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CHAPTER 1



      

      

      One ticket to Last Chance,” the agent said as he took Jane’s money. “The bus leaves in five minutes.”

      


      

      Jane picked up the flimsy slip of paper and hurried through the Atlanta, Georgia, Greyhound terminal. She found the gate,

         climbed aboard the motor coach, and sank into one of the plush seats.

      


      

      She tried to think positive thoughts.


      

      It was hard. She had five dollars left in her pocketbook, a zero balance in her checking account, and bad guys in her recent

         past. Her dreams of making it big in Nashville had just taken a dive over the cliff called reality.

      


      

      Thank you, Woody West, you peanut-brained weasel.

      


      

      The diesel engines roared to life, and the bus glided out of the parking lot heading toward South Carolina, which was not

         where Jane really wanted to go.

      


      

      She took three deep breaths and tried to visualize her future the way Dr. Goodbody advised in his self-help recordings. If

         she could just unleash her inner consciousness through positive thinking, the Universe would give her a road map for success.

      


      

      That seemed like a good plan. She needed a road map to a better future in the worst way. And where better to seek a new start

         than a place called Last Chance? She had never been to Last Chance, but the name sounded hopeful.

      


      

      She sank back into her seat and tried to see the place in her mind’s eye. She imagined it like Pleasantville, where the streets

         were picturesque, the people friendly, and the job opportunities plentiful.

      


      

      Eight hours later, reality intruded.


      

      The Greyhound left her standing on a deserted sidewalk right in front of a place called Bill’s Grease Pit. Fortunately, this

         establishment was not a fast-food joint but an auto-repair service that doubled as a bus terminal. Both the garage and the

         terminal were closed for the night.

      


      

      She looked down the street and knew herself for a fool. Last Chance had exactly one traffic light. The only sign of life was

         the glow of neon shining like a beacon from a building two blocks down the main drag.

      


      

      Okay, so Last Chance wasn’t Bedford Falls, from the movie It’s a Wonderful Life. She could deal.

      


      

      She told herself that where there was Budweiser and neon there was hope of finding some dinner. Although how she was going

         to pay for it remained a mystery. She fought against the panic that gripped her insides. She hugged herself as she walked

         up the street, running through her usual list of positive affirmations.

      


      

      She would get herself out of this mess. She had done it before. And the truth was, she should have read the warning signs when Woody walked into the Shrimp Shack six months ago. If she had read those signs, she wouldn’t be standing

         here today. Well, every mistake was an opportunity to learn, according to Dr. Goodbody.

      


      

      The bar bore the name Dot’s Spot in bright blue neon. It sported a dark wood exterior and small windows festooned with half

         a dozen beer signs. Jane stood in the garish light cast by the signs, thinking it would be truly awesome if she could walk

         through that doorway and find Sir Galahad waiting for her. But wishing for Sir Galahad was not positive thinking. Heroes didn’t

         magically appear in southern honky-tonks on a Wednesday night.

      


      

      Besides, this particular fantasy of a knightly rescue had gotten her into trouble every time she allowed herself to believe

         it. So she pushed it out of her mind. She needed to focus on manifesting a hot meal and a place to spend the night. Period.

         She fixed that positive plan of action in her mind and pushed through the front door.

      


      

      Hoo boy, the place was like something right out of a bad country-and-western tune. Smoke hung over the place and a five-piece

         country band occupied a raised stage at one end of the barroom. They played a twangy Garth Brooks tune in waltz time. No one

         was dancing.

      


      

      The men in the band were, by and large, a bunch of middle-aged geezers, with beer bellies and wedding rings and receding hairlines.


      

      Except for the fiddler.


      

      Jane stared at him for a moment, recognition washing through her. No question about it—there stood another peanut-brained

         weasel in the flesh. She could tell this because he was a big, powerfully built man with a ponytail and facial hair. He also

         wore a black Stetson, and a black shirt, and black jeans that hugged his butt and thighs, and a gem that sparkled from his earlobe like a black diamond.

      


      

      What was that thing? A sapphire?


      

      He was the real-deal, bad-for-any-females-who-came-within-range package. Someone should hang a big yellow warning sign on

         his neck that said “danger.”

      


      

      Guys like him didn’t rescue girls. They rode around on Harleys, and were mean and tough and bad, and got into lots of trouble

         with the local law. They also had really big shoulders that a girl could lean on, and in a moment of confusion, a girl could

         confuse one of these bad boys with Sir Galahad, only on a motorcycle.

      


      

      Good thing Jane planned on rescuing herself, because this guy was like some walking embodiment of Murphy’s Law. The spit dried

         up in her mouth, and her heart rate kicked up. The Universe had just thrown her another curveball.

      


      

      So she looked away, sweeping the room with her gaze. The rest of the pickings were slim and ran to old men and floozies, and

         a few obviously married guys in John Deere hats. She might be about to do some serious flirting in order to get a drink and

         some food, but she would not hit on any married men. That ran counter to her moral code.

      


      

      She scanned the bar. Bingo. Two prospects, twelve o’clock.


      

      Prospect One wore a dirty Houston Astros hat, his chin propped up on his left fist as he watched the World Series game on

         the big-screen television. He was devilishly handsome, but the words “hard drinking” scrolled through her mind.

      


      

      Jane turned her attention to prospect Number Two. He turned on the stool, and she got a good look at him. He was a smaller-than-average guy, with sandy hair, a widow’s peak,

         and regular features. He wore a blue work shirt with his name—Ray—embroidered above the right pocket. Unlike the other two

         hunks in the room, this guy wore work boots. He wasn’t a cowboy, and he didn’t look dangerous at all.

      


      

      He looked up from his drink.


      

      Okay, he would do. Kindness shone from his eyes. She concentrated on holding his gaze… counted to three… then dazzled him

         with a smile.

      


      

      He blinked two or three times like a deer caught in a hunter’s sight. But she wasn’t a hunter, not really. She was vulnerable,

         and scared, and hunted herself. And that explained why she was about to do something not very nice—something she would most

         likely regret in the morning.

