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One

Dianne Williams had the scenario all worked out. She’d be pushing her grocery cart down the aisle of the local grocery store and gazing over the frozen-food section when a tall, dark, handsome man would casually stroll up to her and with a brilliant smile say, “Those low-cal dinners couldn’t possibly be for you.”
She’d turn to him and suddenly the air would fill with the sounds of a Rimsky-Korsakov symphony, or bells would chime gently in the distance—Dianne didn’t have that part completely figured out yet—and in that instant she would know deep in her heart that this was the man she was meant to spend the rest of her life with.
All right, Dianne was willing to admit, the scenario was childish and silly, the kind of fantasy only a teenage girl should dream up. But reentering the dating scene after umpteen years of married life created problems Dianne didn’t even want to consider.
Three years earlier, Dianne’s husband had left her and the children to find himself. Instead he found a SYT (sweet young thing), promptly divorced Dianne and moved across the country. It hurt; in fact, it hurt more than anything Dianne had ever known, but she was a survivor, and always had been. Perhaps that was the reason Jack didn’t seem to suffer a single pang of guilt about abandoning her to raise Jason and Jill on her own.
Her children, Dianne had discovered, were incredibly resilient. Within a year of their father’s departure, they were urging her to date. Their father did, they reminded Dianne with annoying frequency. And if it wasn’t her children pushing her toward establishing a new relationship, it was her own dear mother.
When it came to locating Mr. Right for her divorced daughter, Martha Janes knew no equal. For several months, Dianne had been subjected to a long parade of single men. Their unmarried status, however, seemed their sole attribute.
After dinner with the man who lost his toupee on a low-hanging chandelier, Dianne had insisted enough was enough and she would find her own dates.
This proved to be easier said than done. Dianne hadn’t gone out once in six months. Now, within the next week, she needed a man. Not just any man, either. One who was tall, dark and handsome. It would be a nice bonus if he was exceptionally wealthy, too, but she didn’t have time to be choosy. The Valentine’s dinner at the Port Blossom Community Center was Saturday night. This Saturday night.
From the moment the notice was posted six weeks earlier, Jason and Jill had insisted she attend. Surely their mother could find a date given that much time! And someone handsome to boot. It seemed a matter of family honor.
Only now the dinner was only days away and Dianne was no closer to achieving her goal.
“I’m home,” Jason yelled as he walked into the house. The front door slammed in his wake, hard enough to shake the kitchen windows. He threw his books on the counter, moved directly to the refrigerator, opened the door and stuck the upper half of his fourteen-year-old body inside.
“Help yourself to a snack,” Dianne said, smiling and shaking her head.
Jason reappeared with a chicken leg clenched between his teeth like a pirate’s cutlass. One hand was filled with a piece of leftover cherry pie while the other held a platter of cold fried chicken.
“How was school?”
He shrugged, set down the pie and removed the chicken leg from his mouth. “Okay, I guess.”
Dianne knew what was coming next. It was the same question he’d asked her every afternoon since the notice about the dinner had been posted.
“Do you have a date yet?” He leaned against the counter as his steady gaze pierced her. Her son’s eyes could break through the firmest resolve, and cut through layers of deception.
“No date,” she answered cheerfully. At least as cheerfully as she could under the circumstances.
“The dinner’s this Saturday night.”
As if she needed reminding. “I know. Stop worrying, I’ll find someone.”
“Not just anyone,” Jason said emphatically, as though he were speaking to someone with impaired hearing. “He’s got to make an impression. Someone decent.”
“I know, I know.”
“Grandma said she could line you up with—”
“No,” Dianne interrupted. “I categorically refuse to go on any more of Grandma’s blind dates.”
“But you don’t have the time to find your own now. It’s—”
“I’m working on it,” she insisted, although she knew she wasn’t working very hard. She was trying to find someone to accompany her to the dinner, only she’d never dreamed it would be this difficult.
Until the necessity of attending this affair had been forced upon her, Dianne hadn’t been aware of how limited her choices were. In the past couple of years, she’d met few single men, apart from the ones her mother had thrown at her. There were a couple of unmarried men at the office where she was employed part-time as a bookkeeper. Neither, however, was anyone she’d seriously consider dating. They were both too suave, too urbane—too much like Jack. Besides, problems might arise if she were to mingle her social life with her business one.
The front door opened and closed again, a little less noisily this time.
“I’m home!” ten-year-old Jill announced from the entryway. She dropped her books on the floor and marched toward the kitchen. Then she paused on the threshold and planted both hands on her hips as her eyes sought out her brother. “You better not have eaten all the leftover pie. I want some too, you know.”
“Don’t grow warts worrying about it,” Jason said sarcastically. “There’s plenty.”
Jill’s gaze swiveled from her brother to her mother. The level of severity didn’t diminish one bit. Dianne met her daughter’s eye and mouthed the words along with her.
“Do you have a date yet?”
Jason answered for Dianne. “No, she doesn’t. And she’s got five days to come up with a decent guy and all she says is that she’s working on it.”
“Mom…” Jill’s brown eyes filled with concern.
“Children, please.”
“Everyone in town’s going,” Jill claimed as if Dianne wasn’t already aware of that. “You’ve got to be there, you’ve just got to. I told all my friends you’re going.”
More pressure! That was the last thing Dianne needed. Nevertheless, she smiled serenely at her two children and assured them they didn’t have a thing to worry about.
An hour or so later, while she was making dinner, she could hear Jason and Jill’s voices in the living room. They were huddled together in front of the television, their heads close together. Plotting, it looked like, charting her barren love life. Doubtless deciding who their mother should take to the dinner. Probably the guy with the toupee.
“Is something wrong?” Dianne asked, standing in the doorway. It was unusual for them to watch television this time of day, but more unusual for them to be so chummy. The fact that they’d turned on the TV to drown out their conversation hadn’t escaped her.
They broke guiltily apart.
“Wrong?” Jason asked, recovering first. “I was just talking to Jill, is all. Do you need me to do something?”
That offer alone was enough evidence to convict them both. “Jill, would you set the table for me?” she asked, her gaze lingering on her two children for another moment before she returned to the kitchen.
Jason and Jill were up to something. Dianne could only guess what. No doubt the plot they were concocting included their grandmother.
Sure enough, while Jill was setting the silverware on the kitchen table, Jason used the phone, stretching the cord as far as it would go and mumbling into the mouthpiece so there was no chance Dianne could overhear his conversation.
Dianne’s suspicions were confirmed when her mother arrived shortly after dinner. And within minutes, Jason and Jill had deserted the kitchen, saying they had to get to their homework. Also highly suspicious behavior.
“Do you want some tea, Mom?” Dianne felt obliged to ask, dreading the coming conversation. It didn’t take Sherlock Holmes to deduce that her children had called their grandmother hoping she’d find a last-minute date for Dianne.
“Don’t go to any trouble.”
This was her mother’s standard reply. “It’s no trouble,” Dianne said.
“Then make the tea.”
Because of her evening aerobics class—W.A.R. it was called, for Women After Results—Dianne had changed and was prepared to make a hasty exit.
While the water was heating, she took a white ceramic teapot from the cupboard. “Before you ask, and I know you will,” she said with strained patience, “I haven’t got a date for the Valentine’s dinner yet.”
Her mother nodded slowly as if Dianne had just announced something of profound importance. Martha was from the old school, and she took her time getting around to whatever was on her mind, usually preceding it with a long list of questions that hinted at the subject. Dianne loved her mother, but there wasn’t anyone on this earth who could drive her crazier.
“You’ve still got your figure,” Martha said, her expression serious. “That helps.” She stroked her chin a couple of times and nodded. “You’ve got your father’s brown eyes, may he rest in peace, and your hair is nice and thick. You can thank your grandfather for that. He had hair so thick—”
“Ma, did I mention I have an aerobics class tonight?”
Her mother’s posture stiffened. “I don’t want to bother you.”
“It’s just that I might have to leave before you say what you’re obviously planning to say, and I didn’t want to miss the reason for your unexpected visit.”
Her mother relaxed, but just a little. “Don’t worry. I’ll say what must be said and then you can leave. Your mother’s words are not as important as your exercise class.”
An argument bubbled up like fizz from a can of soda, but Dianne successfully managed to swallow it. Showing any sign of weakness in front of her mother was a major tactical error. Dianne made the tea, then carried the pot over to the table and sat across from Martha.
“Your skin’s still as creamy as—”
“Mom,” Dianne said, “there’s no need to tell me all this. I know my coloring is good. I also know I’ve still got my figure and that my hair is thick and that you approve of my keeping it long. You don’t need to sell me on myself.”
“Ah,” Martha told her softly, “that’s where you’re wrong.”
Dianne couldn’t help it—she rolled her eyes. When Dianne was fifteen her mother would have slapped her hand, but now that she was thirty-three, Martha used more subtle tactics.
Guilt.
“I don’t have many years left.”
“Mom—”
“No, listen. I’m an old woman now and I have the right to say what I want, especially since the good Lord may choose to call me home at any minute.”
Stirring a teaspoon of sugar into her tea offered Dianne a moment to compose herself. Bracing her elbows on the table, she raised the cup to her lips. “Just say it.”
Her mother nodded, apparently appeased. “You’ve lost confidence in yourself.”
“That’s not true.”
Martha Janes’s smile was meager at best. “Jack left you, and now you think there must be something wrong with you. But, Dianne, what you don’t understand is that he would’ve gone if you were as beautiful as Marilyn Monroe. Jack’s leaving had nothing to do with you and everything to do with Jack.”
This conversation was taking a turn Dianne wanted to avoid. Jack was a subject she preferred not to discuss. As far as she could see, there wasn’t any reason to peel back the scars and examine the wound at this late date. Jack was gone. She’d accepted it, dealt with it, and gone on with her life. The fact that her mother was even mentioning her ex-husband had taken Dianne by surprise.
“My goodness,” Dianne said, checking her watch. “Look at the time—”
“Before you go,” her mother said quickly, grabbing her wrist, “I met a nice young man this afternoon in the butcher’s shop. Marie Zimmerman told me about him and I went to talk to him myself.”
“Mom—”
“Hush and listen. He’s divorced, but from what he said it was all his wife’s fault. He makes blood sausage and insisted I try some. It was so good it practically melted in my mouth. I never tasted sausage so good. A man who makes sausage like that would be an asset to any family.”
Oh, sweet heaven. Her mother already had her married to the guy!
“I told him all about you and he generously offered to take you out.”
“Mother, please. I’ve already said I won’t go out on any more blind dates.”
“Jerome’s a nice man. He’s—”
“I don’t mean to be rude, but I really have to leave now, or I’ll be late.” Hurriedly, Dianne stood, collected her coat, and called out to her children that she’d be back in an hour.
The kids didn’t say a word.
It wasn’t until she was in her car that Dianne realized they’d been expecting her to announce that she finally had a date.


