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      Carrie Wilson sat down at the table in the back of the diner and started filling the salt shakers. It felt good to be off her feet after hours of serving hamburgers and meatloaf specials to the truckers and other customers. Unfortunately, filling the salt shakers gave her too much time to think about everything that had happened to her.

      Waitressing wasn’t something she ever thought she would be doing. A year ago, she had been working as a receptionist in a large corporate office in Houston and taking classes to earn a business degree from the university. It wasn’t a glamorous life, but it was a good one. She had plans, a future mapped out in front of her, and dreams of one day finding a man who would love her for who she was. A man she could live the rest of her life with and have the family she had always dreamed of having.

      But then she met her dirtbag ex, Joe Nelson, and she gave up her dreams against her wishes.

      The day she first saw him, he was meeting with one of the junior associates. Joe was running a little late, yet he took the time to ask her how she was doing. He was clean-cut and looked nice in the gray business suit. With his sandy blond hair and light blue eyes, Joe had the boy next door look going for him. With his kind words and flirtation, he made her feel special.

      The next day, he stopped by the office just to ask her to have lunch with him.

      Carrie snorted as she filled the last of the salt shakers.

      If only she had known what a devil he was, she would have told him to go swimming with the sharks in the gulf, but he kept that side hidden until after she moved in with him.

      Either way, going out with him was a stupid mistake on her part, but she believed he loved her, especially after he asked her to marry him and introduced her to his father.

      But as the weeks passed, everything changed.

      First, he complained that she wasn’t spending enough time with him or taking care of his needs. Then, he insisted she quit her job because, as his wife, what she did reflected on him, and he couldn’t have her working as a lowly receptionist. He told her he would get her a job at his father’s company, but he never did. Every time she mentioned the job, he made an excuse. It wasn’t the right time, or his father had gone out of town.

      Without the income from her job, she couldn’t pay for college, and Joe refused to pay for it, saying he wasn’t wasting his money on a bunch of worthless classes. She could have gotten school loans to pay for the classes, but she didn’t want the debt hanging over her. So, she ended up dropping out at the end of the semester.

      All those things should have been flashing warning signs, but she was blinded by what she thought was love. She made all the changes to please him but was slowly losing herself.

      The night of their engagement party, her eyes opened, and she saw the real Joe Nelson.

      The restaurant Joe picked was the most expensive one in town. Carrie had read the reviews about the chef and was excited about eating there.

      Before they left the apartment, Joe made several nasty comments about her dress being too tight. He insisted she change to something more suitable for her weight, but she refused. The dress wasn’t tight. It showed off her curves, which she thought he liked.

      Having not gotten his way, Joe pouted the entire drive to the restaurant.

      Once there, he ignored her as he drank and joked with his friends. When the waiter came to take their orders, before she could tell him what she wanted, Joe ordered a dinner salad without the dressing for her.

      “That’s not what I wanted,” she told him. “I can order my meals.”

      Joe sneered at her. “Obviously not, or you wouldn’t look so fat. You need to lose about thirty pounds so you will fit into the wedding dress I picked out for you.”

      “I already have my wedding dress ordered.”

      “I saw the wedding dress you picked out. You don’t have a clue about fashion. So, I canceled your order and placed an order for a dress in a style more suitable for your new station as my wife, but you’re going to lose at least thirty pounds before the wedding, or there won’t be a wedding.” Joe raised his whiskey glass to his friends, who were snickering.

      “There’s nothing wrong with my weight.” Carrie knew her face was red with embarrassment.

      “I don’t want wedding pictures of a fat bride in the newspaper or on my mantle.” His comment caused all his friends to laugh.

      Carrie remembered staring at Joe and his friends. Their masks were off, and she didn’t like the people she saw, and Carrie didn’t like the person she was changing into just to please Joe.

      The sad part was that the Joe she thought she knew didn’t exist.

      He didn’t love her and probably never had. She wasn’t even sure he had felt anything toward her.

