
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Lawfully Chosen

    

    




      
        Ginny Sterling

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Author’s Note

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Afterword

      

      
        Lawfully Gifted

      

      
        Lawfully Betrothed

      

      
        Also by Ginny Sterling

      

      
        Lawfully Promised- by Elle E. Kay

      

      
        Introducing Lawfully Promised by Elle E. Kay

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Author’s Note

        

      

    

    
      The time of gangsters, mobsters and outlaws has always been fascinating to me- but seems to end in death or tragedy. I wanted to introduce characters with a backstory …before they fell into a life of crime. Sometimes, it’s alarming to see how any normal person could become a well-known outlaw. I have taken liberties with historical facts and imagined how their storyline fell, trying to keep the timeline intact. Please enjoy Lawfully Chosen as I introduce fictional characters who befriend one such person. It’s the time between these known events where I have dropped our couple, Penny and Will.
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      December 1929

      Dallas, Texas

      

      “Penny! Can you get table six since Bonnie is out back smoking again?” Joe Milton called out over his shoulder as he stood at the grill of the restaurant that she worked at. “She steals more of my cigarettes than my wife does,” he muttered and turned back around to pay attention to the pancakes he was turning over with practiced skill.

      Penelope Brown quickly rushed over to take the young couple’s order that had just sat down at the booth. Honestly, she was thankful for the job. She’d been hired on the spot two months ago when she’d stumbled inside, seeing the sign in the window. Things were tough and only seemed to be getting harder to make ends meet. Companies were making cuts left and right. She was competing for jobs against others that were simply searching for something to put food on the table.

      Penny was bright, quick and had her looks going for her – which is part of the reason she thought Joe might have hired her on the spot until she met his daughter. Ruby worked in the diner too and was nearly the spitting image of Penelope, but with blonde hair instead of her own brown hair. The diner was a small place at the corner of Singleton Boulevard and Herbert Street in downtown Dallas. It was a nice, clean, fairly decent neighborhood where most everyone knew each other. She felt safe there and was grateful for the tiny house she rented when she had found herself alone and penniless on the streets.

      Her mother had taken up with a stock broker that had been telling them for months that the action was in New York City and that ‘her beauty and brains’ was wasted away in the hick town. Dallas was a sprawling, up and coming city but it wasn’t enough for the slimy wastrel that charmed her mother right out of town. Penelope had come home from seeing a talking picture at the theater with her friends to find the mortgage papers and a letter from her mother, giving her the house.

      What her mother had given her was an ulcer.

      The house wasn’t paid off and the mortgage payment was due. Penny didn’t work at the time and hadn’t had a job as of yet. She was enjoying her days hanging out at the coffee shop, seeing friends and going out on the town. She was free, young and barely twenty-four years old. Reading that letter, seeing that the payment was due in three days and seeing the balance in the ledger that her mother had left made her ill. She immediately went in search of a job only to find that not many were hiring, and if they were? It wasn’t for much. She would not be able to keep the home.

      Thinking back on those days was tough, making her appreciate the value of a dollar even more. She didn’t know how she’d managed it all by herself. That first weekend, she’d done her best to arrange a rummage sale in order to gain money for food and hopefully pay for the next month’s mortgage payment. This was an abysmal failure. No one had any money nor were the interested in their things that were worth any value unless it was sold at far below cost. It was eye opening to say the least!

      Walking home one afternoon from leaving the grocery, she saw the sign in the window and leaped at the opportunity to take the waitressing job. Thrilled, she felt hope coarse through her for the first time in a few weeks. It was a bit of a distance from her home, but when she saw a man putting a sign in the yard that stated the tiny house with rose bushes at the corner was for rent? She took it as a sign from above.

      The house would be affordable and manageable for herself if she worked a lot of hours. It was incredibly tiny, barely over 600 square feet but cheap and close to where she’d be working now. If she got a roommate, that would give her some room to breathe financially. It certainly was going to be easier to pay for than her home currently. She’d put her mother’s home on the market that day for what she owed in order to sell it quickly.

