guys aren’t like them. I’d be single for the rest of my life.

My head went into cloud nine, thinking about all the horrible things Alex and Aaron did. Before I knew it, I was being told to get out of the car. Dad was laughing. No idea why.

I pulled the basket of food out with me as I slid out of the car. Mom offered her hand so I handed it to her and helped Dad get everything out of the trunk. I pulled out three of the poles, leaving Julie’s where it was, and Dad grabbed the tackle box. It wasn’t quite ten in the morning yet, but the temperature was already feeling warm. I knew I should’ve checked the forecast before we left. I followed my parents to our fishing spot and Mom sat down in her folded chair. They were cloth chairs with cup holders. 

“Sarah, would you like a soda?” Mom asked.

“Yeah, what did you pack?”

“Just cola.”

“Well, I guess I’ll take a cola then.”

Mom handed me a soda and I sat down. I opened the can and chugged a few swallows. I placed it in the holder and got my line ready. Dad already had the cricket on his and was getting ready to throw the line out. I found the biggest cricket in the plastic container and stuck it on the hook. I threw my line out as I held my pole. “I’m gonna win!” I yelled out to Dad.

“Nope. I got it in the bag this time, Pumpkin. You’re going to be cleaning the fish, not me.”

“Wanna bet?”

“How about we have Julie clean the fish.” He laughed.

“Steve, Julie is not cleaning those fish. I don’t care who does it but she’s not here, so you’re going to have to figure it out among the two of you.”

“Mom, he was only joking.” I tried to laugh but the look on her face told me I better shut up. It was one of those ‘you ain’t too old to get a whoopin’ looks. I hate that look. I turned away and watched the lake as we waited for a bite. Dad had the first one. He reeled it in and I grabbed the net that was next to his chair. The small bass was just big enough to keep. I removed the hook and tied a line to the fish. The other end of the line was then tied to a stake in the ground. We always kept the fish in the water until just before we left the lake. They would remain fresh that way.

By lunch, Dad caught three, and I had two but mine were the biggest. Not that counted or anything. We ate lunch and continued to fish for a couple of hours. I won, of course. I knew I would. Dad ‘accidentally’ lost two of his fish when he took them off the hook. He’s been doing that since we were kids. It always made Julie and me laugh, but as I got older I caught on. He was letting us win. Julie and I took turns cleaning the fish and he would cook them up. But this time, he got to clean them. I was feeling good.

Every time we went to the lake, we always ate the fish in the backyard. When we got home, I helped clean the car out because it would be a few days before we went to the lake again and Dad might need the trunk. Mom’s idea, not mine. But I didn’t mind. 

Julie wasn’t home, so Mom was worried. I guess she was told she had to be there when we got home. Turned out, she was next door with Eric. She was forgiven since that’s where she was. 

“Sarah, it’s going to be chilly tonight so you may want to grab a sweater,” Mom told me as Dad began to cook up the fish.

“Okay, thank you, Mom. I’m going to change my clothes. Need anything from upstairs?” I asked.

“No, I’ve got everything I need, but thank you anyway.”

“No problem. Be down before dinner.”

“All right.”

By the time I changed my clothes, grabbed my thin jacket, and returned downstairs, Julie and Eric were in the backyard. I didn’t see them at first, but I heard Julie laughing so I knew where they were. There’s a flower garden in the back part of the yard. There’s a space between the rose bushes that can be seen through to the swing. I saw them sitting there laughing and sitting close to each other.

“Are you going to just stand there or are you going to grab a couple of chairs?” Mom asked.

“Oh, sorry,” I told her. I hadn’t realized I was just standing there staring at them. I have no idea how long I was there, Mom never told me.

I grabbed two chairs, one under each arm, and carried them to the fire pit, which was halfway between the deck and the fenced-in flower garden. 

The deck was set up to be an outside kitchen area, including a mini-fridge that was stocked with bottled water. The grill was centered on a long counter with cabinets underneath. They were stocked with outside dishes, table cloths, and whatever else Mom wanted in there. She kept it organized, and was particular with what was stored inside the cabinets. The Rose marble matched the counter inside the kitchen, which was pretty but it wasn’t a style I would’ve chosen. It was my mom’s favorite color and whatever Mom wanted, she got. Dad remodeled the whole house for her, and she loved it. I think the country style was fitting. 

When I reached the fire pit, I set up the two chairs and counted to see if we had enough. If Eric was staying, there was enough so I sat down. Dad had already lit the fire and the crackling sound was inviting.

“Steve, are you finished with the fish?” Mom yelled from her chair. She was on the other side of the fire pit.

“Yeah, dinner’s ready,” he yelled back. He carried the platter of fish to the pit and put it on the silver cart between his and Mom’s chair. The cart had always been outside, but it was made to be used inside so it had some rust on it here and there. It didn’t roll anymore so Mom just kept it there. It served its purpose over the years, being used as counter space.

“Julie, come get your dinner. Tell your friend to come too,” Mom yelled.

“All right. We’re coming.”

Julie and Eric came hand-in-hand, still laughing. He was holding a package of something but I couldn’t tell what it was until they reached the fire pit. “I hope you don’t mind but I brought some marshmallows. Julie said you’ll be making Smores later.”

