Hart’s Crossing Series #2
Robin Lee Hatcher
Home to Hart’s Crossing
A Small Town With A Big Heart
Smashwords Edition Copyright ©2010 by Robin Lee Hatcher
All rights reserved as permitted under the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without the prior permission of the publisher.
StoneHouse Ink 2010
StoneHouse Ink
Nampa, ID 83686
www.thestonepublishinghouse.com
Legacy Lane ©2004
Veterans Way ©2005
Diamond Place ©2006
Sweet Dreams Drive ©2007
First Combined Edition ©2007
Second Combined Edition ©2010
First E-Book Edition ©2010
The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to a real person, living or dead is coincidental and not intended by the author.
Home to Heart’s Crossing: a novel/ by Robin Lee Hatcher. -2nd. ed. p.cm.
ISBN 978-0-9826078-2-4
Cover design by StoneHouse Ink
Published in the United States of America
StoneHouse Ink
Dear Reader:
I enjoyed writing the four novellas in the Hart’s Crossing series and was sorry when they were no longer in print, individually or as an all-in-one volume. So you can imagine my delight when StoneHouse expressed an interest in making them available once again.
I came to love the people of this small town as I wrote their stories, and I hope you feel the same as you read them.
In the grip of His grace,
Robin
www.robinleehatcher.com
Love never gives up, never loses faith, is always hopeful, and endures through every circumstance.
—1 Corinthians 13:7
Prologue
August 14, 1945
STEPHANIE WOULD NEVER FORGET the jubilation that raced through Hart’s Crossing, Idaho, at the end of World War II. People danced in the streets and blew horns and whooped and hollered and set off fireworks. As a nine-year-old, she couldn’t quite grasp the significance of everything her parents and other adults said about V-J Day, but she understood something wonderful had happened.
So did ten-year-old Jimmy.
Maybe that’s why he gave Stephanie her first boy-girl kiss right there outside the Apollo Movie Theater on that warm August night. The kiss might not have been as dramatic as the photograph she would see later on the cover of Life magazine, the one of that sailor bending a nurse over his arm and kissing her on the lips. But that didn’t stop Stephanie’s heart from racing, and it didn’t stop her from deciding, right then and there, that she was going to marry Jimmy Scott when she grew up.
Chapter 1
September 21, 2005
STEPHANIE WATSON LOVED AUTUMN, especially the warm and hazy butter-yellow days of Indian summer.
For what seemed the first time since her husband Chuck’s death last year, she took pleasure in the beauty of her surroundings as she walked along the street toward town. The leaves on the trees that lined the thoroughfare were turning yellow, gold, orange, and red, and flowerbeds wore a spectacular coat of riotous colors.
Why, she wondered, did nature’s palette seem more vibrant in autumn?
Next year, she would plant chrysanthemums along the front of her house. And asters. She was partial to asters. She hadn’t gardened this year. Last spring, the idea of watering and weeding all summer long seemed far more than she could manage. But next year? Yes, next year she would be ready.
Her widowed friends had told her things would get better, that even though she continued to miss her husband of fifty years, time would dull the pain. She didn’t believe them at first. She didn’t believe them for a long while. But it seemed they were right. The pain in her heart was less, and the memories in her mind were sweeter.
Stephanie was thankful to God for that.
Bells chimed overhead as she opened the door to Terri’s Tangles Beauty Salon. Terri Sampson glanced over her shoulder, her hands busy with blow-dryer and brush as she finished styling Till Hart’s silver-gray hair.
“Please tell me you’re early, Steph.” Terri’s gaze darted to the clock on the wall.
“I am. It’s such a beautiful day I hated to stay indoors another minute. So I decided to walk over.” Stephanie met Till’s gaze in the mirror. “Good morning, Till. How are you?”
“I’m dandy, thanks. And you?”
“I’m good, too.”
