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Praise for TRUE ROMANCE


“What better way is there to prove romance really exists than to read these books?”


—Carly Phillips, New York Times bestselling author 


“Memoir meets romance! In the twenty years I’ve been penning romances, this is one of the most novel and exciting ideas I’ve encountered in the genre. Take a Vow. It rocks!”


—Tara Janzen, New York Times bestselling 
author of Loose and Easy 


“An irresistible combination of romantic fantasy and reality that begins where our beloved romance novels end: TRUE VOWS. What a scrumptious slice of life!”


—Suzanne Forster, New York Times bestselling author 


“The marriage of real-life stories with classic, fictional romance—an amazing concept.”


—Peggy Webb, award-winning author
of sixty romance novels 
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One
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I’D NEVER HAD A BOYFRIEND. Never even been on a date. I didn’t go to homecoming. Or prom. I’d never been to the movies with a guy. Or anywhere else alone with one, either, unless you counted my brothers and father, which I didn’t. I was eighteen years old, almost a sophomore in college. And I’d never been kissed.


There you have it. Right up front. I wasn’t one of the popular girls. I read books. All the time. In between classes. During study hall. After school, before dinner, after work and studying, before bed, I read. On weekends, I read. I went babysitting. And I read. Romances. Always romances. Harlequin romances.


I had one in my purse when I drove to Wright State University in Dayton, Ohio, as a very determined, five–foot-two, 100-pound blonde who was certain I was ten feet tall and had strength equal to any challenge.


I started college with a lot to learn, but I knew very clearly what I wanted out of life. On that I didn’t waver. At all. I had two goals. I was going to write for Harlequin. And, some day, I was going to find and marry my own Harlequin hero.


I was actually almost in my second year at Wright State because I’d done my first year attending part-time while still in my senior year of high school. I was in college because my father expected me to go to college, and I wanted to get it over as quickly as possible. I didn’t argue with my father. Ever.


I was also in college because I absolutely adored learning. It was the writer in me. I could never know enough.


As I parked my new little blue Opel Manta, a month-old eighteenth birthday gift from my parents, in the student parking lot at Wright State University, I knew I was different from everyone else arriving for the first day of classes. I wasn’t there to learn a career. I wasn’t going to be a nurse or a teacher or anything else the education I was there to receive would provide for me. I’d happily get a degree, but, as a career, I was going to write romances for Harlequin Books. There was no Harlequin major in college. There wasn’t a class that studied, or even mentioned, romance novels. There were writing classes, though— more if I majored in English. That semester, I’d signed up for the one writing class I was permitted to take. And I was taking literature, too. Fantasy. I was going to be reading Voyage of the Dawn Treader. I was going to learn from the greats.


And because an English major required a science class—something else I’d managed to graduate high school without—I took geology. Blood and guts weren’t for me. They’d keep me up nights.


Rocks were innocuous. They’d put me to sleep just fine.


So there I was sitting in a geology lecture hall filled with a hundred strangers who were mostly my age—all of them having been kissed, I was certain—during my first full-time college semester.


Dressed in my favorite pair of faded, hip hugger bell bottom jeans— the ones that I’d cut from the ankle to just below the knee to insert the piece of white and blue flowered cotton fabric—I might look like the other kids. But I wasn’t like them. I gripped my pencil, my college-ruled paper blank before me, waiting to take notes.


I’d already decided I’d have to take notes to remain conscious.


I looked around. After having been in class with the same kids for four long years, I still felt a little weird being in a classroom where I didn’t know a single soul. Weird and kind of free, too. No one knew I was Tara Gumser, daughter of the Wayne Township school-board president. Daughter of the Rotary Club president. Daughter of the best singer in the church choir. Daughter of the best bridge player in Huber Heights, Ohio. No one knew I hadn’t been asked to my proms. Either of them. No one knew I’d never been asked on any kind of date. Ever. 


The room buzzed with energy. Freshman energy. After all, life was just beginning. The future was more question than answer—resting largely on the success or failure of the next four years in classrooms just like that one.


Did I stand out?


I didn’t have to be there to obtain a future.


I had my future planned. I knew what I wanted and I wasn’t going to be swayed.


It was the fall of 1977. I had my whole life before me . . .
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I saw his hair first. I wasn’t a hair person. I was very definitely an eye person. My one close high-school friend and I had talked about it. When I saw a guy, I always looked at his eyes first. And last, too. I didn’t care about a man’s outer image. Heroes weren’t judged by their book covers. What I cared about was a man’s heart. His soul. You could only get there through his eyes.


