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Chapter One
 
Mortgage foreclosure specialist Vance Ryan stepped out of his car and stood across the street from Catherine’s Diner. Like other businesses in the small town of Devinne, Pennsylvania, the restaurant’s financial standing was shaky. Like one step away from bankruptcy if his research was correct. For his job, he liked to check out the viability of the businesses on his caseload before moving forward with the process. So here he was on this chilly March evening. Drawing in a lungful of air, he headed inside.
As he pushed the heavy steel front door open, the tinkling of a small bell signaled his arrival. Small but cozy place. Looked like a typical diner, nothing special. Reminded him of the one on the old television show, Alice. To his right was a long counter with ten red stools. The kitchen laid further right, a small window cut out of the wall to pass orders through. The rest of the space was taken up with booths near the windows and a couple tables and chairs to complete the seating.
 He checked his watch and noted that it was a little past seven. Dinnertime. But you wouldn’t have been able to tell by the lack of patrons. There was exactly five in the diner, three at the counter and two in one booth. No wonder the owner was having problems keeping up with the mortgage.
Since he needed to evaluate the business anyway, he’d might as well grab a bite to eat before talking with the owner. He slid onto one of the stools and waited for someone to come take his order.
Soon the door to the kitchen swung open and a woman backed out, her hands full with customer dinners. Vance inhaled sharply as she turned in his direction. She certainly didn’t look like Alice, Vera or Flo! Gorgeous was the only word he could use to describe her. She stood about five three, with curves in all the right places. Her caramel colored skin looked so soft, it practically called out for him to caress. Black curly hair bounced up and down as she set the plates on the tables and bent over to talk with the diners. 
Suddenly she turned and began walking toward him, her hips gently swaying and a welcoming smile on her face. 

“Welcome to Catherine’s.”  
Their hands briefly touched as she handed him a menu, sending shockwaves throughout his body with the contact. She must have felt it too because she snatched her hand away as if it were on fire.
“Thank you,” he managed to say while continuing to stare at her. He broke eye contact to glance down at the menu. “So what’s good?”
Her laugh skittered across his skin and he couldn’t help but to join in.
“It’s all good, but I’m kind of partial. This is my diner.” She gave him a wink and walked back to the kitchen, leaving him frozen in place.
If he had a lick of common sense, he’d forget about ordering any food and immediately introduce himself as the bank employee who would possibly be in charge of foreclosing upon her restaurant. Better yet, he should run out of here, get into his car and drive home. He could pick up something to eat on the way.
Instead, he stayed on the stool and slowly looked over the offerings. What would it hurt if he got a bite to eat? 
A couple minutes later, the stunning woman reappeared and gifted him with another dazzling smile. “Ready to order?”
“Maybe,” he said slowly. “I have a question first.”
“Shoot.”
“Does everything come with a side order of your beautiful smile?” Warmth spread over him as she watched her face flush with color. He’d never noticed that African-Americans blushed and was enchanted by her reaction to him.
“For you, yes,” she replied with a wink.
“Then I’ll have the BLT and a double heaping of that gorgeous smile of yours.”
“You are so bad,” she threw over her shoulder as she walked toward the kitchen.
Guilt zinged him as he considered her words. If she only knew.
 
“So we’re flirting with the customers now?” Ginny Frelic, cook extraordinaire pinned her boss with a pointed stare.
Summer Hughes stuck her tongue out at her and whirled around to grab a couple slices of bread for the BLT. After inserting it in the toaster, she faced Ginny, hand on hip. “I was just being friendly, that’s all.”
“Friendly my foot. I may be old, but I remember what flirting looks like.”
Summer suppressed a smile and made herself busy gathering other ingredients. Since she and Ginny were the only ones on duty tonight, she wanted to help the cook out as much as possible.
“I need to do whatever I can to make our customers comfortable.”
“Uh-huh, Ginny replied, her tone indicating she didn’t believe a word Summer had uttered. “Just watch yourself, okay.”
“You worry too much, Ginny.”
“That’s part of my job description, missy. I’ll always look out for you. I made that promise to your mama, God rest her soul.”
Summer swallowed hard and willed away the tears pricking the back of her eyes. She didn’t know what she’d do without her late mother’s best friend. Many a day, Ginny’s encouragement kept her from throwing in the towel and closing the diner. 
But how could she do that anyway? Catherine’s had been her mother’s dream. Eleanor Hughes had been one of a kind. Strong in every way. Guilt sliced through Summer thinking about how her mother encouraged her to pursue her dream of becoming a Broadway actress. Her senior year in high school, her dad fell ill, and Summer thought her dream was dead. No way could she abandon her family and the diner. But her mother insisted she go, and she did. Maybe if she hadn’t and stayed to help Mama and Spring run this place, her mother would still be here.
“Your beau’s dinner is ready,” Ginny teased as she handed her the plate.
“He’s not my beau,” Summer hissed as she headed out into the dining room. 
Her eyes lit up as she watched him watching her. She’d never been particularly attracted to white men, but for him she’d make an exception. What would it feel like to run her hands through that silky blond hair? And a taste of those kissable lips? A shiver slid down her spine at the thought of kissing them. Get it together, Summer. The guy is not interested in you that way. He probably flirts with all women.
“Here you go,” she said as she placed his meal in front of him. She then noticed he didn’t have a drink. “I’m sorry. I forgot to get your drink order.”
“That’s alright. Do you have lemonade?”
“Sure do. Coming right up.” Summer walked over to the drink area and poured the largest glass she could find full of Ginny’s delicious lemonade.
“How come I can’t get a glass like that?” Henry Wilson whined as she set the glass down on the counter.
Summer turned to him and gave him the evilest look she could muster. “Now Henry, stop telling tales. You and I both know you drink twice as much pop with all the free refills we give you.”
Henry sheepishly lowered his head and turned his attention back to his meal. Satisfied that he’d been properly chastised, Summer checked on her other guests before retiring back into the kitchen.
From there she had a perfect angle to watch that handsome fellow eat his dinner. The way he bit into that sandwich made her knees weak. And she’d never seen a man’s Adam apple move like that when he gulped down his drink. 
“You gonna stand there all evening getting off on that man or are you going to work?” Somehow Ginny had sneaked up on her and was standing there with the silliest grin on her face.
“Mind you own business,” Summer shot back, embarrassed that she’d been caught.
“I’ve never seen you so taken with a man,” Ginny said softly, all hints of amusement gone from her voice.
“I’m not taken with him,” Summer replied in an irritated tone.
“Okay,” the cook drawled.
Peeved with Ginny, Summer stormed out into the dining room to check on everyone once more. By the time she got around to the new customer, his plate was clean.
“Wow, that was fast!”
“Couldn’t help myself, um Summer?” He bent over to read her name on her shirt. “Everything was delicious.”
“Glad you liked it and yes, I’m Summer. And your name is?”
He hesitated for a second then said, “Vance.”
“Nice to meet you Vance. This is the first time I’ve seen you in here.”
“Yeah, I was just passing through and decided to stop in. Nice place you have.”
“Thanks. It was my mother’s dream to open a diner like this. My sister and I are doing our best to keep it going.”
Vance got a funny look on his face, cleared his throat and quickly hopped off his stool. “Well, I guess I ought to be going.” He dropped a couple bills on the counter, picked up his briefcase and started for the door.
“Before tasting Ginny’s famous apple pie,” she shouted as he placed his hand on the door knob.
He stopped in his tracks and slowly turned around, making her heart skip several beats when she spied the smile on his face. “Did you say apple?”
“Yes sir. We sell dozens of them every week.”
He returned to his seat and slapped his hand on the counter. “Bring it on.”
Summer hurried behind the counter and slid a big slice of pie on a dessert plate and poured him a steaming cup of coffee. Again, she couldn’t help herself and watched him scarf down the pie in record time. Boy did she love a man with a hearty appetite!
Vance glanced at his watch and again rose to leave. “I really have to go.”
“So soon,” she asked without thinking. She was really putting her foot in her mouth.
“Work,” he said shrugging his shoulders. “But I’ll be back.” 
“We’ll be here,” she replied as he headed for the door once more.
“Goodbye, Summer.” With that, he was out the door, leaving her staring after him like a high school girl watching her crush walking away.
“Summer’s got a boyfriend,” Henry sing-songed, making the others laugh.
She stuck her tongue out at him and picked up the dirty dishes off the counter. That was interesting.
 
As soon as Vance slammed his car door shut, he dropped his head onto the steering wheel. What just happened in there? He blew out a frustrated breath and jammed the key into the ignition. How was he going to fix this?
He turned the engine over and carefully eased his way out into the light traffic on Main Street. He could kick himself for getting into this predicament. The plan was to go into the diner, check out how the business was being run and be on his way. Instead, he sat down, had dinner and met the most beautiful woman in the world. Who happened to be the owner.
The smart thing in this situation would be to do a U-turn, go back into the diner and do what he originally planned. Take her aside, introduce himself as an employee of the bank and let her know he was there to because she was seriously behind in her mortgage.
But he knew that ship sailed when he sat down and lost himself in her deep brown eyes. He could just imagine the pain he’d cause if he told her the truth now. 
He gave himself a mental head slap and decided his next step. Someone else would have to take over the file and he’d have to forget about ever going back to the diner.
Satisfied with his plan of action, Vance continued on his way. Now if he could just follow through.  



 
Chapter Two
 
Summer hurried downstairs and into the kitchen to prepare breakfast for her father. She’d overslept, something she never did. A smile tilted one side of her face as she remembered her dream from last night. A dream that starred a certain handsome man with blond hair and quite a kissable mouth.
“Whatcha thinking about over there?”
Startled, Summer almost dropped the carton of eggs in her hand. After setting them on the counter, she whirled around to face her little sister. “What are you doing sneaking around?”
Spring Hughes laughed and pulled on one of Summer’s curls as she headed for the fridge. “Girl you know I’m not the quiet sort. Looks like you were lost in a daydream.”
Summer scowled at her sister and went to work on breakfast. Soon, the small kitchen smelled like bacon and eggs, their father’s favorite foods.
“How was business last night?” Spring asked as she sipped on a cup of coffee.
Summer shook her head and looked off into the distance. “Not good. We only had a few guests, the regulars.”
“Not enough to pay the bills, I’m guessing.”
“You’d be right. We got another letter from the bank. I don’t know how much longer we can put them off.”
“What are we going to do, Summer? We can’t let the diner go under.”
All Summer could do was nod her head, not trusting herself to speak. It was bad enough they’d lost their mother. No way would she lose Catherine’s. 
Unable to hold them back, the what-ifs started playing in her head. What if she had stayed home after high school instead of running off to New York to pursue an acting career? What if Pop hadn’t fallen ill? What if Mama had insisted she stay home and help with the diner instead of encouraging her to follow her dream of becoming an actress? 
Not that any of that mattered now. Her mother was still dead. Her father was bound to a wheelchair because of multiple sclerosis. And they were on the verge of losing the diner.
“What’s that wonderful smell?” Walter Hughes rolled into the kitchen with an ever present smile on his face.
“You say the same thing every morning, Pop,” Summer said while giving him a kiss on the cheek.
“That’s because everything you cook is so delicious.” He took his place at the head of the table and laid a napkin in his lap. Spring brought him a plate and a cup of coffee and kissed him on top of his head.
“You two are so good to me,” he said in a trembling voice. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.”
“And you’ll never have to worry about that, Pop,” Summer quickly responded.
After her father began to eat, Summer retreated to the living room and pulled out that letter from the bank. Time was quickly running out for them to get current with the mortgage. What were they going to do? If business did not pick up, Catherine’s would have to close.
 
