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Dedication
For Christine. Susan is redeemed, just for you.
“A heart at peace gives life to the body, but envy rots the bones.”
—Proverbs 13:40
“Susan, you aren’t going to get ahead in business if you aren’t involved with the community.”
Biting back an angry retort, Susan filled her father’s mug and slid the pot back into the coffee maker. By then, she’d counted to ten—three times—and could answer him civilly. “I am involved in Orchard Hill, Dad. Just because I don’t want to play in the softball tournament doesn’t mean I’m a hermit.”
“But sweetheart, sports is where you really shine.”
It was true that she’d excelled in sports in high school. But only because he’d pushed her constantly. Here she was, twenty-seven years old, and he was still pushing. Susan reminded herself that her father treated her this way because he loved her and believed in her. This was about the hundredth time she’d had to remind herself of this since he’d unexpectedly arrived and demanded breakfast, about half an hour ago.
“Listen, Dad, I thought it would be nice just to relax and enjoy the holiday.”
“Right. And while you’re lounging around, the competition will be handing out business cards and collecting clients.”
“I’ve been working really hard lately. I feel a little burned out.” And a little depressed, but you wouldn’t understand that, would you?
“That’s why this softball tournament would be good for you. You could have fun and still be in the public eye, get your name out there.”
Susan stared at her father, a large man in his fifties, hunched over her kitchen island eating fried eggs and toast and sipping coffee. How could she love him and resent him so much at the same time?
Just when she thought she couldn’t take any more from him, Susan was saved by the bell—the doorbell, that was.
“Who could that be?”
“Oh, that’s probably Cal. You remember him from school don’t you, Susie?”
“Cal Wensloff?” Remember him? Did she ever. “What would he be doing here?”
“He’s my new delivery guy.”
“Cal’s moved back to Orchard Hill?”
“Yeah, just got into town when I ran into him yesterday. Looks like he didn’t have a job lined up and I needed a new delivery guy.”
Now that was some interesting news! “OK, so he’s your new delivery guy. Why is he here?”
Her father calmly used the last of his toast to mop up the yoke from his eggs. “I asked him to pick me up.”
“Why would you do that?” She couldn’t see Cal now. She wasn’t prepared. Susan glanced down at her pajamas. She wasn’t even dressed!
“My car needs an oil change. Take it in for me today, will you? The garage is within walking distance of your office.”
Susan stared at her father. He didn’t even ask me, she thought, furious. She should put her foot down and tell him ‘no.’ She should tell him to find someone else to make him breakfast and run his errands. Her hands clenched around the mug she held.
The doorbell rang again, effectively saving Susan again from exploding at her father. She went to the back door. Still steaming, she had forgotten exactly who was on the other side of the door until she swung it open.
Cal Wensloff, the subject of her high school fantasies, stood in her doorway. Unprepared to meet him after all these years, Susan stared dumbly. Over six feet of hard muscle, broad shoulders and that mischievous glint in those blue eyes that contradicted the farm boy “aw shucks” smile on his face.
“Hi Susan,” he said, his smile widening a bit for her. “Can I come in?”
“S-sure. In. I mean, come in.” So much for her cool, self reliant businesswoman image.
She stepped back so Cal could enter. His arm grazed hers and tingles flew up to her shoulder. She might as well be back in Mrs. Schlaeger’s home room.
Suddenly Susan couldn’t remember if she’d combed her hair yet. And she wished she was wearing a suit and heels. She felt vulnerable in her bare feet.
Her father greeted Cal, and he nodded in return. “Ready to go?”
“Not quite,” her father said. “Give me a couple of minutes.”
“Would you like some coffee, Cal?” There, she could speak in complete sentences. Cal had just caught her off-guard, that was all. She was fine now.
“Sure, if it’s no trouble.”
She opened her cupboard and saw that she’d used the last mug on the lower shelf. Standing on tiptoes, she stretched up to reach the higher one.