And there was this hair. I saw it walk in the door. Move toward the steps. Move up the steps. The rest of the room really did fade away, just like I’d read about in my books. I mean, the people were there. I still had peripheral vision. I was still aware of the buzz of conversation. But the focus on them faded away. I didn’t notice them at all. I watched that head of hair instead.


It was dark. Really dark. Not as harsh as black, but darker than brown. It was thick. And long enough to curl up at the collar. It was parted in the middle and feathered down past his ears. My hair was feathered, too. His feathering was much better.


All I could think about—me, who’d never so much as held a guy’s hand in a man/woman way—all I could think about was running my fingers through that hair. I could almost feel the rough silkiness sliding over my hands, tickling the tender joining between my fingers.


And somehow I was lying with him. His arms were around me. How else could I get to that glorious hair?


The body attached to the hair walked close. And then passed me by. Just like that. My great-hair guy was heading up the steps to the back of the room. To sit somewhere else. Near someone else.


But not before I’d caught a glimpse of his eyes.


They were brown. And there was something about them, a depth, that disturbed me.


For the first time in my life I’d come in contact with a real-life guy who intrigued me. Really intrigued me. Enough to make thoughts of my Harlequin heroes fade into the shadows.


More than anything in the world, I wanted to meet that great-hair  guy.
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I didn’t meet him. How could I? It’s not like I was going to go speak to him. And say what? Do you mind if I run my fingers through your hair?


Or, maybe, you’re the first real, flesh and blood breathing guy I’ve ever seen who made me feel “things”?


Of course not—I was Tara Gumser. Walt Gumser’s girl-child. I lived with my nose in books. And furthermore, why would I think for one second that a guy as gorgeous as that would have any interest in me, when not one of the 400 boys I’d graduated with had ever asked me out? 


Class started. I took notes. And felt “him” behind me the entire time. The back of my neck was warm. My palms were moist.


Through the entire lecture I had one thought on my mind: what went up had to come down. If I busied myself after class, I’d still be standing there when he came back down the steps and left the room. And if I just happened to be leaving my row at the exact time . . .


I had it all planned. I wouldn’t say anything to him. I couldn’t be that obvious. Nice girls “didn’t.” My father, who had a temper that scared the bejeezus out of me even though he’d never laid a hand on me, had made it very clear to me that his daughter behaved with modesty and decorum.


Period.


Nice girls didn’t talk to boys first. They didn’t call boys. They didn’t ask a boy out. They didn’t let boys know they liked them unless the boy proclaimed his feelings first. And they didn’t let boys even so much as smell the cow before he owned the barn. Legally. And had a license as proof.


Class ended. I busied myself closing my notebook very slowly. Conversation buzzed around me. Someone stepped on my foot, in a hurry to vacate the premises. Probably to drop the class.


My entire back burned. My senses were tuned. I had to time my exit just right. And I had to be legitimately occupied until then or I’d appear forward. Like, maybe I was interested or something.


I’d blow it before it had ever begun.


My notebook was closed. My pencil was back in my denim purse. I checked my schedule. Yep, I had a break after that class just like I’d known I did. I stacked my other books up on top of my notebook.


I made sure that my romance novel didn’t show out of a corner of my purse. And I turned.


Just in time to see him exit out the other side of his row and trot down the steps on the other side of the room.


I wasn’t surprised.


I wasn’t like other girls.


I didn’t meet guys.


I read books.
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I was a writer. And that was exactly what I wanted to be. What I had to be. I was seventeen when I got my first job as a professional writer. Seventeen when I received my first paycheck for writing.


It wasn’t much. Twenty-five dollars. But on the line that read Pay to the Order of . . . the words typed right there beside them read Tara Gumser. That was me.


And in the upper-left corner, the identifier of the payee, it read, Dayton Daily News.


I was a stringer for the largest newspaper in the area. My beat was the Vandalia City council. Vandalia was a small city on the outskirts of Dayton. Once a month I went to their city council meetings, determined what of interest happened, and wrote a story about it.


I was a respected professional and on my way to writing for Harlequin.


I had my whole life in front of me. A whole lot of time to meet my Harlequin hero.


After I’d become somebody he’d want to meet.


