
        
            
                
            
        


	 

 

Gypsy Road Series, Book 4: 

Vows & the Vagabond

 

 

By Karen Wiesner

 

 

 

 

[image: C:\Users\Sandy\Dropbox\WEE\ebooks\TEMPLATES\interior graphics\flourish-18.png]

 

Awards & Honors:

EPIC Award finalist

5 stars from Affaire de Coeur

5 stars from Scribes World Reviews,

Scribes World Reviewer's Choice Award Winner

5 stars from Midnight Scribe Reviews

4 1/2 stars from Just Views

 

 

[image: Image]

http://www.writers-exchange.com

 


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Gypsy Road Series, Book 4: Vows & the Vagabond

Original copyright 2000, Karen Wiesner

Reissue Copyright 2011, 2015, 2025 by Karen Wiesner

 

Writers Exchange E-Publishing

PO Box 372

ATHERTON  QLD  4883

 

Cover Art by: Odile Stamanne

 

Published by Writers Exchange E-Publishing

http://www.writers-exchange.com

 

ISBN 978-1-921636-80-6

  

 

The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 (five) years in federal prison and a fine of $250,000.

Names, characters and incidents depicted in this book are products of the author's imagination and are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental and beyond the intent of the author.

No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission from the publisher.

 


 

 

 

Contents

 

Prologue

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Epilogue

 


 

 

 

Prologue

 

More asleep than awake, Lori Gordon fumbled for the shrilling phone. She heard her roommate grumble, "It's yours" and flop a pillow over her head.

"'lo?"

"Hey, Princess."

His voice brought Lori awake instantly. Her head, her body, the constant ache that always seemed to reside in her heart no matter how she tried to exorcise it jolted her to consciousness. She sat up, forcing herself to take a deep breath. Calm down; find out what he wants, then hang up! she commanded herself, already sure she wouldn't do any of that. 

"It's four o'clock in the morning," she said, and her roommate flopped again. After sliding out from the warmth of her blanket, she started toward the bathroom. 

"Yeah, sorry. I..."

His voice brought tears to her eyes as she closed the bathroom door behind her and flipped on the soft light over the medicine cabinet.

"...just needed to hear your voice."

A part of her had known he'd call at some point today. She'd warred with wanting him to and desperately hoping he wouldn't. 

Blackie's voice was always enough to shatter her resolve. Everything she'd done since she'd turned nineteen came down to getting over her love for this man. At first she'd tried to tell herself what she felt amounted to a stupid crush. As soon as she'd started dating, she'd known it was more than that. Every other male she'd met since moving to New York to attend Parsons School of Design failed to make her forget Blackie Scarpacchio. In fact, each one just made her remember him more, made her long for him and cringe at her own tenacity.

"How was the wedding?" she asked.

Their friends Jon Rushing and Tracey Scott had gotten married today. She knew neither of them understood why she hadn't gone back home to Milwaukee to attend. Maybe she should have told them the truth--that she couldn't bear to see Blackie. Maybe they would have even understood and accepted it. She could bear how sweet he'd be to her, so infinitely gentle, treating her in the manner his pet name for her suggested--like a princess. Like always, she'd fall in love with him again, make a fool of herself for the ten millionth time, and then she'd have to start all over again building her walls. Whenever she went home to visit her father, Blackie somehow seemed to know she was there because he always came. He was always there as if he was a physical part of that place. Maybe he was. She couldn't think of home without thinking of him.

From the other end of the telephone line, Blackie made a noncommittal noise in response to her question, something that was as familiar to her as the haunting in his dark eyes, the taste and scent of him...

"Everybody missed you, Princess," he said softly.

And you? Did you miss me? Tell me yes! Tears filled her throat, and Lori found that she couldn't face herself in the mirror over the sink anymore. With a deep breath, she closed the toilet lid, then sat down on it. She leaned over her knees. "I couldn't...I have an interview with Kira Gunn...I mean, I had one. Today."  She realized her half-truth, the one she'd fed both Jon and Tracey earlier this week, had become a lie. She'd told them she had an important interview and implied it was today. Kira Gunn owned one of the foremost fashion design companies in the industry. Lori certainly couldn't blow off a meeting with her. Even re-scheduling could spell missed opportunity for her. Unbelievably, Jon and Tracey had offered to postpone their wedding--they'd wanted her there that much, but Lori had refused to hear of it. All their plans were made. Besides, postponing would only force her to lie again.