      “You’ll have the eggs and ham, scrambled and she’ll have the oatmeal?” she repeated back absently as she heard the bell chime above the door indicating that another person had either entered or left the diner.

      “Bonnie! Get out here now!” Joe yelled out again from the kitchen and Penny grinned as her friend’s Ruby’s musical laughter rang out.

      “Sure, sure. I’m going!”

      Penelope and Ruby Milton had hit it off right away from the very beginning. Penny was cautious, caring, and loyal to a fault. Ruby was the exact opposite. She was vibrant, carefree and eager for opportunity. It made her a lot of money as a waitress because she had a way of working the tables. Bonnie, however, didn’t quite fit in there at all. She reminded Penny of a trapped bird in a cage struggling to get away. The moment it came to leave, she would disappear and hightail it out the door leaving them to finish up.

      “And you mentioned extra bacon for your lady, right? You wouldn’t want her to be hungry or make yourself look cheap,” Bonnie purred with a sly, knowing smile and glanced at Penny.  She nearly laughed aloud at the outrageousness of her coworker but somehow it worked for Bonnie.

      At the bell ringing again, Penny restrained a heavy sigh. It had been a long morning already and quite busy. She’d agreed to pull a double shift because she needed the money and hadn’t found a roommate as of yet. Mabel had called in for her shift in order to go to a party. Today Penny would be working 6am until 11pm when the diner closed. It was exhausting. She’d rather be out dancing till late in the night or enjoying a picture but alas, life had forced her to be responsible. Joe promised her a free dinner and she’d sleep good tonight from the extra work with a full stomach. Looking up to see who’d come in, she smiled.

      Ted Hinton was sweet on Ruby Milton.

      Who wouldn’t be? Her smile and laughter were infectious but today, he wasn’t alone. The two men took a seat at one of her tables and Penny smothered a giggle. She could picture Ted’s frown when it was Penny who waited on them and not Ruby. Hanging her paper on the wheel for Joe, she turned to take the postman’s order.

      “Good morning, Ted. What will you have today?”

      “Mornin’ Penny. Isn’t this Ruby’s section?”

      “I’m afraid not,” she admitted. “But one of her booths is opening up soon if you’d rather wait for her?” Just as Ted opened his mouth to answer, the other man spoke up getting her attention.

      “No, we’ll have two coffee’s and a menu please.”

      Penny glanced down in surprise and caught her breath. The man was incredibly beautiful in an intense way. His dark green eyes stared at her as he pulled his hat off and lay it on the bench seat beside him. His face was tanned from time in the sun, the aquiline nose was peppered with freckles and his hair was slicked back, combed neatly to the side. This man meant business and looked like he never cracked a smile, ever.

      “Of course,” she stammered and laid down the menus. Penny went to grab the two coffee cups dutifully when Ruby walked up behind her at the counter.

      “Who’s the suit with Teddy?”

      “I have no idea but he’s a bit intimidating.”

      “All guys are intimidating to you, my little Penny. Live a little! The man won’t bite and if he does? Bite him back,” Ruby teased her bravely, “Watch me.”

      Penny’s face flushed with embarrassment as Ruby headed over to the booth. Her game was strong, and she was laying it on thick. Ted was eating it up and enjoying the attention, but the other man barely moved. She noticed that his eyes were riveted on her instead of Ruby, watching her like a hawk. She nearly dropped the cup when she noticed but caught it at the last moment to prevent it from crashing down to the tile floor. The hot coffee splashed onto her wrist causing her to wince at the heat.

      Nervously she looked down at her t-strap pumps as she walked back over to the table where Ruby had perched her hip on the side of the booth. The woman was much bolder than she could ever be!

      “Here you are,” Penny murmured returning, she set the cup down slowly in front of Ted. The other man was making her nervous and the cup rattled against the saucer announcing that her hands were shaking. Suddenly, two tanned hands caught hers taking the hot coffee from her.

      “Thank you, Miss Penny. I appreciate it,” his voice made her toes curl. “My name is William.”

