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  Lorna Collins




  Snowflake Secrets




  Luanna Rugh




  Snowflake Secrets




  Christie Shary




  Snowflake Secrets




  Dedications




  Spring’s Fling – Sherry Derr-Wille




  I dedicate Spring’s Fling to my mother, Norma Derr.




  Even as an adult, she was my Easter Bunny and Santa Claus rolled into one. Holidays were her favorite times. Whether decorating her home or filling Easter baskets to the delight of all, she was in her glory. This one’s for you, Mom.




  Summer’s Challenge – Luanna Rugh




  Summer’s Challenge is dedicated to law enforcement officers of all shapes, sizes, and varieties everywhere, especially my brothers.




  Autumn’s Blessing – Christie Shary




  Autumn’s Blessing is dedicated to all those who have loved and lost and finally found love again.




  Winter’s Song – Lorna Collins




  Winter’s Song is dedicated to the real Dan and Amy.




  I’m delighted to have been the bossy lady who played a small part in bringing you together. My play may have been the setting, but ultimately it was God’s doing.




  Bless you both and your lovely family.
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  SPRING’S FlING




  by Sherry Derr-Wille




  Spring




  Sing in the spring:




  The song of new life,




  The song of hope,




  The song of new love;




  Raise your voice and celebrate




  The wonder of renewal




  Chapter 1




  Two Weeks Before Easter, 2008




  Aspen Grove, Colorado




  “What do you want the Easter Bunny to bring you, honey?”




  Spring Morrison rolled her eyes at her mother’s question. As a single mother, Spring didn’t have the time to do the things her mom had done for the holiday. Her mother enjoyed going all out for every holiday, including gifts for everyone. It wasn’t like she didn’t know the real meaning of the holiday. Spring remembered her mother dragging her to sunrise service when she was a kid. Now it was Spring who went to the service at six in the morning. As for her mother, she attended the Easter Vigil on Saturday night, then first service on Sunday morning.




  “You know I’m too old to be getting an Easter basket or believe in the Easter Bunny for that matter.”




  “You’re never too old for fun. Now, tell me what you want in your basket or you might get something you don’t want.”




  Spring sighed. “All right, if you must know, I’d like a man in my life. I just don’t think that’s anything a bunny could manage. I’m the first to admit that I’ve been lonely since Al was killed.”




  Just talking about her husband brought a catch to her voice and tears threatened to fall. Her first husband had been Jack Parsons. They were far too young to be married and when their first child died in infancy, Jack became so abusive Spring filed for divorce. When she met Al, it was like day and night. He was everything Jack hadn’t been. He treated her like a queen and gave her two beautiful children. Her daughter, Lori, just turned fourteen and Tommy would be ten in the fall. Four years ago, Spring had been ready to go out for their anniversary when a state patrol officer came to the house to tell her that Jack had been killed in a traffic accident. Since then she had worked as an administrative assistant for the president of a large manufacturer in town to supplement the money she got from Social Security for the kids.




  She’d had several dates over the past four years, but all most of the guys were interested in was going to bed with her and she certainly wasn’t ready for anything like that in her life.




  “Do what you have to do, Mom. Even if you can’t fill my Easter basket with what I want, you always make the day a special one.”




  Spring hung up the phone and laughed at the prospect of her mother going out shopping for the perfect man for her Easter basket.




  “Was that Grandma you were talking to?” Lori asked as she poured herself a glass of milk.




  “It sure was. Has she asked you what you want from the Easter Bunny yet?”




  Lori nodded. “She asked me when she picked us up from school yesterday. I was thinking about that MP3 player I saw at the mall yesterday.”




  Spring groaned. She hoped she had instilled better values in her kids than to ask for something so expensive. “I thought you were saving your babysitting money to buy that.”




  “I am. I just wanted to see how you would react. I told her I wanted a pair of earrings and Tommy said that he needed some new kneepads for skateboarding. What did you ask for?”




  “Something that will hopefully stop her from asking. I don’t need presents for Easter anymore. I’m just happy when I don’t have to cook dinner. I told her I’d like the Easter Bunny to bring a man into my life. That’s one present I’m certain she won’t be able to come up with.”




  * * * *




  Easter morning was hectic to say the least. At the sunrise service, Spring sang a duet with the pastor as well as a solo, while Lori and Tommy helped with the breakfast put on by the youth group.




  For the first and second services, they all sang in the combined choirs of adults, youth and children. As soon as they sang the second time, they were able to leave to go to their grandmother’s house for Easter dinner. It was a given there would be an egg hunt in the backyard, as well as a centerpiece of brightly colored eggs on the table.




  Since Spring’s brother, Kevin, had moved to Los Angeles last year, it would only be Spring and her family. Of course, her mother had sent packages to Kevin’s family for the holiday, but things would be different this year. There would be several empty places at the table.




  To Spring’s surprise, a strange car was sitting in her mother’s driveway. “I suppose Grandma found one of her friends who was going to be alone today and invited her to join us. Grandma has a heart that’s as big as all outdoors. I think that’s a perfect idea. Without Uncle Kevin, Aunt Julie and their kids, it was going to be lonely this year. I just hope someone has asked them to share Easter dinner.”




