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Gypsy’s Chance

	By

	Shelley Springfield
And
Emily Minton

	
	Gypsy Rose’s life is changed by one brutal act.

	
	She is forced to leave her home behind and head to the small town of Macon, Missouri. While there, she finds love and contentment with a family that isn’t her own. She is finally able to bury her past and look to the future with hope and excitement. 

	
	After unexpected tragedy hits, she is left to start over again.

	
	When she meets Chance Ryan, he offers her a helping hand. She can't keep from being skeptical, but trusting this supposed knight in shining armor seems like her only option. With nothing left to lose, she really has no other choice but to take what he offers.

	
	Can she take a chance on him giving her the happily ever after she's always wanted?


DEDICATION

	
	To anyone who has ever been treated less than how they deserved. 


	It’s not enough
 just to treat women well.
We have to work 
to make sure all men 
treat women well.

	
	~ By Jeff Bridges 




If you or anyone you know are a victim of violence, help is only a phone call away.

	RAINN (Rape, Abuse & Incest National Network): 800-656-HOPE (800-656-4673)

	The Childhelp National Child Abuse Hotline: 800-4-A-CHILD (800-422-4453)

	National Domestic Violence Hotline: 800-799-7233

	
	This story includes violence against women, both physical and sexual. Not intended for readers under 18.


Chapter One

	Five Years Later

	Taking off my apron, I hang it on the peg and turn around just in time to see Hank pat Lucy’s rear. A smile crosses my face as she turns around and shoots him a wink, wiggling her butt just a bit. They will be celebrating their thirtieth anniversary next weekend, but they still act as if they’re newlyweds. If I ever get over everything that has happened in my past, I hope to have the kind of relationship they do. 

	“I’m heading out,” I say, my smile still firmly in place while punching my time card. “Call me if Myra doesn’t show up again.”

	“Got big plans for the night?” Hank asks, completely ignoring the last thing I said. “Maybe a date with that asswipe that was sitting in your section earlier.”

	Over the last five years, Hank has kept a close eye on every man that has even looked in my direction. Other than his son, whom is secretly gay but totally hot, he calls every single one of them asswipe, douche weasel, or dickwad. There isn’t a man in all of Macon, Missouri, that he thinks is good enough for me, and I love him for it.

	“No plans,” I answer with a shake of my head. “I’m gonna stop by the Piggly Wiggly and do my shopping then head home and veg out in front of the TV.”

	“You’re young, Gypsy.” Lucy clucks her tongue as she places a line of hamburger patties on the fryer. “You need to be out and having some fun.” 

	“I have lots of fun,” I reply honestly. 

	I do, tons of it. Granted, the things I do would put most twenty-three year olds into a coma. Every Sunday night, I’m at Lucy and Hank’s house playing rummy and eating Lucy’s homemade chicken and dumplings with cornbread. Every Tuesday, Diane, my landlady and Hank’s older sister, and I watch NCIS together and swoon over the silver haired fox, Mark Harmon. At least one night a week, Jarrod, Hank and Lucy’s son, and I laugh ourselves silly over a bottle or two of wine. 

	“You’d have more fun if you met a guy,” she says, sliding buns in the toaster. “Winter’s coming up soon; you’d be warmer if you had someone to cuddle up with.”

	“Jarrod would do a fine job of keeping Gypsy warm if he’d ever pull his finger out of his rear and get around to asking her out,” Hank says with an unhappy grunt. “It would be nice to have some grandbabies running around the house before I’m too old to chase after them.”

	“Hmmm,” Lucy mumbles, making me wonder if she knows her son’s secret. “Anyway, you should be out meeting people, at least making some friends your own age.”

	Even though Jarrod works at his dad’s side five days a week, Hank seems to be oblivious to his son’s sexual preference. Now, Jarrod is a manly man. He hunts, fishes, and all that other garbage guys do. But all you have to do is watch his eyes when a sexy man walks into the restaurant to know that he has no interest in women. 

	We carry on back and forth for a minute or two more before the new waitress calls out another order. After a quick kiss on Hank’s whisker covered cheek and a hug for Lucy, I leave them to their work and head out to the same rusted out piece of trash I was driving when I left Cedar Springs. From there, I head straight to the grocery store and rush in to get my shopping done as quickly as possible.

	It only takes a few minutes to get what I need before I’m standing in line behind two women with full buggies. Looking over the trashy magazines, I wait for my turn at the register. When I finally get up here, I see Ann is the one checking me out. She’s a sweet girl, but one that has absolutely no gaydar. She spends all her time chasing after Jarrod, even though he has made it plain as day he is not interested. 

	“Hey, Ann.” I smile in greeting, then start pulling my items out of the buggy. “I didn’t know you were working here.”

	“About two weeks ago.” Running my milk over the scanner, she smiles back at me. “It’s not hard, but the pay sucks.” 

	“Yeah,” I reply, not quite sure what else to say. 

	 “I was hoping you would come in today so we could talk,” she says, grabbing a jar of peanut butter and tossing it in a bag. “Stephan’s throwing a barn party tonight. You should come and bring Jarrod with you.”

	This chick never gives up, but when I think about the way Jarrod’s rear looks in jeans I can understand why. He has a jerk that could grace the pages of Playgirl. Still, when a guy says no, a chick has to move on.

	“He left for Paducah; he’s visiting an old friend from college,” I reply, not telling her the old friend is a guy or that the two of them are sharing a bed and have been for over a year. “He won’t be back until Sunday night.”

	“Oh, well.” She grumbles, pouting out her bottom lip. “You should still come. Stephan would like to see you.”

	For a second or two, I think about Lucy urging me to make some friends my own age. I consider going just to please her, but I quickly shake the thought away. I’m just not into the stuff other people my age are into, especially not something called a barn party, whatever that is. Hanging out with a bunch of drunk rednecks doesn’t appeal to me at all. 

	“You know, he still talks about you all time,” Ann says with a wink. “I think you should give him another chance. He’s not all bad.”

	Stephan is her brother, her very handsome brother, and he’s not bad at all. He is also the only guy I’ve went out on a date with since moving to Macon. We only went out twice, and neither time was bad. He was nice enough, sweet even. He didn’t get too handsy, and he actually took me to a place that didn’t have laminated menus. The only problem was he wanted more than I was willing to give. Not just sex but a relationship. In reality, I’m not sure I’ll ever be ready for either of those things. 

	 “I can’t tonight,” I reply with a slight shrug of my shoulders. “I have to open at the diner tomorrow, so I gotta get my butt in bed early tonight.”

	“It’s Friday night and you should be having fun,” she says with a shake of her head. “You’re too young to be wasting your time in front of the television.”

	Her words mirror Lucy’s, but I don’t give in. “Maybe another time.”

	We talk a bit more as she checks me out, then I walk to my car and load it up. A minute or two later, I’m heading home. I’m only a few blocks away when I see black smoke billowing into the air and the sound of sirens hit my ears. When I pull onto my street, I see fire trucks sitting in front of the flower shop I’ve called home since moving to town. My heart skips a beat as I pull my car over to the side of the road. I quickly cut the engine and climb out, never taking my eyes off the flames shooting from the shop’s roof. 

	I moved into an apartment the day I came to Macon, the same day I got the job at Hank and Lucy’s diner. There are actually two tiny apartments over the flower shop. Diane owns the shop and has lived in one of the apartments since her husband died nearly eleven years ago. Lucky for me, the same woman that quit the restaurant had moved out of the other apartment a week before I showed up in town. Not only did I get her job, I got her apartment and the furniture she left behind, too. 

	The apartment is tiny, just one open room with a bathroom and a small closet. There is a built-in kitchenette with a dorm fridge and a two-burner stove. A futon functions as both a couch and a bed, and my coffee table doubles as my dining room table. I could lie on the futon, grab a soda from the fridge, and watch TV all at the same time. Still, it is the perfect home for me. Well, it was until now.

	I’m still staring at the flames when Lucy rushes over and grabs my hand. “Thank the Lord you weren’t in there.”

	“I was at the store,” I mumble, still in shock. “Is Diane all right?”

	“Yeah, she’s fine. She and Hank are talking to one of the firemen now,” she says, giving my hand a tight squeeze. “I was so worried we weren’t gonna be able to get everyone out of the diner quick enough.” 

	My head jerks to the left, to where the diner sits not twenty feet from the flower shop. Only two dumpsters separate the two buildings, and they didn’t do much to block the fire from spreading. Unlike the shop, the diner doesn’t have any flames coming from its roof, but there is plenty of damage to the side of the building. Not to mention all the windows are shattered and the shingles on the roof look scorched. 

	I look back at Lucy and see tears pooling in her gentle blue eyes, knowing she sees the same thing in mine. “What in the world happened?” 

	“I don’t really know much,” she says with a frantic shake of her head. “Hank and I were running the grill when Diane came running through the back door screaming that her shop was on fire.”

	“No one was hurt?” I ask, trying to comprehend how my life went from heaven to perdition in the space of an hour. 

	She shakes her head again, letting go of my hand to wipe the tears from her cheeks. “No, we all got out in time.”

	 We both stay quiet after that, just staring as the firemen do their jobs. I try to keep my nerves in check as I watch my home go up in flames. Everything I own is in my little apartment, including the nearly two-thousand dollars I have been able to save. Instead of putting it in the bank, I stuck it in my panty drawer, just like my mom used to do. At this moment, I’ve never felt more stupid. If it had been in the bank, I would at least have the money to get myself a hotel room for a few days. 

	The silence is broken when Hank comes over and places a kiss on my cheek then pulls Lucy into his arms. “The chief said they should have the fire contained within an hour or two as long as the wind doesn’t shift.”

	“What in the world happened?” Lucy parrots my earlier question. “How did the fire get started?”

	The question has no more than left her lips when Diane walks over and says, “It was all my fault.”

	Tears are streaming down her face as she comes to stand next to me. I look at her face and notice that she looks as if she has aged a dozen years since I saw her last night. I guess losing everything you own can do that to a person. I definitely feel a dozen or so years older than I did just an hour ago. 

	“I was making up a wreath for the Bradshaw funeral when the phone rang. It was one of those uppity ladies from the country club over in Watson County. She wanted to discuss ordering flowers for her daughter’s wedding next month. We got to talking about colors and designs, and I lost track of time,” she explains before giving us the information we need. “I left the hot-glue gun on. It was sitting right beside some dried baby’s breath. The heat from the gun caused the baby’s breath to catch fire.” 

	“Now, Diane,” Hank groans with a shake of his head. “That isn’t what the fire chief said and you know it.”

	Diane narrows her eyes at her brother. “He said the fire started in the work room, on or near the counter. The only thing on that counter was the fixings for that wreath and my hot-glue gun, so he may not have used those exact words but we both know that is what he was saying. I started the fire with my own negligence.”

	I can just picture it, just as she says. That room is small with a counter running along one wall and a glass refrigerator case on the other. There are shelves above the counter filled with dry flowers and vines that are used when making wreaths and such. If the fire started in there, it would have been out of control as soon as the flames hit the shelves.

	Blinking away the image in my head, I walk over to Diane and wrap an arm around her shoulder. “This wasn’t your fault. It was just an accident.”

	Closing in on sixty-five, she appears as fragile as a newborn right now. “I’ve lost everything. I don’t even have a home anymore.”

	“You know there’s always room at my house for you, sis,” Hank says, and Diane agrees with a quick nod. “There’s space for both of you.”

	It’s at that moment it all hits me. Not that it hadn’t already, but this time it comes at me full force. I have no home, no clothes, no money, other than what tip money that wasn’t spent at the grocery store. Until the diner is fixed up, I don’t have a job either. I have nothing, even less than I had the day I drove into Macon. 

	Even though I should be focused on Diane, I can’t stop myself from asking, “How long will the diner be shut down?”

	“Not long,” Hanks says, pasting on a fake smile. “There’s a little smoke and water damage inside, but most of the damage is on the exterior. I’m not an expert, but I figure if we get the right men on the job, we could open back up in a month or two.”

	My stomach flips, nearly forcing up the burger I ate for lunch. What am I going to do for a month or two without a paycheck? I could stay at Hank and Lucy’s for a few days, but not that long. I’ll have to find a place of my own, but how am I going to do that without any money or a job?

	“The flower shop is gutted. It’s gonna have to be rebuilt from the ground up,” Diane whispers as she looks up at me with tears in my eyes. “It’s not gonna be a quick fix. It could take months and months.” 

	“Neither one of you need to worry about a thing right now,” Lucy states, leaning into Hank’s side. “We got a bedroom for both of you.”

	Hank and Lucy live in a three-bedroom ranch style house, but both of the extra bedrooms is filled with garbage they’ve collected over the years. The bed in one is not even visible through all the trash that they’ve piled in there. The rest of the house is nearly as bad, full of every gadget or knickknack Lucy sees on QVC that catches her fancy. The place is not messy; it’s just filled to the brim with stuff. 

	“I’ll camp out on your couch for a couple of nights, just until I can find a place,” I state, wondering how the heck I’m going to make that happen. 

	“You could stay with Jarrod until we get the diner open again,” Lucy says with a reassuring smile. 

	My heart lightens but it falls again when I see the glint in Hank’s eyes. Lucy may have an inkling about their son’s sexual preference, but Hank doesn’t. If I moved in with Jarrod, he’d expect us to be married and popping out babies by the end of the year. 

	“I’ll think of something,” I say, hoping like mad my words are true. 


Chapter Two

	I roll over on the couch and watch Jarrod walk down the hallway wearing nothing but a pair of hot pink man panties. When he turns to walk into the kitchen, I see the words Tastes Like Candy written over his rear. After spending the last three weeks camping out in his living room, I have no doubt that Lucy knows he’s gay. She still comes over and does his laundry, including the afore mentioned man panties. She also cleans his house, which includes his bedroom. Since a picture of Jarrod and his boyfriend sits on his nightstand, Lucy either knows or she is blind. 

	“You could at least put on some clothes when you have company!” I shout, throwing my legs over the front of the couch and sitting up. 

	He lets out a cackle as he fills the coffee pot with water. “You’re not company; you’re my roomy.”

	As much as I hate to admit it, he’s right. I reached roommate status about two weeks ago. I’ve spent the last three weeks looking for a job, but nowhere in Macon is hiring, especially not to someone they know will run right back to the diner the minute it reopens. 

	Luckily, Diane talked me into taking out renters’ insurance a few years ago. I didn’t want to, thinking it was a waste of money, but she kept on until I gave in. She added the renter’s insurance to her policy and I paid her less than twenty dollars a month to insure my stuff, which wasn’t worth a hill of beans. It also covered up to three months of rent when the building was deemed uninhabitable. With my final check from Hank and Lucy, I had a total of a little more than two thousand dollars.

	Considering the last time I had to start over, I only had a few hundred bucks, I felt pretty good to have that money padding my pocket. That feeling quickly faded when I had a flat tire that ended up having to be replaced the day after I got my check. It disappeared completely when the freaking brakes went out a week later. After repairing the car and buying a few clothes and other necessities, I now have less than a thousand dollars to my name. 

	“Did you make enough for me?” I ask, pushing myself off the couch and walking over to the island that separates the kitchen and living room. 

	“Of course I did.” He nods and shoots a wink my way.

	He pulls the creamer out of the fridge and sets it on the island and then grabs two cups and quickly fills them up. As soon as the cup is set in front of me, I have it to my lips. I give it a quick blow before taking a sip. 

	Jarrod loads his cup with sugar while scratching his belly. “How’d the interview at the Piggly Wiggly go?”

	I roll my eyes before replying. “They asked me if I planned to go back to the diner when it reopens. As soon as I said yes, they showed me the door.”

	Being unemployed wouldn’t be so bad if I actually got unemployment. Since Hank and Lucy paid me off the books, I can’t get trash. It was not their fault; it was mine. Within days of starting at the diner, Lucy had pulled out plenty of my secrets. I didn’t tell her about Kilo, but she already knew from my appearance, that something bad had happened. I did tell her enough that she agreed to pay me under the table. She understood I didn’t want any trail left to lead my mother to me. I know my next boss isn’t going to be nearly as sympathetic.

	Other than licensing my car and insurance that I got in the next county over, both using a fake address, there is no record of me anywhere. Even when I switched my license from Kentucky to Missouri, I gave them some made up address in another county. It was definitely illegal, but it kept me feeling safe. I doubt she or Kilo is looking for me, but I can’t afford to take any chances. 

	“I don’t know why you just don’t stay here until the diner reopens at least,” he says for the hundredth time.

	I roll my eyes again, swallowing another sip of coffee. “It would give your dad the wrong idea. He already thinks I’m doing more than just sleeping on your couch.”

	“I know; he’s finally off my rear about asking you out.” Jarrod smiles, pouring a dollop of creamer into his cup. “If we play along with him for a while, he may quit asking me why I never bring women to meet them.”

	Jarrod’s tone is playful, but the look in his eyes is almost pleading. This is probably the first time since his voice changed that his dad hasn’t been harping on him about finding a good woman and settling down. If it was anyone else, I’d play along. With Hank, I can’t take the chance of him getting his hopes up.

	“You need to tell him about Rory,” I whisper, something I’ve been saying for a while. “You never know how he’ll react until you give him a chance.”

	He raises his hand and says, “Remember that night you got nothingfaced and told me about showing your boobs to that guy in the boys’ locker room?”

	“You promised not to say anything about tha…” I start but he cuts me off by raising his hand even higher. 

	“The next morning, we made a pact,” he says, a semi-stern look on his face. “I promised I’d never tell anyone that you had the nickname Rosy Nipples if you never mentioned me having the talk with my dad again.”

	“My lips are sealed.” I nod, grabbing the sugar to sweeten up my coffee a bit. “I still have to move out though; I can’t stay here forever.”

	He stares at me a moment before saying, “I didn’t want to mention it but Rory has a small apartment above his garage. The guy that rented it left without notice last week.”

	I’m confused and also a little hurt. I’ve only met Rory a few times, none of which were all that pleasant. It’s doubtful he’d even consider letting me rent the apartment. Not to mention, Paducah is more than sixty miles away. We may not share any blood, but Jarrod is my best friend and I consider him my family. I can’t believe he would want me so far away. 

	“There are more jobs there, and no one knows anything about the diner or your plans to go back to work there after the damage is fixed. Plus, one of Rory’s friends manages some fancy rear steak house. I talked to him about it, and he said you’d have a job if you applied,” He says, pulling in a deep breath. “Since I’ve been paying the mortgage on his house for the last few months, Rory’s agreed to let you stay rent free until the diner opens back up.”

	Before I can reply, a knock sounds on the door. Jarrod tilts his head toward the door then rushes down the hallway, hopefully to put on some pants. I put down my coffee cup and head to the door. When I swing it open, I see Lucy’s smiling face.

	“Help me out,” she says, shoving a heavenly smelling casserole dish into my hands then heading back to her car. 

	By the time I get the casserole dish on the island, she’s heading inside with a medium sized wicker basket. She uses her tennis shoe covered foot to kick the door shut then walks over to place the cloth covered basket beside the casserole. Without a word, she heads to the cabinets to pull out some plates. As she starts grabbing forks, I pull up the cloth and see the basket is filled with her homemade biscuits.

	“Am I smelling Mom’s biscuits?” Jarrod asks as he comes in the room wearing a pair of ratty sweat pants. 

	“You sure are, honeybun.” Lucy plops the plates on the table, laying the forks on top of them. “And I brought over my cheesy, sausage and tater breakfast bake.”

	She starts scooping globs on our plates before either of us can say a thing. “I got some bad news I need to tell you both.”

	My heart skips a beat, not wanting to hear anything that the normally upbeat Lucy considers bad. “What’s wrong?”

	She finally pops onto a stool and takes a drink from Jarrod’s coffee cup. “Get me a coffee, son. This garbage tastes like sugar with a little coffee thrown in the mix. I need pure caffeine to tell this story.”

	I take his job from him, rushing across the room and pulling down another cup. As soon as I have it filled, I walk back to the island with the coffee cup in my hand. I fill up Jarrod and my cup then place the pot back in its spot. 

	“Now, tell us what’s going on,” I say, taking my seat. 

	“The contractor came over to talk to Hank this morning and said there was a problem with the diner,” she says, swallowing back nearly half her cup. “Hank went down there to look; he just called a few minutes ago, and it doesn’t look good.”

	“Mom, for heaven’s sakes,” Jarrod growls out, plopping down in his seat. “Just tell us, don’t drag it out.”

	She looks from him to me and starts to explain. “Remember about a week or two ago when the contractor found rot in some of the ceiling beams.”

	I sure do, but I also remember them being fixed last week. “I thought those were supposed to already be fixed.”

	“They are,” she replies with a quick nod. “At the time, the rot was just starting, so he thought it was caused when the fire was put out.”

	When Jarrod and I both stare at her, she goes on. “They tore out the sheetrock in the dining room yesterday and found the two by fours covered in rot. The more sheetrock they removed, the more they found. It wasn’t just rot, but there was mold, too.”

	I don’t know a lot about construction, but I do know that rot and mold is bad. Last year, one of the churches in town was torn down and rebuilt just because of mold. For months, while they were building the new church, they held services in the senior citizens’ building. 

	“Oh, no,” I say, feeling my gut tighten. “How bad is it?”

	She takes another drink before replying. “Bad enough that most of the ceiling joists, the entire right wall, and most of the floor boards will have to be changed.”

	Jarrod jumps up, running a hand through his hair. “How did this happen? It’s only been three weeks; rot and mold doesn’t grow that fast.”

	For the first time since the fire, Jarrod seems nervous. With his carefree attitude, I sometimes forget he is out of a job, too. For him, it's more than a job. It’s his legacy; a restaurant that has been in his family for over forty years. 

	“One of the pipes in the ceiling was leaking, and it has been for a while,” she states, standing up to walk back to the coffee pot. “It was running down the wall, right behind the freezer, so we couldn’t know the damage it was doing.”

	Her hand is shaking as she tops off our cups and turns back to start another pot. Jarrod grumbles under his breath as he starts digging into his casserole. I don’t even touch my fork. Instead, my eyes are trained on Lucy’s back. 

	I watch the tension in her body grow as she turns to look at me. “The contractor thinks we’d come out ahead by just tearing down the entire place and rebuilding.”

	Her words cause my stomach to drop to my feet. My coffee makes its way back up my throat, but I force it back. Worry is filling me to the point tears start to prickle the back of my eyelids, but I hold those back, too. I may be out a job, but Hank and Lucy are out of a business that was passed down to them from Hank’s parents.

	“What?” Jarrod asks, letting his fork fall onto his plate. “How does some rotten wood lead to tearing down the entire diner?”

	“It’s not just the rot and mold,” she says as she slides back onto her stool. “You know it ended up being a lot worse than your dad originally thought. There was a lot more to fix than just the smoke and water damage.”

	He starts to say something, but she shakes her head. “The roof was bad before the fire. We were just holding off fixing it until fall. On top of that, the wiring has been bad for years. We’ve brought people in to do patch jobs, but the whole place needs to be rewired. The diner still has an old-style fuse box, and you know that is not legal for a business our size.”

	She’s right; the electricity has been screwed up since I started working there. We rarely made it a week without a fuse blowing. A lot of the time, we didn’t even make it a day. It has gotten so bad that Hank has started buying fuses by the case.

	“Hank doubts we can even pass inspection which we will have to have before we can open up again.” Lucy looks from her son to me and pastes on a sad smile. “I’m sorry, Gypsy, but the diner probably won’t be open until after Christmas.”

	This time, I can’t hold back the tears. “It’s okay.”

	Tears roll down her cheeks as she nods. We both wipe our faces, pretending the tears never existed. Then, we eat in silence. My mind is on finding a new job and a place to live, and I’m sure Lucy’s is on the loss of a building she has called her own for over twenty-five years. Jarrod is probably thinking about the diner he thought would one day be his is now gone, along with all the memories we’ve all made there. 

	When she finally leaves, I walk over to Jarrod and bury my head against his chest. “What in the world am I gonna do?”

	“You’re gonna go to Paducah, live in Rory’s apartment, and find a job.” He wraps his arms around me, holding me tight. “But you’re not gonna get too attached to that town because I want you home the day the diner reopens.”

	My arms come out to wrap around his middle as I nod against his bare chest. “Sounds like a plan to me.”


Chapter Three

	
	Hank sticks another box in the trunk of my car, a box of household goods I didn’t have until he and Lucy showed up with them a few minutes ago. They brought me towels, sheets, cookware, everything I need to set up my new apartment. When I tried to tell them it was too much, they glared me into submission. 

	Finally, he slams the trunk shut and looks at me. “I hate to see you go, sweetheart. I could talk till I’m blue in the face, but you ain’t gonna change your mind. Are you?” 

	As much as I want to stay here, I just can’t. I can’t live off their charity or Jarrod’s. That’s what I’d be doing if I stayed in Macon. Since a week ago when Lucy told us about the diner having to be rebuilt, I have put an application in at every place within driving distance. Either I didn’t have the right education, experience, or they just were not hiring. Going to Paducah is my only hope. 

	“I’ll be back,” I reply, answering his question in my own way. “I’ll be standing at the counter the day the diner opens back up.”

	He reaches up and pushes a stray lock of hair behind my ear. “As much as I hope that’s true, I want you to make me a promise.”

	The touch of tenderness in his voice causes my eyes to sting, but I blink it away and answer him. “I’d do anything for you, Hank.” 

	“I want you to try to live for a change, give yourself a real chance at having a life,” he says before dropping his head. 

	His words surprise me, so I reply without thinking about my words. “I have a life, a wonderful life. I’ve got you, Lucy, and Diane by my side. I have Jarrod, too, and there’s nothing else I want in this life.”

	“I know what happened to you back in Kentucky.” Stepping back, he leans against my car and shakes his head. “I know what that stupid idiot did to you.”

	I don’t know what shocks me more, the fact he knows about Kilo or the fact he mentioned it right to my face. It could also be that he used the f-word. In all the years we’ve been around each other, I’ve never heard him mutter much more than the occasional dang, incredible, or rear.

	Attempting to put a wall between us, I shrug my shoulders. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

	He doesn’t even blink as he says, “After you showed up, I was worried that trouble might follow you right into our diner. I liked you and Lucy already loved you, so I did a little digging. When Lucy found out your hometown, I took a little ride down and hung around for a day or two to catch up on all the local gossip.”

	“What?” I mumble, fear and surprise filling my voice.

	“While I was there, I happened to stop at this nice little diner. The woman that owned the place was having trouble with her new waitress, said the one that was there before was just too good to replace.”

	I close my eyes, realizing he is talking about my old boss, but they pop back open when he starts talking again. “She and I got to talking about this and that, just shooting the trash. She told me about the waitress she lost. This pretty little girl that worked her butt off, trying to save money to get away from her drug addicted mother.”

	“You didn’t tell her where I was, did you?” My heart skips a beat then speeds up to a frantic pace, waiting for his answer.

	I’m not worried that Paige would tell anyone; she’s too good of a woman for that, but I don’t want anyone from Cedar Springs knowing anything about my life. The girl they knew is dead, and the woman I am today is someone completely different. 

	He shakes his head from side to side before saying, “She told me this girl cleared out on her mom right before the mom was tossed in jail for possession. She also mentioned the fact there was a rumor floating around town the mother’s asswipe of a boyfriend beat and raped the girl before she ran off.”

	“Please don’t tell Lucy or Jarrod, Diane neither,” I say, stepping forward to lay my hand against his cheek. “Please, I don’t want them to know.”

	“I haven’t said a word, and I won’t,” he says in a voice that’s just above a whisper. “But, sweetheart, they already know.”

	I step back as if his words are acid, burning me with their touch. “What are you talking about?”

	“You showed up at our diner beat nearly to death,” he says, pushing away from the car to step closer to me. “It took you nearly a year to stop freezing up every time you happened to find yourself in the kitchen alone with Jarrod or me. It took you another year to get to the point where one of us could touch you without you jumping out of your skin.”

	Wanting him to be wrong, I spit out an excuse. “You only say that because you knew what happened to me. No one else noticed anything.”

	“You could be right; I may have noticed a bit more because I knew what to look for,” he says, tilting his head to the side. “But others noticed, too, especially Jarrod. He was worried that he or I had done something to make you afraid of us. I told him you were extra shy, and he needed to give you more time to get used to us.”