I had myself firmly in check two days later when the next geology class rolled around. I’d thought of my great-hair guy far too much. All the time. Even when I was reading. One night, late, I’d been lying in bed reading and somehow my hero had great hair. Dark hair. Longish. Not at all as it looked on the cover of the book. He had brown eyes, too. And legs that looked . . . mmm . . . in jeans as they’d climbed steps.


So I was done. Over the nonsense.


I got to class early. I took my seat. I told myself to look at my literature book. I’d been busy with my real life’s work—reading a Harlequin—and hadn’t quite finished the reading required for my college literature class. 


I couldn’t concentrate. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t help glancing toward the door every two seconds.


I couldn’t help being disappointed when my great-hair guy arrived and walked past my row without noticing that I was sitting there needing to meet him.


That was it. I was over him.
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Over the next weeks, geology class got in my way. I was not interested in the subject, which left me entirely too much time to notice Great-Hair Guy. I’d get bored with the lecture and next thing I knew, class was ending and I’d spent the entire time fantasizing about him.


Was there any chance the guy was ever going to say hello to me?
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Great-Hair Guy didn’t say hello to me. At all. September traveled on. Leaves changed colors and fell to the ground. Some days my feelings felt like those leaves. Like I’d had a glorious moment of colorful possibility and then . . . nothing.


My great-hair guy—I secretly continued to think of him as mine as my thoughts didn’t hurt anyone—came to class regularly. That impressed me. He participated, too, like he really knew what was going on.


Igneous, sedimentary, and metamorphic—I remembered the names of the types of rocks but I couldn’t distinguish between them. I liked the words. What they represented were all rocks to me.


But I remembered all kinds of details about Great-Hair Guy. Like I was some besotted girl. You know, the kind that irritated me. Like she had no worth on her own but, rather, was judged by how cute her boyfriend was.


Great-Hair Guy had changed me. He’d impacted my life in a way I would not forget. I felt “things” whenever he was anywhere close to me. And I promised myself that I was the only one who’d ever know what he did to me. It was my embarrassing and shameful secret.


I knew I’d be the only one who ever knew that Great-Hair Guy gave me feelings down below as surely as I knew that I was going to write for Harlequin some day. As surely as I knew that I would find my Harlequin hero. Out there. When I was ready.


Just like all the boys in high school, Great-Hair Guy didn’t seek me out. Didn’t even notice me. The only difference was, this time I cared. 
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And just to make my life more miserable, there was a geology lab that I was required to attend if I wanted to fulfill my science credit and graduate from college. Lab classes started several weeks later than lecture and had fewer students per class.


Would Great-Hair Guy be in my lab?


I tried so hard not to worry about whether or not my hair stayed flipped under at the ends, whether or not my feathers winged. I tried not to picture myself in a pair of male eyes when I chose the tight jeans and the shirt that hugged my breasts. The shiny blue shadow I smeared on my eyelids might bring out the blue in my eyes—my best feature— but who was going to notice?


The chances of my great-hair guy being in the same lab I was in were minimal. The idea that he might actually notice me was ludicrous. And if I thought for one second he would ever speak to me I really was living in fantasy land.


I tried so hard not to care.


And my heart beat such a rapid tattoo against my chest when he walked in the door of lab I was afraid he’d notice. And think I was some kind of freak.


He didn’t notice. My heart rate. Or me.


I was Tara Gumser. I read books.


And I hated geology.


But boy oh boy, did I like my great-hair guy.


I knew where he was every second during lab. It was like I was connected to him. I could feel when he moved. Hear when he talked. It was me I didn’t recognize. What was the matter with me?


I was focused. Determined.


I didn’t waste time on childish endeavors.


The teacher had papers to hand out. Who cared?


What? Wait! My great-hair guy was handing them out. He was coming my way. Handing a sheet to the guy in front of me. I was going to be next. I was going to make a fool of myself.


I couldn’t look at him.


I saw the bottoms of his jeans. Saw the sheet of paper coming toward me.


I looked up.


And saw him.


He saw me, too.


I couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t be cool and nonchalant. Had no hope whatsoever of sexy.


And he moved on.


I was going to die.


I wanted to die.


And I had to get out of that class so I could relive the encounter, analyze every second again and again. Had I made a fool of myself? Had he noticed me even a little bit? Would he remember that second our eyes had met?


“His name’s Tim.” I turned to see Ann, a girl I sometimes carpooled with, coming up beside me as I walked down the hall after leaving the lab. I knew Ann from high school. And she knew I had a thing for Great-Hair Guy.