      


      

      The bodacious brunette hit Dot’s Spot like the hurricane expected to arrive tomorrow. She wore high-heel boots and a little

         tank top that barely constrained her assets. Clay Rhodes had never seen her before, which had to mean she’d just gotten off

         the nine-thirty bus from Atlanta.

      


      

      She waltzed her butt through the door and captured the attention of every male in the place, except maybe Dash Randall, who

         was concentrating on the World Series. She stopped just inside the door and gave the place a once-over.

      


      

      It took all of three seconds for her to look Clay’s way, and about fifteen for her to catalog him and move on. But that was

         all it took for Clay Rhodes to feel the unmistakable pull of lust centering right behind his belly button. Yeah, he could go for some of that, if it wasn’t for the

         fact that he was a responsible, almost middle-aged grown-up, and she looked like trouble on high heels.

      


      

      He pulled the fiddle down and tried to put some feeling into his harmony line on “Night Rider’s Lament,” but since he had

         played this song about five thousand times, it was hard to do.

      


      

      The little gal distracted him as she scanned the room. It didn’t surprise him one bit when her sharp gaze lingered on Dash.

         The ex-jock was unaware of it, though. He sat at the end of the bar wallowing in self-pity and doing battle with God-only-knew-how-many

         demons as he watched the baseball game.

      


      

      The girl was interested, of course. Dash was a fine-looking man, but a woman would have to be nuts to tangle with a guy like

         that. Clay gave her points when her gaze shifted and moved on.

      


      

      He pulled the fiddle up to his chin and played the bridge, while Kyle tried his hardest to sound like Garth Brooks. Kyle failed,

         like he did every night, which was no surprise to anyone.

      


      

      What happened next, though, surprised the heck out of just about everyone in Dot’s Spot.


      

      That girl aimed her laser-beam look at the back of Ray’s head and darned if the boy didn’t jump like he was some kind of marionette

         with a nervous puppeteer. He jerked his head around, and disaster struck about twelve hours earlier than expected.

      


      

      The woman aimed a smile at Ray that had all the subtlety of a Stinger missile, and poor Ray didn’t have any defenses for something

         like that.

      


      

      Uh-oh.

      


      

      The song ended, and Clay turned toward Kyle. “Let’s cut it short and go to break,” he said.


      

      “But—”


      

      Clay jerked his head toward Ray and rolled his eyes.


      

      “Not again,” Kyle said under his breath, as he took in the unfolding scene.


      

      “Looks like.”


      

      Kyle leaned into the mic and told the crowd they’d be back in ten, while Clay put his fiddle into the hard-shell case that

         sat atop the upright piano. Then Clay stepped down from the stage and headed toward the bar.

      


      

      “Clay,” Ray said as he approached. “Look, it’s April. What do you figure the odds are on that? A million to one?” Ray rocked

         a little on the bar stool and gave Clay his goofy smile. Eighteen years ago, that grin, combined with Ray’s uncanny ability

         to do math, had made the boy semipopular with the girls at Davis High who wanted to adopt him, or befriend him, or otherwise

         allow him to do their homework. But that had changed three weeks before graduation.

      


      

      Clay came to a halt and turned toward the little gal in the white tank top. Man-oh-man, she was something else. Tawny skin

         and dark eyes with a pair of killer cheekbones and pouty lips that said kiss me quick. She was pure sex on three-inch stiletto

         heels.

      


      

      A man didn’t get within five feet of this and not lose his perspective on things. Even a half-dead man like himself. The little

         tingle in his private parts was kind of reassuring, though. It confirmed that he was still alive. Sometimes living in Last

         Chance, South Carolina, it was hard to tell.

      


      

      Her pink nail polish was chipped, the neck of her tank top sported a little stain, and the cuffs of her jean jacket were frayed.

         Her gaze seemed a little guileless, which surprised the heck out of him. He had taken her for trash, but up close she didn’t

         look trashy at all—just a little rumpled and forlorn.

      


      

      And utterly irresistible.


      

      “So your name’s April?” he asked, knowing darn well her name wasn’t April. She did look like April, though, which made her

         hotter than a chili pepper. Hot and forlorn. A deadly combination if there ever was one.

      


      

      She shook her head. “No… uh… my name’s… um… Mary.”


      

      Clay went on guard. She was lying. “How old are you, Mary?” he asked.


      

      Her square chin inched up. “Why? Do I look like jailbait?”


      

      Yeah. But he didn’t say it out loud. He studied her for a long moment, trying to ignore the sexual rush. She had incredible skin.

         It looked silky soft, firm and warm. He wanted to touch it.

      


      

      He forced himself to look into her wide brown eyes. No, she wasn’t a teenager. But she was still trouble. He needed to rescue

         Ray from this woman. Ray could get himself into a heap of trouble if someone didn’t do something quick.

      


      

      Clay turned away. “Hey, Ray, you got a minute?”


      

      Ray ducked his head in that funny little tic that had been there ever since the accident senior year. “Sure. Whatever you

         want.”

      


      

      Clay jerked his head. “In private.”


      

      Ray turned toward the little gal. “You stay right here, April. I’ll be back. Don’t go anywhere, okay?”


      

      The girl nodded, and Clay got the feeling that she was happy to be rescued. Like she had maybe figured out Ray was playing

         a few cards short of a full deck.

      


      

      Clay pulled Ray down to the end of the bar and put his arm around his shoulder. “Listen, Ray, I’m your oldest friend, right?”


      

      Ray nodded.


      

      “Got you fixed up with my uncle Pete at the hardware store, didn’t I?”


      

      “Yeah, Clay.”


      

      “Bailed you out with my brother Stony that time when you busted up the place?”


      

      Ray kept on nodding.


      

      “Helped you out with Mr. Polk down at the bank when your momma got sick.”


      

      “Yeah, Clay, I know all that.”


      

      “So you know I wouldn’t lie to you.”


      

      “No, Clay, you wouldn’t ever lie to me.”


      

      “Look, Ray, that little gal isn’t April.”


      

      Ray rolled away, then turned and squared up his body. “She is, too. Look at her.”


      

      “April is a photograph of a girl. This isn’t her. This is a girl named Mary, who’s new to town. I’ll bet she came on the nine-thirty

         bus from Atlanta.”