	This time when I close my eyes, tears are running down my cheeks. “I’m not afraid of Jarrod or you.”

	“I know you’re not, Gypsy.” He pulls me into his arms and lays his chin on the top of my head. “Now, you just got to learn not to be afraid of life. I can’t promise you every man you meet is going to be good to you, but I can promise they all won’t be bad.”

	With those words, he lets go and steps back. He quickly pulls an envelope out of his back pocket and sticks it in my hand. I can tell by the way it feels that it’s full of money. How much, I don’t know and don’t care. 

	“I can’t take this,” I say with a slight shake of my head. “You and Lucy have already done so much for me. I don’t need anything else.” 

	“We know you don’t need it, but we need to give it to you,” Lucy says, walking up behind me, carrying another box. “Now you take that money, if for no other reason than to make us feel better.”

	As Hank said to me earlier, I could argue till I’m blue in the face and they wouldn’t change their minds. Instead of doing just that, I slide the envelope into my purse. Waiting until Hank takes the box from her hands, I pull her into my arms. We hug long and hard. Even though I didn’t get many of them in my life, none that I can remember, I know it’s the kind of hug a mother gives her child.

	“We got to hit the road,” Jarrod says as he steps out of his house. “I told Rory we’d be there before five.”

	Jarrod still hasn’t told his parents about his boyfriend, but he has told them about his friend Rory. He had to when they threw such a fit about me moving over an hour away. Instead of mentioning their real relationship, he led them to believe he is an old college friend he keeps in touch with through Facebook. Sooner or later the truth is gonna come out, and I’m afraid all this lying is going to lead to more trouble than Jarrod can handle.

	“Gypsy’s car is loaded down, so stick this one in your truck,” Hank says, handing the final box to his son. 

	Jarrod is driving down with me and staying the night. Even though I have MAPS on my phone, no one seemed comfortable with me driving to Paducah on my own. Well, at least Hank and Lucy didn’t like the idea of me trying to find my way to Rory’s house by myself. Jarrod is using it as an excuse to see his boyfriend. 

	Just as Jarrod is sitting the box in the bed of his truck, a white Taurus pulls into the drive. A second later, Diane is getting out of the driver’s seat with a duffle bag in her hand. She heads straight to Hank and hands it over.

	“Load that up in her car; it’s just a few things I picked up to help her get started,” she says before turning to me, and pulling me into a hug. “I can’t believe you’re leaving. I’m going to miss you so much.”

	When she steps back, and releases me, I smile at her. “I’m not leaving, just going away for a little while. I’ll be back before you even get a chance to miss me.”

	“That’s baloney,” she says with a shake of her head. “I miss you already, and you’re not even gone.”

	We all spend the next few minutes talking before Jarrod grabs my hand and pulls me to my car door. “Rear in the seat, we got to hit the road.”

	After another round of hugs and a kiss on the cheek from Hank, I crawl into the car. A minute later, I back out of the driveway. I pull back enough for Jarrod to back out, too. Then, I spend the next hour following behind him. 

	When we finally hit Paducah, my eyes start scanning the city. I’ve been here four times before. Once, the night I left my mom’s trailer, but I was too out of it to notice anything. The other three times, Jarrod brought me to have dinner with Rory. Each time, it was already dark. We ate dinner at some restaurant or another, and then headed back before I could see more than the restaurant parking lot. 

	This time, I notice the tree lined roads and small mom and pop shops scattered between the big chain stores. It’s a big town, huge compared to Macon or Cedar Springs, but on the city streets it has a touch of a small-town feel. Even though it will never be home, that will always be Macon, I don’t think I’ll hate living here. 

	Leaving the busy streets, we head onto a highway. A few minutes more and we pull onto a blacktop road. Not long after that, Jarrod turns on his blinker. When he pulls into a drive, I have to blink at what I see. The house is a piece of trash. Well, that’s not true. The house itself seems okay. The porch, the yard, even the view of the open garage, is full of garbage. There are piles and piles of trash stacked everywhere. There’s a car on blocks in the side yard and a rusty refrigerator with its door off the hinges sitting right on the front porch.

	When I finally pull my car to a stop, I have to force myself to cut off the engine. I don’t climb out of my car; I just want to head back to Macon. Instead, I give myself a pep talk and open the door. By the time my feet hit the ground, Rory is on the porch smiling over at Jarrod.

	“Hey, honey,” he says, walking down the steps. “I’m glad you’re finally here. I’m starving and didn’t want to go get something without you.”

	Instead of the sweet voice he usually uses with his boyfriend, Jarrod starts to yell. “What the heck, Rory? I sent you three-hundred dollars to have you get someone to come out here and haul this trash off. I told you I wanted it gone before Gypsy moved in.”

	“The guy canceled on me twice.” Rory’s eyes cut to me for just a second, and I instantly know my stay here isn’t going to be pleasant. 

	When Rory tries to put a hand on Jarrod’s shoulder, he pushes him away. “Why didn’t you get someone else to come out and do the job?”

	“I tried, but I couldn’t find anyone that would do it for that price.” He shrugs, not quite meeting Jarrod’s eyes. “The lowest bid I could get was five-hundred.”

	Even though I’ve only met Rory a few times, I’ve never liked him much. I really tried, for my friend’s sake, but I hate that he is always asking for money. Granted, he doesn’t usually come right out and ask. He just moans around until Jarrod gives him some. When Jarrod isn’t giving him cash, he’s buying him new clothes or something else he needs. Once, he complained until Jarrod put new tires on his truck. 

	“You take that money I gave you and have someone deliver a dumpster out here. Then grab some of your friends and get this trash cleaned up,” Jarrod says, crossing his arms over his chest. “I’ll be back next weekend, and it better be done by then.”

	“It will,” Rory responds, still not meeting his eyes. 

	“It better be,” Jarrod repeats with a shrug. “If not, I’ll expect you to return that three-hundred dollars.”

	Before Rory can open his mouth, Jarrod is walking my way. He grabs my hand and pulls me into the trash filled garage without saying a word. Using a key on his keyring, he opens a door in the back and leads me up a pair of hidden steps. When we finally reach the landing, I let out a relieved breath. The place is not a mansion, but it is clean and has everything I will need to get by until the diner opens back up.

	“We’ll bring all your stuff upstairs; you just wait up here,” he says, turning back to the stairway. 

	Before he puts his foot on the first step, I’m following behind him. “I’ll help. Three people will get it done a lot faster than two.”

	“No way.” He turns around slowly, the anger in his eyes causes me to take a step back. “Rory and I are going to bring your stuff in. Then, we are gonna clean out that nasty rear garage. You are not gonna be walking through that mess every time you need to leave the house.”

	“But,” I start but he cuts me off with a shake of his head. “No buts, Gypsy. It was supposed to be done before we got here. Since that didn’t happen, we are going to at least get the garage to a place where you can walk through it without being afraid a blasted rat is gonna jump out on your feet.”

	With that, he stomps down the stairs. I try to forget his anger and look around the room. The walls are painted a stark white. They are tobacco stained, leaving yellow streaks running down the wall. The room also smells like cigarettes, but that doesn’t bother me. Hank smokes like a freight train, so the smell is somewhat comforting. 

	The carpet is the only thing that grosses me out. It’s old and covered with stains, some of which look like car oil. Luckily, Lucy sent her old vacuum with me. Hopefully, after I spray it down with Resolve and vacuum it, it won’t be so bad. If not, I can get a throw rug after I have some money coming in.

	Like my apartment above the flower shop, it’s all one room. It is bigger though, not much, but enough to be noticeable. It has a full-size fridge but no stove at all. In its place is a hotplate and microwave. I’m not much of a cook. I usually eat PB&J or cereal unless I am eating at the diner. I figure it will be the same way here once I find a job.

	Footsteps on the stairs draw my attention back to the stairway. As soon as I turn my head, I see Rory carrying two boxes up the steps. His eyes are locked on me, and they look nearly as angry as Jarrod’s did a minute ago. It’s easy to tell that my moving in was Jarrod’s idea and not his. Either way, I’m here now so we’ll have to learn to put up with each other. 

	Jarrod follows right behind him, and they start stacking the boxes in the corner. It takes four more trips before everything is up the stairs. By that time, the room is so full the three of us barely have room to stand. 

	“Come on, baby,” Rory says, sliding his arm around Jarrod’s shoulders. “Let’s go get something to eat.”

	“We can go, but we’re gonna clean out that garage when we get back.” Jarrod nods, looking at me. “You ready to go?”

	“Nah, I’m gonna stick around here and get stuff organized,” I say with a smile. “You can bring me something back though, if you don’t mind.”

	The relief I see flashing in Rory’s eyes lets me know I made the right decision. I keep my smile in place as I grab my purse and start to pull out some money. Jarrod just looks at me and shakes his head, then pushes Rory to the stairs. 

	“We’ll bring you back a burger or something,” he says as he follows Rory down the steps. “We’ll also stop and pick up a few groceries to fill the fridge.”

	Just as I’m about to holler out for him to take some money, the door slams. Instead of chasing after him and forcing him to let me pay for my own groceries at least, I flop down on the old couch that I assume will also be my bed. My stomach twists in knots as I think about the fact that Jarrod will be leaving tomorrow afternoon. Breathing in deeply, I try to relax. I remind myself that I’ve been through hell and back; I can make it through this, too. 


Chapter Four


	Opening the door to the garage, I pull my keys from my purse. I’m heading out to talk to the manager of the steak house, the place Jarrod says I’m guaranteed a job. I hope like mad he’s right because I need a steady paycheck to pay rent somewhere else. I’m not sure about staying at Rory’s much longer. If I do, it could ruin Jarrod and Rory’s relationship. 

	After being here for the weekend, my impression of Rory hasn’t changed a bit. If anything, it has only gotten worse. Where I only thought it before, now I know he is using my friend for money. While Jarrod forced me to play third wheel all weekend, I watched him hand his boyfriend hundreds of dollars. Buying meals, movie tickets, popcorn, Jarrod even paid his cable and cell phone bills. If Jarrod keeps footing all the money for Rory, he’s gonna end up not having money for his own bills.

	“What are you doing down here?” Rory asks, drawing my attention to where he is standing near the back of the garage. “I thought Jarrod made it clear that you were supposed to stay in your apartment.”

	He is standing by the back wall holding a shiny new weed-eater in one hand with a beer in the other. Considering that it's only eight in the morning, I don’t know what shocks me more, the beer or the fact that he is actually thinking about weed-eating the overgrown yard. As far as I can tell, doing anything that does not include sitting on the couch or lying in the bed is not his kind of thing. 

	I pull in a deep breath and force myself to respond without being rude. “I have to walk through the garage to get to my car.”

	“Where are you going?” he asks before bringing the beer to his lips. 

	“I’m going to talk to your friend Troy about the job he told Jarrod about,” I answer while shutting my door. “I know the restaurant doesn’t open for a few hours, but if I go early enough, I hope to be able to start tonight.”

	He doesn’t reply, just grunts and turns his back on me. I wait a few seconds more and then start walking to my car. It takes a minute to get the thing started before I’m on the road. Using the MAPS app on my phone, I easily find the restaurant. Luckily, it only took twenty minutes to get there, even with morning traffic. 

	Pulling into the parking lot of the steak house, I see the entire lot is full. I’m surprised since the place doesn’t open until two in the afternoon. Jarrod said this restaurant is fancy. It must be if it takes them six hours to prepare for the day. 

	After a quick look in the rearview mirror, I climb from my car and head inside. As soon as I step inside, I feel out of place. Fancy isn’t the word I’d used to describe this place. It’s more pretentious. My years slinging hash at diners isn’t going to mean garbage here. 

	“We’re not open yet, miss.” a good-looking man wearing a bright red tie says. “You will have to return after two, but you picked a good day to come in. We’re going to have veal parmesan as our special.”

	“That sounds good, but I’m actually here to see Troy.” I paste on a smile and say, “Excuse me, I meant to say Mr. Sanders.”

	“Well, you’re in luck because that’s me.” He comes toward me and sticks out his hand. “Just so you know, Mr. Sanders is my dad. Everyone calls me Troy.”

	His easy banter completely disarms me, causing my nerves to vanish. Returning his handshake, I tell him why I’m here. “I’m Gypsy. Jarrod said you were looking for some help.”

	His smile dies a quick death and is quickly replaced by a harsh frown. Aggravation fills his eyes as he releases my hand and steps back. Waves of anger are rolling off him as he glares in my direction. 

	“I can’t believe you would walk in here today like you didn’t just screw me over,” he growls with a shake of his head. “Even if you’ve only worked in diners, you had to know how important Friday nights are in the restaurant business.”

	I’m so taken back by his words that I can do nothing but stare at him in shock, having no freaking idea what he is talking about. He doesn’t have the same problem. In fact, he turns away and starts barking orders at every person within shouting distance. 

	When he looks back in my direction, he blinks in surprise and asks, “What are you still doing here?”

	“Uhmm,” I mumble, trying to figure out what to say. “I’m not sure what you mean. I thought I was supposed to come in and apply for a job.”

	He shakes his head and looks at me with frustration. “You didn’t have to apply for trash, considering the job was already yours. If you had showed up on Friday night, like you were supposed to, it would still be yours.”

	“I really don’t know what you’re talking about,” I reply, my stomach starting to twist with suspicion. “I only got into town Saturday afternoon, but I would have come earlier if I had known I was supposed to start work.”

	He runs a hand through his hair before giving his head another shake. “Rory didn’t say anything to you about Friday night, did he?”

	My suspicion grows with each word that leaves his mouth. “No, he never mentioned anything about the job. Jarrod just told me to come talk to you.”

	He nods then motions for me to follow him. We walk through the dining room then down the hall to a small and messy office. He picks up some files from a chair, tosses them on the desk, and motions for me to take a seat.

	“Jarrod mentioned you were looking for a job a couple of weeks ago. When I told him to send you in, I was really just blowing smoke up his rear. We pay better than any other restaurants in the area, so we have no trouble keeping a full staff,” he says as he shuts the door. “Then, last Thursday, one of our senior servers quit out of the blue. Not to mention, I had two servers out on vacation and another called in sick with strep throat.”

	He pauses long enough to walk around his desk and take a seat. “We had a huge party for the Bank of Kentucky’s centennial celebration coming in on Friday. Huge enough that we shut the restaurant down to the public. I hated to bring on someone new for something so important, but I didn’t have any other choice. Even if you didn’t have experience in this setting, I at least had Jarrod’s word that you are a quick learner and a good employee.”

	“Okay,” I mumble, giving him a nod. 

	“I called Rory and told him to let you know you were hired,” he says as his hand runs through his hair once more. “He was supposed to let you know to be here for training by ten Friday morning.”

	“Dang it,” I mumble, unable to keep my thoughts to myself. 

	I can’t believe Rory would do this to me. I could tell he didn’t want me to live in his apartment, but I still didn’t think he would take things this far. Granted, I knew this job wasn’t a guarantee, no matter what Jarrod said. Still, I had hoped I might get it. 

	We talk for a few more minutes before he stands and asks me to fill out an application. I do as he asks, even knowing that I will never be working here. Even though none of this was my fault, he will never hire me. He is going to think of being understaffed at a big event every time he hears my name. 

	“I’m sorry about this,” he says as he stands up and walks across the room to the door. “If the new girl doesn’t work out, I’ll give you a call.”

	“Thank you for your time anyway.” I stand up and follow him out of the office. 

	I’m back in my car a minute later, having to fight the urge to call Jarrod. Part of me wants to tell him what a jerk Rory is, but I know he needs to see that on his own. Jarrod may have a soft heart, but he’s not an idiot. He will figure it out sooner or later. 

	I start my car and drive with no destination in sight. I drop by a few fast food restaurants that have signs up wanting help. None are doing interviews, so I fill out their applications and keep looking. When I see the mall, I pull into the parking lot and spend ten minutes looking for somewhere to park. When I finally find a spot, I pull my car in and cut the engine. I look in the mirror and freshen up my lipstick, and then head in to search for a store taking applications. 

	After a few failed attempts, I walk into Old Navy and head straight to the first associate I see. “Hello, I was wondering if you were accepting applications.”

	“Actually, the manager is doing open interviews today,” she says as she walks behind the counter to the phone.

	A few minutes after her call, a guy in his teens or early twenties walks up to me. “Are you here for an interview?”

	“Yes, sir,” I reply, feeling odd calling someone so young sir.

	“Come to the back with me and you can fill out the application,” he says, leading me through the store. “After you’re done, we’ll start the interview.”

	We walk through the store room then into a small office. After handing me an application, he leaves me alone to fill it out. It only takes a few minutes before it’s done. Then, I spend the next twenty waiting on him to return. 

	“Are you done?” he asks as he opens the door to the office and steps inside.

	I nod, handing him the application. “Yes.”

	He takes a seat at the tiny desk and starts reading over the application. I can see his lips tip up at the side, but they quickly move into a frown. It takes him longer to read over the paper than it did for me to fill it out. By the time he’s done, my foot is tapping with impatience.

	 “When did you graduate high school?” he asks, laying my application on his desk. 

	Ah, that explains the frown. I added the name of my high school in the education spot, but did not add a graduation date. I just couldn’t force myself to lie. Growing up with my mom, lying was never an issue for me. After spending the last five years with Hank and Lucy, telling the truth has become a habit.

	“I didn’t graduate from high school,” I reply, swallowing my own shame. “I do plan on getting my GED soon.” 

	When I left home, I still had nearly a month to go before graduation. My diploma was the only thing keeping me there. After everything that happened with Kilo, that little piece of paper didn’t seem so important. Lucy had urged me to try for my GED a few times over the years, but I put her off. I honestly thought I’d spend the rest of my days working at the diner and saw no point in even trying to get it. 

	 “Full-timers are required to have a diploma or GED,” he says, standing up and walking to the door. “Come back after you’ve gotten it, and I may be able to find a position for you.” 

	Just as Troy did earlier, this guy rushes me out without a second glance. The only difference is, I may have a chance at a job here if I come back with my GED. However, that would take weeks that I just do not have. 

	I fill out a few more applications before heading to the food court to grab a drink. I end my day by applying at Auntie Anne’s and the Cookie Palace before heading back to my car. As I crawl into the driver’s seat, I know the day was a bust. Unless I get a call from one of the fast food restaurants, I’m going to have to do this all over again tomorrow. 

	I put the keys in the ignition and give them a twist. Nothing, not even an attempt to turn over. Again and again, I attempt to start the car. Finally, the motor makes a ticking sound but it doesn’t start. After a few more attempts, my forehead drops to the steering wheel. 

	So much has happened in the past few weeks. First, the fire took my job and home in one fell swoop. Then, I was forced to move back to Kentucky or live off the charity of my friends. Not to mention being cussed at by Troy and having the guy at Old Navy snub me. Having my car finally give up the ghost is just icing on a rancid cake. 

	What is going to happen next? I ask myself as I jerk the keys out of the ignition. I take in a deep breath and open the door. I get out and walk to the front of the car. After popping the hood, I look down at the motor in confusion. To me, it just looks like a big puzzle. I can see that the pieces and parts are connected with screws and hoses, but I have no idea what any of them do. 

	“You needing some help?” a gruff voice asks from a few feet away, causing me to jump and twist my body around. 

	A man, an extremely sexy man, is standing close enough to touch. “You scared the garbage out of me.”

	“That wasn’t my plan.” His lips tip up in a smile as he shoots me a wink “If you go crank it for me, I’ll take a look.”

	I stand here looking at him for a second, ignoring his order. He has dark hair, not quite black but a shade darker than my brown. He has the same haircut as Ben Affleck’s in the movie Jersey Girl, long on the top but short on the back and sides. His jawline carries a bit of a beard, but only a tad bit heavier than a five-o'clock shadow.

	His brows are a shade darker than his hair, making them a startling black. They are not thick, but they’re not thin either. Both have a few hairs that stand straight up right at the edge. His eyes are hazel, not quite green but not exactly brown either. Looking closely, I can see the right one has a dark speck not far from the pupil. Both eyes are framed by long thick lashes that I would love to have. 

	His nose isn’t exactly big, but it’s not small either. There is a tiny bump right on the bridge that keeps him from looking almost pretty. He has high cheekbones that are prominent, making me wonder if he may have a touch of Native American blood running through his veins. There is a small scar on his left cheek that somehow helps pull all his features together, making him one of the sexiest men I have ever seen. 

	“If you’re done looking me over, will you go and try to start the car?” he asks, his smile firmly in place as he steps forward and looks at the engine. 

	Heat hits my face as I realize that I have been staring at him for a long time, so I rush to the driver’s side and crawl in. My hand shakes as I place the key back into the ignition. Again, nothing happens when I give it a twist.

	I do it twice more before he shouts, “Hold on a second.”

	Laying my hand in my lap, I pull in another deep breath. I’m having to fight myself from getting out of the car. For no other reason than to be able to look at the man a little longer. Of course, I’ve seen my fair share of good-looking men, but none have ever really affected me. Even Stephan who I dated never held my attention so completely. 

	I’m so deep into my thoughts that I nearly miss it when he shouts out, “Try for me once more, babe.”

	This time the engine starts after its normal sputter. I do a little happy dance in my seat as the hood goes down. I can’t help but raise my eyes to his, which are staring straight at me. Our gazes stay locked while he walks around to my door. 

	I slowly crank down my window and whisper, “Thank you so much.”

	“It was nothing,” he replies with a shrug. “One of your battery cables was loose. I just had to tighten it up.”

	“I wouldn’t have even known how to do that,” I say with an easy smile. “You saved me from having to call someone to come look at it.”

	“If you want to pay me back, there’s a Mexican restaurant in the mall that makes a killer burrito.” He leans down and places his forearms against the open window, lowering his face to mine. “Sharing lunch with a pretty girl seems like fair payment to me.”

	Over the last few years, I’ve been asked out more times than I can count. The only person I ever said yes to was Stephan. Even with him, I wanted to say no. For some reason, I want to tell this guy yes. Heck, I want to scream yes!

	Instead, I chicken out and shake my head. “I’m sorry, but I gotta head home.”

	“What’s your name, babe?” he asks, not all deterred by being turned down. 

	I lower my eyes and reply, “Gypsy.”

	“It’s been a pleasure to meet you, Gypsy,” he replies, giving the roof of my car a tap then stepping back. “If you ever change your mind and want to taste the best burritos in the world, stop by Bluegrass Construction and ask for Chance.”

	He turns around and starts walking toward the entrance of the mall without even giving me a chance to say goodbye. My eyes are frozen on him, locked on his rear, as I contemplate following him inside and telling him I’ve changed my mind about lunch. Then, I realize it could lead nowhere. Even if I’m interested, I’m heading back to Macon as soon as possible. With that thought, I back out of my parking spot and head back to my tiny apartment. 


Chapter Five

	
	I wake up to the sound of my phone ringing. Of course, I left it in my purse that’s sitting on the counter, all the way across my little apartment. Rolling off the couch, I reach my purse just as the ringing stops. By the time I’ve dug out my phone, it’s ringing again. 

	I bring it to my ear after seeing a number I do not recognize. “Hello.”

	“Ms. Rose, this is Rita at The Waffle House,” she says over the roar of what I can only assume is her car. “Are you still interested in a job?”

	“Yes, ma’am,” I reply, my voice shaking with excitement. 

	I’ve been putting in applications for the past three days, and this is the first callback I’ve gotten. I was starting to worry that there would be no choice but to head back to Macon with my tail between my legs. Rent here may be free, but everything else isn’t. What little money I have is being eaten up by the need for food and gas. After I pay my cell phone bill next week, I’ll be down to less than four-hundred dollars. 

	“I had a girl not show up for the breakfast shift. I have a cold and should be in bed, but I’m heading in to cover for her. I don’t plan on staying there very long, so I’d need you to be willing to start today,” she says, sounding irritated. “Actually, you’ll need to be there by seven.”

	I look over to the microwave clock and see it's nearly a quarter after six, so I have forty-five minutes to get ready and drive across town. “That’s not a problem.”

	“I’m telling you right now, I’m not in a good mood,” she says, followed by a hacking cough. “If you are even one minute late, don’t bother walking through the door.”

	With that, she hangs up and I rush to get ready. I pass up a shower, trying to save time. Just a quick swipe of deodorant, then I pull my hair back into a ponytail. After brushing my teeth and swishing some mouthwash, I pull on a t-shirt and jeans then slide my feet into my tennis shoes. I’m out the door in less than ten minutes, even though the Waffle House is only a ten-minute drive from Rory’s house. 

	My car puffs out its normal sputter when I turn the key. However, it keeps sputtering long after I back out of the driveway. A mile down the road, it stalls completely. I get it started, but it stalls again after another mile. I get it started again and make it nearly to the Waffle House before the engine makes a large clanking sound and it dies for the final time. 

	Tears start to stream down my face as I pull the keys from the ignition. Knowing I only have fifteen minutes to get to work, I wipe away the tears and pull in a deep breath. I toss the keys in my purse, sling it over my shoulder, and climb out. I have two choices, I can attempt to fix it or walk the rest of the way. Considering my lack of knowledge, I pick option two. 

	I’m just taking my first step when a huge truck passes by me. It doesn’t go very far before pulling into a driveway and turning around. When it passes me this time, I read the words Bluegrass Construction on the door. When it does a quick U-turn and parks behind my car, I stop in my tracks and look up to the sky. As I pull in a deep breath, only one thought fills my brain. You have got to be freaking kidding me.

	A second or two later, the door opens and Chance steps out. “We’ve got to quit meeting like this, Gypsy.”

	 Since Monday, I have spent most of my time looking for jobs. What little was left over has been spent regretting turning Chance down. I even found myself googling Bluegrass Construction to find its address. I was shocked to see it was only three miles from Rory’s house. It just happened to be in the opposite direction, so I’ve never even drove past it. I nearly went over there once or twice to see if he wanted to grab lunch, but I chickened out each time I grabbed my keys. 

	Turning around, I walk back to the car and lay my hand on the hood. “I don’t think it’s the battery this time.”

	“You want me to take a look?” he asks as he walks over to me. “I’m not a mechanic, but I can see if it’s something simple.”

	What I really need is a ride. My car is more than likely a goner, but even if it can be fixed, I seriously doubt that is going to happen in the next few minutes. I have to be at work right away, or I’ll be back to looking for a job again. At least with the Waffle House, it’s close enough for me to walk if I have to.

	I chew on my bottom lip, trying to work up the courage to ask. “Would you mind giving me a ride to the Waffle House?”

	He cocks a brow and asks, “Are you wanting me to buy you breakfast, babe? I think I can do better than the Waffle House.”

	“I need to go to work now before I lose my job,” I reply with a shake of my head, not having the time to banter with him. “Considering I only got hired this morning, I’d really prefer for that not to happen.”

	Tilting his head toward his truck, he smiles. “Let’s get you to work, babe.”

	I follow behind, waiting as he opens the truck. He puts out his hand, and I only hesitate for a second before grabbing it. Unlike the few times Stephan touched me, his touch doesn’t make me feel uncomfortable. If anything, it causes my hand to tingle. In fact, it causes other parts of me to tingle, too, parts that I haven’t thought about in years. 

	After helping me climb into his giant truck, he shuts the door, as I click the seat belt in place. He walks around the truck and takes his spot behind the steering wheel. As soon as he turns the key, the chorus of Different For Girls fills the cab of the truck. 

	I can barely hold my laughter in as I ask, “You a big Dierks Bentley fan?”

	“Sure am,” he replies, shooting me another smile before pulling back onto the road. “You got a problem with country music, Gypsy Girl. If so, I just might have to put you out on the side of the road.”

	Forgetting my worries for a minute, I smile back at him. “If it comes in the form of Waylon, Willie, Johnny, or someone else from that time frame, my radio is up all the way. New country music, I’m just not a big fan.”

	Leaning forward, he hits a button on the radio. A second later, the sounds of June and Johnny singing about going to Jackson hits my ears. My smile grows as I hum along with one of my favorite songs. The humming quickly stops when my eyes land on the dashboard clock. Idiot, it’s two minutes after seven. 

	“Oh, shoot, I’m late,” I mumble, trying to hold back my tears. “You should just take me back to the car.” 