“I saw his notebook,” Ann said. She was in lab, too. And she knew I’d never dated.


Tim.


Ann got a kick out of my newly painful state. In a compassionate kind of way.


“Don’t look now, but your Tim is behind us,” she continued as we walked toward the door of the building.


I didn’t look. But I could feel him there.


My Tim.






Two 
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THERE WAS A TRADITION at Wright State University. A fall party on campus—a welcome to students. October Daze. It was held outside in the field next to the Rathskeller—a pizza-and-beer place on campus. There were booths with food and club paraphernalia. Live bands and lots of beer.


It was exactly the kind of gathering I avoided. I’d made it all the way through high school without attending a single party. Not one. I didn’t drink outside of my home, where my dad would occasionally share a sip of his very smooth and expensive scotch whiskey with me because I was the only one in the family besides him who liked it, or my mom would allow me a taste or two from her glass of wine.


“Come on, Tara,” Ann said the first Friday afternoon in October— the day after our first geology lab. I was huddled in my raincoat, the bottoms of my jeans dragging on the wet ground, and telling her I wanted to go home. The drizzling had stopped for the moment, but I had a romance novel burning a hole in my purse. I’d had a hard day at school, gotten a paper back in my writing class that the teacher hadn’t absolutely loved, and I just wanted to crawl into a story and stay there.


“We have to go,” Ann was saying. She was trying to talk me into going to October Daze. Because she wanted to go. She wanted to meet up with some guys she knew. “What if he’s there?” she continued haranguing me about Great-Hair Guy. “You don’t want him to find some other girl without you even having a chance, do you?”


Of course I didn’t. “I don’t even like beer.”


“Have you ever had it?”


“Well . . . no, but I know I don’t like it.” I liked smooth, expensive scotch. My dad did not drink beer. And I was his drinking buddy. Me with my sip or two on the occasions when he actually had a drink.


“It doesn’t matter if you like it or not,” Ann laughed and hooked her arm in mine, dragging me down the hill away from my little blue Manta and the school books that she’d ordered we leave there. “You just drink it,” she explained.


I let her pull me along. And I laughed, too. I didn’t know why. I just did.


I was changing. Life was changing. Anything could happen.
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The day was cool, overcast, and misting rain. A typical early October day in Ohio. He was barely eighteen and a bit overwhelmed, but no one was going to know that. He’d made it out of high school. Out of the small town where he’d grown up—even if only during the day. He’d made it to college and to a college party. He was going to enjoy himself.


Even so, the smell of wet grass on the cool air took him back to earlier days of football and playing in the mud. Back to a time when getting dirty was funny—the dirtier the funnier.


When had he left those days behind? When had being respectable become important?


And earning a degree even more important?


He made his way to the twenty-five-cent beer wagons and placed his order. His first college beer, and it was out of a plastic cup.


Silently toasting the college life, he drank. Stroh’s had never tasted so good. Looking out over the hundreds of students huddled together, listening to the hippie-looking guys up on stage, he chuckled to himself. He was a long way from his home on Maple Street. His brothers would be proud.


Two of the band members were hopping around, one on electric guitar, the other dragging a mic stand with him. The third guy was beating on drums as though he could somehow change the world with those sticks.


And all the while, the college students laughed and drank their beer as fast as they could pour it down. It was so different from the small town he’d grown up in.


A different universe.


In Eaton, he knew everyone. Or at least knew someone who knew everyone. Here he didn’t know a single person. He was out of place.


But he was staying.


The youngest of five boys—three of whom were at least a full generation older than he, two old enough to be his parent—he’d learned early that he had to tackle life and wrestle from it what he wanted.


His mother, widowed when he was only five, had sacrificed much to get him there. He wasn’t going to forget that.


He was going to succeed. Graduate. Make something of his life. He wasn’t going to spend his entire life as he’d spent much of his youth, eating well enough at the beginning of the month and being grateful for the beans that were on the table by month’s end.


He was going to own a home. And a washing machine.


He sipped his beer—feeling rich just being there—being welcome to the cheap beer and entertainment. They were for him as much as for any other person filling up the expanse of grass and food booths.


He’d had his first geology lab the day before. Held in a rectangular room made of cement block, with a long table in the center of the room, he’d entered slowly. Of the twenty-five seats, there had only been one that he wanted because the desk was strategically placed in direct view of the windows leading to the outside. If lab was boring, he wouldn’t be completely cut off from the world.