  “I didn’t think you’d ever get here,” Emily Nelson said when they finally entered the living room. “I have someone I want you to meet.”




  Spring didn’t like the sound of her mother’s voice. She had something up her sleeve and Spring was worried about what it could be.




  As soon as they entered the dining room, Spring’s eyes widened with surprise. The guest at the table wasn’t one of her mother’s elderly friends. Instead a man who could only be called any woman’s dream sat at the table. It was all she could do not to laugh to see this man dressed in a cream-colored suit with an Easter egg pink shirt topped with a robin’s egg blue tie.




  “I was sent here special delivery by the Easter Bunny,” the man said. “You have to be Spring. My name is Wade. I think this is going to be one of the most delightful Easters I’ve ever spent. I wasn’t looking forward to eating alone in my apartment. It was a relief when my neighbor, Mildred, introduced me to Emily. She invited me to dinner and said that you had asked for a man from the Easter Bunny. I figured it was worth a try.”




  “I-I don’t know what to say. You know nothing about me other than what my mother had told you and she’s been known to exaggerate when it comes to her family. I was only joking when I said I wanted a man in my Easter basket. I never thought…”




  “Ah, but your mother took you seriously, and I am not only a man, but I’m unattached. I just moved to Aspen Grove and I don’t know anyone, yet.”




  “In other words, I should be careful what I wish for in the future. So, how did she convince Mildred to get the two of you together?”




  “I can answer that one for you, honey,” her mother interrupted. “I asked Mildred if she knew of a nice young man who might be interested in being your Easter present. She told me about Wade. He’s her next-door neighbor and she thought he’d be just perfect for you.”




  “I see. Do I have to ask who suggested the pink shirt and blue tie?”




  “To be truthful,” Wade replied, “I just happened to have gotten the shirt from my sister for Christmas and I bought the tie after I got Emily’s invitation. I enjoy wearing lots of color and this seemed to be the perfect time to get the shirt unpacked and pressed. It’s not every day I get to be an Easter gift for a beautiful woman.”




  Spring shook her head. Never in her life had she been put in such a position. “Well, if you are to be my present from the Easter Bunny, I can’t refuse you. Today I will gladly enjoy your company.”




  Chapter 2




  Skeptical was hardly the word Wade Parker would have used when his next-door neighbor, Mildred Abbot, asked him if he would consent to being a present from the Easter Bunny for Spring Morrison.




  “You want me to be what?” Wade had questioned.




  “My friend, Emily, says the only thing her daughter, Spring, wants for Easter is a man. Her husband has been dead for the past four years and she’s lonely. Emily says if she can give her daughter even one day of the companionship of a handsome man, she’ll be happy.”




  Wade had laughed at Mildred’s suggestion, but the more he thought about it, the more intriguing it became. He remembered the god-awful pink shirt his sister, Kate, had given him for Christmas and decided it would make the perfect attire for an Easter present. To go with it, he went out and bought the brightest blue silk tie he could find.




  Now as he sat at Emily’s table with Spring by his side, he was glad he’d taken the challenge. She was a beautiful honey blonde with natural curls cascading down her back. Even though he knew she had two children, he marveled at her reed-thin figure. Her blue eyes twinkled with mischief, making him wonder if she was as surprised at seeing him as she seemed to be.




  “You have to excuse my mother, Wade. She’s a little too eager to make me happy. I was only teasing when I told her I wanted a man in my Easter basket.”




  “I’m glad she was eager. This would have been a very lonely day for me if I hadn’t gotten this invitation. I just moved here to work at Compton Industries two months ago. Outside of the people I work with, I’m afraid I don’t know anyone in town.”




  “What do you do at Compton?” Spring asked. It seemed like she was completely genuine in her interest.




  “I’m the new head of the IT Department. You know, I’m one of those computer geeks.”




  “You must be in the data center or I’d have met you. I’m the administrative assistant to Charles Johnson, the president of Compton, but I’m at the headquarters building in Golden. I’m afraid the only time I ever have contact with IT is when my computer goes down.”




  “Just remember to ask for me by name,” Wade quipped. “I’m the best in the business; at least that’s what they told me when they sent the headhunter to find me three months ago.”




  For the first time since taking this position, Wade was glad he’d left Racine and relocated to a strange town. He’d heard a lot about the hot chick who was the administrative assistant to Mr. Johnson, but he certainly wasn’t prepared to be her Easter present.




  “So what do you do when you aren’t working for the big guy?” Wade asked.




  Spring’s laughter sounded like the tinkling of the wind chimes outside his mother’s kitchen window. “I take care of my kids. That’s what single mothers do. How about you? When you’re not dressed up like an Easter egg, what do you do for fun?”




  “Touché. Mostly I spend my days settling in my new apartment. Since I don’t know anyone out here, it sort of limits my social life. Since I’m your present, I’m hoping this won’t be the last we see of each other.”