Two

“Damn,” Dianne muttered, scrambling through her purse for the tenth time. She knew it wasn’t going to do the least bit of good, but she felt compelled to continue the search.
“Double damn,” she said as she set the bulky leather handbag on the hood of her car. Rain drops spattered all around her.
Expelling her breath, she stalked back into the Port Blossom Community Center and stood in front of the desk. “I seem to have locked my keys in my car,” she told the receptionist. “Along with my cell.”
“Oh, dear. Is there someone you can get in touch with?”
“I’m a member of the auto club so I can call them for help. I also want to call home and say I’ll be late. So if you’ll let me use the phone?”
“Oh, sure.” The young woman smiled pleasantly, and lifted the phone onto the counter. “We close in fifteen minutes, you know.”
A half hour later, Dianne was leaning impatiently against her car in the community center parking lot when a red tow truck pulled in. It circled the area, then eased into the space next to hers.
The driver, whom Dianne couldn’t see in the dark, rolled down his window and stuck out his elbow. “Are you the lady who phoned about locking her keys in the car?”
“No. I’m standing out in the rain wearing a leotard for the fun of it,” she muttered.
He chuckled, turned off the engine and hopped out of the driver’s seat. “Sounds like this has been one of those days.”
She nodded, suddenly feeling a stab of guilt at her churlishness. He seemed so friendly.
“Why don’t you climb in my truck where it’s nice and warm while I take care of this?” He opened the passenger-side door and gestured for her to enter.
She smiled weakly, and as she climbed in, said, “I didn’t mean to snap at you just now.”
He flashed her a grin. “No problem.” She found herself taking a second look at him. He was wearing gray-striped coveralls and the front was covered with grease stains. His name, Steve, was embroidered in red across the top of his vest pocket. His hair, which was neatly styled, appeared to have been recently cut. His eyes were a warm shade of brown and—she searched for the right word—gentle, she decided.
After ensuring that she was comfortable in his truck, Steve walked around to the driver’s side of her compact car and used his flashlight to determine the type of lock.
Dianne lowered the window. “I don’t usually do things like this. I’ve never locked the keys in my car before—I don’t know why I did tonight. Stupid.”
He returned to the tow truck and opened the passenger door. “No one can be smart all the time,” he said cheerfully. “Don’t be so hard on yourself.” He moved the seat forward a little and reached for a toolbox in the space behind her.
“I’ve had a lot on my mind lately,” she said.
Straightening, he looked at her and nodded sympathetically. He had a nice face too, she noted, easy on the eyes. In fact, he was downright attractive. The coveralls didn’t detract from his appeal, but actually suggested a certain ruggedness. He was thoughtful and friendly just when Dianne was beginning to think there wasn’t anyone in the world who was. But then, standing in the dark and the rain might make anyone feel friendless, even though Port Blossom was a rural community with a warm, small-town atmosphere.
Steve went back to her car and began to fiddle with the lock. Unable to sit still, Dianne opened the truck door and climbed out. “It’s the dinner that’s got me so upset.”
“The dinner?” Steve glanced up from his work.
“The Valentine’s dinner the community center’s sponsoring this Saturday night. My children are forcing me to go. I don’t know for sure, but I think they’ve got money riding on it, because they’re making it sound like a matter of national importance.”
“I see. Why doesn’t your husband take you?”
“I’m divorced,” she said bluntly. “I suppose no one expects it to happen to them. I assumed after twelve years my marriage was solid, but it wasn’t. Jack’s remarried now, living in Boston.” Dianne had no idea why she was rambling on like this, but once she’d opened her mouth, she couldn’t seem to stop. She didn’t usually relate the intimate details of her life to a perfect stranger.
“Aren’t you cold?”
“I’m fine, thanks.” That wasn’t entirely true—she was a little chilled—but she was more worried about not having a date for the stupid Valentine’s dinner than freezing to death. Briefly she wondered if Jason, Jill and her mother would accept pneumonia as a reasonable excuse for not attending.
“You’re sure? You look like you’re shivering.”
She rubbed her palms together and ignored his question. “That’s when my mother suggested Jerome.”
“Jerome?”
“She seems to think I need help getting my feet wet.”
Steve glanced up at her again, clearly puzzled.
“In the dating world,” Dianne explained. “But I’ve had it with the dates she’s arranged.”
“Disasters?”
“Encounters of the worst kind. On one of them, the guy set his napkin on fire.”
Steve laughed outright at that.
“Hey, it wasn’t funny, trust me. I was mortified. He panicked and started waving it around in the air until the maitre d’ arrived with a fire extinguisher and chaos broke loose.”
Dianne found herself smiling at the memory of the unhappy episode. “Now that I look back on it, it was rather amusing.”
Steve’s gaze held hers. “I take it there were other disasters?”
“None I’d care to repeat.”
“So your mother’s up to her tricks again?”
Dianne nodded. “Only this time my kids are involved. Mom stumbled across this butcher who specializes in…well, never mind, that’s not important. What is important is if I don’t come up with a date in the next day or two, I’m going to be stuck going to this stupid dinner with Jerome.”
“It shouldn’t be so bad,” he said. Dianne could hear the grin in his voice.
“How generous of you to say so.” She crossed her arms over her chest. She’d orbited her vehicle twice before she spoke again.
“My kids are even instructing me on the kind of man they want me to date.”
“Oh?”
Dianne wasn’t sure he’d heard her. Her lock snapped free and he opened the door and retrieved her keys, which were in the ignition. He handed them to her, and with a thank-you, Dianne made a move to climb into her car. “Jason and Jill—they’re my kids—want me to go out with a tall, dark, handsome—” She stopped abruptly, thrusting out her arm as if to keep her balance.
Steve looked at her oddly. “Are you all right?”
Dianne brought her fingertips to her temple and nodded. “I think so….” She inhaled sharply and motioned toward the streetlight. “Would you mind stepping over there for a minute?”
“Me?” He pointed to himself as though he wasn’t sure she meant him.
“Please.”
He shrugged and did as she requested.
The idea was fast gaining momentum in her mind. He was certainly tall—at least six foot three, which was a nice complement to her own slender five ten. And he was dark—his hair appeared to be a rich shade of mahogany. As for the handsome part, she’d noticed that right off.
“Is something wrong?” he probed.
“No,” Dianne said, grinning shyly—although what she was about to propose was anything but shy. “By the way, how old are you? Thirty? Thirty-one?”
“Thirty-five.”
“That’s good. Perfect.” A couple of years older than she was. Yes, the kids would approve of that.
“Good? Perfect?” He seemed to be questioning her sanity.
“Married?” she asked.
“Nope. I never got around to it, but I came close once.” His eyes narrowed suspiciously.
“That’s even better. I don’t suppose you’ve got a jealous girlfriend—or a mad lover hanging around looking for an excuse to murder someone?”
“Not lately.”
Dianne sighed with relief. “Great.”
“Your car door’s open,” he said, gesturing toward it. He seemed eager to be on his way. “All I need to do is write down your auto club number.”
“Yes, I know.” She stood there, arms folded, studying him in the light. He was even better-looking than she’d first thought. “Do you own a decent suit?”
He chuckled as if the question amused him. “Yes.”
“I mean something really nice, not the one you wore to your high-school graduation.”
“It’s a really nice suit.”
Dianne didn’t mean to be insulting, but she had to have all her bases covered. “That’s good,” she said. “How would you like to earn an extra hundred bucks Saturday night?”
“I beg your pardon?”
“I’m offering you a hundred dollars to escort me to the Valentine’s dinner here at the center.”
Steve stared at her as though he suspected she’d escaped from a mental institution.
“Listen, I know this is a bit unusual,” Dianne rushed on, “but you’re perfect. Well, not perfect, but you’re exactly the kind of man the kids expect me to date, and frankly I haven’t got time to do a whole lot of recruiting. Mr. Right hasn’t showed up, if you know what I mean.”
“I think I do.”
“I need a date for one night. You fit the bill and you could probably use the extra cash. I realize it’s not much, but a hundred dollars sounds fair to me. The dinner starts at seven and should be over by nine. I suspect fifty dollars an hour is more than you’re earning now.”
“Ah…”
“I know what you’re thinking, but I promise you I’m not crazy. I’ve got a gold credit card, and they don’t issue those to just anyone.”
“What about a library card?”
“That, too, but I do have a book overdue. I was planning to take it back tomorrow.” She started searching through her purse to prove she had both cards before she saw that he was teasing her.
“Ms….”
“Dianne Williams,” she said stepping forward to offer him her hand. His long, strong fingers wrapped around hers and he smiled, studying her for perhaps the first time. His eyes softened as he shook her hand. The gesture, though small, reassured Dianne that he was the man she wanted to take her to this silly dinner. Once more she found herself rushing to explain.
“I’m sure this all sounds crazy. I don’t blame you for thinking I’m a nut case. But I’m not, really I’m not. I attend church every Sunday, do volunteer work at the grade school, and help coach a girls’ soccer team in the fall.”
“Why’d you pick me?”
“Well, that’s a bit complicated, but you have nice eyes, and when you suggested I sit in your truck and get out of the rain—actually it was only drizzling—” she paused and inhaled a deep breath “—I realized you were a generous person, and you just might consider something this…”
“…weird,” he finished for her.
Dianne nodded, then looked him directly in the eye. Her defenses were down, and there was nothing left to do but admit the truth.
“I’m desperate. No one but a desperate woman would make this kind of offer.”
“Saturday night, you say?”
The way her luck was running, he’d suddenly remember he had urgent plans for the evening. Something important like dusting his bowling trophies.
“From seven to nine. No later, I promise. If you don’t think a hundred is enough…”
“A hundred’s more than generous.”
She sagged with relief. “Does this mean you’ll do it?”
Steve shook his head slowly, as though to suggest he ought to have it examined for even contemplating her proposal.
“All right,” he said after a moment. “I never could resist a damsel in distress.”


Three

“Hello, everyone!” Dianne sang out as she breezed in the front door. She paused just inside the living room and watched as her mother and her two children stared openly. A sense of quiet astonishment pervaded the room. “Is something wrong?”
“What happened to you?” Jason cried. “You look awful!”
“You look like Little Orphan Annie, dear,” her mother said, her hand working a crochet hook so fast the yarn zipped through her fingers.
“I phoned to tell you I’d be late,” Dianne reminded them.
“But you didn’t say anything about nearly drowning. What happened?”
“I locked my keys in the car—I already explained that.”
Jill walked over to her mother, took her hand and led her to the hallway mirror. The image that greeted Dianne was only a little short of shocking. Her long thick hair hung in limp sodden curls over her shoulders. Her mascara, supposedly no-run, had dissolved into black tracks down her cheeks. She was drenched to the skin and looked like a prize the cat had dragged onto the porch.
“Oh, dear,” she whispered. Her stomach muscles tightened as she recalled the odd glances Steve had given her, and his comment that it must be “one of those days.” No wonder!
“Why don’t you go upstairs and take a nice hot shower?” her mother said. “You’ll feel worlds better.”
Humbled, for more reasons than she cared to admit, Dianne agreed.
As was generally the rule, her mother was right. By the time Dianne reappeared a half hour later, dressed in her terry-cloth robe and fuzzy pink slippers, she felt considerably better.
Making herself a cup of tea, she reviewed the events of the evening. Even if Steve had agreed to attend the Valentine’s dinner out of pity, it didn’t matter. What did matter was the fact that she had a date. As soon as she told her family, they’d stop hounding her.
“By the way,” she said as she carried her tea into the living room, “I have a date for Saturday night.”
The room went still. Even the television sound seemed to fade into nothingness. Her two children and her mother did a slow turn, their faces revealing their surprise.
“Don’t look so shocked,” Dianne said with a light, casual laugh. “I told you before that I was working on it. No one seemed to believe I was capable of finding a date on my own. Well, that isn’t the case.”
“Who?” Martha demanded, her eyes disbelieving.
“Oh, ye of little faith,” Dianne said, feeling only a small twinge of guilt. “His name is Steve Creighton.”
“When did you meet him?”
“Ah…” Dianne realized she wasn’t prepared for an inquisition. “A few weeks ago. We happened to bump into each other tonight, and he asked if I had a date for the dinner. Naturally I told him I didn’t and he suggested we go together.”
“Steve Creighton.” Her mother repeated the name slowly, rolling the syllables over her tongue, as if trying to remember where she’d last heard it. Then she shook her head and resumed crocheting.
“You never said anything about this guy before.” Jason’s gaze was slightly accusing. He sat on the carpet, knees tucked under his chin.
“Of course I didn’t. If I had, all three of you would be bugging me about him, just the way you are now.”
Martha gave her ball of yarn a hard jerk. “How’d you two meet?”
Dianne wasn’t ready for this line of questioning. She’d assumed letting her family know she had the necessary escort would’ve been enough to appease them. Silly of her.
They wanted details. Lots of details, and the only thing Dianne could do was make them up as she went along. She couldn’t very well admit she’d only met Steve that night and was so desperate for a date that she’d offered to pay him to escort her to the dinner.
“We met, ah, a few weeks ago in the grocery store,” she explained haltingly, averting her gaze. She prayed that would satisfy their curiosity. But when she paused to sip her tea, the three faces were riveted on her.
“Go on,” her mother urged.
“I…I was standing in the frozen-food section and…Steve was there, too, and…he smiled at me and introduced himself.”
“What did he say after that?” Jill wanted to know, eager for the particulars. Martha shared her granddaughter’s interest. She set her yarn and crochet hook aside, focusing all her attention on Dianne.
“After he introduced himself, he said surely those low-cal dinners couldn’t be for me—that I looked perfect just the way I was.” The words fell stiffly from her lips. She had to be desperate to divulge her own fantasy to her family like this.
All right, she was desperate.
Jill’s shoulders rose with an expressive sigh. “How romantic!”
Jason, however, was frowning. “The guy sounds like a flake to me. A real man doesn’t walk up to a woman and say something stupid like that.”
“Steve’s very nice.”
“Maybe, but he doesn’t sound like he’s got all his oars in the water.”
“I think he sounds sweet,” Jill countered, immediately defending her mother by championing Steve. “If Mom likes him, then he’s good enough for me.”
“There are a lot of fruitcakes out there.” Apparently her mother felt obliged to tell her that.
It was all Dianne could do not to remind her dear, sweet mother that she’d arranged several dates for her with men who fell easily into that category.
“I think we should meet him,” Jason said, his eyes darkening with concern. “He might turn out to be a serial murderer or something.”
“Jason—” Dianne forced another light laugh “—you’re being silly. Besides, you’re going to meet him Saturday night.”
“By then it’ll be too late.”
“Jason’s got a point, dear,” Martha Janes said. “I don’t think it would do any harm to introduce your young man to the family before Saturday night.”
“I…he’s probably busy…. He’s working all sorts of weird hours and…”
“What does he do?”
“Ah…” She couldn’t think fast enough to come up with a lie and had to admit the truth. “He drives a truck.”
Her words were followed by a tense silence as her children and mother exchanged meaningful looks. “I’ve heard stories about truck drivers,” Martha said, pinching her lips tightly together. “None I’d care to repeat in front of the children, mind you, but…stories.”
“Mother, you’re being—”
“Jason’s absolutely right. I insist we meet this Steve. Truck drivers and cowboys simply aren’t to be trusted.”
Dianne rolled her eyes.
Her mother forgave her by saying, “I don’t expect you to know this, Dianne, since you married so young.”
“You married Dad when you were eighteen—younger than I was when I got married,” Dianne said, not really wanting to argue, but finding herself trapped.
“Yes, but I’ve lived longer.” She waved her crochet hook at Dianne. “A mother knows these things.”
“Grandma’s right,” Jason said, sounding very adult. “We need to meet this Steve before you go out with him.”
Dianne threw her hands in the air in frustration. “Hey, I thought you kids were the ones so eager for me to be at this dinner!”
“Yes, but we still have standards,” Jill said, now siding with the others.
“I’ll see what I can do,” Dianne mumbled.
“Invite him over for dinner on Thursday night,” her mother said. “I’ll make my beef stroganoff and bring over a fresh apple pie.”
“Ah…he might be busy.”
“Then tell him Wednesday night,” Jason advised in a voice that was hauntingly familiar. It was the same tone Dianne used when she meant business.
With nothing left to do but agree, Dianne said, “Okay. I’ll try for Thursday.” Oh, Lord, she thought, what had she got herself into?
 