Till and Stephanie had known each other since they were girls, living their entire lives in this sleepy little town on the plains of southern Idaho. The two women had many things in common, many of the same beliefs, likes and dislikes. However, while Till, the granddaughter of the town’s founder, had never married, Stephanie had been married nearly all of her life.
Memories of Chuck flashed in her mind, and she felt a bittersweet warmth in her chest. How she missed him, his wry sense of humor, the gentle touch of his hand beneath her elbow as they crossed the street, his grumpy complaints as he searched for his ever-misplaced eyeglasses.
Terri turned off the blow-dryer, bringing a sudden silence to the beauty shop.
After a moment, Till said, “Steph, you’ll never guess who’s returned to Hart’s Crossing to live.” She didn’t wait for an answer. “James Scott. Can you imagine? After all of these years, he’s decided to move back to Idaho.” Till looked at Terri. “You know the big blue house on Horizon Street?”
“The Patterson house?”
“That’s the one. Only the Pattersons didn’t own it. It’s belonged to the Scott family since it was built back in the late thirties. The Pattersons rented it for twenty years.”
Stephanie sat on one of the chairs attached to a hair dryer. “I didn’t know the Scotts still owned that house. I thought it was sold after Mrs. Scott went to live in Seattle with James and his wife.”
“No.” Till shook her head. “Betty Frazier has been managing it for them for at least a decade. She was chomping at the bit to sell it, too. It would have brought her realty firm a very nice commission. I can tell you, she never expected James to return to live in it. Who would? Not after fifty years.”
“Fifty-two years,” Stephanie corrected. “He was eighteen when he went into the army.”
Till leaned toward Terri and, in a stage whisper, said, “Steph and James were sweet on each other when they were kids. Everyone except his mother called him Jimmy back then. My, oh my. What a handsome fellow he was.”
Terri’s eyes widened with interest. “Is that right, Steph? You had a boyfriend before Mr. Watson? I can’t picture that”
“After fifty years with Chuck, it’s hard for me to imagine it either.” Stephanie smiled. “But it’s true. Jimmy Scott was my first love.”
Terri sat on the second dryer chair. “Tell me more. You know there’s no keeping secrets in a hair salon.”
Stephanie allowed memories to drift through her mind—sweet, innocent, misty. Goodness, who was that girl and when had she become the white-haired woman she saw in the mirror today? It seemed only yesterday that Jimmy Scott kissed her outside the Apollo Movie Theater. But yesterday was actually sixty years ago.
“Well?” Terri prompted.
“I was his best friend when we were in elementary school, and when I was nine, I decided I was going to marry him. That was the night he gave me my first kiss.” She laughed softly. “We dated all through high school, and by then everyone else expected us to get married, too.”
“So what happened? Why didn’t you marry him?”
“For one thing, he never asked me. He meant to, I think, but he never did. After he went into the army, we corresponded, but then I met Chuck and he stole my heart.”
“And you had to write Mr. Scott a Dear John letter?” Terri looked from Stephanie to Till and back again. “How awful for him.”
Stephanie shook her head. “Actually, he’d met someone, too. It all turned out for the best. If he hadn’t gone away, I might not have married Chuck, and James might not have married Martha. They were together almost as many years as Chuck and I.”
“James lost his wife about three years ago,” Till told Terri as she rose from the styling chair, patting her hair with her right hand. “To cancer. I heard she was ill for a long time before passing. Must have been terribly hard on him and their children, losing her that way.”
As difficult as losing Chuck was for Stephanie, she was thankful her husband hadn’t suffered. He’d enjoyed good health right up to the end. On the day he died, he’d played a round of golf, come home, sat in his easy chair, and slipped into the presence of Jesus.
Till stepped toward the cash register. “What’s the damage, Terri?”
“Fifteen today, Miss Hart.”
“You need to raise your prices, young lady.” Till placed two bills on the counter, a twenty and a five. “A worker is worthy of her wage, you know.” She gave a farewell wave to Stephanie, and then left the salon.