Blackie had to know she was lying. His silence spoke that eloquently. She did have an interview with Kira Gunn, not today but Monday.

Lori found her head in the state Blackie forever left it in--confused, crazed. Her fingers clenched in her hair. "Are you alone?" she asked, more self-torture.

The silence that followed told her everything. Of course he wasn't alone. In the six years she'd believed they were a couple, he'd had enough women to populate a continent. For some stupid reason, she'd not only believed she was the one woman for him but that he loved her enough to want only her. She'd been a moron. And she was still one because she was allowing the thought of the slut in his bed right now to hurt her.

"Why do you do this?" she exploded. "Damn you! Why do you call me like--" Like I'm the only one who can rescue you? Like we don't both know I'm the one person you won't allow to save you from your loneliness and pain.

"What do you want me to do, Princess?" he asked wearily.

They hadn't had this conversation nearly as often as his tone suggested, but each time it'd been on the basis of this question. What did she want him to do? Lori realized now that the real question should be what did he want her to do? "I want you to stop calling me like this. I want you to stay away when I come home." Saying the words forced a razor-sharp reality deep into her heart.

A reality he wanted spelled out. "What are you saying?"

She didn't like his rough tone. She didn't understand it, and that all the more fueled the crazy state of her mind. She'd never understood him. She never would. He wouldn't allow her to. She'd always be a baby to him, a little kid who helplessly gave him her heart after he so cruelly tricked her into handing it over.

"I don't want to see you anymore, Blackie. Ever. For any reason."

She hung up and predictably burst into tears. How could she avoid not seeing him? Her father was...well, the closest thing Blackie had to a father. His loyalty to Jerry Gordon would never waver, no matter what. Not even for her. Not even because of her.

But if she wanted to have a life, if she wanted to find some happiness and peace, she had no choice but to make the only place she ever saw Blackie Scarpacchio her memories.
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Even after she hung up, Blackie continued to listen to the dial tone like she would change her mind, come back on the line, and retract all her harshness. But she'd left him to bleed and die.

He turned slightly to look at the framed picture of Lori on his desk. Eighteen and so damn beautiful with that long, strawberry blond hair, those crystal eyes and her sweet smile. Eighteen, and she'd been completely infatuated with him. Every time she'd looked at him, she'd handed him her heart.

Guess you can call 'em the good old days now. Kiss 'em goodbye.

He dropped the receiver into the cradle and picked up the picture frame.

"I don't want to see you anymore, Blackie. Ever. For any reason."

She'd finally given him what he deserved and didn't want. Wouldn't accept. How could he? He needed her. She was the one, above anybody else on this whole planet, that he couldn't do without. He'd rather die.

He tried to tell himself she hadn't meant it, but he'd felt it coming for a while. Especially when she lied about why she couldn't attend Jon and Tracey's wedding. She hadn't wanted to see him. For a long time, he'd been noticing that she didn't look at him the way she used to whenever she came home. And he didn't like Lori wary--not of him.

Setting the frame back on the desk, he took a deep breath, then leaned forward with his head in his hands. Couldn't even pride himself on being less f@#d up than his friends anymore. They'd all figured it out. They had their one-and-onlys, their kids and jobs and... Admit it, that's why you cut outta your best friends' wedding so early. All of 'em are happy, too damn happy--and, for you, misery loves nothin' but itself. 'Least when they had problems, you were useful.

A chuckle started in his chest, and Blackie tamped it down violently. Dammit, he thought, rubbing his bare chest like he could rub out the ache behind it. Behind it--in an organ that he'd be a hell of a lot better off if all it did was keep him alive. Damn sight easier being heartless. Nobody could touch you then. Nobody could destroy you with a handful of words.

"...don't want to see you anymore. Ever."

"Next time we might not come back and then what would you do, you little s@#t?"

Blackie stood, moving around the bed grabbing clothes. Then he bent over the sleeping form sprawled across his bed. When Blackie nudged her shoulder, she turned, peering up at him with one half-open eye.

"Come on. Time to get going," he said, soft yet firm. After tossing her clothes over her on the bed, he walked over to the open door of his bedroom. He leaned against the frame, watching her to make sure she understood he meant now, not whenever she woke up enough to figure it out.

Pushing her thick, red hair back, she sat up holding her clothes sloppily against her.

"You need a ride?" he asked.

They'd come here together in his car straight from the wedding reception, as soon as her shift got over.

Red laughed in her throat, as if surprised by his offer. Then she leveled him with a street-wise stare. "I've done this before, lover. I understood from the get-go it was just once."