She waited until the following afternoon to contact Steve. He’d given her his business card, which she’d tucked into the edging at the bottom of the bulletin board in her kitchen. She wasn’t pleased about having to call him. She’d need to offer him more money if he agreed to this dinner. She couldn’t very well expect him to come out of the generosity of his heart.
“Port Blossom Towing,” a crisp female voice answered.
“Ah…this is Dianne Williams. I’d like to leave a message for Steve Creighton.”
“Steve’s here.” Her words were followed by a click and a ringing sound.
“Steve,” he answered distractedly.
“Hello.” Dianne found herself at a loss for words. She’d hoped to just leave a message and ask him to return the call at his convenience. Having him there, on the other end of the line, when she wasn’t expecting it left her at a disadvantage.
“Is this Dianne?”
“Yes. How’d you know?”
He chuckled softly, and the sound was pleasant and warm. “It’s probably best if I don’t answer that. Are you checking up to make sure I don’t back out of Saturday night? Don’t worry, I won’t. In fact, I stopped off at the community center this morning and picked up tickets for the dinner.”
“Oh, you didn’t have to do that, but thanks. I’ll reimburse you later.”
“Just add it to my tab,” he said lightly.
Dianne cringed, then took a breath and said, “Actually, I called to talk to you about my children.”
“Your children?”
“Yes,” she said. “Jason and Jill, and my mother, too, seem to think it would be a good idea if they met you. I assured them they would on Saturday night, but apparently that isn’t good enough.”
“I see.”
“According to Jason, by then it’ll be too late, and you might turn out to be a serial murderer or something. And my mother found the fact that you drive a truck worrisome.”
“Do you want me to change jobs, too? I might have a bit of a problem managing all that before Saturday night.”
“Of course not. Now, about Thursday—that’s when they want you to come for dinner. My mother’s offered to fix her stroganoff and bake a pie. She uses Granny Smith apples,” Dianne added, as though that bit of information would convince him to accept.
“Thursday night?”
“I’ll give you an additional twenty dollars.”
“Twenty dollars?” He sounded insulted, so Dianne raised her offer.
“All right, twenty-five, but that’s as high as I can go. I’m living on a budget, you know.” This fiasco was quickly running into a big chunk of cash. The dinner tickets were thirty each, and she’d need to reimburse Steve for those. Plus, she owed him a hundred for escorting her to the silly affair, and now an additional twenty-five if he came to dinner with her family.
“For twenty-five you’ve got yourself a deal,” he said at last. “Anything else?”
Dianne closed her eyes. This was the worst part. “Yes,” she said, swallowing tightly. The lump in her throat had grown to painful proportions. “There’s one other thing. I…I want you to know I don’t normally look that bad.”
“Hey, I told you before—don’t be so hard on yourself. You’d had a rough day.”
“It’s just that I don’t want you to think I’m going to embarrass you at this Valentine’s dinner. There may be people there you know, and after I made such a big deal over whether you had a suit and everything, well, I thought you might be more comfortable knowing…” She paused, closed her eyes and then blurted, “I’ve decided to switch brands of mascara.”
His hesitation was only slight. “Thank you for sharing that. I’m sure I’ll sleep better now.”
Dianne decided to ignore his comment since she’d practically invited it. She didn’t understand why she should find herself so tongue-tied with this man, but then again, perhaps she did. She’d made a complete idiot of herself. Paying a man to escort her to a dinner wasn’t exactly the type of thing she wanted to list on a résumé.
“Oh, and before I forget,” Dianne said, determined to put this unpleasantness behind her, “my mother and the kids asked me several questions about…us. How we met and the like. It might be a good idea if we went over my answers so our stories match.”
“You want to meet for coffee later?”
“Ah…when?”
“Say seven, at the Pancake Haven. Don’t worry, I’ll buy.”
Dianne had to bite back her sarcastic response. Instead she murmured, “Okay, but I won’t have a lot of time.”
“I promise not to keep you any longer than necessary.”


Four

“All right,” Steve said dubiously, once the waitress had poured them each a cup of coffee. “How’d we meet?”
Dianne told him, lowering her voice when she came to the part about the low-cal frozen dinners. She found it rather humiliating to have to repeat her private fantasy a second time, especially to Steve.
He looked incredulous when she’d finished. “You’ve got to be kidding.”
Dianne took offense at his tone. This was her romantic invention he was ridiculing, and she hadn’t even mentioned the part about the Rimsky-Korsakov symphony or the chiming bells.
“I didn’t have time to think of anything better,” Dianne explained irritably. “Jason hit me with the question first thing and I wasn’t prepared.”
“What did Jason say when you told him that story?”
“He said you sounded like a flake.”
“I don’t blame him.”
Dianne’s shoulders sagged with defeat.
“Don’t worry about it,” Steve assured her, still frowning. “I’ll clear everything up when I meet him Thursday night.” He said it in a way that suggested the task would be difficult.
“Good—only don’t make me look like any more of a fool than I already do.”
“I’ll try my best,” he said with the same dubious inflection he’d used when they’d first sat down.
Dianne sympathized. This entire affair was quickly going from bad to worse, and there was no one to fault but her. Who would’ve dreamed finding a date for the Valentine’s dinner would cause so many problems?
As they sipped their coffee, Dianne studied the man sitting across from her. She was somewhat surprised to discover that Steve Creighton looked even better the second time around. He was dressed in slacks and an Irish cable-knit sweater the color of winter wheat. His smile was a ready one and his eyes, now that she had a chance to see them in the light, were a deep, rich shade of brown like his hair. The impression he’d given her of a considerate, generous man persisted. He must be. No one else would have agreed to this scheme, at least not without a more substantial inducement.
“I’m afraid I might’ve painted my kids a picture of you that’s not quite accurate,” Dianne admitted. Both her children had been filled with questions about Steve when they’d returned from school that afternoon. Jason had remained skeptical, but Jill, always a romantic—Dianne couldn’t imagine where she’d inherited that!—had bombarded her for details.
“I’ll do my best to live up to my image,” Steve was quick to assure her.
Placing her elbows on the table, Dianne brushed a thick swatch of hair away from her face and tucked it behind her ear. “Listen, I’m sorry I ever got you involved in this.”
“No backing out now—I’ve laid out cold hard cash for the dinner tickets.”
Which was a not-so-subtle reminder that she owed him for those. She dug through her bag and brought out her checkbook. “I’ll write you a check for the tickets right now.”
“I’m not worried.” He dismissed her offer with a wave of his hand.
Nevertheless, Dianne insisted. If she paid him in increments, she wouldn’t have to think about how much this fiasco would end up costing her. She had the distinct feeling that by the time the Valentine’s dinner was over, she would’ve spent as much as if she’d taken a Hawaiian vacation. Or gone to Seattle for the weekend, anyway.
After adding her signature, with a flair, to the bottom of the check, she kept her eyes lowered and said, “If I upped the ante ten dollars do you think you could manage to look…besotted?”
“Besotted?” Steve repeated the word as though he’d never heard it before.
“You know, smitten.”
“Smitten?”
Again he made it sound as though she were speaking a foreign language. “Attracted,” she tried for the third time, loud enough to catch the waitress’s attention. The woman appeared and splashed more coffee into their nearly full cups.
“I’m not purposely being dense,” he said. “I’m just not sure what you mean.”
“Try to look as though you find me attractive,” she said, leaning halfway across the table and speaking in a heated whisper.
“I see. So that’s what ‘besotted’ means.” He took another sip of his coffee, and Dianne had the feeling he did so in an effort to hide a smile.
“You aren’t supposed to find that amusing.” She took a gulp of her own drink and nearly scalded her mouth. Under different circumstances she would’ve grimaced with pain, or at least reached for the water glass. She did none of those things. A woman has her pride.
“Let me see if I understand you correctly,” Steve said matter-of-factly. “For an extra ten bucks you want me to look ‘smitten.’”
“Yes,” Dianne answered with as much dignity as she could muster, which at the moment wasn’t a lot.
“I’ll do it, of course,” Steve said, grinning and making her feel all the more foolish, “only I’m not sure I know how.” He straightened, squared his shoulders and momentarily closed his eyes.
“Steve?” Dianne whispered, glancing around, hoping no one was watching them. He seemed to be attempting some form of Eastern meditation. She half expected him to start chanting. “What are you doing?”
“Thinking about how to look smitten.”
“Are you making fun of me?”
“Not at all. If you’re willing to offer me an extra ten bucks, it must be important to you. I want to do it right.”
Dianne thought she’d better tell him. “This isn’t for me,” she said. “It’s for my ten-year-old daughter, who happens to have a romantic nature. Jill was so impressed with the story of how we supposedly met, that I…I was kind of hoping you’d be willing to…you know.” Now that she was forced to spell it out, Dianne wasn’t certain of anything. But she knew one thing—suggesting he look smitten with her had been a mistake.
“I’ll try.”
“I’d appreciate it,” she said.
“How’s this?” Steve cocked his head at a slight angle, then slowly lowered his eyelids until they were half closed. His mouth curved upward in an off-center smile while his shoulders heaved in what Dianne suspected was meant to be a deep sigh of longing. As though in afterthought, he pressed his open hands over his heart while making soft panting sounds.
“Are you doing an imitation of a Saint Bernard?” Dianne snapped, still not sure whether he was laughing at her. “You look like a…a dog. Maybe Jason’s right and you really are a flake.”
“I was trying to look besotted,” Steve said. “I thought that was what you wanted.” As if it would improve the image, he cocked his head the other way and repeated the performance.
“You’re making fun of me, and I don’t appreciate it one bit.” Dianne tossed her napkin on the table and stood. “Thursday night, six o’clock, and please don’t be late.” With that she slipped her purse strap over her shoulder and stalked out of the restaurant.
Steve followed her to her car. “All right, I apologize. I got carried away in there.”
Dianne nodded. She’d gone a little overboard herself, but not nearly as much as Steve. Although she claimed she wanted him to give the impression of being attracted to her for Jill’s sake, that wasn’t entirely true. Steve was handsome and kind, and to have him looking at her with his heart in his eyes was a fantasy that was strictly her own.
Admitting that, even to herself, was a shock. The walls around her battered heart had been reinforced by three years of loneliness. For reasons she couldn’t really explain, this tow-truck driver made her feel vulnerable.
“I’m willing to try again if you want,” he said. “Only…”
“Yes?” Her car was parked in the rear lot where the lighting wasn’t nearly as good. Steve’s face was hidden in the shadows, and she couldn’t tell if he was being sincere or not.
“The problem,” he replied slowly, “comes from the fact that we haven’t kissed. I don’t mean to be forward, you understand. You want me to wear a certain look, but it’s a little difficult to manufacture without having had any, er, physical closeness.”
“I see.” Dianne’s heart was pounding hard enough to damage her rib cage.
“Are you willing to let me kiss you?”
It was a last resort and she didn’t have much choice. But she didn’t have anything to lose, either. “If you insist.”
With a deep breath, she tilted her head to the right, shut her eyes and puckered up. After waiting what seemed an inordinate amount of time, she opened her eyes. “Is something wrong?”
“I can’t do it.”
Embarrassed in the extreme, Dianne set her hands on her hips. “What do you mean?”
“You look like you’re about to be sacrificed to appease the gods.”
“I beg your pardon!” Dianne couldn’t believe she was hearing him correctly. Talk about humiliation—she was only doing what he’d suggested.
“I can’t kiss a woman who acts like she’s about to undergo the most revolting experience of her life.”
“You’re saying I’m…oh…oh!” Too furious to speak, Dianne gripped Steve by the elbow and jerked him over to where his tow truck was parked, a couple of spaces down from her own car. Hopping onto the running board, she glared down at him. Her higher vantage point made her feel less vulnerable. Her eyes flashed with anger; his were filled with mild curiosity.
“Dianne, what are you doing now?”
“I’ll have you know I was quite a kisser in my time.”
“I don’t doubt it.”
“You just did. Now listen and listen well, because I’m only going to say this once.” Waving her index finger under his nose, she paused and lowered her hand abruptly. He was right, she hadn’t been all that thrilled to fall into this little experiment. A kiss was an innocent-enough exchange, she supposed, but kissing Steve put her on the defensive. And that troubled her.
“Say it.”
Self-conscious now, she shifted her gaze and stepped off the running board, feeling ridiculous.
“What was so important that you were waving your finger under my nose?” Steve pressed.
Since she’d made such a fuss, she didn’t have any alternative but to finish what she’d begun. “When I was in high school…the boys used to like to kiss me.”
“They still would,” Steve said softly, “if you’d give them a little encouragement.”
She looked up at him and had to blink back unexpected tears. A woman doesn’t have her husband walk out on her and not find herself awash in pain and self-doubt. Once she’d been confident; now she was dubious and insecure.
“Here,” Steve said, holding her by the shoulders. “Let’s try this.” Then he gently, sweetly slanted his mouth over hers. Dianne was about to protest when their lips met and the option to refuse was taken from her.
Mindlessly she responded. Her arms slid around his middle and her hands splayed across the hard muscles of his back. And suddenly, emotions that had been simmering just below the surface rose like a tempest within her, and her heart went on a rampage.
Steve buried his hands in her hair, his fingers twisting and tangling in its thickness, bunching it at the back of her head. His mouth was soft, yet possessive. She gave a small, shocked moan when his tongue breached the barrier of her lips, but she adjusted quickly to the deepening quality of his kiss.
Reluctantly, Steve eased his mouth from hers. For a long moment, Dianne didn’t open her eyes. When she finally did, she found Steve staring down at her.
He blinked.
She blinked.
Then, in the space of a heartbeat, he lowered his mouth back to hers.
Unable to stop, Dianne sighed deeply and leaned into his strength. Her legs felt like mush and her head was spinning with confusion. Her hands crept up and closed around the folds of his collar.
This kiss was long and thorough. It was the sweetest kiss Dianne had ever known—and the most passionate.
When he lifted his mouth from hers, he smiled tenderly. “I don’t believe I’ll have any problem looking besotted,” he whispered.