He’d staked his claim, adjusted his belongings, and noticed the two girls sitting across the aisle.


They were both blonde. Slim. One was blue-eyed. Sweet looking. The other, a made-up and hair-sprayed rendition of the girlfriend every guy wanted.


The sweet looking one had looked out of place.


He’d wanted to meet her.


Thinking about it now, he cringed and took another big gulp of beer.


Lab had begun and the professor had asked for a volunteer to pass out the syllabus. Tim had seen his chance immediately and raised his hand. Passing out the papers would give him a chance to strut his stuff past the blonde—the one who was different. She’d captured his attention.


He’d approached her, smiled his best smile.


And got . . . next to nothing. She’d taken the paper he’d handed her.


Humbled, he’d taken his seat.


He was still thinking about her, though, while he consumed his first college beer, so that when he turned on the grass and saw her, at first he thought he was conjuring her up.


He wouldn’t have created the shivering. Or the blue raincoat. But those jeans . . .


He was cold too, but only because he hadn’t pulled his sweater on over his T-shirt. Soon the beer would be warming him up just fine. He’d been drinking it since he was a kid.


He’d done his share of cigarette smoking, too. But he was done with that nonsense.


He watched the girl. She was standing with some other people. The made-up girl from geology lab, who was speaking with a couple of guys. If he had his guess, he’d say the blonde in the blue raincoat wasn’t hearing a word they were saying. She was looking off over the crowd.


He could approach her. It was a party. People did that.


But he’d tried his charms on her once. And wasn’t eager for another . . . nothing.


The made-up blonde wandered off with the two guys. Baseball players, if he had his guess.


He’d made the tennis team. An individual sport. Which suited him just fine. Besides, he was good at it. Had played for his high school, too. 


He waited for the girl in the blue raincoat to move along with the rest of her small crowd.


She didn’t.


With another sip of beer for courage, he edged his way toward her.


 “Hi.”


“Hi.” She looked straight at him. Like she knew him, or something. 


“You look cold.” He stood there in his T-shirt, beer in hand, looking warm. He hoped.


“Yeah. I am.”


“Aren’t you in my geology lab?” He was aiming for casual.


“I don’t know, maybe.”


“You were sitting with that girl in the blue sweater, right?”


She glanced off in the crowd. “Ann? Yeah.” Then she was looking straight at him again with those beautiful blue eyes. She had a grin on her face. And a half-full plastic beer cup in her right hand. Her left arm was folded across her chest, her free hand firmly clinched to her right arm about the elbow, as though hugging away the chill.


“I’m Tim.”


She nodded. “I’m Tara.”


“You from around here?”


“Huber Heights. How about you?”


“Eaton.”


“Where’s that?”


“Close to the Indiana border.”


“Is it in Ohio?”


He’d been asked before. “Yeah.”


“How long does it take you to get here?”


“Forty-five minutes.”


“You drive back and forth every day?”


“Yeah, or I catch a ride.”


“Wow. I thought my twenty minutes was far.”


“It’s not so bad.” But then, he’d only been at it for a few weeks.


“Is this your first year here?”


“Yeah, I graduated in May.”


“I did, too.”


She was his age. Good.


Tim didn’t want to leave her, but he couldn’t think of anything else to say, either.


“Well, I gotta go,” he said before things turned bad.


“Yeah, me, too. I’m freezing out here.” She didn’t move, though.


“Okay, well see you around.”


“Okay.”


He walked away, feeling as though he was caught in some time warp. Had that really happened? Had he actually just met the girl that he’d noticed in lab?


And that grin she’d given him—stuff like that didn’t happen. Especially not to him.


She was cute. Quiet. And she seemed so sweet. Not the type to play with a guy’s head, or jump from guy to guy. Tara was the type of young woman mothers approved of.
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I didn’t tell Ann I’d met him. I didn’t tell anyone. Tim was my secret. I didn’t want anyone else giving me their opinions about him. He hadn’t asked for my phone number. Which I knew would be the first question out of Ann’s mouth, and her prognosis, upon hearing the answer, would not be good.


I couldn’t bear Ann’s sympathy.


Besides, he’d said “See you around,” and that could mean that he wanted to see me again. Couldn’t it?


I hoped so.