  Their conversation was cut short when Emily announced if they didn’t say grace, their dinner would be ruined. Again he was reminded of home. His mother was the one who always did all the work, even though his sisters insisted they wanted to bring something. She was also the one who wanted everyone to say grace before even one morsel of food was passed around the table. He had to admit, he missed that. He found it hard to say grace over a frozen dinner that tasted like plastic food, but he hadn’t even had time to stock his kitchen so he could make a proper meal for himself.




  Like things at home, the food was passed clockwise around the table. Scalloped potatoes and vegetables, as well as a molded salad, pickles and dessert, accompanied a spiral sliced ham. It was everything Easter dinner at home would have been, making him more homesick than he had been since coming here. He missed his family, but it would all be worth it if he got closer to Spring. She was certainly someone he wanted in his life. Hopefully her feelings were the same.




  * * * *




  “How was your weekend?” Seth Watkins asked when Wade got into work on Monday.




  The question reminded him of the one his sister had asked last night. He’d called to wish her a happy Easter and ended up telling her about how he had used the shirt she gave him for Christmas.




  He decided she’d been put out that he called it an Easter egg shirt, but she hid her annoyance well. Instead, she insisted that if Spring was someone he found special, she wanted to come out and meet her. He’d put her off, but he knew it was only a matter of time before she would be coming to see his apartment. What he couldn’t promise was that she’d be able to meet Spring. He had to get her to fall in love with him first.




  “It was interesting to say the least.”




  “You know if you hadn’t told me about this blind date of yours, my wife said we should have invited you over to our place. Guess guys just don’t think of things like that. I suppose she turned out to be a real dog. I remember blind dates before I met my wife. They were a drag.”




  “As a matter of fact, it turns out she works right here at Compton. Of course she’s in the head honcho’s office, so that’s why I didn’t recognize her name.”




  “Don’t tell me you had a date with The Fox?”




  “If you’re talking about Spring Morrison, yes, she was the one. She’s just as hot as you said she was.”




  “Did you hit a home run?”




  Wade smiled at Seth’s question. It was something he would have expected from his friends in junior and senior high, not out in the professional working world.




  “Hardly. We had dinner at her mother’s place with her kids. It doesn’t mean I’m not willing to see her again, but I’ll take it slow. If she doesn’t want me in her life, so be it, but I’m going to give it the old college try.”




  By Tuesday, Wade was trying to make a plan to get to see Spring again. All day Monday he had expected her to call with some made-up problem with her computer. If she wouldn’t come to him willingly, he decided to do something so she would need to have him come to her. It didn’t take long for him to hack into her computer and freeze it up. He could easily fix the problem from his end, but that would defeat the purpose.




  Ten minutes after he took over control of her workstation, the phone rang. When he answered it, he was disappointed the voice on the other end was male.




  “This is Chuck Johnson. We seem to be having problems with the computers in my office. Can you come to headquarters and get us up and running again?”




  After assuring Chuck he would be there as soon as he could, he pushed back his chair.




  “Where are you off to?” Seth asked.




  “That was Mr. Johnson. It seems the computers in his office are acting up. I said I’d come and see what I can do.”




  “You lasted longer than I thought you would.”




  “What are you talking about?”




  “You know damn good and well what I’m talking about. Every time that phone rang for the past two days you’ve jumped on it like a hound on a rabbit. Just what did you do to The Fox’s computer?”




  Wade smiled. “Me? Do you think I’d do something?” He winked at Seth. “I’ll just have to see what’s wrong and if I can fix it.”




  Chapter 3




  “I hate this computer,” Spring said as she pounded on the keyboard, trying to unfreeze the screen that was hopelessly stuck displaying the last document she had been working on, but not going anywhere else.




  “I think you should call IT,” her boss commented from his office.




  She’d forgotten the door stood open. It was usually shut and therefore when it was open she should have been more careful what she said out of frustration.




  “It should come back soon, I’m just impatient.”




  “It’s more like you’re stubborn.” She looked up to see Chuck standing beside her desk. “You’d rather sit here trying to make something work that’s broken. I just called IT and told them to send someone to get this fixed.”




  The fact Chuck had taken it upon himself to call IT to ask them to take a look at her computer made her wonder if it would be Wade who’d be coming. If it were, how would she handle having him in her office?




  A knock at the door interrupted Spring’s thoughts. “Enter,” she called without asking the identity of the person on the other side. As soon as Wade entered the office, she could feel her stomach doing flip-flops. Part of her had hoped he would be the one to come to fix the computer and the rest of her prayed the tech would be someone else from the department.




  “I hear you’re having problems with your computer,” he said as he approached her desk. “If you don’t mind standing up, I’ll see what I can do with it.”




  Spring got up, smoothing down her skirt that had ridden up while she was sitting in her chair. The thought of him sitting where she had been seated moments earlier made her heart flutter.




  I shouldn’t be experiencing this kind of thing. I certainly don’t have feelings for him and I don’t want him in my life, do I?




  She turned her attention back to what Wade was doing. He rebooted her computer, the same way she had done at least six times before. Unlike when she did it, the screen came to life and did his bidding. She was surprised when the document she’d been working on came up and everything done that morning was saved.




  “How did you do that?” she asked.




  Wade got to his feet. “It’s a professional secret. If I told you, I’d be out of a job and we can’t have that, can we?”




