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      To those that deserve a second chance and those that give them.

      When you find the strength to trust and to stand your ground, nothing can stop you.

      

      No one has the right to take your light.
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      "The only time a young lady should wear black is at a funeral."

      That was what her mama had always told her growing up.

      "Constance, you are sunshine, and don't you forget it."

      No, that had been Mama. She was sunshine. She had a way of making everyone laugh. This way of brightening a room…

      So why was it raining on the day of Mama's funeral? This wasn't what she deserved.

      Constance hugged herself, her tears lost to the rain that drenched her. Her dress stuck to her body like a second skin. She didn't feel the cold as she grabbed a handful of the muddy dirt and sprinkled it over her mama's grave.

      Her fingers were numb, the mud like ice against her skin.

      Why couldn't she have more time? She needed more time.

      "No, don't you fret, Constance." Her mother had laughed. "I'll still be with you when you go off and make it big in the big city. Don't you worry about us."

      But she had everything to worry about.

      Constance looked up through the loose, wet strands of her hair as she stood to the side, watching as half of her small town followed her lead. This wasn't right. Not the solemn faces, the sadness. This wasn't what Mama would have wanted.

      Her father’s feet faltered as he stepped out of line, his face like stone.

      Constance tensed, her feet twitching to go to him if he really fell.

      Why did she have to be the one to leave? Mama was supposed to be there for her no matter what. That urge to turn and run to her mama's favorite place was crawling up her spine. The need was so great that she wasn't sure if she was shivering from the cold or want.

      It wasn't fair.

      The rain stopped pelting her, making her look up to see a black umbrella above her, a strong tattooed arm holding it up.

      "I wish it was good to see you again, Constance," a dark voice rumbled.

      She turned to those same familiar green eyes that she had grown up with, that she had once loved more than anything.

      She sucked in a breath; now wasn't the time for her body to react to old memories.

      She looked back at her mama's grave. She didn't deserve him back. The only thing that mattered, right now, was keeping her promise to mama.

      She hugged herself tightly, watching the black casket being covered in the wet earth.

      If it hadn't been for Mama's declining health, she wouldn't have come back.
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      "I miss you."

      Constance looked up at the pink clouds. The day was ending, but she wasn't ready to leave. Not yet.

      There was a chill in the air, and her thin cardigan was unable to keep the wind at bay.

      She curled her legs to her chest, her long sundress blanketing her as she nuzzled her chin into her knees.

      She would need to leave soon if she was going to make it to work on time.

      She shifted her eyes to the flowers surrounding her in the field. The large white petals of the bloodroots swayed in the slight breeze.

      In the summer, this field was full of brightly colored flowers, including bluebells, black-eyed Susans, and milkweeds.

      It was her mama's favorite place in Bluebell, Georgia, to be. Surrounded by the bright colors and beautiful aromas. It was her safe place, and it had become Constance's too.

      "It's been eight months," Constance whispered. "Eight months of you gone. I don't like it. I want you back. I can't do this alone." She turned her head to the side and started to rock herself, her bare feet pressing into the dirt and grass. "Dad's getting worse. I promised that I would look after him, but it… It’s hard to do. Especially when he's…"

      She sucked in a breath, holding herself tighter. It wouldn’t do any good. Her mama didn't need to worry. Constance was going to keep the promise to her. She had to. It was her mama’s dying wish.

      It wasn't her mama's fault that Constance and her father never saw eye to eye. He had always wanted a son, but after they had Constance, Mama was unable to have any more children. Her father was stuck with her.

      The disappointment.

      The tears burned her eyes as she willed them to stay where they were. Crying wouldn’t do any good.

      A cloud glided over the sun, cooling the air for a moment, making her shiver. She should go. Work wouldn't like her being late. She would be back tomorrow.

      She stood, grabbed her bag and sandals, and walked towards the road. It was going to take at least an hour to walk into town.

      It was peaceful. No one bothered her; just let her walk.

      They didn't truly understand her. Most of the town saw her as a deserter, having been gone for six years in Atlanta. She was supposed to return as a successful college graduate with a prestigious degree. That had been what she had set out to do. To make something of herself that both her parents could have been proud of.