“Just give me a minute to sweep up, Steph, and then we’ll get you started.”
“No hurry. Take your time.”
Time was one thing Stephanie had plenty of these days.
* * *
James Scott stood in the living room of his boyhood home, wondering if he was as crazy as his children thought. Why would a man in his right mind leave the city where he’d lived and worked for more than forty-five years to return to a small town like Hart’s Crossing? That’s what his son and eldest daughter had asked several times over the past few weeks. James had a hard time giving Kurt or Jenna an answer, mainly because he wasn’t sure himself.
James and his wife, Martha, had loved living in Washington State. They’d owned a lovely home in Bremerton, purchased long before Seattle area housing prices shot through the roof. All three of their children—Kurt, Jenna, and Paula—had been raised in that four-bedroom home, and it was there Martha had breathed her last one windy March morning more than three years before.
Maybe if his kids and grandkids lived in the Pacific Northwest, James would have remained in Bremerton. But Kurt and his family had settled in Pennsylvania after a series of job-related moves; Jenna lived in England with her husband of five years; and Paula, a divorced mom of two, had a home in Florida. Visits to Washington were few and far between for all of them. James understood. They had busy lives of their own.
“But Hart’s Crossing, Dad?” Jenna had made it sound like the end of the world. “You haven’t been back there since Grandma Scott moved in with you and Mom. I was still a teenager, for Pete’s sake. Why not move into a nice retirement community? There’s got to be some good ones in your area. That way you can still be near your friends.”
“I have a few friends in Idaho, too,” he answered her. “Besides, the cost of living is less there, and I own that house free and clear.”
“Dad, you’re not having money problems, are you?”
That comment irritated him. Did she think he was in his dotage? “No, Jenna. I’m not. But thanks for asking.”
His daughter might live halfway around the globe, but James was able to imagine the exasperated expression on her face at the end of that phone call.
Well, it was done now. His kids would have to accept his decision, like it or not.
The doorbell rang. James was glad for the interruption. He needed to stop woolgathering and resume his unpacking. He pulled open the door and discovered a woman on the stoop. “Yes?”
“Jimmy Scott, it really is you. I heard you were back, but I needed to come see for myself.”
No one had called him Jimmy in decades.
“Have I changed so much?” she asked, a twinkle appearing in her faded blue eyes.
James pushed open the screen door, peering more closely at the woman. About his age, she had a cap of curly white hair and a pleasantly round face with plenty of lines etched around her eyes and mouth. She looked familiar but he couldn’t quite…
Then she smiled.
“Steph!”
“In the flesh.”
He motioned her inside. “How are you?”
“I’m well, James. And you?”
“Good. I’m good.” He went to the sofa and cleared away some of the clutter to make room for her. “Have a seat. I’d offer you a cup of coffee, but the coffeemaker isn’t unpacked yet. How ’bout a glass of water?”
“I don’t need a thing, thanks. I’m fine.” She settled onto the couch. “I can’t stay but a moment anyway.”
James moved a box off his recliner and sat, too.
“I should apologize for barging in this way. But when Till told me this morning that you moved back after all these years, I just had to stop by to say hello. It’s such a surprise. Such a nice surprise.”
“My kids think I’ve lost my mind, returning to a rural town in Idaho when I could live anywhere else in the country.”
She laughed. “Most adult children would think that insane. Tell me about your children and grandchildren.”
James was happy to oblige. “My oldest, Kurt, lives in Pennsylvania. He and his wife have three kids, a boy and two girls. Kurt’s in the computer business, but don’t ask me what he does. I know just enough to send and receive email and surf the Internet a bit.”
He didn’t add that his son was always sending him new software to try out and that his failure to use them was a great disappointment for Kurt.
“My middle daughter, Jenna, and her husband live overseas. In England. He works for the U.S. government over there. They’ve been married about five years. No children yet, but they’re still hoping it will happen.”