  “I suppose not; it would be a shame if you starved to death. What I want to know is why it didn’t respond to me when I tried to reboot and how did you get my document to save like that?”




  “Like I said before, I can’t betray professional secrets. I would like to take you to lunch, though. I hear the cafeteria here at headquarters is pretty good. It sure beats the hamburger joint across from my office.”




  Spring glanced at her watch. She was surprised to see that it was close to noon. “I-I usually don’t take time for lunch. There’s always just too much work to do and too little time to get it all done. With the computer acting up I don’t think…”




  “For the love of Mike, Spring, go out to lunch with the guy,” Chuck said. “I’ve been trying to get you to take your lunch hours for weeks. Maybe you’ll listen to this young man. As a matter of fact, let this be my treat. Here’s my card for the cafeteria. It’s entirely possible you might realize you’re a desirable woman and there’s more to life than working your butt off in this office and your kids.”




  Before Spring could say anything, Chuck turned to Wade. “This young lady has two kids who can easily fend for themselves, but to hear her talk about them you wouldn’t believe it. She’s in dire need of a good time.”




  “What is this, find a date for the poor widow week?” Spring countered. “On Sunday it was my mother and now you.”




  Chuck looked from Spring to Wade. “Don’t tell me he was your Easter present. Well, at least your mother has good taste when she’s shopping for a man to put in your Easter basket. As for you, Wade, I wish you luck. Spring is a tough nut to crack when it comes to enjoying herself.”




  Spring held up her hands in mock surrender. “It looks like I’m outnumbered. As much as I’d like to stay here and work, I’ve lost my train of thought. After lunch maybe I’ll be able to get back on track.”




  Chapter 4




  Wade couldn’t believe his luck. He’d sabotaged Spring’s computer in the hope of getting the chance to talk to her, if only for a minute. Now it seemed even her boss was on his side.




  He waited for her to shut down her PC before escorting her toward the elevator that led to the cafeteria. “I honestly can’t let your boss pay for our lunch,” he said, once the doors shut, closing him in alone with Spring.




  “Why not? Chuck’s like an old mother hen. He gives me that line every day, but I never take him up on it. I plan on making the most of this lunch. It will teach him not to offer again.”




  Wade knew she was teasing by the smile that graced her lips. Still, he’d planned to pay for this lunch. He certainly wasn’t planning to have the president of the company steal his thunder.




  “Come on, Chuck can afford it and you deserve a reward for saving my computer.”




  “When you put it that way, how can I say no?”




  The special of the day was written on the board and consisted of a Reuben sandwich with a choice of sides. “Do you like Reuben sandwiches?” Spring asked.




  “I sure do, how about you?”




  Spring’s smile said volumes. “I like them, but not as much as I do the candy from my Easter basket. Especially the eye candy mixed in with the stuff loaded with the calories I don’t need.”




  “I was hoping you’d say that. I never thought about myself as eye candy, but I guess it’s all in the way you look at things. I didn’t realize until I got home on Sunday that I didn’t get your phone number. I was going to call your mother, but I figured she’d think I was a real dunce for not getting it. I’m really glad your computer went down. That way I had a reason for coming up here to see you.”




  Spring blushed. He knew she’d had nothing to do with the breakdown, but he wasn’t about to let her know that. His ruse had worked; now all he had to do was convince her of how much she needed him in her life.




  “Can I see you again, even if your computer doesn’t break down?”




  Spring looked up from her sandwich. “I-I don’t know. There’s the kids to consider and…”




  “And I like your kids. I think they like me as well. Can you give me a chance? I promise, I won’t move any faster than what you want, but I would like to take you out to dinner tonight. This time it will be my treat and it won’t be sandwiches in the cafeteria.”




  * * * *




  “Did you get The Fox up and running?” Seth asked when Wade returned to the office.




  “She does have a name, you know. It’s Spring and yes, I got it running.”




  “I had no doubts. Just what did you do to sabotage it?”




  “That’s none of your business. Just remember, it’s fixed and that’s all that matters.”




  Wade thought about the date he’d planned for this evening. He had no idea where to take someone he wanted to impress. “You’re from around here, aren’t you, Seth?”




  “I’ve lived here all my life. Why do you ask?”




  “If you wanted to impress someone, where would you take a woman for dinner?”




  “Dinner? Don’t tell me you asked her for a date?”




  “Okay I won’t, but I did and she said yes. I don’t want her to think I’m a hick from the sticks.”




  “I’d hardly call Racine the sticks. If you’re sure about this, why don’t you take her out to the Lake House? It’s an old stagecoach inn and is on the national register. It’s quite rustic and my wife tells me it’s the most romantic place we go to together. Another thing, be sure to ask for a table in front of the fireplace. It’s still cool enough that they’ll have it going.”




  Wade thanked Seth and started planning his evening with Spring. Before leaving work, he called the Lake House and made reservations for two, being certain to request a table in front of the fireplace.




  His home phone was ringing off the wall when he walked into his apartment. He was almost afraid to answer. What if it was Spring, canceling their date for tonight? Before picking up the receiver, he checked the caller ID. To his relief it was his sister, Susan, on the line.