      


      

      Ray wet his lips. His fists curled up. “Don’t you say that, Clay. She’s April. Look at her.”

      


      

      Clay shook his head. The last person in the world he wanted to fight was Ray Betts. He hated fighting in general, since it

         messed up his hands. But fighting Ray would be like fighting with one of his brothers.

      


      

      “Look—” Clay started to say.


      

      “Hey, Ray,” Dash called from his place by the bar.


      

      Ray turned and relaxed his hands a fraction. “Yeah?”

      


      

      “You wanna go down to the high school and shag some balls?”


      

      “Really?” A slow smile filled Ray’s face, and Clay breathed a sigh of relief.


      

      In Ray’s injured brain, this invitation from Dash Randall was like being asked if he wanted to go hang out with God. Ray loved

         baseball, and since Dash had once played it professionally, Dash had become one of Ray’s personal heroes.

      


      

      Dash gave Clay a meaningful and surprisingly sober glance. Maybe the rumors were true, and Dash was on the wagon these days.

         Although why a man on the wagon would spend time in a bar was kind of a mystery. Well, even if it wasn’t true, he owed Dash

         a favor for this.

      


      

      Dash leaned over and collected an aluminum cane. He stood up, favoring his bad leg. “Yeah, Ray, I mean it. But you’ll have

         to do all the running since my knee isn’t up to it, yet. C’mon, I’ll even put the top down, and we can cruise over to the

         Tastee Freeze afterward.”

      


      

      “Gee, Dash, that sounds like fun,” Ray said.


      

      Dash winked at Clay as he led Ray out of the bar. Disaster had been averted.


      

      But when Clay turned back toward the little gal, his gut tightened up like a warning. Was she desperate or just looking for

         some action? He had a feeling it might be a little of both.

      


      

      And he’d just sent his competition packing.


      

      Two hours later, Jane picked up the little slip of paper and read her bar tab: Six dollars for three Cokes. It might as well

         have been a hundred dollars. She didn’t have the cash to pay it—unless she dug deep in her purse and found a dollar in change and added it to the five-dollar bill in her wallet.

         Then she would be officially broke.

      


      

      She should have nursed a single Coke all night. She should have taken steps to get a credit card, years ago. But she hadn’t

         done either of these things. The first because it had been years since she had been this poor. The second because getting

         a credit card was risky, given her background.

      


      

      She swallowed the lump in her throat and told herself she wasn’t going to cry. Her attempt to find someone seminice to buy

         her dinner had flopped. There was just the fiddler who had run all the seminice guys off like some kind of reverse bouncer.

      


      

      That man had spent the last two hours boring a hole in her back with his silver-eyed stare. About an hour ago, she had given

         up trying not to look back.

      


      

      Jane could parlay this into something, if she wanted to. But she had to remember that he was not going to rescue her from

         her current situation. She needed to fix her own life. And, right now, staying away from a bad boy seemed like a good first

         step.

      


      

      But then all her other choices were worse. She couldn’t sleep in the public park tonight—assuming, of course, that Last Chance

         had a public park. But even if it did have one, the weather report on the television above the bar said a hurricane was bearing

         down on the South Carolina coast. It wasn’t a big hurricane by Katrina standards, but even so, everyone in the bar was talking

         about torrential rains starting sometime after two in the morning.

      


      

      Jane had hoped they might have a hurricane shelter open where she could blend right in, like a refugee or something. But there wasn’t any kind of evacuation going on—no doubt because the hurricane was making landfall a hundred miles

         away near Hilton Head Island. She didn’t have many other options in a small town like Last Chance.

      


      

      Jane stole a glance up at the fiddler, and heat sizzled through her. The Cosmos and her own hormones were against her. She

         shouldn’t do this. This was a mistake.

      


      

      She turned away and stared down at her bar tab. Behind her, the lead singer signed off for the night. Someone punched up a

         bunch of songs on the jukebox.

      


      

      Well, first things first. She needed to pay the bill. She dug deep into her purse, drawing out a handful of pennies and nickels,

         and started counting. In the background, the jukebox played Tumbleweed’s new country single…

      


      

      

         

         Feel the rush of my breath


         

         Feel the heat of my hand…


         

      


      

      Heat crawled up her backside as the words of the song suddenly made themselves manifest. The fiddler had snuck up on her.

         He put one of his ginormous hands on the bar, leaned his big body in, and slapped a ten-dollar bill down on top of her tab

         like he’d been counting the number of Cokes she’d drunk.

      


      

      He turned toward her, his unreadable wolf eyes shaded by the brim of his Stetson. “You want to take this somewhere else?”

         he asked in a blurred drawl. Her insides clutched and burned.

      


      

      She was close enough to see a network of lines at the corner of his eyes, and little threads of silver in his goatee. He wasn’t

         young. That scared her a little. He was more man than she was used to handling—older and bigger and more dangerous than anyone else in her past.

      


      

      “Maybe I was mistaken,” he drawled in response to her slight hesitation. “I got the idea you might be interested.”


      

      Jane looked up into his eyes. A hot, blue flame flickered there. An answering heat resonated deep down inside her. Was this

         wishful thinking, desperation, or real desire made manifest by her own weakness for guys like this? It was kind of hard to

         tell.

      


      

      Her head screamed that going with this guy would be like repeating the mistakes of the past. Getting soaked on a park bench

         would be better than this. But her body wasn’t listening. Instead she gave the fiddler a smile and said, “Cowboy, take me

         away.”

      


      

      “You drive a minivan?” The girl—Mary, he reminded himself—stood beyond the service entrance to Dot’s Spot with her hands fisted

         on her hips and a semisurprised look on her face.

      


      

      “Yeah, well, it’s practical for hauling around sound equipment and guitars. Disappointed?” Clay said, as he opened the side-panel

         door of his ancient Windstar and hoisted his fiddle, mandolin, and guitar cases into the cargo space.

      


      

      The question was rhetorical. She was disappointed. Women had a habit of mistaking him for someone else—usually some bad-boy jerk with a Harley who would do them

         wrong sooner or later. Ironically, most women wasted no time in doing him wrong, as if he were the punching bag for their collective disappointments with males in general and bad boys in particular.