Five

“Steve’s here!” Jason called, releasing the living-room curtain. “He just pulled into the driveway.”
Jill’s high-pitched voice echoed her brother’s. “He brought his truck. It’s red and—”
“—wicked,” Jason said, paying Steve’s choice of vehicles the highest form of teenage compliment.
“What did I tell you,” Dianne’s mother said, as she briskly stirred the stroganoff sauce. “He’s driving a truck that’s red and wicked.” Her voice rose hysterically. “The man’s probably a spawn of the devil!”
“Mother, ‘wicked’ means ‘wonderful’ to Jason.”
“I’ve never heard anything so absurd in my life.”
The doorbell chimed just then. Unfastening the apron from around her waist and tossing it aside, Dianne straightened and walked into the wide entryway. Jason, Jill and her mother followed closely, crowding her.
“Mom, please,” Dianne pleaded, “give me some room here. Jason. Jill. Back up a little would you?”
All three moved several paces back, allowing Dianne some space. But the moment her hand went for the doorknob, they crowded forward again.
“Children, Ma, please!” she whispered frantically. The three were so close to her she could barely breathe.
Reluctantly Jason and Jill shuffled into the living room and slumped onto the sofa near the television set. Martha, however, refused to budge.
The bell chimed a second time, and after glaring at her mother and receiving no response, Dianne opened the door. On the other side of the screen door stood Steve, a huge bouquet of red roses in one hand and a large stuffed bear tucked under his other arm.
Dianne stared as she calculated the cost of long-stemmed roses, and a stuffed animal. She couldn’t even afford carnations. And if he felt it necessary to bring along a stuffed bear, why hadn’t he chosen a smaller, less costly one?
“May I come in?” he asked after a lengthy pause.
Her mother elbowed Dianne in the ribs and smiled serenely as she unlatched the lock on the screen door.
“You must be Steve. How lovely to meet you,” Martha said as graciously as if she’d always thought the world of truck drivers.
Holding the outer door for him, Dianne managed to produce a weak smile as Steve entered her home. Jason and Jill had come back into the hallway to stand next to their grandmother, eyeing Dianne’s newfound date with open curiosity. For all her son’s concern that Steve might turn out to be an ax-murderer, one look at the bright red tow truck and he’d been won over.
“Steve, I’d like you to meet my family,” Dianne said, gesturing toward the three.
“So, you’re Jason,” Steve said, holding out his hand. The two exchanged a hearty handshake. “I’m pleased to meet you. Your mother speaks highly of you.”
Jason beamed.
Turning his attention to Jill, Steve held out the oversize teddy bear. “This is for you,” he said, giving her the stuffed animal. “I wanted something extra-special for Dianne’s daughter, but this was all I could think of. I hope you aren’t disappointed.”
“I love teddy bears!” Jill cried, hugging it tight. “Did Mom tell you that?”
“Nope,” Steve said, centering his high-voltage smile on the ten-year-old. “I just guessed.”
“Oh, thank you, thank you.” Cuddling the bear, Jill raced up the stairs, giddy with delight. “I’m going to put him on my bed right now.”
Steve’s gaze followed her daughter, and then his eyes briefly linked with Dianne’s. In that split second, she let him know she wasn’t entirely pleased. He frowned slightly, but recovered before presenting the roses to Dianne’s mother.
“For me?” Martha brought her fingertips to her mouth as though shocked by the gesture. “Oh, you shouldn’t have! Oh, my heavens, I can’t remember the last time a man gave me roses.” Reaching for the corner of her apron, she discreetly dabbed her eyes. “This is such a treat.”
“Mother, don’t you want to put those in water?” Dianne said pointedly.
“Oh, dear, I suppose I should. It was a thoughtful gesture, Steve. Very thoughtful.”
“Jason, go help your grandmother.”
Her son looked as though he intended to object, but changed his mind and obediently followed Martha into the kitchen.
As soon as they were alone, Dianne turned on Steve. “Don’t you think you’re laying it on a little thick?” she whispered. She was so furious she was having trouble speaking clearly. “I can’t afford all this!”
“Don’t worry about it.”
“I am worried. In fact I’m experiencing a good deal of distress. At the rate you’re spending my money, I’m going to have to go on an installment plan.”
“Hush, now, before you attract everyone’s attention.”
Dianne scowled at him. “I—”
Steve placed his fingers over her lips. “I’ve learned a very effective way of keeping you quiet—don’t force me to use it. Kissing you so soon after my arrival might create the wrong impression.”
“You wouldn’t dare!”
The way his mouth slanted upward in a slow smile made her afraid he would. “I was only doing my best to act besotted,” he said.
“You didn’t have to spend this much money doing it. Opening my door, holding out my chair—that’s all I wanted. First you roll your eyes like you’re going into a coma and pant like a Saint Bernard, then you spend a fortune.”
“Dinner’s ready,” Martha shouted from the kitchen.
With one last angry glare, Dianne led him into the big kitchen. Steve moved behind Dianne’s chair and pulled it out for her. “Are you happy now?” he whispered close to her ear as she sat down.
She nodded, thinking it was too little, too late, but she didn’t have much of an argument since she’d specifically asked for this.
Soon the five were seated around the wooden table. Dianne’s mother said the blessing, and while she did, Dianne offered up a fervent prayer of her own. She wanted Steve to make a good impression—but not too good.
After the buttered noodles and the stroganoff had been passed around, along with a lettuce-and-cucumber salad and homemade rolls, Jason embarked on the topic that had apparently been troubling him from the first.
“Mom said you met at the grocery store.”
Steve nodded. “She was blocking the aisle and I had to ask her to move her cart so I could get to the Hearty Eater Pot Pies.”
Jason straightened in his chair, looking more than a little satisfied. “I thought it might be something like that.”
“I beg your pardon?” Steve asked, playing innocent.
Her son cleared his throat, glanced carefully around before answering, then lowered his voice. “You should hear Mom’s version of how you two met.”
“More noodles?” Dianne said, shoving the bowl toward her son.
Jill looked confused. “But didn’t you smile at Mom and say she’s perfect just the way she is?”
Steve took a moment to compose his thoughts while he buttered his third dinner roll. Dianne recognized that he was doing a balancing act between her two children. If he said he’d commented on the low-cal frozen dinners and her figure, then he risked offending Jason, who seemed to think no man in his right mind would say something like that. On the other hand, if he claimed otherwise, he might wound Jill’s romantic little heart.
“I’d be interested in knowing that myself,” Martha added, looking pleased that Steve had taken a second helping of her stroganoff. “Dianne’s terribly closemouthed about these things. She didn’t even mention you until the other night.”
“To be honest,” Steve said, sitting back in his chair, “I don’t exactly recall what I said to Dianne. I remember being irritated with her for hogging the aisle, but when I asked her to move, she apologized and immediately pushed her cart out of the way.”
Jason nodded, appeased.
“But when I got a good look at her, I couldn’t help thinking she was the most beautiful woman I’d seen in a long while.”
Jill sighed, mollified.
“I don’t recall any of that,” Dianne said, reaching for another roll. She tore it apart with a vengeance and smeared butter on both halves before she realized she had an untouched roll balanced on the edge of her plate.
“I was thinking that after dinner I’d take Jason out for a ride in the truck,” Steve said when a few minutes had passed.
“You’d do that?” Jason nearly leapt from his chair in his eagerness.
“I was planning to all along,” Steve explained. “I thought you’d be more interested in seeing how all the gears worked than in any gift I could bring you.”
“I am.” Jason was so excited he could barely sit still.
“When Jason and I come back, I’ll take you out for a spin, Dianne.”
She shook her head. “I’m not interested, thanks.”
Three pairs of accusing eyes flashed in her direction. It was as if she’d committed an act of treason.
“I’m sure my daughter didn’t mean that,” Martha said, smiling sweetly at Steve. “She’s been very tired lately and not quite herself.”
Bewildered, Dianne stared at her mother.
“Can we go now?” Jason asked, already standing.
“If your mother says it’s okay,” Steve said, with a glance at Dianne. She nodded, and Steve finished the last of his roll and stood.
“I’ll have apple pie ready for you when you get back,” Martha promised, quickly ushering the two out the front door.
As soon as her mother returned to the kitchen, Dianne asked, “What was all that about?”
“What?” her mother demanded, feigning ignorance.
“That I’ve been very tired and not myself lately?”
“Oh, that,” Martha said, clearing the table. “Steve wants to spend a few minutes alone with you. It’s only natural. So I had to make some excuse for you.”
“Yes, but—”
“Your behavior, my dear, was just short of rude. When a gentleman makes it clear he wants to spend some uninterrupted time in your company, you should welcome the opportunity.”
“Mother, I seem to recall your saying Steve was a spawn of the devil, remember?”
“Now that I’ve met him, I’ve had a change of heart.”
“What about Jerome, the butcher? I thought you were convinced he was the one for me.”
“I like Steve better. I can tell he’s a good man, and you’d be a fool to let him slip through your fingers by pretending to be indifferent.”
“I am indifferent.”
With a look of patent disbelief, Martha Janes shook her head. “I saw the way your eyes lit up when Steve walked into the house. You can fool some folks, but you can’t pull the wool over your own mother’s eyes. You’re falling in love with this young man, and frankly, I’m pleased. I like him.”
Dianne frowned. If her eyes had lit up when Steve arrived, it was because she was busy trying to figure out a way to repay him for the roses and the teddy bear. What she felt for him wasn’t anything romantic. Or was it?
Dear Lord, she couldn’t actually be falling for this guy, could she?
The question haunted Dianne as she loaded the dishwasher.
“Steve’s real cute,” Jill announced. Her daughter would find Attila the Hun cute, too, if he brought her a teddy bear, but Dianne resisted the impulse to say so.
“He looks a little bit like Hugh Jackman, don’t you think?” Jill continued.
“I can’t say I’ve noticed.” A small lie. Dianne had noticed a lot more about Steve than she was willing to admit. Although she’d issued a fair number of complaints, he really was being a good sport about this. Of course, she was paying him, but he’d gone above and beyond the call of duty. Taking Jason out for a spin in the tow truck was one example, although why anyone would be thrilled to drive around in that contraption was something Dianne didn’t understand.
“I do believe Steve Creighton will make you a decent husband,” her mother stated thoughtfully as she removed the warm apple pie from the oven. “In fact, I was just thinking how nice it would be to have a summer wedding. It’s so much easier to ask relatives to travel when the weather’s good. June or July would be perfect.”
“Mother, please! Steve and I barely know each other.”
“On the contrary,” Steve said, sauntering into the kitchen. He stepped behind Dianne’s mother and sniffed appreciatively at the aroma wafting from her apple pie. “I happen to be partial to summer weddings myself.”