“So, what’s your reason for turning in this file, Ryan?” Frank Peters peered up at Vance as he walked into his office.
Vance took a seat and tried not to fidget under his boss’ intense stare. Why hadn’t he practiced an answer before coming in here. He should have known Peters would have wanted an explanation why he wanted off this case.
“Well, I’ve got too many other projects going on and since this one is just getting underway, I thought it would be the least difficult to let go.” He held his breath as his boss leaned back in his chair, their gazes locked onto one another.
Frank Peters could be your best friend one minute and the next your worst nightmare. He was for the most part a fair boss, giving his subordinates compliments when warranted. But if they screwed up, he’d come down on them with a hammer. Hard.
“Although I have a feeling there’s more to this request than you’re telling me, since it’s the first time you’ve asked for something like this, I’ll make it happen.”
Vance jumped out of his seat and quickly walked to the door. “Thanks, boss,” he said as he placed one foot over the threshold.
“Ryan, keep your nose clean. The higher ups are keeping an eye on you. You’re doing a great job. Might be a promotion if you keep it up.”
Vance simply nodded and quickly exited, closing the door behind him. Once on the elevator, he let out a sigh of relief and sagged against the wall of the car. That was close. 
Back in his office, he prepared the Hughes file for transfer and walked it over to the secretary. For a minute, he felt bad about what he’d done, but quickly recovered. There was no way he could work on the case after meeting Summer Hughes. Just the thought of the woman sent his heartbeat into double time. 
Vance picked up another file and began to work on it. Before long, it was after eight and time to head out. 
As if his car had a mind of its own, it headed back to Devinne and Catherine’s Diner. Despite a nagging feeling that this was not the right thing to do, he continued on his way. He wasn’t on the case anymore, so why not stop in for a bite to eat?
 



 
Chapter Three
Four months later:
 
Summer glanced at the door once more, willing it to open. No, she wanted it to open and have a special someone step inside. The clock read 11:30 p.m. He usually came in by seven, eight at the latest. Was he coming tonight? Had he been held up at work? His night appearance had become the highlight of her day. A thousand scenarios scrolled through her mind. None of them good.
Her arms full of condiment bottles, she flitted from table to table, picking up the empties  and replacing them with full ones. She needed to keep busy to take her mind off of Vance. The diner only had a few guests at this time of the night, some high school kids having a late dinner. 
Blowing out a loud breath, Summer headed toward the kitchen. She dumped the empty containers in the sink and turned on the hot water. The bus boy left about an hour ago, so clean up was on her now. Thank goodness there weren’t many dishes to wash.
“Looks like you’re thinking pretty hard over there.” Ginny gave her a wide smile and a wink. “If I were a betting woman, which I’m not by the way, I’d say you were thinking about a certain young man.”
“You’re trippin’ Ginny.” Summer poured generous amounts of soap and bleach into the steaming water and stuck her hands in to begin her task. “Ouch! Too hot!” She began to dance around the room, waving her hands in front of her to cool them off.
“Uh huh,” Ginny commented with a laugh. “That’s what you get for not concentrating on what you’re doing.”
“Whatever.” Summer decided to give the water a chance to cool off and walked over to her office tucked in the back of the small kitchen. Her hands still stinging, she poured some lotion onto them and rubbed it in. She closed her eyes and sighed in relief as the pain slipped away.  For a few seconds, she allowed her mind to wander and imagine Vance walking through the door, a bright smile on his face. Was it silly that the highlight of her day involved seeing a customer? But not just any customer. Vance had this funny way of making her heart rate speed up and her head spin, all at the same time. What would happen if he actually asked her on a date?
Stop it, Summer! The man was certainly out of her league, someone who was just being kind to the waitress serving him some pie and coffee. No need to get your hopes up.  After eating at the diner almost every night for four months, he hadn’t asked her out. If he were interested in her, he would have let her know by now, right?
She let her eyes slowly open and her gaze landed on the stack of mail on her desk. On top was yet another letter from Western Star Bank, asking for their money. As of today, she was three months behind in the mortgage. And she didn’t see the situation getting better any time soon.
The town of Devinne was a shadow of its former self, and in spite of a generous gift from pro football player, Dirk Benedict, business was still slow. Back in the day, her mother and father were able to provide a great living for the whole family from the diner’s patrons. Now, if she earned enough to pay the utilities and Ginny’s salary it was a good week. 
Summer met with volunteers from a local nonprofit made up of retired business executives who provided her with some valuable guidance. But most of it involved her selling the place and moving on. Devinne was not going to return to its glory days, they say. She was realistic to know that was the case, but she couldn’t give up on the diner. Not after the sacrifice her mother made when Summer left home after graduating from high school.
“You gonna come back in here and wash these bottles?” Ginny yelled.
“Coming!” Summer glared at the offending letter once more before heading back into the kitchen. She made short work cleaning the bottles since the water had cooled significantly. After peeking out into the dining room to make sure there were no new guests, she dried them all and began filling each with fresh condiments.
“Need help setting them out?” Ginny had just finished scrubbing down the grill and was washing her hands in the sink.
“No, I can do it. Why don’t you get ready to head out of here? I can close up by myself.”
“You sure? I don’t mind hanging around. Don’t want you here by yourself. You know Benny’s was hit the other night.”
“I know.” Robberies were becoming all too normal in town. Not that it was an excuse, but many town folk were struggling to make a living. The crime section of the local newspaper took up two whole pages most days. This was not the Devinne she remembered as a child. Not at all.
 Arms full, she backed into the restaurant and set the bottles onto the tables in a matter of minutes. Out of the corner of her eye, she was one of the diners wave her over. 
“Can we have the check?”
“Sure,” she replied while plucking the piece of paper out of her apron. “Here you go.” Her gaze wandered over to the front door once more and she let out a sigh. Where was Vance?
It didn’t take long to settle the kids’ bill and bid them goodnight. I guess he’s not coming this evening. Shoulders slumping, she turned toward the kitchen, prepared to close up the diner.  
Suddenly, the bell above the front door tinkled and Summer’s heart began to beat erratically. It had to be him. She smoothed down the front of her apron and with Ginny’s snickers at her back, proceeded into the front of the restaurant. Vance had arrived.
 
How was he going to tell her goodbye?  He couldn’t continue deceiving Summer, not after all the kindness she’d shown him.  He should have known that it wouldn’t end well. But the first time he stepped through that shiny steel door, he was hooked. Hooked on the ambience, the aromas coming from the kitchen and especially the smile on Summer’s beautiful face.
He cleared out his desk an hour ago and said goodbye to his fellow employees earlier in the day. In a few days he’d be on a flight to Los Angeles to begin a new job with the bank, start a new life. One without Summer in it.
“Hi Summer.”
“Hi yourself. You ordering dinner?”
No. Just pie and a glass of milk tonight.”
“You okay? Wanna talk about it?” she asked while placing the pie in front of him. 
Vance stuffed a big piece of the dessert into his mouth and took his time chewing. The last thing he wanted to talk about was his screwed up life, especially when he was in this happy place. He shrugged which thankfully satisfied her curiosity. She gave him a quick nod of her head and went back to work.
After swallowing and taking a long draw of the milk, he wiped his mouth with his napkin and smiled at her once more. She couldn’t have stood more than five three on a good day and he loved the way she had to get on tiptoe to reach some items on the higher shelves. It gave him the opportunity to check out her curvy backside and toned legs. What he wouldn’t give to see her in something other than her waitress uniform, or better yet in nothing at all.  
He gave his head a hard shake to rid it of that notion. No way. No how. The last thing he could afford to do was to get romantically involved with Summer, even though he was probably already half in love with her. He cared too much for her to hit it and quit. He had to keep his distance. For both their sakes. Especially since he was leaving town soon.
“How’s the pie tonight?” she asked while eying his now empty plate.
“Delicious as always. Tell Ginny she really put her foot into that one.”
“I will not. Her head is big enough already.”
“I heard that!” Ginny shouted from the kitchen. She stuck her head out the kitchen door and blew a raspberry in their direction.
He and Summer both laughed until their sides hurt. Her infectious laughter: another thing he was certainly going to miss. But it was his fault he had to leave town. If only he’d listen to that small voice in the back of his head telling him to stay out of this diner.
“Hey Summer, I’m heading out. You sure you can close up without me?”
“I’ve done it plenty of times before. Go on home, Ginny.”
“I’ll walk her out,” Vance announced, causing Summer’s head to whip around in his direction.
“You don’t have to do that,” she insisted.
“I know, but I want to, okay?”
“Okay,” she replied with a small smile. “Thanks. Let me shut things down and I’ll be ready to go.”
A cold shiver snaked its way down Vance’s spine at the thought of saying goodbye to her. How would she react? Would she even care? She tossed a dazzling smile over her shoulder in his direction, which only made him feel worse. Oh yeah, she’d care.
While Summer busied herself with closing out the cash register and making sure the kitchen was in order for the breakfast rush, he practiced what he’d say to her. Um, Summer, a fantastic opportunity presented itself and I’m moving to LA this week. No, too formal. Summer, it’s been nice but I’m jetting to LA. Nice knowing you. No, no, no. Why hadn’t he come up with something coherent before arriving here tonight.
“Alright, I’m ready.” 
Vance held the door open for her and stood by as she shut off the lights, armed the security system then locked the door. Despite the cool wind blowing, sweat poured down the side of his face. 
The pair walked without talking to Summer’s car. When they reached the driver’s side door, she looked up into his face and gifted him with the sweetest smile he’d ever seen. One he totally did not deserve. Probably the last one he’d ever receive after he told her goodbye.
“Okay, spill it.” She crossed her arms over her chest and pinned him with a stare. “What’s got you so tense?”
Vance took a deep breath and said a short prayer. It was now or never. “I, um, I’m leaving town. I’m sorry.”



 
Chapter Four
 
This was not happening. “Did you just say you were leaving?” Summer took a step back and covered her mouth with her hand.
“Yeah, I got a new job, a better, less stressful one and I start in a couple weeks.”
“That’s great,” she managed to say, all the while her stomach churning. “I’m so happy for you.”
“Thanks,” he replied with a bit of hesitation. 
“So, where is this new job?”
“Los Angeles.”
“As in California?”
“Yes. Isn’t that crazy? I got a call out of the blue from a headhunter and next thing you know the company offered me a position.”
Summer valiantly fought to maintain control of her emotions, but could tell she was losing the battle. Tears pricked the back of her eyes and if she didn’t get out of there right now, she was going to make a complete fool of herself. “Well, it was nice knowing you.” She tuned and blindly grabbed at the car door handle, but stopped when Vance placed his hand on her shoulder.
“I don’t want things to end like this, Summer.”
She whirled around to face him, the tears she’d been holding at bay now freely flowing down her face. “How would you suggest we end this, whatever we have?”
“What we have is a wonderful friendship, right?”
Summer stuck out her hand for him to shake. “Well, friend, it’s been nice knowing you. Have a wonderful life.” Again she turned toward her car and attempted to pull the door open. In a flash, Vance swiveled her around and drew her into a hug. She struggled for a while, but soon allowed his warmth to envelope her. That only encouraged her to cry even harder, soaking the front of his jacket.
“It’ll be alright,” he crooned while smoothing his hand down her back. “We’ll keep in touch.”
“That’s not enough!”
“What are you saying, Summer?”
Knowing it was now or never, Summer squared her shoulders and looked up into his face. “I want more than a friendship with you, Vance.”
“Are you certain?”
She swallowed noisily and nodded her head. “Positive.”
“Be careful what you ask for,” he growled before swooping in to capture her lips with his mouth. 
This kiss was everything Summer hoped for; demanding, hot, passionate. She opened her mouth to allow Vance’s tongue complete access to her mouth, letting out a little whimper in response to his groan of pleasure. Her arms rose to encircle his neck and pull him even closer. 
The honking of a passing car startled the pair, making them jump apart, their chests heaving. Summer ducked her head, searching for the right words to say. Before she could say anything, Vance began to laugh.
“What’s so funny,” she huffed, hands on her hips.
He reached out to pull into another embrace. “This. I’m on my way out of town and discover that we’re attracted to each other.”
“Yeah,” she sighed. “So much time wasted.”
“Well, I’m here now.” He waggled his eyebrows and flashed a smile down at her. 
For a millisecond, Summer thought about saying no but realized that this may be the last chance she had to act upon her feelings for him. “Let’s go make some memories.”    
 