God, I hoped so.
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Because thoughts of Tara popped up randomly over the weekend while he was at home on Maple Street, Tim looked for her on campus all day Monday, but she seemed to have dropped off the face of the earth. Then Tuesday morning he turned the corner outside the library and there she was not more than twenty yards away and heading straight toward him.


That girl, Ann, was with her, but he wasn’t going to lose his chance.


“Hi,” he said.


“Hi.” Even he couldn’t miss the welcoming smile on her face. She was glad to see him. It was all the encouragement he needed.


“Hey, you want to wait for me before geology lecture today and we can sit together?”


He could feel Ann’s stare, but he ignored her.


“Sure.”


Score.
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Tim was standing in the hallway outside the lecture room, early for a change, when Tara walked up an hour later.


“Hi.”


“Hi.”


They had that down. It was about all they seemed to say to each other.


“Ready to go in?”


“Yeah.”


He held the door open and she walked off with purpose ahead of him, stopping at a seat a lot closer to the front than he would have chosen. Saying nothing, he sat.


She took notes in class. He hadn’t expected that, either. There were more important things at hand to talk about. Who cared about rocks? 


The more he sat there, taking in her deep powdery smell, the less he wanted to be sitting in class. He had to get out of there before he embarrassed himself. Jeans didn’t leave room to hide pertinent evidence.


Class ended and Tara was gathering up her stuff like she had someplace to be. He had to make his move.


She turned, looked him straight in the eye, and he forgot what he’d been about to say.


“You want to sit together on Thursday?” he asked.


“Okay.” Her smile had him going all over again.


Kids were leaving around them. Some guy knocked into him. “You busy after class on Thursday?” he blurted next, not quite the way he’d planned.


“No.”


“You want to hang out?”


“Okay.”


“I don’t have a car.” He had to tell her. She’d find out soon enough, anyway. “I’m getting one, but I don’t have it yet.”


“How do you get to and from school?”


“A friend of mine. We graduated together.”


“He lives in Eaton, too?” They were walking down the steps of the lecture hall, Tara in front of him, and she turned to look at him.


“Yeah.”


“So what’s your friend going to do if we hang out after class?”


“He works on Thursdays. I usually just wait around here for him.”


“That’s no fun. You want to come to my house? You can meet my mom and we can hang out there.”


Hell yes, he wanted that. But . . . “I have to be here to meet my friend when he gets off work.”


“What time is that?”


“Five.”


“I can have you back by then.”


She was offering him a piece of heaven. And hell, too. What guy wanted a girl driving him back and forth places? Especially on a first date?


Still, his mom hadn’t raised a stupid son. “You sure you don’t mind?”


 “Of course not.”


“Okay then.”


“Okay.” They were outside class, and Ann was a few steps away, waiting for Tara.


“See you Thursday.”


“Okay.”


He watched her walk away, noticing how hot her butt looked in her jeans. And then he realized he was grinning.


He’d only been in college for a month and he had a date.






Three 
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THE TWO DAYS UNTIL THURSDAY WERE INTERMINABLE. Everyone I knew—my family, Ann, and Rebecca, my closest friend from high school—knew I had a date. In my world, this was almost as big as graduation.


And yet I wanted everyone to act, I wanted me to act, as though the occasion was no big deal.


A boy was coming over. It happened to girls all the time.


I was a nervous wreck all through class, and excited, too, and didn’t hear a single word of the lecture. Tim looked fabulous in his jeans and sweater.


And on a completely different wavelength, I couldn’t wait for my mom to meet him.


By the time we were in my car, I was shaking. Didn’t know what to do with my hands. Or any other part of me. I was a foreigner in my own land. Sitting in my own car. Alone with a boy. A man.


I was outside myself, watching me. I had a man in my car. And I was driving.


Who was this girl?


And how in the hell had the world spun so completely on its axis? In the space of a week I’d transformed from the bookish girl who no one noticed, to sitting alone with the man of my dreams. My Tim.


I had no idea what to say.


I knew about romance novels. About dukes and earls and worldly businessmen who flew their own jets and ate girls like me for their afternoon snacks.


And . . .


I knew boys. Of course I did. I lived every day of my life with two of them. They liked sports. And I was the best darn Little League scorekeeper I knew.


“You sure your mom’s not going to care that you’re bringing me home?”


“Yes.” I was positive about that. My parents had despaired over my lack of interest in dating. I’d heard “Get your nose out of that book” so often, I’d started hiding out in the bathroom to read when my parents were still up. Didn’t seem to matter how long I took in there, they never bothered me.