Six

“Don’t you think you’re overdoing it a bit?” Dianne demanded as Steve eased the big tow truck out of her driveway. She was belted into the seat next to him, feeling trapped—not to mention betrayed by her own family. They had insisted Steve take her out for a spin so the two of them could have some time alone. Steve didn’t want to be alone with her, but her family didn’t know that.
“Maybe I did come on a little strong,” Steve agreed, dazzling her with his smile.
It was better for her equilibrium if she didn’t glance his way, Dianne decided. Her eyes would innocently meet his and he’d give her one of those heart-stopping, lopsided smiles, and something inside her would melt. If this continued much longer, she’d be nothing more than a puddle by the end of the evening.
“The flowers and the stuffed animal I can understand,” she said stiffly, willing to grant him that much. “You wanted to make a good impression, and that’s fine, but the comment about being partial to summer weddings was going too far. It’s just the kind of thing my mother was hoping to hear from you.”
“You’re right.”
The fact that he was being so agreeable should have forewarned Dianne that something was amiss. She’d sensed it from the first moment she’d climbed into the truck. He’d closed the door and almost immediately something pulled wire-taut within her. The sensation was peculiar, even wistful—a melancholy pining she’d never felt before.
She squared her shoulders and stared straight ahead, determined not to fall under his spell the way her children and her mother so obviously had.
“As it is, I suspect Mom’s been faithfully lighting votive candles every afternoon, asking God to send me a husband. She thinks God needs her help—that’s why she goes around arranging dates for me.”
“You’re right, of course. I should never have made that comment about summer weddings,” Steve said, “but I assumed that’s just the sort of thing a besotted man would say.”
Dianne sighed, realizing once again that she didn’t have much of an argument. But he was doing everything in his power to make her regret that silly request.
“Hey, where are you taking me?” she asked when he turned off her street onto a main thoroughfare.
Steve turned his smile on her full force and twitched his thick eyebrows a couple of times for effect. “For a short drive. It wouldn’t look good if we were to return five minutes after we left the house. Your family—”
“—will be waiting at the front door. They expect me back any minute.”
“No, they don’t.”
“And why don’t they?” she asked, growing uneasy. This wasn’t supposed to be anything more than a ride around the block, and she’d had to be coerced into even that.
“Because I told your mother we’d be gone for an hour.”
“An hour?” Dianne cried, as though he’d just announced he was kidnapping her. “But you can’t do that! I mean, what about your time? Surely it’s valuable.”
“I assumed you’d want to pay me a few extra dollars—after all, I’m doing this to create the right impression. It’s what—”
“I know, I know,” she interrupted. “You’re just acting smitten.” The truth of the matter was that Dianne was making a fuss over something that was actually causing her heart to pound hard and fast. The whole idea of being alone with Steve appealed to her too much. That was the reason she fought it so hard. Without even trying, he’d managed to cast a spell on her family, and although she hated to admit it, he’d cast one on her, too. Steve Creighton was laughter and magic. Instinctively she knew he wasn’t another Jack. Not the type of man who would walk away from his family.
Dianne frowned as the thought crossed her mind. It would be much easier to deal with the hand life had dealt her if she wasn’t forced to associate with men as seemingly wonderful as Steve. It was easier to view all men as insensitive and inconsiderate.
Dianne didn’t like that Steve was proving to be otherwise. He was apparently determined to crack the hard shell around her heart, no matter how hard she tried to reinforce it.
“Another thing,” she said stiffly, crossing her arms with resolve, but refusing to glance in his direction. “You’ve got to stop being so free with my money.”
“I never expected you to reimburse me for those gifts,” he explained quietly.
“I insist on it.”
“My, my, aren’t we prickly. I bought the flowers and the toy for Jill of my own accord. I don’t expect you to pick up the tab,” he said again.
Dianne didn’t know if she should argue with him or not. Although his tone was soft, a thread of steel ran through his words, just enough to let her know nothing she said was going to change his mind.
“That’s not all,” she said, deciding to drop that argument for a more urgent one. She probably did sound a bit shrewish, but if he wasn’t going to be practical about this, she’d have to be.
“You mean there’s more?” he cried, pretending to be distressed.
“Steve, please,” she said, shocked at how feeble she sounded. She scarcely recognized the voice as her own. “You’ve got to stop being so…so wonderful,” she finally said.
He came to a stop at a red light and turned to her, draping his arm over the back of the seat. “I don’t think I heard you right. Would you mind repeating that?”
“You can’t continue to be so—” she paused, searching for another word “—charming.”
“Charming,” he echoed. “Charming?”
“To my children and my mother,” she elaborated. “The gifts were one thing. Giving Jason a ride in the tow truck was fine, too, but agreeing with my mother about summer weddings and then playing basketball with Jason—none of that was necessary.”
“Personally, I would’ve thought your mother measuring my chest and arm length so she could knit me a sweater would bother you the most.”
“That, too!”
“Could you explain why this is such a problem?”
“Isn’t it obvious? If you keep doing that sort of thing, they’ll expect me to continue dating you after the Valentine’s dinner, and, frankly, I can’t afford it.”
He chuckled at that as if she was making some kind of joke. Only it wasn’t funny. “I happen to live on a budget—”
“I don’t think we should concern ourselves with that,” he broke in.
“Well, I am concerned.” She expelled her breath sharply. “One date! That’s all I can afford and that’s all I’m interested in. If you continue to be so…so…”
“Wonderful?” he supplied.
“Charming,” she corrected, “then I’ll have a whole lot to answer for when I don’t see you again after Saturday.”
“So you want me to limit the charm?”
“Please.”
“I’ll do my best,” he said, and his eyes sparked with laughter, which they seemed to do a good deal of the time. If she hadn’t been so flustered, she might have been pleased that he found her so amusing.
“Thank you.” She glanced pointedly at her watch. “Shouldn’t we head back to the house?”
“No.”
“No? I realize you told my mother we’d be gone an hour, but that really is too long and—”
“I’m taking you to Jackson Point.”
Dianne’s heart reacted instantly, zooming into her throat and then righting itself. Jackson Point overlooked a narrow water passage between the Kitsap Peninsula and Vashon Island. The view, either at night or during the day, was spectacular, but those who came to appreciate it at night were generally more interested in each other than the glittering lights of the island and Seattle farther beyond.
“I’ll take the fact that you’re not arguing with me as a positive sign,” he said.
“I think we should go back to the house,” she stated with as much resolve as she could muster. Unfortunately it didn’t come out sounding very firm. The last time she’d been to Jackson Point had been a lifetime ago. She’d been a high-school junior and madly in love for the first time. The last time.
“We’ll go back in a little while.”
“Steve,” she cried, fighting the urge to cry, “why are you doing this?”
“Isn’t it obvious? I want to kiss you again.”
Dianne pushed her hair away from her face with both hands. “I don’t think that’s such a good idea.” Her voice wavered, just like her teenage son’s.
Before she could come up with an argument, Steve pulled off the highway and down the narrow road that led to the popular lookout. She hadn’t wanted to think about that kiss they’d shared. It had been a mistake. Dianne knew she’d disappointed Steve—not because of the kiss itself, but her reaction to it. He seemed to be waiting for her to admit how deeply it had affected her, but she hadn’t given him the satisfaction.
Now, she told herself, he wanted revenge.
Her heart was still hammering when Steve stopped the truck and turned off the engine. The lights across the water sparkled in welcome. The closest lights were from Vashon Island, a sparsely populated place accessible only by ferry. The more distant ones came from West Seattle.
“It’s really beautiful,” she whispered. Some of the tension eased from her shoulders and she felt herself begin to relax.
“Yes,” Steve agreed. He moved closer and placed his arm around her shoulder.
Dianne closed her eyes, knowing she didn’t have the power to resist him. He’d been so wonderful with her children and her mother—more than wonderful. Now it seemed to be her turn, and try as she might to avoid it, she found herself a willing victim to his special brand of magic.
“You are going to let me kiss you, aren’t you?” he whispered close to her ear.
She nodded.
His hands were in her hair as he directed his mouth to hers. The kiss was slow, as though he was afraid of frightening her. His mouth was warm and moist over her own, gentle and persuasive. Dianne could feel her bones start to dissolve and knew that if she was going to walk away from this experience unscathed, she needed to think fast. Unfortunately, her mind was already overloaded.
When at last they drew apart, he dragged in a deep breath. Dianne sank back against the seat and noted that his eyes were still closed. Taking this moment to gather her composure, she scooted as far away from him as she could, pressing the small of her back against the door handle.
“You’re very good at this,” she said, striving to sound unaffected, and knowing she hadn’t succeeded.
He opened his eyes and frowned. “I’ll assume that’s a compliment.”
“Yes. I think you should.” Steve was the kind of man who’d attract attention from women no matter where he went. He wouldn’t be interested in a divorcée and a ready-made family, and there was no use trying to convince herself otherwise. The only reason he’d agreed to take her to the Valentine’s dinner was because she’d offered to pay him. This was strictly a business arrangement.
His finger lightly grazed the side of her face. His eyes were tender as he studied her, but he said nothing.
“It would probably be a good idea if we talked about Saturday night,” she said, doing her best to keep her gaze trained away from him. “There’s a lot to discuss and…there isn’t much time left.”
“All right.” His wayward grin told her she hadn’t fooled him. He knew exactly what she was up to.
“Since the dinner starts at seven, I suggest you arrive at my house at quarter to.”
“Fine.”
“We don’t need to go to the trouble or the expense of a corsage.”
“What are you wearing?”
Dianne hadn’t given the matter a second’s thought. “Since it’s a Valentine’s dinner, something red, I suppose. I have a red-and-white striped dress that will do.” It was a couple of years old, but this dinner wasn’t exactly the fashion event of the year, and she didn’t have the money for a new outfit, anyway.
She looked at her watch, although she couldn’t possibly read it in the darkness.
“Is that a hint you want to get back to the house?”
“Yes,” she said.
Her honesty seemed to amuse him. “That’s what I thought.” Without argument, he started the engine and put the truck in reverse.
The minute they turned onto her street, Jason and Jill came vaulting out the front door. Dianne guessed they’d both been staring out the upstairs window, eagerly awaiting her return.
She was wrong. It was Steve they were eager to see.
“Hey, what took you so long?” Jason demanded as Steve climbed out of the truck.
“Grandma’s got the apple pie all dished up. Are you ready?” Jill hugged Steve’s arm, gazing anxiously up at him.
Dianne watched the unfolding scene with dismay. Steve walked into her house with one arm around Jason and Jill clinging to the other.
It was as if she were invisible. Neither of her children had said a single word to her!
To his credit, Jason paused at the front door. “Mom, you coming?”
“Just bringing up the rear,” she muttered.
Jill shook her head, her shoulders lifting, then falling, in a deep sigh. “You’ll have to forgive my mother,” she told Steve confidingly. “She can be a real slowpoke sometimes.”