Without backing away from her stare, Blackie crossed his arms over his chest. She was right--she couldn't claim ignorance. He'd been making his position clear with all his lovers since he was fourteen. Not much to misconstrue when he laid it out so plainly--"We dance, no kissing, you leave, and we never see each other again. Agreed?" He'd never bothered to wonder why nearly all of them had agreed.

She looked away first. "It was worth it," Red told him, standing to slip into her uniform. She zipped it decisively. "You're the best I ever had. Maybe I didn't fall in love..." She came over to him with her shoes and purse in hand. "...but it was close."

This time, Blackie deliberately glanced away from her, unwilling to acknowledge anything she'd said. She touched his chin, gliding her thumb up and over his lips. When she tried to kiss him, he eased her away with a scolding shake of his head.

"My sad, lonely vagabond," she whispered.

Blackie razed her with an eyeball-to-eyeball stare. "I'm not yours, Red."

For an instant, she seemed hurt, then she shook it off. She knew the rules. She'd played this game probably as many times as he had.

"She's a lucky girl. Your princess. Lori."

Had she overheard him on the phone? How did she know--?

"You said her name in bed..." Red told him, "...more than once." She scooped her coat off the floor. When she straightened she said, "Marry her, have a couple kids, if you want. Be happy. God knows that don't happen often enough to turn it down if it ever comes."

As she left his apartment, Blackie laughed to himself. Happy? Hell, more proof she didn't know him at all, to even suggest it. He'd stopped wanting anything good after his parents had exorcised him of all optimism in one fell swoop. He hadn't allowed himself to want...but he did anyway sometimes. 

One time. One woman. And she was the one he could never have.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 1

 

Two years later...

 

With a groan of stiffness, Lori eased out of her 1974 Corvette and stood, trying to get her body to cooperate with stretching. She'd driven from New York to Milwaukee, stopping only to re-fuel, eat and pee. 

 Thank God that's over! she thought, her mind on seeing her father, a hot shower, and maybe going to bed early tonight.

After locking the doors of the car that had been a present to herself once she'd started working for Kira, she pulled her luggage from the trunk. The rest of her things would follow her here soon.

Even the lightweight tote felt heavy, she was so stiff. A straight-through drive had been a necessity though. Deadlines in the fashion world--Kira Gunn's part of it anyway--were non-negotiable. The back door into the apartment suite behind the bar Lori's father owned stood open, but when Lori went inside she saw that no one was there. At Jerry Gordon's age, he was still working the same hours he had when he'd been a young man and had first opened Rainbow Nights. 

Not wanting to go out to the bar just yet, Lori went upstairs to put her tote in her old bedroom, then started across the hall to the "all-purpose" room. In the past, it'd been used for storage or for an extra bedroom if they had a lot of overnight guests. Her father had had many plans for it--rec room, rented rooms to bring in a little extra money, a living room. He'd talked about expanding the bar into a full-fledged restaurant a time or two as well. In the end, he'd never done any of it and this room was still used for storage and guest accommodations. Once she'd cleaned it out, it'd be at least two and a half times the size of a regular bedroom. Just enough room for her to set up an office with all the equipment her spacious apartment in New York had easily held.

Lori opened the door to the room and got a jolt of surprise. Over twenty-five years of clutter had been swept away. The room was nearly empty and shockingly clean. The hardwood floor had even been buffed and shined. She could smell fresh wax. Even the bed was gone. Had her father...? Nah, the guys had probably done it for him when he'd told them she was moving back home and planning to set this room up as her office.

"The guys" were Rod Summers, Jon Rushing...and Blackie Scarpacchio--men who were honorary sons of her father, just as JoJo Summers was his honorary daughter and someone Lori considered a sister. All except Blackie, the guys had been like brothers to Lori.

A shiver went up her spine at the thought of Blackie being here, in this room, possibly in the bar. Although she'd never said outright to her father, "Make sure Blackie isn't here when I get here", she'd made it clear to him since she'd told Blackie to stay out of her life that she didn't want him to come around anymore. And she hadn't, for over two years.

All the times she'd come home during that time, she'd never been sure whether her father had specifically called Blackie to tell him to stay away, if Blackie had been so busy with his career that he hadn't had time anyway, or if he'd taken her "I never want to see you again" at face value.