      


      

      He turned around and faced the girl. She had the wrong idea about him. And he wasn’t going to disabuse her of it. He was going

         to take her to the Peach Blossom Motor Court and become that bad boy she was looking for. He wasn’t going to apologize to

         anyone for it either.

      


      

      He was tired of being a good man.


      

      He was tired of living his life along the straight and narrow.


      

      But most of all, he was weary of being alone.


      

      The girl stepped forward, her body swaying in the lamplight, the gusty wind lifting her hair and whipping it across her face.

         She tucked the hair behind her ear and gave him a simple smile that curled up the dimples in her cheek. Desire, sweet and

         warm, flooded through him.

      


      

      He opened the van’s door for her, and she stepped close enough for him to catch the blended scents of cigarette smoke and

         something spicy like sandalwood or jasmine. Awareness jolted him to full arousal. He felt like a sixteen-year-old with a killer

         hard-on—the kind that blinded a boy and made him do stupid things. He had to admit he liked that mindless feeling.

      


      

      She turned in the corner of the door and glanced up at him. She stopped moving, her lips quirking in a clear show of interest.

         He leaned in, slanting his mouth over hers, pulling her lower lip into his mouth. He tasted cinnamon and the hopefulness of

         youth.

      


      

      He fell hard into that kiss and knew he was a goner the minute she responded to him. He put his hand on the flare of her hip

         and pulled her hard against him.

      


      

      He was headed straight to hell, with only a short layover at a no-tell motel before the Devil took him.


      

         •     •     •


      

      The sign said “Peach Blossom Motor Court” in flaming pink neon. Jane had hit rock bottom in her life. The fiddler had checked

         them in, and she watched through the windshield of his van as he returned with the key in his hand.

      


      

      He was something, all right. A big man striding across the parking lot on a pair of the pointiest cowboy boots she had ever

         seen. Yessir, she would probably forget about this low-rent scenario the minute he put his mouth on hers again.

      


      

      He opened the van door for her and looked up at her out of a pair of eyes that were as pale as a winter day on Meadow Mountain.

         The fire in those icy eyes burned so hot she felt the flame in the middle of her chest.

      


      

      He gave her his hand, and she laid her fingers on him. His hand was huge, and warm, and rough, and male.


      

      He helped her down and then shut the door behind her. He leaned his big-boned body against her, pushing her up against the

         van, his hand sliding down her rib cage and coming to rest on her hip. He was sturdy and hard, and so large that his body

         shielded her and made her feel safe in some inappropriate way.

      


      

      How could she feel safe with a man intent on taking her without even giving her his name or asking for hers? But there it

         was. She knew the fiddler wasn’t going to hurt her. The Universe kind of whispered in her ear and told her this would be okay.

      


      

      She found herself inside the shadow of his Stetson, caught up in the heat of his mouth. He lost his hat, then she lost her

         mind.

      


      

   

      

      
CHAPTER 2



      

      

      Jane startled awake, panic folding over her as she struggled to place herself in space and time. Then she heard the soft, even

         breathing of a slumbering man.

      


      

      And remembered.


      

      The memories of her frantic trip from Atlanta brought unwanted tears. She squeezed her eyes shut, even before she remembered

         the fiddler. She had thought her days of running were over.

      


      

      She needed to get out of here before the fiddler woke up. He was a bad boy, like the bad boys in her past. She had made a

         huge mistake last night. She had known it was a mistake even before he’d slapped that ten-dollar bill down on the bar.

      


      

      When would she learn?


      

      Jane pushed herself up on the hard motel mattress and looked over at the digital clock on the nightstand. It was almost eight

         in the morning.

      


      

      She rolled out of bed, collected her clothes and purse, and tiptoed into the bathroom. She gave the shower a longing look, but she didn’t have time. She ran enough water in the sink to dampen a washcloth for a sponge bath. She brushed

         her teeth with the toothbrush she kept in her purse for emergencies and pulled her hair back in a long ponytail.

      


      

      She looked at her reflection in the mirror and almost cried out loud when she saw the mark at the base of her throat.


      

      A little strawberry bruise—tender to the touch—marred the skin right above and to the left of her clavicle. She blinked at

         it for almost a minute, feeling something hot and cold run through her system.

      


      

      Last night had been, without question, the most amazing sex she had ever had in her life. And looking at that bruise reminded

         her that, for a little while at least, the fiddler had managed to make her forget just about everything, including her moral

         code and her self-respect and even Woody West.

      


      

      Hoo boy, she needed to get out of here. She was not a slut, but standing there looking at that bruise made her feel like one.

         How on earth had she let herself do this? Desperation was not an excuse, although it was an explanation.

      


      

      Jane put on her less-than-clean clothes, squared her shoulders, and opened the bathroom door. She paused a moment, hearing

         the slow, steady sound of his snores.

      


      

      She stole into the room, trying not to look at him as she tiptoed toward the door. She got to the corner of the bed and lost

         the battle.

      


      

      The feeble light from an overcast day edged the window and gave the room a monochromatic feel. She looked down at him, and

         in the colorless light, he seemed almost like a fantasy. He was handsome, and male, and big, and strong, and silent save for the deep susurration of his breathing.

      


      

      She reluctantly turned away and took one step toward the door before tripping up on his blue jeans. They lay crumpled in a

         heap by the bed, his wallet peeking from the back pocket. She could have his name, at least. All she had to do was look in

         his wallet.

      


      

      She knelt on the carpet and took the wallet from the jeans. She flipped it open and stared down at a Tennessee driver’s license

         with a photo of a much younger and more hopeful-looking man than the one curled up on the bed.

      


      

      Clayton P. Rhodes.


      

      His name was Clayton.


      

      Something tugged at her chest, and she could have kicked herself for succumbing to her curiosity. It would have been better

         if this encounter had been anonymous.

      


      

      She clamped her back teeth together and told herself to move on. She was wasting time.


      

      She turned the wallet over, and peeked into the billfold. He had about eighty dollars on him. She could almost feel the Universe

         tempting her. With that much cash, she could get a bus ticket to a bigger city—Charlotte maybe—where she could find a job

         waiting tables or working in a beauty shop. She could take care of herself.