      And to be honest, she felt nothing for him, especially not love. She had been fascinated with him and had let that and her loneliness dictate her actions.

      Joe didn’t want the things she wanted, nor did he value the things she valued. There were too many differences between them.

      How could she have been so blind?

      All Joe wanted was a woman he could control. Independent thoughts were not wanted. He just wanted to hear what he had told her to say. Carrie realized this was not a relationship she wanted.

      When she tried to leave him, she found out just how much of a control freak Joe was. It took her almost two months and several attempts, but she escaped.

      Carrie opened the last of the salt shakers and filled them. Working in a truck stop diner wasn’t what she wanted to do. Heck, it was the last thing she envisioned herself doing, but it was a job. It gave her a chance to put a little money back into her almost depleted emergency fund.

      She snorted.

      Emergency fund was what it was almost eighteen months ago before she met Joe Nelson. Now, it was her only means of existence.

      The vibration of the phone in her pocket caused her to jump.

      She glanced around, making sure Morris, her boss, wasn’t watching. She pulled the phone out and looked at it.

      Her mother.

      The woman refused to give up.

      The phone stopped vibrating. Carrie sighed, relieved that she didn’t get a voicemail notification. She started to slip it back into her pocket when the screen lit up, notifying her of a new text message.

      She closed her eyes and counted to ten; then she tapped in her code and opened the message.

      
        
          
            
              
        When are you going to stop this childish behavior? Come home and marry Joe. He’s worried about you.

      

      

      

      

      

      Carrie rolled her eyes at her mother’s text. There was no way she was answering her mother or going back to Joe. She deleted the message and put her phone back into her pocket. Maybe her mom would get the hint. Though, probably not.

      “Not good news?” Maggie, one of the waitresses, slid into the seat across from her.

      Carrie flashed her a quick smile. “The same message I’ve been getting for a couple of months now.”

      “You’re not going to answer it?” asked Maggie as she raised an eyebrow.

      Carrie shook her head. “No point answering it, because it says the same thing that it did yesterday and the day before, because my mother refuses to listen to anything but what she wants to hear. If I could afford it, I would get a new number.”

      “But you should talk to your mother.”

      “Shirley has never been a mother to me. She’s the woman who gave birth to me.” Carrie shrugged as she put the lid back on the large container of salt. “The only times she acted like a mother was when there was some sort of benefit for her. During my teens, she would disappear for weeks at a time only to crawl back home with a new sleazy boyfriend she had found under some rock and expect me to be nice no matter how bad the jerk creeped me out or made my skin crawl.”

      Maggie made a noise that sounded like a growl. “I’ll never understand how human—some mothers could abandon their children, or subject them to harm.”

      “I would have been better off if she had abandoned me instead of clinging to me like I was some source of money for her, but I guess with all the welfare stuff, I was her money source. Without me, she wouldn’t have had anything. I don’t even think she ever worked a day in her life.”

      “Parents are not supposed to treat their children like that. Children are a gift to be cherished.”

      Carrie gave Maggie a weak smile. “The good thing is I’m nothing like my mother. I want to work and pay my way. I want a home that is warm, safe, and filled with love. I want children to love, nourish, and protect them. You know—a family. Maybe one day I’ll find the right man who will want the same things.”

      “If you want to find that man, then you have to go out and meet men.” The older woman smiled at her.

      “I don’t think a bar is a good place to meet a man.” Carrie wrinkled her nose. She had done the bar scene in her early twenties, and it wasn’t for her.

      “But the Starlight Bar isn’t just a bar. They’re also a small diner. It’s family-owned and operated. Quite a few of the eligible men go there to eat and socialize. The man you’re looking for just might be there.” Maggie’s eyes seemed to almost glow.