Seven

“Oh, Mom,” Jill said softly. “You look so beautiful.”
Dianne examined her reflection in the full-length mirror. At the last moment, she’d been gripped by another bout of insanity. She’d gone out and purchased a new dress.
She couldn’t afford it. She couldn’t rationalize that expense on top of everything else, but the instant she’d seen the flowered pink creation in the shop window, she’d decided to try it on. That was her first mistake. Correction: that was just one mistake in a long list of recent mistakes where Steve Creighton was concerned.
The dress was probably the most flattering thing she’d ever owned. The price tag had practically caused her to clutch her chest and stagger backward. She hadn’t purchased it impulsively. No, she was too smart for that. The fact that she was nearly penniless and it was only the middle of the month didn’t help matters. She’d sat down in the coffee shop next door and juggled figures for ten or fifteen minutes before crumpling up the paper and deciding to buy the dress, anyway. It was her birthday, Mother’s Day and Christmas gifts to herself all rolled into one.
“I brought my pearls,” Martha announced as she bolted breathlessly into Dianne’s bedroom. She was late, which wasn’t like Martha, but Dianne hadn’t been worried. She knew her mother would be there before she had to leave for the dinner.
Martha stopped abruptly, folding her hands prayerfully and nodding with approval. “Oh, Dianne. You look…”
“Beautiful,” Jill finished for her grandmother.
“Beautiful,” Martha echoed. “I thought you were going to wear the red dress.”
“I just happened to be at the mall and stumbled across this.” She didn’t mention that she’d made the trip into Tacoma for the express purpose of looking for something new to wear.
“Steve’s here,” Jason yelled from the bottom of the stairs.
“Here are my pearls,” Martha said, reverently handing them to her daughter. The pearls were a family heirloom and worn only on the most special occasions.
“Mom, I don’t know…”
“Your first official date with Steve,” she said as though that event was on a level with God giving Moses the Ten Commandments. Without further ado, Martha draped the necklace around her daughter’s neck. “I insist. Your father insists.”
“Mom?” Dianne asked, turning around to search her mother’s face. “Have you been talking to Dad again?” Dianne’s father had been gone for more than ten years. However, for several years following his death, Martha Janes claimed they carried on regular conversations.
“Not exactly, but I know your father would have insisted, had he been here. Now off with you. It’s rude to keep a date waiting.”
Preparing to leave her bedroom, Dianne closed her eyes. She was nervous. Which was silly, she told herself. This wasn’t a real date, since she was paying Steve for the honor of escorting her. She’d reminded herself of that the entire time she was dressing. The only reason they were even attending this Valentine’s dinner was because she’d asked him. Not only asked, but offered to pay for everything.
Jill rushed out of the bedroom door and down the stairs. “She’s coming and she looks beautiful.”
“Your mother always looks beautiful,” Dianne heard Steve say matter-of-factly as she descended the steps. Her eyes were on him, standing in the entryway dressed in a dark gray suit, looking tall and debonair.
He glanced up and his gaze found hers. She was gratified to see that his eyes widened briefly.
“I was wrong, she’s extra-beautiful tonight,” he whispered, but if he was speaking to her children, he wasn’t looking at them. In fact, his eyes were riveted on her, which only served to make Dianne more uneasy.
They stood staring at each other like star-crossed lovers until Jill tugged at Steve’s arm. “Aren’t you going to give my mom the corsage?”
“Oh, yes, here,” he said. Apparently he’d forgotten he was holding an octagon-shaped plastic box.
Dianne frowned. They’d agreed earlier that he wasn’t going to do this. She was already over her budget, and flowers were a low-priority item, as far as Dianne was concerned.
“It’s for the wrist,” he explained, opening the box for her. “I thought you said the dress was red, so I’m afraid this might not go with it very well.” The corsage was fashioned of three white rosebuds between a froth of red-and-white silk ribbons. Although her dress was several shades of pink, there was a smattering of red in the center of the flowers that matched the color in the ribbon perfectly. It was as if Steve had seen the dress and chosen the flowers to complement it. “It’s…”
“Beautiful,” Jill supplied once more, smugly pleased with herself.
“Are you ready?” Steve asked.
Jason stepped forward with her wool coat as though he couldn’t wait to be rid of her. Steve took the coat from her son’s hands and helped Dianne into it, while her son and daughter stood back looking as proud as if they’d arranged the entire affair themselves.
Before she left the house, Dianne gave her children their instructions and kissed them each on the cheek. Jason wasn’t much in favor of letting his mother kiss him, but he tolerated it.
Martha continued to stand at the top of the stairs, dabbing her eyes with a tissue and looking down as if the four of them together were the most romantic sight she’d ever witnessed. Dianne sincerely prayed that Steve wouldn’t notice.
“I won’t be late,” Dianne said as Steve opened the front door.
“Don’t worry about it,” Jason said pointedly. “There’s no need to rush home.”
“Have a wonderful time,” Jill called after them.
The first thing Dianne realized once they were out the door was that Steve’s tow truck was missing from her driveway. She looked around, half expecting to find the red monstrosity parked on the street.
With his hand cupping her elbow, he led her instead to a luxury car. “What’s this?” she asked, thinking he might have rented it. If he had, she wanted it understood this minute that she had no intention of paying the fee.
“My car.”
“Your car?” she asked. He opened the door for her and Dianne slid onto the supple white leather. Tow-truck operators obviously made better money than she’d assumed. If she’d known that, she would’ve offered him seventy-five dollars for this evening instead of a hundred.
Steve walked around the front of the sedan and got into the driver’s seat. They chatted on the short ride to the community center, with Dianne making small talk in an effort to cover her nervousness.
The parking lot was nearly full, but Steve found a spot on the side lot next to the sprawling brick building.
“You want to go in?” he asked.
She nodded. Over the years, Dianne had attended a dozen of these affairs. There was no reason to feel nervous. Her friends and neighbors would be there. Naturally there’d be questions about her and Steve, but this time she was prepared.
Steve came around the car, opened her door and helped her out. She saw that he was frowning.
“Is something wrong?” she asked anxiously.
“You look pale.”
She was about to reply that it was probably nerves when he said, “Not to worry, I have a cure for that.” Before she’d guessed his intention, he leaned forward and brushed his mouth over hers.
He was right. The instant his lips touched hers, hot color exploded in her cheeks. She felt herself swaying toward him, and Steve caught her gently by the shoulders.
“That was a mistake,” he whispered once they’d moved apart. “Now the only thing I’m hungry for is you. Forget the dinner.”
“I…think we should go inside now,” she said, glancing around the parking lot, praying no one had witnessed the kiss.
Light and laughter spilled out from the wide double doors of the Port Blossom Community Center. The soft strains of a romantic ballad beckoned them in.
Steve took her coat and hung it on the rack in the entry. She waited for him, feeling more jittery than ever. When he’d finished, Steve slipped his arm about her waist and led her into the main room.
“Steve Creighton!” They had scarcely stepped into the room when Steve was greeted by a robust man with a salt-and-pepper beard. Glancing curiously at Dianne, the stranger slapped Steve on the back and said, “It’s about time you attended one of our functions.”
Steve introduced Dianne to the man, whose name was Sam Horton. The name was vaguely familiar to her, but she couldn’t quite place it.
Apparently reading her mind, Steve said, “Sam’s the president of the Chamber of Commerce.”
“Ah, yes,” Dianne said, impressed to meet one of the community’s more distinguished members.
“My wife, Renée,” Sam said, absently glancing around, “is somewhere in this mass of humanity.” Then he turned back to Steve. “Have you two found a table yet? We’d consider it a pleasure to have you join us.”
“Dianne?” Steve looked at her.
“That would be very nice, thank you.” Wait until her mother heard this. She and Steve dining with the Chamber of Commerce president! Dianne couldn’t help smiling. No doubt her mother would attribute this piece of good luck to the pearls. Sam left to find his wife, in order to introduce her to Dianne.
“Dianne Williams! It’s so good to see you.” The voice belonged to Beth Martin, who had crossed the room, dragging her husband, Ralph, along with her. Dianne knew Beth from the PTA. They’d worked together on the spring carnival the year before. Actually, Dianne had done most of the work while Beth had done the delegating. The experience had been enough to convince Dianne not to volunteer for this year’s event.
Dianne introduced Steve to Beth and Ralph. Dianne felt a small sense of triumph as she noted the way Beth eyed Steve. This man was worth every single penny of the money he was costing her!
The two couples chatted for a few moments, then Steve excused himself. Dianne watched him as he walked through the room, observing how the eyes of several women followed him. He did make a compelling sight, especially in his well-cut suit.
“How long have you known Steve Creighton?” Beth asked the instant Steve was out of earshot. She moved closer to Dianne, as though she was about to hear some well-seasoned gossip.
“A few weeks now.” It was clear that Beth was hoping Dianne would elaborate, but Dianne had no intention of doing so.
“Dianne.” Shirley Simpson, another PTA friend, moved to her side. “Is that Steve Creighton you’re with?”
“Yes.” She’d had no idea Steve was so well known.
“I swear he’s the cutest man in town. One look at him and my toes start to curl.”
When she’d approached Steve with this proposal, Dianne hadn’t a clue she would become the envy of her friends. She really had got a bargain.
“Are you sitting with anyone yet?” Shirley asked. Beth bristled as though offended she hadn’t thought to ask first.
“Ah, yes. Sam Horton’s already invited us, but thanks.”
“Sam Horton,” Beth repeated and she and Shirley shared a significant look. “My, my, you are traveling in elevated circles these days. Well, more power to you. And good luck with Steve Creighton. I’ve been saying for ages that it’s time someone bagged him. I hope it’s you.”
“Thanks,” Dianne said, feeling more than a little confused by this unexpected turn of events. Everyone knew Steve, right down to her PTA friends. It didn’t make a lot of sense.
Steve returned a moment later, carrying two slender flutes of champagne. “I’d like you to meet some friends of mine,” he said, leading her across the room to where several couples were standing. The circle immediately opened to include them. Dianne recognized the mayor and a couple of others.
Dianne threw Steve a puzzled look. He certainly was a social animal, but the people he knew…Still, why should she be surprised? A tow-truck operator would have plenty of opportunity to meet community leaders. And Steve was such a likable man, who obviously made friends easily.
A four-piece band began playing forties’ swing, and after the introductions, Dianne found her toe tapping to the music.
“Next year we should make this a dinner-dance,” Steve suggested, smiling down on Dianne. He casually put his hand on her shoulder as if he’d been doing that for months.
“Great idea,” Port Blossom’s mayor said, nodding. “You might bring it up at the March committee meeting.”
Dianne frowned, not certain she understood. It was several minutes before she had a chance to ask Steve about the comment.
“I’m on the board of directors for the community center,” he explained briefly.
“You are?” Dianne took another sip of her champagne. Some of the details were beginning to get muddled in her mind, and she wasn’t sure if it had anything to do with the champagne.
“Does that surprise you?”
“Yes. I thought you had to be, you know, a business owner to be on the board of directors.”
Now it was Steve’s turn to frown. “I am.”
“You are?” Dianne asked. Her hand tightened around the long stem of her glass. “What business?”
“Port Blossom Towing.”
That did it. Dianne drank what remained of her champagne in a single gulp. “You mean to say you own the company?”
“Yes. Don’t tell me you didn’t know.”
She glared up at him, her eyes narrowed and distrusting. “I didn’t.”


Eight

Steve Creighton had made a fool of her.
Dianne was so infuriated she couldn’t wait to be alone with him so she could give him a piece of her mind. Loudly.
“What’s that got to do with anything?” Steve asked.
Dianne continued to glare at him, unable to form any words yet. It wasn’t just that he owned the towing company or even that he was a member of the board of directors for the community center. It was the fact that he’d deceived her.
“You should’ve told me you owned the company!” she hissed.
“I gave you my business card,” he said, shrugging.
“You gave me your business card,” she mimicked in a furious whisper. “The least you could’ve done was mention it. I feel like an idiot.”
Steve was wearing a perplexed frown, as if he found her response completely unreasonable. “To be honest, I assumed you knew. I wasn’t purposely keeping it from you.”
That wasn’t the only thing disturbing her, but the second concern was even more troubling than the first. “While I’m on the subject, what are you? Some sort of…love god?”
“What?”
“From the moment we arrived all the women I know, and even some I don’t, have been crowding around me asking all sorts of leading questions. One friend claims you make her toes curl and another…never mind.”
Steve looked exceptionally pleased. “I make her toes curl?”
How like a man to fall for flattery! “That’s not the point.”
“Then what is?”
“Everyone thinks you and I are an item.”
“So? I thought that’s what you wanted.”
Dianne felt like screaming. “Kindly look at this from my point of view. I’m in one hell of a mess because of you!” He frowned as she went on. “What am I supposed to tell everyone, including my mother and children, once tonight is over?” Why, oh why hadn’t she thought of this sooner?
“About what?”
“About you and me,” she said slowly, using short words so he’d understand. “I didn’t even want to attend this dinner. I’ve lied to my own family and, worse, I’m actually paying a man to escort me. This is probably the lowest point of my life, and all you can do is stand there with a silly grin.”
Steve chuckled and his mouth twitched. “This silly grin you find so offensive is my besotted look. I’ve been practicing it in front of a mirror all week.”
Dianne covered her face with her hands. “Now…now I discover that I’m even more of a fool than I realized. You’re this upstanding businessman and, worse, a…a playboy.”
“I’m not a playboy,” he corrected. “And that’s a pretty dated term, anyway.”
“Maybe—but that’s the reputation you seem to have. There isn’t a woman at this dinner who doesn’t envy me.”
All she’d wanted was someone presentable to escort her to this dinner so she could satisfy her children. She lived a quiet, uncomplicated life, and suddenly she was the most gossip-worthy member of tonight’s affair.
Sam Horton stepped to the microphone in front of the hall and announced that dinner was about to be served, so would everyone please go to their tables.
“Don’t look so discontented,” Steve whispered in her ear. He was standing behind her, and his hands rested gently on her shoulders. “The woman who’s supposed to be the envy of every other one here shouldn’t be frowning. Try smiling.”
“I don’t think I can,” she muttered, fearing she might break down and cry. Being casually held by Steve wasn’t helping. She found his touch reassuring and comforting when she didn’t want either, at least not from him. She was confused enough. Her head was telling her one thing and her heart another.
“Trust me, Dianne, you’re blowing this out of proportion. I didn’t mean to deceive you. Let’s just enjoy the evening.”
“I feel like such a fool,” she muttered again. Several people walked past them on their way to the tables, pausing to smile and nod. Dianne did her best to respond appropriately.
“You’re not a fool.” He slipped his arm around her waist and led her toward the table where Sam and his wife, as well as two other couples Dianne didn’t know, were waiting.
Dianne smiled at the others while Steve held out her chair. A gentleman to the very end, she observed wryly. He opened doors and held out chairs for her, and the whole time she was making an idiot of herself in front of the entire community.
As soon as everyone was seated, he introduced Dianne to the two remaining couples—Larry and Louise Lester, who owned a local restaurant, and Dale and Maryanne Atwater. Dale was head of the town’s most prominent accounting firm.
The salads were delivered by young men in crisp white jackets. The Lesters and the Atwaters were discussing the weather and other bland subjects. Caught in her own churning thoughts, Dianne ate her salad and tuned them out. When she was least expecting it, she heard her name. She glanced up to find six pairs of eyes studying her. She had no idea why.
She lowered the fork to her salad plate and glanced at Steve, praying he’d know what was going on.
“The two of you make such a handsome couple,” Renée Horton said. Her words were casual, but her expression wasn’t. Everything about her said she was intensely curious about Steve and Dianne.
“Thank you.” Steve answered, then turned to Dianne and gave her what she’d referred to earlier as a silly grin and what he’d said was his besotted look.
“How did you two meet?” Maryanne Atwater asked nonchalantly.
“Ah…” Dianne’s mind spun, lost in a haze of half-truths and misconceptions. She didn’t know if she dared repeat the story about meeting in the local grocery, but she couldn’t think fast enough to come up with anything else. She thought she was prepared, but the moment she was in the spotlight, all her self-confidence deserted her.
“We both happened to be in the grocery store at the same time,” Steve explained smoothly. The story had been repeated so often it was beginning to sound like the truth.
“I was blocking Steve’s way in the frozen-food section,” she said, picking up his version of the story. She felt embarrassed seeing the three other couples listening so intently to their fabrication.
“I asked Dianne to kindly move her cart, and she stopped to apologize for being so thoughtless. Before I knew it, we’d struck up a conversation.”
“I was there!” Louise Lester threw her hands wildly in the air, her blue eyes shining. “That was the two of you? I saw the whole thing!” She dabbed the corners of her mouth with her napkin and checked to be sure she had everyone’s attention before continuing. “I swear it was the most romantic thing I’ve ever seen.”
“It certainly was,” Steve added, smiling over at Dianne, who restrained herself from kicking him in the shin, although it was exactly what he deserved.
“Steve’s cart inadvertently bumped into Dianne’s,” Louise went on, grinning broadly at Steve.
“Inadvertently, Steve?” Sam Horton teased, chuckling loudly enough to attract attention. Crazy though it was, it seemed that everyone in the entire community center had stopped eating in order to hear Louise tell her story.
“At any rate,” Louise said, “the two of them stopped to chat, and I swear it was like watching a romantic comedy. Naturally Dianne apologized—she hadn’t realized she was blocking the aisle. Then Steve started sorting through the stuff in her cart, teasing her. We all know how Steve enjoys kidding around.”
The others shook their heads, their affection for their friend obvious.
“She was buying all these diet dinners,” Steve said, ignoring Dianne’s glare. “I told her she couldn’t possibly be buying them for herself.”
The three women at the table sighed audibly. It was all Dianne could do not to slide off her chair and disappear under the table.
“That’s not the best part,” Louise said, beaming with pride at the attention she was garnering. A dreamy look stole over her features. “They must’ve stood and talked for ages. I’d finished my shopping and just happened to stroll past them several minutes later, and they were still there. It was when I was standing in the checkout line that I noticed them coming down the aisle side by side, each pushing a grocery cart. It was so cute, I half expected someone to start playing a violin.”
“How sweet,” Renée Horton whispered.
“I thought so myself and I mentioned it to Larry once I got home. Remember, honey?”
Larry nodded obligingly. “Louise must’ve told me that story two or three times that night,” her husband reported.
“I just didn’t know it was you, Steve. Imagine, out of all the people to run into at the grocery store, I happened to stumble upon you and Dianne the first time you met. Life is so ironic, isn’t it?”
“Oh, yes, life is very ironic,” Dianne said. Steve sent her a subtle smile, and she couldn’t hold back an answering grin.
“It was one of the most beautiful things I’ve ever seen,” Louise finished.
 
