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INTRODUCTION

 


 


In this Read on the Run title, we present
eighteen romances. Not love stories, although some of them do
include aspects of that. But whereas love stories are often sad,
each of the selections in A Wink and a Smile has either a
“happily-ever-after” ending, or at least a strong suggestion that
this is where the characters are heading.

That doesn’t mean these tales all sound the
same; to the contrary, we’ve found quite a diverse collection of
romances. Yes, there are some traditional romances, and there’s a
healthy handful of budding romances, but you will also find a story
set in the future, and a couple of fantasy tales. You will find
stories of pastries, and candies, of young lovers and old. You will
meet several matchmakers and you’ll see couples reconcile, and
there are even a few stories that will make you laugh.

As always, each story in the Read on the Run
series of anthologies is short, to suit your busy lifestyle.


 


 


 


 


 


TOO CLOSE TO SCHOOL

Michael Bracken

I purchased my home mid-summer, unaware of
the noise and traffic congestion caused nine months of each year by
the grade school only a block away. That’s why I was quite
surprised when I was startled awake by pandemonium on the first day
of school. I discovered parked cars lining both sides of the street
in front of my house. Children and parents streamed down the
sidewalk and across the corner of my lawn, and my neighbor’s dog
barked at every one of them.

My alarm wasn’t set to ring for another
forty-five minutes, but returning to bed was not an option. There
was no way I would be able to sleep with all the commotion outside,
so I pulled on a robe and limped past the closed door of the second
bedroom all the way into the kitchen.

Being a caffeine addict but not a coffee
drinker, I opened a can of cola and watched the parental and
pre-pubescent parade through my kitchen window. The parents were
mostly mothers, but a handful of fathers and a few couples escorted
their children to school that morning.

Some of the children were eager to start
school, while others practically had to be dragged to school by
their parents. I wondered how my daughter would have reacted. Would
Madison have enjoyed school, as I had, or would she have despised
every moment of it the way her father had?

Because I would never know, I shook off the
depressing, unproductive thoughts about what might have been,
finished my cola, and headed to the bathroom to get ready for the
day ahead. With so much extra time to prepare, I dawdled my way
through my morning routine.

I no longer wore dresses or skirts, and the
last thing I did before pulling on my slacks was fasten a brace
around my left knee. With the brace on, my limp was much less
pronounced. Then I slipped on a pair of flats because I could no
longer wear heels, checked my appearance in the mirror, grabbed my
purse, and headed out the door.

Except for a pair of mothers standing next to
a blue-and-rust pickup truck discussing something so important that
it required a great many hand gestures, the crowd that had awoken
me had dispersed. I climbed into my SUV, backed out of my driveway,
and drove to work.

“You’re here early,” Frieda said when she saw
me heading down the hall toward my office. Because she was often
the first person in the office each morning and the last person to
leave, she knew everyone’s daily routine. For that reason she had
become the office’s unofficial hall monitor.

I told her about my rude awakening that
morning. “I knew the grade school was nearby,” I said, “but I
didn’t expect my street to be overrun with children when the school
year started.”

We had worked together for several years, so
Frieda had known me well before the accident. “Are you okay with
that?”

“There was a moment where I wondered ‘what
if’,” I told her, “but the moment passed.”

Frieda took my hand and held it for a moment.
I was worried she might try to hug me, but I think she knew better.
When she released my hand, she said, “Let me know if there’s
anything I can do.”

“I will,” I said. Then I continued down the
hall to my office, stuffed my purse in the bottom drawer of my
desk, and spent a moment looking at the framed photograph on the
corner of my desk as I settled into my chair.

I didn’t often get to work early, so I took a
few minutes to stare out my office window, watching people arrive
in the offices across the street and wondering what surprises they
may have faced that morning.

“Kathleen?”

I turned to see Chuck standing in my open
doorway. He had transferred from the East Coast only a few months
earlier, and I knew as little about him as I knew about my new
neighbors. I just hadn’t made the effort.

