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Thank you for joining me in telling the story of Jo Bromley. I hope you enjoyed her story as much as I did recounting it. If you liked the book and have a minute to spare, I would appreciate a brief review on the page or site where you purchased it. Reviews from readers like you make a significant difference in helping new readers discover stories like Third Time’s the Charm. Your help in spreading the word is greatly appreciated.

Thank you!

Robyn C Rye

––––––––
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robyncrye.author@gmail.com
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Chapter One
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Loud music drowned out conversation, although few people were interested in chatting. The beat of the music thumped through Jo’s brain, and she gritted her teeth against the vibration. Lights flashed on and off. The dance floor was filled with groups of girls dressed in skimpy clothes. Occasionally, a couple danced into view, but they weren’t dancing as much as they made out to be on the dance floor. What the hell am I doing here? she wondered. Once again, her workmates had played her for a sucker. The girls at work had a girls’ night out, and as Jo wasn’t a big drinker, she had offered to act as the designated driver. 

The night had started well, with the group seated together at tables, chatting, laughing, and drinking. For the first time in her working life, she felt like a member of this exclusive group. After their first few drinks, her bubble burst when the girls wandered off, searching for male companions. Jo watched in despair as girl after girl hooked up with a male partner. The girls in her group, who hadn’t found a partner, moved onto the dance floor to dance together.

Jo’s head was pounding. The club was hot, and she could feel perspiration trickle down her back and pool under her arms. The excess weight she carried meant that she always felt warm, and in this room crowded with feverish bodies and inadequate air conditioning, it felt like a sauna. She had dressed in a conservative outfit tonight, but nothing looked great when she weighed one hundred and twenty kilos. She cursed herself for being a fool, realising she shouldn’t have come. Now, it was apparent that these women were not real friends, and they had used her as their taxi home, whenever that might be. Did she have to keep up her part of the bargain, considering the friends who were supposed to hang out together had not upheld their end of the deal?

As she looked around, trying to make eye contact with one woman from work, Jo noticed a group of men huddled at a table halfway across the room. Now and then, a man would look over his shoulder and snigger. Gales of laughter followed, and Jo had a good idea of what would come. Her thought proved correct when a man rose and walked towards her. He was an impressive specimen of a man. His designer jeans hugged him tightly, and his crew-neck shirt moulded muscles that had probably taken hours at the gym to perfect. Sandy brown hair, styled to display his abundant locks best, topped off a perfect face, all chiselled cheeks and square jaw. This man was way out of Jo’s league, and his approach must have been because one of his friends dared him to chat her up. She had been the butt of cruel jokes before; she recognised that her excessive weight was always why men thought she was fair game.

“May I sit here?” he asked politely.

Jo scrutinised him. “This is obviously of enormous amusement to your friends. Please don’t insult my intelligence by pretending to be interested in me. Tell your mates you asked me for a date or whatever their dare was, and leave me in peace.”

The man pressed his hand dramatically against his heart. 

“You wound me! I would never be so callous as to make you the butt of a joke. I wanted to chat with you to see why you are sitting alone and not dancing with your friends.”

“I was stupid enough to offer to act as the designated driver, and the others aren’t friends, more work colleagues.”

“I should introduce myself. I’m Chase Donaldson, and I work as a sales agent at a BMW dealer in the city.”

“My name is Josephine Bromley, and I work in town as a manager at a PR firm.”

“There, that wasn’t too hard, was it?”

“Chase, you appear to be a good man. Why don’t you chat up one of the other girls more susceptible to your charms? Surely you must have won your bet by now?!”

“Josephine, you are such a doubter. I am not in the middle of a wager and have no dubious motives. Why don’t we chat and see where it goes?”

Jo looked beyond Chase’s shoulder; his mates were still glancing over their shoulders and sniggering.

“Have a look at your buddies. Their sniggering and covert looks suggest you have some mean prank to pull on me. Your motives aren’t without purpose.”

While she had been talking with Chase, her workmates had noticed the exchange and drifted over. Suzanne, a blond, tall, and voluptuous woman, sidled up to Chase.     “Hi, honey. Jo is a bit uptight, but I could give you a good time. Do you want to dance with me?”

Jo knew how this would go; Chase would thank her for the chat and disappear with Suzanne for the rest of the night.

Chase raked his gaze over Suzanne’s breasts and down her waist, paused at her crotch, and slid down her legs. He said, “Thanks for the offer, but we are okay here.” Jo nearly passed out in surprise. Suzanne’s open mouth and wide eyes attested to her feelings at being turned down. She stomped around and then stalked away from the table. Chase laughed out loud.

“I don’t think she gets many knockbacks. It’ll do her good.”

Jo shook her head in amazement. 

“You just turned down Suzanne to sit and talk to me. Are you gay?”

His loud barking laugh startled her.