Hope was a mild word for what his daughter felt. Jenna ached for a baby. But at forty-one, she heard her biological clock like the bong of Big Ben, and her childlessness had left her angry at God.
“My youngest, Paula, got divorced last year. She’s a school teacher living in Florida with her two daughters.”
James wasn’t sorry his philandering ex-son-in-law was out of the picture, but his heart broke whenever he spoke to Paula and heard the lingering sadness in her voice. He wished he could make it better.
Stephanie put her hands together in front of her chin, almost a clap but not quite. “Five grandchildren. How wonderful for you.”
“What about your family?” he replied.
“My daughter, Miranda, has made me a grandmother of two, Isabella and Foster. They live right here in Hart’s Crossing, so I’m quite spoiled.” Her smile was gentle as she added, “It must be hard for you, having your family living so far away. Is that one of the reasons you came back to Hart’s Crossing?”
“Mostly. Or maybe I’m trying to recapture a bit of my youth.” He shrugged. “But I think there were just too many memories in Bremerton to stay.”
Stephanie’s smile faded. “I know what you mean.”
James saw the sorrow that mirrored his own. “Of course you do. I heard about Chuck’s passing. I’m sorry for your loss. The few times I met him, he seemed like a real nice guy.”
“He was. Salt of the earth.” She rose from the sofa, the sparkle gone from her eyes. “I’ve taken up enough of your time. I should be getting on home.”
“I’m glad you stopped by.” He followed her to the door. “I’m sure we’ll see each other again.”
She smiled. A bit halfhearted but still a smile. “In a town this size, I can guarantee it.”
James watched her descend the porch steps, then closed the door and returned to work. At the rate he was going, he wouldn’t find that coffeepot for another week.
* * *
“You set eternity in our hearts, Lord,” Stephanie said softly as she walked toward home. “So no matter how long people live, no matter how old they are, it always feels wrong when death comes to someone we love.”
She thought of James, leaving his home in Washington after all these years because there were too many memories of his departed wife. Would Stephanie do the same if her daughter and family weren’t here in Hart’s Crossing? Would she run away if she could?
And yet, James hadn’t looked like a man who was running away. Yes, there had been a note of sadness in his voice when he’d mentioned the memories, but there had also been strength of purpose in his gaze. He hadn’t doubted his decision to return to Hart’s Crossing. Not a bit.
But wasn’t that always true of James? Even as a teenager, he’d seemed to know with unshakeable assurance where he was to go and what he was to do. It was that certainty that had taken him away from Hart’s Crossing, changing the course of both their lives.
Stephanie wondered what would be changed, now that he’d returned.
Chapter 2
SEPTEMBER WAS ONE OF Stephanie Watson’s two months to hostess the weekly meeting of the Thimbleberry Quilting Club. She loved having these women in her home. It made the old place feel lived in and less lonely. Most of the time, she rattled around in it like a bean in a baby’s rattle.
Chuck and Stephanie’s only child, Miranda, lived with her husband and two teenagers on the opposite side of Hart’s Crossing—no more than two miles away—in one of the new subdivisions that had sprung up in the last few years. Miranda tried to stop by to see her mother on a regular basis, but with a job in the mayor’s office and a busy family to care for, it wasn’t easy.
Till Hart removed her wire-rimmed glasses and set them on the arm of her chair. “Oh, dear. My eyes do get tired these days.” She shook her head. “Getting old is such a bother.”
“Isn’t that the truth,” Francine Hunter said with an emphatic nod.
Stephanie couldn’t agree more. Every year went by faster than the one before. It was enough to make an old woman dizzy. Still, if it weren’t for her tired joints and miscellaneous aches and pains, she wouldn’t believe she was sixty-nine. In her mind, she was no more than twenty-five or twenty-six, the same age as the club’s youngest member, Patti Bedford.