      “It’s very nice to meet you William,” she blurted out nervously, and saw the stern tanned face of his barely crack a smile. He looked so very serious, so stern that it frightened her. “Ruby will take your order!” she squeaked suddenly and hightailed it to the kitchen.

      Darting into the door, she stopped and leaned back against it heavily, her heart thumping wildly.

      “You okay?”

      “Yes,” she quickly said. “I gave Ruby one of my tables since I took one of hers.”

      “Fine by me.”

      Just then, Ruby came flying through the kitchen door sending Penny forward a few feet as she stumbled. The young woman caught her just before she crashed face first onto the slippery tile floor.

      “Whoops! Penny, that stiff suit with Teddy is asking for you. Want me to get rid of him?”

      “No,” Joe interrupted. “We don’t get rid of paying customers, Ruby. I’ve told you that before. If we are to keep the place running, we smile and keep going unless he is threatening Penny?”

      “Nope, just hot to trot for our little Penny.”

      “He’s not hot to trot for me, Ruby!”

      “Behave- both of you. Ruby, if your mama could hear you talking she’d be ashamed. Now act like a lady. Penny can handle herself.”

      “Glad you think so,” Ruby announced with a sly smile. “I took their order, you can bring it out.”

      “Fine,” Penny blurted out hotly. “You can handle table one then since Bonnie is outside smoking all the time. Why is she even here sometimes?”

      “Awww my little Penny has backbone. I like it,” Ruby teased with a grin and patted Penny on the cheek. Glancing out the kitchen window, she saw Ruby head towards table one in the corner dutifully. Looking towards the left, she saw the two men sitting there chatting like old buddies. Ted was smiling, and she couldn’t see the William’s face. Was he always so formal, so stiff, so tense?

      Suddenly, she saw William get to his feet and shake Ted’s hand. His heavy coat draped over his arm formally. He laid a dollar bill on the table and put his hat on his head, but not before tipping it towards where Penny stood peering from the kitchen door. She felt her cheeks pinken with embarrassment at being caught spying on them. Straightening her apron, she went back to the table with the single plate of food that had been ordered with Ruby.

      “Where’d your friend go?” she asked Ted nonchalantly, fighting the curiosity beating in her brain. He had a presence that when he left, it made the room suddenly feel colder than it was already.

      “William is a sheriff for the police department. He said he couldn’t stay long and would be back to see you again sometime,” she heard him hesitate and watched him swallow nervously as she set the plate down in front of him. He looked at her directly with an earnestness in his eyes. “Penny, he’s a nice guy. I put in a good word for you, so if you could do the same for me with Ruby? I’d appreciate it.”

      There was the catch she’d been waiting for.

      It wasn’t that he was trying to set her up with his friend, but more selfishly that he was trying to get Ruby to give him a chance. Didn’t he know that Ruby was more interested in having fun and living her life? Ted was too down to earth for her flighty friend. Penny knew she needed stability, peace and frankly a bit of church going to slow the girl down. Saying that or even thinking it, made her sound like her own grandmother.

      “Of course, Ted. I will speak with Ruby on your behalf.”

      “Thanks Penny, you’re a swell gal.”
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      “You know, Ruby, you could give Ted a chance,” Penny hedged one afternoon as they were wiping down the tables before the evening rush. Bonnie had quit unexpectedly yesterday and darted out the front door disappearing into a car that was parked in front of the café. A lot of whooping and hollering was heard as it pulled away. She’d always been a wild one, more than anyone else Penny had met in her life. Frankly, the intensity of her reminded her of a fire. Beautiful to watch a flame flicker from a distance, but if you got to close you’d end up hurt.

      Ruby was the opposite. She put on a brave face and acted brash, but Penny believed that was due to Bonnie’s influence. She saw how Ruby mimicked the divorcee and it boggled her mind that Ruby would want to behave anything like Bonnie. While times were changing, some things still stayed the same. Women could have fun now and vote, but when it came to what a guy wanted in a girl? They wanted someone they could bond with, talk to. If you put up a false façade or put on an act then how would they ever get to know the real you? Ted Hinton had been coming to the diner for years according to Joe but hadn’t gotten up the nerve to ask Ruby out yet.