The pair tumbled through Vance’s front door, tangled in each other’s arms. “Hold up for a second,” he said between kisses. “I need to turn the alarm system off. We don’t want the cops interrupting us.”
Summer stepped out of his arms and watched he disarm the alarm on the far wall. She took the time to look around his place and a wave of sadness floated over her. Most of his belongings looked like they were already packed and ready for his move cross-country. He was really leaving!
“When were you going to tell me?” she said in a low voice.
“Huh?” He took a step in her direction and had the nerve to look ashamed. “I, um, I intended to do it last week but chickened out.”
Summer held up a hand to stop his progress and crossed her arms over her chest. “I thought we were friends, Vance.”
He reached out for her and she reluctantly allowed him to pull her into his arms. “We are friends. I was afraid of what your reaction would be, that’s all.”
She stared up and him and gave him a punch in the arm. “What did you think I’d do? Beat you up?”
He rubbed the spot where she’d hit him and smiled. “Well, if all of your punches are as hard as that one, I was correct in fearing your wrath.”
Summer buried her face into his chest, taking a long whiff of his scent. He smelled like aftershave, soap and all man. Is this all she’d have to remember him by? The way he smelled and the feel of his arms around her waist? No, she wanted, no needed more. “Vance?”
“Yes,” he replied in a husky voice.
“Make love to me.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yes.” She nodded her head to make certain he understood.
He swung her up into his arms as if she weighed next to nothing and strode toward the stairs, kissing her passionately along the way.  In a move that would have made the most athletic person proud, he bounded up the steps and into the first bedroom to his left, kicking the door open. With her still in his arms, he flicked on the lights, illuminating the room.
Summer gasped as she spied the huge, king-sized bed with the mahogany frame, and covered in a dark blue comforter. All of the furniture in the room was made of the same dark wood, fitting for a man like Vance. “Wow, it’s so you.”
He gave her a sexy smirk and ducked his head. “Thank you, ma’am.”
“So are we going to stand here admiring the bed or actually use it?”
Suddenly the smirk slid off his face, replaced by a heated look that made her insides begin to boil. He let her body slide down his hard frame until her feet hit the floor. Still holding onto her waist, he leaned down and began to kiss her again, kicking up the passion several notches until she felt as if her bones were turning to jelly. Only his strong grip kept her from sliding to the floor.
He walked her back until her butt hit the mattress, then lowered her onto the bed. With dizzying speed, he stripped her bare, and stepped back to view her body with a sexy look on his face that made a shiver shoot down her spine. 
“I need you naked,” she purred as she scooted further on the bed, making room for him. “Now.”
“Whatever the lady asks.” In a flash, Vance’s clothing flew off and he quickly joined her, taking her into his arms. 
Summer had dreamed of this moment so many times as she lay in her lonely bed at night. But those dreams hadn’t come close to reality. The hard planes of his body fit perfectly with her curves, as though they’d been made for each other. Moonlight streaming through the bedroom window allowed her to see how the different colors of their skin mixed and mingled as they touched one another.
As though he had all the time in the world, Vance began leisurely kissing Summer, starting at the top of her head. She squirmed when his hot mouth latched onto one of her breasts, and nipped the sensitive nub with his teeth. Her hands roamed over the muscles of his broad shoulders, loving the way they bunched up as he moved. 
Once he finished worshipping her breasts, he moved lower to pay homage to her bellybutton. His tongue flicked out and dipped inside, making her back arch off the bed so high a truck could have passed underneath.
With a mischievous grin on his lips, he looked up and gave her a wink that sent her already heated blood on full boil. Vance licked his lips and after propping her legs up over his shoulders, began to lick and nibble on her hot center. Her head whipped back and forth while her fingers dug into his scalp. It was a wonder she hadn’t pulled out a handful of his hair! The sound of her moans mixed with his licking was music to her ears.
She felt her body being wound tighter and tighter, lifted to heights she’d never experienced before. What was this man doing to her? Unable to hang on any longer, an orgasm unlike any she’d previously had ripped her apart. Summer screamed Vance’s name over and over until she was hoarse. 
His erection throbbing, the only thing Vance could think about was getting inside of Summer as quickly as possible. He gently pushed her all the way onto the bed and slid in beside her. She wrapped her arms around his neck and began to nuzzle him in the chest. Using a couple fingers, he tilted her head back and kissed her, allowing her to taste herself on his tongue. He shivered as she used her tongue to lick his lips then smiled.
Unable to wait any longer, he nudged her onto her back and quickly covered her body with his. Her legs spread wide, welcoming him home. In one smooth move, he fully seated himself inside her hot body, and stilled, not wanting the experience to be over with before it began.
“Please, Vance,” she whimpered while rolling her hips.
He ground his teeth together and slowly withdrew until he was almost out of her body. Then with her eyes urging him on, he slammed inside of her, causing her to let out another scream of pleasure. Soon he was moving quickly in and out of her tightness, loving the way her body responded to his touch.
Too soon, he sensed that he was on the verge of his own release and increased the speed of his strokes. He felt her muscles clutching him harder and harder. “Ready?”
“Yes,” she panted.
One, two more strokes and a climax of monumental proportions ripped through his body. The rippling of her inner muscles sent him over the edge and for a second he swore he lost consciousness. 
“You okay?” Summer asked with a hint of concern in her voice.
He rolled to the side and gathered her into his arms. “Never been better,” he said as he kissed her on top of her head. Pain pierced his heart as he held her. What had he just done?  
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Chapter Five
 
 
Careful not to tread on the creaky third stair, Summer slowly made her way inside her darkened home. A quick look at the glowing digital clock near the door read five-thirty. Good. No one should be awake to ask her where she’d been. She needed time to process what just happened.
Once safely ensconced in her bedroom, she breathed a sigh of relief as the door clicked close. Safe. On shaky legs, Summer walked to her bed and collapsed. Not that she had a lot of experience making love, but she was sure what she and Vance shared was extraordinary. Amazing, in fact. A smile spread across her face as she recalled every position they tried. Like Diana Ross once sang, the boy turned her upside down and inside out!
But faster than a speeding bullet, her smile faded as she realized it may be the last time they’d be together. Tears gathered in the corners of her eyes which she tried to blink away, then swallowed hard to rid herself of an annoying lump in her throat. She promised herself she would not get emotional. And she wouldn’t. Time to pull on the big girl panties and move on with her life. Without Vance.
She could kick herself for waiting so long to express her feelings for him. The what-ifs flooded her mind; what-if they became lovers earlier, what-if he decided to stay here and not accept the transfer. She shook her head to knock all the negative thoughts away. This was a new day and her new reality. Vance would not be coming back.
Summer stripped off her clothes and grabbed her robe. She needed to take a quick shower before lying down for a quick couple hours of sleep. Just as she started for the bathroom, her bedroom door opened. 
“Where were you last night?” her little sister Spring asked, a mischievous smile on her face. “And don’t lie.”
For a split second, Summer considered doing just that, or telling Spring it was none of her business where she’d been, but she knew anything other than the truth would be a futile measure. Spring could weasel the truth out of a stone, she was just that good of an interrogator. The girl ought to be an attorney. “I was out.”
“I know that, missy. Where and with whom?”
Trying to keep a neutral expression on her face, Summer admitted, “I was at Vance’s home.”
Spring’s eyes widened to the size of two small saucers and her mouth dropped open. “Your Vance?”
“He’s not my Vance.”
“Um, if you and he did the nasty last night, then he’s your Vance.” Spring grabbed Summer’s hands and pulled her over to the bed. “Tell me everything and don’t even think about leaving any of the juicy parts out.”
Summer took a deep breath and allowed the sweet memories of her time with Vance to come forward. She began with their kisses in the parking lot at the diner and ended with their passionate embrace at his front door. 
“So, when are you going to bring him home, here, for us to meet?” Spring asked eagerly.
The tears she’d successfully held back before suddenly to Summer’s consternation decided to make an appearance at that moment. “Um, never.”
“What do you mean, never? Sounds like you are crazy about each other.”
Summer silently agreed with her sister but shook her head. “He’s leaving today.”
“I don’t understand.”
“He accepted a transfer for his job and he’s heading for LA today.”
“So, why does that mean you two can’t have a relationship, long-distance even?”
“We discussed that last night and decided against it. It would be too hard to maintain, so we thought it best to just end things.” Before one of us gets a broken heart.
“That’s bull, and you know it. There has to be another reason. So tell me, who was the one to suggest that you don’t try to continue what you two started last night?”
“Vance. He said it would be too hard and that his new position would be taking up all his time so he wouldn’t be able to fly back here.”
“Sounds fishy to me. Is he married?”
“No!” Summer yelled, then slapped her hand over her mouth. The last thing she wanted to do was awaken their father. He had a hard enough time getting enough rest with all his aches and pains. 
“Are you certain?” Spring inquired while staring at her sister.
Summer opened her mouth to respond but quickly snapped it closed. His house was all packed up, so there was no way she could tell if there were any female belongings there. But she just knew, deep down, that he didn’t have any other women in his life. Spring’s question of why he didn’t want to continue their relationship still nagged her, though. “I’m certain.”
“Well, it’s over now, so you don’t have to worry about it now, right?”
Summer nodded her head, knowing that if she opened her mouth right now she’d burst into tears. Suddenly, Spring wrapped her arms around her and pulled her into a tight hug. That did it. Summer’s tears gushed forth and soon both sisters were sobbing.
“Hey!” Walter Hughes stuck his head into the room, a concerned look on his face. “What’s going on here? Who died?”
The sisters quickly sprang apart and began wiping away their tears. “No one died, Pop,” Summer replied in a shaky voice.
“Then what’s with the tears?” He looked at each of his daughters as he leaned against the door frame.
“Pop, come on in here and have a seat,” Spring chided. “You shouldn’t be on your feet.”
“And why not?” he asked as he slowly walked over to the bed aided by his cane. “I’m not in the grave yet.”
“And you won’t be for quite a while,” Summer said as she made room for him to sit. “Pretty soon you’ll be back on the golf course, tearing it up.”
“From your lips to God’s ears,” he said wistfully. “Man, would I love to be out there on the links. I could give some of those pros a run for their money.”
“Sure you could, Pop,” Spring said trying to keep a straight face. Soon, all three of them were laughing and falling back onto the bed.
After they straightened themselves up and wiped their eyes, Walter looked at both of them and gave them one of his patented winks. “Now, the truth ladies. What’s going on?”
Summer hunched her shoulders and prayed that Spring would go along with her explanation. The last thing she wanted to do was burden their father with her man troubles. “We were just talking about things and somehow Mama’s name came up and we started crying.”
Her father simply nodded his head and blew out a loud breath. “Well, I can understand that. Even after all these years of her being gone, I swear I can sometimes feel her in the room, ready to pounce on me for something or other. Lord I miss that woman.”
“We all do, Pop,” Spring added. “But we still have the diner, her dream.”
Summer cut her eyes at her sister, and shook her head. Next to talking about her love life, the next subject she didn’t want to broach with their father was the diner and its precarious financial position. “Let’s not talk about the diner, okay?” She yawned and raised her arms straight over her head. “I need to get some sleep, guys.”
“I bet you do since you didn’t come in until about half an hour ago.”
Summer and Spring looked at each other and bust out laughing again. “And how would you know, mister. You should have been asleep.”
“Well, a father doesn’t stop being a father just because he’s sick. But if you don’t want to tell me why you were out so late, that’s alright. You’re grown now.”
Summer leaned over and gave her father a big smooch on his cheek. “I never could hide anything from you, old man.”
“And please don’t feel you have to because of my illness. My body may be in terrible shape, but my mind is still strong.” Walter reached a hand into the pocket of his robe and pulled out a closed fist.
“What do you have, Pop?” Spring asked.
His hand trembling, he opened his hand and showed his girls their mother’s wedding rings. “I want you to take these to the pawn shop and get what you can for them.”
Summer inhaled sharply and bounded off of the bed. “No! We can’t do that. They’re Mama’s.”
“Summer, Spring, let’s face facts. The diner is in deep money trouble. I know that, you know that. I have a feeling things are going to turn around soon, but in the meantime, bills have to be paid.” He held his hand out and motioned for Summer to take the rings from his palm. “Like you said, the diner is your mother’s dream come true. This is her contribution to keep it up and running.”
Summer slowly picked the rings up and cradled them in her hand, softly crying. “I’ll get them back for you, Pop.”
“Don’t worry about that, Summer. I’ll forever have memories of your mother. I don’t need the rings.” With that, all three of them began to hug and cry.
 