And that was not something I was going to tell the man sitting next to me. He was not going to hear about me using the restroom. Ever.


Or about my penchant for romance novels, either. After years of living with my brother’s ribbing about them, I knew better than to confess my life’s plan.


The fact that I’d never had a date, that this was my first-ever date, fell in that same category.


What guy would want a girl no other guy wanted?


I drove. Hoping I didn’t do something stupid.


“Don’t worry about my dad,” I told the man sitting next to me. “He won’t be home when we get there.” Dad was on duty at his real estate office and wouldn’t be home until after Tim had to leave. Mom and I had made certain of that.


“My older brother isn’t there, either,” I chattered away, making turns, driving too fast, slowing down too quickly when I came to lights. “He’s away at college,” I said. “I miss him like crazy. He and I are only thirteen months apart, and last year when he left for Armstrong was the first time in my whole life that we’ve been separated, and I hate it.” 


Tim nodded. I caught the motion out of the corner of my eye, and stole a full glance at him. He smiled.


Oh, God. That smile.


He seemed interested in what I was saying. So I kept talking.


“He’s a musician. So’s my dad. They play by ear. But Chum, that’s my brother,” I said, embarrassed, as I always was when I first told people my older brother’s name. It wasn’t his given name, but it’s all I’d ever known him by. “Chum plays guitar. He’s really good. I play, too, but only for me. I’m not good like he is.”


I talked fast. Always had. My brother had teased me about being an auctioneer when I grew up because I talked so fast. Could I help it that I had so many thoughts that they had to race themselves out of my brain?


Another nod. And I said, “Chum’s real name is Walter, like my dad and grandfather. When he was born my grandmother was changing him and said that there were too many Walters and told him that he’d always be her little chum. The nickname stuck. None of us ever called him Walt.”


I was rambling. Free thinking. It was better than panicking. Or worrying about everything that could go wrong. “I remember when we took him to school a year ago August. The whole family went. It was horrible leaving him there. And on the way home, we were in this podunk place in Alabama, where Armstrong University is, and my dad made a wrong turn and we had to stop at this farmhouse out in the middle of nowhere to ask directions, and the old farmer guy, he looked at us and shook his head and in all seriousness told us we couldn’t get there from here. Can you believe it? Like, what, we could never go home because we were there? I mean really . . .”


We were getting closer to my house. Closer to Tim meeting my mother. She just had to like him. I was going to die if she didn’t like him.


I was afraid of my father, but next to my childhood soul mate,  Jeanine, who lived with her folks in Wisconsin, my mom was my best friend.


And I was bringing home a person who I would gladly leave my mother’s house to be with.


How crazy was that? I barely knew him.


And how could I walk in my house feeling the things that Tim made me feel? I was tingling in places a good girl didn’t tingle. Would it show? My mother knew me so well. Would she be able to tell?


Would the neighbors see me pull up with Tim? Would my little brother be home? Was the sky still blue and the grass still green?


I was Tara Gumser.


And I was bringing a man home with me.


“Do you have brothers and sisters?” I asked, because I wanted to know everything about this guy. And because I didn’t want to freak myself out about the coming meeting.


“Brothers, no sisters.”


He wasn’t the most talkative person I’d ever met. But that was okay. I could talk a lot. When I liked the person I was with. I had thoughts about everything.


“How many brothers?”


“Four.”


We were stopped, and I stared at him. “Four?”


“Yeah.”


“Older or younger?”


“Older.”


“You’re the youngest of five boys?” My incredulity showed. I wasn’t savvy enough to stop myself.


“Yes.” He turned and looked out the window. He was shy, and I’d made him uncomfortable.


Calm down, I admonished myself. You’re going to lose him.


“What about your parents?”


“What about them?”


“Do you live with them?”


“With my mom.”


“They’re divorced?” I didn’t know anyone closely who’d been through a divorce. Or whose parents were divorced.


“No.”


“But your dad doesn’t live with you?”


“He died when I was five.”


Oh my God. My heart bled. All over the car. My dear, sweet, great-haired Tim had pain in his life. I wanted to make it all better right then and there.


“I have a friend—she actually lived with me and my family last year during our senior year of high school—her dad died when she was five, too. He was a teacher. And a football coach. Our high-school football field is named after him and his twin brother, too, who was our tennis coach and athletic director. Heidkamp Field.”