      “I will give Teddy a chance if he ever asks me out on two conditions…” Ruby drawled and continued filling the salt and pepper shakers carefully to prevent Penny from having to wipe the tables yet again. Their coats hung on the wall on wooden pegs nearby, several other pegs were empty but would be filled quickly as the afternoon and evening wore on.

      “What’s that?”

      “First one is that I want to rent the extra room you have but please, don’t tell my father. He’d be really upset. I will tell him when he’s in a good mood. Okay? I’m the last kid in the house and he’s gonna be sad but I want to be out on my own.”

      “I understand but it’s not all it’s cracked up to be. Sure, you can rent the room. I’d really like that a lot actually,” she admitted happily looking at Ruby’s beaming face. The two got along famously.

      “The other condition is that if I am willing to give Teddy a chance, you have to do the same if that gorgeous sheriff shows up again. He had you running scared for no reason. What was his name?”

      “William,” Penny quickly answered and then blushed at how fast she’d responded. She’d thought of his eyes several times and wondered what it would be like to make him laugh or smile. “I don’t know his last name. He never said it.”

      “That’s okay. If Teddy comes in for dinner…”

      “You mean when Ted comes in for dinner,” Penny amended with a grin. The man was there often, simply to see Ruby and they all knew it – including Joe, her father.

      “Regardless, I don’t know the man and never seen him before. I doubt he’ll show again.”

      “You mean that man?” Ruby announced grinning as she nodded towards the windows. Outside on the street were several buggy’s, horses, bicycles and a few motor cars. The sheriff was stepping out of a small Chevrolet and straightening his suit.

      Penelope caught her breath and watched fascinated as he seemed to be hesitating to come inside the diner. His breath causing a fog in the cool air. Could he be nervous? He seemed to be so bold before, simply staring at her so fiercely she thought it was an intimidation technique or something. Just then, he began to move towards the door and Penny did an about face, running for the kitchen. She heard the bell just as she gained sanctuary in the overly warm room.

      “Penny?”

      “Joe, can I hide here a second?”

      “Hide? Why? Whats wrong?”

      “There’s this guy out there…”

      “He’s bothering you?”

      “No, I think he likes me,” she breathed.

      “Oh goodness, you girls just don’t know what-is-what anymore, do you?” He grabbed her by the shoulders and pushed her out of the kitchen straight into the line of sight of the door. Penny stood there ramrod stiff in complete horror as she met Ruby’s wide full mouth smile that made her look like a Cheshire cat.

      “Penny, why don’t you sit Sheriff William…”

      “Clarke. William Clarke, miss.”

      “Let’s set the sheriff at one of the tables near a window, eh? Penny? Penny!” Ruby’s voice broke her trance as she nervously smoothed her wavy hair and smiled shyly at the man who stood there silently holding his hat.

      “Mr. Clarke, can I get you something?” she said politely, getting out her note pad.

      “I’d like it if you called me William or Will, miss.”

      “Of course, Will,” she hedged with a smile. “What can I get you?”

      “Some coffee and whatever you like.”

      “What?”

      “Pick something that you like and I will be fine.”

      “Why what I like? I don’t understand. Do you want a fried bologna or a burger?”

      “What would you order?”

      “I guess a grilled cheese?”

      “See, I’m asking so I can learn more about you. Grilled cheese, hmm? You either don’t eat meat or adore cheese.”

      “Or I am extremely cheap and normally wouldn’t eat here?” she muttered absently.

      Just then, she saw his face crack a smile as he threw back his head and laughed. A good, honest, belly deep laugh that had her chuckling in happiness.

      “I like that,” he admitted with a tight smile. “A girl that isn’t afraid to call it like it is. Blunt and doesn’t beat around the bush.”

      “That’s me.”

      “So, if we are being blunt? I like you and would like to see you some time. When do you get off of work?”

      “NOW!” Ruby exclaimed, interrupting from close by. It was obvious she’d been eavesdropping on them and shoved Penny into the booth with the sheriff. Penny caught herself on the table to keep from falling to the floor and looked at her friend in shock.