“What do you think, Frani?” Ethel Jacobsen asked. “Should we start working on a wedding quilt for Angie? Hasn’t Bill Palmer popped the question yet?”
Five pairs of eyes turned toward Francine, but she shook her head, disappointing them all.
“That man’s besotted with your daughter,” Mary Benrey, the secretary at Hart’s Crossing Community Church, said to Francine. “Why on earth is he dragging his feet?”
“Well, at first he was waiting for her to become a Christian. Now that that’s happened, I think he’s waiting because he’s afraid she’ll bolt back to California if he moves too fast. She’s always been so independent. Bill’s taking no chances on spooking her.”
Stephanie’s thoughts drifted to the autumn she first met Chuck Watson. Jimmy Scott had been gone for four months, an eternity when a girl is seventeen and all her friends have dates on Friday nights.
She and her best friend, Wilma Milburn, were sitting in the booth closest to the door at the Over the Rainbow Diner when Owen Watson came in, accompanied by a tall, good-looking boy Stephanie hadn’t seen before. Owen stopped when he saw them.
“Hi, Steph. Wilma. Meet my cousin, Chuck. He’s gonna be staying with us for the next year. Chuck, this is Steph and Wilma.”
Chuck Watson—broad-shouldered, golden-haired, blue-eyed—smiled at Stephanie. “A pleasure to meet you.”
Unlike Bill with Angie, Chuck didn’t waste any time. He asked Stephanie out that same night. When she said no because of Jimmy, he didn’t give up. He pursued her relentlessly. Little gifts. Flowers. Phone calls. He wore her down with his persistence. And one day, she just couldn’t say no again. After their first date, falling in love with Chuck was inevitable. They were engaged by the New Year, and their wedding was the day after her high school graduation.
Chuck’s one year in Hart’s Crossing with his aunt, uncle, and cousins turned into a lifetime with Stephanie. Fifty years. How blessed she’d been to be his wife.
“Did you know Mr. Scott, Frani, before he moved away?” Patti Bedford asked, catching Stephanie’s attention and drawing her thoughts back to the present.
“Not really. I was only eleven when he left Hart’s Crossing to go off to war. Nothing mattered to me back then but playing with my favorite dolls and trying to escape practicing the piano when my mother told me to.”
All the women laughed.
“He must have been a real heartthrob when he was younger.” Patti took several careful stitches before adding, “He reminds me of Sean Connery. Don’t you think so? Very distinguished with that white hair and close-trimmed beard.”
Stephanie frowned. She didn’t think James resembled the movie star at all. He looked like…James. Sure, his hair was silver and thinning instead of black and thick, but he was still just an older version of the boy she’d known so long ago. Handsome, yes. But Sean Connery? She didn’t see it.
“Well…” Till set her reading glasses onto the bridge of her nose, “one thing’s for sure. His return has given folks something new to talk about.”
* * *
James slid into a booth at the Over the Rainbow Diner and took a menu—one sheet of gold-colored paper encased in a plastic sleeve—from the rack beneath the window. After several days of his own rather pathetic cooking, he was ready for a meal prepared by someone else.
“Hello.”
He looked up at the waitress as she set a tall glass of water on the table. An attractive woman in her early forties, she wore a white apron over a red and white striped dress that was straight out of the diner’s heyday. The uniform went well with the retro decor.
“You must be Mr. Scott.”
James raised an eyebrow.
She laughed. “There aren’t that many strangers in town who fit your description.” She held out a hand in welcome. “I’m Nancy Raney. My husband, Harry, and I own the diner.”
“It looks great in here.” He shook her hand. “Reminds me of when I was a boy.”
“Thanks. It was pretty run down when we bought the place fifteen years ago. It took a lot of remodeling before we could reopen.” She motioned with her arm, as if inviting him to inspect the interior a second time. “We tried hard to recapture the way it looked in some of the photos that folks like Miss Hart had in their albums. Photos and the memory of some who lived here in the 1940s and ’50s.”