      


      

      It might be easier to find work in Charlotte. She allowed herself to think about it.


      

      Then she rejected the idea. She had stooped to something low last night. She didn’t need to add stealing to the list.


      

      She was about to return the wallet to his jeans when Clayton P. Rhodes captured her wrist in his powerful fingers and bent it backward far enough for it to hurt.

      


      

      Panic crashed through her. “Lemme go.” She tried to twist herself out of his grasp, but the man had leverage and strength

         on his side.

      


      

      “No, ma’am,” he said in a drawl as broad as a double-wide trailer. He pulled her up onto the bed and then turned on the bedside

         lamp. They squinted at each other in the sudden light. He had the advantage there, since his eyes were silver and hard to

         read. Her heart fluttered inside her chest, and she started thinking about routes of escape.

      


      

      “I’ll take that,” he said, plucking the wallet out of her fingers.


      

      “Please let me go.” She hated herself for begging like that. Guys who got physical scared her.


      

      The pressure of his fingers lessened a fraction. “Honey, didn’t anyone ever teach you wrong from right?”


      

      “I wasn’t trying to steal from you.” Her voice came out as a choked whisper.


      

      “Uh-huh. Then why did you have my wallet in your hands?”


      

      “I just wanted… you know… to know your name.” She tugged against his hold, but he wasn’t letting go.


      

      “Yeah, well, you could have asked me, and I would have told you my name.”


      

      She pulled a little harder, and he released her wrist. But before she could put distance between them, he leaned forward and

         pulled her purse off her shoulder.

      


      

      “Hey,” she shouted. “Give that back.”


      

      He shook his head, then loosened the bag’s drawstrings and dumped her possessions onto the thin cotton blanket. The flotsam and jetsam and loose change of her life spilled out with a jingle and a jangle. How humiliating.

      


      

      “What are you doing?”


      

      He started pawing through her things. “Same thing you were doing a minute ago.”


      

      “Well, stop it.”


      

      He ignored her command and picked up one of her self-help cassette tapes. He frowned down at it and read the title aloud:

         “Manifesting a Better Reality by Dr. Franklin Goodbody?”

      


      

      He looked up at her with one of those male stares that confirmed that men were from Mars. “Little gal, I’d say you need to

         get your money back for this. You don’t believe this crap, do you?”

      


      

      “You shouldn’t laugh at things you don’t understand,” Jane rejoined, folding her arms across her chest.


      

      “I wasn’t laughing. I was pointing out the obvious. What is ‘manifesting’ anyway?”


      

      “Thinking positively about the things you want so you make them manifest in your life.”


      

      “Uh-huh. Sort of like Norman Vincent Peale and the power of positive thinking only without bothering with prayer, huh?”


      

      “What?”


      

      “You have no idea who Norman Vincent Peale is, do you?”


      

      She shook her head. She had obviously failed some kind of test.


      

      He gave his head a weary shake and put the cassette tape back in her purse. He picked up the player and fiddled with it for

         a moment. “This thing is an antique. And your battery is dead.”

      


      

      She responded by hugging herself and refraining from any explanations about how she couldn’t afford an iPod, had bought the

         tapes secondhand, and had burned up the batteries on the long bus ride from Atlanta as she practiced her manifesting techniques.

         Somehow all that positive thinking had not turned Last Chance into Camelot, or Clayton P. Rhodes into Sir Galahad.

      


      

      Dr. Goodbody said that to manifest a better reality, you needed to know what you wanted and the reasons why. Jane had a feeling

         that manifesting Clayton P. Rhodes was the result of seriously muddled thinking on her part.

      


      

      “You know,” he said, as if they were having a conversation. “I find it interesting that most women will nag a man to death

         about tracking in dirt and messing up the house, but not a one of you can keep your pocketbooks organized.”

      


      

      “Are you trying to be funny?” she asked, avoiding eye contact and trying to keep the waver out of her voice. “Because it’s

         not working.”

      


      

      “No, I think I was aiming for irony.”


      

      She turned her head. He was smiling at her. He had a winning smile, and she wondered why he didn’t use it more often. “Irony?”

         she asked.

      


      

      He looked back down at her things, reaching this time for her wallet. He hefted it in his large hands as he inspected the

         green leather with the pink flower embossed on one side.

      


      

      “Kind of girlish, isn’t it?”


      

      She said nothing. It was kind of girlish. She had owned it for a long, long time. And even though it was worn out, she had been unable to part with

         it. It was the last remaining vestige of the life she had left behind in West Virginia seven years ago.

      


      

      He unsnapped it, flipped it open, and stared down at the ID she had been using for the last seven years. “Mary Smith?” He

         aimed another disbelieving look in her direction. “Gimme a break. It says here you’re twenty-eight. How old are you really?”

      


      

      She shrugged.


      

      He squeezed his eyes shut. “I swear, if you’re jailbait, I’m going to shoot myself right here.”


      

      “I’m not jailbait. I told you that last night.”


      

      “Maybe so, but you’re not twenty-eight and your name is not Mary Smith.”

      


      

      “Are you only thirty-four?” she countered, thinking he looked older than the birth date listed on his license.


      

      “Yes, ma’am. I am. And if you’re eighteen that makes me almost old enough to be your daddy, which is a thought I find disturbing.”


      

      “I’m not eighteen.”


      

      “Right. Why am I starting not to believe anything that comes out of your mouth?”


      

      Because you are tapped into the negative energy of the Universe. She wanted to throw it in his face, but she had a feeling he would laugh at her.

      


      

      He continued to work his way through her wallet, inspecting her Fort Myers Library card and Florida State Cosmetology license.

         Both bore the name Mary Smith—the name she had been using since she ran away from home. She had been doing okay in rebuilding

         her life, when Woody came striding into the Shrimp Shack six months ago.

      


      

      She was such a fool.


      

      Clayton P. opened up the little change purse on the side of the wallet. “What’s this?” he asked aloud as he held up her expired

         West Virginia license. “This is interesting. How many girls carry two driver’s licenses? This one says Wanda Jane Coblentz,

         and it’s seven years out of date. Wanda Jane?”