      Too bad that dream ended after her first year of college, and then it was just trying to scrape by and afford her apartment and food.

      She sighed as she focused on the feel of the grass tickling her feet. She ignored the slight cold of the dirt beneath her.

      Constance looked down the long dirt road as she stepped out of the field, her dress billowing gently in the wind. She knew what lay at the end, and she knew that she would never be welcome there again at the O’Malley Ranch. She burned that connection to the ground six years ago.

      But it was for his own good, even if he didn't see it that way.

      She hugged herself, her sandals bouncing in her hand. She hummed to herself as she walked towards town.

      Constance needed to focus on getting through her shift and then making it home. She just hoped that her father wouldn't be too bad tonight.

      The sound of tires on gravel had her turning slightly to see a truck moving along the dirt road.

      She sighed as she turned back around. It wasn't anything for her to worry about.
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      Boone's hands tightened on the stirring wheel. He shouldn't fucking care. He shouldn't care that she wasn't wearing the right clothes for February in Georgia. He shouldn't care that she was walking barefoot over jagged rocks and could cut herself.

      She left six years ago without a word; clearly, he had meant nothing to her.

      Boone gritted his teeth as he drove closer. He knew it was Constance from a mile away. She was always at that damn field, sitting amongst the flowers like she used to do with her mama. It was when he had first met her. They were six. His mama and he were going for a walk and came across them in the field. He had instantly had a crush on Constance and that beautiful smile she had always worn. The brightness that emanated from her was breathtaking.

      Boone shook his head. It was over. There was nothing left for them.

      The last time he had spoken to her was at her mama's funeral eight months ago. He didn't know what he was doing until he was holding the umbrella over her to stop the rain from soaking her further. She was so numb, it nearly broke him to see.

      He moved past her, his body tensing.

      His mama would have his hide if she found out that he left Constance on the side of the road this close to dusk. But he didn't know what he would do if he had her in his truck alone.

      Dammit, now he sounded like a damn serial killer.

      Boone swore under his breath as Constance jerked in the rearview mirror, picking up her foot.

      "Fuck," he growled. "Next time, Cash can go into town for the supplies."

      He reefed the truck to the side of the road and shoved his door open harder than he meant to.

      Constance had stopped, her eyes wide as she looked through the plume of dust, her full lips parted in surprise.

      Boone stepped towards her, jerking to a stop as the look of surprise turned to fear as she staggered back.

      He stepped back, leaning against the back of his truck, his arms crossed over his chest.

      Constance shifted her weight from foot to foot as she fumbled with her cardigan.

      He tried to relax the tension between his shoulder blades and the scowl he knew was on his face.

      Constance looked down at her feet. He arched an eyebrow. He'd never known her to be so damn timid.

      "Constance." He grunted.

      She jumped, her eyes snapping up to meet his. She sucked in a breath.

      His body heated at the sight of her. She had grown into her curves. He couldn’t stop himself from fully taking her in. The way the sundress hugged her waist and flared out around her perfect hips. The golden strands of hair curled slightly around her face. She never wore a lot of makeup, but he could see there was some. She looked good.

      He wasn’t sure what he expected or wanted. Maybe if she looked like she was struggling, it would have made him feel better about the fact that she up and left without a word. Not even her mama would tell him why she left like that. No one did.

      "H-hi," she said, a small smile on her face that didn't reach her eyes. "You didn't need to stop. I was just leaving and heading to work."

      "Really?" He said. "You didn't think I needed to stop and find out why the hell you’re out on your own, walking barefoot on the side of the road? Especially in an area where a bear has been spotted."

      Constance flinched, her smile faltering. "All the more reason to keep moving, then. I-I'll see you… Bye, Boone."

      She hugged herself as she tried to scurry past him. He should have let her leave, but his arm was moving before he could stop himself. Any other time, he had complete control over himself and his emotions, but not when it came to the woman in front of him.

      Even now, his cock was hard just smelling the vanilla raspberry lotion that she always wore. Remembering the days of having her curled in his arms as the rain dribbled over his truck's window.