“Old-timers, you mean?” He chuckled.
She pretended to be horrified. “I’d never call Miss Hart an old-timer.” The twinkle in her eye gave her jest away.
“Smart girl.” He glanced again at the menu. “I’ll take the Scarecrow burger with a chocolate shake. Well done on the burger.”
“Coming right up, Mr. Scott.”
After Nancy walked away, James dropped the menu in the rack and turned his gaze out the window. Across the street was the Apollo Movie Theater. He’d noticed on the day he arrived that, like this restaurant, it appeared to have been restored, at least on the exterior. The marquee announced that one of the summer’s top action films would be playing over the weekend. Maybe he’d go see it tomorrow.
The door to the diner opened, and the sound of women’s voices drew his gaze away from the window.
“Well, look who’s here,” Till Hart said as she and Stephanie neared his booth. “James, were your ears burning? We talked about you at our quilting club meeting this morning.”
Out of habit, he started to rise.
Till waved him down. “Land sakes. Don’t get up for us.”
“Would you care to join me for lunch?”
Till glanced at her companion, then said, “We’d love to,” and slid onto the seat across from him. Stephanie sat beside her.
“Are you feeling more settled?” Till asked.
James took two menus from the rack and handed them to the women. “Yes. Although, to be honest, it’s a bit strange. The house is familiar from my boyhood, and my furniture is familiar from my house in Bremerton. But the two together?” He shrugged. “They seem an odd combination.”
“I can imagine they would,” Stephanie replied, giving him a warm smile.
It occurred to James that she was as pretty today as she was when he kissed her on V-J Day. Granted, it was a different kind of pretty. Her face was softly wrinkled, and the freckles that had sprinkled her nose as a girl were gone. Her hair was white instead of the golden blond shade of her youth, and she wore it short and curly rather than long and straight, the way he remembered it. But the style flattered her. The one thing that hadn’t changed was that smile. He’d always been partial to Stephanie’s smile.
Nancy arrived at the table with two more water glasses. “Hello, ladies. Joining Mr. Scott for lunch today?”
“That we are.” Till pointed at the menu without having looked at it. “I’d like the Emerald City salad, please, with the dressing on the side.”
“Anything to drink?”
“Water’s fine, thank you.”
“And you, Mrs. Watson?”
“I’ll have the same, Nancy. Thanks.”
More people entered the diner. A farmer in overalls and work boots. A businessman in slacks and short-sleeved shirt, sans coat and tie. Two young mothers with several toddlers in tow.
“So tell me, James,” Till said. “I’m sure you’re sick of the question, but I want to know. What brought you back to Hart’s Crossing?”
She was right. He was sick of that question. Sick of trying to come up with an answer that sounded logical—or at least humorous. This time he didn’t choose his words carefully. He just spoke from his heart.
“Till, I’ve been asking God what I’m supposed to do with the rest of my life ever since I retired two years ago. When the Pattersons moved out of Mother’s house, it seemed like the answer to my prayers.” His gaze shifted to Stephanie. “I felt like the Lord said go, so here I am.”
* * *
His answer made Stephanie smile. She liked knowing that James was the kind of man who sought God’s guidance.
Nancy approached their booth, carrying a large brown tray above her shoulder with one hand. In the blink of an eye, she placed the two salads, hamburger platter, and milkshake on the table. “Enjoy your lunch. Let me know if you need anything else.” Then she was off to wait on other customers.
Stephanie picked up her fork. “The Scarecrow is my favorite burger,” she told James. “I love fried onions.”
“I hope it’s as good as it used to be. I’ll try not to breathe on you when I’m finished.” He punctuated the comment with a wink and a grin.
For goodness sake. Stephanie caught her breath. Patti’s right. James did bear more than a passing resemblance to Sean Connery.