	“When were you supposed to be there?” he asks, speeding up just a bit. 

	I lean my head back and close my eyes, trying to control the anger and despair working its way through my body. “Seven.”

	“You’ll only be five minutes late,” he says, reaching out to pat my thigh. “Tell them about your car, and I’m sure they’ll understand.”

	I stay quiet as I open my eyes and watch the clock until he pulls into the parking lot. By the time he comes to a stop, I’m six minutes late. I should go in and try to explain things, but I know it’s not going to make a difference. She made that clear enough during our short conversation. 

	Blowing out a breath of frustration, I look over to Chance. “I hate to ask, but would you mind dropping me off at my place?”

	“You’re not even gonna go in and try to explain?” he asks, looking confused. “It’s not like you’re an hour late.”

	I tell him what she said during her call then blurt out what is going on in my mind. “Moving here was a mistake. I’m going to have to move back home; I should have known better than to try this on my own.”

	He blinks, seeming shocked, and asks, “How old are you?”

	“Twenty-three,” I answer without considering why he is asking. 

	“And you just moved out of your parents’ house?” he asks with a shake of his head. “I love my mom, but I was out of her house a month after I turned eighteen.”

	I can’t laugh, when I finally catch on to his meaning. “By home, I mean Macon not my parents’ place.”

	For some reason, the urge to tell him that I haven’t spoken to my mom in five years nearly has the words pouring out of my mouth. Other than the few times Lucy or Jarrod forced me to talk about my past, I never tell anyone about mom or Cedar Springs. Before this, I’ve never even considered talking to a stranger about my past. 

	“Macon, Missouri, right?” When I nod, he asks another question. “Is that where your family’s from?”

	I think about his question for a second, quickly realizing the answer. “The only family I care to claim.”

	He nods in understanding as he pulls out of his parking spot. “You gotta give me some directions, babe.”

	“Go back toward my car and the house is about three miles past it on the same road,” I reply, trying not to worry about the missed opportunity. “If you don’t have time, you can drop me at the car. I can walk from there.”

	“That trash ain’t happening.” He cuts his gorgeous hazel eyes to me then back to the road, tapping his fingers against the steering wheel. 

	As we approach my car, he looks over and asks, “Do you need anything out of it?”

	I shake my head, answering without saying a word. My eyes stay locked on the car until it fades out of sight. Hank will drive down and take a look at it, but it’s doubtful he’ll be able to fix it. He’s been telling me for years that only a wing and a prayer was keeping it on the road. More than likely, he’ll pull it to a junkyard and sell it for scrap. 

	The silence reigns until I see Rory’s house. “It’s that one right there.”

	He quickly slows the truck, bringing it to a complete stop about a hundred yards from the house. His eyes are locked on the spot where Rory is crawling into his car. Chance stays quiet until he pulls out of the driveway and heads in the opposite direction. 

	“You live with Rory Boatman?” he asks, sounding more than just a little pissed.

	I lean against the door, needing to be away from his anger. “I live in the apartment above his garage.”

	“Are you related to him, just his friend, or what?” he barks the question out, his hands tightening around the steering wheel.

	“I don’t even really know him; I’m just living in the apartment,” I reply then add, “He’s my best friend’s boyfriend and offered to let me stay here rent free.”

	He looks at me, anger shining in his eyes. “That jerk doesn’t do anything for free. If you’re there, you’re gonna end up paying in some way or your friend is. It may not be with money, but there’s always a payment with a guy like him.” 

	The waves of fury coming off him sends a chill down my spine. Reaching down to the latch on the seat belt, my shaking hands fumble with the button. As it finally pops open, I reach for the door handle and push it open. I’m about to climb out of the truck when he reaches over and gently grabs my hand. 

	“I’m not mad at you, Gypsy. If anything, I’m worried about you,” he says, giving my hand a light squeeze. “Rory nearly ruined my brother’s life.”

	I don’t shut the door, but I do look back to him. “What did he do?”

	My fight or flight instinct is urging me to run, but I need to hear this. I already know Rory isn’t a good guy, but I don’t have a lot to back up my opinion. If there is more, I need to know so I can tell Jarrod. 

	“Adam is gay; he came out to me when we were just kids, but he didn’t come out to our family. He kept that trash hidden, knowing what kind of trouble it would cause,” he says before looking to the house. “He started dating Rory about three years ago. He was always getting money from Adam to pay this or that and it got to the point my brother didn’t have enough left over to pay his own rent.”

	“That sounds familiar,” I mumble, feeling my aggravation grow.

	 Considering the money Jarrod spent on Rory during one weekend, I can only imagine how much he has spent on him since they started dating. I already know he’s been paying the mortgage on Rory’s house, and he paid to have the yard cleaned. Something that still hasn’t been done, other than the garage that Jarrod helped clean. 

	“They were together about six months before it went south,” Chance says, running a hand through the top of his hair. “A week later, Adam ended up in the ICU. He had swallowed a bottle of sleeping pills, trying to kill himself.”

	“Oh my goodness,” I whisper, scooting closer to him. “I’m so sorry.”

	“After he pulled through, Adam told me he didn’t think he had any other choice.” He pauses long enough to pull in a deep breath. “Rory threatened to tell our family that he was gay if he didn’t keep giving him money and my brother didn’t have any left to give him.” 

	I can say nothing; my mind is stuck on the thought of what would happen if he tried to pull the same thing on Jarrod. I don’t think my friend would attempt suicide but I can’t be sure. Just the thought of losing Jarrod has me squeezing Chance’s hand. 

	“What happened?” I ask, praying that Rory changed his mind. 

	“By the time Adam came out of his coma, Mom already knew. I’m not sure if Rory is the one that told her, she’d never say. Mom didn’t care who Adam dated; she just wanted her son to be happy,” he says, releasing my hand and fisting his fingers around the steering wheel. “Our grandpa and a few of our uncles threw a fit, but I shut them up pretty quick.”

	A part of me wants to ask about his dad, but I don’t. “Is Adam okay?”

	“Yeah, he’s doing good. He’s single but happy,” he replies, finally losing his frown. “If your friend’s a guy, I’d be warning him.”

	“Oh, I’ll be warning him,” I mumble, looking toward my lap. “I’m going to call him to come get me; I’ll tell him as soon as he gets here.”

	We stay quiet for a few minutes, thinking about everything that has been said. I should be getting out of the truck, but I don’t want to leave his side. I don’t know him or anything about him, but I feel comfortable with him. That is something that I haven’t felt with a guy in a long time, not since Kilo shattered my world.

	“How determined are you about going back to Macon?” he asks, breaking the silence.

	I blurt out everything that happened since the fire, including my lack of a home or any job prospects. “I don’t have enough money to get another place to stay, and there is no way I can stay here after everything you told me. Plus, the job market doesn’t seem much better here than it was in Macon.”

	 “Our office assistant quit a couple of weeks ago, and we haven’t gotten around to hiring anyone,” he says, grabbing my hand again. “I planned on putting an ad in the newspaper later today. If you came to work for me, you’d save me the trouble.”

	“You can’t just hire me; your boss may have a say in who the new assistant is going to be,” I reply with a soft laugh.

	His lip tips up, all his earlier anger is gone. “Adam and I own Bluegrass Construction together, and there is no doubt in my mind he’d be willing to hire you. He hates paperwork worse than I do.”

	“Oh, okay,” I whisper, trying to get over the fact he isn’t much older than me, and already owns his own company. 

	I want to jump at his offer, but a million thoughts run through my head. I don’t even have enough money to pay for a room at a cheap hotel until I start getting a steady paycheck. More importantly, the attraction I feel for Chance isn’t something I’m sure I could hide. Being around him all the time, it would probably grow every day. 

	My mind latches on to something that takes the decision out of my hands. “I’ve never worked in an office; I wouldn’t even know what to do.”

	“It’s pretty simple. You answer the phone, take messages, and garbage like that.” He shrugs as if it’s as easy as that. “Mom used to run the office when we first got started. She’ll come in and teach you what you need to learn.”

	I pull in a deep breath and tell him the truth. “I’d love to take it, but I don’t have the money to stay here, not with having to leave Rory’s house.”

	His smile grows even wider. “Good thing we have a trailer behind the office. It used to be the office before we decided to build a new building. It’s not much, but it will do you until you can find something better.”

	“But, I…” I start to explain all the reasons it wouldn’t work, but he talks over me. “It has a small kitchen and full bath. There’s two bedrooms. We use one for storage, but the other has a bed in it. Adam and I used to use it from time to time when we had a late night and didn’t feel like driving home. Since we both moved out of town, it’s just sat empty.”

	I chew on my bottom lip, wanting to accept but not able to just yet. “I plan on returning to Macon when the diner reopens.”

	“You said it would be after Christmas before the re-build is done, and that’s still months away.” He shrugs again, as if none of my concerns are an issue. “We’ll deal with that when it happens. I need an assistant today.”

	Chance’s offer sounds a little bit too much like charity to me, but I don’t want to go back to Lucy and Hank with my tail between my legs. “We can give it a try.”

	He gives me a nod and says, “Shut the door, babe. Let’s go get your stuff and get the heck out of here before that jerk comes home.”

	I do as he says, staying quiet until he parks in the driveway. He quickly cuts the engine. He climbs out and runs over to my side before I can even get my door open. Taking my hand, he helps me climb down. Then he follows me through the garage and up the stairs, stopping to grab a few of the boxes I had brought down earlier. 

	When we step into my little apartment, I start shoving the few things I have unpacked into the empty boxes. “Most everything is still packed. I never felt the urge to settle in. Guess I knew I wouldn’t be here long.”

	“You can start settling in now, Gypsy.” he says, shooting me a wink. 

	He then picks up a packed box from the floor. I watch as he turns around and walks down the stairs, a smile spreading across my lips. Yes, I’ll be settling in this time.


Chapter Six

	
	By the time we get to Bluegrass Construction, it's nearly half past eight. When we pull into the graveled lot, I expect to see the area full of people. There are a couple of empty pickup trucks, some machinery, and what appears to be a tarp covered stack of shingles, but no one is moving about. 

	There is a large white building sitting right in the center of the lot that I assume is the office. Bluegrass Construction is written in bright, bold, blue letters right above the door. It looks more like a double wide than something that was built by Chance. There are two storage sheds to the right of it and a large barn looking building to the back, all of which are painted in the same bright blue. 

	Chance drives around to the back, coming to a stop in front of a small trailer. It looks nothing at all like the trailer I shared with Mom. This one is covered with white vinyl siding and a black shingled roof with a covered porch big enough to hold a swing. The company name is on a sign located near the far end and again near the roof of the porch. 

	“Like I said, it’s small,” he says, cutting off the engine and opening his door. “Let’s get your stuff inside.”

	This time, I’m out before he can make it around to open my door. I force him to let me help carry the boxes, but he doesn’t seem real happy about it. We place one at a time on the porch, not bothering to carry them inside. By the time we’re halfway done, he shoos me inside by handing me his keys and pointing out the correct one. 

	“Go on inside and look around,” he says, heading back to the truck. “Turn on the central air and get it cooled off a bit.” 

	I do as he says without putting up an argument, mostly because I’m excited to see where I’ll be living the next few weeks. As soon as the heat hits me in the face, it nearly takes my breath away. Without paying attention, I look around for the thermostat. When my eyes land on it, I push it down twenty degree and hold my breath until it kicks on.

	Finally taking in my surroundings, I can’t believe what I see. By the way he talked, I thought the trailer would be old and tiny. Neither is true. It’s small, but way big enough for me. Other than some scuffs on the muted gray walls, the place is in perfect condition. 

	The living room and kitchen is one room, only separated by an island. The living room is bare, other than an old plaid couch sitting against the back wall and a TV mounted on the opposite wall. A small table and chairs sits near the only window in the kitchen. Walking past the island, I see a trash can is sitting not far from the fridge. My eyes land on the dishwasher next, and I nearly gasp. I never once lived anywhere that had a dishwasher. Momma always said she didn’t need one when I had two on the ends of my arms. 

	Chance walks in and places a box on the table. “Did you look around?”

	“Just in here,” I reply, attempting to walk past him and grab a box off the porch. 

	“Hold on there, Gypsy,” he says, gently wrapping his hand around my arm. “Let me show you the place.”

	“Everything is back here.” He leads me the few steps past the kitchen table and opens a door. “The bathroom’s here. There’s towels and trash in here, but that’s about it.” 

	I peek my head in and take a quick look, finding it small but still bigger than the one I had at Rory’s or at my apartment above the flower shop. “It’s nice.”

	He chuckles as he taps the top of the washing machine then the dryer, sitting near the open bathroom door. “Both of these should work, but if you have any problem let me know.”

	I look to the dryer and nearly let out a sigh. For as long as I can remember, even when I was still in Cedar Springs with Momma, I hung up my clothes to dry. While living in my apartment in Macon, I used to go to the laundry mat and wash my things, then string a line right across my room to let them dry. Since living with Rory, I haven’t had a chance to do laundry, but I planned to do the same thing. 

	He points to the door on the opposite side of the short hall. “This leads outside, but we didn’t replace the steps when we pulled the trailer back here, so leave it closed unless there’s an emergency.”

	I nod and follow him through to the final door. It’s a bedroom, holding a bed and nothing else. In here, it looks like a trailer. The walls are covered in some sort of ocean looking wallpaper, and coarse blue carpeting covers the floor. Still, it’s the first real bedroom I’ve had since leaving my mom’s trailer, so it looks beautiful to me.

	“I can’t tell you the last time the sheets have been changed. To be honest, I’d guess it was before Mom retired more than two years ago,” he says, drawing my attention. “Adam and I keep an extra change of clothes in the closet, but you can bring them into the office tomorrow. We can store them in the break room.”

	Before I can reply, he is leading me out of the room and back into the living room. There he opens another door and pulls me inside. Where the rest of the place looked like any other trailer, this room was definitely once part of a business. There is a desk by the far wall and two filing cabinets sitting in the corner. Along the back, the closet doors have been taken down and the inside is full of shelves. Boxes and files are scattered all over every available surface, including the floor. 

	“We still use this room for storage, mostly tax garbage and customer files,” he explains before leading me back into the living room. “One of these days, I may have you go through all that trash. I’d like to have everything in the office, so we don’t have to run back and forth every time we need something.” 

	Looking around, I take in how nice it is once more. To most people, it wouldn’t appear like much. To me, it looks like a palace. Again, the feeling he is treating me like a charity case hits me in the gut. 

	“I don’t know if I can stay here.” I force out the words, even though I want nothing more than to call this place my own. 

	He looks around before bringing his eyes to me. “I know this place isn’t much, but it’ll do until you...”

	I cut him off before he can say anymore. “It’s not that. I just don’t want to rely on your charity. I’ve always worked for what I have, and that’s not gonna stop now.”

	Instead of replying, he walks out to the porch and grabs another box. He mumbles angrily to himself as he carries one after the other in. When he’s finally done, he shuts the door and turns to look at me. He opens his mouth, but shuts it before saying a word. 

	“I could’ve stayed in Macon. My friends would have given me a place to live, but I need to prove I could make it on my own,” I say, trying to explain how I feel. 

	“I get that, but you don’t get me. I’m not giving you a blasted thing; I’m offering you a job,” he states, walking over and placing a hand against the top of the island. “We paid Stacey four hundred a week flat salary, so that’s what you’ll be making. For as long as you live here, we’ll take out a hundred each week for rent.”

	Before I can reply, he starts talking again. “I hope you put off looking for a place for a while to see if you like it here. We have never had any trouble out here, but it’s never good to leave a place like this empty. We have a few pieces of equipment and some expensive supplies around here. It would be good to have someone on site to keep people from thinking that taking our stuff would be an easy way to make a quick buck.”

	His words send a wave of relief through me. It feels good to know living here will not be taking a handout. It would actually be doing him and his brother a favor. I lived around my mother and her friends long enough to know a place like this was easy picking. It’s on the outskirts of town and far enough away from neighbors that someone could get in and out without being seen. Me being here won’t necessarily stop anything from happening, but it will make people think twice about trying to steal something.

	“A hundred a week sounds good to me,” I say, my lips tipping up in a grin. “I won’t even look for another place. This will suit me just fine till the diner opens again.”

	He smiles, pushing away from the island. “Another thing, again it is not charity, but I’ll be giving you a truck to use. Stacey had one when she worked here to run to the bank, haul supplies, grab lunch, and such. Since your car’s down, you can use it to do whatever you need. I only ask that you let Adam or me know if you're gonna take it out of town.”

	Something about his tone makes me question him. “Did she take the truck home with her at night?”

	“From time to time,” he replies, not quite meeting my eyes. 

	I cock a brow and ask, “Were those times work related?”

	“Yes,” he mumbles then quickly adds, “But, she had a car that ran. You don’t; you need something to get around in.”

	I think about it for a second before finally nodding. “I’ll accept, if my car can’t be fixed, but only if you take an extra twenty-five a week out of my paycheck.”

	“Ten,” he counters, but gives in when I shake my head. “Fine, but you will use the company card to pay for gas used for anything to do with Bluegrass Construction.”

	I nod my head, letting my smile grow. “That sounds fair.”

	He smiles, walking over to the door. “I gotta get to work. I was supposed to be on the job site three hours ago.” 

	“Are you sure you don’t want me to go to the office today?” I ask, fidgeting with the bottom of my t-shirt. 

	“Nope, I’ll get Mom in tomorrow to show you the ropes.” He shakes his head, grabbing hold of the door handle. “You can spend the day getting unpacked, but I’ll be back this afternoon and show you around the office.”

	Before I can give him my agreement, my phone starts to ring. Chance lifts his chin to me and walks out the door, shutting it behind him. I tug my phone out of my back pocket and see Jarrod’s smiling face flashing across the screen. My stomach drops as thoughts of what I have to tell him run through my mind.

	“Hi, honey,” I say, bringing it to my ear.

	“Where are you?” he roars, sounding both worried and pissed.

	Walking across the room, I sit down on the couch. “What are you talking about? I’m still in Paducah.”

	“Rory just called and said he saw your car on the side of the road, but you were nowhere in sight,” he states, his voice shaky. “He went home and checked the apartment, and he said all of your stuff was gone.”

	“I moved out,” I whisper, knowing he is going to be pissed.

	As he rants and raves, I close my eyes and pray for courage. I really wanted to talk to him face to face, but I don’t have much of a choice right now. I’m going to have to explain why I left Rory’s so suddenly. To do that, I’m going to have to break Jarrod’s heart.

	“I have something I have to tell you,” I start, pushing my next words out as quickly as possible. “I met someone that knows Rory, and what I learned was really bad.”

	I spend the next fifteen minutes telling him about meeting Chance and how he helped me twice. Then, I tell him everything that Chance told me about Rory and his brother. When he shouts his denials, I listen without saying a word. When he starts to settle down, I answer his questions the best I can.

	I explain how Rory has treated me like garbage since he left, complaining that I was making too much noise every time I walked across the floor and complaining if I dared to cut on the air conditioner. I describe the way he would be in the garage to question me every time I came down the stairs. I finally tell him how Rory cost me the job at the steak house.

	Sounding completely defeated, he lets out a sigh. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

	“It’s only been a few days; I hoped things would get better with time,” I say, trying to take away his guilt. 

	“I’ll be down there in an hour or two,” he growls out, switching from hurt to completely pissed. “Have your trash ready to go.”

	“No!” I shout, jumping up from the couch. “I think I’m gonna like my new job, and the trailer I’m living in is really nice.”

	He goes quiet for a second before finally saying, “Fine, but I’m coming this weekend to check on you. Until then, I want you calling in every night.”

	Taking in a relieved breath, I finally ask the question I’ve been wanting to since this conversation started. “What are going to do about Rory?”

	“I’m gonna dump his rear,” he says without hesitation. “Before that, I’m gonna go have a talk with my parents. I’m tired of living a lie anyway. This was just the push I needed to start living my life the way I’ve always wanted to.”

	A smile spreads across my face as I respond, “Chance is hot, like smoking hot. If his brother looks anything like him, maybe I should arrange for the two of you to meet.” 

	Jarrod lets out a laugh, a full belly laugh. “I’ll make you a deal. If you give this thing with Chance a go, I’ll let you introduce me to his brother.”

	“There’s nothing going on between me and Chance,” I say, losing my smile. “He’s my boss, nothing more.”

	“The man bent over backward to get you working in his office and your rear sleeping in that trailer. There may not be anything going on between the two of you right now, but he sure hopes there will be soon,” Jarrod says with another laugh. “If he’s as hot as you say and as nice as you make him out to be, you’d be stupid to not give the man a chance.”

	I was so concerned with him trying to give me charity, I never even considered he wanted me here because he was interested. The thought sends a wave of excitement through me, but it is quickly followed by a trickle of fear. I’m not really scared of men; I got over that with the help of Hank and Jarrod. Still, I’m not sure if I’m ready for anything more than friendship.

	“I’m not ready for anything like that,” I say, plopping back down on the couch and laying my head against the cushion. “Maybe I should come home.”

	“Idiot,” he mumbles then adds, “now listen to me. You’re young and beautiful. I know some trash happened in the past. Not sure what it was, but I know it was bad.”

	“Really bad,” I whisper, feeling tears hit my eyes. 

	“I’m sure it was terrible, but it’s over now. You gotta move on, girl. You can’t let your past determine your future,” he replies, his voice both firm and gentle. “You need to start living again, Gypsy. Start living for me, Mom, Dad, and Aunt Diane. Heck, do it for yourself, sweetheart.”

	I can’t give him the words he needs to hear but I give him the truth. “I’ll try.”


Chapter Seven

	
	Placing the final cup into the cabinet, I shut the door and look around. The place looks wonderful. I’ve cleaned everything, including inside the oven and under the couch. It took some elbow grease, but I cleaned the scuff marks off the wall. I just need to hit a few yard sales or Goodwill to pick up a comfy chair for the living room and some pictures for the wall, and it will be absolutely perfect. 

	The sound of tires rolling over gravel hits my ears, pulling me away from my inspection. I look out the window just in time to see Chance’s truck come to a stop a few feet from the front porch. I’m out the door before he cuts the engine off. By the time he steps out of the truck, I’m by his side. 

	He lets out a chuckle. “Happy to see me, Gypsy Girl?”

	“I gotta show you something,” I say, motioning for him to follow me inside. 

	I rush up the porch steps and through the door. A second later, I’m running to the bedroom. Once there, I bend down and look under the bed. My eyes land on the frame, just as my hand grabs it. Pulling it out, I look up to see Chance standing at the door. 

	“Look what I found,” I say, motioning to the picture.

	“Incredible,” he mumbles, bending down to pick the large frame up. “This has been gone since we moved into the new office. I thought it was lost.”

	The frame holds a photo of Chance as a teen with a guy that looks so similar that he can only be his brother. Each has an arm slung over the shoulders of an older woman with kind eyes. They are standing in front of this trailer with huge smiles on their faces. 

	“This was taken the day we bought this place,” he says, a grin spreading across his plump lips. “We were all so proud to say it was ours.”

	I stand up and look at it. “You were so young. I can’t believe you owned your own business back then.”

	“I was nineteen, and Adam was twenty. We took the money we inherited from our grandma and bought the land and equipment,” he says, sitting down on the bed, looking at the picture. “Mom bought us the trailer with her share of the inheritance. She said she wanted to invest in our future.”

	I’m smiling now, too, imagining how proud they were the day that photo was taken. “You should hang it up in the new office. That way you never forget where you started or how far you’ve come.”

	“Good idea,” he says with a nod, standing up and motioning for me to follow him. “I’m gonna do that right now, surprise Adam next time he comes in.”

	I follow him out the door, shutting it behind me. We walk around the trailer to the back door of the office. He hands me the frame just long enough for him to unlock the door, then leads me inside. As soon as I walk through the door, the smell of rotten food and old coffee hits my nose. I have to put a hand over my mouth to keep from complaining. 

	“Dang,” Chance mutters as the smell hits him full force. “It’s not usually this bad in here, I swear. We’ve had a big job down near Murray, so we haven’t been by the office for nearly two weeks. I guess leaving it shut up for so long wasn’t a good thing to do.”

	I look around the little kitchen area we are standing in and see the problem. “It could have something to do with the food left on the table while you were gone.”

	“Well, incredible,” he growls, leaning the frame against the wall.

	He walks to the back of the room and grabs the trash can then starts cleaning up the mess. I avoid the table and head to the sink. After pushing open the window, I dig around in the drawers to find a dishcloth then look under the sink for some disinfectant. By the time he’s back in from taking out the garbage, I’ve gotten the table wiped down and am washing the coffee pot. 

	“Sorry about that,” he says as he closes the door. 

	I smile, setting the coffee pot on the drying rack. “Not a problem.”

	 He picks up the frame again and leads me into the main office. I look around as he drags a hammer and a few nails from a cabinet by the door. While he is hanging the picture, I walk to the desk and scan the stacks of papers covering it. 

	 Unable to believe this much has accumulated in just a couple of weeks, I ask, “How long ago did you say your assistant quit?”

	“Two or three weeks ago, maybe a little longer,” he replies, straightening the frame. “But she had been on maternity leave for nearly two months before that. When it got close to the day she was supposed to come back to work, she called and said she just couldn’t leave her kid with a babysitter.”

	“Okay, that makes sense,” I say as my eyes scan the rest of the room. 

	Other than the stacks of papers on the desk, everything seems to be in order. There is only one desk; I assume it will be mine. There are two file cabinets sitting near the back wall. Three padded folding chairs line the wall on the other side of the room, and a half dead plant sits in the corner. There’s a large cabinet by the door where Chance got the hammer and nails. Other than that, the room is bare. 

	When he’s finally satisfied with the picture, he steps back and looks in my direction. “What do you think?”

	“It looks good. That’s the perfect spot,” I reply with a smile. “It’ll be the first thing you see when you walk in.”

	“That was the idea,” He says, shooting me a wink. “You hungry?”

	Of course, my stomach decides that now is the perfect time to growl. “Yeah, I guess so. I don’t have anything to eat over at the trailer.”

	I went to the grocery store and stocked up the day Jarrod left. I bought enough food to last me for a few days, knowing there was no way I’d be able to afford to eat out. When I got home from putting in applications the next day, nearly everything was gone. I asked Rory about the food that same night, trying to explain that I didn’t have the money to feed us both. He told me it was his house, so he’d eat whatever he wanted. Since then, I had kept a jar of peanut butter hidden under the couch, but not much else. 

	Pulling out his phone, he cocks a brow. “How about Chinese? There’s a great place not far from here that delivers.”

	“I’ve never eaten Chinese food, but I’ll give it a try,” I reply with a shrug. “Just order me whatever you like, and I’m sure it’ll be fine.” 

	Chance looks at me like I have two heads. “You’ve never had Chinese food?”

	“Until I moved to Macon and became friends with Jarrod, I’d never eaten at a restaurant unless I was working in it,” I reply without thinking. “More often than not, I had cereal or peanut butter for breakfast, lunch, and dinner.”

	When I finish, the room goes silent. It stays that way long enough for me to realize what I just said. I’ve never told anyone that but Jarrod. Even with him, it took a bottle and a half of wine and a lot of pleading to pull it out of me. My arms slide protectively around my body as I wait for his reaction. 

	Instead of saying anything, he clicks his phone and brings it to his ear. “Hello, I’d like to place an order for delivery.” 

	He’s quiet for a second then says, “I’d like a large order of your house Lo Mein, family sized sweet and sour chicken, a family order of shrimp kow with mixed vegetables, a large Mongolian beef, family sized pork dumplings, and an order of fried wontons. Add on a gallon of sweet tea.” 

	He goes silent for a second then mutters out the address. “Thanks.”

	As soon as he hangs up the phone, he pushes it back in his pocket and says, “I ordered almost everything, so there should be something you like.”

	I chew on my bottom lip with worry, wondering how much half will be. “Let me go grab my purse.”

	“What do you need your purse for?” he asks, sounding thoroughly confused. 

	I paste on a fake smile, hoping my nervousness does not show. “I gotta give you some money to cover my part.”

	“No, you don’t,” he says, turning to walk out of the room. “It’s on me.”