“Can you believe that Louise Lester?” Steve said later. They were sitting in his luxury sedan waiting for their turn to pull out of the crowded parking lot.
“No,” Dianne said simply. She’d managed to make it through the rest of the dinner, but it had demanded every ounce of poise and self-control she possessed. From the moment they’d walked in the front door until the time Steve helped her put on her coat at the end of the evening, they’d been the center of attention. And the main topic of conversation.
Like a bumblebee visiting a flower garden, Louise Lester had breezed from one dinner table to the next, spreading the story of how Dianne and Steve had met and how she’d been there to witness every detail.
“I’ve never been so…” Dianne couldn’t think of a word that quite described how she’d felt. “This may have been the worst evening of my life.” She slumped against the back of the seat and covered her eyes.
“I thought you had a good time.”
“How could I?” she cried, dropping her hand long enough to glare at him. “The first thing I get hit with is that you’re some rich playboy.”
“Come on, Dianne. Just because I happen to own a business doesn’t mean I’m rolling in money.”
“Port Blossom Towing is one of the fastest-growing enterprises in Kitsap County,” she said, repeating what Sam Horton had been happy to tell her. “What I don’t understand is why my mother hasn’t heard of you. She’s been on the lookout for eligible men for months. It’s a miracle she didn’t—” Dianne stopped abruptly.
“What?”
“My mother was looking all right, but she was realistic enough to stay in my own social realm. You’re a major-league player. The only men my mother knows are in the minors—butchers, teachers, everyday sort of guys.”
Now that she thought about it, however, her mother had seemed to recognize Steve’s name when Dianne first mentioned it. She probably had heard of him, but couldn’t remember where.
“Major-league player? That’s a ridiculous analogy.”
“It isn’t. And to think I approached you, offering you money to take me to this dinner.” Humiliation washed over her again, then gradually receded. “I have one question—why didn’t you already have a date?” The dinner had been only five days away, so surely the most eligible bachelor in town, a man who could have his choice of women, would’ve had a date!
He shrugged. “I’m not seeing anyone.”
“I bet you got a good laugh when I offered to pay you.” Not to mention the fact that she’d made such a fuss over his owning a proper suit.
“As a matter of fact, I was flattered.”
“No doubt.”
“Are you still upset?”
“You could say that, yes.” Upset was putting it mildly.
Since Dianne’s house was only a couple of miles from the community center, she reached for her purse and checkbook. She waited until he pulled into the driveway before writing a check and handing it to him.
“What’s this?” Steve asked.
“What I owe you. Since I didn’t know the exact cost of Jill’s stuffed animal, I made an educated guess. The cost of the roses varies from shop to shop, so I took an average price.”
“I don’t think you should pay me until the evening’s over,” he said, opening his car door.
As far as Dianne was concerned, it had been over the minute she’d learned who he was. When he came around to her side of the car and opened her door, she said, “Just what are you planning now?” He led her by the hand to the front of the garage, which was illuminated by a floodlight. They stood facing each other, his hands on her shoulders.
She frowned, gazing up at him. “I fully intend to give you your money’s worth,” he replied.
“I beg your pardon?”
“Jason, Jill and your mother.”
“What about them?”
“They’re peering out the front window waiting for me to kiss you, and I’m not going to disappoint them.”
“Oh, no, you don’t,” she objected. But the moment his eyes held hers, all her anger drained away. Then, slowly, as though he recognized the change in her, he lowered his head. Dianne knew he was going to kiss her, and in the same instant she knew she wouldn’t do anything to stop him….
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“You have the check?” Dianne asked once her head was clear enough for her to think again. It was a struggle to pull herself free from the magic Steve wove so easily around her.
Steve pulled the check she’d written from his suit pocket. Then, without ceremony, he tore it in two. “I never intended to accept a penny.”
“You have to! We agreed—”
“I want to see you again,” he said, clasping her shoulders firmly and looking intently at her.
Dianne was struck dumb. If he’d announced he was an alien, visiting from the planet Mars, he couldn’t have surprised her more. Not knowing what to say, she eyed him speculatively. “You’re kidding, aren’t you?”
A smile flitted across his lips as though he’d anticipated her reaction. The left side of his mouth rose slightly higher in that lazy, off-center grin of his. “I’ve never been more serious in my life.”
Now that the shock had worn off, it took Dianne all of one second to decide. “Naturally, I’m flattered—but no.”
“No?” Steve was clearly taken aback, and he needed a second or two to compose himself. “Why not?”
“After tonight you need to ask?”
“Apparently so,” he said, stepping away from her a little. He paused and shoved his fingers through his hair with enough force to make Dianne flinch. “I can’t believe you,” he muttered. “The first time we kissed I realized we had something special. I thought you felt it, too.”
Dianne couldn’t deny it, but she wasn’t about to admit it, either. She lowered her gaze, refusing to meet the hungry intensity of his eyes.
When she didn’t respond, Steve continued, “I have no intention of letting you out of my life. In case you haven’t figured it out yet—and obviously you haven’t—I’m crazy about you, Dianne.”
Unexpected tears clouded her vision as she gazed up at him. She rubbed her hands against her eyes and sniffled. This wasn’t supposed to be happening. She wanted the break to be clean and final. No discussion. No tears.
Steve was handsome and ambitious, intelligent and charming. If anyone deserved an SYT, it was this oh-so-eligible bachelor. She’d been married, and her life was complicated by two children and a manipulative mother.
“Say something,” he demanded. “Don’t just stand there looking at me with tears in your eyes.”
“Th-these aren’t tears. They’re…” Dianne couldn’t finish as fresh tears scalded her eyes.
“Tomorrow afternoon,” he said, his voice gentle, “I’ll stop by the house, and you and the kids and I can all go to a movie. You can bring your mother, too, if you want.”
Dianne managed to swallow a sob. “That’s the lowest, meanest thing you’ve ever suggested.”
He frowned. “Taking you and the kids to a movie?”
“Y-yes. You’re using my own children against me and that’s—”
“Low and mean,” he finished, scowling more fiercely. “All right, if you don’t want to involve Jason and Jill, then just the two of us will go.”
“I already said no.”
“Why?”
Her shoulders trembled slightly as she smeared the moisture across her cheek. “I’m divorced.” She said it as if it had been a well-kept secret and no one but her mother and children were aware of it.
“So?” He was still scowling.
“I have children.”
“I know that, too. You’re not making a lot of sense, Dianne.”
“It’s not that—exactly. You can date any woman you want.”
“I want to date you.”
“No!” She was trembling from the inside out. She tried to compose herself, but it was hopeless with Steve standing so close, looking as though he was going to reach for her and kiss her again.
When she was reasonably sure she wouldn’t crumble under the force of her fascination with him, she looked him in the eye. “I’m flattered, really I am, but it wouldn’t work.”
“You don’t know that.”
“But I do, I do. We’re not even in the same league, you and I, and this whole thing has got completely out of hand.” She stood a little straighter, as though the extra inch in height would help. “The deal was I pay you to escort me to the Valentine’s dinner—but then I had to go and complicate matters by suggesting you look smitten with me and you did such a good job of it that you’ve convinced yourself you’re attracted to me and you aren’t. You couldn’t be.”
“Because you’re divorced and have two children,” he repeated incredulously.
“You’re forgetting my manipulative mother.”
Steve clenched his fists at his sides. “I haven’t forgotten her. In fact, I’m grateful to her.”
Dianne narrowed her eyes. “Now I know you can’t be serious.”
“Your mother’s a real kick, and your kids are great, and in case you’re completely blind, I think you’re pretty wonderful yourself.”
Dianne fumbled with the pearls at her neck, twisting the strand between her fingers. The man who stood before her was every woman’s dream, but she didn’t know what was right anymore. She knew only one thing. After the way he’d humiliated her this evening, after the way he’d let her actually pay him to take her to the Valentine’s dinner, make a total fool of herself, there was no chance she could see him again.
“I don’t think so,” she said stiffly. “Goodbye, Steve.”
“You really mean it, don’t you?”
She was already halfway to the front door. “Yes.”
“All right. Fine,” he said, slicing the air with his hands. “If this is the way you want it, then fine, just fine.” With that he stormed off to his car.
 
Dianne knew her family would give her all kinds of flack. The minute she walked in the door, Jason and Jill barraged her with questions about the dinner. Dianne was as vague as possible and walked upstairs to her room, pleading exhaustion. There must have been something in her eyes that convinced her mother and children to leave her alone, because no one disturbed her again that night.
She awoke early the next morning, feeling more than a little out of sorts. Jason was already up, eating a huge bowl of cornflakes at the kitchen table.
“Well,” he said, when Dianne walked into the kitchen, “when are you going to see Steve again?”
“Uh, I don’t know.” She put on a pot of coffee, doing her best to shove every thought of her dinner companion from her mind. And not succeeding.
“He wants to go out on another date with you, doesn’t he?”
“Uh, I’m not sure.”
“You’re not sure?” Jason asked. “How come? I saw you two get mushy last night. I like Steve. He’s fun.”
“Yes, I know,” she said, standing in front of the machine while the coffee dripped into the glass pot. Her back was to her son. “Let’s give it some time. See how things work out,” she mumbled.
To Dianne’s relief, he seemed to accept that and didn’t question her further. That, however, wasn’t the case with her mother.
“So talk to me,” Martha insisted later that day, working her crochet hook as she sat in the living room with Dianne. “You’ve been very quiet.”
“No, I haven’t.” Dianne didn’t know why she denied it. Her mother was right, she had been introspective.
“The phone isn’t ringing. The phone should be ringing.”
“Why’s that?”
“Steve. He met your mother, he met your children, he took you out to dinner…”
“You make it sound like we should be discussing wedding plans.” Dianne had intended to be flippant, but the look her mother gave her said she shouldn’t joke about something so sacred.
“When are you seeing him again?” Her mother tugged on her ball of yarn when Dianne didn’t immediately answer, as if that might bring forth a response.
“We’re both going to be busy for the next few days.”
“Busy? You’re going to let busy interfere with love?”
Dianne ignored the question. It was easier that way. Her mother plied her with questions on and off for the rest of the day, but after repeated attempts to get something more out of her daughter and not succeeding, Martha reluctantly let the matter drop.
 