      


      

      “Yeah, well, your name is Clayton Rhodes, and I’ll bet everyone calls you Clay, so don’t get so high and mighty, okay?”


      

      He laughed. It sounded like his singing voice. He had a positive-sounding laugh, she would give him that.


      

      “Look,” she said. “I would appreciate it if you could forget you saw that license, okay?”


      

      He stopped laughing and shook his head. “Not okay.” He glanced down at her photo ID and then back at her. “Doesn’t look like

         you.”

      


      

      “Thanks.”


      

      “So you’re twenty-four?”


      

      She nodded. “Not jailbait.”


      

      He put the license back into the change purse and peeked into the billfold section. “Five bucks, huh? And I don’t see any

         credit cards.”

      


      

      “Okay. You’ve humiliated me enough now. Can I take my five bucks and leave?”


      

      “And go where?”


      

      “Anywhere that isn’t with you.”


      

      “That bad, huh?” he said with a little glint in his eye.


      

      “Yeah, well…” She shrugged. What was she supposed to say? She didn’t think telling him that he was incredible between the

         sheets was a good idea under the circumstances.

      


      

      He dropped her wallet back into her purse, then looked up at her out of his pale gray eyes. “Look, I’m sorry about last night. I should have asked you if you needed a place to stay

         instead of…” His voice faded out, and he looked away.

      


      

      His ears got red. The big, tough guy was blushing. He looked down at her things, picked up her makeup case, and put it back

         into her purse without rifling through it. Jane scored that as one small victory.

      


      

      “You know,” he said, eyeing the mass of coins that remained, “you probably have close to ten dollars in silver here. You might

         want to lighten your load.”

      


      

      “Such as it is.”


      

      He looked up. “Had to leave Fort Myers in a hurry, huh?”


      

      She didn’t answer. It disturbed her to think he’d already figured out half of her secrets. She looked away and heard the sound

         of change jangling as he pawed through her things.

      


      

      “Hey, what’s this?” he asked a moment later.


      

      She turned, and he was holding up the little necklace that Woody had given her the day before yesterday. A rush of pure hatred

         ran right through her. “You can have it,” she said.

      


      

      He chuckled at that. “Honey, you should always hang on to your jewelry. No matter what. That’s what my momma always says.”

         He squinted down at the little green charm on the gold chain. “What is that, a camel?”

      


      

      “Yeah. It’s a stupid dollar store jade camel, okay? It’s not worth anything. I’ll bet the chain isn’t even gold.”


      

      “Uh-huh. He did you wrong, didn’t he?” One of his eyebrows arched in question.


      

      “I don’t wish to discuss this. I thought this was going to be, you know, kind of quick and anonymous.”

      


      

      “Me, too. But then you decided to steal from me.”


      

      “Look, I wasn’t stealing. I was just…” Her voice faded out as it occurred to her that if she had wanted something quick and

         anonymous she would never have looked through his wallet.

      


      

      “Uh-huh. Like I said.”


      

      “Why don’t you give me my purse, and I’ll leave, okay?”


      

      He didn’t respond. Instead, he reached into her bag and pulled out her wallet. Then he placed the little necklace into the

         change section. He snapped the snap on the change purse and then dropped her wallet back into her handbag. She watched as

         his big, capable hands scooped up pennies and nickels and dimes and dropped them back into the bottom of her bag. He had almost

         completed the task when he stopped.

      


      

      “Well lookit here, isn’t that lucky?” He picked up a tarnished coin and angled it toward the light.


      

      “You know the only luck in the Universe is the luck we make for ourselves,” Jane said. If only she had believed that before

         she had come with this guy to a no-tell motel.

      


      

      “Is that so?”


      

      “Yeah.”


      

      “So you don’t believe in rabbits’ feet?”


      

      She shook her head. A girl with her unlucky track record couldn’t afford to believe in charms and such.


      

      “Too bad, because this is a lucky penny,” he said.


      

      “What’s lucky about it?” she asked.


      

      “It’s a wheat penny.”


      

      “A what?”

      


      

      He handed the penny to her. “Look on the back. It doesn’t have the Lincoln Memorial on it.”


      

      She turned the penny over, and sure enough, it had an unusual back with the words “One Cent” spelled out and encircled by

         a crossed sheaf of wheat.

      


      

      She turned it over in her hand and read the date—1943. “So what’s lucky about it?”


      

      He continued to scoop up change and return it to her purse. “Well, nothing, really. It’s just old. They haven’t made wheat

         pennies since the 1950s.”

      


      

      “Is it valuable?”


      

      He chuckled. “Yeah, it’s probably worth one hundred times its face value.”


      

      Happiness swelled up inside her until she did the math in her head. “Right. A dollar.”


      

      He shrugged. “That’s valuable for a penny.”


      

      “Yeah, well, it won’t buy me a Coke at Dot’s Spot.”


      

      “You know, the value of things can’t always be measured in their price.”


      

      She blinked up at him. Was he trying to send a message? After all, if she wanted to be negative about things, he had purchased

         her for the sum of ten dollars plus the cost of this hotel room. The thought made her heart ache.

      


      

      “By that look, you don’t agree with me.”


      

      She shrugged and tried not to feel cheap and dirty. “I’m just blown away that a negative person such as yourself would even

         consider the possibility of luck as a force in the Universe,” she said in a breezy tone.

      


      

      “Yeah, well, I guess you got that right. So it’s not a lucky penny. It’s just an old one. Don’t you think it’s cool that something sixty years old was hiding out in the bottom of your purse waiting to be found?”

      


      

      Temptation tugged at her insides. Clayton P. Rhodes was a piece of work. But she was not about to let herself fall for his

         line—even if it was a good line. Maybe one of the best lines she had heard in her life.

      


      

      “Look,” Jane said. “As a gesture of regret for having rifled through your wallet, I’ll let you have the penny if you think

         it’s so cool.”

      


      

      “Uh, no thanks, you keep it, since you believe in luck.”


      

      Well, that was predictable. “Right,” she said, as she slipped the penny into the pocket of her jeans. “So are you going to

         let me go, now that you’ve finished humiliating me?”