One month later:
 
Summer dropped back in her chair and began to rub her eyes. The infusion of cash from the pawning of her mother’s wedding rings had been like a teaspoon of water dumped into the Youghiogheny river. The diner was going under. If things did not change within a year, they’d have to close the business.
But then again, in a year they may not have a choice if the bank foreclosed on the mortgage. She solemnly looked over at the pile of correspondence from the bank, asking, no demanding that they be paid. Now. She wished she could wave a magic wand and make all her problems disappear.
“How’s it going in there?” Ginny asked as she stepped through the back door. “Sorry for being late. I’ll make up the time.”
“You know you don’t have to do that. You work so much overtime, we probably owe you a ton of money.” Thank goodness Ginny was not a stickler regarding her pay. They really did owe her a great deal of money, but Ginny realized the financial condition of the place and overlooked it.
“There’s a game tonight, so hopefully folks will stop by before and afterwards.”
Summer gave her a warm smile and nodded her head. “I hope so. We could use the business.”
“Let me get in that kitchen and start prepping. Need anything?” 
“Nope, I’m good.” A wave of nausea overtook Summer and she had to swallow hard to keep from throwing up. 
“You don’t look good,” Ginny stated, walking further into the office. “Upset stomach?”
If she only knew, Summer thought to herself. “Kind of, but I’m fine.”
Giving her boss a look that said she wasn’t buying her explanation, Ginny headed into the kitchen. As soon as she was out of sight, Summer rushed to the bathroom and threw up. That was close.
 
“Eighteen forty, eighteen forty-two, now where was it?” Summer drove slowly down Wylie Avenue, looking for Vance’s townhouse. “It had to be here somewhere. Too bad I wasn’t paying more attention that night.” Soon a familiar home appeared and she parked the car. 
“This is where Vance lives, no lived,” she corrected herself. Summer had to find him and without his last name this was the only way she could think of doing so. Tentatively, she walked up to the front door and rang the bell. Nothing.
She swiveled her head right and left to make sure no one was around and carefully made her way over to the living room window. A quick peek inside let her know that the place was empty. Vance had cleared out over a month ago and no one had moved in.
Maybe a neighbor could help. Screwing her courage, she marched over across the small tidy yard and rang the bell of the home next door. A young woman with a screaming toddler in her arms answered.
“Excuse me for bothering you,” Summer began.
“Oh you’re not bothering me,” the woman shouted over her child. “The little one is having his afternoon tantrum, that’s all.”
“Well, I was wondering if you can tell me the name of your neighbor on your left. His first name is Vance.”
“Honey, you know more than I do. He kept to himself, and I only saw him early in the morning going to work or maybe when he dragged himself in for the night.”
“Okay, thanks,” Summer muttered as the woman closed the door and she began to walk to her car. What was she going to do? This was not the time to add another burden to her family.



 
Chapter Six
 
Five months later:
 
 
His heart beating twenty miles a minute, Vance sat outside the diner, gathering the courage to go inside. Devinne was the same as before, but with a thick layer of ice coating everything. A wicked wind sent plowed snowbanks back onto the road, making more work for the few city employees. 
Vance shivered even though he was wearing a thick parka and a knit hat pulled low over his ears. Big change from LA. When he boarded the plane this morning, the temperature was nudging into the seventies. A quick look at his dashboard let him know that it was five whole degrees. And that was the high for the day!
How was Summer going to react to him stepping through the door? Would she be happy to see him, or pissed that he hadn’t contacted her in almost six months? They had agreed to go their separate ways after their last time together, right? He shook his head. That was the stupidest decision he ever made and he planned on making things right.
Bracing himself for the cold, Vance opened the car door and stepped out, his boots making a crunching sound as he crossed the parking lot. Looked like little had been done to clear the area. Someone could fall and hurt themselves on the numerous ice patches. He made a mental note to take care of the matter himself before he left.
As he stepped into the diner, he smiled as the little bell above the door rang. Still there. But that smile faded away as his gaze landed on an empty dining room. Not one patron was at the counter eating a late lunch nor was there anyone in one of the cozy booths. This did not bode well for the health of the diner.
The sound of a plate crashing to the floor diverted his attention to the kitchen area. He looked up to find Summer at the window staring out at him. His smile returned and he took a step in her direction. “Hi Summer.”
“What, when,” she stammered, her eyes widened.
“I just got back today.” He walked closer to the counter and took a seat on one of the stools. “This was my first stop. I needed to, um, have a piece of Ginny’s delicious pie.”
Upon hearing her name, the cook poked her head out the kitchen door and greeted him in a huge grin. “Look who’s back.” Curiously, her smile disappeared as she glanced over at a somber Summer. “You okay, honey?”
“I’m fine,” Summer said tersely. Turning to him, she stared at him with a glare as cold as the whipping wind outside.  “We don’t have any pie today. Sorry.”
“Well, I really didn’t need it anyway,” he replied. “How about coming out here and having a seat. We need to catch up.”
“No we don’t,” she shot back. “I’m busy.”
He looked around the empty restaurant and then back to her. “Busy doing what? The place is empty.”
“Why’d you come back? Are you here for a visit?”
“I didn’t like the west coast and missed, um, missed the cold weather. “It’s not so bad,” he countered. “You just have to dress for it, that’s all.”
“You’re a terrible liar,” Summer said with a hint of a smile. “This cold is the pits.” She paused and the smile slid off her face. “You didn’t answer me. Are you here for good?”
“Yes, I’m back to stay. I’m still with my old company but I’m a manager now.” He reached out his hand, waiting for her to take it. “Come on, Summer. Talk to me.”
“You might as well get it over with, Summer,” Ginny prodded, a hint of sadness in her voice.
“Get what over with?” Vance asked, as he stepped closer to the counter.
With an audible sigh, Summer bowed her head and walked over to the swinging door dividing the kitchen from the dining room. As if she had weights tied to her ankles, she rounded the counter and stood before him. She was pregnant!
Spots appeared before Vance’s eyes and he almost fell off of his stool. He took a couple deep breaths and willed his pulse to slow down. “You’re pregnant!”
“Wow, you noticed.” She walked over to one of the booths and sat down. “I guess you win the prize. He or she will be here in another three months.” 
He followed her and took a seat on the opposite side of the booth. “Why didn’t you contact me?”
“How was I supposed to do that, Sherlock? I don’t even know your last name, let alone any other information about you.”
The realization that he hadn’t disclosed any personal information to her smacked him in the middle of his forehead. But he couldn’t have, considering his position with the bank.  If he had, she’d surely have kicked him to the curb and not permitted him inside the diner. “I’m so sorry—”
“For what? Getting me pregnant and then disappearing? Or for coming back to Devinne?” With that, Summer stood and ran into the kitchen. 
Vance simply stared at her retreating figure and slumped down into his seat. What just happened here?
 
Moving faster than she really should in her condition, Summer raced into her office and slammed the door shut. How dare he stroll in here and act as if everything could go back to normal? She absently rubbed her belly as she lowered herself into a chair.  Just when she was beginning to accept the fact that she’d be a single mother, Vance shows up. What was she going to do now?
She had to be in shock. That’s the explanation for her reaction out there. Shock plus the surging hormones in her body because of the pregnancy. She just needed to sit here for a while and process the situation. She’ll go back out and speak with him in a few minutes. Or hours. Or days.
Summer leaned back in the chair and began to perform the deep breathing exercises Spring insisted she learn. “You don’t want to upset the baby” Spring repeated when Summer would start to fall apart. Deep breath in. Hold it. Let it out slowly. Before she could take her second breath though, the door to the office creaked open. Vance.
Was it only a few months ago that seeing his face made her heart feel as though it were trying to escape her chest? Now, his appearance simply angered her. How dare he waltz back into her life as though he’d had every right to do so. Didn’t he insist on no contact when he left? Why couldn’t that still be the case? She didn’t need any more complications in her life.
“Can I come in?” he asked as he eased his way inside and softly closed the door.
“Looks like you already have,” she replied snidely.
“Come on, Summer. Give me a break. How was I to know you were pregnant? Do you think I would have left if I knew?”
“You were long gone before I discovered I was having a baby.” She turned the chair around so she could hide the tears building in the corners of her eyes.
“But I’m here now, sweetheart.”
Her breath hitched at his utterance of the term of endearment. Sweetheart. He called her that the night they made love. The night they created the child growing inside of her. “I need some time.”
“Time for what?” he asked, getting up from his seat and rounding the desk. “By the look of things,” he said while pointing at her belly, “we don’t have a lot of time.”
“Like I said before, I’ve got another three months.”
“Which is plenty of time for us to get this figured out.”
“What do you mean, figured out? It’s quite simple, Vance. I’m going to have a baby and I’m going to raise him or her alone.”
“Like hell you will!” he roared. “That’s my child and I will be part of his or her life.”
“How do you know it’s yours?” she asked in a tiny voice.
Sidling up to her and getting way into her personal space, he responded in a whisper. “I may not be an expert in making love, but I can tell when a woman hasn’t had sex in a while. And Summer, admit it. You hadn’t had sex in a while.”
A shiver shimmied down her spine and the baby did a somersault to boot. Damn, this man was dangerous. “Alright. I’ll admit it. The baby is yours.”
A Cheshire grin spread over Vance’s face as he backed up and returned to his seat. “May I have a pen and paper?”
“Huh?”
“Paper. Pen. I want to give you my contact information.”
Still in a trance from his close contact, Summer reached inside the desk and produced the items he requested. She stared at his hands as he efficiently wrote his full name, address and telephone number, then slid the paper across the desk. “Ryan?”
“Yes. I’m Vance Ryan.” He held his breath and waited for recognition to hit her. Although his full name never appeared on any of the bank correspondence, his last name did.
“Nice name,” she finally said, and he let out the breath he’d been holding.
“So, may I have your home information?”
“Why?”
“So that I can visit you there? I mean, the diner is nice and all, but I think we need to get to know each other away from this place.”
“How about I think about that.” She stood and headed for the door. “If you don’t mind, I have a business to run.”
Taking the hint, Vance headed for the front of the diner and watched as Summer closed the office door in his face. As he walked through the kitchen, Ginny pressed a piece of paper into his hand and motioned for him to hide it, which he did. She gave him a wink and went back to work.
After exiting the diner, he looked at the paper she’d slipped him. Summer’s home address. Game on.