“You don’t pull any punches, do you? No, I am not gay, but I don’t need sloppy seconds from some woman who’s had her back against a wall out the back and her dress up around her waist.”  

“If you didn’t come to hook up, why did you come here tonight?”

“Well, my friends decided we’ve worked hard all week and needed a break. Speaking of my friends, I should go back and join them. I’ve enjoyed talking to you. Can I call you?”

His question bewildered Jo. “If you walk back to your friends and they all burst out laughing, I will dump the contents of my water jug on you. Do you understand?”

Chase grinned at her, and butterflies took flight in her stomach; a flush spread up her neck and over her face. She ducked her head. Chase placed a finger under her chin and lifted her face. 

“That blush is cute; don’t hide it from me. Now, Josephine, hand me your phone so I can put my number in it and here’s my phone; please put your name in the contacts list.”

Once Chase had the number, he handed her the phone and returned to sit with his friends. Jo looked over once or twice, and the mates weren’t laughing. She caught Chase’s eye at one stage, and he winked at her, sending the blush straight back up her neck to cover her face.

Eventually, her workmates called it a night, and the group departed. Suzanne, who was more than a little inebriated, sneered at her in the car. 

“Think you’re smart snagging a hottie tonight? He may have wanted to chat this evening, but he is way out of your league. You’d best forget him; guys like that don’t go out with fat chicks like you.”

Jo knew this to be correct, but she wanted to believe that this was real for once.

When the phone rang early the next day, Jo considered leaving it to voicemail. She was already running late for work; she didn’t have time to talk to random marketers or charities begging for funds. With the shrill ring of her phone again, she double-backed and answered the call.

“Hello.”

“Josephine? It’s Chase here. Can you talk?”

“Ah, good morning, Chase. I’m running late, so I have little time to talk. Why don’t you ring me back in an hour?”

“No need to ring back; meet me at Stratford’s for coffee at five-thirty?”

Jo laughed. “Sure, see you then.”

As she drove to work, Jo was happy. This sexy, agreeable man had just asked her to meet him for coffee. She tried to concentrate on her new customer information at work, but found that Chase’s handsome face kept intruding. What if this was a joke? He had asked her to meet him, but would he show up? What if she arrived and he failed to appear? Doubts swirled through her head as her work required less time and concentration. Jo came up with a solution to her problem. She didn’t want to sit at the cafe for hours waiting for a no-show. She could ask him if he was at the coffee shop if she arrived late. That way, she wouldn’t need to put up with pitying looks from the servers when he left her stranded.

Before leaving work, Jo ran to the restroom to check her appearance. She headed for the car park with her hair smoothed down and a layer of gloss on her lips. The traffic, as always, was bumper to bumper until she cleared the main thoroughfare and drove along the side streets that led to the cafe. Once she parked, excitement and dread consumed Jo. Would Chase arrive, or would he stand her up?

With nerves racing, she stood outside the cafe to look through the window. Chase was not in the room. She backed away, waiting for five minutes before calling him. As she stood under the porch of a shop across the street, she saw Chase and an attractive blonde walk towards the café's door. The woman reached up and kissed Chase. He pulled her in close and closed his hand over her butt. She laughed and pushed his hand away, and then they parted; he went into the café, and she walked further along the street to the shops.

After witnessing the kiss between Chase and his girlfriend, Jo did not intend to participate in their scam. She dialled her phone and watched as Chase answered his phone through the window.  

“Josephine, where are you? I’m waiting for you at the café.”

“Sorry, Chase, something has come up. I’ll have to cancel.”

“Great, I cleared my calendar so we could get together, and now I’m at a loose end.”

“I’m sure you’ll catch up with your girlfriend if you hurry. After that passionate kiss, I’m sure she’s ready for more.” 

Chase's response was a string of profanities, and the phone went dead.

Jo headed towards her car, feeling like a fool. Why had she believed Chase would pay attention to her? He had a girlfriend, and the woman was a model, thin and attractive. Jo was glad she hadn’t shared the excitement of meeting Chase with anyone else; at least she didn’t need the false sympathy that would have flowed her way.

Burdened with fast food bags, Jo made her way home. There was no point in hanging around downtown now that she had cancelled the coffee date. Food had always been her consolation. As a child, she was shy around strangers, so she gravitated to the food tables at parties and functions. How much socialising could you do with your mouth full? The habit stuck, and while the shyness disappeared, the comfort eating remained entrenched.

Curled on her couch, she crammed food into her mouth as her mind focused on the latest reality TV show. People either loved or loathed reality shows; Jo loved them. The shows allow you to live vicariously through others when you have no life. She wished she were game enough to audition for a show, but knew her self-consciousness in public would prevent her from being chosen. The performances were for ratings, and reserved, fat people didn’t appeal to an audience.

