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My Singular Summer

It started the day Gran confiscated my cell. Damn. She was only going to let me talk to one friend a day. And no texting. She also limited me to one hour of internet time. A day. I was seventeen and had to put up with this crap.

I just knew this was the summer I was going to die. A month with no technology, I might as well be dead.

Justine, my obnoxious younger sister, and I still had a whole month before we go back home. A month before summer ends. An entire, ugly, boring month until school starts again and life as I know it can return to normal!

We’d already been at Gran and Gramps for nearly two months, so I knew the morning drill. I shuffled towards the back door and put on muddy garden boots. Picked up garden gloves and went out. Gran and Justine were already picking flowers to bundle up for the market.

“Eleni, I need you to pick the ripe tomatoes,” Gran said, handing me a basket. “Please be very gentle with them.”

“Okay,” I said. It wasn’t even seven yet. The sun hadn’t burned through the fog. My eyes were barely open, but the market started at ten and we had to be there by nine to set up. This was so not the life for me, but at least Gran paid us for helping her in the market. I could always use money.

I wandered out past the flowers and through the trees and berry vines. At the far end of the property Gran grew her tomatoes, the sunniest and hottest spot. But this morning, it was still surrounded by mist.

I just wanted to be in bed. Or if not, then surfing the net or playing games on my laptop. Not gardening. That was for old hippies like Gran and Gramps.

I wasn’t paying attention and walked into a low hanging tree branch and got slapped in the face with the dew. Something scrambled through the bushes, but I couldn’t see anything. Maybe birds. I could hear the chickadees singing. Or maybe a cat. Gran and Gramps had lots of cats.

The smell of sweet peas wafted past my nose. She grew those in with the grape vines, claiming the shade of the grapes kept the sweet peas blooming longer so she could harvest them all summer for the bouquets she sold.

Mangy, the old yellow striped tom cat rubbed my legs as I walked. “I don’t have time for you right now,” I said. “I’m on a very important mission. Harvesting tomatoes. Because after I graduate, I’ll have to find a job. And you must understand that unlike improving my computer skills; picking tomatoes is an important part of my education.” I rubbed Mangy’s cheeks and his loud purr seemed to echo around us.

I’d show them all. I’d go to college and study computers, then open my own company and make a gazillion dollars and never touch dirt again.

I went through the arches covered with kiwi vines and opened the gate into the fenced garden. It was covered with deer fencing on the bottom and what Gramps called large gauge hardware cloth, which was actually wire not cloth, on the top. To keep out the deer, rabbits and birds. They had a huge property - two acres. Lots of wildlife visited. But the vegetable garden, and the main fruit garden and the cut flower garden were fenced in like Fort Knox. Someday I was sure they’d just do the whole property and keep all animals out. Except the cats. I think Gran and Gramps were a little OCD as far as the whole not sharing the produce thing.

I walked past the huge corn plants; we had corn last night, roasted with olive oil, basil and salt. Yum. I was going to miss Gramps’ cooking. Mom didn’t cook much now that she and Dad split. Well, she hadn’t cooked much before either. She worked too much to have time to do that. She wasn’t into the whole domestic thing, can’t blame her either.

The tomato plants were taller than me. I put the basket down and started trying to find the ripest ones. Bees buzzed around me, still pollinating flowers. I heard that rustling again. Mangy rarely came to this part of the garden. I prowled around the tomatoes and past the eggplants and that’s when I saw him. A guy knelt there, looking under the raspberry vines.

“Who are you?” I shouted.

I must have scared him, he stood up quickly and said, “I didn’t hear you. I was so busy looking for Fred.”

“Who are you?” I repeated. He was the strangest looking guy, but I couldn’t quite say why. My age with tan cutoffs, bare feet and no shirt. He had shoulder-length brown hair and nutmeg colored eyes. A green stone on a leather thong hung around his neck. Kinda cute, but not somebody you’d pick out of a crowd, more someone who blended in. But there was something about him made me unable to look away. I felt drawn to him.

“I’m Devin,” he said. “I live nearby. Who are you?”

“I’m Eleni.”

“You don’t live here, though,” he said.

“No, we’re just staying with our grandparents till school starts.”

He nodded. “I didn’t think I’d seen you around.”

“So, who’s Fred?”

“Fred is a fox.”

“You have a fox?” I asked. I’d never even seen a fox.