“Let me get that for you.” Cal was suddenly right behind her, crowding her against the counter and reaching over her head to grab the mug. He rested one hand on her shoulder and his chest brushed her back. Instantly, every nerve she had was on high alert, and her heart fluttered in her chest.
See, she had come a long way since high school. If he’d touched her like this back then, someone would have had to mop her up off the floor and pour her into a bucket. Now, they’d probably only need a spatula.
He moved back and handed her the mug. “Thanks,” she said, hoping he wouldn’t notice that her voice came out all breathy. If she could handle showing a house to a couple with three kids and two dogs along, she could handle a casual touch from a man she had—used to have—a crush on.
It took all of her self control to keep her hands steady as she poured the coffee.
“Are you sure you don’t want something to eat, Cal?” asked her father around a mouthful of eggs. “Susan’s a great cook.”
“If I’d known, I wouldn’t have grabbed that donut at the gas station this morning,” Cal replied.
“Dad’s exaggerating, anyway. I live alone, so I hardly ever cook.” She tried to peek at her reflection in the toaster without appearing too obvious. It was as she’d feared. Her short dark hair was still tousled from sleep.
“Susan has her own business now,” her dad continued. “She’s a real estate agent. I knew someone as smart as my Susie didn’t need four years of college.”
Which was why he’d insisted she didn’t go on after finishing her associate’s degree at a nearby community college. Instead her father had enrolled her in a real estate course.
“If you ever decide to buy a house, Cal, you call Susie. She’s the best.”
“Call Susie.” Cal winked at her. “I’ll remember that.”
Her breath caught and Susan busied herself with clearing away her father’s plate and silverware so Cal couldn’t see her reaction to his casual flirtation. “Dad, you’ve got egg on your shirt,” Susan told him, pointing to a yellow splotch on his cuff.
“It’ll wash off. I’ll just use your bathroom, Susan.” He lumbered out of the kitchen. “Be right back, Cal. Then we can go.”
The sound of the bathroom door closing heralded a round of silence between Cal and Susan, a silence that grated on her nerves. “So what brings you back to town, Cal?” she finally asked.
He shrugged. “I was tired of the city and my dad’s not as spry as he used to be. He can’t manage the farm alone anymore.”
“What about Lara?” Cal had followed the cute blonde cheerleader to Chicago after high school.
“Lara? I haven’t heard from her in a couple of years now.”
“Oh, so that didn’t work out. I’m sorry.”
Again Cal shrugged. “It was a long time ago. I never think of her anymore.”
She searched his face for signs of lingering heartache, but there was nothing. Susan carried the dishes to the sink and started to rinse them. “I guess high school romances don’t usually last forever.”
“No,” he replied. “But I don’t know if the same applies to high school crushes.”
Susan froze. Did he know how she felt?
She decided that it would be safest to change the subject. “So, you’re working for my dad now.”
“It’s a job.”
“What were you doing in Chicago?”
“Landscaping work. There are lots of new houses and offices going up in the suburbs.”
“All right Cal, let’s move out.” Susan’s father lumbered back into the room. He held out the keys to his car. “Don’t forget about dropping this off, Susie.”
Reluctantly she took the keys. “I won’t.”
He patted her shoulder. “Good girl.”
As her father moved toward the door, Cal stepped up to her. “Nice seeing you again, Susan. Maybe we could…”
“And don’t forget what I said about the softball tournament. It’s not too late to get involved.”
Susan felt a sudden urge to throw her father’s keys at the back of his head. What had Cal been about to say?
She wasn’t going to find out. He offered her another world-tilting smile and said “See ya, Susie,” as he followed her father out the door.
Susan dutifully dropped off her father’s car at the garage, and set out for her office. On her way, she passed The Grace Place. Jeff Bradley and Angel Marcel were just walking out. They didn’t see her because they were completely wrapped up in each other. Susan stopped, hardly daring to breathe, and pretended to be examining the display in the window until they’d crossed the street to Jeff’s office.