      “I’ll cover your shift. You sit there with him, okay? A grilled cheese for Penny and you Sheriff Clarke?”

      “Make it two of them and two slices of that pie on the counter, if you please?”

      Penny stared between him and at Ruby in horror and sheer embarrassment. She was struggling financially. She had enough to cover her rent and not much would be left unless she started get more money in tips. She hadn’t even bothered to decorate or celebrate Christmas this year because she was alone, and the money was so short. Her treat to herself had been new shoes and stockings since she was on her feet a lot.

      “I can’t right now, Ruby. Forget the pie and sandwich. I need to get back to work,” she argued in a heated whisper, glaring at her and silently pleading that she would read into what she was avoiding saying aloud.

      “But I can, and I insist,” William interrupted softly with a knowing look in his eyes. She saw that he didn’t want to embarrass her in the slightest and looked like he was trying to avoid any shame in her situation. Did he just want her company or was something wrong and he needed to speak with her? Was it her mother? “Please, Penny – may I call you Penny? It’s my treat.”

      “Sit down and enjoy a nice meal with the sheriff. Teddy would want you to, remember?” she subtly reminding her of their conversation. Penny nodded slowly looking down at her hands in her lap. Her mind was racing. What would Joe say about her sitting with a customer?

      “Tell me about yourself,” William prompted gently. She was glad there was no one else in the diner just yet because she felt like she was being put on the spot. If you were in trouble, didn’t they take you downtown in a paddywagon?

      “Is something wrong sheriff? I mean, Will… uh, Sheriff Clark.”

      “No, should there be? And please, call me Will.” Penny glanced up at the tone she heard and was surprised to see the corner of his lip upturn on his stoic face. She stared at him for several moments trying to get a read on his expression and finding nothing. Ruby brought out two cups of coffee and leaned over the table to set them down, her body blocking the view of the sheriff.

      “Smile!” she whispered fiercely to Penny. Nodding, Penny plastered a false smile on her face as Ruby moved away. The air was strained and very uncomfortable.

      “Nothing is wrong?”

      “Not a thing. Cream?”

      “Yes, please…and sugar,” she asked politely. Sugar was a luxury she’d avoided at the house due to the increasing costs. Things were getting really tight and she’d taken to the idea of starting a small garden in the backyard come springtime in order to have some things for free. She’d never canned anything before in her life and neither had her mother, but Ruby swore it was easy and promised to teach her. Stirring the cup, she took a sip and sighed as the sweet taste hit her tongue.

      “That’s pretty good, isn’t it? Ted said it was some of the best coffee around”

      “How do you know Teddy? Is he in trouble?” The handsome stranger chuckled lightly and took another sip of his coffee.

      “You are a worrisome dame, aren’t you?”

      “When I have a bigwig from the police suddenly singling me out, it tends to make a girl nervous that something is wrong. Can we cut with the chit-chat and just spill it?”

      “There’s nothing to spill. I think you are pretty and wanted to get to know you. I’ve known Ted a long time and when he told me there was two ritzy gals working at the diner, I wanted to see what he was talking about.”

      “I don’t think we are exactly the cat’s meow here, but this is a nice place.”

      “I’m talking about me getting to know you a bit, maybe letting me take you home after a while.”

      “I don’t think so, I have to work.”

      “Her shift is covered, Sheriff. Just take care of my little girl’s friend. I appreciate you taking the time to stop by,” Joe announced suddenly bringing the two plates out. Ruby wasn’t far behind him grinning wildly, in her hands were the two slices of pie. Penny gaped at the conspirators who were watching her. The sheriff raised an eyebrow at Penny expectantly and again, that expression cracked ever so slightly showing that he actually could smile. Picking up her napkin, she unfurled it and lay it in her lap in a ladylike manner. Looking in straight in the eyes, she smiled politely.

      “I guess you have your dinner companion tonight after all, Sheriff.”

      “Let’s start over. Please call me Will.”