“Well, he’s not mine. He belongs to himself, but he dug his way in here and I’ve been trying to catch him and get him out.”

“Can’t he get himself out? Why’s he in here anyway?”

“Moles or mice I’d guess.”

I was skeptical about the mice. With all those cats around? Moles though, Gramps had a war going with the moles. Before I stayed with them this summer, I’d always thought gardening was a peaceful thing. But they were always battling something - slugs and snails, deer, birds, moles. More and more I was looking forward to school and absorbing the peaceful vibe of my computer screen and getting away from the war with nature.

“Eleni, you got those tomatoes yet?” yelled Gran from across the garden.

“Oh crap!” I went back to my basket and yelled, “Working on it.”

“Well, get a move on if you want breakfast.”

I picked until the basket overflowed with tomatoes. As I was about to leave a black nose and an orange and white muzzle stuck out of the rows of tomatoes. The black eyes looked at me as if amused.

“So there you are.” I looked around, but Devin was nowhere to be seen. “You’ll just have to go out the way you came in,” I called to Fred. “I can’t let the deer in here.”

I closed the gate, took the basket of tomatoes to the truck and set it on the table nearby so Gramps could load it.

We made it to the market just on time to put up our awning and table. Most of the other vendors had already set up. They were mostly old like my grandparents. There was one guy who sold organic milk and cheeses. He might have been under thirty. Maybe.

So Justine and I were the youngest people there.

Justine, the suck-up I called her, helped Gran arrange flowers and make the bouquets. I tried to make the vegetables look pretty as Gramps brought them over to the table. This was a boring farmer’s market. Not like the cool ones in the city, where people sold jewelry and clothing or stuff from other countries. Just food - healthy food. Dull, dull, dull.

Then I remembered that boy. “Gran, do you know a guy named Devin?”

“Devin?” she asked, wrinkling here forehead.

“My age, long brown hair. Lives near you?”

“No, not that I can think of. Why?”

“I saw him in your garden this morning. Looking for his fox named Fred.”

“Aah,” she said. “There are many peculiar beings in my garden.” She’d inherited the house and garden from her parents and the property had been handed down for generations. So I guessed she’d know about strange goings on in the garden.

Later that morning Gran and Gramps were making the rounds, chatting with the other vendors while Justine and I staffed the booth.

“Oh my god,” I said, staring at a guy wandering through. He was close to my age with dark hair and pale blue eyes and the way he held himself, like a rock god or something. Wow. He was hot.

“You might want to shut your mouth,” said Justine, looking up from her book.

“Don’t be a brat.”

“Just sayin’,” she said.

“My mouth is not hanging open.”

“Uh, yeah. It was. Also, arguing isn’t the most attractive way to catch a guy’s attention.”

I glared and her and said, “As if you’re an expert.”

“No, but I am observant.”

“Okay, Miss Observant. What should I do?”

She shook her head at me and said, “It’s simple. Act like you’re having fun. And really believe it. And ignore him.”

“It’s not possible to have fun here,” I said.

“Well, then you won’t.” She went back to her book.

He was going to turn the other direction. He might leave. I had to do something. “Get your red hot tomatoes here,” I cried. “Ripe, juicy, luscious tomatoes. Sauces, salsas and even gazpacho makings.” I put a special emphasis on gazpacho, drawing out the Z and snapped out the pacho part.

He looked over my way and I busied myself arranging tomatoes, trying to convince myself they were the most beautiful things in the world.

And all of a sudden the tomatoes were the most beautiful things in the world! Red and orange and purple and yellow and striped and green. They came in all colors. The closer I looked, the more they resembled precious gems. Their scent filled my nostrils and I could see the tall, green plants which had given them birth. Beneath that the soil, filled with a million living organisms all working together to create a web which would support the health of the plant. Then I could see the bees which pollinated the flowers, making the fruit possible.

“I’ll take a dozen of the tomatoes,” said an elderly lady, holding out a net bag.

“Would you like to pick them, or shall I?” I asked her.

“Oh, I trust you,” she said, her skin crinkling around her eyes as she smiled at me. “You and your grandmother grow the best tomatoes.”

I picked one of each kind, choosing ripe, soft ones and carefully put them in her bag. I felt like someone looking at things on a screen, like watching a film. I could see the beauty of each amazing, succulent tomato like I was inside each one and I also saw me carefully bagging them up for her. It felt surreal. She gave me her money, exact change and I put it in the cash box.
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