“I’m surprised to see you here this
early.”

I let his comment slide without a response.
“What can I do for you, Chuck?”

He needed a file I had open on my desk. I
closed the folder and held it out until he crossed the room and
took it from my hand. As he did, Chuck said, “I’ll return it this
afternoon.”

“There’s no rush,” I told him. “I have what I
need from it.”

Chuck turned and left my office without
thanking me. He may have intended to keep his voice low, but it
carried, and I overheard him a moment later. “What’s with the gimp
today?” he asked. “She acts like she lost her best friend.”

I looked up in time to see Frieda grab
Chuck’s arm and pull him down so that she could speak directly into
his ear. When she finished, Chuck glanced over his shoulder and saw
me staring at him. He straightened and hurried out of sight.

Rising early had impacted me more than I had
realized, and I knew I would have to get my act together because
Frieda couldn’t run interference for me all day the way she had
when I first returned to work after the accident.

Luckily, I had no scheduled meetings and
could spend much of my day squirreled away in my office. I took a
deep breath, woke up my computer, and began to work.

The workday passed quickly enough, and the
streets around my house were quiet when I returned home that
evening. I had only lived in the house a few months, having moved
from the other side of town to get away from the daily reminders of
what I’d lost, and I had put my mark on the place. A two-bedroom
brick ranch on a corner lot, it had been a bit of a fixer-upper I’d
purchased from a divorcing couple eager to sell. I’d remodeled the
bathroom, had new kitchen appliances installed, and had the
hardwood floors stripped and stained. Then I had patched and
painted the walls myself before finally moving everything from my
apartment, arranging my furniture, and hanging all of my family
photographs.

With work inside the house complete, I could
use my free time to get my weed-infested yard in order, and after
dinner I stood in front of the bay window staring at it. Though I
had a yard service mow and edge each week, I had left landscaping
and the other yard work for the cooler weather of fall. I wondered
how my plans might change now that I knew children would be running
through my yard twice a day.

As I prepared for bed that evening, I was
still thinking about that morning. I knew I would not be able to
sleep through all the commotion the following morning, or any
school-day morning for that matter. I set my alarm to go off an
hour earlier than I had been rising, slid beneath the covers, and
tried my best to forget my day.

I couldn’t, and I tossed and turned for quite
some time before I finally fell asleep.

The next morning wasn’t quite as bad as the
first day of school because the alarm woke me before all the
commotion began outside. Once again, I took my time preparing for
work and left the house after most of the school crowd had
dispersed. The blue-and-rust pickup truck was parked in the same
place as the previous morning, but the two gesticulating mothers
were nowhere to be seen.

Frieda didn’t comment about my early arrival,
but as I was settling into place behind my desk she came into my
office with a cold can of cola from the machine in the break room.
As she placed it on the desk in front of me, she said, “You don’t
look like you slept well.”

“I didn’t.” I told her about setting my alarm
an hour earlier, but I didn’t mention the return of my bad dreams,
dreams that had not bothered me in several months. “I’ll need to
start going to bed earlier if I’m going to be getting up
earlier.”

“Remember,” she said, “if there’s anything I
can do, let me know.”

After I assured her that I would, Frieda
returned to her desk. I popped open the can of cola she’d brought
me and then went through the stack of things in my in-basket. At
the bottom was the file Chuck had borrowed the previous morning,
obviously returned the previous evening after I had left for the
day. I wondered if my co-worker had actually needed it the entire
day or if he had been embarrassed to face me after what I’d
overheard him say about my gait.

My mornings gradually improved as the week
progressed, but I still took advantage of my first day off since
the start of the school year and slept late on Saturday morning.
After a shower and a simple brunch, I dressed in clothes
appropriate for doing yard work. Despite late summer heat more
appropriate for shorts, I wore relaxed fit jeans with pant legs
loose enough to hide my knee brace.