Lori moved further into the room and saw a drafting table set up in the north corner. While it was similar to the one she used, it wasn't hers. So whose was it? And what was it doing in here? Her father hadn't bought her one, had he? No, he wouldn't because she strongly suspected he knew very little about the day-to-day tasks her job as a fashion designer entailed. So, while he was extremely proud of her, he wouldn't realize she even used a drafting table.

Exhaling with a whoosh, Lori decided it was time to find her father. Her decision to move back home hadn't been easy. Her career really wasn't an easily relocated one. The disruption involved had been immense, especially since--in terms of experience--she was still something of a novice. She'd completed her first collection, scheduled for release later in the summer. She was still getting the hang of everything. She'd just gotten comfortable with her assistant, the pattern makers, technicians, etc. This move would uproot all of that and force her to almost start over.

Her boss, Kira Gunn, had advised against doing it. She'd relented because Lori would have easy access to the Kira Gunn Fashions Milwaukee branch, because of Lori's insistence that she'd lose less than a day or twos' work, because her assistant had agreed to relocate with her, and finally because Lori had admitted the real reason for the necessary disruption. Her father's failing health. There was very little Lori wouldn't do for her father, and, when he'd hinted at the declining state of his health, she'd immediately made some calls to the friends who knew her father best. Although no one could pin down what was wrong, all agreed they were worried and wished they could get down to check on him more often. With growing families, Lori had understood that it wasn't easy for them to travel so far every weekend, the way they'd used to when they were single.

Disruption aside, Lori hadn't seen her relocation as a choice. She had to come home. The only thing that had surprised her was how little her father had put up a fight at her announcement that she was coming home to live. Her father was the type who placed neither attention nor concern on his health. He didn't like doctors and he didn't like anyone fussing over him. Yet he hadn't tried to talk her out of coming home because of his health.

As she walked through the living room downstairs, she heard the door that separated the bar from the apartment close. Her father appeared at the end of the hallway.

Jerry Gordon was built like an old, well-padded teddy bear. What hair he still possessed generated red tufts around his head and resided in eyebrow, nose and ear. Oh, had she missed him!

Lori almost started crying. He didn't look any different to her. He didn't look sick at all. "Daddy." Thank God, she thought once she was in his arms, feeling his strength. She'd harbored a deep-down fear that she'd get home and find him on his death bed.

"Look at you. My little ragamuffin is all grown up."

Lori laughed emotionally. He said that every time she came home.

"I'm glad you're home to stay, punkin," he said with another fierce hug.

If she'd considered for a moment regretting her decision to return because he wasn't sick, it disappeared with the reminder of his loneliness. He'd gone from having family around him nearly all the time to being completely alone here. His best friend had died and all his kids were off, too far away to visit often.

"So how are you, Daddy?" Lori asked when they separated.

Scratching his head, he said exactly what she expected him to. "Hangin' in there, you know. You don't need any help with your luggage--?"

Lori shook her head, lifting her waist-length hair to cool her neck. Her father still hadn't invested in a good air conditioning system back here. She'd fix that, now that she had her own money and she was going to be living here once more. "I just brought a tote. Everything else is coming in the moving van in the morning."

She knew what her father would say about the fact that she'd hired a professional moving company. A move around here boiled down to getting ten of your best and strongest friends together. Her employer was picking up the full tab for her move, so she'd taken advantage of it.

"Have you seen a doctor? Do they--?" Asking if they knew what was wrong with him was silly. She knew better.

As expected, he shook his head before she could finish her question. "I'm an old man, punkin. You don't go to see a doctor for a couple aches and pains. 'My age, a guy's gotta expect those."

"You're not even sixty! You're not exactly ready to be put out to pasture." She moved closer to him. "Please, Daddy. Just go for a check-up. For me."

For a long moment, he stared at her stubbornly. But he finally conceded with a nod. She'd have to goad him at least once more or he'd conveniently forget to do it. Or she'd have to make the appointment herself.

"I went upstairs to check out the storage room. There's a drafting table up there--"

Before she could finish--and fathom the strangely uncomfortable expression on her father's face--the back door out to the parking lot opened. She turned, and then she not only lost her train of thought, she lost all coordination. 

Why didn't I prepare myself for this possibility? her chaotic mind wailed. How could she prepare herself? Prepare herself for a man who'd left her utterly boneless each time he'd looked her way when she was just a teenager. A man who, now at thirty-eight, affected her twice what he had in her troubled teen years. Ten times that!