      Carrie looked away. She didn’t want Maggie to think she was staring at her. It wasn’t the first time she had noticed the strange glow in her eyes, and it wasn’t just Maggie. The eyes of the two younger waitresses and a few of the customers sometimes glowed. Something was different about some of the people who Starr, but it didn’t bother her. She didn’t ask questions either. She figured if they wanted her to know, they would tell her. “Getting involved with someone right now isn’t a good idea.”

      “But maybe it’s what you need.” The bell over the door jingled, and Maggie stood. “Give it a chance. You might find everything you’ve been looking for and more.”

      “I’ll think about it.” For the past month, May and Laurie, the two waitresses and couple of years younger than her, kept asking her to go out with them, but Carrie always came up with an excuse why she couldn’t go.

      Maybe going out and having some fun wouldn’t be a bad idea. Carrie shouldn’t be hiding away from life. She was too young. Plus, Maggie was right. How was she going to meet someone if she didn’t go to where the eligible men hung out? Besides, going to the bar didn’t mean she was hunting for a man.

      “That’s a start,” said Maggie.

      Carrie watched the older woman pull an order pad and pen out of her uniform pocket as she greeted the new customer. She knew Maggie was right. If she wanted a husband and children, she needed to go out and meet people. Hiding away was only destroying her soul and self-confidence a little more each day. She needed to reclaim everything she had allowed Joe to take from her, but first, Carrie needed to put all the salt shakers back on the tables, and then tackle all the other nightly tasks on her list before she could clock out so she could go home.
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        * * *

      

      Carrie pulled her timecard out of the metal rack hanging and slipped it into the slot at the top of the clock. A loud pop echoed through the back room. She pulled the card out and put it back into the rack.

      She rolled her shoulders. Not only was she tired, but her muscles were stiffening too. She didn’t think she would ever get used to the physical side of waitressing. The hours on her feet, and the constant lifting and carrying of heavy plates of food without spilling anything, were complete torture. She did not know how Maggie and the others carried twice as many dishes.

      After this, she would never have a problem leaving a tip. Waitresses worked too hard for too little pay.

      “Hey, Carrie, how was your shift?” asked Laurie as she punched out.

      “Other than the enormous family at lunch who left a gigantic mess and no tip, it wasn’t too bad. But I don’t think I’ll ever be able to carry as many plates as you and the others do.”

      “It just takes practice. You’ll get the hang of it. By the way, what are you doing this evening?” asked Laurie as she put her timecard back into the metal rack.

      “I don’t have any plans.” Carrie wondered if this was her chance to start steps toward changing her life.

      “Mae and I are going to the Starlight for a few drinks and some dancing.”

      Mae walked up behind Laurie. She reached around the woman and punched out. “We know you always say no when we ask you to go out with us, but we thought we would ask.”

      Carrie felt her cheeks warm at the reminder of the excuses she had used to keep from going out with them. “Going out tonight sounds like a lot of fun.” She smiled. “How about I meet you at the Starlight Bar in about an hour? I want to go home and change out of this lovely uniform first.”

      “You’re not joking?” Mae’s question ended in a grunt. She turned and glared at Laurie. “Keep your elbows to yourself.”

      “Then don’t be rude.”

      “And how was I rude?”

      “Carrie said she would meet us at the Starlight, and you asked her if she was joking. Rude!” Laurie rolled her eyes. “I wonder about you and your lack of a mouth filter.”

      “But she never says yes.”

      Laurie shook her head. “Ignore Mae. I think she was dropped more than a few times and landed on her head when she was a pup—a baby. We’ll see you in an hour at the Starlight.” She forced Mae to turn around and pushed her out of the back room.

      Carrie pinched the bridge of her nose. They’re crazy. Why did I agree to go out with them? She sighed. There wasn’t a need to answer the question. She just had to follow through with her decision.