“Yes, we are. Thank you. It’s so nice of you,” Mom said.

“Eric, is it?” Dad asked.

“Yes, sir.”

“Name’s Steve. You don’t need to call me sir.” 

“All right.”

“You like fish?” Dad asked.

“I sure do. Smells good.”

“Thank you. Help yourself. Sarah and I caught plenty.”

“All right. Thanks.”

After Eric made his plate, the rest of us made ours. I sat down and began eating.

When Julie sat down, she asked where the drinks were.

“Oh, I knew I forgot something,” Mom said. She stood up and went inside to get it.

“What you having?” Eric asked.

“Well, it’s a choice tonight. Lemonade or lemonade,” Dad said. I loved his sense of humor. 

“With a choice like that, it’s going to be hard to choose,” Eric said as he smiled. That caught me off guard. He was funny. Wasn’t expecting that.

“Who wants a glass?” Mom asked when she returned with the pitcher. It was her famous recipe made fresh with slices of lemons and oranges floating in the lemonade for that extra touch. I raised my hand and got up to pour a glass. I bumped into Eric not realizing he was right behind me. Our eyes met and I noticed how blue they were. His eyes were gorgeous. Wasn’t expecting that either. My face warmed and I looked down. He went around me and filled his glass, then got one for Julie.
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CHAPTER TWO
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After dinner, we made Smores and shared a few jokes over the fire. Dad dropped one of his marshmallows in the flames and tried to go in after it. When the flame hit his hand, he snapped it back, yelling. “Ouch!” He sucked on his finger and grabbed another marshmallow. “That’s another one that ate the dust.” We all laughed. 

It was a good evening—our first night in the cottage. It always felt good being here and the first night always meant a long one. Mom never wanted the food to be wasted, so we stayed there until we ran out. I was stuffed between the fish and chocolate. I helped Mom clear the dishes and put everything away. Julie and Eric disappeared. Mom and Dad went back into the house. It had been a long night so I imagined they went to bed.

I decided it was too early to go to sleep so I made my way through the backyard, weaved through the overly-grown flower garden, and out through the back gate, closing it behind me. I followed the path up the large hill behind the cottage in another lot and sat down at the top. It was my time now. From here, I could see the whole neighborhood. 

I sat there and watched the stars—such a beautiful night for it. I could become lost in the stars for hours. This was my favorite spot in the neighborhood and lucky for me, no one bought the lot. I hoped no one would so I would have my chance to purchase it. After a year of saving, I already had a couple of grand, but it was going to take a lot more if I wanted to buy this spot. Working at the paper factory was hard work, but it would be worth it if I could save enough in time to call this place my own. Luckily, I went to school with the owner’s daughter so I was given the summers off to spend time with my family. To me, that was important, and Mr. Grant agreed.

I leaned back and let myself drop and just stared at the night’s sky. I imagined what my house would look like as I watched a shooting star pass by. I made a wish. 

Someone coughed to get my attention and I jumped.

“Sorry, did I scare you?” Eric asked.

“I don’t scare easily. You just caught me off guard,” I lied.

“Is that so?” he asked as he sat down.

“I don’t recall inviting you,” I told him. I wasn’t sure what else to tell him. I wasn’t prepared for a conversation with anyone.

“I didn’t know I needed an invitation. I saw you sitting here all alone and thought I’d come to join you. Looks like a great spot for heavy thinking. No one can see you unless they know to look for you.”

“That’s why I like it so much. I can see them but no one can see me. It’s a peaceful area.”

“You must come here a lot.”

“Sure do. Have been for years,” I told him. Wow, he makes it easy to talk to him. I can’t believe this.

“Your sister made it sound like your family was new to the area,” Eric said.

“Yeah, she likes to tell stories.”

“Does she, now?” He acted surprised but at the same time knew she’d been fibbing a little. He smiled at me. The full moon glowed around us and I felt like we were the only ones around. Even the sounds of crickets seemed to disappear. I looked over at him and he was still smiling.

“What? Do I have something on my face?” I asked and wiped my mouth.

“No, you look fine.”

“Thank you.”

“So, what kind of stories does Julie like to tell?” he asked me.

“Oh, I don’t want to get into that. I don’t want it to sound like she’s a bad person. I mean, she is a good sister, and I do love her. She just gets on my nerves sometimes.”

“I’m an only child, so I have no idea what that’s like.”

“Well, sometimes it’s good having a sister, sometimes I wish I was an only child. But that doesn’t last very long. We used to be close when we were little.”

“I couldn’t tell. When I was sitting with your family, you two didn’t look at each other at all.”

“Yeah, she was supposed to go fishing with us this morning but she backed out at the last minute. I think my dad was upset about it but he didn’t show it. This is our last summer with her and he wanted to spend it as a family.”

“I can understand that,” he told me. “How often do you come here?”

“Every summer since we were kids. There was one time when we came during our winter break, but Mom didn’t like the cold air so my dad said never again. But it was nice experiencing it. I love it here anyway I can get it,” I told him.
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