Their gazes met and locked, sweeping her out of reality on a tidal wave of emotion, like always. Why had nothing changed? She'd been gone for so long, any reaction to him should have been mild. She'd been all over the world, she'd met and dated a lot of other men. She'd somehow convinced herself that Blackie was a brief part of her reckless youth, a part that had no grounding in reality. Certainly not in her present or future. 

 Oh, he was sexy. Dark, dangerous, that sense of the untamed just barely suppressed below the surface... His face was more mature, more shuttered than ever before, and impossibly handsome. He had dark eyes that seemed to hold all the mysteries of the universe, a long nose that flared slightly when he was mad, frustrated. Or aroused. The features of his face seemed to be carved from stone. At one time, she'd known every line, each unique texture. She'd actually believed she'd known the man--the inner man who remained an enigma even to his closest friends.

I loved you. I've never loved anyone the way I loved you. I would have given you everything I had to give if you'd only let me in a little.

What was he doing here? And why was he carrying in boxes?

"Blackie's movin' back in, too, muffin," her father said. "He doesn't got much more than that table you saw, so you'll have plenty of space for all your stuff in the storage room." 

Lori barely digested his words. She just stared at Blackie, realizing, He didn't know. He didn't know I'd be here either.

Why wouldn't her father tell her something so vital? She'd made her stand so clear. 

Blackie was moving in, too, moving back, and they'd be sharing a workspace that had seemed more than adequate ten minutes ago. Now she couldn't imagine how she'd breathe with him so close, so close she'd feel every little move he made.

It's official. It's all over, Lori thought in panic. I can't protect myself anymore.
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Blackie stood rooted to the spot, staring in disbelief at the last person he'd expected to see. Sure, he'd expected her to come home once in a while and he'd see her since he was moving back in. He just hadn't expected her this soon.

"Blackie's movin' back in, too..."

From twenty feet away, Lori goggled at him, first in the same shock that had him paralyzed, then--

She'd changed. The obvious stuff had changed--she'd matured, she was even more beautiful. But she'd changed her mind about him. For most of his life, she'd hung around his legs literally and then figuratively. When she'd finally wised up, she'd been wary of him whenever they were in the same room. He'd thought that was killing. She looked at him now with no more expression than she would the mailman. She's over you. That's what you always wanted. Yeah, wanted, and dreaded.

"You don't mind sharin' some space with Lori, do you, son?" Jerry asked.

For a minute, Blackie glanced at the man who'd taken him in without question twenty-eight years ago. Had Jerry engineered this? Why hadn't he mentioned Lori was moving back to Milwaukee, too?

Blackie's reasons for returning were simple. Jerry had, unbelievably, complained about his health about a month before. The more Blackie thought about it, the more it made sense for him to move back here. His life in Stevens Point... Well, he could do his job just as easily here. And this way his friends wouldn't be dropping in on him constantly. Sometimes he thought they'd set up a schedule--JoJo, Randy and their trio of rugrats on Monday, Rod, Bethany and full company on Tuesday, Jon and Tracey with their two kids on Wednesday. Come Thursday, it started all over again. He was lucky to get eighteen hours to himself to work during a week. He knew they thought he was lonely. Who the hell am I kidding? I made my life that way. Custom-designed it. They just aren't willing to play along. 

He'd told Jerry he needed more time to himself, to work. And that his apartment over Hog Heaven was too cramped to work in. Jerry had been all for the idea of him moving back and converting the storage room into his workspace. Two bachelors who didn't get in each other's way. That was the plan. Never once had the old guy mention that he'd be sharing the storage room and that it wouldn't be just the two of them.

Blackie glanced at Lori again. 

Living and working in this small apartment with her... Ah damn, can't think of much else that qualifies so well as heaven and hell.

"No, I don't mind," he muttered, managing to get his legs to move forward, closer to them.

"Then it's all set. That room's pretty big. Could probably fit a circus in it."

All set? Blackie almost laughed out loud. Lori didn't look comfortable with the idea. Not at all. And Blackie had the feeling it hadn't been anywhere near as easy for her to pick up her life in New York and relocate back here as it'd been for him to move. She may not like the idea of having him here, but she was probably stuck with it now.

"You okay with it, Princess?" Blackie asked, watching her cringe. Because of the nickname that still fits her so well? 

Her jaw tightened. "Sure. I can handle it." She stared at him with an almost haughty, challenging expression.

She was cold. Lori had never been cold. She was like a cat--sometimes soft and overly affectionate and sometimes wild and downright feral. She wasn't the type to be ice cold. New York change you, Princess? Or what I did to you? What I had to do?