He nodded.


“What did your dad do?”


“He was a teacher.” And he was done talking.


I wanted to take his pain away.


I was falling in love.


And no one was going to believe that. No one. Not in a million years. But I knew. I recognized the truth as surely as I knew I had to breathe to stay alive. It settled upon me with a certainty that didn’t leave room for doubt.


So the secret was mine. To cherish. And to keep hidden away where  no one could do it damage.
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He sat in the blue Opal Manta watching Tara drive. Not only was she beautiful—so much so that he kept wondering about the abundance of assets hidden behind that soft white top and the tight-fitting blue jeans—she was also an impressive driver.


Her car was a stick shift.


What girl drove a standard-shift car?


Tara did.


Every time she stopped and had to start again, they started moving smoothly, first gear into second, then third, and finally fourth without so much as a hitch. No hopping. He had friends who could still only drive automatics.


Before he knew it, they were in Huber Heights, a newly incorporated city that was a hub of Dayton and swarming with people. So she was a big-city girl and he was a small-town guy—he could hold his own with the best of them.


When she turned off from State Route 201, one of the main roads through Huber Heights, onto Brandt Visa, the suburb’s ritziest street, he started to get uncomfortable. He lived in a rented house on Maple Street, with grey exterior shingles. It was nothing compared to the huge brick homes on landscaped acre lots that they were passing by now.


Hopefully they were simply passing all these elegant places to get to a house in the country.


He’d barely finished the thought when Tara made a right turn and then an immediate left into the driveway of a trilevel, Tudor-style house, one of only two homes on Drywood Place. One of two elegant brick custom homes.


“Come on in and meet my mom,” she said, turning off the car and grabbing her denim purse.


He was in way over his head.
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The front door of the house he’d grown up in was a single piece of wood with a handle that swung open and shut and locked at night. You opened it and walked in one person at a time. Tara approached a set of double doors inlaid with etched glass, put her key in a deadbolt lock, and then pushed gently on one of the pull-style door handles and stood back for him to enter. They could easily have gone in together. He stepped into a foyer that was as big as the kitchen at home. From there he could see Tara’s kitchen, twice the size of the one on Maple Street, and part of a family room off to his left, a formal living room straight ahead, and stairs to the lower level off to his right.


Tara walked toward the kitchen area and, nervous as hell, he followed her. Her mom was standing there in a gray dress and slightly oversized glasses. The only other thing he noticed was her smile.


“Hi, Tim. Welcome,” she said.


“Nice to meet you, Mrs. Gumser.” He held out his hand. It always felt strange and somewhat confusing to him to meet his friends’ parents. They were always about half his mother’s age. Tara’s mom was no different. She looked to be about the age of his oldest brother.


“It’s nice to meet you,” she said, taking his hand. Her grip was soft, but sure. Tim liked her. “Tara’s talked about you . . .”


“Come on,” Tara interrupted, turning back the way they’d come. “I’ll show you the rest of the house.”


He saw the living room. Her dad’s organ. A formal dining room. Some stairs that led, she said, to three bedrooms, including hers, and a couple of bathrooms. She showed him a bedroom on the main level, a laundry room, and another full bathroom. Tim could barely take it all in, and she was heading for the stairs he’d seen off the foyer when they’d come in.


The first thing he saw on the lower level of that house was of a pool table, and he relaxed just a bit for the first time since she’d pulled her little blue car onto Brandt Vista Drive. People with a pool table couldn’t be all that uptight.


There was a small office down there, too, but he really liked the room with the wet bar, a full-size working pinball machine, Atari video games, and a poker table. Definitely a man’s refuge.


Even the furniture was guy-like—the bottoms of the table and the couches were all made out of beer barrels. There were two couches, black leather with some kind of color design along the back.


“What do you want to do?” she asked. “We can play pinball. Or pool. Or . . .”


He hadn’t meant to do it, but she was so damn cute and driving him crazy, and before he had a single thought about the advisability of grabbing a beautiful girl in her home on their first date, Tim pulled Tara to him and pressed his lips against hers.


Just like that. They’d never even held hands and he was kissing her.


 He could have ended up in jail.


The kiss would have been worth the trip. Her lips were so soft.


Tara’s arms were around him and the kiss deepened. They fell down to the couch and he didn’t have enough blood supply to his brain to conjure up any thoughts. Involuntary actions took control.
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