	I follow behind him and down the hall into a larger office. Judging by the two desks and the pictures on the wall, I’m guessing it belongs to Chance and his brother. It’s a little messier than the one up front, but nothing a good broom and a can of Pledge couldn’t fix. 

	Waiting for him to sit down at the desk, I fold my arms over my chest. “I can pay for my half of the food.” 

	“That’s not gonna happen,” he states, irritation making his eyes appear more green than brown. “When we’re in this building, you’re my employee. If I order food for us, I’ll be the one paying for it.”

	The words no more than leave his mouth before he adds, “Forget I just said that. Any time we share a meal, be it take out or in a restaurant, I’ll be paying.” 

	“That’s not gonna work for me,” I say with a shake of my head. “I don’t take handouts, even if they come in the form of free food.”

	“You’re gonna have to get over it.” He leans back in his chair, blowing out a frustrated breath. “In case you missed it, I’m a man. A man, at least a decent one, doesn’t let a woman pay for their meal. If a woman decides to cook him something, that’s different. But other than that, a man always pays.”

	I nibble on my bottom lip again, trying to think of a response. Instead, I remember a similar conversation Jarrod and I had. It happened the first time he took me into the city to eat at the Cheesecake Factory. When I told the waitress to split the ticket onto two checks, he nearly lost his mind. He informed her that I was wrong, then spent the next half hour fussing at me for embarrassing him. 

	A few weeks later, when I tried to pay for half of the pizza he ordered, we had another conversation. That one laid the ground rules for the rest of our friendship. Since then, he always pays when we eat out or order in. In return, I would bring a bag of groceries to his house from time to time and make him dinner. 

	“Fine, but you have to come over one day this weekend to eat dinner. You can even bring your brother along,” I say, trying my best to not make it sound like a date. “I’ll make fried chicken and mashed potatoes.”

	“Sounds good to me,” a voice from the hall says, causing me to jump. “If you add some biscuits into the mix, I’ll be there with bells on.”

	As soon as he steps into the room, I know this is Chance’s brother. Even if I hadn’t seen the picture, it would have been an easy guess. Other than having blue eyes and hair a shade or two lighter, the two of them look like twins. 

	“So, this is the new girl,” he says to his brother then looking me up and down. “I know you said she was pretty, but dang, bro, she’s beautiful.”

	If Chance hadn’t already told me he was gay, I’d probably be a puddle on the floor right now. He is the one that is beautiful. Chance is ruggedly handsome, but Adam has those movie star kind of looks that drive women wild. His face is almost too pretty for me, but I can still appreciate the perfection of it.

	When he winks my way, my heart skips a beat. In that instant, I know I have to set up a meeting between him and Jarrod. Digging my phone out of my back pocket, I pull up a picture of Jarrod. I scroll through a few before I find the best one and then walk over to him. 

	Holding it up for him to get a look. “My best friend is coming down this weekend. You’ve gotta come over and meet him.”

	Adam blinks at my words, but his eyes scan the picture. “That could be arranged.”

	“It already has been, remember chicken and mashed potatoes,” Chance says, standing up from his seat. “Gypsy can play matchmaker while she fills our bellies.”

	“Oh, yeah,” Adam says, finally taking his eyes away from the phone. “Just so you know, I may be gay but that doesn’t make what I said any less true. You are a very beautiful woman, too beautiful to waste your time on an asshat like my brother.”

	The laughter in his voice lets me know he’s teasing. “I’m not wasting my time; he gave me a job and a place to live.”

	“I forgot about that,” Adam replies, draping an arm over my shoulders. 

	He starts to say something else, but Chance pulls me away, replacing Adam’s arm with his own. “Hands off, man. This one is all mine.”

	My stomach dips at his words, but I can’t tell if fear or excitement is the cause. I can deny it to myself and everyone else, but I am interested in Chance. Interested in a way that I never thought I would ever be. Before Kilo, boys were barely on my radar. I had a crush or two, while growing up, even had a serious boyfriend at one time. At least, at the time, I thought it was serious. Until I gave him my virginity, and then never heard from him again. After that, I decided it wasn’t worth the burden. 

	Other than the one boyfriend and Kilo’s attack, I’d never had more than a few fumbling kisses in my life. Well, I did kiss Stephan a few times. He even let his hands roam after our last date. It didn’t scare me the way I thought it would, but it also brought me no pleasure. Until meeting Chance, I assumed my body just didn’t react like other women. I knew I wasn’t gay, but I wondered if maybe I was just not sexual in anyway.

	“Let’s go see if there are any paper plates in the kitchen,” Chance says, drawing me away from my thoughts. “I don’t want to be washing dishes tonight.”

	“What are you having, and did you order enough for me?” Adam asks, a smile on his face. 

	“Chinese from the Red Lantern, and I ordered nearly the whole menu,” he replies with a smile of his own. “It should be here any minute.” 

	Leaving his arm in place, he leads me past Adam and down the hall. When we get to the kitchen, he takes me to the table and motions for me to take a seat. Then, he and his brother start digging through the cabinets. After Adam finally finds what they are looking for, Chance pulls some forks out of a drawer and brings them to the table.

	They take a seat and start talking about the job they finished up today. I stay quiet, just listening to them talk. They’re just finishing discussing a problem with one of their employees when a knock sounds at the door. 

	“Come grab a bag or two. I didn’t lie when I said I ordered half the menu.” Chance gets up and goes to the door, his brother right behind him.

	I listen as the door opens and a muffled voice starts talking. A minute or two later, Chance is back carrying two bags. A minute after that, Adam walks in with two more. Chance goes back and there are more muffled voices before the door shuts. This time, he comes in carrying one bag and a gallon of tea. 

	He looks down at me and says, “Can you grab the glasses? They’re in the cabinet to the left of the refrigerator.” 

	My stomach chooses that moment to let everyone know just how empty it is. Ignoring the sound, I do as he asks while him and Adam start pulling containers out of the bags. Setting the glasses on the table, I open the tea and fill all three glasses and then take my seat.

	 “I hope you’re ready for this. Chinese food is easy to get addicted to,” Chance says, piling a big serving of rice on my plate. “I have to eat it at least once a week.”

	“She’s never had Chinese food?” Adam asks, sounding slightly more surprised than his brother was earlier. “Have you been living under a rock your whole life?”

	Chance glares in his direction, giving him a quick shake of his head. Looking away from his brother, he starts scooping noodles, beef, chicken, and shrimp on my plate. Then, he adds a few things that I can only guess is dumplings. 

	“Our dessert’s in here; it's gonna rock your world,” Chance explains and points to another bag that is still closed. 

	I look at my plate and shake my head. “I doubt I’ll have room for dessert.”

	Not waiting for a reply, I scoop up some of the noodles onto my fork and take a bite. The flavor is instant, causing fireworks to go off in my mouth. I try the chicken next, then the beef, finally grabbing a piece of shrimp. Each thing I eat is better than the last.

	Pushing a bowl of red sauce in my direction, Chance nods his head. “Dip your chicken in this; it’ll taste so good it’ll blow your mind.”

	Doing as I’m told, I close my eyes and let out a moan. “Oh my goodness.”

	“You gotta quit that trash or you’ll make my brother embarrass himself,” Adam says, causing my eyes to pop open. 

	Of course, the first thing I see is Chance’s face. The look is so sexual I can feel it in places that I thought long since dead. For some reason, a reason I don’t quite understand, I can’t stop my tongue from coming out and running over my top lip. When his eyes turn a shade of melted chocolate, I look down and take another bite. 

	We eat in silence until Adam breaks it to say, “Give me my dessert, brother.”

	I watch as Chance tosses him the bag and keep my eyes on it until Adam pulls out an oddly shaped piece of pastry. When he takes his first bite, he lets out a sound not much different from the one I made earlier. He licks something sticky looking from his lips then turns to me.

	“You gotta try one of these,” he says, wiggling the bag in my direction. 

	I wave my hand over my plate. “I don’t even think I can finish what’s here.”

	“You have to try at least one.” Chance grabs the bag from Adam and pulls one out. “Just a couple of bites, you won’t be sorry.”

	Unable to resist the sweet smile on his face, I grab it from his hand and bring it up to my mouth. The minute my teeth sink into it, a sugary sweet flavor hits my mouth. The texture is odd, hard, and crunchy on the outside but tender and soft on the inside. It has a buttery undertone, causing the whole thing to melt in my mouth. 

	“Good, huh?” Chance asks as he takes a bite of his own.

	After swallowing, I nod my head. “Excellent.”

	I force the pastry into my already full stomach, not willing to miss a single bite. As soon as that’s gone, I pop up from my chair and start cleaning up. By the time I have everything put in the fridge, I’m nearly dead on my feet. 

	Chance notices and stands up to grab my hand. “I’m gonna walk her out to the trailer. Don’t run off. I want to talk to you about the Martin project before you leave.” 

	After a quick goodbye to Adam, I follow Chance out the door. He leads me around the trailer to the front door, but doesn’t go inside. Instead, he lets go of my hand and pulls his keys from his pocket. Fiddling with them for a moment, he pulls one off and hands it to me. 

	“That goes to the trailer, both front and back doors. Adam has one, too, but he’ll hand it over to you in the morning,” Chance says as I wrap my hand around it. “Mom has the only other one, but you don’t have to worry about her trying to come in. Once she has you trained, you probably won’t see her much around here.”

	I smile, realizing he’s trying to make me feel secure in my new home. “Thank you.”

	“I don’t want to scare you off, but I gotta let you know what I’m thinking,” he says, causing my sleepiness to fade away in an instant. “I want to get to know you, and I don’t mean just as my employee.”

	 “I’d like that, too,” I whisper, saying words that I never thought would leave my lips. “But, I want to take it really slow.”

	He smiles, reaching up to push a stray lock of hair behind my ear. “We can take it as slow as you want. I’ll be happy as long as you’re willing to give me a chance to be something more than just your boss.”

	He then leans down, placing a soft kiss on my forehead. The gentleness of it causes something deep inside me to shatter. It’s as if all those memories that I have had to push away for so long have been replaced by something better. I know they’re not gone, but they aren’t alone anymore. Now, I have this memory to hold onto whenever they come back to haunt me during the night. 

	“Lock up, Gypsy Girl,” he says as he pulls away and steps off the porch. 

	I watch him walk away, thinking that Jarrod is right. It’s time for me to start living again.


Chapter Eight

	
	Walking around my trailer, my stomach is tied in knots. First days are always bad, but this one is worse because I have no freaking idea what I am doing. All I’ve ever done in my life is wait tables. Working in an office is something completely different, something I’m not sure I will ever be able to do right. 

	Climbing up the steps, I look down at my outfit once more. It’s not fancy, but it’s the nicest I have. A pair of black slacks and white button up I bought from Goodwill before moving down here. Neither fit me perfectly with the pants a bit tight in the hips and the shirt more than a little loose around my breasts. My feet are encased in a pair of black ballet flats, Lucy bought for me the day before I moved. At the time, I had no idea where I would wear them, but they definitely come in handy today. 

	Deciding it’s too late to worry about my clothes, I open the door and the aroma of freshly brewed coffee hits me. I look around and see a fresh pot of coffee brewing with a box of donuts sitting beside it. My feet automatically carry me in that direction as my belly starts to rumble. 

	 “You must be Gypsy,” a female voice I’ve never heard before says, causing me to stop in my tracks. 

	I look over my shoulder to see a middle-aged woman with bright red hair. Judging from the green and brown coloring of her eyes, I can guess she is Chance’s mom. She’s absolutely beautiful. Older yes, but no less stunning. She’s slim, with only a little extra flesh around her hips. Her face carries a few wrinkles, but they do not distract from her beauty. 

	Taking in a deep breath, I force my mouth to move. “Yes, I am.”

	She smiles, walking my way. She stays quiet as she pours us both a cup of coffee. She places two donuts on a napkin, handing me one, then turns to look at me. Her eyes travel from the tip of my toes to the top of my head. Finally, she nods her head. 

	“I can understand what my son sees in you,” she says with another brisk nod. “You’re a knock out.”

	 “Thanks.” Smiling shyly, I tilt my head to the side. 

	“It’s the truth.” Lifting her hand, she reaches in my direction. “I’m Sylvia, Chance and Adam’s mom.”

	We quickly shake hands. Then, she turns back to the coffee pot. Handing me a cup, she motions toward the donut and walks over to the table and takes a seat. I set the cup down and doctor my coffee with sugar and cream before grabbing it again and heading over to the table. Once I sit down, she looks across the table at me. 

	“I’m glad the boys found someone to help out around here,” she says, bringing her cup to her lips and blowing over the steaming liquid. “I don’t mind coming in from time to time to help out, but I do not want to be their assistant full time, and I figured they would be asking me to come back if they didn’t find someone soon.”

	I sip my coffee before replying. “I don’t know much about working in an office, so they will probably still be calling you.”

	She shakes her head. “There’s not much to it, just answering the phone, taking messages, and filing paperwork alphabetically. If you can do all that and keep this place cleaned up, you’ll do fine here.”

	“I think I can handle all that,” I say with a nod. That doesn’t sound hard at all; I just hope it’s as easy as it sounds. 

	We stay quiet, finishing off our coffee and donuts. As soon as we’re done, she motions for me to follow her into the front office. Sylvia heads straight to the desk and plops down in the chair, hitting the power button on the computer. She waits until the startup screen pops up and turns to look at me.

	“We keep the schedule and contact list on the computer, but it’s easy to learn so don’t be nervous,” she says, looking up at me. “But everything is also kept in our desk calendar and an old-style rolodex. If you mess up on one, you will always have a backup.”

	“Okay,” I reply, looking over the desk. “I think I can handle that.”

	“First of all, let me teach you how to log on,” she says, explaining passwords and such. “Everything is written on a post-it in the top drawer, so don’t worry if you forget.” I don’t think I will need it, I have always had a good memory, but I’m glad it’s there just in case. I’d hate to think I’d have to call Chance, Adam, or even Sylvia because I can’t get into the computer. 

	She is just logging on when the front door opens and Chance walks in. He is carrying a bag in one hand and a drink carrier with three cups in the other. Using his foot, he kicks the door shut and walks over to the desk. 

	 “What are you doing here?” Sylvia asks while giving him a questioning glance. “I thought you boys were starting a job in Elizabethtown?”

	He shrugs, walking our way and dropping the bag on the desk. “It’s Gypsy’s first day, figured she should get a donut at least.”

	His mother opens her mouth, but he doesn’t give her a chance to speak. “I needed to pull Gypsy’s car in anyway. It would have been rude if I hadn’t at least come in to say hello.”

	Ignoring their conversation, I rush across the room and open the door. Sure enough, my piece of garbage car is sitting near the fence, just right to the side of the office. It’s sitting on the back of a bright red car trailer. I rush down the steps and head toward it. By the time I reach the car, Chance is by my side. 

	“How much do I owe you?” I ask, looking from the car to him.

	He shakes his head, looking utterly confused. “What are you talking about?”

	“How much do I owe you for towing it here?” I ask again, not sure what he isn’t understanding. 

	“Not a blasted thing,” he says, stepping back and holding his hands up. “It took Adam and I about five minutes to get it on the car trailer. Then, I just hauled it over here. It didn’t cost a cent, so you don’t owe me anything.”

	“Oh,” I mumble, looking back at my car. “I need to see about getting it fixed. Do you know a good mechanic I could call to see how much it’ll cost to get it running again?”

	Even as I say the words, I wonder how that is going to happen. Granted, I will be making a steady paycheck now. Still, fixing this junker is going to cost a bundle. I’ll have to save forever to cover the bill. 

	“I hate to tell you, Gypsy,” he says, rubbing a hand over his whiskered chin. “Adam knows a little about cars. He thinks the motor is gone. I’m thinking replacing it will cost more than the whole car is worth. You’re welcome to call the guy I use to work on my trucks, but I trust Adam’s judgement.”

	“Garbage,” I whisper, turning away from the car. “I guess that means I need to start looking for something new.”

	Chance smiles, wrapping an arm around my shoulder. “I may have some good news for you. Mom bought a new car a few months ago. She just left her old one parked here and took the new one home. I don’t know why she didn’t put a for sale sign on it, but she didn’t, and it hasn’t been driven since then. She recently told me it was time to let the old car go, and she’s willing to sell it.”

	Turning me around, he nods his head to a gold Ford Taurus, not much different than Aunt Diane’s. “It’s not much to look at, but it runs like a top.”

	As we walk closer, my eyes run over it. The car is older, but there isn’t a scratch on it. The rear passenger door is missing its handle, but that seems to be the only issue. Compared to my car, it looks like a Lamborghini. 

	“How much does she want for it?” I ask, knowing it will be out of my price range. 

	He smiles, squeezing my shoulder. “Since you work here, she is willing to take payments. They can come directly from your check.”

	Before I can say anything, he leads me back inside. My heart pounds with excitement as he walks me over to the desk and grabs one of the coffees he brought in. 

	“I was just telling Gypsy about your old car,” he says, letting go of me to grab another cup and hand it my way. “You said you wanted three-thousand, right?”

	Taking a sip of my coffee, I listen to them go back and forth. It sounds as if this is a done deal, with or without my approval. Not that I mind; I just hate that this feels a bit like charity to me. Considering it's either this or borrow one of the company trucks, I really don’t have a choice. At least with this, I would be paying for the car.

	“So, do you want to take it for a drive?” Sylvia asks, standing up from her chair. “If you want it, I figure we could take a hundred a week out of your check, and you’d have it paid off in no time.”

	“I don’t need to drive it; I trust you and Chance. If he says it’s a good deal, then I believe him.” I pull in a deep breath and smile. “Why don’t we do a hundred and fifty a week, so I can get it paid off even sooner?”

	That will leave me only one-fifty to spend on groceries and such. I won’t have much spending money, but that’s not a big deal. I’ve never been one to toss around money. Plus, this way I would have the chance to have it paid off before I go back to Macon. 

	“Well, then that’s settled. We’ll head over to the courthouse as soon as you get your first paycheck and get the title changed over,” Chance’s mother says, leaning her hip against the desk. “I’ll put a lien on it until it is paid off.”

	I nibble on my bottom lip, trying to figure up how much that will cost me. I’ll just switch insurance from my old car to this one, so that shouldn’t cost a ton. Tax, title, and license is another thing. Even with what little I have saved and my paycheck, I may have to borrow a little money from Jarrod to cover the cost. He won’t mind though; he’s been trying to talk me into letting him help me get another car forever. 

	“I wasn’t sure what kind you would like, so I bought a few of all that they had,” Chance says, opening the bag and pulling out a box of donuts. 

	I blink at the quick change of subject, but get it together enough to shake my head. “I’ve already had one.”

	“Don’t you know the early bird catches the worm? I brought her donuts already.” Sylvia smiles, grabbing her coffee from the cup holder. “You’ll have to find something different to impress the girl.”

	Chance takes a donut out of the box and takes a bite as Sylvia walks around to the front of the desk. His cheeks turn pink, as she leans forward and places a kiss on one, picks up the box, and carries it into the kitchen. We stay quiet, listening to her move around in the other room. She comes back a second later, holding a few napkins in her hand. 

	Handing him a napkin, she sets the others on the desk, and looks at her son. “You need to be getting to the job site. We have a lot to get done today and so do you.”

	He wipes the sticky remnants of the donut off his lips and asks, “Can you pull up the invoices for the Martin place job?”

	Sylvia sits down at the desk, clicking some buttons on the computer as her son walks around to stand behind her. He stares at the screen for a minute then shakes his head. He mumbles something under his breath before grabbing the mouse and clicking on it. He does this twice more, causing the printer to start up. He leans down and places a kiss on his mom’s cheek before straightening up and shaking his head. 

	“I received a call from the owner this morning. He’s complaining about the cost, saying that my foreman keeps adding onto the estimate every day.”

	“That’s a big job. We can’t afford to lose it,” Sylvia states as she jumps up from her seat, with a worried look on her face. “We also can’t nickel and dime them to death or they’ll find someone else to do it.”

	“You’re not telling me anything I don’t already know, Mom,” Chance responds as he walks around the desk and heads for the printer. “I’m gonna take these over and see what is going on.”

	I have no idea what they are talking about, so I keep my mouth shut. My eyes are locked on them though, taking in the easy camaraderie between mother and son. It’s easy to see they have worked together for years and do it happily.

	After grabbing the papers from the printer, he smiles at Sylvia. “You better take it easy on my girl, Mom.”

	 “I think Gypsy’s exactly what this office needs,” Sylvia replies, sitting down at the desk again. “I won’t do anything to scare her off.”

	He smiles at her then leans down to press a kiss to my forehead. “I’ll be by later to take you out to dinner. We’re gonna finally share the best burrito in all of Kentucky.”

	“What?” I whisper, my cheeks flaming. “Why?”

	 “We’re gonna celebrate your first day,” he says, shooting me a wink. “No better way to celebrate than by eating awesome Mexican food.”

	I have no idea what is happening. This has to be the strangest morning of my life. Somehow, I have gotten a new car that is about a billion times nicer than my old clunker. Two people, one of whom I’ve never met before, brought me breakfast. Now, I’m being asked, no told, that I am going to dinner with a hot guy. It’s all just too much.

	“Okay,” I whisper, not quite meeting his eyes. 

	He smiles at me once more and says, “See you later, Gypsy Girl.”

	With that, he turns away and walks out the door, not even giving me a chance to respond. 

	I’m not even sure what I would have said to him, but I’m guessing he wouldn’t have liked whatever excuse I came up with to get out of going with him. I am sure to be a nervous wreck the whole day worrying about going out to eat with him. 

	There is obviously nothing I can do about it now. I’ll just figure out a good excuse to get me out of it, if I still feel this nervous, by the time we close the office for the day. I stare at the closed door for a second before turning to see Sylvia smiling at me. 

	She lets out a girlish giggle and says, “Yeah, you’re going to be really good for this place.”


Chapter Nine

	
	Looking into the mirror, I chew nervously on my bottom lip. My mousy brown hair is pulled back from my face like normal. Only, I went with a messy knot instead of my typical ponytail. Years of working in a greasy diner has left my once bouncy locks dull and lifeless. Looking at it now, I realize that I’m going to have to go to a hairdresser at some point. Unlike normal, it’s going to need more than my usual trim. 

	I’m also wearing a little makeup. Not much but more than normal, just a swipe of mascara and a little pink tinted lip gloss. My goal was to make my green eyes shine a bit, the same eyes that Jarrod says are my best feature, but that didn’t happen. Instead, I look as if I am trying too hard. Trying for what, I do not know. 

	I’m wearing jeans, like usual, but no t-shirt. Instead, I’m wearing a peach button up with cap sleeves. It’s not really fancy, but it’s cute. Lucy bought it for me over a year ago, hanging it in her closet until I had the perfect place to wear it, but it hasn’t been worn once. She brought it over, with the rest of the stuff her and Hank brought when I moved. I never really liked it, it’s not really my style, but it is one of the few things I have left since the fire.

	Instead of my normal cheap tennis shoes, copper colored sandals are on my feet. They are another gift from Lucy, one of many she bought after the fire. When she saw them, she said I just had to have them. When she gave the shoes to me, I wasn’t sure if I would even put them on. Now, though, I am glad to own them. 

	I’m stressing out so bad that my stomach is in knots. I’m not sure why; it’s not like this is a date or anything. Chance said it was a celebratory dinner, nothing more. I need to remember that and quit stressing. I’m just about to spray on a bit more perfume when a knock sounds at the door. My heart skips a beat as I look in the mirror once more as I take in a breath for courage. 

	Wiping my sweaty palms on the front of my jeans, I walk down the hallway and to the door. Taking a deep breath, I pull it open to see Chance with a grin on his face. He looks so handsome, I nearly shut the door, to rush back to the bathroom and take my hair down. Instead, I smile and take a step back for him to walk through the door. 

	As he steps inside, his smile is still locked on his face. “You ready to eat the best burrito in all of Kentucky?”

	“With the way you’ve been building this restaurant up, their burrito had better be the most amazing thing I’ve ever put in my mouth.” A grin spreads across my face, and my nerves start to fade away. 

	He comes closer, running a finger along my chin. “If it isn’t, I’ll drive you all the way to Mexico to find something better.”

	“Sounds like a plan to me,” I respond, holding in my laughter. “While we’re there, I’ll want a taco, too.”

	He raises his hand to push his dark hair out of his shining hazel eyes. “I’ll buy you an entire Mexican feast.”

	We stare at each other for a moment, in awkward silence, before I turn away and grab my purse from the island. Avoiding eye contact, I walk back to the door and step out onto the porch. I look over my shoulder, waiting for him to follow. 

	“I guess that’s the cue you’re ready to leave,” he says, following me out onto the porch and shutting the door behind him. 

	After locking the door, I follow him to the truck. Being a gentleman, he opens the door for me and helps me up. When he leans across me to buckle my seatbelt, a whiff of his cologne hits my senses and nearly draws a moan from somewhere deep inside of me. He smells like a mixture of sandalwood and a dark heady musk. It is the sexiest scent I have ever smelled, completely intoxicating. 

	My eyes follow him as he rushes around the truck. I wipe my sweaty palms on my jeans again, trying to wipe away my anxiety. I still don’t know why I’m so nervous, it’s not like this is a real date. Heck, it’s only for burritos. It’s not that big of a deal. Even though I say this to myself, I know that it’s not true. This is a big deal to me. 

	When he climbs in, he automatically starts the truck and the sounds of Dust On The Bottle by David Lee Murphy fill the truck. Before I realize what I’m doing, the words are spilling from my lips. Only when the song is over do I realize that the truck has not moved. 

	Looking over at him, I ask, “What’s wrong?”

	“Not a blasted thing. I’ve just never heard anyone sing like you do,” he says, grinning from ear to ear. “Dang, Gypsy Girl, you should be on a stage somewhere.”

	“You may change your mind after we’ve worked together for a while,” I reply, feeling my cheeks heat with embarrassment. “If I’m not paying attention, I sing all the time, and it seems to get on people’s nerves.”

	 “I seriously doubt it would ever get on my nerves.” He gives me a wink before putting the truck in gear. “As far as I’m concerned, you can sing as much as you want and I’ll take every chance I can to listen.”

	We are both quiet for a minute until he asks, “You’ve never told me about your childhood. Have you always lived in Macon?”

	I pull in a nervous breath, trying to think of a quick answer. Nothing comes to mind. I could lie, but I hate to do that. Lies have a way of coming back to bite you in the rear. Still, I do not want to tell him the truth. I never want him or anyone here to know about my past and everything that has happened to me. 

	“I’m originally from Kentucky, but I don’t like to talk about my past,” I say, hoping he will let it drop. 

	His eyes cut to me but quickly go back to the road. “Fair enough. There’s some trash in my past that I don’t like talking about either.”

	After that, we go quiet again and stay that way the entire ride to the mall. As each second passes, my nerves grow worse and worse. My brain keeps popping up with questions. Should I offer to pay even though we already discussed that when he ordered Chinese. What if we run into someone he knows? Worse yet, what if we run into one of his exes? What if he tries to hold my hand or kiss me? Will I freak out? Most of all, is this really a date and I’m just lying to myself? It’s as if my mind is running a million miles an hour, but it has no destination. It only slows when we finally pull into the mall parking lot. 

	 “The next time I take you out, I’ll take you somewhere a little nicer. Maybe, somewhere you can wear a fancy little dress,” he says as he cuts off the engine and turns to look at me. “This is perfect for our first date, though. I just couldn’t live with myself if I didn’t let you experience these burritos for yourself.”

	My heart skips a beat when he says the word date. For a second, I start to worry that this is more than a celebratory dinner. Then, I see the grin on his face. It’s playful enough that I start to calm down again. He was obviously just teasing me. 

	I do my best to forget about the fact he called it a date as I reply, “I’ve never worn a fancy little dress, so I’m thinking this place will work just fine.”

	“That’s good. Now, let’s go celebrate your first day of a job well done.” He nods, a smile on his handsome face. 

	He gets out of the truck and rushes around, opening the door before I can even sling my purse over my shoulder. He grabs my hand, helping me down from the truck, then holds it as we start walking toward the mall. 

	“It’s nice of you to open the door for me, but there’s no need,” I say, trying to make small talk. “I’ve been getting in and out of vehicles for a while now, so I think I can handle it on my own.”