He wasn't really sure he wanted that answer. He didn't want to find out that he meant nothing to her.

Without a word, he started for the stairs with his art supplies. Before he went up, he glanced back at her.  He wondered which was preferable in this situation: Her coldness toward him now or the tenacious determination she'd pursued him with as a teenager? 

The answer didn't really matter. Either way, he had the feeling he was back where Lori had left him bleeding and dying five years ago.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

Well, so far it was working, Jerry thought, watching his daughter climb the stairs to shower. Neither of 'em were happy about the prospect of living together again, but he'd expected it to be tense at first. Of the two of 'em, he couldn't say which was more stubborn. Lori with her mule-headedness, telling herself she'd just had some childhood crush on Blackie. Or old ornery Blackie, who still believed he was worthless, not his utterly reprehensible parents.

Jerry's hands still clenched and his head fired at the memory of that small boy huddled in the Rainbow Nights' alley next to a trash bin, crying in the rain. Crying 'cause the two people who were supposed to take care of him and love him had left him off like the unwanted runt of a litter.

As Jerry made his way back out to the bar, he accepted it wouldn't be long before his daughter and the closest thing he had to a son figured out what he was up to. 

What was a guy to do about annoyances? At fifty-nine, Jerry had his share of aches and pains, dizziness, shortness of breath, nausea. But those were just annoying. The crushing chest pain he'd experienced once or twice... But he'd promised Lori he'd get a check-up despite how he felt about doctors. In his mind, they were like crooked mechanics. Give 'em a car in any condition, and they'd find at least a thousand G's in "necessary" repairs. 

His health was a part of why he'd concocted this whole scheme for Lori and Blackie. If he didn't have much time left, he wanted to go out sure his only child would be loved and taken care of. Blackie was the only man who could do that. Blackie'd been taking care of Lori since she was a newborn, ever since Jerry's wife--ex-wife now--had walked out on him and the daughter she'd grudgingly borne him. No one else was as loyal and trustworthy as Blackie. He'd always be there for Lori...whether or not she admitted she wanted him to be.

"Hey, boss. You get that shipment of cognac?" Willie Ozzer, head bartender, shouted to Jerry, who was washing glasses without any concentration.

"Got it this mornin'. Haven't got a chance to unload."

Jerry didn't bother mentioning the last time he'd gone into the stock room to unpack a couple cases of vodka, he'd thought that cramped, seemingly airless room would end up being his grave.

"You mind unloadin' it, Willie? I'll take over here."

Willie gave him a glare but went anyway. Wille'd been working at Rainbow Nights for over twenty years. Although he was a reformed con, busted on embezzling charges, Jerry thought he was basically a good guy. He'd served his time. He came in on time, did good work. Yeah, he thought the "grunts" should perform the stocking and clean-up after closing, but basically he was all right.

Wondering what was happening overhead, Jerry threw the towel over his shoulder and went to serve his customers.

Next couple days are gonna be tense, he reminded himself. Lori'd carry on with her cold shoulder, Blackie'd be even more somber than usual as he fought his own impossible need to pull her close and keep her at arm's length. But, hopefully sooner than later, they'd realize they were in love and belonged together. Then Jerry could stop worrying about the both of 'em and settle for whatever Fate had in store for him.
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Lori looked around her in shock. When she'd arrived a couple hours ago, the storage room had been empty other than the drafting table--which she now knew belonged to Blackie. 

Practically the instant she'd stepped out of the bathroom following her shower, the moving company she'd hired--Kira had hired--had arrived unexpectedly. Apparently Lori's employer had moved up the date her stuff was to be delivered. Lori had scheduled it for tomorrow morning.

Grimacing, she accepted what she already knew. Kira Gunn was efficient--and expected the same of everyone she hired. It was why she'd chosen Lori to be her prodigy in her senior year of college, since she'd been named student designer of the year.

Within less than two hours, the movers had not only brought in all of Lori's things but put everything in place, too. Other than unpacking the dozen boxes in the far corner of the room, she'd be ready to get to work tomorrow, if she wanted to be. So much for that little family reunion time I planned with my dad, Lori thought on a sigh.

Her gaze traveled to Blackie's very small area of the room. He'd brought up five boxes while she'd showered. She had no doubt that everything in his corner of the room--other than his car and a suitcase full of clothes--was all he owned in the world. These boxes held his art supplies.