A month earlier I had taken advantage of a
garden supply store’s sale and had purchased a variety of gardening
tools, including gloves and a wide-brimmed floppy hat. I collected
the new yard cart with never-used gardening tools attached and
wheeled it into the front yard. I took a long, hard look at my
next-door-neighbor’s lush lawn, imagining mine someday looking that
nice. Then I put on my hat, pulled on my gloves, and sat on my
front walk at the bottom of the porch steps.

I began pulling weeds and tossing them into
the yard cart. I pulled every weed I could reach and then shifted
position and did it again, working my way toward the sidewalk.
Before long I had pulled so many weeds that my yard looked like it
was developing brown measles.

“You’ve given yourself quite a task,” said a
deep male voice.

Startled, I looked up to see an attractive
man near my age standing on the sidewalk watching me, an English
bulldog panting at his side.

I struggled to my feet.

“Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” I lied. Thanks to the brace, I
always struggled to rise from the ground. “My leg fell asleep,
that’s all.”

His eyes narrowed and I wondered if he could
see the outline of the brace through my jeans, but he didn’t
contradict me.

“How can I help you?”

“We’ve lived next door to each other for two
months already and we’ve never introduced ourselves.” He stuck out
his hand. “Matt.”

“Kathleen.” I pulled off one glove and shook
his hand quickly, not wanting to touch him any longer than
necessary, but not so briefly as to appear rude.

My neighbor motioned toward the dog sitting
at his feet. “This is Winston,” he said. “You’ve probably heard his
opinion of children.”

“Every morning this week.”

“I’m sorry about that,” he said, “but Winston
won’t shut up until the last kid has passed.”

“That must drive you crazy.”

“It did the first couple of years,” Matt
said, “but not so much any more. If you’re like me, I’ll bet nobody
told you about the traffic congestion during the school year.”

“Not a word,” I said. “I might not have moved
here if they had.”

“The school has a perfectly good drop-off
system,” he explained, “but some parents just won’t use it.”

We talked for a few minutes more, I learned
that he was single, that he and Winston had lived in the house next
to mine for seven years, and that his house had been in much worse
shape when he purchased it than mine was.

“You should come over sometime and see what
I’ve done with the place.”

“Maybe I will,” I said, being polite because
I had no intention of ever visiting his house.

That seemed to wrap up our brief conversation
because my neighbor motioned to his dog. “Come on, Winston,” he
said. “Let’s finish our walk.”

The bulldog heaved itself to its feet and the
two of them headed down the sidewalk. I waited until they
disappeared inside the house next door before I returned my
attention to my yard. I lowered myself to the ground and continued
pulling weeds.

 


***

 


I didn’t see Chuck at all the following week,
but I didn’t mind. Our duties and responsibilities rarely
overlapped. Frieda stopped bringing me sodas each morning once she
realized I had successfully transitioned to an earlier start to my
day and that I was no longer bothered by the sight of all those
children trooping past my house each morning.

I spent part of each evening continuing my
quest to eliminate every weed from my lawn, and late Saturday
afternoon, a week after I started, I finished with the front lawn.
Then I opened the gate to look at the back yard. At first glance
I’d have sworn there wasn’t a blade of grass poking up anywhere
between all the weeds.

“Kathleen?”

The deep male voice seemed familiar. I
glanced around but didn’t see who had called my name.

“Winston and I are on the back porch.” I knew
then that my neighbor was addressing me. “You’ve been working hard
all day. Why don’t you come over and relax for a few minutes?”

I didn’t really want to, but I didn’t want to
be rude, either.

I found Matt sitting on his back porch
nursing a glass of wine. On the table next to him was a plate of
cheese and crackers and an open wine bottle. He held up his glass
and asked, “May I pour you a glass?”

“No, thank you.”

“Don’t like red?” he asked.

“I don’t drink,” I told him.

“Ever?”

“Not even communion wine.” I didn’t tell him
that the last time I had been inside a church my prayers had not
been answered and so I had never returned.

He indicated the plate. “Cheese and crackers,
then?”

I shook my head.