  “Hey, big brother, what’s up?”




  “Not much. How was your trip to Orlando? Kate told me that Gene took you and the kids there for spring break.”




  “The trip was fantastic, but that’s not what I’m calling about. I just got off the phone with Kate and she told me about how you were the filling for a very special Easter basket. What’s she like? Are you going to see her again?”




  “What is it with you women? I went to her mother’s place for Easter dinner and Spring was there as well. You might say we hit it off and then I found out she works at the same place I do. Unfortunately, she works in the headquarters building in Golden and I’m stuck in the data center. I did have to go to her office today to fix her computer.”




  Susan’s laughter on the other end of the line came as a shock. “If I know you, you found a way to make her computer break down. I’m glad you were able to fix it. Did you ask her out?”




  “As a matter of fact, I did. I only came home to change clothes before we go out to a place called the Lake House. I made reservations for seven so I have to get a move on or I’ll be late picking her up.”




  “Well, we wouldn’t want that. Just take it slow; remember what happened with Melissa.”




  Wade hung up the phone. Having Susan bring up his ex-wife hurt. He’d been taken with her from the first moment he saw her. After a whirlwind courtship, they’d married. It took only a month for her to change completely. After six months he’d had enough. Finding her in his bed with his best friend when he came home from work early had been the final straw. The last he heard of Melissa, she was living in California with yet another man. This was a guy she’d met in a chat room on the Internet. If he really cared, he would have called the guy and told him what to expect from her. The reason he hadn’t was that he realized he never did love her. He’d been in lust rather than love and that was the worst reason for anyone to get married.




  Things were different with Spring. He wasn’t thinking with the wrong head this time. Eventually sex would come into the equation, but not before they got to know each other.




  Chapter 5




  “What have I done?” Spring lamented as she took one dress after another out of the closet.




  “What are you talking about?” Lori asked as she entered the bedroom. She looked skeptically at all the dresses, skirts and blouses that covered the bed in a myriad of colors.




  “Wade came to my office today. I was having problems with my computer and he fixed it. I could have wrung Chuck’s neck when he suggested Wade and I go out to lunch together in the cafeteria. One thing led to another and the next thing I knew I was accepting an invitation to go out to dinner with him tonight.”




  “That’s great, Mom! What are you going to wear? Where is he going to take you?”




  “I don’t know to both questions. Everything I have looks like, well, I don’t know what it looks like, but I just know it’s not right.”




  Lori pawed through the discarded clothes. It took only a minute for her to come up with an outfit. She’d chosen pieces that Spring would never have put together. Surprisingly, the look was not only flattering, but it didn’t scream, ‘I have teenage children and I’m hardly any man’s dream.’ The skirt was an off-white A-line with a floral-print jacket as well as a solid-colored tank top. By the time she put on Lori’s new red sandals, she felt almost as young as her daughter.




  “Are you sure you’re all right with me going out tonight?”




  “Positive. I’ve got a ton of homework and so does Tommy. We’ll order a pizza and spend the evening studying. Besides, it’s been a long time since Daddy died. It’s time for you to get out. Of course, you did ask Grandma for a man in your Easter basket. How can you turn down your present? Who knows, this one might turn out to be a keeper.”




  * * * *




  It was shortly before six-thirty when Wade pulled up in front of Spring’s house. She lived at the outskirts of town in a beautiful new two-story house. It was more than likely one she and her husband had built just prior to his death. This place looked like it must have cost an arm and a leg. Even with a good job at Compton, he wondered how she afforded it. There were just too many homes being foreclosed on in this day and age.




  Outside a skateboard that had to belong to Tommy rested in the grass, just now turning green from the brown of winter. Along with the skateboard was a girl’s bike.




  After turning off the ignition, he went up to the front door and rang the bell. It took only a moment for Lori to answer and ask him to come in while her mother finished getting ready for their date.




  The interior of the house might have come out of one of the magazines Melissa had enjoyed reading. The formal living room led into a dining area and a large kitchen. He certainly liked the open floor plan. From the dining area a patio door led out onto a deck he was certain was well used during the summer months. The furniture had not been put out yet, but a large gas grill still sat there. It was entirely possible that on nice days during the winter they had used it.




  “This is a great place,” he commented after he sat down on the couch.




  “This was the house Mom and Dad really wanted. It’s a lot of work to keep it up, but Mom says it’s worth it.”




  “I’m sorry if I kept you waiting,” Spring said as she entered the room, breaking into his inner thoughts.




  He assessed the woman who had seemed to dominate his thoughts ever since he’d seen her enter her mother’s dining room on Easter. She looked much younger than she had when he saw her at the office earlier. It could be because she no longer had her hair up in a bun. He liked the way it fell across her shoulders. As he recalled, on Easter she had pulled it back and secured it with a clip. That had made her look younger, but not nearly as attractive as she looked tonight.




  “From what I see, the wait was worth it, even though it wasn’t very long. Lori made me feel right at home.”




  Her smile was a great reward. He liked the way it softened her features. “I hope you know where the Lake House is. On the recommendation of a friend, I made reservations there.”