	“There may be no need, but my mom taught me to be a gentleman. She always told me a lady deserves to be treated with respect,” he replies, shooting me a smile. “She’d kick my butt if I didn’t show you the respect you deserve.”

	“Don’t worry, I’ll let her know I have never been treated so well from a man before.” Which is the truth. I may have been out a little with Stephan, but it didn’t seem anything like this. With all things Chance, this feels different. 

	 “Mom says you did great today,” he states as he opens the door. “She figures by the end of next week you’ll be able to run the office by yourself.”

	“Really?” I ask, completely surprised Sylvia would say such a thing. 

	For most of the day, I felt completely lost. Their filing system is different from any other I have ever seen. Granted, I’ve only worked at restaurants, but I didn’t expect even the filing to be different. Instead of doing everything alphabetically, they do it by date. Then, each year the files are ordered alphabetically. Larger jobs are kept in a completely different cabinet. 

	Learning the programs on the computer was another obstacle. Even though Sylvia said it would be simple, it was anything but easy. There was a program for this and that and every dang thing. Supplies, orders, bids, job, the list just went on and on. Each thing also had a hard copy that had to be filed, meaning everything had to be logged twice. 

	“Yeah, she said you took to the work like a fish takes to water,” he says, leading me through the mall. “From Mom, that’s big praise.”

	“I still have a lot to learn about running the office, a whole lot,” I reply, hoping she doesn’t decide to leave me on my own too soon. “I’m probably going to need her help for a lot longer than she thinks.”

	He gives my hand a gentle squeeze as if he can feel my need for reassurance. “Don’t worry. Mom will be there as long as you need her to be. Even after she leaves you on your own, she’ll still be just a phone call away.”

	We keep walking, not saying another word, until we reach a pair of bright yellow doors. Sounds of a mariachi band hit my ears as he leads me through a set of double doors and into the restaurant. The scent of mixed spices hits my nose, causing my stomach to let out an unladylike rumble. Luckily, the place is so loud no one but me heard it. 

	My eyes travel the restaurant, taking in all the outrageous décor. The walls are covered in a bright orange color, adorned with Mexican flags and sombreros. The tabletops are a shiny aqua blue with deep red cushions on the seats of the booths. Tiny palm trees and cactuses are placed sporadically throughout the dining room. 

	“Welcome to Las Fuentes,” a young girl says, coming around the hostess booth. “Let me show you to your table.”

	We follow behind her, sitting down in a booth in the far corner. Once seated, she hands us both a menu and motions for a waiter to head our way. As she walks away, Chance reaches over and pulls the menu from my hand. 

	“Let me order the burrito for you,” he says, laying it on the table alongside his. “If you don’t like it, you can order anything you want.”

	Smiling, I nod my head. “Fine, order me the best burrito in the world.”

	It only takes a moment for the waiter to head our way then another minute for Chance to place our order. After that, chips and salsa are set on our table, quickly followed by our drinks. We both dive into the food without talking much. 

	When my burrito is set in front of me, I pull in a shocked breath. “Do you expect me to eat all of this?”

	The thing is huge, absolutely enormous. So large, it nearly hangs off the edges of the plate. The meat filled tortilla is covered in red sauce with a gigantic dollop of sour cream on the top. With it, comes another plateful of rice and beans. It’s enough to feed a family of five. It’s definitely way too much for just me. 

	“Nope, just eat until you’re full,” he answers, already shoving a bite of his burrito into his mouth. “I’ll eat your leftovers.”

	With that, he goes back to his food and I finally start on mine. When I put the first bite into my mouth, I can’t hold back my moan. He was right, this is amazing. No, that is not even the right word. This burrito is absolutely made from heaven. 

	I’m halfway through my massive plate when I notice him staring at me. “What are you looking at?”

	“Good huh?” he asks instead of answering my question. “I told you it was the best Mexican food in all of Kentucky.”

	“Yes, you did.” A chuckle works its way past my lips. “Guess I will have to trust you from now on.”

	He goes quiet for a second, just staring at me with an odd look on his face. Finally, he reaches across the table and grabs my hand. He gives it a tight squeeze while looking directly in my eyes. 

	“You can always trust me, Gypsy Girl,” he says, never breaking eye contact. “I swear, that will never change.”

	As he finally lets go of my hand, I mumble out words that I hadn’t meant to say. “Yeah, I am beginning to think I can.”


Chapter Ten

	
	With the phone to my ear, I’m doing my best to hold back my laughter at Lucy’s complaining. She is pissed at Diane. I guess having her sister-in-law living with her twenty-four hours a day is a bit too much for her. Not that she doesn’t love Diane, but the constant company is just getting on her last nerve.

	“She keeps moving things around in my kitchen,” she complains, blowing out a frustrated breath. “I couldn’t even find my mixer this morning. How am I supposed to make muffins without my mixer?”

	Before I can respond to her question, the sound of tires crunching over gravel hits my ears. “I think Jarrod’s here.”

	With that, we rush our goodbyes and I slide the phone into my pocket. I run to the front door and sling it open, stepping outside as Jarrod’s truck pulls around the office. Standing on the front porch, bouncing from foot to foot, I watch as he pulls to a stop in front of my trailer. Running down the steps, I’m at his door before he can even open it. When he steps out, I jump into his arms, wrapping my arms around his neck. 

	“I missed you so much,” I whisper into his neck, squeezing him as tight as I can. “I didn’t think Friday would ever get here.”

	Even though we’ve talked nearly every night since I left Macon, this is the first time I’ve seen him in nearly a week. Since I started at Lucy’s Diner, Jarrod has been a nearly daily part of my life. He’s been my best friend, my pseudo brother, and shoulder to cry on. The time apart has left me feeling both lonely and a little lost. 

	“I missed you, too, Gypsy. Heck, everyone misses you.” Placing a kiss on top of my head, Jarrod steps back and smiles down at me. “Mom and Dad are going crazy with their little chick so far away.” 

	I love the fact that Lucy and Hank think of me as one of their children. It took me moving here to realize they are my parents. At least, they are the parents of my heart. Luck was on my side the day I walked into their diner. Not only did I get a job and a home, but I also got a family full of people to love. 

	I laugh, tilting my head to the side. “I’m only an hour away.”

	“To hear them talk, you’d think you had moved to the other side of the world,” he says with a shake of his head. “You know how Mom hates to ride in the car, even for short distances, and how Dad hates leaving her. You’re gonna have to get your rear up to visit them soon.” 

	I nod, realizing I now have a car that will make the drive. “I promise to get up there as soon as I can. Maybe even next weekend.”

	As he steps further away, a heavenly scent hits my nose. I follow it to the cab of his truck and see a covered dish. Without opening it, I know Lucy has sent me one of her famous homemade blueberry cobblers. Suddenly, Jarrod’s visit pushes to the back of my mind. Instead, I’m focused on getting my favorite dessert out of the truck and on my table. 

	I pull it out, looking over my shoulder at Jarrod. “I so love your mom.”

	“Yeah, we all do,” he responds with a chuckle. I move out of his way, holding the dish with a death grip; if I were to drop it, I’d probably cry. Jarrod reaches inside and pulls a bag from the seat of the truck before turning back to me.

	He’s right. Everyone loves Lucy, absolutely everyone. It’s not just her desserts; it’s her sweet and easy going nature. She is a friend, sister, and confidant to everyone. Hank’s a little different. He’s kind of gruff and standoffish with new people, but those of us that know the real him love him just as much. 

	“Aunt Diane sent you a housewarming gift,” he announces, handing me the bag. “I have no idea what it is, so don’t even ask.”

	“She really didn’t have to do that,” I say, shuffling the cobbler into one hand so I can grab the bag. “I didn’t expect you to be here this early, but it’s good that you are, there’s not much left to do before supper will be ready.”

	“I couldn’t wait. I wanted to get down here and see how you were doing with my own eyes.” He leans into the bed of his truck and pulls out a duffle bag. “I gotta say, I’m not sure you’ve ever looked as good as you do now.”

	“I haven’t felt this good in a very long time. I have a really good job, a decent place to live, and a car that doesn’t clank as it drives down the road,” I reply honestly, holding the container against my chest with one hand and the bag in the other. “The only thing I don’t have is you and your family.”

	His sweet blue eyes, eyes that are identical to his mother’s, are locked on me as he shuts the door to his truck. “You always have us, sweetheart. No matter where you lay your head down at night, we’re always there with you in your heart.”

	His words warm me all the way to my heart. The love behind him, the same love I see reflected in his eyes, has me tearing up. Never before, not even from my own mother, have I had that kind of love before. Only from Jarrod and his family, my true family, did I even learn what the word love meant. 

	Blinking back the tears, I grin at him. “Let’s get inside so I can show you how much I’ve upgraded from Rory’s apartment.”

	As we walk toward the trailer, his eyes lock onto my new car parked only a few feet from his truck. “Dad wants me to check the oil, tire pressure, and trash before I leave. He’s worried you got sold a lemon.”

	Hank has always worried about me driving around in my old clunker. More than once, he has tried to give me a loan to buy a new car. For a while, he kept leaving newspaper clippings of cars for sale all around the diner. It probably took me a year to get him to give up on that, but he still kept a close eye on my car, constantly complaining about it. 

	“It’s a nice car,” I reply with a shake of my head. “Chance’s mom drove it for years. She only bought a new one because she wanted something with a bigger trunk.”

	“Uh, huh,” Jarrod mumbles, still looking toward my new car. 

	He follows behind me as I climb up the stairs to the porch and walk into the trailer. I head straight to the table, leaving him to shut the door. When I finally pull the top off the container, my mouth starts to water. Even though it’s almost dinner time, I have to have some of this cobbler right now.

	“Lay your duffle bag in the corner and come sit down. We’re gonna have dessert before dinner,” I say, walking over to the cabinet and pulling out two plates. “We can catch up while we wait for Chance to get here.” 

	I don’t mention Adam yet. Granted, I told Jarrod about him and that he was coming to dinner tonight. Even mentioned how cute he was, but I’ve tried not to push him on Jarrod. I know the breakup with Rory is still fresh, and he’s probably not ready for any type of a relationship. Still, I can hope something happens between the two of them. Adam seems like a good guy, and my friend deserves someone that will treat him right. 

	“I can hardly wait to meet this Chance. He’s all you’ve talked about the past couple of days,” he says, sitting down at the table. “I want to see if he’s as hot as you say.”

	Plopping the plates on the table, I ask. “What are you talking about? I haven’t talked about him that much, and I definitely didn’t tell you he was hot. I just tell you about work and stuff, nothing more.”

	For some reason, I didn’t tell Jarrod about going out with Chance. I’m not sure why. Maybe because I am still not sure if it was a date or not. To me, it seemed like a date. The brush of his lips over mine at the end of the night made it feel like more than two friends eating dinner together. Since then, though, he hasn’t asked me out again. That alone makes me think it was nothing more than a celebratory dinner. 

	“Uh, yeah, Gypsy, you have told me a heck of a lot more than about working with him. Every time we’ve talked, Chance’s name has come up.” Jarrod rolls his eyes and lets out a chuckle, leaning back in his chair. “You may not have said he was hot, but you’ve talked about his eyes, his smile, even the way his hair curls around his ears. I’m figuring that’s Gypsy speak for hot.”

	Ignoring him, I sit down and scoop some cobbler on my plate. At the same time my mind runs over our nightly phone calls, and I realize he is right. I do talk about Chance a lot. I can feel my cheeks blushing, so I keep my head down and start spooning the gooey goodness onto my spoon. 

	“Hey, now. Don’t be going all shy on me,” he grumbles, spooning some cobbler on his plate. “No reason for you to be embarrassed. It’s okay that you’re attracted to this guy. Heck, it’s about time you were attracted to someone.”

	“I don’t know if I should be interested in Chance or not.” I finally look up, doing my best to meet his eyes. “He’s my boss now. I don’t think it’s a real good idea to get involved with the guy that signs my paycheck.”

	Jarrod is quiet for a second, just staring at me before finally shrugging. “Darlin’, I’m not sure you would think it was a good idea to be attracted to anyone, but I think it’s past time you found someone.”

	I feel the need to argue with him, but there is nothing to say. I’ve never really given a man a chance to get past the wall I’ve built around my heart. Maybe he’s right, maybe it is time, to finally let someone in. Chance seems like a man I could trust. Heck, he is definitely someone I want to trust. 

	Not wanting to dwell on my thoughts anymore, I take a bite of my cobbler and barely contain my moan of satisfaction. It’s been way too long since I’ve had Lucy’s cooking. As the flavor hits my tongue, I’m reminded of how much I miss both her and Hank. It seems like forever since I’ve seen either of them.

	“How’s your mom and dad doing?” I ask before scooping more onto my spoon. “Any big news from Macon?”

	Even though I talk to Lucy regularly, I need to hear the answer from my friend as I am looking into his eyes. None of them would tell me if something was wrong; they wouldn’t want to worry me. There is no way he can lie to me, though. Not face to face. 

	“There’s never any big news in Macon.” Jarrod swallows his bite then looks across the table at me. “Mom and Dad are doing really good. Dad’s complaining about his back, but that’s nothing new. Mom’s still cooking up a storm, even though she no longer has a diner full of people to cook for.”

	I eat the last couple of bites, while I wait for him to tell me more. When he doesn’t, I press for details. “How’s the diner coming along? Have they done anything to it yet?”

	“They’ve been busy trying to get the diner rebuilt,” he says with a nod. “It’s not going as fast as Dad would like because Mom keeps changing her mind about trash.”

	He spends the next few minutes telling me about everything they have planned, while I finish getting the food ready. New booths, new counters, even new windows running the length of the front of the diner. The most exciting aspect is their plans to add an upper level to be used as a bakery, so Lucy can spend most of her time doing her favorite thing, baking. 

	Finally, he stands up and walks to the fridge to pull out a can of Dr. Pepper. “I stopped by Rory’s before I came here. We broke up.”

	“If you’re ready to talk about it, I’m ready to listen,” I reply, sitting back down, letting him know he has my full attention.

	Since I broke the news about Rory to him, Jarrod has been trying to think of a way to tell his parents about his sexual orientation. While doing that, he didn’t let Rory know that he knew about Adam. He pretended everything was fine, even though it had to be hard on him. 

	Last night, he finally just came out and told his parents. As I thought, both of them handled it well. Lucy, of course, already knew. Hank, on the other hand, didn’t have a clue. Jarrod said he wasn’t ecstatic, but he wasn’t angry. They both told him the only thing that mattered was his happiness, so his years of sneaking around had been for nothing. 

	When he finally got back home, he called me and broke down. In all the years I’ve known him, I’ve never heard him cry. Last night, though, he cried for what seemed like forever. However, they were happy tears. Tears of relief that he could finally be himself to the two people that mean the most to him. 

	“I told him we were done, and he started threatening to tell my parents about us,” he says with a shrug. “I handed him my phone and told him to go ahead.”

	I can see a little pain in his eyes but mostly embarrassment, and I hate that he feels any shame. “This was not your fault.”

	Jarrod plops down on his seat and sets his drink down on the table. “Yes, it was my fault. I was too stupid to realize he was a user. Even though, he spent half our time together asking for money.”

	Standing up, I walk around the table and plop down in his lap. Laying my head on his shoulder, I wrap my arms around him and squeeze him tight. It only takes a second for him to hug me close and bury his head against the top of my head. 

	“One day you’re going to find a guy that will love you the way you deserve to be loved,” I say against his neck. 

	“I don’t know if that man is out there, Gypsy,” he whispers, still holding me close. “It seems like every guy I meet is in the running for jerk of the year.”

	The words no more than leave his mouth when a knock sounds at the door. There is no doubt in my mind that it’s Chance and Adam showing up early. I smile to myself, leaning back and placing a kiss on his cheek. I slide off his lap and start walking to the door. 

	Looking back to my best friend, I shoot him a wink. “Who knows, the right man may be standing right outside this door.”


Chapter Eleven

	
	Opening the door, I find Chance and Adam both standing on the porch with smiles on their faces. My eyes move between the two of them, taking in the similarities again. There are many, all of which are good, but they are also different. Adam’s hair is perfect, not a strand out of place. Chance’s dark caramel colored hair is a little on the messy side, making my fingers itch to reach out and touch it. They are both wearing jeans and a t-shirt, but Chance’s fits him better. The tee hugs his muscles, causing my insides to do a little flip. 

	Chance’s hazel eyes are shining with humor and he asks, “Are you going to let us in the trailer, Gypsy Girl?”

	Realizing I was staring at them forever, I take a step back and motion for them to come inside. “Of course, come on in.”

	As they walk by me, I notice they both have their hands full. Adam is carrying a bottle of wine in each hand while Chance carries a bouquet of tulips in one hand and a six pack of longnecks in the other.

	“Are you guys planning on getting me drunk?” I ask, looking at the goodies they are carrying. 

	“Nah,” Adam mumbles as his smile grows. “We’re just planning on getting ourselves drunk.”

	“Speak for yourself, brother,” Chance says as he steps inside, leaning down to place a kiss on my cheek. “There’s no dang way I’m getting drunk. I don’t want to forget a minute of my time with Gypsy.”

	As he pulls away, he hands the flowers to me. “These are for you.”

	I wrap my fingers around the plastic covered stems, still feeling the touch of his lips on my skin. It’s a sweet burn that warms me all the way to my soul. For some reason, I want him to do it again. I want it so much that I have to force myself not to lean into him and beg for him to touch me again. Instead, I smile up at him.

	“Thank you so much,” I whisper, feeling almost shy as he stares into my eyes. “They are really beautiful.”

	Never before in my life has a man given me flowers. In fact, other than birthday and Christmas presents from Jarrod or Hank, I’m not sure a man has ever bought me anything. The few boys I dated as a kid surely didn’t, not even Stephan thought to bring me flowers. He bought our dinner, but nothing more, not that I expected him to. Shaking away the thoughts, I turn around and walk back to the table, laying a hand on Jarrod’s shoulder. 

	“This is my brother, Jarrod,” I say, looking back at Adam and Chance. 

	My best friend lets out a somewhat feminine gasp at my words, and I look down to him. There is wetness shining in his eyes, letting me know what those words meant to him. Giving him my sweetest smile, I look back at the brothers. They are both staring at me in shock. Even though I’ve been pretty closed lipped about my past, I have shared that I have no family to speak of. But for some reason, tonight it just seemed right to call Jarrod my brother because that is what he is to me. 

	“Jarrod, these are my bosses, Chance and Adam Ryan,” I say, waving my hand in their direction. “They own Bluegrass Construction.” 

	“Just your boss, huh?” Adam walks over to the island, sitting down the bottles of wine. “Here I’ve been thinking I was your friend.”

	Chance follows behind him, setting down the beers, with his eyes locked on me. “I thought I was even more than that.”

	I look between the two of them, trying to decipher their words. At first, I think they are teasing, but it’s easy to see they are not playing. My words actually bothered both of them. By the look in his eyes, I can tell that they really bothered Chance. What was meant as a simple introduction has obviously hurt both of their feelings. 

	Jarrod stands up, plopping his arm over my shoulder, taking the attention off of me. “For the first year we knew each other, she wouldn’t even look at me. She’s only known you two for a short time and you already get an invite to dinner, so I think you guys are ahead of the game.”

	I’m saved from responding when the oven dings. Making my way across the kitchen, I grab a tall glass from the cabinet and walk to the sink. Filling it with water, I place the tulips inside of it and set them on the island. Finally, I grab a potholder and pull out the biscuits. Within seconds, the buttery scent fills the room. 

	“Dang, Gypsy,” Chance groans, walking to my side and looking down at the pan. “Those smell and look delicious.”

	I smile at him, hoping he has forgotten my careless words from earlier. “I hope you guys are hungry. It’ll all be done in about five minutes.”

	My hands move from one thing to another. Putting the biscuits in a bowl, carrying it and the mashed potatoes and gravy to the table. Then, I clean up the remnants of the cobbler Jarrod and I were just eating. Finally, I grab the fried chicken that has been resting on a platter and the green beans, setting them both on the table. 

	“Someone grab me some glasses, and I’ll pour us a glass of wine.” Adam pulls a corkscrew out of his pocket and starts opening a bottle. 

	Chance does as he asks, setting two glasses in front of him. He then snarls his nose at the wine and grabs a beer. He pops the top and takes a long drink. Jarrod walks over to the counter and grabs a bottle of beer, giving the wine the same disgusted look. 

	“I think I’ll stick with a nice cold beer,” he says, shooting a smile at Adam. “Never been much of a wine kind of guy.”

	Adam gives him a toothy smile, tilting his head a bit to the side. “You don’t know what you’re missing.”

	They continue to stare at each other for a minute, obvious attraction sparking between the two of them. I watch them as I grab the butter from the fridge and carry it to the table. I swear the air is sizzling with sexual attraction, but neither man is saying a word. Finally, Jarrod breaks eye contact and looks to his feet. 

	“Well, it smells like it’s time for us to eat,” Adam says, picking up both glasses and starts walking my way. 

	A second later, he is handing me a glass of wine. I take it from him and sit down; he takes the seat to my left. Chance nearly knocks Jarrod down, rushing to the seat to my right, leaving my best friend no choice but to sit across from me and next to Adam. Once we are all seated, the boys start grabbing bowls and filling up their plates. 

	“Is that all you’re going to eat?” Chance asks as I grab a piece of chicken and scoop some potatoes and green beans onto my plate. 

	“Almost,” I reply with a nod of my head as I reach for a biscuit. “Jarrod and I kind of ate dessert first, so I’m not really hungry.” 

	“Our mom made her favorite blueberry cobbler, and she couldn’t wait for y’all to get here to eat it,” Jarrod pipes in with a chuckle. “One thing you need to know, our Gypsy’s got one heck of a sweet tooth.” 

	I start to tell him to shut up when his words finally work their way into my brain. Our mother, he called Lucy our mother. My goodness, she is. Lucy is my mom. She’s fed me, put a roof over my head, and most importantly, loved me with all her heart. She’s the only mom I have ever really had. Francine was nothing more than an incubator. 

	Tears fill my eyes, but I blink them back as I look across the table at Jarrod. “You know I love you, right?”

	“Not nearly as much as I love you,” he replies, a huge smile on his face. “Now, enough of this mushy trash. Let’s eat.”

	Just as I’m about to take my first bite, Chance reaches under the table and gives my knee a squeeze. I look his way, and he smiles. He leans in close and brushes another kiss over my cheek, the second one of the night. This time his lips stay connected a bit longer, causing a tingle to rush through my body. 

	When he finally pulls back, he whispers, “I’m thinking you’re an easy girl to love. I better watch out, or I may end up loving you, too.”

	I sit here completely stunned, looking right into his beautiful hazel eyes, not knowing how to respond to his words. No one has ever said anything like that to me before, no one. I can feel heat flushing across my face as embarrassment overtakes me. 

	Pulling my eyes from him, I look down at my plate and pick up my fork. “We should just eat and not talk.”

	Chance chuckles, digging into his food again. I try to swallow a bite, but it’s nearly impossible. How can I be expected to eat after having those words said to me by someone like him, someone I could possibly fall for? I scoop up a little bit of potatoes and gravy, forcing down a second bite and focus on my plate. 

	“I’ve always loved your fried chicken,” Jarrod says, breaking the silence that has filled the room. “You probably should’ve started them off with a nasty meal, so that they wouldn’t be expecting good stuff like this all the time.” 

	His words pull a giggle from deep in my throat at the same time I swallow my wine. The action sends me into a coughing fit as I choke on the bitter liquid. The burn in my chest and throat is so bad that tears prickle my eyes. I slap my chest in an attempt to get my coughing under control. 

	Chance leans closer and rubs my back. “Are you okay, Gypsy?” 

	 “I’m okay. The wine just went down the wrong pipe,” I wheeze out as my coughing finally dies down. 

	Looking around the table, I see that everyone is staring at me. The attention brings another flush of embarrassment to cross my face. Wanting them to look away, I pick up my glass and take another small sip. This time, the wine goes down without an issue, and everyone finally looks away. 

	“Gypsy has always been a bit on the dramatic side,” Jarrod says, smiling at Adam. “She likes the attention.”

	When he has both of their attention, he starts telling stories of my time in Macon. Each one more embarrassing than the last. When he finally tells them about me dumping a tray of food on the preacher’s wife after I heard her complaining about Lucy’s cooking, I send him a glare. When he moves on to the time I tripped and my skirt flew up, letting everyone in the diner see my granny panties, a gasp of outrage leaves my lips. 

	Knowing I have to stop this before it gets worse, I pick the biscuit up from my plate. I toss it at him, but he catches it before it hits my mark. He sticks it in his mouth and takes a huge bite. The brothers laugh as I glare at my best friend. A smile finally spreads across my face when I realize the strain from earlier has been broken. We spend the next hour eating and talking. Everything goes great, lots of laughter and no more tension. 

	Quickly, the meal is over and we all make our way to the living room. Chance switches from beer to sweet tea, but Adam continues drinking wine. One glass after another, he finishes off the first bottle and most of the second. Each glass makes him loosen up a bit more and become flirty with my friend. By the end of the night, Jarrod is helping a slightly tipsy Adam out to Chance’s truck. Chance stays inside, his arm draped over my shoulder. 

	“I think my brother has a crush,” he says, pulling me into his side.

	We watch through the open door as Jarrod runs his hands up and down Adam’s back. Adam is leaning into him, loving the attention. Our eyes stayed glued on them until Jarrod lowers his head. Just before their lips touch, I tear my eyes away. 

	I smile up at him, hoping he is right. “I know my best friend has a crush.”

	Twisting me around, Chance wraps his arms around me and lowers his head. Before I realize what he is doing, his lips are on mine. They are soft and plump, surrounded by the roughness of his whiskers, feeling amazing against mine. The kiss brings something deep inside of me to life, something I have never felt before. I’m almost certain it's lust, pure lust. 

	I’m so surprised by the feeling that my head starts to spin. Never before, not once in my entire life, have I ever felt anything so perfect. I was sure my past had stolen the ability to feel this way from me, but I was wrong. It’s absolutely breathtaking, wonderful, exciting, and even a little naughty. 

	He tilts his head to the right, and I mimic his movement, not wanting to lose the contact. Nibbling at my bottom lip, he forces my lips open and slips his tongue inside. His taste is amazing, intoxicating, truly addictive. I can still taste the beer he drank earlier and the sweet tea, but there is something else, something that is just Chance. It is truly delicious. 

	Just as a moan slips from my mouth, he pulls his lips from mine and lets out a groan. The kiss ends nearly as fast as it began and leaves me wanting more. I’m so disappointed, I let out a whimper and try to pull him back. I stop just before fisting my hands in his hair. Instead, I stare at him, waiting for his reaction. 

	He lets me go and steps back, never breaking eye contact. “I’ve been wanting to do that forever, but I have to stop or I’ll want to do more.”

	I stare at him for a second, waiting for my fear to kick in. It always has before, even when a customer would innocently flirt with me. Definitely, when Stephan kissed me for the first time. It doesn’t though, not at all. Instead, what I want is more. More of his touches, more of his kisses, just more of Chance. He turns away and starts walking to the door, but I call out before he reaches it. 

	“When you touch me, I feel almost normal again.” The words are out before I can even think about what they say about me. 

	He looks over his shoulder just before stepping onto the porch. “Gypsy girl, there’s not one thing normal about you.” 


Chapter Twelve

	
	Jarrod’s overnight bag hits the bed of his truck with a thud before he turns around to look at me. “I’d ask if you wanted to come back to Macon with me, but I already know your answer. Still, I got to tell you there is always a spot for you at my house.”

	“I know that, but I think I better stay here.” Walking closer to him, I wrap my arms around his waist and lean my head into his chest. “But, you can keep asking.”

	I loved having him here with me and wish he could stay forever, but I know he has to get back home. His life is in Macon with his family. Heck, maybe my life is in Macon, too. I just don’t know yet. In truth, only time will tell. 

	Wrapping his arms around me, he places a kiss to the top of my head. “I think you have a pretty good thing going on here, Gypsy. You just have to give it a chance. If it doesn’t work out, you know you always have a home with us.”

	He’s right; I do know. All of them, Hank, Lucy, or him, would take me into their home the instant I returned to Macon. The minute Diane’s flower shop is rebuilt, she would do the same. The only problem is, I want a place to call my own. Right now, the trailer is as close as I can get to that. 