Three days after the Valentine’s dinner, Dianne was shopping after work at a grocery store on the other side of town—she avoided going anywhere near the one around which she and Steve had fabricated their story—when she ran into Beth Martin.
“Dianne,” Beth called, racing down the aisle after her. Darn, Dianne thought. The last person she wanted to chitchat with was Beth, who would, no doubt, be filled with questions about her and Steve.
She was.
“I’ve been meaning to phone you all week,” Beth said, her smile so sweet Dianne felt as if she’d fallen into a vat of honey.
“Hello, Beth.” She made a pretense of scanning the grocery shelf until she realized she was standing in front of the disposable-diaper section. She jerked away as though she’d been burned.
Beth’s gaze followed Dianne’s. “You know, you’re not too old to have more children,” she said. “What are you? Thirty-three, thirty-four?”
“Around that.”
“If Steve wanted children, you could—”
“I have no intention of marrying Steve Creighton,” Dianne answered testily. “We’re nothing more than friends.”
Beth arched her eyebrows. “My dear girl, that’s not what I’ve heard. All of Port Blossom is buzzing with talk about the two of you. Steve’s been such an elusive bachelor. He dates a lot of women, or so I’ve heard, but from what everyone’s saying, and I do mean everyone, you’ve got him hooked. Why, the way he was looking at you on Saturday night was enough to bring tears to my eyes. I don’t know what you did to that man, but he’s yours for the asking.”
“I’m sure you’re mistaken.” Dianne couldn’t very well announce that she’d paid Steve to look besotted. He’d done such a good job of it, he’d convinced himself and everyone else that he was head over heels in love with her.
Beth grinned. “I don’t think so.”
As quickly as she could, Dianne made her excuses, paid for her groceries and hurried home. Home, she soon discovered, wasn’t exactly a haven. Jason and Jill were waiting for her, and it wasn’t because they were eager to carry in the grocery sacks.
“It’s been three days,” Jill said. “Shouldn’t you have heard from Steve by now?”
“If he doesn’t phone you, then you should call him,” Jason insisted. “Girls do that sort of thing all the time now, no matter what Grandma says.”
“I…” Dianne looked for an escape. Of course there wasn’t one.
“Here’s his card,” Jason said, taking it from the corner of the bulletin board. “Call him.”
Dianne stared at the raised red lettering. Port Blossom Towing, it said, with the phone number in large numbers below. In the corner, in smaller, less-pronounced lettering, was Steve’s name, followed by one simple word: owner.
Dianne’s heart plummeted and she closed her eyes. He’d really meant it when he said he had never intentionally misled her. He assumed she knew, and with good reason. The business card he’d given her spelled it out. Only she hadn’t noticed…
“Mom.” Jason’s voice fragmented her introspection.
She opened her eyes to see her son and daughter staring up at her, their eyes, so like her own, intent and worried.
“What are you going to do?” Jill wanted to know.
“W.A.R.”
“Aerobics?” Jason said. “What for?”
“I need it,” Dianne answered. And she did. She’d learned long ago that when something was weighing on her, heavy-duty exercise helped considerably. It cleared her mind. She didn’t enjoy it, exactly; pain rarely thrilled her. But the aerobics classes at the community center had seen her through more than one emotional trauma. If she hurried, she could be there for the last session of the afternoon.
“Kids, put those groceries away for me, will you?” she said, heading for the stairs, yanking the sweater over her head as she raced. The buttons on her blouse were too time-consuming, so she peeled that over her head the moment she entered the bedroom, closing the door with her foot.
In five minutes flat, she’d changed into her leotard, kissed the kids and was out the door. She had a small attack of guilt when she pulled out of the driveway and glanced back to see both her children standing on the porch looking dejected.
The warm-up exercises had already begun when Dianne joined the class. For the next hour she leapt, kicked, bent and stretched, doing her best to keep up with everyone else. By the end of the session, she was exhausted—and no closer to deciding whether or not to phone Steve.
With a towel draped around her neck, she walked out to her car. Her cardiovascular system might’ve been fine, but nothing else about her was. She searched through her purse for her keys and then checked her coat pocket.
Nothing.
Dread filled her. Framing the sides of her face with her hands, she peered inside the car. There, innocently poking out of the ignition, were her keys.
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“Jason,” Dianne said, closing her eyes in thanks that it was her son who’d answered the phone and not Jill. Her daughter would have plied her with questions and more advice than “Dear Abby.”
“Hi, Mom. I thought you were at aerobics.”
“I am, and I may be here a whole lot longer if you can’t help me out.” Without a pause, she continued, “I need you to go upstairs, look in my underwear drawer and bring me the extra set of car keys.”
“They’re in your underwear drawer?”
“Yes.” It was the desperate plan of a desperate woman. She didn’t dare contact the auto club this time for fear they’d send Port Blossom Towing to the rescue in the form of one Steve Creighton.
“You don’t expect me to paw through your, uh, stuff, do you?”
“Jason, listen to me, I’ve locked my keys in the car, and I don’t have any other choice.”
“You locked your keys in the car? Again? What’s with you lately, Mom?”
“Do we need to go through this now?” she demanded. Jason wasn’t saying anything she hadn’t already said to herself a hundred times over the past few minutes. She was so agitated it was a struggle not to break down and weep.
“I’ll have Jill get the keys for me,” Jason agreed, with a sigh that told her it demanded a good deal of effort, not to mention fortitude, for him to comply with this request.
“Great. Thanks.” Dianne breathed out in relief. “Okay. Now, the next thing you need to do is get your bicycle out of the garage and ride it down to the community center.”
“You mean you want me to bring you the keys?”
“Yes.”
“But it’s raining!”
“It’s only drizzling.” True, but as a general rule Dianne didn’t like her son riding his bike in the winter.
“But it’s getting dark,” Jason protested next.
That did concern Dianne. “Okay, you’re right. Call Grandma and ask her to come over and get the keys from you and then have her bring them to me.”
“You want me to call Grandma?”
“Jason, are you hard of hearing? Yes, I want you to call Grandma, and if you can’t reach her, call me back here at the community center.” Needless to say, her cell phone was locked in the car. Again. “I’ll be waiting.” She read off the number for him. “And listen, if my car keys aren’t in my underwear drawer, have Grandma bring me a wire clothes hanger, okay?”
He hesitated. “All right,” he said after another burdened sigh. “Are you sure you’re all right, Mom?”
“Of course I’m sure.” But she was going to remember his attitude the next time he needed her to go on a Boy Scout camp-out with him.
Jason seemed to take hours to do as she’d asked. Since the front desk was now busy with the after-work crowd, Dianne didn’t want to trouble the staff for the phone a second time to find out what was keeping her son.
Forty minutes after Dianne’s aerobic class was over, she was still pacing the foyer of the community center, stopping every now and then to glance outside. Suddenly she saw a big red tow truck turn into the parking lot.
She didn’t need to be psychic to know that the man driving the truck was Steve.
Mumbling a curse under her breath, Dianne walked out into the parking lot to confront him.
Steve was standing alongside her car when she approached. She noticed that he wasn’t wearing the gray-striped coveralls he’d worn the first time they’d met. Now he was dressed in slacks and a sweater, as though he’d come from the office.
“What are you doing here?” The best defense was a good offense, or so her high-school basketball coach had advised her about a hundred years ago.
“Jason called me,” he said, without looking at her.
“The traitor,” Dianne muttered.
“He said something about refusing to search through your underwear and his grandmother couldn’t be reached. And that all this has to do with you going off to war.”
Although Steve was speaking in an even voice, it was clear he found the situation comical.
“W.A.R. is my aerobics class,” Dianne explained stiffly. “It means Women After Results.”
“I’m glad to hear it.” He walked around to the passenger side of the tow truck and brought out the instrument he’d used to open her door the first time. “So,” he said leaning against the side of her compact. “How have you been?”
“Fine.”
“You don’t look so good, but then I suppose that’s because you’re a divorced woman with two children and a manipulative mother.”
Naturally he’d taunt her with that. “How kind of you to say so,” she returned with an equal dose of sarcasm.
“How’s Jerome?”
“Jerome?”
“The butcher your mother wanted to set you up with,” he answered gruffly. “I figured by now the two of you would’ve gone out.” His words had a biting edge.
“I’m not seeing Jerome.” The thought of having to eat blood sausage was enough to turn her stomach.
“I’m surprised,” he said. “I would’ve figured you’d leap at the opportunity to date someone other than me.”
“If I wasn’t interested in him before, what makes you think I’d go out with him now? And why aren’t you opening my door? That’s what you’re here for, isn’t it?”
He ignored her question. “Frankly, Dianne, we can’t go on meeting like this.”
“Funny, very funny.” She crossed her arms defiantly.
“Actually I came here to talk some sense into you,” he said after a moment.
“According to my mother, you won’t have any chance of succeeding. I’m hopeless.”
“I don’t believe that. Otherwise I wouldn’t be here.” He walked over to her and gently placed his hands on her shoulders. “Maybe, Dianne, you’ve been fine these past few days, but frankly I’ve been a wreck.”
“You have?” As Dianne looked at him she thought she’d drown in his eyes. And when he smiled, it was all she could do not to cry.
“I’ve never met a more stubborn woman in my life.”
She blushed. “I’m awful, I know.”
His gaze became more intent as he asked, “How about if we go someplace and talk?”
“I…think that would be all right.” At the moment there was little she could refuse him. Until he’d arrived, she’d had no idea what to do about the situation between them. Now the answer was becoming clear….
“You might want to call Jason and Jill and tell them.”
“Oh, right, I should.” How could she have forgotten her own children?
Steve was grinning from ear to ear. “Don’t worry, I already took care of that. While I was at it, I phoned your mother, too. She’s on her way to your house now. She’ll make the kids’ dinner.” He paused, then said, “I figured if I was fortunate enough, I might be able to talk you into having dinner with me. I understand Walker’s has an excellent seafood salad.”
If he was fortunate enough, he might be able to talk her into having dinner with him? Dianne felt like weeping. Steve Creighton was the sweetest, kindest, handsomest man she’d ever met, and he was looking at her as if he was the one who should be counting his blessings.
Steve promptly opened her car door. “I’m going to buy you a magnetic key attachment for keeping a spare key under your bumper so this doesn’t happen again.”
“You are?”
“Yes, otherwise I’ll worry about you.”
No one had ever worried about her, except her immediate family. Whatever situation arose, she handled. Broken water pipes, lost checks, a leaky roof—nothing had ever defeated her. Not even Jack had been able to break her spirit, but one kind smile from Steve Creighton and she was a jumble of emotions. She blinked back tears and made a mess of thanking him, rushing her words so that they tumbled over each other.
“Dianne?”
She stopped and bit her lower lip. “Yes?”
“Either we go to the restaurant now and talk, or I’m going to kiss you right here in this parking lot.”
Despite everything, she managed to smile. “It wouldn’t be the first time.”
“No, but I doubt I’d be content with one kiss.”
She lowered her lashes, thinking she probably wouldn’t be, either. “I’ll meet you at Walker’s.”
He followed her across town, which took less than five minutes, and pulled into the empty parking space next to hers. Once inside the restaurant, they were seated immediately by a window overlooking Sinclair Inlet.
Dianne had just picked up her menu when Steve said, “I’d like to tell you a story.”
“Okay,” she said, puzzled. She put the menu aside. Deciding what to eat took second place to listening to Steve.
“It’s about a woman who first attracted the attention of a particular man at the community center about two months ago.”
Dianne took a sip of water, her eyes meeting his above the glass, her heart thumping loudly in her ears. “Yes…”
“This lady was oblivious to certain facts.”
“Such as?” Dianne prompted.
“First of all, she didn’t seem to have a clue how attractive she was or how much this guy admired her. He did everything but stand on his head to get her attention, but nothing worked.”
“What exactly did he try?”
“Working out at the same hours she did, pumping iron—and looking exceptionally good in his T-shirt and shorts.”
“Why didn’t this man say something to…this woman?”
Steve chuckled. “Well, you see, he was accustomed to women giving him plenty of attention. So this particular woman dented his pride by ignoring him, then she made him downright angry. Finally it occurred to him that she wasn’t purposely ignoring him—she simply wasn’t aware of him.”
“It seems to me this man is rather arrogant.”
“I couldn’t agree with you more.”
“You couldn’t?” Dianne was surprised.
“That was when he decided there were plenty of fish in the sea and he didn’t need a pretty divorcée with two children—he’d asked around about her, so he knew a few details like that.”
Dianne smoothed the pink linen napkin across her lap. “What happened next?”
“He was sitting in his office one evening. The day had been busy and one of his men had phoned in sick, so he’d been out on the road all afternoon. He was ready to go home and take a hot shower, but just about then the phone rang. One of the night crew answered it and it was the auto club. Apparently some lady had locked her keys in her car at the community center and needed someone to come rescue her.”
“So you, I mean this man, volunteered?”
“That he did, never dreaming she’d practically throw herself in his arms. And not because he’d unlocked her car, either, but because she was desperate for someone to take her to the Valentine’s dinner.”
“That part about her falling in your arms is a slight exaggeration,” Dianne felt obliged to tell him.
“Maybe so, but it was the first time a woman had ever offered to pay him to take her out. Which was the most ironic part of this entire tale. For weeks he’d been trying to gain this woman’s attention, practically killing himself to impress her with the amount of weight he was lifting. It seemed every woman in town was impressed except the one who mattered.”
“Did you ever stop to think that was the very reason he found her so attractive? If she ignored him, then he must have considered her a challenge.”
“Yes, he thought about that a lot. But after he met her and kissed her, he realized that his instincts had been right from the first. He was going to fall in love with this woman.”
“He was?” Dianne’s voice was little more than a hoarse whisper.
“That’s the second part of the story.”
“The second part?” Dianne was growing confused.
“The happily-ever-after part.”
Dianne used her napkin to wipe away the tears, which had suddenly welled up in her eyes again. “He can’t possibly know that.”
Steve smiled then, that wonderful carefree, vagabond smile of his, the smile that never failed to lift her heart. “Wrong. He’s known it for a long time. All he needs to do now is convince her.”
Sniffing, Dianne said, “I have the strangest sensation that this woman has trouble recognizing a prince when she sees one. For a good part of her life, she was satisfied with keeping a frog happy.”
“And now?”
“And now she’s…now I’m ready to discover what happily-ever-after is all about.”
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