      


      

      “I probably should turn you in to the police for attempted robbery.”


      

      Fear settled into her belly. “Look, I wasn’t trying to steal from you, okay?”


      

      “But then again, explaining stuff to the police might prove a little embarrassing.”


      

      She stopped and thought about things for a moment. It would be embarrassing—for both of them—since she was new to town and they had spent the night with each other before exchanging

         names.

      


      

      “So I’m not going to turn you in. I think I’m going to reform you instead,” Clayton P. continued.


      

      “Reform me?” Her voice cracked.


      

      “Not interested in following the straight and narrow, huh?”


      

      She drew herself up and squared her shoulders. “I don’t need reforming. Maybe you’re the one who needs reforming.”


      

      This earned her a little half smile. “You’re right on that score. So I guess I’ll buy you breakfast instead. And after that,

         we’ll talk about where you go next.”

      


      

      Just who the hell did he think he was, anyway? “What is it, Clayton P., you want to run me out of town like I’m some kind

         of undesirable? Well, let me tell you one thing, buster, I—”

      


      

      “Is that what you think?”


      

      “Look, I don’t need you to reform me. I may have ended up in this shabby room with you, but that doesn’t make me a—”


      

      “I wasn’t talking about what happened last night, girl. That was just runaway lust. And I’m sorry I got caught up in it. I

         was talking about you stealing my money.”

      


      

      “I told you, I wasn’t going to steal your money. Why won’t you believe me?”


      

      “Because I make it a habit not to believe girls with only five bucks in their pockets who are carrying two forms of identification,

         each bearing a different name.”

      


      

      He threw his legs over the side of the bed and stood up, naked as the day he was born. The runaway lust made a second appearance.


      

      He was big, and he was built. In every possible way a man could be big and built.


      

      Oh, well, it didn’t matter, because Clayton P. Rhodes was not the man the Universe had made for her, even if he was a dead

         ringer for Michelangelo’s David from the neck down. Come to think of it, he was pretty good looking from the neck up, too.

      


      

      He headed toward the bathroom, her purse still clasped in his hands. “I’m taking a shower. Don’t try to leave.”


      

      Well, of course she couldn’t leave. He had taken all of her belongings hostage.

      


      

      “I mean it,” he said, stopping at the door. “There’s a category-one hurricane blowing outside that door. You’ll be soaked

         to the bone inside of a minute.”

      


      

      She cocked her head and heard the sound of rain beating at the windows.


      

      Good grief. The Cosmos really was against her.

      


      

      Clay wiped the condensation off the mirror and gave himself a hard look. He didn’t much like the reflection.


      

      That little gal—Wanda Jane—needed something last night, and he’d pretty much failed her. It didn’t take a rocket scientist

         to know she didn’t do illicit no-tell-motel sex on a regular basis. She had not been faking it.

      


      

      And she was way too young.


      

      God help him. He’d treated her like some kind of two-bit tramp last night, when it was obvious the girl was in some kind of

         trouble and on the run. She had only five dollars in her purse.

      


      

      Instead of helping her out, he’d put her in the place where stealing had seemed justified.


      

      He’d taken something from her last night. He had consumed her like a starving man, and he hadn’t given her anything in return,

         except maybe a momentary thrill. He’d needed the sexual release last night. He’d needed it to find the trigger point for the

         stuff he’d been holding inside for way too long.

      


      

      God, how embarrassing. He surely did hope she hadn’t heard him when he’d gotten up in the middle of the night. He’d come into

         the bathroom, taken one look at himself in the mirror, and broken down into tears. He’d cried for Uncle Pete, who was probably dying, and for Ray, whose life he had screwed up so long ago, and for the career in Nashville

         that lay in ruins. He’d turned on the shower and tried real hard not to make too much noise while he’d cried himself out like

         some kind of sissy.

      


      

      He studied his puffy eyes. He surely did owe Jane a whole lot more than the eighty bucks she’d tried to steal from him. In

         a way, she’d been a kind of therapy.

      


      

      Well, he’d make it as right as he could. He’d feed her breakfast and give her enough money to send her on her way once the

         storm blew itself out.

      


      

      Then he needed to concentrate on making a change in his life. This encounter was a warning sign, pure and simple. He needed

         to put the past behind him and start making plans for the future.

      


      

      He hung his head. He wanted a wife, not a one-night stand. He wanted commitment from a mature woman, not some stupid midlife

         tryst with a younger woman, even if she was hotter than a chili pepper. He needed to grow up. He needed to settle down. He

         needed meaning in his life.

      


      

      He needed to refocus his music career, too, but maybe that was too much to ask. Right now, he just wanted an end to that hollow

         place in the middle of his chest.

      


      

      “Today is the first day of the rest of your life,” he murmured, looking back up. “Today, you’re going to get serious about

         finding a sane, stable, mature woman to be your wife. You are going to start moving toward the future, instead of wallowing

         in the past.”

      


      

      He gave himself a hard stare. “You hear me, boy. Needy women are a weakness.”


      

   

      

      
CHAPTER 3



      

      

      The waitress at the Kountry Kitchen Dinette wore a salmon pink uniform with a white apron and a little plastic pin that identified

         her as Betty. She filled up Clayton P. Rhodes’s coffee cup and looked down at him with a sweet, unfocused gaze. He missed

         the look entirely.

      


      

      Betty didn’t give Jane anything like an adoring look. In fact, Betty inspected her the way a narrow-minded, small-town waitress

         would inspect anyone new—with a look that was one part curiosity and three parts get out of town. Jane recognized this look.

         Small-town people were not as friendly as the Hallmark Channel or Garrison Keillor made them out to be.

      


      

      “Meet Wanda Jane Coblentz,” Clay said as Betty poured coffee.


      

      “That’s Jane for short,” she said. The fiddler had insisted on calling her by both her given names, instead of the name she

         had been using for the last seven years.

      


      

      Jane had retaliated by calling him Clayton P. This annoyed him. And annoying the man was too much fun, especially since he had humiliated her this morning and proven himself

         to be a mule-headed weasel with a pessimistic streak.