“Keep her entertained, Winston,” my neighbor
said as he put down his wine glass, rose from his chair, and
disappeared into the house. Winston just stared at me and drooled
until Matt returned holding a glass of ice water with a wedge of
lemon floating in it.

I reluctantly pulled off my gloves and
accepted the glass he offered me. I didn’t realize how thirsty I
was until I lifted the glass to my lips. I downed half the water
before I settled onto the empty chair opposite Matt’s and set the
glass on the table between us. I thanked him for the water and then
took another, smaller, sip.

Matt pushed the tray of cheese and crackers
toward me. “You sure you don’t want any?”

“I—” I was going to say that I didn’t, but I
actually was hungry. I reached for a piece of cheese and paired it
with a cracker. “Maybe just one.”

“The Johnsons never took care of their yard,”
he said, “so it’s nice to see you making an effort to whip it into
shape.”

“I think I’m the one being whipped,” I said.
I took another cracker and piece of cheese from the tray. “I didn’t
realize what a project I had undertaken when I started pulling
weeds last Saturday, and the backyard…”

“You might be better off just renting a
rototiller and turning it under.”

Trying to manhandle a rototiller seemed more
dangerous than I could handle, and I knew it was something I would
never do. Without mentioning the reason, I said, “That’s not
something I would feel comfortable doing.”

“What if I did it for you?”

“I couldn’t ask you to do that.”

“You didn’t ask,” he said. “I offered.”

I finished my water, grabbed my gloves, and
stood. “Thank you for the snack and the conversation,” I said, “but
I need to get home now.”

 


***

 


I slept late Sunday morning and didn’t start
my day until mid-morning. I had just stepped out of the shower when
a loud noise from the back of my house caught my attention. I
wrapped a towel around myself and limped into the second
bedroom—the one I rarely entered because it was filled with
memories—and peeked through the blinds.

My neighbor was in the process of rototilling
my backyard. I couldn’t very well limp outside wearing nothing but
a towel to tell him to stop, so I returned to the bathroom and
finished drying myself. I pulled on my underthings, strapped on my
knee brace, and then pulled on loose jeans, a T-shirt, and running
shoes.

By the time I made it outside, Matt had
finished tilling half the yard. He turned off the rototiller when
he saw me hurrying across the yard toward him, the uneven ground
causing me unexpected difficulty.

He caught my arm when I stumbled. “Are you
okay?”

I ignored his question as I straightened up
and pulled away from him. I didn’t like being touched, and I
especially didn’t like anyone to think I couldn’t take care of
myself. “Why are you doing this?”

“I’m just being a good neighbor,” Matt
said.

I folded my arms under my breasts and glared
at him.

“Okay, I admit it, I do have an ulterior
motive.”

“What’s that?”

I expected Matt to say something about
getting to know me better, so I was surprised when he said, “If we
get your yard under control, I won’t have to fight so hard to keep
the weeds from invading mine.”

Winston barked at us through the fence, as if
emphasizing Matt’s point.

I looked at the work my neighbor had done and
what he had left to do. “Do you have lunch plans?”

He smiled. “Not yet.”

“I’ll prepare something for us. It should be
ready about the time you finish.”

After he said we had a deal, I returned to
the house and searched through my fridge, looking for something
appropriate for two. I hadn’t cooked for a man in quite a long
time, but I knew I couldn’t just pop a couple of frozen meals in
the microwave. After surveying all the options, I settled on
meatless pasta featuring a variety of fresh vegetables.

As I prepared our lunch, I wondered what I
was getting myself into. I didn’t want anyone to get close to me. I
couldn’t allow that to happen again because I couldn’t risk losing
someone else.

When lunch was ready I didn’t invite Matt
inside. Instead, I suggested we dine on his back porch. He had
already loaded the rototiller in the back of his pickup truck by
then, and I let him carry the platter of pasta across our yards. I
followed with plates, silverware, and a few slices of garlic toast
made with white bread.

As I set the table, he ducked inside. He
returned with two wine glasses and his unfinished bottle from the
previous day. He offered me a glass, but I declined.