Lying in bed that night, Jo felt desolate. Her sobs had caused her a headache. When she got out of bed to find painkillers, the bathroom mirror revealed a woman with blotchy skin, red eyes, and rolls of loose fat. Self-pity was not an emotion that Jo allowed herself to experience often, but tonight, after Chase’s dishonesty, she thought she deserved to indulge in it.
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Chapter Two
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The following day, Jo dragged herself to work. Her depression of the day before lingered, and she was abrupt with her workmates. Shortly after her morning tea break, the office lady came into her cubicle carrying an enormous bouquet.

“These are for you,” she said with disapproval. “I don’t think it’s professional to have men sending flowers to a work environment.”

Jo laughed. “How do you know they are from a man? I have been here for over five years and have never received a parcel at work. I’m certain you can overlook this one-time gift.”

Extending her hand, Jo reached for the bouquet. She had a niggling idea of who it was from, but had no intention of opening the sealed envelope until the nosy woman left. Seated in her chair, she stared at the secretary. With a huff, the woman glared and then turned and left.

Jo pulled the envelope apart and read the folded note with trembling fingers.

‘Josephine, I’m sorry about yesterday. I know the kiss looked bad, but Kelly and I are long-time friends, and she took me by surprise. My unfortunate response was automatic. Please give me another chance to get to know you. Chase.’

Jo left the phone call she needed to make until after work, not wanting to seem too eager. The flowers were a gracious gesture, but could she trust him? Nothing would change if she gave him another chance to get to know her; if it didn’t work, she would still be alone. They agreed to meet at a different venue. Jo hurried towards the alternative meeting place; her heartbeat thudded at the same pace as her feet. Chase’s apology sounded genuine, and she anticipated the meeting with hope. Jo scanned the room when she walked through the door, looking for Chase. As she approached the table, he stood, and her heart raced. He leaned forward to kiss her cheek. His gesture surprised Jo, but she looked composed, apart from a flush on her face.

“The other day was a mistake. Kelly tried to tease me, and her tactic worked, but we’ve known each other too long for it to go anywhere. Can you forgive me?”

“When I saw you in a passionate embrace right outside the coffee shop where we were to meet, I was angry with myself for thinking you liked me.”

“I like you and want to get to know you. You have an inquiring mind and pull no punches; that’s refreshing to a bloke like me.”

“What type of bloke are you?”

“The kind that wears nice suits, drives a nice car, and looks okay. Girls only notice those things, and they believe I can fulfil their dream of a wealthy husband and a big house. Despite what others think, I’m not rich and don’t enjoy women constantly trying to chat me up. Your friend the other night gave me the come-on that I always get. Is it wrong to want to be on good terms with someone before it goes further?”

Jo shook her head. How did you doubt a guy who appeared so apologetic? His version of events might be the truth, as she had never had a sexual response to anyone, so what would she know? 

“I guess getting to know someone is the right way to start. If you’re willing, we could spend time together.”

“This is all new for me, Chase. I won’t play games because I don’t know how to be flirtatious. You will think I’m naïve, but I have done little socialising with men.”

The smile he flashed at her warmed her blood and started her heart pounding. As they sipped their coffee, they chatted about public events and shared interests. Jo found Chase an excellent conversationalist, and the time together flew by. Chase suggested they meet for lunch in a few days, and she agreed. She felt overjoyed. This man might be Mr Right, and even if he wasn’t, she intended to enjoy whatever time they had together.

The best time of Jo’s life occurred over the following months. Chase wined and dined her in an old-fashioned way, and she wore a glow of happiness for all to see. The couple visited secluded restaurants and local tourist attractions she had never explored. The joy dimmed a little when she wondered why Chase never took her to restaurants and bars in the city. They had never met someone they knew on a date, and Jo wondered if Chase had deliberately chosen these places so that no one would see him in public with her. Sometimes, she would catch Chase following other women with his eyes and agonise over the meaning. Did all men, while out with their girlfriends, watch other women? Was this a man thing, or should his roving eye worry her? Jo wished she had a handbook on relationships; she was a novice and worried about making mistakes.

Chase and Jo spent three or four days a week together, but his busy work schedule sometimes interrupted their nights, and he would apologise and leave her to finish her meal alone. She could understand night call-outs if he were a doctor, but she doubted his excuses were valid as a car dealer. Who bought a car at night when the dealership closed at five o’clock? It crossed her mind to follow him one night and see where he went. Was he meeting his mates or another woman? Whatever the reason, his abandonment of her was unsatisfactory, and she intended to bring it to a stop should the relationship become more serious.

Jo had read enough romance novels to know that when the hero kissed the heroine, it rendered her incoherent. Authors wrote volumes about heat spreading through the woman’s body and her inability to form rational thoughts. The problem with these descriptions was that the hero devoured the heroine
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