  “You made reservations for a restaurant you’d never been to?”




  “I asked my friend, Seth, where I should take someone I wanted to impress. He suggested the Lake House. I was taking a chance you would know where we were going.”




  “I’ve heard a lot of come-on lines in my day, but this one takes the cake. I do know where it is. It just happens to be one of my favorite restaurants. I’ll gladly give you directions.”




  The drive out to the lake wasn’t a long one, but there were awkward periods of silence between the two of them.




  “Is there a problem with my choice of restaurants?” Wade finally asked.




  “Not really. My husband and I used to enjoy going there. I haven’t been back in a long time. I guess at first I was a bit uncomfortable with your choice, but now I’m looking forward to it. The food there is some of the best in the area. It’s on the historical register, dating back over a hundred years.”




  “Since you’ve been to this place, what is the best thing to order?”




  “Everything is great. The steaks are fantastic and so are any of the seafood dishes. I especially like the open face steak sandwich with the onion rings.”




  “It’s a good thing I’m hungry. At least I won’t be mulling over the menu for so long that the waitress will get annoyed with me. That’s what usually happens. The steak sandwich sounds great to me.”




  They pulled into the parking lot for the restaurant. In the twilight Wade could see the lake for which the restaurant was named. Behind them, the weathered building belied its age.




  After crossing the gravel parking lot, they entered into the bar area. Signs on the wall attested to the fact the building was once an inn on the stagecoach route. Just looking at the hardwood floor, it was evident many feet had crossed from the door to the bar, which was highly polished, and more than likely original to the building.




  To say he was in awe of the old restaurant was an understatement. All his life he’d been fascinated by American history and now he was entering a building that had begun its life in the time period he considered one of the most exciting.




  Chapter 6




  Spring held her breath as she entered the familiar restaurant. The last time she’d been here was with Al. Just walking into the bar area was enough to bring back all the memories of their life together. It had been too long. At least she wouldn’t be running into anyone she knew.




  “Spring, it’s so good to see you,” the hostess who had always been there in the past greeted them.




  So much for not seeing anyone I know. I guess I’ll just have to make the best of things.




  “It’s good to see you, too, Mandy. This is my friend, Wade Parker. I think he has reservations for tonight.”




  “Oh yes, Mr. Parker. We have your table ready for you. Just follow me.”




  Wade put his arm protectively around Spring’s waist as they made their way into the dining room. When Mandy led them to the table in front of the fireplace, Spring felt her heart skip a beat. This was the most romantic table in the entire restaurant and one that she and Al had asked for regularly.




  Instead of saying anything, she allowed Wade to hold her chair for her. It’s time to start living and if it means sitting at this table with someone other than Al, so be it. If our places were reversed, I’m certain Al would go on living and I have to do the same thing.




  “This is a special table for you, isn’t it?” Wade asked.




  “Al and I used to ask for this table when we came here.”




  “I was afraid that would be your answer. Would you like to ask for another table or go somewhere else?”




  “Don’t be silly. Al’s been gone for four years. I can’t keep staying away from places we used to go. He would be terribly disappointed in me if I did such a thing. Let’s enjoy the atmosphere here and order.”




  That’s right, Baby. I would be disappointed in you. As far as I’m concerned, your mom has great taste. This guy is just what the doctor ordered.




  Spring shook her head to rid her mind of Al’s annoying advice. It had been a long time since she thought she heard his logic sounding within the confines of her mind. At first it had been disconcerting, later it became comforting. It had stopped when she started living again. Started living, that is, without a man in her life. It had to be the reason she thought she heard him tonight.




  “You know a lot about me,” she began, “but I know absolutely nothing about you. You could be a mass murderer or a member of the mob.”




  Wade laughed at the absurdity of her statement. “I’ve been called a lot of things over the years, but never a mass murderer. As for being a member of the mob, I have never even known anyone associated with that organization. Let’s see, where do I start? I was born and raised in Janesville, Wisconsin. I went to college in Madison at the University of Wisconsin. I’ve been working for a large company in Racine and I’m considered one of the best computer geeks in the country.”




  “What about a wife, children and other family?”




  “My parents and one sister still live in Wisconsin, but my other sister moved to Dallas. As for my wife, the marriage lasted less than three years. I think we were in lust rather than love. Once the novelty wore off, she realized she didn’t want to be married to a computer geek. Instead, she wanted to be with other guys more than she did with me. The last I heard, she met someone on the Internet and moved to California to be with him. Thank goodness we never had children.”




  Spring stopped eating the salad that had come as soon as they ordered. The thought that Wade didn’t want children was hard to take. She had two and anyone she kept company with had to enjoy them or he couldn’t be in her life.




  “Don’t you like kids?”




  “I love kids, but I believe they need a loving mother and father. My ex-wife and I fought like cats and dogs. It wouldn’t have been a good environment for them to grow up in. She certainly didn’t want children and I would have worried every day about them if they had gone with her. In Wisconsin, it’s hard for a father to get custody of the kids in a divorce.”