	“I guess you better hit the road,” I say, taking a deep breath and stepping away from him. “If not, your dad will be calling again.”

	He had planned to spend most of the day with me then head home this afternoon. Instead, Hank called as we were eating breakfast, asking him to come back early. He and Lucy are arguing over some sort of new oven for the restaurant, and it has to be ordered today for some reason. Hank wants Jarrod there to make the call on whether it is truly needed or not. 

	“Yeah, I better get going.” He nods as he opens the door to his truck and climbs in. “See ya soon, sweetheart.” 

	I nod, pasting on a smile. “Yes, you will.”

	I slowly make my way back to the trailer but stop before going inside and look back at my best friend. My feet are planted firmly on the porch while I wave a final goodbye. Waiting until I can no longer see his truck, I turn around and head back in. 

	As I close the door, my phone starts to ring. Rushing across the room, I grab it off the island and look down at it. My heart skips a beat then speeds up when I see Chance’s name flashing across the screen. 

	“Hello,” I answer, trying to keep the nervousness out of my voice. 

	“Hey, Gypsy Girl,” he says in a raspy voice. “Is Jarrod still there?”

	I’m surprised by his question. Not because he asked it, but just that he called to ask it. In the week I’ve known him, he has only ever called me about work. All of those calls have been short, and to the point, about business and nothing else. 

	“Nope, he just left,” I answer, walking over to the table and sitting down. “His dad called early this morning and asked him to head back early.”

	“Incredible,” he mumbles before adding. “I’m getting ready to go fishing and wanted to see if he wanted to come over and go with me.”

	Last night, Chance and Jarrod spent nearly an hour talking about their love of fishing. Jarrod told him all about Hank’s and his annual trips to Canada to fish for walleye and northern pike. Chance told his own stories, bragging about the size of the catfish in his pond and promising my best friend to bring him fishing there sometime soon. 

	“Maybe next time he comes down, the two of you can go fishing,” I say, leaning back in my chair. “He’ll probably be back in a week or two.”

	After a few seconds of silence, Chance starts talking again. “You could come with me. It’s great weather for fishing.”

	His request throws me off guard. I didn’t expect a call, much less an invitation to come to his house or go fishing. With as many times as I yawned during their conversation, I’m pretty sure I made it clear last night that fishing isn’t exactly my thing. Well, I don’t think it would be my thing, but I can’t be sure.

	“I’ve just never been fishing before,” I reply, trying to imagine myself putting a wiggly worm on a hook. 

	“You’ve never been fishing, not even once?” he asks, sounding shocked. “You’re kidding me, right?”

	I almost laugh out loud at his surprise, but I swallow it back and answer him. “Nope, not even once.”

	I guess it is a little weird, especially considering I grew up in Kentucky. Heck, there was a huge lake no more than a few miles from our old trailer. I went there a few times to swim but never even considered fishing. I didn’t have a dad, and my mom wouldn't take time away from getting drunk or high to take me to do anything. Heck, I could barely get her to feed me, no way she would take me fishing. 

	“There’s nothing to it, and I’m a great teacher,” he says, seemingly over his shock. “Plus, if we’re lucky, we can cook what we catch.” 

	He sounds so excited about it, so there’s no way I can turn him down. Actually, being outside all day sounds kind of fun. If nothing else, it will get me out of this trailer. I love it here, but it would be nice not to look at the same four walls all day long. 

	“I can fry the heck out of fish and make some awesome hushpuppies,” I reply, realizing that I am going to enjoy spending the afternoon with Chance. “I can also make a mean coleslaw if you have the right stuff.”

	“That all sounds good to me. I’ll stop by and pick you up in an hour,” he says with a bit of humor in his voice. “Then come back here and I’ll teach you how to fish.”

	A smile spreads across my face as I reply, “Okay.”

	“Text me a list of what you need to make your coleslaw, and I’ll stop off by the store before I come and get you,” he adds before saying goodbye.

	After disconnecting, I shoot him a quick text with everything I need. My mind is on a million things as I walk back to the bedroom. Opening the closet, I look at the few items of clothing I own and wonder what I’m supposed to wear to go fishing. Finally pulling out a pair of shorts and a t-shirt, I head to the bathroom. I quickly change from my pajamas and throw my hair into a messy bun. 

	I stare into the mirror for a minute, taking in my look. For the first time, I notice the weight I have lost since the fire destroyed the diner. For a while there, I was getting a bit plump. Working around food, especially food as good as Hank and Lucy’s, I ate a lot. All of those extra calories put a few extra pounds on. Those same pounds have melted away since the fire. Still, I’m a good twenty pounds heavier than I was when I left my mom’s trailer. 

	Growing up, there was never much food in our home, especially not enough to put extra pounds on me. Mom got food stamps, but she traded those for cash that could be used to buy alcohol. What little groceries we did have was shared with whoever Mom dragged home from the bar. Most of them didn’t care if there was a hungry little girl needing to fill her belly. The ones who did never stuck around long. 

	Shaking off my thoughts, I leave the mirror and walk into the kitchen. I look around and see the mess Jarrod and I made making pancakes. My hands make quick work of clearing the table and cleaning up the breakfast dishes. By the time I have them all washed, Chance’s truck is pulling up out front. 

	After drying my hands, I walk to the door and open it to find Chance standing on the front porch with a smile on his face. “Hey there, Gypsy Girl.”

	“Hi,” I mumble, feeling suddenly shy while looking down at my feet. “I’m ready, just let me grab my purse.”

	Leaving him on the porch, I rush back to the island, grab my phone, and pick up my purse. Finally, I follow him outside and lock the door. He takes my hand and leads me down the porch steps. We walk to the truck in silence, with only the sounds of the gravel under our feet hitting my ears. 

	“Climb on up there and buckle up,” he says as he opens the door, giving my hand a squeeze before releasing. 

	I do as he says, strapping myself in. A second or two later, he climbs into the driver’s side and starts up the truck. Of course, country music starts blaring out of the speakers. This time, the song is A Country Boy Can Survive by Hank Williams, Jr. Unlike last time, I do not sing but he does. He belts out the lyrics, sounding like a wounded cat. I try to hold it back, but laughter bubbles out of me. 

	“Are you laughing at me?” he asks, shooting me a glare. “If I remember right, I told you that you sing like an angel and you just laugh at me.”

	“I’d never laugh at you,” I say with a shrug, smiling innocently his way. 

	He rolls his eyes and looks back at the road. A second later, he is attempting to sing again. My laughter starts soon after. This time, I do not even try to hold back my laughter. He playfully glares my way but doesn’t stop making the awful racket. If anything, he just sings louder. 

	 “My house is only about fifteen miles away,” he says after the song ends. “I wanted to live near the office but not right on top of it.”

	“Hmmm,” I mumble, watching the scenery as he turns onto a road I have never been down before. “It’s pretty back here.”

	He nods, looking out the window. He spends the next minute or two pointing out places, like his mother’s and brother’s homes. He also shows me the spot where he hit a deer last winter and a tiny restaurant that he swears has the best apple pie in the world. 

	Chance glances my way with a big grin on his face. “Did Jarrod tell you that my brother offered to drive up to Macon next weekend? He is gonna look at the plans and see if he can help with the rebuild of the diner.” 

	I can’t hide my shock, nor the hurt that Jarrod didn’t tell me. We spent the whole morning talking, so I can’t understand why he wouldn’t say anything. We have always shared everything. At least, Jarrod has told me everything that was going on with him, even though I was not always as open with my life, so why not this? 

	“Hey, now don’t be going and getting upset,” he whispers, reaching across the seat and grabbing my hand. “Adam just called me a few minutes before I pulled up. I’m guessing he just talked to Jarrod right before he called me, so I’m sure your friend will tell you as soon as you two talk next.”

	I look over at him, blowing out a breath I didn’t even realize I was holding. “Yeah, he’ll call me after he gets home. I’m sure he will tell me then.”

	I’m not sure why I am so relieved, but I am. Jarrod is not only my best friend, he’s really my only true friend. Of course, I have Lucy, Hank, and Diane, but their friendship is different. They all treat me as if I am their child. Now, I have Chance and Adam, even Sylvia. But none of them are Jarrod. He could never be replaced. 

	Chance gives my hand a squeeze before saying, “My brother has a bit of a crush on your friend, so I’m thinking he’ll be spending quite a bit of time in Macon.”

	“Yeah, I kind of figured that out last night,” I reply with a lopsided grin. “I’m pretty sure Jarrod feels the same way.”

	We continue talking about them until he pulls into the driveway beside a beautiful two story house. It’s not huge, but it is large, covered with a dusty blue siding. The multiple windows are surrounded by bright white shutters. Each one on the top floor also has a flower basket at their base. 

	“When I bought it, it was falling in. Adam and I worked on it for nearly a year before I could even move in. Then, we spent the next year finishing it up.” He cuts off the truck and looks my way. “What do you think?”

	I keep staring, taking in every little detail. The shingles, the chimney sticking out of the top of the roof, even the old oak tree that shades the house. Every little detail is utter perfection, like something out of a Norman Rockwell painting. In my mind, I can see a family living in the house. I can see them sitting on the porch relaxing on a warm summer day. In my mind’s eye, I can imagine the children playing hide and seek while the parents sneak kisses on the porch swing. This house belongs to a family. A mom, a dad, and bunch of kids living happily ever after. Their life would be even more beautiful than the house they call home. 

	“Oh, Chance, it’s amazing,” I whisper in awe, staring at the wraparound porch. “I absolutely love it.”

	The porch is my favorite part of the house. Starting at the far corner, it runs to the other end and wraps around the side of the house. The far end has a porch swing covered in cushions with two throw pillows. Near the swing, there are two rocking chairs also covered with cushions and sporting a throw pillow. A small table separates the two, with an even smaller fern sitting in the middle of it. 

	 “My mom helped me decorate it, so some of it is a bit too flowery for me,” he mumbles, sounding almost embarrassed. 

	Tearing my eyes from the house, I smile at him. “It’s perfect.”

	As the words leave my mouth, I realize the house isn’t the only thing that is perfect, so is Chance. He’s not only handsome, but he is everything a girl could dream of in a man. He is every bit as amazing as his house. 

	Unbuckling his seat belt, he reaches over and does the same to mine. Slowly, he scoots over closer to me and gently places his hands against my cheeks. His lips slowly descend on mine, kissing me softly. He devours my mouth, tasting me and allowing me to taste him back. The kiss goes on and on before he finally pulls back, leaving me completely breathless. 

	He draws in a deep breath and says, “The only perfect thing I see is you.”


Chapter Thirteen

	
	Walking onto the porch, I listen to Lucy complain on about her day. “Hank thinks he knows everything and won’t listen to me at all. He doesn’t see any need for the double oven, but how am I supposed to keep up with my baking without one?”

	“Jarrod should be there soon,” I reply, saying the same thing I have said twice before. “I’m sure he will talk some sense into him.”

	“But, he should listen to me,” she grumbles, clearly angry. 

	Sitting on the porch swing, I listen to her ramble on her complaints while watching as Chance walks toward me with a glass of sweet tea. After handing a glass to me, he sits down and plops his arm across the back of the swing. Without saying a word, he takes a long drink and lets out a sigh. 

	“Chance is done with the dishes,” I say, cutting her off. “I’m gonna have to call you back when I get home.” 

	After spending nearly three hours sitting by the pond, we had caught enough fish to fill both of our bellies. While Chance cleaned the fish, I got the coleslaw, fries, and hushpuppies made. Finally, I fried up the fish and we ate dinner. We started to wash dishes together, but then Lucy’s call took me away. I hated leaving him to wash the dishes on his own, but I also hated to miss her call. He pushed me away from the sink, telling me to go talk and he would finish up. If it had been anyone but Lucy, I would have ignored the call, but she would have been worried if I hadn’t answered. 

	We say a quick goodbye then I put my phone away and look to Chance. “Sorry about that. She likes to talk.”

	“No problem, I’ve washed my fair share of dishes in my life,” he says, brushing a gentle kiss across my cheek then leaning his head back. “If you keep cooking for me all the time, I’m gonna start sporting a gut.”

	 “I haven’t even made you dessert yet,” I say, smiling at him. “I make an awesome triple layered chocolate pie.”

	He smiles back and mumbles, “Next time, I want pie.” 

	If there was any doubt in my mind about the way Chance felt about me, today changed all of that. His gentle touches and sweet kisses has made it perfectly clear that he wants more than just a few casual dinner dates with me. In fact, I am pretty sure he wants a relationship. The more time I spend with him, the more I want the same thing. 

	Forcing myself to be brave and laying my head against the crook of his shoulder, I reply. “If you promise not to make me fish again, I’ll also make my cranberry stuffed pork chops with little red potatoes.”

	Chance lets out a chuckle before agreeing. “That’s a deal.”

	We are quiet for a few minutes, just enjoying the slight breeze. My mind again imagines a family living here, but this time the family is Chance’s and mine. Two pretty little girls and a handsome boy, all happy and wearing huge smiles on their faces. 

	“I still can’t believe you’ve never been fishing before,” he says with another chuckle. “I thought it was like a rite of passage growing up in Kentucky. Everyone I know has been baiting their own hook since they were five years old.”

	I pull in a deep breath and try to give him the answer I need without giving him too much information about my past. “My childhood wasn’t exactly what you call normal. I never knew my dad, not sure if mom knows who he is, and my mom was never one to shower me with motherly attention.”

	When I finally push out the last word, I feel like I have been hit by a train. It was as if every word that left my body had to be forced out, causing me pain on the way. I know I didn’t tell him much, but that little bit of information is more than Jarrod got out of me for years. Even now, he doesn’t know a lot about my past, only knows my mom was an alcoholic and drug addict that did not take care of me. 

	He pulls in a deep breath and asks, “You want to tell me about it?”

	“Not really,” I answer, knowing that I will have to give him something or he will just keep asking. “Can we just leave it with her being a bad mom for now?”

	His eyes linger on me as he contemplates his answer. He nods his head but doesn’t say a word. Instead, he just starts rocking the swing a little slower. When his eyes finally move off me, I let out a relieved breath, thinking he has given up for now.

	 “When I was younger, my mom always had bruises nearly every day. Most of the time they were hidden by her clothes, but there were times her face was so bruised she couldn’t leave the house without being asked questions,” he says, completely throwing me with his change of subject. “It happened so often that I never even asked her about it. I just believed my dad when he said she was clumsy.”

	My stomach flips over when the realization of where he is going with this conversation hits me. I’m not sure exactly what he is going to tell me, at least not the details, but I know it is not going to be good. In fact, it is probably going to be really bad. That doesn’t matter though; I’m going to listen to every word he has to say. 

	Taking in a deep breath, I force myself to ask, “She wasn’t clumsy, was she?”

	“I saw him grab her all the time, give her a little shake now and then, and even watched him push her around more than once. Heck, I saw it so often that I didn’t think nothing of it. I didn’t even realize that it was wrong; I thought that’s just what fathers did to mothers,” Chance mumbles, not truly answering my question, moving his hand from the back of the swing to my shoulder. “Even after watching him with her, I never thought of my father as a violent man. I knew he could be distant and selfish, but never violent.”

	He blows out a frustrated breath and pulls his arm from around me. A second later, he jumps from the swing and walks to the other end of the porch. He paces back and forth for a minute, as if he just can’t stay still. Finally, he stops and looks at me. 

	 “The first time he hit her in front of me, I was in middle school. He hit her so hard that she went flying to the floor,” he explains, running a hand over his face. “Even I was smart enough to know that trash wasn’t normal.”

	“No,” I mumble, feeling my heart ache for him and for Sylvia. “That wasn’t normal.”

	“After that, the beatings became more frequent and Dad didn’t care if Adam and I were standing right there when he did it,” he says with an agitated shake of his head. “I tried to get between them, but I always ended up just making it worse on Mom, so I finally just started staying away from the house as much as possible.”

	The strain in his words let me know how much that confession cost him, and I realize I have to say something right now to take the guilt off his shoulders. “You were a kid, Chance. It wasn’t your place to make your dad stop hurting Sylvia.”

	“When I was fifteen years old, I came in late one night. It was after a football game where we won the regional championship. I stayed out way past my curfew and partied with my friends.” Chance turns away, looking toward the yard. “When I first walked into the house, I expected Mom and Dad to be downstairs waiting for me. I figured I was gonna get my rear chewed out for breaking curfew. Instead, the whole house was dark. It was so quiet I could have heard a pin drop.”

	My stomach drops again, causing bile to rise up my throat, knowing what he is about to tell me is going to be even worse than I thought. It drops again as the realization of why he is telling me about his childhood hits me. He is sharing his past with me in hopes that I will share mine with him. Just the thought of doing what he wants scares the heck out of me, but now is not the time to think about my own fears. I need to be focused on Chance and be here for the man that has been there for me since the day we met. 

	 “I was feeling lucky that night, thought I had missed out on being punished. I remember walking through the house wearing a huge smile, knowing I got away with staying out late. I was so cocky that I didn’t even try to sneak to my room. Instead, I decided to go grab something to eat before heading to bed,” he says, dropping his head to stare at his feet. “As soon as I flipped on the light, my eyes landed on my mother. There she was right in front of the kitchen sink with her clothes ripped from her body, lying in a puddle of her own blood. I swear I thought she was dead.”

	Tears fill my eyes as I imagine how much pain Sylvia must have went through. They start running down my face as my mind goes to a young Chance seeing his mother like that. Unable to sit still a minute longer, I push off the porch swing and walk over to him. My arms automatically wrap around him as I bury my face against his chest. 

	“I knew, just knew, Dad had done it. I thought he had killed Mom, and I wanted to kill him,” he says, wrapping his arms around me. “Of course, the jerk had left the minute he realized how bad he had hurt her and ran off.”

	So many things fly through my mind, questions that I want to ask, but I keep my mouth shut and just hold him. He stays quiet for a few moments, but his body is shaking in my arms. Finally, he gives me a tight squeeze and steps away. 

	“Mom ended up in the hospital for nearly a week. He had stabbed her six times but didn’t hit any major organs, thank goodness,” he states, whispering the last few words as if they were a prayer. “She had seven broken bones, starting with her right cheekbone and going all the way down to her femur.”

	“Where is your father now?” I ask, unable to keep my mouth shut a second longer. “Did the police ever catch him?”

	He slowly nods his head. “Sure did. They found him in some dive bar in Eddyville drunk off his rear.”

	I chew on my bottom lip, wanting to ask him what happened, but I keep my mouth closed. This is Chance’s story to share; he needs to tell it in his own way and at his own pace. Still, it’s hard to not to ask a million questions. 

	“He was sentenced to six years. I’m not sure how or why, but he got out in only two and a half,” he states, his voice flat and emotionless. “By that time, Mom had divorced him, and Adam and I had changed our names, taking Mom’s maiden name and had done our best to forget that he had ever existed.”

	Walking over to the porch swing, he plops down and leans his head against the back of the swing. “He ended up marrying some woman in Paducah. He beat her, too, and went back to jail. Last I heard, he was still in prison.”

	I take a seat beside him, cuddling into his side and crying quietly. I sit silently, waiting for him to say something else. When he doesn’t say anything, I know it’s my turn to share my deep dark secrets. My heart starts racing as I consider where to start. Suddenly a memory hits me and I know it’s the perfect story to sum up my life. 

	“When I was around six or seven, I remember being at home all alone watching cartoons. I don’t know how long, maybe a day or two,” I say, taking in a deep breath for courage. “It could have been a week for all I know. I don’t remember being hungry, so I don’t think she was gone that long.”

	Before I can say more, Chance asks a question. “Your mom left you alone when you were only six or seven?”

	“It was normal by then, so I had probably been left alone most of my life.” I nod my head, staring at a bird flying past the house. “I was watching the Smurfs when she walked in with some guy I had never seen before. Strangers were always at our house and it never bothered me, but for some reason this guy scared me. I ran straight to my bedroom and hid under my bed for what seemed like forever.”

	He stays quiet this time, but his arm tightens around me. I wait a minute, hoping he will say something or ask another question, but he doesn’t. I lose my nerve to say more until he bends down and places a kiss on my forehead. 

	“Sometime during the night, I got into my bed and went to sleep. I’m not sure how long after that the man came into my room,” I whisper the last words, not quite able to believe I am saying them out loud. “He was crawling into my bed when Mom walked in. She threw a fit. I had never seen her like that before. She was screaming, yelling, and hitting.”

	“Of course, she was. The jerk shouldn’t have been anywhere near your bedroom,” he says, anger lancing through his voice.

	This is the hard part, the part I don’t want to tell him about but I know I have to. He needs to know what he is getting into with me. If he wants me in his life, he deserves to know the truth. I may not be able to tell him everything just yet, but I can at least give him this part. 

	“No, Chance,” I mumble, trying to keep the pain from my voice. “She wasn’t mad at him; she was mad at me.”

	“What the heck?” he forces out, tightening his arm even more. “What are you talking about?”

	“She said I was trying to get his attention, said I always wanted everything that was hers.” I try to explain, knowing it makes no sense. “She was so mad at me that she made me spend the rest of the night sleeping in the shed.”

	He is quiet, not asking a single question, but I can feel the tension running through his body. I swear anger is coming off him in waves, but it doesn’t scare me. If anything, it makes me feel protected. It’s at that moment I realize he makes me feel safe. That is something that even Hank and Jarrod never made me feel. 

	The realization is so freeing, I blurt it out. “I feel safe when I’m with you.”

	Dragging me onto his lap, he cups my cheeks in his hands and gently brushes his lips over mine. “There is one thing I can promise you, Gypsy. You will always be safe with me.”


Chapter Fourteen

	
	I watch as Sylvia runs through the process for outgoing invoices one more time. Finally, I nod, letting her know I understand. We have already been through it three times today, not to mention everything else she has showed me. After only a little over a week, she is leaving me on my own this afternoon and I’m scared out of my mind. 

	She smiles at me and stands up from the desk. “Okay, Gypsy. You can handle it on your own from here on out.”

	“Yeah,” I mumble, nodding my head. “I think I got it.”

	In all honesty, this is the easiest job I have ever had. Physically, it’s a breeze compared to lugging around plates at the diner. Mentally, it can be stressful but it is still simpler than trying to keep up with dozens of customer orders and different daily specials. Still, it’s nerve wracking. At the diner, the most I could mess up was someone’s lunch. Here, a simple mistake could screw up a high paying contract. 

	“You’ll be fine, honey,” she says, grabbing her purse from the drawer and heading toward the door. “If you need me, I’m never more than a phone call away.”

	I smile at her, giving her another nod. “I know.”

	After saying goodbye, I watch her walk out the door then look back to the computer. I try to focus on work. Instead, my mind keeps drifting to last night with Chance. After we spent half the night talking about our pasts, we spent the rest cuddled up on his couch. More than a few kisses were shared, all of which blew my mind. He didn’t try for more, even though I know he wanted to. Instead, he held me in his arms all night, both of us falling asleep on his couch. It was the first time in my life where I’ve slept with a man. 

	I didn’t know what to expect waking up in his arms, especially with how I would feel about it. If I’m being honest with myself, I’d say that I liked falling asleep and waking up with Chance. 

	Memories of last night end a quick death when the office door is shoved open. A second later, a man stomps into the office obviously angry. He slams the door, making me jump in my seat. My eyes are glued to him as he stalks to my desk and slams a check on top of it, causing my heart to race.

	“What is that?” he shouts, pointing to the check. “You shorted me by nearly three hundred dollars.”

	I look down at the check, reading over it as quickly as possible. The minute my eyes land on his name, I realize what the issue is. This is the foreman from the Martin job, a job that was screwed up so bad that Chance and Adam were forced to give them a discount. It was their decision that part of the discount would be coming out of the foreman’s pay. 

	“Let me give Chance a call,” I mumble, picking up the phone. “You can talk to him or Adam, and they’ll explain everything to you.”

	Even as I say the words, I know they have already talked to him. Chance told me all about it last night, letting me know that they were probably going to have to fire the man. Not only had he messed up on more than one job, but his reaction to a cut in his pay was extreme. Chance said the only thing that kept him from letting the guy go on the spot was the fact he had three kids to take care of. 

	He grabs my hand and slams the phone back in place. “I don’t want to talk to Chance or Adam, already did that. I want you to fix it right now, so I can go cash my check and take my rear home.”

	He is so angry; his entire face is red and the vein in his forehead is pulsing. His hand tightens on mine before letting go. A second later, he is fisting it at his side. I scoot away from my desk, my body tingling with fear. 

	“I can’t do that,” I reply with a nervous shake of my head. “I don’t handle payroll; one of the brothers writes out all of the checks.”

	It’s the truth; I haven’t been taught how to handle payroll yet. Sylvia promised to stop by on Wednesday to show me how to do it, but last week Chance did it. The week before, Adam did all the paychecks. 

	“Don’t lie to me!” he shouts, slamming his fist onto the desk. “You can cut me a check, but you don’t want to.” 

	“I’m not lying to you,” I say, stumbling over my words as I stand up from the chair and take a step back from the desk. “I swear to you that I’m telling the truth. I haven’t been here that long, and I have no idea how they handle payroll. Sylvia hasn’t showed me how to do it yet. Honestly, I don’t even know where they keep the checks.”

	All of what I said is true, but he’s not buying any of it. Instead, he is just getting angrier and angrier. He’s banging his fist into his thigh with such force I’m sure there will be a bruise there later on. By the way he is glaring at me, there is no doubt in my mind that he wishes he was hitting my face instead. 

	His hand shoots out, banging loudly against the top of the desk once more. “If you can’t write me a check, then get my money out of petty cash. I’m not waiting one more minute for my money, and I’m not leaving without it.”

	Suddenly, my mind goes back to the night that Kilo hurt me. The feeling of his fist smashing into my face. The scent of his sweat covered body. Even the tearing pain between my legs flashes through my mind, almost bringing me to my knees. Unable to stop myself, I let out a whimper of fear. 

	“What is wrong with you, woman?” he shouts, kicking my desk. “Are you a idiot or what?”

	My breaths start coming in pants, and I know I’m about to go into a full blown panic attack if I do not get out of here right away. Looking around the office, I realize there is no way I can get past him to get to the door. I have no choice but to run to the back and head out that way. I can only hope he doesn’t catch me. 

	Pounding his fist down again, causing the computer screen to fall over, he asks. “Are you listening to me, you stupid jerk? Get me my money!” 

	I’m about to attempt to dash past him when the door flies open again. Chance storms in, heading straight to his foreman. His hand comes out in a flash, grabbing the other man’s arm in a brutal hold. 

	He looks to me, his body shaking with anger. “Are you okay?”

	“I’m fine,” I whisper, looking between the two men.

	As quick as my fear came, it is gone. Just knowing he is here, I know everything is going to be fine. There is no way he’d let this man hurt me. Deciding there is no reason to run, I plop down in my seat and pull in a relieved breath. 

	“What do you think you’re doing?” Chance growls, giving the man a hard shake. “You don’t ever talk to one of my employees like that, especially not her.”

	The foreman jerks his arm away and directs his anger at Chance. “My check is short, and she won’t fix it.

	 “I just wanted to talk to her about my check. It’s nearly three hundred dollars short,” he says, much calmer than before. “I need that money to pay bills. Without it, I won’t have enough to even cover the mortgage.”

	“That’s not my problem,” Chance says, crossing his arms over his chest. “I already told you your check was going to be docked by thirty-five percent for the next ten weeks to help cover the discount we had to give on the Martin job.” 

	“You can’t do that!” he shouts, fury lacing through his voice. “You can’t just take part of my paycheck.”

	He takes a step toward Chance and for a second, I think he is going to swing at him. Just before he does, Chance steps forward. The man blinks, obviously surprised someone would stand up to him. Chance’s anger is enough to take on anyone at the moment. He quickly steps back, raising his hands in front of him. 

	“I already did,” Chance replies, not fazed by the other man’s anger. “If you have a problem, you come to Adam or me, you don’t bother Gypsy with it.”

	The foreman looks between the two of us. His eyes narrow on me just before a smile spreads across his face. 