She wished she had the nerve to go over and unzip one of his portfolios. She hadn't seen any of Blackie's paintings or drawings since she was a teenager. He'd phased out of the comic books that had launched his career a couple years ago--according to their friends, who often told her about Blackie. Either they knew she no longer saw him or they didn't and enjoyed torturing her unawares.

Drawn against her will, she found herself in Blackie's space. Her heart beat a fast tempo as she kneeled beside the stack of black leather portfolios leaning against the wall.

He had to be an incredible artist now. He was doing covers for some of the biggest authors in science fiction/fantasy literature. He'd also done some movie posters. And yet you'd never know he's probably rolling in dough, she thought. While his art equipment was top of the line, he still dressed in comfortable jeans and T-shirts. He still wore the black leather jacket she'd bought him when he turned thirty. Other than a black Corvette he babied, she'd venture to guess he still had as few personal possessions as he had before he'd become a professional artist. No matter how successful he ended up, she suspected he would never allow himself more than a hint of satisfaction in life.

Just as Lori grasped the zipper on the portfolio and started to inch it down, she heard footsteps in the hall. Blackie. Yikes, she even knew the sound of his footsteps! How pathetic was that?

She shot to her feet and turned to race back to her side of the room. Instead, she collided with the drafting table. Pain exploded in her ribs, but she ignored it in her violent need to get away from his side before he came in and saw her trespassing. Working in this room with him would be impossible enough without having to explain what she was doing snooping through his things.

She managed to reach her boxes seconds before the door of the room opened. Even with her back turned, she sensed it was Blackie. She felt him, felt his gaze on her as she tried not to gasp for the air she so desperately needed.

Closing her eyes tightly, she tried to take a deep, calming breath but her body was in too much agitation to allow it. How could she get any work done with him so close? she wailed inside to herself, pretending to look for something in one of the open boxes. He was like a huge magnet, pulling her in to him effortlessly. 

The bigger question was, how could he still affect her like this? She wasn't a stupid kid anymore. She was a grown woman, in charge of her emotions finally. She'd dated dozens of men--attractive, sexy men, ones who didn't have so much emotional baggage.

"It's like you're detached. Like you're with someone else. Every time I touch you or kiss you, you're gone." No one else had ever stated it as eloquently as Jackson, but most of the men had expressed their dissatisfaction with her in one form or another. She'd tried--and failed--to get serious about someone. Anyone. She'd tried harder with Jackson, not so much because of him, but because she'd needed to give someone half a chance.

Why couldn't she get over Blackie? she chided herself angrily. 

Whatever Blackie was doing behind her back, he was much too close. 

Her fingers let go of a case of thread spools at the sound of his voice: "You mind if--?" 

The case hit the floor, burst open and spewed spools everywhere.

Blackie appeared at her side in a second, and Lori felt her cheeks flare with heat. Idiot, she thought, and that was followed by Man, you smell good. I can't believe you could possibly get sexier than you were a couple years ago. Dressed in black jeans and a black T-shirt that stretched across massive shoulders, emphasizing every muscle, every hard ridge, he could have stopped her heart even if he'd said, "You clumsy idiot" instead of "You okay?"

No, she wasn't okay--about any part of this situation. But the last thing she needed was to let him know how she felt. "Fine," she said breezily, kneeling to clean up the mess.

Blackie crouched with her to help her with the spools. A part of her wished he'd go away. Another part, as usual, betrayed her commonsense in a complete one-eighty.

"You gonna be cool with this, Princess? I had no idea your dad--"

"I know," she rushed to say. "Why would you think I can't handle the situation?"

Blackie gave a cruel chuckle that forced her to look at him. His face was only inches from hers. Ebony eyes full of mysteries, lips somehow both surly and sensuous...

"'I don't wanna see you again. Ever. For any reason.'"

Lori recognized the words he spoke, her own words to him two years ago, verbatim. Had he...? No. If those words had hurt him, it implied something she knew wasn't true. She knew for a fact that he didn't love her the way she loved him. Used to love him.

Her face burned again. "I'm fine with the arrangement," she said in a you-mean-nothing-to-me voice. But her teeth were clenched around all four words. She wasn't fine. Not when he continued to stare at her. Her insides felt like she'd touched a live wire.

His eyes had a soft look she'd only seen when he'd gazed at her all those years they'd been together--that she'd thought they'd been in love. His eyes were soft and hurt.

He gave her the two handfuls of spools he'd gathered, then stood and walked away. For some reason, she couldn't leave it at that. She had to say something, anything, to escape the pain she'd witnessed in his tone and expression. "I need the phone jack!"  The one in the room was on his side and already in use.