      Constance sucked in a breath as he gently held her arm, stopping her.

      "Get in the truck."

      He flinched internally. Shit, he sounded like an ass.

      "I'm fine. I can walk. It's not that far into town."

      "Constance, it's a fucking hour walk. Christ, woman. Just get in the damn truck."

      Constance's face paled, her eyes growing distant before she nodded slowly.

      "O-okay."

      Boone let her walk around the truck, his eyes on the trees on the other side of the road.

      Someone needed to give him patience. She left. She ended things, but that didn't mean he needed to be an asshole.

      The idea of her fearing him left him feeling sick.

      He waited until he heard her door close before going to his and lifting himself into his seat.

      Constance's head was turned to face her window, her hands gripping her dress tightly.

      Shit.

      Boone pulled out on the road, letting the rumble of his truck fill the silence.

      His eyes flicked to her over and over again.

      "I'm sorry," he finally said. "About your mama. She was a good woman."

      Constance nodded, still not looking at him. "She was the best."

      Boone clenched his jaw. She wasn't looking at him; her voice was void of emotion. He knew that people could change a lot in six years, but Constance was always smiling, her eyes filled with life.

      He glanced over at her, seeing the dark bags under her eyes. Damn, she looked like she had lost weight, too.

      He shifted his gaze back to the road.

      "How's your old man?" He asked, shifting in his seat. "He hasn't been in town sin–"

      "He's fine," she said, her head turning slightly. "He's doing fine. Doesn't like to leave the house much anymore."

      Boone watched as her hands shook, her grip on her dress tightening.

      He nodded. "It's got to be hard on him with her gone."

      Constance grimaced, her voice barely over a whisper. "He's… trying. In his own way."

      Now if he only believed her on that. But he shouldn't care. He didn't understand why he was still hung up on her.

      He was broken-hearted for a while after she left. It got to the point that his family was worried about him, but he got over her.

      Or at least he thought he had.

      "Mama…" Constance cleared her throat. "Mama told me towards the end that you went to visit her often. Kept her company." She looked down at her lap. "I don't exactly have any right, but thank you. It was nice to know that she wasn't lonely."

      His heart skipped a beat at the genuine smile on her face.

      "You're right, you don't need to thank me." He grunted.

      She flinched, her body going rigid.

      Boone sighed. "It's a small town. We look after each other."

      "R-right."

      Fuck. He hadn’t been sure what their reunion was going to look like, but this wasn't it. He thought he would tell her off. Tell her how much it had hurt for her to walk away like she did, but no, here he was giving her a lift into town.

      "Also, you shouldn't be walking barefoot on the side of the road. You could have cut yourself."

      Her eyes widened as she flicked her gaze up to him for a moment. "Oh, I've always walked barefoot. I like the feel of the grass under my feet. Mama and I used to do it all the time."

      "There could have been glass on the side of the road."

      Constance sighed. "I was looking down. I would have seen it."

      "Then why did I see you flinch and pick up your foot before I pulled over?"

      "Because I stepped on a pointy rock. Not glass."

      Boone rubbed his face. "You're only proving my point, Constance. You need to think before you do stuff like that. What if I hadn't been coming along, and that rock cut open your foot? What then? We're not kids anymore. It's time to grow up.”

      Silence enveloped them.

      "I'm not some stupid kid, Boone. Contrary to what the town thinks." She hugged herself. "I'm not some child throwing a tantrum. Next time, just keep driving. I'm not your concern."

      He snorted. "Not anymore. But no man in their right mind would let you walk into the dark like that."

      Constance flinched, her face paling.

      "And yet most of the men that you talk about have just driven right on by," Constance muttered.

      Boone tensed. "They did what?"

      "Once again, Boone. I'm not any of your concern." She rubbed her face.

      He could see the exhaustion on her face.

      "You can just let me out wherever. I can walk to work."

      "I'm taking you all the way."

      He should just drop her off.

      After her mama had a stroke, she had been in the hospital for over a month. It took Constance two weeks to get there to see her. Everyone was angry that it took her that long to get there, including her own father. He remembered hearing the gossip on that one.