	“This is Gypsy, huh? I heard you and your brother talking about how fine she was. I gotta say, she’s one heck of a piece,” the man says with a chuckle. “Are you her, Chance? Is that why you’re so pissed about me talking to her?”

	A bright red flush of anger covers Chance’s face as he stomps over to the door and flings it open. “You’re fired, get off my property.” 

	Both of them are silent for a second, just staring at each other. The tension in the air is thick, thick enough to cut with a knife. My eyes stay glued to them, waiting to see what will happen next and wondering if I should call the police. 

	“You can’t just fire me,” he finally responds, shaking his head. “I’ve worked for you and your brother since you started. I’ve been your foreman for nearly three years and have done a good job.”

	“You used to do a good job, a blasted good job. This last year something has changed; you’ve been nothing but trouble, messing up everything you touched,” Chance replies, not looking any less upset. “We should have fired you a few months ago, definitely should have let you go when you screwed up the Martin job. Adam and I only kept you on because we knew you have a wife and kids to take care of.”

	“Please don’t do this, Chance. Don’t fire me.” The man raises a hand and runs it over his head before pulling in a deep breath. “I can’t lose this job. It’s the only thing keeping a roof over my kids’ heads.”

	He sounds so upset, so apologetic, I start to feel a little sorry for him. Then, I remember the way he screamed at me. If he spoke to me like that, I can only imagine how he speaks to his wife and kids behind closed doors. I’m guessing theirs is not a happy home. I can only hope this does not make it any unhappier. 

	Chance nods to the open door and says, “None of that is my problem, you should’ve thought about all of that before screwing up and costing the company money. I was gonna give you another chance, but now you no longer work for me. You lost your job the minute you started screaming at one of my employees.”

	It takes another minute or two for Chance to get him out the door. I watch through the window as they walk to a beat-up truck. They talk a little more. I can tell the man is begging to keep his job, but Chance isn’t giving in. If anything, he is just getting angrier with every second that passes. Finally, the man climbs into the truck and drives off. Chance watches him drive out of the parking lot then turns around and walks back to the office. The minute he steps through the door, he heads straight to me. 

	Stopping right beside me, he pulls me out of the chair and wraps his arms around me. “I’m so sorry that happened and that he brought all this to you.”

	“I’m really okay,” I say, leaning my head against his chest. “He didn’t hurt me, just scared me a little.”

	For the first time, I realize how well I handled the situation. Even when the panic attack started, I didn’t let it take over. For years, any time an angry customer yelled at me about a wrong order or overcooked steak, I would go into a panic attack and freeze in place. I would stay like that for an hour or more. Half the time, I didn’t even remember it when it was over. This time, I fought it back and kept control of my mind. To me, that is huge. So huge, I feel proud of myself.

	“He had no right to talk to you like that,” Chance says, pulling back just enough to look into my eyes. “No one has the right to speak to you like that.”

	“It’s okay, though,” I say, a wobbly smile spreading across my face. “He didn’t do anything but scream a little. I think he is a lot more bark than bite.”

	“As long as I’m around, no one is gonna bark at you,” he states, letting out a chuckle. “Heck, if anyone even looks at you the wrong way, I may do some barking of my own.”

	His words bring a bubble of laughter from deep within me, causing a wave of happiness to fill my whole body. It feels wonderful and freeing at the same time. Never in my life have I felt like this, especially not after being screamed at by a stranger. It just proves to myself how far I’ve come from that scared girl that ran away from home. 

	I laugh, leaning my head against his chest again. “I really like you, Chance.”

	He places a kiss on the top of my head and whispers, “That’s good, because I really like you, too, Gypsy Girl.”


Chapter Fifteen

	
	Sitting beside Chance on the couch, I’m giggly from too much wine. He’s had a few beers of his own. Like always, he cut himself off before he had too much. There’s a part of me that thinks he does that for me, knowing that having him drunk would freak me out. 

	“You gotta quit cooking like that,” he says, slinging an arm over my shoulders and pulling me closer. “I swear, I’ve already gained ten pounds since you moved to Paducah.”

	 “Tomorrow, I’m making grilled chicken breasts marinated in Italian dressing. It’s healthy, so you don’t have to worry about growing a gut,” I reply, reaching out and pinching his still flat stomach. “I’m also going to make a double layered coconut cake, but I’m not planning to share it with you.”

	I’ve made dinner for him nearly every night for over two weeks. Ever since the day we went fishing, we have spent every night together. Most nights, like tonight, we have stayed at his house. Other nights, we stay at the trailer. Those are few and far between, only when he has to work late. In fact, we are here so much, most of my things are here. 

	“Yeah, right. The cake is mine,” he mumbles, burying his face in my hair. “You know you can’t deny me anything.”

	He’s right, in ways that he doesn’t even know. I never thought I’d feel this way about a man, never thought I would want a man to touch me, to love me. He makes me want to do things that I never imagined I’d want before. He makes me feel things I’ve never felt before. Truthfully, I’m pretty sure I’m falling in love with him. 

	“Lucy and Hank are coming down to visit the last weekend of the month,” I tell him, trying not to think about my feelings at the moment. “If you don’t mind, I was thinking about inviting your mom and Adam over here for dinner while they’re here. I don’t have enough room for everyone in my trailer, and I really want them to meet all of you.”

	“Sounds good to me. As long as you’re cooking, I’m up for anything,” he replies without a second’s hesitation.

	Pulling my head back, I lean up and place my lips softly against his. In seconds, the kiss turns from tender to carnal. My hands run through his hair as his gently massages my breasts. As normal, Chance pulls back before it can go any further. I reach up and hold him where he is, not letting him go anywhere. Right now, I do not want this feeling to end. I’m not sure I ever want it to end. 

	Even though we sleep in the same bed, we have never done more than kiss and a few innocent touches. He has been patient like he said he would, never complaining about the pace our relationship is going. Still, I can tell he wants more. A part of me wants more, too; that part is growing every day. 

	He kisses me for a minute more before pulling back and asking, “Did you have a good day?” 

	“Uh huh,” I mumble, leaning against his shoulder. “The best day ever.” 

	After studying my butt off for the last couple of weeks, I finally went and took my GED test Friday and passed with flying colors. When I told Chance about it, he said it was a big accomplishment and something I should be proud of. We celebrated by spending the whole day together. 

	We started with breakfast at the local diner, which included amazing blueberry pancakes. After that, we came home and spent the day playing in the pool. We acted more like kids than the adults we are supposed to be. After lunch, Adam showed up. He ended up staying for dinner where we drained two bottles of wine. When we finally got done with dinner, he conked out in the guest room while Chance and I snuggled up together on the couch. Like I said, it has been the best day ever.

	Smiling at me, he pulls away from me and stands up. A second later, he pulls a dark blue, velvet box from his pocket and hands it to me. For a split second, I think it could be an engagement ring, and my heart starts to pound ferociously. As much as I care about him, I am in no way ready to even think about marriage.

	Before I can say a word to him, he sits back down and motions toward the box. “Open it, Gypsy Girl.”

	“Chance, what in the world did you get me?” I look at the box, hoping that it is not a ring of any sort.

	He shakes his head and smiles. “You have to open it if you want to find out.”

	Doing as he says, I flip the box open and see a necklace with a small locket hanging from its chain. The locket is the shape of a heart, with swirls of both gold and silver running through it. As I take it out of the box, I give it a closer look. I see the words LIVE, LOVE, LAUGH etched on it. It isn’t overly fancy, no diamonds or other gems, but it is still the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. 

	“As soon as I saw it, I knew you had to have it,” he says as I continue to stare at the necklace. He takes it out of my hand, unclasps it, and puts it around my neck. Holding my hair out of his way, he fastens it, and I can’t help but pick it up and look at it again. “That’s exactly what I want for you, Gypsy Girl. I want you to live life to its fullest, love with all your heart, and laugh until your sides ache.”

	I’m not sure what means more to me, the gift or the meaning behind it. I don’t have the words to say to him, not the right words to explain how much the gift means to me. Saying thank you wouldn’t be enough. Deciding not to even try to explain, I pull him close and place my lips against his. 

	He doesn’t fight me. Instead, he deepens the kiss even more. As our tongues continue to tangle against each other, my hands move down his back. Before I realize what I am doing, I’ve got his shirt over his head. Mine follows quickly; my bra comes off next, leaving us both completely naked from the waist up. 

	“You are so beautiful, the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen,” he growls, leaning down to pull my nipple into his mouth.

	I pull back enough to look at him. I take in every inch of bare flesh, and it nearly takes my breath away. His arms, chest, and stomach are perfect, absolutely perfect. Granted, I have seen him without a shirt on before while he was working or as we were going to sleep at night. This time is different, though; he is shirtless because of me. 

	I want to tell him how handsome he is, but something else comes out instead. “I think I’m falling in love with you.”

	“That’s good,” he says, his lips tipping up into a cocky smile. “I’ve known I was falling in love with you since the day I picked you up on the side of the road.”

	I don’t even have time to think about his words before his lips come back to mine. He has one hand gripping my hair and the other caressing my lower back. I can feel his fingertips rubbing along my waist, occasionally dipping below the waistband. Excitement is building in me, until the moment his hand moves around to the button on my jeans. 

	Suddenly, my brain fills with images of my past. Sounds, smells, tastes, everything comes back to me in a flash. My heart speeds up, pounding against my chest as my stomach starts to roll. The feeling is so overwhelming I can barely take in a breath. 

	I freeze and wheeze out. “Please stop.”

	“What’s wrong?” he asks, immediately pulling his hand away and moving back. “Did I hurt you?”

	As much as I wanted this to happen a few seconds ago, as much as Chance means to me, I’m just not ready. Right now, my biggest fear is that I will never be ready. Even if I am falling in love with Chance, even if he feels the same way, there is no way we can stay together if I cannot get past what happened.

	My eyes go to his, seeing the anguish written all over his face. “No, you didn’t hurt me. You would never hurt me.”

	He lets out a deep breath, dropping his head to the back of the couch and closing his beautiful hazel eyes. “It’s getting late anyway, and we both have an early day tomorrow. Give me a second, and then we can head to bed.”

	Watching him sit there, still breathing deeply, I realize I can’t keep doing this to him. Chance is a wonderful man, and he deserves a good woman. He needs someone that can give him a real life. He definitely doesn’t need a broken girl that turns from hot to cold in a blink of the eye. 

	“I need to go home, back to Macon,” I say, jumping off the couch. “I can’t stay here anymore. If I do, this will just keep happening.”

	In a flash, he is standing in front of me and pulling me into his body. “What are you talking about? You’re not leaving me.”

	His words bring tears to my eyes because I want to take them to heart. I want to stay with him, not worry about what pain my past is causing him and could cause him in the future. That’s not fair though. It wouldn’t be right to make him put up with the mess that is my life. There is no way I can do it to him, not anymore.

	“I have to!” I shout, letting my emotions get the better of me. “I can’t be with you. You deserve better than me. You deserve a woman that isn’t broken.”

	“Tell me why you’re broken, and I promise to put you back together again,” he whispers, still holding me close. 

	It’s at that moment I know I have to tell him. I have to tell him everything, even about the rape. I’m just not sure if I can force the words past my lips. The memory has been locked inside of me so long that I don’t know how to get it out. 

	“Something happened to me, something really bad,” I say, not quite looking in his eyes. “I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to get over it.” 

	He puts his hand on my chin, lifting it to force me to look at him. “Tell me what happened. Whatever it is, I can help you get over it.”

	“You can’t,” I mumble with a shake of my head. “No one can help me get over it, not even someone as special as you.”

	I wish that was true, that he could just take it all away. I wish it was as simple as that, but it’s not. What happened to me will never go away, no matter what he does. The memory of what happened to me has been with me for years, and it will be with me until I die.

	“I was raped, right before I left home,” I blurt, not softening my words at all. “Mom’s boyfriend raped me while she was passed out in her room. Others had tried, but Kilo was the only one that ever succeeded.”

	The words no more than leave my mouth when Chance lets go of me and stomps across the room. Drawing back his fist, he sends it through the sheetrock then throws his head back and shouts. He hits the wall twice more, leaving his hand a bloody mess before turning around to look at me. 

	“I’ll make him pay for everything he done to you,” he states, not even blinking. “I’m going to find him. Then, I’m going to kill him.”

	The sight of blood dripping from his hand to the floor makes me realize that I need to get this situation under control. My body starts to tremble as I watch the puddle grow bigger and bigger. Something has to be done, and something has to be done right now. I’m just not sure what to do. I consider going and waking up Adam, but if Chance keeps shouting and hitting things, he’ll wake up on his own. 

	I open my mouth, wanting to ask him if he needs to go to the hospital, but he shakes his head and says, “When I’m done with him, I’m gonna find your mother. She’s going to pay, too. That woman is going to pay for every dang time she didn’t protect you.”

	My heart skips a beat, fear filling me at the thought of him being anywhere near Kilo or my mom. “You can’t do that. Please, just leave them alone. I don’t want you to ever lay eyes on them.”

	Just the thought of him seeing where I grew up, or meeting my mother, makes me sick to my stomach. Knowing Hank has been to Cedar Springs is bad enough, but I don’t know if I could ever get past it if Chance went there. I do not want him to know what my life was like, what I’ve told him is more than enough. 

	He shakes his head, not looking me in the eye. “No, Gypsy. They have to pay for what they’ve done; both of them deserve to pay. I told you that you would always feel safe with me. Until they pay, you won’t ever feel safe.” 

	Chance walks back over and stands in front of me. I can see the anger and fear in his eyes. Fear of what, I’m not sure. I can guess, though, and it causes all my earlier plans to leave to vanish. He is afraid of losing me, so afraid he cannot even hide it. 

	“You’re right, I don’t feel safe most of the time. The only time I do is when you’re by my side.” Reaching up, I lay a hand on his cheek and look into his eyes. “If you promise not to go after them, I promise to stay in Paducah and let you fix what is broken inside of me.” 

	As soon as the words leave my mouth, I realize that he has already fixed it. With his love, his compassion, even his anger, Chance has fixed everything that my mother and Kilo broke. From this point on, my life is my own and my past is in the past. That is where it belongs and where it is going to stay. 

	“I don’t know if I can do that, Gypsy. I really don’t know if I can just let them get away with everything they did to you, let them go on living their lives like they didn’t destroy yours,” he says before turning and walking away from me while running his fingers through his hair. “When I hold you, I want to be the only one you’re thinking of. I want to be the only person you ever think of touching you. That’s not gonna happen until you know that jerk is dead and your mom is lying right beside him.”

	My mind is screaming that I should be scared. He’s threatening to kill someone, threatening to kill my mother. Any sane woman would be frightened, but I’m not. If anything, his threats make me feel even safer. There is no longer any doubt in my mind that he would do anything for me, even attempt to deal with my past.

	“I can get past what they did. I can move on with my life,” I whisper, hoping to get through his anger. “With you by my side, I’ll be able to be happy again.”

	Walking across the room, I wrap my arms around him and plaster myself to his chest. “Earlier tonight, I was thinking I just might love you, but I was wrong. I’m pretty sure that I know exactly how I feel.”

	After letting out a deep breath, he leans down and places a kiss on the top of my head. “I’m glad you’re finally catching up with me.”


Chapter Sixteen

	
	I’m just shutting down the computer to head out for lunch when Chance and Adam walk into the office. Adam shoots me a wink then walks down the hall without saying a word. Chance comes straight to me, pulling me into his arms. After a gentle kiss to my lips, he pulls back and smiles.

	“Do you have a dress?” he asks, causing me to raise my brow.

	I wiggle out of his hold, grab the skirt of my sundress, and give it a little swish. “What would you call what I’m wearing?”

	I’m not much of a dress kinda girl, but when I saw this at the thrift shop for only two dollars, I just couldn’t pass it up. It’s a little late in the year for sundresses, so I also grabbed a cute cardigan that matches it perfectly. Including the nearly new sandals on my feet, I only spent eight dollars on the entire outfit. 

	“I call it a walking wet dream,” he replies, pulling me back into his arms. “But, I meant a fancy dress.”

	Ignoring his comment, I shake my head. “No, I don’t have a fancy dress, never wore one in my life. Why?”

	“I know it’s late notice, but the domestic violence shelter is having its annual charity auction tonight. There’s a formal dinner and dance when it’s over. Even though I always buy a couple of tickets, I’ve never been. This year, since I have you, Mom says I don’t have an excuse not to come,” he says, placing a kiss on my cheek then letting me go. “She even talked Adam into taking her.”

	Doing all the paperwork for the company over the past few weeks, I know he and his brother give the shelter a two percent cut of their profits. After he told me the story of his parents’ marriage, I understand why they choose to do that and respect their choice. I know this is important to him, but I still don’t want to go. I’ve never been one to dress up, opting out of homecoming and prom while I was in high school. Still, I can’t turn him down. 

	“I would love to go with you, but I’ll have to get something to wear,” I say, nibbling away at my bottom lip. “How fancy is this thing?”

	“Fancy enough that you're gonna let me buy your dress,” he states, folding his arms over his chest. “Before you get pissed off, you need to remember that this is for my mom, and she is the one that said I should get you a dress and all the trash to go with it. You don’t want to disappoint her, do you?”

	“That’s a low blow, but you made your point.” Shooting him a glare, I place my hands on my hips. “I’ll let you buy my dress as long as you promise to dance with me at least once.”

	He turns a little green before taking a step back. “You know I don’t do that trash.”

	“And you know I don’t do the whole you buying me stuff thing.” I tilt my head and paste on a smile. “So now we’re even.”

	“She’s got you there, brother,” Adam says, walking into the room with a large manila envelope in one hand and a cup of coffee in the other. “You might just as well take it on the chin like a man and shine up your dancing shoes.”

	Chance doesn’t say anything but he drops his shoulders in defeat before pulling out his debit card. “Take this to Purple Daisy on Second Street and get whatever you need. I already called them and told them you had permission to use the card.”

	With that, he turns and walks down the hall, hollering as he goes. “I already told them what you need, so don’t go cheap.”

	Grabbing my purse from the desk drawer, I slide the debit card into one of the pockets and pull out my keys. “You want me to drop that off at the post office while I’m in town?”

	“Sure do,” Adam says, laying it on my desk and heading for the door. “I can’t wait to see you all dressed up. The sight of you in a fancy rear dress just might turn me straight.”

	Picking up the envelope, I stick it in my purse and smile. “That would make Jarrod a very unhappy man.”

	“He told me about walking in on you wearing nothing but your bra and panties. He said it was the first time a woman had ever made his toe hard,” he says, walking out the door without giving me time to reply.

	Walking through the kitchen, I head out the back door to where my car is parked in front of the trailer. With every step I take, the vision of Jarrod’s face the day he caught me getting dressed becomes clearer and clearer. By the time I climb behind the steering wheel, I’m laughing my rear off. 

	My laughter continues all the way to the post office, but it’s died down by the time I pull in front of the Purple Daisy. The sight of the storefront causes cold chills to break out across my arms. I’ve never been to a store this fancy in my entire life. The dresses in the windows probably cost more than I make in a month.

	Pulling in a deep breath, I climb out of the car and head inside. When I walk through the door, my stomach starts to roll. There are racks and racks full of dresses, each one as nice as those in the windows. Unable to stop myself, I walk over and lift the price tag on one. 

	Before I can read the price, a dainty hand appears and jerks it away. “I would guess you're Gypsy, right?”

	I turn my head to see a tiny woman with powder blue hair standing by my side. She’s old enough to be my grandmother but small enough to be confused for a child. She has a firm line across her lips as she pushes the dress back in place. 

	“Well, are you Gypsy?” she asks again, narrowing her eyes at me.

	“Yes, I am,” I reply, taking a step back from her. 

	“Mr. Ryan called earlier and told me not to let you look at any of the price tags,” she says with a nod of her head. “My name’s Alice, and I’ll be finding you the perfect dress.”

	The words are barely out of her mouth before she grabs my arm and pulls me to the back of the store. She leads me through row after row of dresses, all separated by color, mumbling under her breath when she passes the purple rack. She takes me into a room with mirrored walls and leads me to a velvet couch. Her eyes scan my body before coming up to meet mine. 

	“A heavy B cup and a size twelve,” she states, sizing me up with her eyes.

	I scoot back on the couch and reply, “I’m a size ten.”

	“In jeans maybe, but not a formal dress,” she says before turning around and walking away. “You stay here; I’ll be right back.”

	She’s gone less than a minute before coming back with an arm full of purple dresses. She hangs all but one on a bar in the corner and walks over to the wall. Laying her hand against one of the mirrors, she pushes it and a smaller room appears. 

	“Try this one on first,” she says, hanging the dress from a hook on the wall. “If you need any help with it, let me know.”

	I push myself off the couch and walk into the dressing room, closing the door behind me. Looking around, I realize that unlike the other room, this one doesn’t have a mirror. It only takes a second for me to get undressed, but it takes forever to get the dress on. No matter how hard I try, I can’t get it zipped up on my own. 

	Pushing the door open, I ask, “Can you help me zip this up?”

	“No reason to zip it; that’s not the dress for you,” she says, grabbing another one from the rack. “Try this one.”

	Three more dresses, I finally step out to a smile on Alice’s face. She walks over and reaches up, adjusting my boobs without bothering to ask permission. Then, she tugs on the hem and fusses with the zipper. Finally, she turns me around to look at the mirror.

	“Oh, my,” I breathe out, not quite believing my eyes. “It’s beautiful.”

	The dress is a darker shade of purple than the others I tried on. It fits me like a glove, hugging every one of my curves. The straps are nearly nonexistent, just a strand of rhinestones over my shoulders. It only shows a hint of my cleavage, enhancing it with a cluster of rhinestones right between my breasts. The back is the real show stopper though. There isn’t one; it’s cut all the way down to the top of my rear with strings of rhinestones draping across my back to hold the dress together. 

	Laying her hand on my shoulder, Alice hands me a pair of shoes. “Try these on. If they don’t work, I’ll go grab another pair.”

	I take the shoes, not even bothering to try and hide my excitement as I sit down and slide them onto my feet. They’re matte silver with matching rhinestones on the thin straps. The straps go around my ankles, zig zagging all the way to my toes. They’re beautiful, but they’re just a tad too big. 

	“Do you have a size eight and a half?” I ask, hoping the answer is yes. 

	She doesn’t bother replying and just rushes out of the room. A few seconds later, she returns with a box holding the exact same shoes but in the size I requested. She leaves again as I pull them out and slide them onto my feet. By the time I have the straps buckled, Alice is back carrying a small, dark blue, velvet box. 

	Setting the box on the couch, she pulls out a rhinestone necklace. “Lift your hair.”

	Doing as she says, she leans forward and puts it around my neck. Next, she straps the matching bracelet on my left wrist. When that is done, she grabs my hand and pulls me up and leads me across the room. 

	As I stare in the mirror, tears start to sting my eyes. I’ve always known I was passably pretty, but I never felt beautiful before. Wearing this dress and all the extras, I feel absolutely gorgeous. 

	“That’s the dress for you,” she says with a quick nod of her head. “Now, you need to get it off, so you can head next to door and see Marissa.”

	“Who’s that?” I ask, wondering what she is talking about.

	“Marissa is the owner of Daydreams Spa. She’s been told to handle you personally,” Alice answers with a swift nod. “It’s the most exclusive spa in town. You’re lucky to get an appointment, especially with the auction tonight.

	 “The other Mr. Ryan, Adam I believe, called right before you got here. He said to send you next door to the salon for a complete spa day when you were done picking out your dress.” A true smile spreads across her face as she reaches for my wrist to remove the bracelet. “He said to let you know the spa day was a gift from him and his mother and to tell you that she would be filling in for you for the rest of the day.”

	I’m so shocked that I can do nothing more than nod. She leads me back into the dressing room, removes the necklace and walks out, shutting the door behind her. My hands are shaking as I reach to the side of my dress and pull down the zipper. By the time it’s off, my mind is running in circles. I’m not used to being pampered like this, and I’m not sure I like it. That niggling voice in the back of my mind keeps telling me to refuse the gifts, not to be like my mother and use men for what they can give me. A louder voice is reminding me that Chance and his family are doing this because they want to, not to get something from me.

	I quickly get dressed and carry the dress and shoes back to Alice. “Can I pick these up after I get done at the salon?”

	“Don’t worry about that.” She shakes her head, a smile on her face. “I’ll have a girl deliver it to your house. Mr. Ryan has already given me the address.”

	Again, I’m shocked, but I nod. “Thanks.”

	She leads me through the store, right to the front door. After pointing me in the right direction, she walks back inside, leaving me standing on the sidewalk alone. I rush next door, walking into the salon in a daze. Every girl dreams of having a day like this, but I never thought it would happen to me. 

	The man sitting at the desk stands up and smiles as soon as I step inside. “You must be Gypsy.”

	I blink, wondering how he knew who I was. “Yeah.”

	“Mr. Ryan has already called twice to see if you had arrived yet. He’s worried that you wouldn’t want to come,” he says with a shake of his head. “I told him that no woman passes up a free spa day.”

	“Uh huh,” I reply, chewing on my bottom lip. 

	“You have such beautiful hair,” he says, walking up and grabbing a handful of my brown locks. “But, I think a few highlights would bring out the green in your eyes.”

	With that, he leads me to the back of the spa and introduces me to my stylist, Marissa. The woman is stunning, even with purple hair. The next two hours fly by as she cuts, colors, and styles my hair. I avoid looking at the mirror, not wanting to see it until she is done. 

	She twirls my chair around and asks, “What do you think?” 

	I look in the mirror and tears immediately pool in my eyes. For the past few years, I haven’t bothered with my hair at all. Most of the time, I kept it pulled up in a ponytail or clip. Now, it is hanging down my back in large curls. The top is cut into layers, framing my face perfectly. What was once a mousy brown is now a mixture of varying shades of gold, a strawberry blonde, and a deep rich brown. 

	“I think,” I mumble, forcing the tears away, “I think I look beautiful.”


Chapter Seventeen

	
	Standing in the bathroom, I pull in a deep breath and try to calm myself. It’s nearly time for Chance to pick me up for our date, and my nerves are on high alert. It seems silly to be so anxious over going to a charity auction, but I am nervous. I can’t help it; I’ve never done anything like this before, never even wore a formal gown before. It’s exciting, but it’s also completely overwhelming. 

	Looking into the mirror, I swipe on another coat of mascara then blink my eyes. There is more makeup on my face tonight than I have worn in my entire life. My green eyes are surrounded by shades of smoky gray, and my lips are a deep burgundy. Even my cheeks are streaked with a peach blush.

	My hair is still perfect, looking just like it did when I left the salon. The only difference is I’ve added the clip, which matches my jewelry, to pull it back on one side. Combining the clip with my necklace and earrings changes my look completely. For the first time in my life, I feel absolutely beautiful. 

	Shaking off my thoughts, I head into the living room and grab the matching purse from the island. I’m just shoving my lipstick into it when lights from Chance’s truck flash through the windows. I quickly grab my phone, putting it on vibrate only, and stick it into my purse. By the time I am done, Chance is knocking on the door.

	I rush over, flinging the door open. “Hello.”

	He says something, but I don’t hear it. Instead, all of my attention is focused on taking in the way he looks. He is wearing a well cut, black suit. Under it, he is sporting a silver button up and dark gray tie. It all fits him perfectly, somehow making him even more handsome than he normally is. 

	“My goodness, Gypsy Girl, you look wonderful in that dress,” he whispers, drawing my attention back to his face. “Heck, you look wonderful in anything. In that dress, you look absolutely incredible.”

	I smile, feeling heat hit my cheeks. “Thank you. You look nice, too.”

	Nice doesn’t quite seem like the right word, but it’s all my mind can come up with at this moment. Amazing, devastatingly handsome, or breathtaking would have been better, but none of those seem right either. 

	Feeling embarrassed for some reason, I keep my eyes trained on my feet and say, “I’m ready to go if you are.”

	“We’re not going anywhere until I get to kiss my girl.” He grabs my hand and pulls me against him, wrapping his arms around me.

	Forgetting my embarrassment, I lean my head back and smile. His lips meet mine, gently but firm. As usual, it only takes a second for the kiss to turn from gentle to carnal. His tongue invades my mouth, letting me have a taste of him as he does the same. By the time he pulls back, I’m gasping for breath. 