He seemed surprised at her barked insistence. "I'll rough another one in for you. Just tell me where you want it."

Lori watched him as he lifted the portable bookcase stereo from the floor, where he'd set it in order to help her.

"You mind if I put this here?" he finished the question he'd started to ask before her accident.

There were three built-in shelves the length of a sofa in the east wall. 

"No. Go ahead." Her throat felt tight watching him position the stereo so she'd have room for anything she wanted to use the shelves for. He also unloaded a couple dozen CDs on the shelf beside the stereo.

She remembered lazy weekends with him, just listening to music. She remembered the kisses she'd tried so hard to seduce him with, to no avail. One kiss with Blackie had always been as much for her as the entire act with another guy. Kisses meant nothing to Blackie. Nothing except obligation. That's all I ever was to him. Her body tightened at the memory, despite the pain involved.

She couldn't do this. Not now. Seeing him today had thrown her completely. If she'd been prepared, she could have handled it. At least she told herself she could.

Shoving the spools recklessly in the case, she closed it without putting it back in order. She had to get out of here.

Without looking at Blackie, she left the room and immediately felt her energy drain. You're relieved, she tried to convince herself because she had to. Accepting that would be better than what she wouldn't allow herself to confirm was the truth. That being away from Blackie weakened her. To admit that would be to admit that the last couple years had all been in vain.

Downstairs, she went out to the club. Behind the bar, her father came over to her as she sat on the end stool. 

"Saw the movin' truck. Everything in?"

Lori nodded, curious now where Blackie had been when the movers had brought everything in. Probably decided to stay out of the way because those guys moved like lightning.

The bartender, Willie, came over and greeted her with a smile that didn't reach his eyes. Lori responded politely to his greeting and asked for a club soda. She was relieved when he didn't attempt to stick around to shoot the breeze the way he used to. Where a grizzled old man like him got the nerve to come on to a teenager, she'd never know. She didn't like or trust him, never had, though he'd worked for her father without incident for as long as she could remember.

"Daddy, why did you invite...?" she started after sipping the soda. "I mean, you know I feel..."

Her father shook his head, already knowing what she'd tried to say. Why was Blackie here when her father knew she didn't want to see him? 

"I know, I know, punkin, but he suggested movin' back here and what could I say? You know how I feel about him. If he needs to be here again..."

He left it at that, left Lori to wonder why Blackie would "need" to be here again. Was there something they weren't telling her? Or was Blackie worried about her father, too? What did he know about her father's health?

If something was wrong, she couldn't help feeling safer with Blackie around. She just didn't know how to live with her own heart, having him so dangerously near.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

Just like old times. 

Blackie moved down the narrow, right-angled staircase. It was barely six o'clock, he seemed to be back to sleeping with one eye open, with his mind on one thing. Lori.

As he put a hand out to open the swinging kitchen door, he rubbed at the ache in his chest, a little left of center. He stopped dead once inside the kitchen. Oh hell.

Lori was bent over, looking for something in the fridge. The black velvet nightie she wore rode up to reveal long, shapely legs and a little more than a hint of what was...or wasn't underneath.

Her dad wouldn't be up for three or four hours. Why wouldn't she come down in her jammies, thinking nobody'd ever see her and nobody'd ever remember she didn't wear anything under those nighties of hers?

You don't need this, he grimaced. He'd already spent the night reminding himself of a lot of s@#t best forgotten.

He would have turned and walked out if Lori hadn't caught him out of the corner of her eye. She gasped, almost dropping the carton of milk.

As if the back of her pajamas wasn't sexy enough, the front was downright scandalous. He had no doubt she'd designed it herself, too. Everything she made was a cross between shocking and innocently seductive. The front of the dorm shirt she wore was made of black lace with strategically placed fleur de lis of velvet at her breasts and the hem.

He couldn't see anything he wanted to, but, hell yeah, he was looking.

"You still get up this early?" she said in a paralyzed-with-surprise tone. "I thought artists worked by moonlight?"

Blackie moved into the kitchen, got a mug and poured himself as much coffee as it could hold. Like he anticipated, it wasn't nearly strong enough to suit him. 

When he turned, she was no longer facing him. "Sorry. Didn't mean to scare you," he said, telling himself to look anywhere else. Anywhere, even if he looked like Rain Man when he did it. Problem was, she was the only thing worth looking at in the badly-in-need-of-renovation kitchen.
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