      “Penelope. Everyone calls me Penny but I guess you already know that.”

      “Do you mind me inviting you to join me or offering to take you home? If you’d prefer not, I understand,” he said softly, watching her. There was something in his eyes that struck her for a moment, something she couldn’t put her finger on.

      “I don’t mind but you are a bit intimidating, to be frank about it,” she blurted out and bit her lip for a moment.”

      “Please go on?”

      “Well, if you could relax a bit and not look like I’m under investigation about something, it might make it a bit easier to talk to you or get to know you – if that is what you are here for,” she stammered. She was out of her element here. She’d been out dancing several times and knew when a boy liked her, but this was different. Sheriff William Clarke wasn’t boyish in the slightest, he was all man and she didn’t know how to handle him. Boys she could twist about her finger, but this was above her head.

      “Fair enough,” he nodded easily and tried to smile.

      “See? That! You are trying so hard right now that your face looks like its gonna shatter – ease up and just let it happen, like when you laughed a minute ago?”

      “Well I don’t want my face shattering, as you put it.”

      “Me neither, it would make quite the mess,” she confirmed with a grin. She was really glad that he wasn’t upset at her candid remarks. Instead, she saw a glint of humor in his eyes. If he could just drop the mask and relax a bit? It would be quite heady to have his undivided attention.

      “Better,” she nodded and picked up a sandwich half, pointing at his plate. “Better eat up while its hot. It’s better that way.” She took a bite and savored the buttery goodness. Joe made the very best grilled cheese. He would let the butter brown on the griddle and then crisp the bread on it, giving it a taste that she adored. She wasn’t crazy about meat in the slightest and due to the costs, avoided it.

      As time wore on, they finished their meal and continued to talk over coffee. William, once he had let down his guard and tried to unwind a bit, was actually a really nice genuine guy. He was far different from any boy she’d ever talked to before. The man was five years older than her, making him near thirty. He looked stern all the time, but when he eased up and finally let his personality shine through? He was intensely beautiful. Those green eyes reminded her of a deep green silk dress she’d seen on her mother once before, years before her father had passed away. His eyes had a way of crinkling at the edges when he smiled, reminding her of her comment of his face shattering. He just seemed so solemn all the time, perhaps being a sheriff had made him numb in order to protect himself? He looked like he was struggling sometimes to just simply let go and she found herself wanting to help him along the way.

      Ruby came by the table to refill their coffee cups yet again, but this time she hinted aloud at the thought nagging at the back of Penny’s mind: they needed the table for the dinner rush. She saw that Ruby and Mabel would be working the dining room tonight. She almost offered to stay, but when William stood and extended his arm towards her politely? She decided against it.

      There was a firm elegance to him that spoke to her. Penny placed her hand at the crook of his arm and shook out her skirt delicately in order to make it fall into place from where she’d been sitting for so long.  She watched as William left Ruby a huge tip that made her a bit envious, but she was grateful for the meal and the company and it was worth more to her in the end.

      She liked him.

      As they prepared to exit the diner, she saw him hesitate a moment. He held her coat up for her as she put her arm in it. It was very nice of him to be so polite and thoughtful towards her. Insecurity didn’t seem to be a facet of his personality, but she had glimpses of it here and there. It was little things that he thought he had hidden away by the mask he wore.

      “Do you want a ride home or shall we walk?”

      “Which do you prefer?” Frankly, Penny wasn’t a fan of motor cars. It was cold out, but her coat and scarf had been warm enough on the walk over, surely it would be fine for the walk home too. Motor cars seemed to go too fast and she wasn’t in control but rather carried along. She’d heard of friends damaging their vehicles and causing severe injury in the process. The black Chevrolet was very intimidating and reminded her of William.

      “I’d rather walk if it’s not far,” he admitted looking down at her with a shy smile. “It takes longer, and we can talk more.”

      “Sounds perfect.” Penny was honestly touched by the sincerity of his answer. The more she talked with William, the more she saw there was more to him. He’d grown up on a farm in East Texas and was one of nine children. He claimed to be the apple of his father’s eye, but then admitted that there weren’t any favorites in the family, his father told that to all his children. She couldn’t fathom growing up in a family that large since she was an only child. Her mother had kept a separate room from her father for as long as she had known.