  Spring nodded. She certainly could understand his reasoning. She’d been so devastated when her first child had died. Unfortunately, Jack hadn’t understood the reasoning behind her grief. After he left, she realized it was just as well the child didn’t live. In no way could she imagine Jack fighting her for custody or giving their son a stable life. The last she’d heard he’d been arrested for selling drugs as well as domestic battery. If she had stayed with him, she could have been the wife who had been hospitalized because of his brutality.




  “You’re thinking of your kids, aren’t you?”




  “I guess I was. Any man I date has to get along with them. They need to know I’m making good decisions and if the guys I see aren’t at all interested in them, I’m falling down in that department.”




  “I think your kids are great. As a matter of fact, I’d like to get to know them better. Tommy and I were talking about baseball and he tells me there’s a semi-pro team in the area. I’d like to take in some of the games this summer, but I don’t like going alone. Tommy tells me that you’re not much into baseball, so he doesn’t get to go as much as he’d like. With your permission, I’d like to take him to a few of the games.”




  Spring’s reaction to his statement was one of disbelief. “Are you just telling me what I’d like to hear? My kids are…”




  “I know, they’re very important to you but you have to know when to let go. It’s all right for them to have interests different from yours. With Lori, I’m certain things are different. Girls all have the same likes and dislikes.”




  Spring laughed. “I’m afraid Lori would really rather go to the mall with her friends than to hang out with her mother. Of course, there are boys there and having Mom tag along is a real turn-off in that department as well.”




  Their dinner was served and for a few minutes they were silent, enjoying the food as good as always. For some reason she found thoughts of Al and the evenings they had spent sitting at this table were pushed to the back of her mind. For the first time since the accident, she was with a man who wasn’t her husband. To her amazement, she was enjoying herself completely. The hurt of losing Al was fading and she knew it was time for her to begin living and possibly loving again.




  * * * *




  Wade’s phone began to ring as he slipped the key into the lock on the door to his apartment. As soon as he stepped inside, he flipped open his phone.




  “How did your dinner with this new lady go?” his sister, Kate, asked as soon as he answered the phone. “I’ve been calling your home phone for over an hour. Thank goodness I found your cell number. Are you still with her?”




  “I just dropped her off. We both have to work tomorrow morning. I take it you’ve been talking to Susan.”




  “Of course I have. We’ve both been worried about you being way out there in Colorado without one of us to look out for you. Did you take her to bed?”




  “Kate! What a thing to say! It’s none of your business.”




  “It certainly is. As I recall, you and Melissa were in the sack on the first date and you know where that led you. I just don’t want you to get in over your head again. Just because a woman is good in bed doesn’t mean she’s ‘the’ one.”




  “It sounds like you don’t want to see me happily settled.”




  “You know I do, but I just don’t want you getting in too deep so early in the game.”




  Wade chuckled at his sister’s concern. “Even if you don’t believe me, I have learned my lesson. Spring isn’t anything like Melissa. She’s a widow with two kids to think about. I’m cautious about any relationship I get into and I’m certain it’s the same with her. If I’m not mistaken, I’m one of the first men she’s dated in the past four years.”




  They talked for several more minutes, before Wade finally convinced Kate that he really did have to get to bed if he was going to be any good on the job tomorrow. After brushing his teeth, Wade made his way to bed.




  He soon found it was one thing to say he was going to get a good night’s sleep and another to achieve it. The memory of kissing Spring goodnight was strong. He usually didn’t put much stock in one kiss, but that wasn’t the case tonight. Spring had reacted favorably to his kiss, so much so he knew he wanted to be with her again and eventually do more than just kiss her goodnight.




  He tried to tell himself that he needed to go slowly and get to know her better, but it didn’t help the longing his body was experiencing. The thoughts that filled his mind were almost absurd. Never in his life had he even considered looking for a paid companion, but for a fleeting moment it sounded like a good idea to take away the ache. Now, after being with Spring, he couldn’t even consider the company of another woman. She was the one he wanted; at least he thought she was. It would take several more dates for him to know for sure. Once he did, he prayed she would feel the same way.




  Chapter 7




  Spring spent the next day at work thinking about her date with Wade. He’d been the perfect gentleman, but she didn’t know if she was really ready for a relationship.




  At three thirty, the kids called to check in like they always did after getting home from school. The excitement in Tommy’s voice told her he had something up his sleeve.




  “I heard that opening day at the ballpark is coming up and the first Sunday of the season is going to be father and son day. Is there any way I can go? All my friends are going.”




  Spring wanted to cry. In the past Kevin had taken Tommy to things like this, but this year there wasn’t anyone she could ask. Even as the thought crossed her mind, she remembered Wade saying he would like to go to the ballpark with Tommy. Going to a game would certainly be different than going to father and son day.




  “I don’t know. We’ll have to talk about it. If it’s a father and son day, I doubt I’ll be welcome. When I get home, we’ll call some of your friends and see if you can go with them.”




  “I don’t want to go with them. Wade said we could go to games together this summer. Can I call him and ask him to go with me?”




  Tommy’s question wasn’t unexpected, but it was something she’d have to give some careful thought to. “We’ll talk about it tonight when I get home. I don’t think that’s something you can ask of Wade when we hardly know him.”