 
Chapter Seven
 
 
Vance shifted from one foot to the other, desperately trying to keep warm as he stood on Summer’s front porch. He’d rung the doorbell several times and had not heard any movement within the house. Someone had to be home. He remembered that her father was ill and homebound for the most part. He brought his hands to his mouth and blew on them once more. Come on people, open up!
Suddenly, the door swung open and a woman who looked just like Summer appeared. “We don’t want any,” she sneered as she tried to close the door in his face.
“Hey, I’m not selling anything,” he shouted as he held his arm out to keep the door from shutting again. “I’m here to see Summer.”
The woman cocked her head to one side and the annoyed expression she’d previously had morphed into one of rage. “You’re him!”
Vance had a feeling that his name had been taken in vain several times in this woman’s presence. “Um, I’m going to guess you’re Summer’s sister, Spring.”
“And you’re the one and only Vance. The father of my niece or nephew and the man who broke my sister’s heart.”
This was not how Vance envisioned his first visit to Summer’s home. “In the flesh. So, is she home?”
“Of course she is.” Spring stood at the entrance with her arms crossed over her chest. “She’s asleep though and I have no intention of waking her. She needs her rest.”
He let out a loud breath and scrambled for the words that would allow him inside the house. “Would you mind if I came inside and waited until she woke up?”
Spring let out a shrill laugh and shook her head. “Summer is the only trusting soul in this house. No way. I’ll tell her you stopped by.”
Again she tried to close the door, but this time a man’s shout of “Spring!” stopped her.
“What is it, Pop?”
“Let the man inside. I’d like to speak to him.”
With a none too pleased look on her face, she stepped aside and allowed him to enter. “Don’t try anything funny,” she warned as she donned her cold weather gear. “I’ll be a phone call away if you need me,” she yelled to her father. Giving Vance one last evil eye, she stomped out the door and slammed it closed.
Shaking his head, Vance peered into the darkened living room to find a man sitting in a wheel chair near the television. Summer had described her father as suffering from MS, and had not been able to care for himself for years. “How are you, sir?” Vance asked as he approached the man, his hand outstretched.
“I’ve seen better days, but I’m still here.” He pointed to a chair nearby. “Have a seat.”
Vance sat where he’d been directed and loosened the wool scarf around his neck. “Thank you, sir.”
“And stop with all the ‘sirs’. Name’s Walter.  And I’m betting your name is Vance.”
“Yes, sir, I mean Walter. Vance Ryan.” 
“And you’re the father of my unborn grandchild, huh?”
Vance ducked his head felt his face flush. “Yes.”
“I’m not going to tell you that what you and Summer did was wrong. Many years ago I was a young man just like you and I remember how things can get out of control.” He stopped to take a deep breath and seemingly to gather his thoughts. “My only question, for now, is what are your intentions regarding my daughter?”
Vance should have known that question was coming, but hell if he had an answer. “Well, I fully intend to be there for my child, financially and time-wise.”
“I didn’t ask you about my grandchild. I asked about my daughter.” The older man pinned him with a hard stare that made Vance a little uncomfortable. No, a lot uncomfortable.
“I know I’ve screwed up with her, by leaving and not keeping in contact with her. I know that I’ve got a long way to go before she forgives me.”
“Glad you recognize that. So, is it your intention to step up and make her your wife?”
Caught off guard by that question, Vance simply looked at Walter as though he were a deer mesmerize by oncoming headlights. “I, um, I—”
“I can see you don’t have an answer right now. That’s okay. I know I put you on the spot. But I want you to think about it, alright?”
“Alright,” Vance repeated. 
“What’s going on down there?” Summer’s voice floated down the stairs, making Vance and her father jump. The sound of her slowly descending the stairs caused Vance’s pulse to speed up. “Who are you talking—”
Vance stood and took a step in her direction. “Good morning, Summer.”
“How, who?” she sputtered. “I didn’t give you permission to come here. As a matter of fact, I never told you where I lived. I have a feeling a cook will be on the unemployment line soon.”
“Give Ginny a break,” her father interrupted. “She was only trying to help.”
Summer turned to face Vance, her arms crossed over. “As you can see, I’m indisposed. You can leave now.”
“Summer!” Walter chided. “He’s a guest.”
“An unwanted, uninvited guest,” she spat out. 
Vance stood and started for the door. “I guess I’ll see you later, Summer.  Walter, it was good meeting you.”
As he walked to the door, Summer cried out, “Stop!” Suppressing a smile, he turned to face her. “Yes?”
“Make yourself comfortable while I go upstairs and put some clothes on.” She whirled and slowly climbed the stairs, leaving a relieved Vance staring at her retreating figure.
“Do what she said, son,” her father said. “And let’s have a quick conversation while she’s gone. I have a feeling you could use some help getting back on her good side.”
 
Steam rising from her ears, Summer hurried to wash up and throw some clothes on. How dare he appear at her home without her permission. And Ginny would be getting an earful this evening! This is not how she wanted to start her day.
She should have known Vance wouldn’t wait for her to make the next move. From what little he’d told her about his job, he was used to being aggressive, bold in his actions. Why did she expect anything less in this instance?
As she awkwardly bent over to slide on her shoes, she tried to come up with a way to get rid of him. From the way her father spoke to him, she probably couldn’t count on him for much help. Vance had more than likely wrapped him around his finger and was getting pointers on how to get on her good side. That thought made her move faster so she could get back downstairs.
After swiping a brush through her unruly curls, she descended the stairs to find the two men with their heads together. Not good. What were they cooking up? “Gentlemen?” She smiled when they jumped apart. Got them!
“You didn’t have to sneak up on us like that, missy,” Walter said with a guilty smile on his face. 
“At my size, sneaking up on people is not an option anymore,” she countered. Summer took a seat in a nearby wing chair and tried to cross her legs at the knee, eventually giving up and simply crossing them at the ankle. “So, what were you two talking about?”
“Nothing,” they said in unison.
She narrowed her eyes at them and shook her head. “Whatever.”
Walter gave Vance a wink and began to roll himself out of the room. “My show’s about to come on,” he tossed over his shoulder. “Think I’ll go watch it in my room. Nice meeting you, Vance.”
“Same here,” Vance replied, his eyes on Summer. Once her father was out of the room, he turned to face her. “How are you feeling this morning?”
“Fine.”
“Just fine? I mean, no nausea?”
“I haven’t had morning sickness since the third month.”
“That’s good to know.”
Summer let out a loud breath and closed her eyes. “Vance, I thought we agreed last night to take things slowly.”
“No, you want to take things slowly. I don’t. Our child will be here in about three months. We have plans to make.”
“Plans?” She struggled to rise to her feet and stood before him, hands on her hips. “What kind of plans?”
“Well, first we need to come to an agreement regarding our relationship.”
“We,” she said pointing at his chest, “don’t have a relationship.”
“Well, I intend for us to have one. For our child’s sake at least.”
“I have no intention of keeping you away from this child,” Summer responded with a tremor in her voice.
“Summer, sit down, okay.” Vance rose and helped her back into her seat. “I didn’t come here this morning to upset you.”
“Could have fooled me.”
Vance swiped his hand down the side of his face, frustration clearly written there. “Can you start over? I mean, I want to make things right.”
She eyed him warily and twisted her lips. “What are you suggesting?”
“That we begin to date—”
“Date?”
“Yes, date. Go out to eat, the movies, you know, date.”
“Now why would we want to do that?”
“For one, our child’s sake. It won’t do for him or her to see us at each other’s throats.”
“I guess you have something there.”
He leaned over and took her hands in his. “Plus, I really like you, Summer and I know I screwed up. None of this is your fault.”
“Thanks for recognizing that,” she said while trying to pull away, but he held tight.
Looking deep into her eyes, he lowered her voice, sending shivers throughout her body. “I’m going to make this right, Summer. Even if it takes me the rest of my life.”
Despite her vow not to be caught up in his mesmerizing words, Summer allowed herself to have one moment of weakness and nodded her head. “We’ll see.” She wrenched her hands out of his and stood. “Time for you to go.”
A look of sadness flashed across his face and disappeared just as quickly. Standing, he wrapped the scarf back around his neck and buttoned his jacket. 
She followed him to the door and undid the locks. “See you around.”
He quickly placed a kiss on her lips before she could object. “You can count on it.” With that, he opened the door and closed it behind him as he stepped outside.
Summer ran to the window and watched him get into his car and motor off in the snow. This was so not going as she planned. She mentally crossed single motherhood off her list of things to do.



 
Chapter Eight
 
 
“How’s the burger tonight?” Ginny asked while looking out the kitchen window.
“Great, great,” Vance responded around a full mouth. He took a quick swig of his pop and gave her a full-on smile. “Lady, you should go on the road with this recipe.”
“She’s not going anywhere,” Summer growled while glaring at him. “And why are you here again for dinner? You’ve stopped by every evening. Aren’t you tired of eating the same thing?”
“Nope,” he answered with a smile. “Where else would I find such charming company?” He laughed when she pursed her lips and stalked away from him. Soon, the slamming of a door let him know she’d retreated to her office once more.
After visiting her home last week, Vance made it a point to eat dinner every night at Catherine’s, much to Summer’s consternation. He got a kick out of the way she gushed over other patrons, and tried to ignore him. He and Ginny kept up a running conversation, which only added fuel to the red-hot fire burning inside her.
But he was a man on a mission and wasn’t about to let her bad mood dissuade him. His child was going to be born in less than three months and he needed to make peace with Summer. He intended to be with her in the delivery room and at her side every day after that, raising their son or daughter. 
“So, are you really going to come here every night for dinner?” Ginny asked as stepped out of the kitchen and leaned over the counter.
Vance nodded his head and wiped his mouth. After swallowing the last bite of the burger, he pushed his plate away. “I don’t care how long it takes, Ginny, I have to get back into Summer’s good graces.”
“Well, I’ll tell you that she’s a hard nut to crack. Stubborn since she was a little girl.”
“You’ve known her a long time, huh?”
“Oh yeah. Me and her mama, God rest her soul, were best friends. We grew up together and even when I went off to college and she stayed here in Devinne, we stayed close.”
“How long have you been working here?’
“Since the doors opened. Helped Eleanor get the place started and couldn’t walk away.”
“Do you mind telling me what’s going on here? I mean, whenever I’m here, there aren’t a lot of customers.”
“Back in the day when the steel mill was at its peak, folks had to line up outside to get a seat after work. Always busy. Then the lay-offs began and business fell off, big time.”
A pang of guilt stabbed Vance in the heart. He wanted to confess his part in the bank’s attempt to foreclose on the business, but knew that would end any possibility he had to get on Summer’s good side. Instead, he simply nodded his head and sighed. “So tell me what you think should happen with the place.”
“In my dreams, I see Devinne returning to its former glory and all the businesses, well the ones remaining, flourishing. Maybe this is just the ramblings of an old lady, but you asked.”
Vance rose and rounded the counter to give Ginny a hug. “You’re far from being old.”
She squinted up at him and gave him a wide smile. “I like you. You’ll do for my Summer.”
He blew out a loud breath and returned to his seat. “Now if only Summer will agree to that. She’s fighting me tooth and nail.”
“She’s upset because she couldn’t get in touch with you, that’s all. She’ll come around. Give her time.”
Vance smiled and watched as Ginny returned to the kitchen. A group of young people streamed into the diner, and Summer appeared to take their orders. She pointedly ignored him, but he didn’t care. He was a patient man.
Soon, a lot more people entered the place and it was becoming somewhat chaotic. Summer moved as quickly as she could to take care of the diners, but Vance started hearing some grumbling. On a whim, he dashed into the kitchen and grabbed an apron hanging on a hook. 
“What do you think you’re doing?” Summer hissed as she entered the kitchen.
“I’m going to help you,” he said as he snagged an order book.
“I don’t need—”
“The place is full, thank goodness, and you need help. Stop fussing and let’s go take care of the customers.”
Summer opened her mouth to continue the argument but stopped when Ginny gave her a pointed stare. “Alright, let’s go.”
Vance suppressed a smile and followed her into the dining room. Small steps, but he had to start somewhere.
 