      


      

      Although he was resourceful, sort of like a Boy Scout, which was a troubling thought. He’d managed to find her a bright orange plastic poncho

         in his minivan. Clayton P. apparently took the Boy Scout motto, “Be Prepared,” very seriously, since he had a veritable warehouse

         of stuff in his van, from safety flares to fishing rods. Not the kind of collection of useful items she would expect from

         a guy who looked like he was bad to the bone.

      


      

      “Howdy, Wanda Jane,” Betty said. “New in town?”


      

      Well, duh. There were no more than a couple thousand souls living in Last Chance. What were the odds that a stranger walking

         into the Kountry Kitchen for the first time was actually new to town? Probably a dead certainty.

      


      

      “Yes, I am.” She gave Betty a sweet, down-home smile, which the waitress didn’t exactly return. “I’m looking for work,” Jane

         added. “You wouldn’t happen to have a need for an experienced waitress?”

      


      

      Clayton P. Rhodes put his coffee cup down hard enough to slosh the contents. The fiddler had already made it clear that he

         intended to run her out of town as soon as the storm ended. But Jane had other ideas.

      


      

      “Sorry, we don’t have any job openings,” Betty said. “But, you know, Dottie is always looking for help.”


      

      “Dottie? As in the proprietor of Dot’s Spot?”


      

      “Yes, ma’am.” Betty did smile then, but it was phony enough to be featured on a piece of forged artwork.


      

      “You’re not working for Dottie,” Clayton P. announced as if he had a say in the matter, which he did not. Jane had decided to stay in Last Chance for a little while, because it

         looked like the kind of small town where Woody and the thugs after him would never dream of looking for her.

      


      

      “What can I get you, sugar?” Betty asked.


      

      “I’ll have the two-egg breakfast,” she said, snapping closed the menu. It cost only four dollars. Her mouth watered in anticipation,

         which was fitting because when she paid the bill she would be officially flat broke.

      


      

      No, check that, she would be officially in debt because she intended to pay Clayton P. back for the Cokes she drank last night

         and half of the motel, too. That way she could say she hadn’t sold her body for food and shelter. She wrapped her hands around

         her coffee mug and tried not to look up at him.

      


      

      “I told you,” Clayton P. said in a low voice, once Betty had departed, “I’ll give you enough money to get you wherever you

         want to go.”

      


      

      Well, of course, he didn’t mean that. She doubted if he would pay her passage on a cruise to Bermuda, although she was tempted

         to ask, just to prove her point.

      


      

      “I want to stay here,” she said.


      

      “For goodness’ sake, why? This is a dying town.”


      

      Jane looked up at him as he frowned down at her. The fluorescent lights gleamed on his dark chestnut hair. He had nice hair,

         even when he wore it slicked back into a ponytail. But last night, with it falling down around his shoulders, he had looked

         hotter than Hades. She pushed the vision of him naked out of her head.

      


      

      “If it’s so bad, why don’t you take your negatory attitude and leave?” she asked.

      


      

      “Negatory attitude?” His brow lowered, and he looked sour. “What in the Sam Hill does that mean?”

      


      

      “Dr. Goodbody says pessimism can become a habit, blinding you to the bright side of even the worst disaster. You might try

         to focus on the positive things about Last Chance instead of the negative ones. And you didn’t answer my question. If it’s

         such a terrible place, why do you stay?”

      


      

      “You didn’t answer mine.” He didn’t stop frowning.


      

      “I’m staying because I have to. It’s pretty simple. And I aim to make the best of this disaster, just like Dr. Goodbody says.”


      

      “Little gal, you don’t—”


      

      “I’m not little, and I’m not a girl, so would you please call me Jane?”


      

      He gritted his teeth. She could tell by the way the muscles jumped in his oh-so-square jaw. “You don’t have to stay here,

         Jane. I’ll—”

      


      

      “Forget it. I’m not taking your money, okay?”


      

      He blinked at her for a couple of moments. “Look, if this is about what happened last night, I—”


      

      “Well, of course it’s about what happened last night. And I think it would be best, all the way around, if we put all that

         behind us,” she said. “It was enjoyable so far as it went. But we both know it was a big mistake and dwelling on it will unleash

         lots of negative psychic energy. And at the moment, I’m trying to be positive about the future.”

      


      

      “Good. I’m glad to hear that. So when the storm blows over, I’ll stake you to some cash so you can leave Last Chance behind.

         Trust me, this is not a positive place.”

      


      

      “I’m not taking your money. I told you that already. Taking your money would make what happened last night even worse than it already is.”

      


      

      “Oh, for goodness’ sake, you tried to roll me this morning.” He leaned back in the booth, a miserable look on his face.


      

      “No, I didn’t. And it seems the only way to make that point clear is to get a job and pay you back for your expenses. That

         way I won’t have anything heavy weighing down my karma, you know?”

      


      

      “Karma?”


      

      “You know, like a spiritual scorecard. Last night, I slipped, and I—”


      

      “Honey, I owe you something for last night. And I’m sorry about this morning.” He sat there looking unhappy. She pitied him,

         but not enough to take his money. Taking his money would be a big mistake. He would get the idea he owned her or something,

         and she most definitely didn’t want him thinking that. She was independent. She could fend for herself.

      


      

      Jane reached out and touched his hand where it rested on the Formica tabletop. His skin was warm and a little rough. Touching

         him reminded her of the way he’d touched her last night, and her stomach clutched.

      


      

      She withdrew her hand. “Look, I heard you in the bathroom, and it’s okay. Whatever got to you last night, I promise I won’t

         tell anyone.”

      


      

      “You heard me?” His voice cracked in alarm.


      

      She shrugged. “I tried not to listen. Honest. But you weren’t exactly quiet about it. So anyway, the point is, you don’t owe

         me anything for last night, and you shouldn’t feel guilty about your feelings either. Like you said, it was just a case of

         runaway lust.”

      


      

      His ears got red. It was kind of sexy the way he blushed like that. Clayton P. was kind of sweet for a negative person with

         lots of emotional baggage. He must have something heavy weighing him down, since he’d gone into the bathroom and cried.
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