She and Jeff had been an item a few months ago. He’d dumped her for Angel. At first she’d been upset, but then she realized that she wasn’t dating Jeff for herself. She was dating him for her father. Jeff was exactly the kind of guy her Dad approved of—successful, ambitious and a link to some of the top people in the real estate field. She really had to do something about this obsession she had to please her father.
She’d recognized the connection between Jeff and Angel immediately and she’d responded just as she always did to a challenge. She fought for the prize. It was the way she’d been raised. It wasn’t until she’d lost her temper and embarrassed herself in front of half the town that she’d even realized she didn’t like Jeff. Not in that way at least. As a fellow realtor and a friend he was great.
Susan knew that if she apologized to Angel, Jeff would forgive her. She’d even thought about it several times, but she couldn’t say the words. She didn’t feel worthy of forgiveness.
And to think, her life had been normal until she was twelve. That summer her mother had walked out on them. Not long after, her grandmother had taken her aside and said “Be good to your father. You’re all he has left.”
Susan took her grandmother’s words to heart—to the point where she felt guilty if she refused anything her Dad wanted her to do. He was, pretty much, a great parent. He’d really been there for her, had come to all her games and school functions, coached her, pushed her to get good grades. He’d even started taking her to church, at her grandmother’s urging, though he hadn’t set foot in one since her baptism before that.
Yeah, she could do a lot worse where fathers were concerned. But she was a grown woman now. When did she get to live her own life?
Susan pushed open the door to her office, where she shared space with several other realtors. She greeted each as she passed them, on the way to her desk.
“You got a phone call already, hon,” said Della, the gum-cracking grandmother whose desk was next to hers. “It went to voice mail.”
“Thanks,” Susan said as she slid into her seat. “Can you give me a ride home in a few minutes so I can pick up my car?”
“Sure. How did you get here?”
“I had to drop off my father’s car for an oil change.”
Della rolled her eyes. “How did he think you were going to show any houses without a car today?”
Susan shrugged and picked up her phone so she could get her voice mail.
“Hey Susan…”
Her jaw dropped when she heard Cal’s voice come over the line.
“Your dad was telling me how he wished you were more involved in Orchard Hill’s Fourth of July celebration. I think I have an idea for you. Give me a call. Here’s my cell number…”
Susan scrambled for a pen, dropped it, picked it up and then dropped her phone. By that time she’d missed the number and had to replay the message. She definitely wasn’t calling him back here with Della sitting just a few feet away. She’d be only too happy to try and get Susan together with a guy.
So she waited until Della dropped her off. “I’ve got to run in and get my keys. Thanks for the ride,” she told her friend, as she got out of the car.
Once inside the house, Susan pulled out her phone and punched in Cal’s number. “Hi Cal, this is Susan. What did you have in mind?
“You know my sister, Katie, married one of the Thorsens, right? They’re the family that owns the apple orchard,” he told her unnecessarily. Everyone in Orchard Hill knew the place the town was named for. “I’ve sort of been volunteered by my sister to be on their float in the Fourth of July parade. Would you like to join me?”
“That’s very nice of you Cal.” What to do? She’d just told herself she needed to stop trying so hard to please her father. And she’d told her father she didn’t want to take part in the festivities. But then again, she’d definitely be pleasing herself by spending more time with Cal.
“Don’t give me too much credit. I need a partner for the theme.”
“What’s the theme?”
“It’ll be easier to show you. Why don’t we get together after work tonight?”
This was better than she’d hoped for. But she wasn’t about to jump at his offer as if she were desperate. “Let me check my schedule.” She held the phone and counted out sixty seconds.
“I have one appointment that goes kind of late, but I should be done by 6:30.”
“Great. I’ll pick you up at your place around seven.”
“I’ll be ready.”
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