“Looks like we’re done for the evening.” Summer slowly lowered herself onto a chair near the kitchen and let out a tired sigh. It was an hour before closing and one look onto Main Street let her know there would probably not be any more diners tonight. A late winter storm was forecasted and the streets were empty.
She looked up to see Vance and Ginny busy washing up the few remaining pots and pans, getting ready to close the kitchen. As much as she hated to admit it, having Vance around nightly to help out was a Godsend. The more advanced her pregnancy became, the longer it took for her to complete the simplest of tasks.
Like tonight, a moderate sized crowd flowed in after the high school basketball game. Everyone seemed to be on edge because the home team lost a close contest. She had to set a few people straight and actually threatened to throw one person out if he didn’t pipe down. Luckily Vance stepped up to smooth things over, and by the time he finished talking, everyone’s mood had lightened and the place took on a cheery feel.
She should still be angry with him for running off like he did and not wanting to stay in contact. She shouldn’t be speaking with him, or anticipating his arrival every evening. But she was speaking to him and did sit on pins and needles until he walked through the door. This was not good.
What if he decided once again to hit the road? Yeah, she had his contact information now, but what if skipped town and changed his number? All sorts of scenarios crowded for space in her already frantic mind. She shook her head to rid herself of the maddening thoughts, knowing they weren’t good for the baby.
Summer lovingly rubbed her belly, loving the feel of the baby as he or she did a somersault. She’d gotten beyond thinking the movement as being weird and instead looked forward to it.
“What are you smiling about over there?” Vance strode toward her, a crooked grin on his face. 
She’d never get enough of that look on his face; relaxed and oh so handsome. “Come over here,” she ordered. When he arrived, she took his hand and placed it on her belly. “Wait.”
The look on his face when the baby moved almost brought her to tears. His mouth dropped open and for a second, she thought he was about to cry.
“This is so, so—”
“Cool?” she supplied.
He shook his head and stooped down to place his cheek where his hand had been. “There are no words.”
Unable to stop herself, Summer allowed her hand to touch his head, drawing him closer. They stayed like that for quite a while, Vance murmuring to the baby and Summer stroking his hair. What she wouldn’t give for this to be something they could do every day. Maybe to be a real family.
Bam! Summer’s heart leaped to her throat at the sound while Vance jumped to his feet and began to look around. “What?”
Ginny looked out the window with a sheepish expression on her face. “Sorry guys. Dropped the big pot, that’s all.”
“You gave us quite a start,” Summer admitted as she patted her chest.
“You okay?” Vance asked, returning to her side and peering into her face.
“I’m fine, really.” She rose and went over to the door to lock it then peeked out the window. “Getting pretty bad out there. Maybe you should get on the road.”
“I’ll be fine. I want make sure you and Ginny get home safely.”
“We live in town,” Ginny said. “I’m concerned about you getting home.”
Vance waved her off and leaned against the counter. “Don’t worry about me. I grew up in Rochester, New York. Anything less than five feet of snow on the ground is child’s play.”
It didn’t take long for the three of them to put away all the kitchen supplies and ready the place for the morning shift. Ginny was the first to leave, slipping a couple times on the ice as she scurried to her car.
“Now, time for us to go,” Vance said as he buttoned up his coat and wrapped his scarf around his neck. 
Summer took another look outside and shuddered. “I hate the cold. Sometime I wish I lived in Florida.”
“Really? I could have sworn you hated hot weather.”
She sighed and shook her head. “I guess I hate the extremes, you know, really hot and really cold weather.”
“Sounds like you’d enjoy living in a place like San Francisco.”
She scrunched up her nose and gave her head a vigorous shake. “Oh no! You couldn’t pay me to live out there with the earthquakes.” She smiled and gave him a week. “I guess when it comes down to it, Devinne is not really so bad.”
“It’ll be a good area to raise our child.”
“Sometimes I wonder about that, too. The schools are losing children like crazy and I wouldn’t be surprised if by the time our child is ready to start school, there won’t be open in town. Swallowed up by a neighboring school district.”
“Well, we don’t have to worry about that for a while,” Vance replied as he assisted her with her coat.
“As you can tell, I worry a lot. Can’t help myself.” Summer armed the alarm and opened the back door. The frigid air stole her breath away as she stepped outside.
“Well, from now on, you can count on me,” Vance said as he walked her to her car.
She didn’t reply, not sure what to say. Deep down she hoped he was telling her the truth. She was tired of being the strong one, the person others looked to when there were problems. She’d love to lean on someone else for a change.
“We’ll see,’ she replied. 
When they arrived at her car, he helped her clear off the snow and scraped off the ice from the front and back windshields. “Well, I guess I’ll see you tomorrow.” He leaned over and gave her a kiss on the cheek, warming the area.
As he walked toward his car, Summer yelled out, “I’m going to see the doctor in a couple days. Want to go?”
“Sure,” he said with a flash of a smile.
She waited in her warming car as he readied his car. He motioned her on and followed her home. Once she made it inside her house, she waved as he drove away. Maybe this thing, whatever they shared, will work out.



 
Chapter Nine
 
 
Vance held his breath as the doctor rolled the ultrasound wand over Summer’s belly. He reached out and grabbed her hand while the doctor pointed out various parts of the baby’s body. He couldn’t believe what he was seeing when the baby stuck a thumb into its mouth. “Wow!”
“Isn’t that cool?” the doctor asked. “Wanna picture of that?”
“Of course!” Summer cried. “I can’t wait until they’re sixteen and their date comes over. This will be one of the first pictures I show them.”
“I’m sure they’ll be pleased about that,” Vance said drolly.
“Guys, are you ready to learn the baby’s sex?” the doctor asked, the wand hovering just above the genitals.
Vance looked at Summer with a quizzical look on his face. “I’m going to let you make the decision, okay.”
She nodded once then turned her attention to the doctor. “Yes, I’d like to know.”
Vance grabbed onto Summer’s hand, his gaze locked onto the little screen. The doctor slowly guided the wand lower and within moments, pointed to what looked like a penis. 
“You’re going to have a son, folks.”
Tears sprang to Vance’s eyes and he quickly blinked to keep them at bay. He was going to have a son!
Summer let out a little yelp and turned her head in Vance’s direction. “We’re going to have a little boy,” she said as her tears streamed down her face.
He reached over to the counter and pulled out a couple tissues to dry her eyes. “Are you happy about that? Did you want a girl?”
 She shook her head. “Oh no, I’m quite happy. I was having nightmares about combing a little girl’s hair every day.”
Everyone burst out laughing at Summer’s remark, causing a couple nurses to look inside the room to see what was going on. They continued to chuckle while the doctor wiped away the gel on Summer’s belly and helped her to sit up.
“I’ve heard a lot of reasons why a mother wished for a son or daughter, but this is the first time I’ve heard it based on doing hair! Girl, yours must be a handful!”
“And a half,” Summer added. “I remember how my mother had to take a couple aspirin after washing me and my sister’s heads. I wouldn’t wish that task on my worst enemy.”
Vance raked his fingers through his straight, blond locks and made a face. “Now you know you won’t be able to do much with our son’s, if it’s anything like mine. We’ll have to keep it cut short so it’s not sticking straight up in the air.”
“I can live with that.” Summer held out her hand so he could assist her getting off the exam table. “One less battle in the morning.”
The doctor handed them the pictures and a DVD of the exam. Summer carefully slid them into her purse and they walked out to the reception area to make the next appointment.
“We’re getting close to the end, Summer, so I’ll need you to come in every two weeks from now, okay?” the doctor announced. Mr. Ryan, will you be accompanying Summer from here on out?”
He looked at Summer with a questioning look in his eyes. “May I?”
Summer hesitated for a second then gave a sharp nod of her head. “Sure, if you’d like to come.”
“I can’t think of anywhere I’d rather be,” he said with a smile.
 
The sun beamed down on Devinne, melting the ice and snow that had blanketed the town for most of the winter. Folks complained that it had been the worst winter since some of them were kids. But with spring right around the corner, smiles were replacing the gloomy faces around town.
Vance pulled into one of the many empty spaces in the diner’s parking lot. He let out a sigh as he made his way to the front door. Just like every other day this past week, only one lone diner sat inside. How was the place going to survive like this?
“Hey there,” Ginny called out from her usual spot in the kitchen. “If you’re looking for the boss lady, she’s down at the bank.”
Just the mention of the bank caused Vance’s stomach to lurch. Although he knew he was not directly responsible for the possible foreclosure of the business, he still felt bad for what was going on. If only he had kept his distance. But then he wouldn’t have met the woman he now knew he couldn’t live without.
“Hey, Ginny,” he called out as he walked into the kitchen. “Can I ask you a couple questions?”
“Sure, shoot.” She set aside the pot she was drying and gave him her full attention.
“I’m planning something special for Summer and I’d like to take her out tomorrow night.”
Ginny’s face lit up with a smile and gave him a wink. “About time, young man.” Just as quickly though, that smile faded. “I like you, Vance, really like you. But I love Summer.”
“I understand.”
“Well, let me make myself clear nonetheless. Her mom and I were like sisters, and I promised her on her deathbed to look after the whole family.” She stepped up to Vance and poked him in the chest. “Don’t hurt her again.”
Vance took her hand in his and kissed the back of it. “I give you my word. I plan on spending the rest of my life making her happy.”
Instantly, Ginny’s smile returned and she grabbed Vance around the waist to give him a hug. “Thank you.”
At that moment, Summer chose to enter the diner and stopped in her tracks when she spied the pair in an embrace. “Hey, Ginny stop feeling up my man!”
“You claiming him, huh?” Ginny replied impishly.
Summer’s face flushed an adorable shade of red and she stuck her tongue out before escaping to the dining room. Vance gave Ginny a quick kiss on the cheek then turned to follow Summer.
“Jealous?”
“Of you and Ginny, sure,” Summer responded with a grin. “I have to be careful around her with men. She’s a man-eater.”
“I heard that!” Ginny yelled.
Vance came up behind Summer and wrapped his arms around her expanding middle. “Well, you don’t have anything to worry about, sweetheart.”
She turned in his arms and pinned him with a stare. “You promise?”
“Cross my heart,” he replied as he took a finger and traced a cross on his chest. Unable to help himself, he leaned in and kissed her lips, deepening it when she let out a little sigh.
“I’d say get a room, but it’s a little too late for that,” the lone diner cracked.
“Mind your own business,” Ginny shouted from the kitchen. Soon she and the man were involved in a spirited discourse, to the delight of Vance and Summer.
“Can we go back to your office and talk?” Vance asked.
“Sure.” Summer took him by the hand and led him to the back of the restaurant. Once seated, she sighed and shook her head.
“What’s wrong,” Vance asked, but when she picked up an envelope from the bank fear snaked through his body.
“I don’t know how much longer I can hang on,” she admitted with in a shaky voice. “I’m tired, Vance. I feel like handing them the keys and—”
“And what? This is your mother’s dream. You can’t give up.”
“But I can’t afford the mortgage payments any longer.” She motioned toward the dining room. “The only patrons we can count on every day are you and Henry out there.”
Vance stood and stood behind Summer, massaging her shoulders. “You need a break.”
“I can’t—”
“How about closing tomorrow evening and going out with me?” He held his breath while she nibbled her lower lip. “You don’t get much business, anyway …”
She gave him a tiny smile and nodded her head. “Alright. Where are we going?”
He kissed her on the tip of her nose and shook his head. “Not telling. But you should dress up.” His heart lifted as he witnessed her excitement. Now to make tomorrow magical.
 