      He wanted to believe that she wasn't there for a reason.

      "They shouldn't have done that, Connie," he whispered.

      "It is what it is," she said, a note of sadness in her voice. "You can't make them stop for me." Her voice dropped to barely a whisper. "You can't make him stop either."

      Boone was almost relieved when he saw the town limits.

      "All I'm saying is, you shouldn't be out there alone," Boone said.

      This conversation wasn't getting them anywhere.

      "There's no one to go with me, Boone. I don't have anyone."

      She had him.

      "Then maybe next time you up and leave town, remember what it was that you had." He narrowed his eyes at her.

      Her eyes dulled as she held his gaze, a smile grazing her lips. "I remember every day." She opened the door as soon as Boone stopped at a red light. "Take my advice, Boone. Next time, keep driving. It won't do anyone any good if you stop."

      He opened his mouth to retort, but she had already closed her door and was hurrying down the sidewalk.

      Boone shook his head as he looked in front of him, trying everything not to follow her.

      What did she mean by "it wouldn't do anyone any good"?

      He wanted answers. He needed to know what the hell happened back then.

      Even if she had up and left him, there was no way that Constance would have left her mama high and dry like that. She would have been the first person there at her bedside after the stroke.

      She looked worn out, exhausted. He didn't like how she trembled around him, her body stiff. It wasn't her.

      He drove the truck forward as soon as the light turned green.

      What the hell was she hiding?
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      Now he knew he had been hit in the head too many times as a kid. He should have taken his mama's advice on not trying to ride the bulls or taking too many hits in football.

      He needed something to explain why the hell he was hanging around the Appalachian Bell when he was only supposed to run into town and go home.

      Boone gripped his beer tighter as he looked around the bar, his eyes finding Constance as she moved from table to table. Now he knew he was a damn stalker. She got out of his truck at a damn red light to get away from him, and now here he was, back and watching her.

      And just to add to the fuckery, he couldn't get it out of his head how she needed her ass reddened for getting out of his truck like that, for walking barefoot, for damn well leaving him without a word.

      "Fuck," he gritted out before chugging his beer, the bitter taste doing nothing to help his mood.

      He just needed to get up and go home.

      But he couldn't.

      He wanted answers. He needed to know if he did something wrong back then that scared her off. They had grown up together. They were each other's firsts in everything.

      His lip twitched as he watched her move back to the bar, her eyes flicking in his direction. His thoughts moved back to the first time they kissed. Just some stupid kids hiding beneath the slide before they kissed and quickly pulled away while gagging.

      She came to every one of his football games, always right there cheering him on.

      What happened?

      "Don't see you much around here," Nathan grunted as he leaned against the bar next to him.

      Boone nodded at the bar owner. "Just stopped by for a beer. At least I'm not like my brothers."

      Nathan shook his head. "True. Thank god for that. The last time they were here, they broke three tables and downed my best whisky."

      Boone groaned internally; his younger brothers were menaces to society. It was a wonder they were still standing.

      His eyes moved to Constance. She was still smiling, but that smile never made it to her eyes. It was a facade, and he wanted to know what was underneath.

      "Surprised she's even working here," Nathan grumbled, crossing his arms over his chest. "Thought for sure she would have packed her bags again and headed back to the city as soon as her mother's funeral was over."

      Boone clenched his jaw as he watched the man.

      "Never known you to listen to gossip. Or be rude to a woman." Boone's voice was low, barely more than a growl.

      Nathan shrugged. "Not listening. Just know the facts. She took her time getting back into town to see her mama in the hospital. She's distant from everyone. Hell, I was told not to hire her in the first place, said she wouldn't last. But she's still here for almost a year. Works hard but stays to herself." He turned to Boone. "She's not the same girl we went to school with. Smiles when needed, but she's not fooling anyone; it's faker than Mrs. Tanner's homemade pies."

      Boone breathed out slowly as he turned to watch Constance. Guess he wasn't the only one to see she had changed, and not for the better. All the more reason to leave her alone, right?

      So why couldn't he?

      He should be at home with his family and not watching the girl who broke his heart.