He took one of the wine glasses inside, and
when he returned it was filled with ice water and a lemon
wedge.

I had already settled into place and was
serving our pasta when I twisted position and my knee brace clunked
against one of the hollow metal table legs.

A puzzled look crossed Matt’s face as he
placed the water-filled wine glass in front of me. “What was
that?”

I hesitated before answering. “My knee
brace.”

He glanced at my leg, but he couldn’t see
through my jeans and his gaze didn’t linger. “What happened?”

“I was in a traffic accident a few years
ago,” I explained. “The orthopedic surgeon put my leg back together
as best she could, but I’ll have to wear a brace for the rest of my
life.”

He settled into place in the chair opposite
me. “It doesn’t seem to slow you down.”

“There’s no reason it should,” I said, “but
I’ll never wear heels again.”

“Do you miss them?”

“Sometimes,” I said. “They made my legs look
great.”

I was surprised I had blurted that out. I had
never admitted to anyone that I missed wearing heels. Then I felt
myself beginning to tear up. Wearing heels wasn’t the only thing I
missed because of the accident.

Matt saw the look on my face. “Did I say
something wrong?”

“No,” I said as I used my napkin to dab away
the tears pooling in the corners of my eyes. Then I lied. “It must
be allergies, all that grass floating around.”

“Must be.” Matt watched me until I composed
myself, and I felt certain he knew I had lied. Luckily, he was
polite enough not to inquire further. Instead, he took a bite of
pasta and raved about how good it tasted. “I haven’t had a good
home-cooked meal in ages.”

“No girlfriend?”

“I date occasionally,” he said, “but never
long enough to get invited to dinner. You?”

I shrugged, not willing to discuss my
intentional lack of companionship. “What about your mother?”

Matt laughed. “I’m sure she’d cook for me
every night if I wanted, but she retired to Florida with my
stepfather and I haven’t see her lately except on Skype.”

I’d never used Skype, so I made him tell me
all about it. Then I asked him some other questions and in that way
kept him from asking anything more about my personal life.

By the time we finished eating I knew about
his job as the bindery foreman for a printing company, that he had
spent more renovating his house than he’d paid for it at the tax
sale, and that his relationship with Winston had been the longest
one he’d ever had.

I asked why.

“It’s Winston,” Matt explained. “He doesn’t
like many people and runs them off.”

“He seems to like me.”

Matt smiled. “He has good taste.”

We had finished eating by then and I wasn’t
interested in flirting with my neighbor, so I stood and stacked our
dirty dishes so I could carry them home.

“You’re in quite a hurry to leave,” Matt
said.

“I’m sorry,” I said as I gathered the
silverware and placed it on top of the dishes, “But I have things
to do this afternoon.”

My neighbor rose and reached for the stack of
dirty dishes. “I can carry those for you.”

“No,” I said a little too abruptly as I
scooped the dishes into my arms. “I can carry everything.”

I was in a hurry to leave and wasn’t paying
as much attention to my feet as I should have, so I stumbled over
Winston, causing him to grunt and me to fling dirty dishes in every
direction.

Matt caught me in his arms, preventing me
from falling on my face. He held on tight—my breasts mashed against
his chest, my face only inches from his—as I struggled to get my
feet under me and right myself.

I had not been held in a man’s arms in so
long I had forgotten how good it could feel, so I didn’t pull away
as quickly as I knew I should. When I finally did I realized I had
splashed spaghetti sauce all over the front of Matt’s shirt and
that, because I’d been smashed against his chest, it was all over
mine as well.

“That’s twice in one day,” he said. “Are you
sure you’re okay?”

“Fine.” I turned away and began picking up
the scattered dishware. Luckily it had all landed on my neighbor’s
lush grass and nothing had broken. “I’m fine.”

Matt helped me gather everything and stack it
up again. I thanked him for catching me, I thanked him for helping
me retrieve all my dinnerware, and I thanked him for rototilling my
yard. “Is there anything I haven’t thanked you for?”
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