“Stand still!” Summer held her arms over her head as Spring adjusted her dress once more. “You want to look nice tonight, right?”
“Of course I do,” Summer replied, “But there’s not much we can do to make that happen when I’m the size of a whale.”
Spring pinched her sister on the arm and made one last adjustment. “Stop talking down on yourself. You’re pregnant and you’re beautiful.”
Dubiously, Summer turned to face the mirror and let out a little gasp. She did look good! “Spring, the dress looks great.”
Her little sister gave her a hug and a kiss on the forehead. “No, you look great.” The doorbell rang and Summer’s heartbeat sped up. Vance was here.
By the time she and Spring walked downstairs, Vance was immersed in a deep conversation with their father. He stopped talking mid-sentence when he spied her coming into the room. “Wow.”
Summer did a slow turn to show off Spring’s handiwork. “You like?”
“Yes I do.” He stood and gave her a chaste kiss on the cheek and leaned in to whisper in her ear. “I do better when we’re in the car.”
“I heard that,” her father said, making all of them laugh. “Just get her home at a decent hour, alright?”
Vance shook his hand and led Summer out the door. “Will do, Walter. See you around, Spring.”
After all the farewells, they stepped out into the cold and rushed to his car parked at the curb. Vance put the heat on full blast. No way did he want Summer to catch a chill.
“So, where are we going?” she asked, bouncing in her seat.
“Never you mind. Just sit back, relax and enjoy the ride.” He turned the satellite radio to a smooth jazz station and pulled out onto the street. Soon they were headed downtown and hopefully toward a happy future.
Traffic was very light on Sunday evening, and they were able to arrive at the restaurant in less than an hour. Vance had to call in a few favors for the reservation, but it was worth it. This would be a night he would be able to tell their children about, and he wanted it to be perfect.
A valet took his keys once he pulled up in front of Le Pierre’s, the premiere French restaurant in the area. Summer’s mouth dropped open as they stepped out of the car.
“We’re having dinner here?” she squealed. “How did you manage—”
“Don’t you worry about it. This is your night. Enjoy it.” Soon they were escorted inside and whisked onto a waiting elevator that took them to the top of the GFK building. A maître de quickly seated them at a window table. 
Summer’s eyes shown with excitement as she looked out onto all the lights of the city, twinkling back at her. “Oh my,” she gushed. “This is so beautiful, I want to cry.”
“Don’t cry yet,” Vance warned. “The best is yet to come.”
The waiter brought a chilled bottle of non-alcoholic champagne to the table and poured a glass for each of them. “To us,” Vance toasted.
“To us,” she repeated. While she took a sip of her drink, Vance got up from his seat, lowered himself onto one knee and pulled out a small box. Summer reared back and brought her hands to her mouth and the tears started to flow.
“Summer, you’re everything I’ve ever wanted in a woman, and I know this relationship has been a little unusual in the way it started, I don’t want it to end. Summer Hughes, I love you with all my heart. Will you do me the honor of becoming my bride?”
She nodded her head and he took the ring and slid it onto the finger of her outstretched hand. Soon the restaurant was filled with the sound of other diners clapping and cheering.
“I love you, Vance Ryan,” Summer said through her tears.
“Not as much as I love you,” Vance replied while drawing her into his arms.



 
Chapter Ten
 
 
Summer glanced down at her left hand and wiggled her fingers, still in shock. Vance actually proposed to her last night, and she said yes! It didn’t matter if they couldn’t get married before the baby was born. As long as they had an understanding about their future. And by the size of the rock on her finger, she was quite sure.
“You gonna sit there and stare at that ring all day?” Spring teased. She reached over and grabbed her sister’s right hand. “If I haven’t said it already, I’m so happy for both of you. You’re going to be great parents of my nephew.”
“And you’ll be a fantastic aunt. We need to go out and celebrate after we finish here. That is if we have any money after leaving the bank today.”
Suddenly the good vibes they’d been feeling floated away like a wispy cloud on a windy day. She and Spring were waiting for the bank manager to beg for a refinancing of their mortgage. With the continued downturn in business, it was impossible to make the monthly payments, let alone the exorbitant late fees on the account.
“Do you think they’ll give us a break? I mean, we’ve been good customers over the years.”
“We know that, but I think the only thing these folks take in consideration is getting their money, any way possible.”
Spring let out a loud sigh. “I don’t want to think about the diner closing, Summer. Mama sacrificed everything for it. ”
“I know, honey.”    
“Summer,” her sister started with a hitch in her voice. “What if we can’t refinance the loan.”
Summer patted her sister on the leg and gave her a weak smile. “Let’s think about that if it happens. Happy thoughts, okay?”
“Okay.” The two sisters picked up their conversation about Summer’s engagement, but all talk ceased when the loan officer strolled into his office.
“Sorry to keep you ladies waiting,” he offered as he unbuttoned his suit jacket and took a seat behind the desk. “Can I get you something to drink, eat?”
“No thank you,” Summer said after looking over to her sister. “We’re fine.”
“Alright then, let’s get down to business.” He flipped open a thick file on his desktop, rubbed his hand down his face and shook his head. 
Summer took a sharp intake of breath and glanced at Spring. Not good. “Is there something wrong?”
He lifted his head and quickly plastered a wan smile on his face. “Oh, no. Nothing’s wrong. I’m just making sure of my facts before I start talking, that’s all.”
A shudder worked its way down Summer’s spine and she suddenly felt cold on this sweltering, August day. And it had nothing to do with the air conditioning in the building. She had a feeling this little meeting was not going to end well.
“Ms. Hughes,” he began looking at both sisters, “I know you’ve been long time customers of the bank—”
“The whole family has, sir. We’ve stuck with you despite all the changes in name and management.”
“And we truly appreciate your patronage.”
“Do you appreciate it enough to refinance the mortgage?” Spring asked sitting forward in her seat.
“Spring!” Summer turned the best she could to face her little sister and give her the evil eye.
“That’s alright. I’ve heard much worse.” He closed the file and took a deep breath. “I’ve had the opportunity to review your whole file and know that your business is having a hard time as of late.”
Summer simply nodded, not trusting her voice right now. She swallowed a huge lump in rolled her lips inward.
“I’m so sorry, ladies, but the bank can’t refinance the mortgage at this time. There simply isn’t enough income coming in.”
The tears Summer had desperately been trying to hold back began to trickle down her cheeks. Spring leaned forward and snagged several tissues from a box on the manager’s desk and used them to wipe away Summer’s tears.
“So that’s all?” Spring asked with a note of sarcasm in her voice. “That’s it? All those on time payments don’t count, huh?”
“Spring, don’t take it out on Mr. Webb. He’s just doing his job.” Disappointment weighing her down, Summer struggled to get to her feet. “Thank you for your time.”
“Yeah, thanks,” Spring said as she followed her sister from the office. Once safely outside she added, “For nothing!”
Not bothering to chastise Spring again, Summer put her head down and waddled to the exit as fast as she could. Before she could step out into the bright sunshine, a voice brought her up short. Vance?
“Yeah, it’s nice to see you again, Vance,” a man’s voice said. “So California wasn’t all that they’d hyped it to be, huh?”
“Nope. The weather was on point, but I needed to come back home.”
Summer swiveled her head around to find Vance standing in the middle of the lobby, speaking to what looked like a bank employee. By this time, Spring had noticed him too, and tried to pull Summer out the door. Instead, she moved closer to hear more.
“There’s no way anyone could have talked me into giving up those big bucks to return here.”
Vance chuckled. “There are more important things in life than money, Ramone.” 
“Like what?” 
“Like—” Before Vance could complete the sentence, he turned his head and his gaze collided with his fiancé’s. “Summer? What are you doing here?”
She tried her best to calm herself down in order to respond in a coherent manner. “I was about to ask you the same thing.”
Vance’s face took on an ashen hue and he bit down on his lower lip. “I’m here to see some old friends.”
“Okay,” Summer drew out. Then her eyes narrowed as a thought sprung into her head. “Work friends?”
Vance slowly nodded. “Yes, I used to work here.”
Realization hit Summer like a two by four to her head. He worked for the bank that was trying to foreclose on the diner! “Tell me everything. Now.”
Vance tried to take her by the arm, but she stepped away. “Let’s go somewhere private to talk about this, honey.”
“Don’t honey me. You’ve got one minute.”  She followed to the other side of the lobby, her arms crossed over her chest. With her toe tapping, she cautiously eyed him as he began to speak.
“Let me start by saying I’m sorry.”
“For what, exactly?”
“Not coming clean about my position with the bank. When I came to the diner the first time, I really came to check out the business.”
“Excuse me?”
“I am or was a mortgage specialist with the bank. My job was to determine if the process should begin.”
“You mean foreclosure on the diner, right?”
“Yes. But when I met you, I knew I couldn’t hold onto the case. I transferred it to someone else.”
 “But you never disclosed who you really were.”
“I was falling in love with you, Summer.” He took a step in her direction but stopped when she held a hand up.
“But you knew all about our financial problems. I poured my heart out to you. About everything.”
“What can I do to prove how sorry I am?”
“Not a thing. We’re through.” Without answering, she began to walk away and headed straight for her sister. As she marched to the exit, she stopped and with trembling hands, pulled the engagement ring off her finger and threw it at his head, barely missing him. “I won’t be needing this any longer.”
Her heart in tatters, Summer hurried out of the bank, not bothering to see if he was following.
 
Vance stood transfixed in the middle of the bank lobby, not wanting to believe what just happened. But one look at the ring he’d picked up off the floor let him know it was real. Summer just broke up with him.
“Come on, Vance.” Ramone Mendes tapped him on his arm and led Vance into his office. He shut the door and poured a large cup of water for his friend. “Wish I had something stronger.”
Vance waved off the cup and closed his eyes. This had turned into the biggest fiasco, all because he hadn’t been upfront with Summer. 
“Wanna tell me what happened out there,” Ramone asked as he settled himself into his large leather chair.
“We don’t have enough time for me to tell you everything I’ve done wrong.”
“Then hit the highlights for me.”
Vance took a deep breath and lowered his head into his hands. After a few more cleansing breaths, he began. “I was assigned to look into the financial stability of Summer’s diner.”
“I’m guessing Summer is or was your fiancé?”
“Yes. Well, after getting the case, I stopped by the diner one evening after a long day at work, just to check it out. I’ll have to admit it was a stupid move. I should have gone in the middle of the day and introduced myself as a bank employee.”
“Go on.”
“Well, from that first meeting, I knew I was in trouble. Summer was like a ray of sunshine in my dreary life. We struck up a conversation about nothing in particular and I found myself heading there every night.”
“And you never told her where you worked.”
“Never.”
“And eventually you fell in love with her, huh?”
“Oh yeah! But I couldn’t figure out a way to tell her of my role with the bank. So being a coward, I decided to simply disappear from her life.”
“By taking the transfer to the west coast.”
“You got it. But instead of making a clean break, I went to see her that one last time and we kind of took it too far.”
“Too far as in making love without protection.”
Vance colored and nodded his head. “Yeah, things did get kind of crazy that night.”
“So you came back because of the pregnancy?”
“No, I didn’t know she was pregnant and she admitted that she didn’t have any contact information for me. I didn’t give her my last name.”
“So if you hadn’t returned here, you wouldn’t have known about your kid. Deep.”
“Yeah, deep.” Vance swiped a hand down his face. “Now she doesn’t want anything to do with me. What am I going to do?”
“After you crawl over to her house on your hands and knees begging forgiveness?” The pair began to laugh at Ramone’s attempt to lighten the mood.
“I have no clue, buddy. None whatsoever. But I know I’ve got to act quickly. The baby’s due in less than a month and I intend to be in the delivery room and every part of our child’s life.”
“Then I’d suggest we get busy.”
“We?”
“Yes, we. And if we’re successful, I want to be named godfather.”
“I was going to make you my son’s godfather already.” Tears pricked the back of Vance’s eyes at the thought of his soon-to-be-born son. “So what’s the plan?”