      Nathan cleared his throat, gaining his attention. "My advice. Don't try to get to know the new her. She's probably going to be gone soon."

      Boone rubbed his thumb over the condensation on his bottle as Nathan walked away.

      He wanted to punch him. He got where the man was coming from, but that didn't give him the right to talk about Constance like that. She wasn't there to defend herself. There had to be a reason that she took so long to get back after her mama’s stroke. There had to be a reason that she had changed so much.

      The night she had left when she was eighteen, she had been happy. Her usual snark, that he loved so much, had been extra snarky. They had gone out to dinner and then were at their usual spot.

      He remembered the feel of her soft skin under his hand as he kneaded her thigh, her panty-covered folds grinding against his hard cock. He had relished in the feel of her passage clamping down around him in the most delicious way that had his eyes rolling into the back of his head.

      Boone shifted on the stool, his cock hardening against his zipper. Now wasn't the time to have these thoughts. But there was no stopping them, not when it came to her.

      This was going to bite him in the ass, he could see it now.
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      She knew she should have said no to the ride. She was allowed to say no.

      Constance let her hair fall around her face as she cleaned the booth. She needed a moment without feeling Boone's eyes on her constantly, but that wasn't going to happen until she took her break in half an hour.

      Why was he even here? In the eight months she had been working, Boone had never set foot in the bar unless it was to take his drunk brothers home.

      She breathed out slowly as she gathered the glasses from the table and brought them to the bar.

      It took everything she had not to look at Boone, or the way his arms stretched his t-shirt, pushing it to the max. It hugged his toned body, and don't get her started on how well his jeans hugged his ass. Or the tattoos.

      Damn. Her body was heating. Her nipples pebbled against her bra. Her folds were growing slick at just the thought of Boone and his gorgeous ass.

      She flinched as she turned away, scurrying away to take an order.

      She tried to smile at the customers, even if they gave her the cold shoulder. She had grown accustomed to it by this point. No one in town understood her, not anymore. Maybe she should care, but Mama's opinion was the only one that mattered anymore, and she was gone.

      She didn't need to explain herself. She was keeping her promise to her mama, that was all.

      Constance pushed back the tears. She could cry later, after her shift, and when she was away from Boone. Even as a kid, he knew when she was upset and would try to coax her into talking to him about it. She doubted he would do that now, but if he did… She wouldn't be able to keep it together.

      "Constance," Kelly groaned, coming up to her. "Why isn't that table clean yet? How is anyone supposed to use it if there are dishes and glasses everywhere? Clean it up."

      Constance nodded as she walked over. It wasn't like Kelly was doing anything. The woman mostly stood outside smoking rather than working. Yet she made more tips than Constance did. But Kelly always wore short skirts and proudly displayed her cleavage.

      Constance couldn't do that. Didn't want to. She liked her dresses, but most of the time she needed a cardigan or a long-sleeved shirt to cover the bruises.

      A hand rubbed against her waist, making her suck in a breath. She whirled around, nearly sending several cups crashing to the ground.

      "Easy, Sweetheart." The stranger grinned darkly, his eyes raking over her like she was nothing more than the winning steak at the deli. "Just enjoying the view."

      She stiffened, wishing she could back out of his hold. "Then admire from afar. You don't get to touch."

      She tried to turn around to finish the cleanup, only for him to grab her arm and turn her back around.

      "Don't be like that." He tried to step closer to her, the liquor on his breath making her empty stomach curdle. "Come on, when do you get off? We can have some fun together. I'm sure the boys feel the same way."

      She flicked her gaze to the man's friends. Her heart started to race as the man's hold grew tighter. Just what she needed. More bruises.

      "Then they can give you company, or there's always your hand," she whispered, not looking at him. "But I'm not going with you. Now let me go."

      If only she sounded stronger. Her hands trembled as she tried to stay calm. She didn't want them touching her. She didn't want to smell the booze on their breath. All Constance was supposed to do was finish her shift and go home.

      The man's face blazed red as his friends snickered. Constance groaned internally. There she went, making things worse.

      The man shoved her back onto the table
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3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
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OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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