      She trailed after Mae and Laurie until she was out of the building. Once outside, she veered left and walked across the parking lot to where she had parked her old sedan under a light. It wasn’t a fancy new car with all the latest gadgets, but it was reliable, and that was all that mattered.
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        * * *

      

      Twenty minutes later, Carrie stared at the clothes hanging in her closet and sighed. Her wardrobe was pathetic. She couldn’t even call it a wardrobe. What little she had hanging in the closet was all she had left of the clothes she used to have before she moved in with Joe.

      Over the few months she lived with him, her clothes either disappeared out of her closet, or she found them in odd places and damaged beyond repair.

      At first, she wasn’t sure what was happening, but after Joe started criticizing her clothes and the way she dressed, she suspected he was the culprit.

      When she ran, she grabbed everything that remained of her original clothes. She left all the horrid things Joe bought for her to wear so she would fit into his idea of what she should look like in his world.

      The clothes she had were not new or stylish, but they were serviceable. She needed to replace a few things, but it was something she kept putting off because it meant more stuff to carry when she had to move again. Plus, she didn’t have the extra money to waste, even on items she needed.

      But now, she wished she had a better pair of jeans and a cute, more stylish sweater to wear. Nothing fancy. Just not something out of the men’s section.

      Maybe I shouldn’t go. I could say something came up. It’s not like they’re expecting me to take them up on the invitation.

      Carrie’s shoulders sagged. She hated lying. Besides, she sucked at it.

      Unfortunately, in the past few months, she was forced to lie just to keep herself safe. She didn’t think Joe the Horse’s Butt was following her, but someone was.

      She didn’t have any proof. It was her instincts that said someone was there. Fear kept her moving even though she was tired of it.

      She wanted her life back — the life she had before Creepazoid Joe came and turned her into a brainless, zombie girlfriend.

      Carrie pulled out her best pair of jeans, meaning they weren’t stained, and a white cable-knit sweater. It was a couple of sizes too big, but it was warm and long enough to cover her large rear. The days were growing warmer, yet the nights were still cold.

      She glanced at her phone.

      Yelp. She was running late.

      She dressed and pulled on her hiking boots over a pair of thick socks. With a quick coat of black mascara on her eyelashes and a dab of lip gloss on her lips, she grabbed her phone, wallet, and keys, and ran around the house, making sure each window was locked. Finishing the windows, she checked the back door.

      With another glance at the time on her phone, she walked out of the house, pausing just long enough to lock the front door.
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        * * *

      

      The parking lot at the Starlight Bar was packed with cars. It took her several minutes before she found a parking spot. Mae and Laurie would just have to be okay with her being late. At least she was there, and that alone was a massive step for her.

      Music from a live band drifted across the parking lot. Carrie smiled. Dancing would be fun. Joe hated dancing and had told her there was no way he was going to do it.

      Carrie shook her head.

      No more thoughts about him and his problems, she told herself.

      This was her time—time to reclaim herself and to have some fun.

      With purpose, she sauntered across the parking lot and up to the entrance. At the front door, her confidence faltered. What if? Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea. A hand reached around her and opened the door. Carrie gasped as she took a step backward into a solid wall of muscle.

      “I didn’t mean to frighten you. I figured you needed some help with the door.” The owner of the voice put a hand on her shoulder to keep her from falling.

      Carrie stepped away from the person. The hand left her shoulder. She turned and stared at a man’s chest—a rather broad chest. Her mouth dropped open as she looked up. The man standing next to her could be a linebacker for any pro football team. Several tattoos peeked out from the collar of his shirt.

      His beard almost hid the scar on his right cheek. Instead of taking away from his rugged good looks, it added an extra layer to them. His soft brown eyes reflected the concern in his words.

      Carrie realized her mouth was hanging open and closed it.

      “Are you okay?” asked the large man.

      She nodded. “I didn’t mean to block the doorway or bump into you.”

      He shrugged. “You didn’t hurt me. By the way, I’m Moose. Moose Bennett.” He held out a hand to her.

      “Carrie Wilson,” she said, shaking his hand. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      Moose smiled. “Are you here alone, or are you meeting someone?”
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