 
Chapter Eleven
 
“Another delivery, sis.” Spring tiptoed into Summer’s bedroom and placed the large vase of roses next to her bed. “These are more beautiful than the last bunch.”
Summer quickly glanced at them and shut her eyes tight to stem another flow of tears. Vance was sending flowers and other gifts to the house daily and it was getting tiring. “Take them away, please.”
“Why? They smell so good and really brighten up the room. Why do you have the shades drawn in the middle of the day?”
“And why are you here pestering me instead of running the diner?” 
“Because the daytime cook has things well in control and I needed a break. You know it’s after lunch so there are only a couple customers there.”
Summer struggled to sit up and placed her feet on the floor. It was well past two o’clock and she’d only been out of her room once, to check on their father and grab something to eat. “I swear this boy is going to be ten pounds when he’s born. And he’s taken up residence right here,” pointing to a spot on her left side.
“Leave my nephew alone,” Spring joked. “Looks like he doesn’t have a lot of space in there.”
“Yeah, I guess so,” Summer said while lovingly stroking her expanding belly.
“So,” Spring started hesitantly, “Have you spoken to Vance lately?”
“Nope.”
“You haven’t even called to say thank you?”
“Nope.” Summer pulled on her ratty robe which at this point failed to come close to closing around her. “And I don’t intend to, either. He made his bed, now he has to lie in it.”
“Looks like both of you were in that bed, together,” Spring pointed out while waving at her belly. “You two need to get back together, for my nephew’s sake.”
“Plenty of women raise children on their own. I’m no one special.”
“But the thing is, Summer, you don’t have to. Give Vance a chance to explain what happened.”
Summer turned toward her sister and narrowed her eyes. “Have you been talking with him?”
Spring averted her gaze and suddenly found a grouping of lint to pick off her pants. “You know what, I’d better be getting back to the diner for the dinner rush. See ya’”
“Not so fast, missy. Have a seat.” Sumer bit her tongue while her sister sat on the bed. Spring never could keep a secret and it would only take a few questions to get the whole story tumbling out. “Spill it.”
“Well, Vance came by the diner yesterday and we had a talk.”
“Go on,” Summer said while tapping her feet on the carpeted floor.
“He explained to me how things went down with his job and how he couldn’t tell you he worked for the bank.”
“You don’t say. Did he tell you why he couldn’t open his mouth and disclose his connection to the bank?”
“Well, he said something about getting into trouble at work and also getting into trouble with you, too if he fess up.”
 “He’s certainly in trouble with me, that’s for sure.” Summer waited a beat before continuing. “So, is his job in jeopardy because of this?”
“He’s not sure. He said something about having a meeting with his boss today.”
Summer’s heart skipped a beat thinking about how Vance may lose the new position he loved because of his relationship with her. For a nanosecond, she considered calling him up and letting him know she was in his corner, but squelched that idea immediately. This was something he got himself into. It was up to him to get out.
“So what are you going to do, Summer?” Spring looked at her expectantly.
“Not a thing. I need to concentrate on keeping the diner open and keeping myself healthy. This baby is depending upon me.”
“For what it’s worth, here’s my opinion.”
“Oh boy!” Summer sat down on the bed next to her sister and braced herself for Spring’s pearls of wisdom.
“The man is obviously head over heels in love with you, despite his missteps lately.”
“That’s putting the situation lightly.”
“But Summer, it’s obvious that he’s sorry and doing his best to make up for what he’d done wrong. Give him a chance. If not for you, then for my nephew. He’s going to need a father.” Spring took Summer’s hands in hers. “You have to admit, we’ve had the greatest father in the whole wide world. Don’t deny that opportunity to this baby.”
Summer rolled her lips inward and looked into her sister’s eyes. “I’m not making any promises, but I will agree to talk with him if he stops by.”
Spring squealed and wrapped her arms gently around her sister’s neck. “You won’t regret doing this.”
Summer blew out a loud breath and once again stood up. As she walked out the door, she threw over her shoulder, “I hope not.”
 
“Glad you could make it, Ryan.” Vance walked into his boss’ office and took a seat across from him. He’d been summoned upstairs for a meeting. A meeting he had no idea was planned or what it was about.
“Nice seeing you again, sir,” Vance replied, trying his best to keep a tremor out of his voice. In this place, a meeting with the big man usually ended poorly for the employee.
“Let’s get to the point, shall we?” Frank Peters leaned back in his oversized executive chair and eyed Vance with an assessing gaze. “Tell me why you transferred out to LA and then requested to come back here within a year. And also what happened in the lobby a few days ago?”
Vance began to fidget then remembered where he was. Fighting nerves, he returned his boss’ stare and took a deep breath. “I left because of a situation I put myself in, here on the job.”
“Go on.”
“I take full responsibility for my foolishness, sir. What I did was fall in love with a  bank client.”
Mr. Peters let out a laugh which Vance quickly joined in. “Well, son, if that’s a reason to run, I’d suppose a lot of us would be out of here.”
“Really?”
“I think your situation is not that unusual. Love happens when it happens. We have no control over it.”
“But I haven’t finished my story.” Vance paused to collect his thoughts before continuing. “This woman’s business was, or is, in trouble, and I was assigned to begin possible foreclosure proceedings. After getting the file, I decided to stop in one evening and check the place out.”
“And let me guess. You fell for the owner.”
Vance bowed his head sheepishly. “Yes.”
“And let me guess, you never told her who you were, right?”
“That’s correct, sir. When I realized how deeply in love I was, I couldn’t bring myself to tell her the truth. The only way I could see getting out of the situation was to transfer out to the west coast.”
“Why’d you come back, if I may ask?”
“I finally owned up to me feeling s and knew I couldn’t live without her. I came back with the intention of telling her everything and seeing if we could start all over.”
“So were you able to do that?”
Vance shook his head. “There was a slight complication which I was unaware. Before I left we had a one night affair which led to her pregnancy.”
“You did what?” Mr. Peters roared.
“Yes, I know. But I’m not going to say I’m sorry about the baby. I proposed to her after she finally forgave me for leaving in the first place.”
“So what was the little scene in the lobby a few days ago?”
“That’s when she found out about my connection to the bank. She wasn’t happy.”
“I suppose she wasn’t.”
Vance leaned forward and lowered his voice. “Sir, I’ve sent her flowers and gifts but she won’t talk to me. I’m at a loss at what to do next.”
Mr. Peters smiled and shook his head. “Well, as a married man who’s found himself in the dog house quite a few times over the years, I can tell you that the best way to apologize in this instance would be to give a her a little time so she can miss you.”
“But that’s the problem, sir. I don’t have much more time. The baby’s due in the next week or so.”
“That certainly is a complication. Have you gone out to see her?”
“Of course, but she won’t let me in the house.”
“Have you been to the diner?”
Vance shook his head. “I don’t want to upset her and I knew showing up there will send her over the edge.”
“I’d say you don’t have much of a choice at this point, Ryan. You’ve got to get her back.” Peters stood, signaling the end of the meeting.
Vance stood and reached across the desk to shake Mr. Peter’s hand. “Sir, you’ve been a great help.”
“Well, I don’t know how much I did, but if talking about the situation helped, I’m here when you need me.”
Vance turned and headed to the door, unsure of his next move. As he grabbed the door knob, Mr. Peters yelled for him to stop. “Yes, sir?”
“I forgot to give you this.” He walked up to Vance and handed him an envelope. “Even though you didn’t stay out in LA as long as we wanted you to, you did a hell of a job while you were there. Here’s a little bonus to show our appreciation. And welcome back.”
“Thank you.” Vance exited the office and got on the elevator before opening the envelope. His mouth dropped open at the numbers written on the check. Damn!



 
Chapter Twelve
 
Her back aching, Summer tried to reach around to give it a quick rub. Nowadays, with the size of her belly, she really couldn’t do much reaching. The baby should be putting in an appearance soon. Her due date was in exactly one week and while she looked forward to her son’s birth, just thinking about the delivery made her sad. She wouldn’t have Vance in there with her.
The last flower delivery was well over a week ago, and he hadn’t even attempted another stop by the house. Maybe she should have given him more time to explain himself. At least her mind wouldn’t be filled with all kinds of terrible theories about why he did what he did. There had to be a good reason for his actions, right?
“How you doing out there?” Ginny bellowed, rousing Summer from her funk.
“I’m good.”
The cook rounded the corner and gave her a pointed stare. “You need to be at home resting. I can tell you’re in pain.”
“I’m fine,” Summer lied through her teeth. “Anyway, I’d rather be here working than bored at home.”
“I’m quite sure you won’t be bored at home. You need to put your feet up and store some sleep in the old reserves. When little Harold gets here, you’ll be wishing for time to rest.”
 
Summer scrunched up her nose and vigorously shook her head. “No child of mine is going to be named Harold.”
“How about Lester? Leroy? Leonard?”
“Um, no to all.” Truthfully, Summer did not have a clue as to what she’ll name the baby. She and Vance had kicked around some, but never agreed on the perfect name. Since he was now out of her life, she supposed that it was all up to her to decide.
“Well, from the looks of it, you don’t have much time left to pick something. My pop was named Harold. Always thought that was a strong name for a young man. Think on it, okay?”
Summer gave her a quick nod and just as swiftly relegated the name to her mental dust bin. Her son will have the perfect name, whatever it may end up to be.
Another look at the clock let her know that it was almost closing time. Before she could stop herself, her gaze wandered over to the front door and the bell. She missed the way her heartbeat speeded up when he walked through the door. Only Vance did that for her.
With a heavy sigh, she headed for the kitchen so she could help Ginny clean up. Maybe she was right: Summer was bone tired and needed to get ready for the birth. Spring had offered to take over both shifts. With Ginny and Amy helping, it was a possibility.
“Hey Ginny. Let’s get out—” As the words slipped out of her mouth, the bell above the door tinkled, indicating they had one last customer. Her eyes widened when she saw who it was. Vance.
 
He stood by the door, waiting for her to say something, anything. Had he made the right decision waiting until closing time to speak with Summer? Maybe he should have come during the day, when she was at home.
Taking a cleansing breath to fortify himself, he stepped forward and thrust yet another bouquet of flowers in her direction. He smiled when she slowly reached out and plucked them from his trembling hands. She looked good, damn good. Pregnancy suited her, made her even more beautiful if that was possible.
“How are you feeling?”
She licked her lips and dropped her gaze to the floor. “Alright, I guess. The baby has been really active lately.”
“Can I, I mean, do you mind if I touch your belly? I want to feel him.” Cautiously, Vance moved a little closer and placed his hand on the top of her swollen belly. He smiled when his son immediately kicked. “You’re right. He is moving around a lot.”
“Especially when I’m trying to go to sleep.”
“I’m sorry, Summer. For everything.”
“Let’s sit down and talk, okay.” She awkwardly took a seat at the counter and he hopped up on the one next to her. “Let me start by saying I overreacted. I shouldn’t have given you the ring back.”
“Thrown the ring at me,” he said with a wry smile. “You have quite an arm. Hopefully our son will take after you in that department.” They both laughed at his remark.
He took her hand in his and rubbed it against his face. “Does this mean we’re a couple again? I promise never to keep anything from you again.”
Tears began to roll down Summer’s cheeks and Vance quickly whisked them away with the pad of his thumbs. “I love you, Summer Hughes.”
“And I love you, too.” Vance helped her off her stool and gathered her into his arms.
“Bout time you two made up,” Ginny boomed from the kitchen. “Now both of you get out of here before I start to cry.”
“I think we need to do what the lady tells us to,” Vance said as he ushered Summer out the front door. “We’ve got a wedding to plan.”
As they reached his car, Summer grabbed her belly and let out a little cry. “I think our son may be telling me we need to make a stop by the hospital.”
“Now?” Vance said with a note of panic in his voice. He quickly helped her into his car and turned the engine over. 
“I’d have to say your timing was perfect, Mr. Ryan.”
 
With a smile as wide as the Monongahela River, Vance stood at the alter awaiting his bride. The pair decided to wait a couple months after their son’s birth to actually get married. If it was up to them, they would have simply gone to the district magistrate for the ceremony, but Summer’s father insisted they have a church wedding. It had been madness getting everything in order, but with the help of a lot of people, they were able to pull it off.
Vance’s heart swelled with love thinking about how much he treasured Summer. And to think he could have lost her because of his actions in not telling her the whole truth. But today, none of that mattered. Today, Summer was going to become his bride.
Suddenly, the music cued the arrival of the bride and her father. Despite his failing health and difficulty walking, Mr. Hughes would have it no other way than to walk his first born down the aisle. Tears leaked from Vance’s eyes as he watched Summer slowly make her way toward him, her gaze locked on him. She was simply beautiful.
As Mr. Hughes handed Summer off to him, he leaned close to whisper “Take care of my girl” in Vance’s ears. All Vance could do was nod yes, not trusting his ability to speak. Then he tucked his soon to be wife’s hand in the crook of his arm and turned to face the minister.
“And does anyone wish to speak—” Before the minister could get the words out, little Wade Ryan let out a shrill cry, making everyone laugh. His auntie quickly thrust a pacifier in his mouth, which quieted him down for the moment.
Soon, the ceremony was over and the newlyweds rushed over to little Wade and carried him to the entrance of the church. “I love you, Summer, with all my heart.”
“And I’ll never let you forget that, Mr. Vance.” They both kissed their son before heading to the waiting horse drawn carriage and their happily ever after.
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