Chapter 3
From: “Kurt Scott” kurtscott@fiberpipe.net
Sent: Saturday, September 24 8:16 AM
To: “James Scott” jtscott@fiberpipe.net
Subject: Online yet?
HI, DAD. JUST WONDERING if your computer is up and running. Haven’t heard from you since you called to say you and the movers got to Hart’s Crossing okay. Directory assistance didn’t have a local number for you as of yesterday, so I tried your cell phone but couldn’t get through. I didn’t bother to leave a message. I figured you’re busy.
I wish I could take some time off to help you move in, but it just wasn’t possible right now. Glad you understand. Don’t overdo it and hurt yourself with all that unpacking. Ask for help or hire somebody if you need to.
The kids returned to school a month ago, and now everybody’s going a different direction several nights a week. I remember how we always had family dinners together when I was a boy, and I’m wondering how you and Mom managed that. It seems like half the time at my house, nobody’s home at the dinner hour, let alone sitting down to eat together.
Give us a call or respond to this email when you can. Sure hope you’re not regretting your decision to move.
Kurt
* * *
From: “James Scott” jtscott@fiberpipe.net
Sent: Saturday, September 24 10:32 AM
To: “Kurt & Neta” kurtscott@fiberpipe.net
Subject: Re: Online yet?
Good morning, Kurt. My telephone service was finally up and working as of 4:45 p.m. yesterday. My number is 208-555-4632. I set up my trusty computer in my boyhood bedroom, which is now serving as my office. This is the first time I’ve turned it on, so I’m glad to see it’s working. The worst of the unpacking is done, and except for a few minor aches and pains (which could be my age more than anything else), I’m feeling fine. You don’t have to worry about me. I still have a modicum of good sense in this head of mine.
I had lunch today with two old friends. I haven’t seen either of them in more than twenty years. Even when your grandmother was still living in Hart’s Crossing, our paths didn’t cross much. As you might guess, we had a lot of catching up to do. We did a fair share of reminiscing about the “good old days.”
I’d planned to go to a movie later today, but I was invited to see the local high school football team—the Hart’s Crossing Hornets—play against one of its biggest rivals, the Sawtooth Pioneers. (They were rivals fifty years ago, too. Some things never change.) Since the weather is good, I thought I’d do that. Go, Hornets!
I’ll call you soon.
Love, Dad
* * *
Stephanie was not a huge fan of football, but she was a huge fan of her grandson, Foster. This was his first at-home game as part of the senior varsity football team. There was no way she would miss seeing him play today, short of a blizzard in September. Judging by the clear blue sky overhead and the warm breeze rustling the trees in her front yard, she needn’t fear snow.
When the doorbell rang a few minutes before noon, Stephanie grabbed her jacket, lap blanket, and purse on her way to answer it.
The door opened before she got there. “It’s me, Grandma,” Isabella called. “Are you ready?”
“I’m ready, dear.” She received her seventeen-year-old granddaughter’s quick hug and peck on the cheek. “Are your parents with you?”
“No. Mom had some work to do at the office. She said she’ll meet us at the school before the game starts, but I wouldn’t bet on it. You know how she forgets everything else when she’s working.” She gave a little shrug, as if denying the disappointment in her voice. “Dad’s helping with the concessions, so he went early with Foster.”
Stephanie and Isabella stepped onto the porch, and Stephanie pulled the front door closed behind her, pausing to be sure it was locked.
“I like your jogging suit, Grandma. That blue matches your eyes. Where’d you get it?”
“From the Coldwater Creek catalog.”
They walked to the curb, where Isabella had parked her Subaru Outback.
“Dear,” Stephanie said as she opened the passenger side door, “I hope you don’t mind, but I offered to pick up an old friend of mine. He’s just returned to Hart’s Crossing, and I invited him to come see Foster play.”
“No trouble.” Isabella slipped into the driver’s seat. “Where does he live?”
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