	“Now, we can go,” he says, a cocky smile on his face.

	With that, he leads me outside. Giving me time to lock the door, he walks me to his truck and opens the door. Once I’m inside, he buckles me up and brushes another kiss over my lips. A few seconds later, he crawls into the driver’s side and starts the engine. Just like every other time I’ve been in his truck, the sound of country music fills the cab. 

	He attempts to sing as he pulls away from the trailer. I join along as we drive down the road. Other than our singing, we stay quiet as we drive into town. Not a word is said until Chance pulls the truck to a stop in front of a huge house. My eyes take in the building as he puts the truck into park. 

	The home is beautiful. It is three stories tall with a wraparound porch and a balcony on the top floor. Windows line the front of the house, all surrounded by large black shutters. Huge columns line the front porch, reminding me of an old plantation house. 

	“Have you ever driven by here before?” he asks as he pulls the keys from the ignition and stuffs them into his pocket. 

	“No,” I reply with a shake of my head. 

	“This is the Bardwell Mansion. It’s nearly two hundred years old. I don’t know much about it, but I do know it is the prettiest house I have ever been in.” He smiles, looking up at the house. “The auction is set up near the lake out back, but the dinner and dance are going to be in the ballroom.”

	My eyes take in the area, catching sight of the old oak trees surrounding the house. The lawn is perfectly manicured with not a weed in sight. There are blooming rose bushes lining the porch and a small fountain near the sidewalk. It all comes together beautifully, letting me get a glimpse of what it probably looked like back in the day.

	I keep looking at the house, excited that I will be spending the evening here. “I’ve never seen anything so beautiful.”

	“Just wait until you see the inside,” he says as he opens his door and climbs out. “I’ll be around to help you out in just a second, so don’t even try to open the door.”

	A grin tips up my lips as I unbuckle my seat belt. “I promise not to even touch the door handle.”

	He rushes around the truck, opening my door, and helping me out. He wraps his hand around mine and leads me to the house. A man in a dark suit opens the door before we even step on the porch. He motions for us to come inside. We walk through the door and into the crowded foyer. Once inside, I’m surprised to see Chance was right. The outside may be beautiful, but the inside is completely breathtaking.

	 I ignore all of the people standing around and look around the room. I can’t decide what to look at first. The foyer, on its own, is amazing. The further we go, it just gets better and better. The winding staircase and marble floors, not to mention the huge crystal chandelier hanging from the ceiling, has my mouth hanging open in awe. 

	“Wow,” I whisper, looking at the gold sconces mounted on the walls. “I’ve never seen anything like this place.”

	“Told you it was amazing,” Chance whispers back as he squeezes my hand. “The ballroom is even better.”

	We say nothing more and just follow others as they make their way out back. Once outside, I take in the beauty of the small lake and its surroundings. My attention is quickly diverted to the auction items. Chance leads me over to get a closer look as I take in all the things they have up for auction. 

	There are several paintings, a golf cart, an all-inclusive weeklong vacation to Aruba, and even a speedboat. Many of the local businesses have also donated their time and services. There are so many nice things, things I would love to have, but none that I can afford.

	There is a little area sectioned off with a microphone and podium beside the auction items. Adam and Sylvia join us just as the auctioneer takes his spot. We make small talk for a minute or two until he starts talking. As soon as he opens his mouth, everyone gets quiet. You can feel the excitement from the crowd as they try to outbid each other. 

	The bidding goes by quickly, moving from one item to another without a break. I have never been to an auction and am surprised by how much fun it is. The auctioneer is talking so fast, I can’t understand what is even being said. Everyone else seems to have a grasp of it with no problem as all the items are sold quickly. Chance bids on the vacation and yearly membership to one of the local gyms, but doesn’t win either one. Adam, after bidding on almost everything, gets the golf cart, and Sylvia wins one of the paintings.

	“The painting you won is beautiful, Sylvia,” I tell her as we all start walking back inside to get ready for dinner. 

	Sylvia nods her head with a smile on her face. “I think it will look great hanging in my living room right over the fireplace. You’ll have to come see it after it is delivered and the boys have it hung up.” 

	She is right; it will look awesome hanging there. The bright colors of the painting will bring out the dark mahogany of the mantel. I’ve been to Sylvia’s home twice, both times to eat dinner with her and her sons. It’s a gorgeous house that her boys built with their own hands. 

	 “I would love to come see it,” I reply with a nod. “I’ll ride over with Chance when he comes to hang it.”

	With my hand in his, Chance leads me back into the mansion. He hasn’t let go of my hand since we got out of the truck. With so many people here, I would probably be overwhelmed without him by my side. 

	As we walk through the house to the ballroom, I continue to look at all the antique furnishings and stunning paintings hanging on the walls. As pretty as everything I’ve seen has been, it seems almost bland to the ballroom. The room itself is huge, one side lined with tables and chairs, the other opened up for dancing. 

	It is so fancy, and I almost feel out of place. I am struck once again with the realization that I am actually here. I never thought I would even walk into a place like this, much less be attending an event here. Being here with a man like Chance makes it even better. 

	“I get why you bought the painting. You like that kind of stuff,” he says to his mother before looking to Adam. “But, why did you buy a golf cart? As far as I know, you don’t even play golf.”

	“I wasn’t coming to this thing and going home without getting something, and who knows, I might even take up golfing,” Adam replies with a shrug. “All I have to do is drive around and hit balls. I’d probably enjoy it.”

	Giggling at Adam’s comment, I take my seat and wait for Chance’s response. They bicker back and forth until our dinner is set in front of us. We eat, filling up on the best food I’ve ever put in my mouth. When dinner is done, the music starts and the dance floor begins to fill up. 

	Adam pushes his chair back and stands up, putting his hand out to his mom. “Come on, Mom. It’s time for us to cut a rug.”

	I smile, watching them walk away from the table. Seeing either of the men with their mother always brings a smile to my face. With knowing what she went through with her marriage, I am glad that finally she has found her happiness. I’m even happier that I get to be here to witness it. 

	Turning to look at Chance, I lean over and give him a soft kiss on the cheek. “Thank you for bringing me.”

	Before he can say anything, I add. “I wouldn’t be here without you, wouldn’t have gotten to experience such a magical night or have the opportunity to spend it with you and your family. You’ll never know how much it means to me.”

	Chance gives me a kiss on the cheek in return and says, “You never have to thank me for that. Believe me, being here with you is my pleasure. I’d do anything to see that smile on your face, Gypsy Girl.”

	Not quite knowing how to respond, I pick up my glass of wine. Taking a drink, I stare at him. His beautiful hazel eyes are shining with happiness as he watches his mother and brother dance. He is so handsome, the most handsome man I’ve ever seen. 

	Setting my glass down, I turn to Chance. “I believe you promised me a dance.” 

	His face drains of color before finally nodding. “You’re right, I did. Remember, though, that I’m not much of a dancer. I may step on your toes, so consider yourself warned.” 

	He stands up and pulls out my chair. Holding onto my hand, he helps me to stand and leads me to the dance floor. He pulls me into his arms and starts swaying back and forth. At this moment, I feel so good that I don’t care how bad of a dancer he is. Just being in his arms is good enough for me. 

	“I’m okay with you stepping on my toes as long as you hold me like this while you do it,” I whisper, laying my head against his chest. “I hope we can do this again.”

	Chance holds me close as we sway across the dance floor. I breathe in his now familiar musky scent and let out a contented sigh. Feeling his heart beating against my cheek, I realize that I’ve never felt anything more perfect in my entire life.

	Chance’s thumb rubs along my bare back, causing shivers to cover my body. “I don’t think I mind dancing as long as it’s with you.”


	Chapter Eighteen

	
	As we drive down the road to his house, I sing along to the song playing on the radio. My mood is so high right now that I don’t think anything could bring me down. Being in Chance’s arms on the dance floor felt absolutely amazing. I’ve been held by him many times before, but tonight was different.

	Chance squeezes my hand and glances over at me. “I love hearing you sing. You have such a beautiful voice. It’s nearly as pretty as you are.” 

	In the past with any other guy, I would think he was feeding me lines. With Chance, I know that is not true. With him, he is constantly complimenting me, constantly telling me how much I mean to him. He doesn’t want something from me; he just wants me. All of my issues, my insecurities, he wants it all. 

	“I would say the same, but I don’t like to lie,” I say, smiling at him. 

	He chuckles as he pulls into the driveway. He doesn’t say a word as he shuts off the truck and unbuckles his seat belt. He winks my way before opening the door. Shutting it behind him, he walks around the front of the truck to my side. Chance opens the truck door and helps me down, wrapping his arms around me. 

	Pulling me close to his side, he says, “I hope you had a good time tonight.”

	I couldn’t have asked for a better night, couldn’t have even imagined a night more perfect. Tonight was better than prom and homecoming put together, at least what I imagine prom and homecoming are like. It was amazing and magical, a night I will never forget. It will live in my memory for the rest of my life. 

	“I had an amazing time,” I reply, leaning up to brush my lips over his. “Thank you so much for taking me with you.”

	“I was lucky enough to have the most beautiful woman in the world on my arm all night, so I should be the one thanking you,” he says as he steps back and grabs hold of my hand. 

	We stay quiet as we walk toward the house. Stopping twice to kiss me, he leads me inside and shuts the door behind us. Just as we step into the living room, my phone starts to vibrate in my purse. My eyes automatically move across the room to the clock and see it's nearly midnight, and my heart starts to race. I pull it out of my purse, worried that something is wrong. When I see Hank’s name, the worry turns to fear. 

	“I’ve got to take this; being this late, something could be wrong,” I say, bringing the phone to my ear. “Hello.”

	“Hey, sweetheart. How did the big date go?” he asks, letting out a drawn-out yawn. “Did you have fun?”

	Realizing that he is just checking in on me, I let out a relieved breath. My eyes lock on to Chance and I mouth that everything is okay. He smiles and motions that he is going to grab us a drink. On his way out of the room, he untucks his shirt and loosens his tie. I’m not the only one that isn’t used to fancy clothes. 

	“I had a wonderful time,” I reply, going on to tell Hank all about my night. “It was so much fun, more fun than I have ever had.”

	When Hank and Lucy came down for the weekend, they ended up staying here at Chance’s house instead of my trailer. Hank and Chance spent the time fishing, drinking beer, and talking about sports. By the time they headed home, the two men were already making plans for another visit. The only difference being, Chance and I coming to Macon to visit them. 

	“Did you get twinkle toes to dance with you?” he asks, chuckling under his breath. “Still can’t believe the kid thought he could take you to something like that and not dance at least once. No woman is gonna put up with that.”

	I made the mistake of calling Lucy before I got ready tonight. Of course, she had to ask a million questions. Even though she didn’t mean to, she ended up making me even more nervous than I already was. While we were talking, I happened to mention Chance’s aversion to dancing. Obviously, she must have told Hank. 

	“Yeah, it took a little begging, but he danced with me,” I reply with a smile. “And he only stepped on my toes twice.”

	He chuckles again then says, “I really like that boy. He seems like a good man. I think he’s good for you. He’s helped you come out of your shell. You’ve laughed more in the last few weeks than the entire time I’ve known you.”

	Thinking back on everything that has happened over the last month living here in Paducah, I have to agree with Hank. Chance is a good man. Not just a good man, he’s a wonderful man. He treats me like a queen, his own personal queen. I couldn’t have dreamed up a better man. In truth, he is my dream man. 

	“I figure by this time next year, I’ll be walking you down the aisle to him,” he says, drawing me out of my thoughts. “I have to tell you that I’m not giving you away, but just gonna share you with the boy. If that ain’t good enough for him, he’s not getting my girl.”

	Visions of myself in a white wedding dress flash through my mind. I can see Chance standing at the front of the church with a huge smile on his face while his mother and Lucy sit on the pews crying with joy. At that moment, I know there is nothing I want more in the world than to make that a reality. 

	 “I love him,” I mumble before I can even think about what I am saying. “I really do; I am in love with Chance.”

	The words are barely out of my mouth before the phone is jerked out of my hand. Chance says something to Hank and then tosses it on the couch. A split second later, I am in his arms and his lips are on mine. 

	When he finally pulls back, he looks into my eyes. “I love you, too, Gypsy. Love you more than anything in this entire world.”

	His whispered words and soft caresses have shown me just how much I mean to him, but hearing him actually say it is different. It makes it all feel so real. Suddenly, that feeling is exactly what I needed to put my past where it belongs, behind me.

	“I love you,” I say, reaching up and laying a hand against his freshly shaved cheek. “I’ve known it for a while now, but tonight is the first time I’ve been brave enough to even admit the way I feel, even to myself.”

	Chance holds me as his lips descend on mine again. Gently, he nips my bottom lip, forcing me to open up for him. His tongue slides into my mouth, rubbing against mine. Leaning closer to him, I deepen the kiss. My hands go down to his waist then under his shirt. The moment I feel his warm skin, I moan against his lips. 

	 “We need to be heading to bed.” He pulls back, grabbing hold of my shoulders. “Gypsy, baby, I need a second to catch my breath and then we’ll head upstairs.”

	I know what he is saying without him having to use the actual words. Chance is being the nice guy, letting me know that he wants more but isn’t going to push me. He is trying his best to not scare me, in fear that I will freeze up again. He has been so patient with me, never trying to force me to do anything that would make me feel uncomfortable. That’s not going to happen tonight. Not now, not ever again. I am ready to give myself to him completely. Not only am I ready, I’m also looking forward to it. 

	“No,” I reply with a shake of my head. “I want both of us to be completely breathless when this night is over.”

	He pulls me against him again, searching my face with his bright hazel eyes. “What do you mean?”

	“I’m ready to do more than sleep,” I whisper, not sure exactly how to say what I mean. “I’m ready for more.”

	Without giving him time to reply, I pull out of his arms and grab his hand. I lead him to the bedroom. Once inside, I step out of my shoes and lift my hair. Without having to ask, he unclasps my necklace and lays it on the dresser while I unzip my zipper. I step out of the dress, leaving me in nothing but a lavender bra and matching panties, and then turn around to look at him.

	“I want this; I want this with you,” I say, taking in a deep breath for courage. “I hope you want me just as bad.”

	He will never know how much those words cost me, how much nerve it took to even say them. My interaction with men, sexually at least, is limited to high school boys. Even that was many years ago, and I would never have said anything so bold to any of them. 

	Shrugging off his jacket, he smiles my way. “No way you want me as bad as I want you, Gypsy Girl.” 

	His tie is next, quickly followed by his shirt and shoes. He slides his pants down his legs, leaving him in nothing but a pair of navy blue boxers. Spending every night, I have seen him like this more than once. Each time, I’m reminded of how amazingly handsome he is. His body is perfect, with not an ounce of fat anywhere.

	“I know that a man is supposed to be handsome, but I swear, you are beautiful,” I say, my eyes glued to his abs. 

	He shoots me a wink and says, “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

	Walking to me, he stops in front of me and picks me up. I let out a laugh as he walks me toward the bed. He lays me down and climbs in beside me. His lips are on mine in a flash while one hand tangles into my hair and the other starts exploring my body. 

	His tongue slips between my lips as his hand finds its way to my breast. Sliding underneath the lace, he plays with my nipple. He’s done this more than once, but this time it feels different. It feels better, even more wonderful, absolutely outstanding. 

	My hands travel over his body as he somehow moves us around enough to unclip my bra and pull it off. His lips find my breasts as I slide my hand over his back. As he pulls my nipple into his mouth, I moan in pleasure. He moves to the other, giving it the same attention as he did the first. 

	“I love you,” he says, chanting the words over and over again. “I love you so much; I never knew I could feel like this.”

	Wishing there were words to express how I feel but knowing there isn’t, I simply say, “I love you, too.”

	He finally moves back to my mouth. As we kiss, his hand continues its exploration. Finally, it slides into my panties. When he makes contact with my sensitive clit, I gasp in pleasure. I’ve never felt anything so extreme before, never felt anything so amazing.

	“Are you sure this is what you want?” he asks, pulling his mouth from mine. “We can stop if you want to.”

	Looking into his eyes, I know that my next words will set the tone for the rest of my life. Can I move forward, grab the happiness he is willing to give me, or do I continue to dwell on what happened to me? I know the answer without even having to think. 

	Feeling the love for him filling my soul, I reach up and cup his cheek. “I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life.”

	He slowly pulls my panties down my legs, sending shivers up my spine. When they’re gone, he shoves his boxers off and rolls on top of me. For a second, Kilo’s face flashes into my mind. I force it away and stare at the man I love. Chance’s lips meet mine again, just as he joins our bodies. After that, my mind is lost in a pleasure that I didn’t even know existed. 


Epilogue

	
	The guard motions for me to take a seat. I do as he says, tapping my foot nervously against the floor. After all these years, I’m finally seeing my mother again. It’s time, time to face my past and finally put it behind me. 

	A minute later, an older woman is led into the room. When she sits down across from me, I can barely hold in my gasp. She looks so different, like a totally different person. My eyes take her in, attempting to find a trace of the woman that attempted to raise me but there are none. In her place is a broken woman that looks way older than her years. The lines in her face double those in Lucy’s, even though Lucy is ten years her senior. Her once chestnut brown hair is now nearly solid gray, with only a few streaks of brown mixed in. 

	I finally pick up the phone and say, “Hello.”

	 “I haven’t seen you in years,” she replies, still as hateful as I remember. “What do you want with me now?”

	Sitting across from my mother, I’m more than thankful there is a thick piece of glass separating the two of us. I’m not scared of her, not exactly, but the thought of her touching me makes my skin crawl. I doubt she would even think of touching me anyway, but the glass will make sure she doesn’t get a chance.

	Taking in a deep breath, I blow it out and force my next words to be polite as possible. “I thought we should talk.”

	Mom has been in and out of jail since I left Cedar Springs. This time, though, she will be here for a while. More than likely, she will be here for the rest of her life. At some point in the last few years, she went from doing drugs to selling them. She made the colossal mistake of selling them within shouting distance from an elementary school. The judge threw the book at her. 

	“If this is about what happened between you and Kilo, I’ve got nothing to say,” she states, looking pissed off at the world. “You brought that trash down on yourself.”

	Kilo is the last thing I would ever want to talk about. I’ve already had the closure that I needed with that; my husband made sure of that. Like Hank, Chance couldn’t leave things alone. He didn’t go to Cedar Springs, but he spent hours and hours online researching my mother and Kilo. At first, he didn’t say anything to me about it. But after a while, he came to me with the news that Kilo was dead. In fact, he was dead before I even met Chance. 

	Unlike Mom, Kilo never went to jail. There was no way the police could charge him with rape without me being there to make a statement. Since he wasn’t in the house when the police came in and found the drugs, he didn’t get charged with that either. Instead, he kept doing drugs until they finally killed him. He overdosed in his house all alone. By the time he was found, he had been dead for nearly two weeks. According to the article Chance found online, he was buried in a pauper’s grave on the outside of town. 

	To say I was relieved by his death would be a major understatement. By that point in my life, I wasn’t really scared of him anymore but I was frightened of what he would do to other women. If he hurt me, there’s no doubt in my mind that he would do the same to others without giving it a thought.

	“I’m married now, have been for the last six years,” I say, trying to change the subject. “We have two sweet little girls.”

	I don’t mention the beautiful little gift growing inside me. I haven’t even told Chance about my pregnancy yet. After having a miscarriage five months ago, I am keeping this secret to myself until I pass the first trimester. Chance spends every minute of the day trying to protect me by shielding him from the pain of another possible miscarriage, I am protecting him the only way I can.

	The miscarriage hurt us both, but it also allowed me to see that there are things worse than what happened to me in Cedar Springs. Being raped nearly left me broken for years, but losing a baby nearly killed me. With Chance and our daughters’ love, I was able to move past it. If I can do that, I can get past my childhood and rape, too. 

	“Two girls.” She rolls her eyes, reminding me of my four-year-old daughter, little Lucy. “I hope they give you as much trouble as you gave me.”

	She says this as if I should feel guilty. Guilty for what, I have no idea. There’s no way I caused her too much trouble. Even if I did, she wouldn’t have been around. She wasn’t around enough to know what I did or didn’t do. As a mother now, I realize just how much she missed out on. None of that bothers me anymore. If anything, since having children of my own, I feel sorry for her. There is nothing sweeter than listening to your babies laugh or seeing them smile. She missed all of that.

	“They are both wonderful little girls,” I say, making sure to keep my voice calm. “They’re both beautiful and so smart.”

	Reaching into my pocket, I pull out the one picture the guards allowed me to bring inside the visiting room. It’s a photo of Chance, the girls, and me. It was taken a little over a month ago, right after Jarrod and Adam’s wedding. Both girls are wearing pretty pink dresses with huge smiles on their faces. Chance is in his best man’s suit, looking as handsome as ever. I am leaning into his side, wearing a lavender bridesmaid dress. 

	I lift the picture up and point to my oldest daughter. “This is Lucy. She’s nearly four, and she is determined to grow up and become a princess.”

	Mom doesn’t say a word, so I point to my youngest. “This is Sylvie. She’s only two. Right now, the only thing she is really concerned about is getting all of her Daddy’s attention and as much candy as she can fit into her mouth.”

	Something deep inside me urges me to tell her that my daughters are named after their grandmothers, the only grandmothers they will ever know. I realize just how petty that would be, so I keep my mouth shut and wait for her to say something. 

	When she doesn’t open her mouth, I start to get angry. I’m not sure what I thought her response would be, but it definitely wasn’t silence. She never cared about me, but somewhere deep inside, I really thought she would care about her grandchildren. How someone could look at either of my daughters and not instantly fall in love, I will never know. 

	Searching my mind for something to say, I force out my next words. “My husband’s name is Chance. He and his brother own a construction company, two actually. One in Paducah and another in Macon, Missouri.” 

	After helping with the diner rebuild, Adam ended up moving to Macon. He moved in with Jarrod and started a new branch of Bluegrass Construction. It’s not quite as big as the one Chance runs, but it’s not missing it by much.

	“Why are you telling me all this trash?” she asks, finally breaking her silence. “I don’t know any of these people, and I doubt I ever will.”

	I blink at her words, discovering tears are now filling my eyes. The tears are for the little girl who was always alone and the teenager who didn’t have the protection of her mother. I take a deep breath, force the tears away, and let the anger go. Finally, I let all the memories of the past fade away and know they will never bother me again.

	“Do you not have anything to say to me?” I ask, attempting to break the silence. “Do you have any questions, anything you want to ask me?”

	She looks at me for a second before nodding her head. “Could you put some money on my account, enough to get me a few packs of cigarettes? I haven’t had a smoke since the day I got in this place.”

	My mouth drops open in shock, not believing she has the nerve to ask me for money. I shouldn’t be shocked, though. Mom was always out to get anything she could from anyone that was willing to give it. Well, I’m not willing to give her anything and never will be. She doesn’t deserve my money or anything else. 

	Seeing the anger on my face, she taps the window. “I’m your momma, and you need to listen to me. You better not walk out of here without putting some money on my account. If you do, you can just forget about ever coming back.”

	I stare at her for a minute, trying to think of a response. So many things are running through my head, I can’t seem to focus on one. A part of me wants to scream at her, ask her how she could talk to me like that. Another part wants to cry and shout, accuse her of never being a mother to me. A larger part, the part Chance fell in love with, knows the only thing to do is say goodbye and walk away.

	 “I have a family now, a real family. They all love me, every single one of them,” I say, fisting my hand around the phone. “I have a wonderful husband, beautiful children, two brothers that would take a bullet for me, even parents. I don’t need you anymore. I’m not sure I ever needed you.”

	I don’t give her a chance to respond. I just hang up the phone and push my chair back. Nodding my head at the guard, I walk out. Going through the process of leaving the prison, I realize my heart is lighter than it has been in years. 

	Walking toward the car, I lift my face to the sun and pull in a deep breath. Even with all the good years behind me, I never felt so unburdened in my life. The visit may not have gone the way I wanted, but it did give me the closure I needed to move on. That’s exactly what I plan to do, move on and forget that woman ever gave birth to me. 

	Reaching the car, I pull the door open and slide into the passenger seat. My eyes automatically go to the backseat to see both little Lucy and Sylvie asleep in their car seats. The urge to reach out and touch them hits me hard, to remind myself of the beauty that is my life, but I don’t. Instead, I let them continue to sleep peacefully. 

	“How did it go?” Chance asks, drawing my attention to him. 

	He hasn’t changed much since we got married. His waist has thickened a bit, which he blames on my cooking, but other than that he still looks exactly like he did the day we met. He’s also still just as wonderful as he was back then. 

	I lean closer to him, brushing my lips over his. “It sucked, but I knew it would going in, so that’s okay.”

	“I still wish you would have let me go in there with you,” he says, reaching out and grabbing my hand. “I hate that you went to see her all by yourself.”

	Ever since I told him my plan to come see her, he has been asking to come with me. At first, I planned on making the drive on my own. After he complained, I agreed that he could drive me, but I refused to let him come inside. I still do not want him to meet the woman that gave birth to me. After our meeting, I know I made the right decision. 

	I smile at him, squeezing his hand. “I needed to do this on my own.”

	He reaches up and pushes my hair behind my ear. “You don’t have to do anything on your own ever again.”

	Leaning forward, I brush another kiss across his lips. “You know, my heart stopped beating the day Kilo raped me. I swear, it just quit. At least to me, it felt like it did.”

	He just stares at me, not saying a word, so I continue. “The day I met you, it started beating again. It started beating for you.”

	He leans down, pressing his forehead against mine. “I love you, Gypsy Girl. I’ve loved you from the minute I laid eyes on you, and I’ll be loving you on the day I die.”

	I smile, feeling my heart expand in my chest. “And I love you, Chance.”


	The End
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	 “Put her down,” says a gravelly voice from behind me. Even without seeing him or his cut, I know the voice belongs to Boz. That voice could bring me to my knees.

	The jerk lets me down and twirls me around, allowing me to see the man that controls the Grim Mongrels. My eyes lock on his, and I have to fight the urge to run toward him. The attraction is still there; I still want him just as bad as I did the last time I laid eyes on him.

	He is, hands down, the most gorgeous man I’ve ever seen. Even though this isn’t the time to be noticing how sexy he is, I can’t help it. Boz now has his hair cut short on the sides and in the back, not long and curling up like it used to be. Even with it cut this way, there’d still be just enough on top to get a good handful while his head was buried between my legs. His chin is covered in scruff, as if he hasn’t shaved in a day or two, but the crisp lines around it proves he wears it like that on purpose.

	He hasn’t really changed, but there’s a hardness in his eyes that wasn’t there before. He’s wearing an old Metallica tee, with his cut over it. I can see a bit of ink peeking out of the collar, and his arms are covered in tats. I remember clearly, even only seeing it in the moonlight, that the man has ink all over his arms and chest. It’s not all cluttered up where you can’t tell what anything is, but he does have a lot of them. All I know is that I think they are sexy, and I’ve always wondered if he has them everywhere else.

	I’m about to look at his face again, but he moves a hand, drawing my attention to it. I look at the word fast, tatted across his fingers. Looking at the other hand, I read hold. Then, the memory of the pleasure those hands once gave me fills my mind.

	Shaking away my thoughts, I demand, “Why did you have us kidnapped?”

	He cocks a brow before answering, “That’s between me and your dad.”

	“How could you do this to me?” I say, taking a step forward, never breaking eye contact. “I know it was just one night, but didn’t it mean something to you?”

	His lips turn up in a grin. “It meant something, Trix.”

	I’ve seen him a few times since our one night, but I was always too shy to say anything. I would avoid him when he came around, but he has never been far from my mind or my dreams. Many nights, I would run the batteries dead in my vibrator, all while thinking of those ink-covered fingers sliding in and out of me.

	Again, I shake away my thoughts and ask, “Then, how could you do this? How could you have me and my friend kidnapped?”

	“One thing has nothing to do with the other, darlin’,” he states with a shrug.

	My anger continues to grow. “I’ve dreamed about that night a million times. They were the best dreams of my life, and now you’ve ruined it for me. Every time I think of it, I will think of you pulling this trash.”

	He throws his head back and laughs, a deep, throaty laugh that leaves my panties soaking. “Don’t worry, baby. I’ll make sure you have something else to dream about.”
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