      The sun was coming down but they still had at least an hour before it was dark out and temperatures really began to plummet. Winter time it usually wasn’t completely dark out until seven pm. It rarely snowed in north Texas but it did occasionally sleet or ice over. She was ready for springtime. Ready to open the windows, let a breeze through the house she was renting. She was ready for her garden and simply ready for warm sunshine. The only thing warm right now was Will’s arm under her ungloved hand. As if he could read her mind, he handed her his own gloves without a word. Glancing up at him in surprise, she saw the unspoken request in his eyes.

      “I can put my hands in my pocket, but if I want you to hold my arm then your pretty hands will be exposed to the cold air.”

      Nodding, she was touched the thoughtfulness again that he showed. She slipped the large gloves over her hands and while it felt odd to be wearing such baggy gloves, the supple leather and the knowing they were his warmed her heart. They walked the three blocks to her small house in silence. She’d known he wanted to talk but neither knew where to start and before she knew it, they were on the stoop of her house.

      Turning to him, she smiled shyly in the fading sunlight. It was casting deep shadows along the street from the elm trees that lined the road and sidewalk. She pulled off the gloves and handed them to him.

      “I had a wonderful time this evening. It was quite a surprise and a treat, Will. Thank you.”

      “I had a nice time as well.”

      “Will you be in with Teddy again tomorrow?” she quickly asked since it had been a few weeks since his last visit.

      “Unfortunately, no. That is why I came by today and pushed so hard at getting to see you. I am on a team that has been assigned to investigate bootleggers in the area. There was a large still confiscated and we are going to check into other leads. I don’t know how long I will be tied up with work.”

      “That’s terrible.”

      “Agreed. Ordinary consumption is against the church and prohibited by the law and dangerous.”

      “I hope you find them and come back safely soon.”

      “I do too,” he agreed softly. She saw him hesitate and the lean forward to kiss her on the cheek. His warm breath brushed her cool cheeks and the heat of his lips made her gasp, catching her breath.

      “Forgive me,” he apologized and backed away awkwardly. “I was overcome and too forward.”

      “Perhaps we can see each other again when you return?” she asked quickly, frightened he would leave and not see her again. She’d not told him her innermost thoughts: that she’d wished he’d kissed her on the lips instead of the cheek. She really liked him, more than she’d ever dreamt possible.

      “I’d like that,” he said with a small smile, his green eyes dancing. “I will see you soon, Penelope.” She stood there on the stoop of her front porch for quite some time until she couldn’t see his shadow any longer in the growing dusk. The thought of his warm lips burned a pattern on her cheeks that would have to hold her over for an unknown time frame.

      She hoped he would be safe and knew that there was inherent danger in being with the police at this time period. Bootleggers were a dangerous lot and often armed. She’d heard the stories on the radio several times regarding the infamous antics going on in Chicago with Al Capone. She would include Will in her prayers until he returned safe.
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      Ruby moved in to her home at the beginning of the month. Penelope had wished that she would have taken the plunge and moved in sooner, but she completely understood wanting to tell her father at the right time. Joe had been pretty down but the excitement Ruby showed made him realize that his little girl was growing up. He helped bring the boxes over to the small house that Penny rented.

      While it was enough room for one, with two women in the tiny home it made it very cramped. The only relief felt was the financial one and the fact that she wasn’t alone all the time now. It had been a month since she had seen or heard from Will and her prayers grew more and more feverishly each evening. She found herself pouring over the newspapers and listening to the radio for any word of developments. She prayed for his safety and well-being. A fresh blossom of hope was growing in her heart and she dreaded the loss of her admirer more than she wanted to admit. The only peace of mind she got was that he was never listed among the injured.