  She could hear Tommy’s disappointed sigh on the other end of the line. Father and son day was something he looked forward to every year. After Al had been killed, it was Kevin who took him, but this year was different. She knew it was hard when all of his friends would be attending with their fathers and he would have to stay at home.




  They talked for another moment before Lori came on the line. She was excited about the spring dance that had been announced at school. Her news came with the surprise that she had been named to the court for the event. It was the crowning event of her last year in middle school and quite an honor to be in line to be the queen. Just hearing about it made Spring mentally begin to calculate the cost of a dress and all the accessories for the event.




  She’d no more than hung up the phone when it rang again. This time the caller ID indicated it was an internal call.




  “Good afternoon,” she answered.




  “Did I catch you at a bad time?” Wade asked. She recognized his voice immediately.




  “Not really. Chuck is gone so I’m just cleaning up all the stuff he left me with. If I’m lucky I’ll get it all done in the next half-hour and be able to get home to the kids early for a change.”




  “I was doing some checking on that local semi-pro team here in town and pulled up their schedule for this season. It seems they’re having a father and son day coming up soon. Is that something that would interest Tommy?”




  Wade’s question coming on the heels of Tommy’s request came as a shock to say the least. She didn’t think it was possible for him to monitor her phone calls, but he was a computer geek. He might have done something.




  “Either you’re a mind reader or a snoop. I’m not certain which one. Tommy just called to let me know he was home from school. He was full of the fact that one of his friends had a schedule for the team and he wanted to go to the father and son game. He’s gone every year. After Al died, his uncle took him, but since my brother moved to California, it didn’t look like Tommy would be able to go this year.”




  “Then you’d consider letting me take him to that game? It would mean a lot to me.”




  “Do I have to ask what that means?”




  “It means exactly what you think it does. I want to get to know you better and I genuinely like Tommy. He’s a good kid, but he needs a man to do things with now and again. There are just some things he can’t do with his mother.”




  “He actually suggested going with you. I told him we’d talk about it when I got home tonight. Are you sure you didn’t eavesdrop on our conversation?”




  For some reason, Wade’s laughter did nothing to ease her mind. “I’m good, Spring, but I’m not that good. Big brother hasn’t reached so far as to monitor conversations from employees’ phones. There are some companies who would like the idea, but I don’t know any self-respecting IT guy who would do it. I may be a lot of things, but I don’t listen in on private conversations.”




  “I can’t guarantee what you’ll get for supper, but why don’t you come over tonight and ask him yourself?”




  “I was hoping that would be your answer. I don’t have any plans, and a home-cooked meal sounds great. What time would be good for you?”




  “How about six thirty?”




  “Sounds fine to me. I’ll see you then.”




  Spring hung up the phone, again wondering what she’d gotten herself into. She hadn’t given a thought to what she was going to fix for supper, but she knew she couldn’t get away with McDonalds since Wade specifically said he wanted a home-cooked meal. If she left work now, she would be able to put together a pan of goulash. All it would take would be a stop at the grocery store for the ingredients. Once she had the hamburger browned, putting it together would be a snap. The kids had been asking for it for weeks, but there never seemed to be enough time.




  With all the overtime she’d put in over the last few weeks, she didn’t feel bad about leaving work an hour earlier than usual. Chuck kept after her to use up some of her comp time and this seemed like a good night to start.




  * * * *




  Wade hung up the phone. Before he came here, he never believed in coincidence. Maybe his looking up the schedule for the baseball team had been blind luck. It certainly gave him time with Tommy. As for Spring, her invitation to come to her place for supper had been completely unexpected. At this rate, it was entirely possible that by the time Kate and Susan came out to see his new place, he could introduce them to Spring as someone who had become very special in his life.




  “Were you talking to The Fox again?” Seth teased.




  “I told you, she has a name. As for talking to her, I called to see if I could take her son to the father and son game. It’s coming up in a couple of weeks and I wanted to get my bid in before someone else beat me to it. There have to be plenty of guys who want to get close to her. What better way is there than getting close to Tommy? I’ve met him and he’s a great kid.”




  “So was she receptive to your request?”




  “As a matter of fact, I’m invited tonight for supper so I can ask Tommy myself. I think it’s a great opportunity.”




  “Well, you’ve got more guts than I do. I’ve heard all the stories, and from what everyone says, she hasn’t dated since her husband was killed four years ago. That’s a long time for a woman to go without a man in her life. You might be biting off more than you can chew. In that case, I wish you luck.”




  Wade chuckled, but he knew what Seth was talking about. He’d sensed it from the first. Spring was a lonely woman, but pushing things too quickly could spell disaster for any relationship he might cultivate. If he didn’t come on too strong, he might have a chance. Tonight was for Tommy, not Spring. He would have to keep things on that level and not overstep his bounds. If he did, he could ease into things slowly and become comfortable with the relationship he planned to enjoy with her.




  Chapter 8




  “Can you help me get supper fixed?” Spring asked Lori when she arrived home.




  “Any special reason?’ Lori questioned as she started chopping onions to add to the browning meat.
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