      The house was truly shaping up to be a home and it warmed Penny’s heart. It was the little touches that she didn’t realize were missing. Ruby brought a few doilies that she had crocheted as a teenager, a tea set to display on the sideboard making it seem downright cozy inside and a few recipe books. They tried their hand often at a few simple meals with the supplies that they had. Joe would supplement from the diner to make sure his daughter wasn’t missing out on anything, thus benefiting Penny. When he showed up with eggs, bacon and cheese one morning, she could have sworn it was mana from heaven delivered straight to her door. She had been pretty fed up with buttered toast or bland oats for breakfast.

      Bonnie had shown up around town with a new man in her life, Clyde Barrow. The couple was seen down the street at the local hoodlum’s house, Clarence Clay. He was the one person that could bring down a neighborhood and create havoc. The two, Clarence and Clyde, both reminded her of two snakes running in the grass together. Clarence was obviously having a party down the street because you could hear the laughter and music carrying on the silent street. When she heard glass breaking, Penny and Ruby had both darted out the front door to see what the issue was. Turns out the group was intoxicated. The women looked at each other in shock at the flagrant display of drunkenness and obscenities shouted.

      Several cars came running down the street noisily not long afterwards and the shouting drew them to the front porch yet again. Penny stood there with a shawl thrown about her shoulders watching the fiasco unfold as several officers poured out of a paddy wagon causing several people to scurry in a panic. She saw several men jumping fences and running through yards.

      “Ruby? What is going on out here?” Teddy’s shocked and indignant voice was heard from the right of where they were standing. The small house they rented was at the corner of the street and he must have come up from the next block over. Penny never even thought to ask where he lived, nor if he and Ruby were actually going to ever go out on a date. She’d been so quiet about him and it was surprising to see him show up suddenly.

      “Teddy? What are you doing here?” Penny asked and saw the sneaky smile appear on Ruby’s face. Ted just beamed with happiness and pride at her incredulous look.

      “I’m taking Ruby to the picture show tonight. Gloria Swanson is staring in The Trespasser tonight. It’s supposed to be incredible and I could think of no better treat for my girl,” Teddy told Penelope, his eyes glued on Ruby. Penny looked between the two of them in confusion. His girl? Had they been seeing each other on the sly?

      “Ruby?”

      “Don’t wait up for me,” she grinned at Penny and grabbed a coat, darting back out the front door and locking arms with Teddy as the two disappeared into the night. Penny felt a bitter pang of envy clench in her stomach. She’d heard the motion picture was breathtakingly beautiful. Seeing the glances between the two made her yearn for Will, simply to have someone gaze at her the way Teddy looked upon Ruby. The man was head over heels in love and Ruby had absolutely no idea.

      Penny turned back to the scene expecting to still see chaos erupting from the drunkards stumbling about at Clarence’s house, but instead it was settling down nicely. She almost turned to head inside when a pang of recognition hit her.

      Will was here!

      His hand raised in greeting as he walked over to her house. The gas streetlamp cast a warm glow, basking him in the light suddenly. He wore a duster jacket that fell to his knees over his suitcoat and looked like something out of the old west. He wasn’t wearing his fedora like she’d usually seen him wearing at the diner, but instead his carefully combed hair was in slight disarray from having chased down the ruffians.

      “When did you return? I hadn’t heard from you,” she asked happily crossing her arms around her chest as if to hug herself. Her prayers had worked. He’d returned safe and sound, looking even more appealing than ever before. His face broke into an easy smile as he stepped forward and picked her up off the porch.

      “Does this mean you missed me?” he asked with a faint smile, pulling her into a hug. Her face laying against his chest and she heart his heartbeat, letting out a breath of relief.

      “I might have,” she teased.

      “Just ‘might’? Nothing more than that?”

      “I might have missed you a lot,” she whispered shyly, glancing up at him. She adored the way he looked so stoic all the time, but when their eyes met – she saw him melt, thus making her own heart puddle into her shoes.

      “That’s my girl,” he murmured and kissed her on the cheek. “Are you busy? I just got back into town and thought I’d come see you when I saw the cars headed this way.”

      “Were you worried about me?”

      “Concerned, yes. Since you live alone, I get anxious for your safety.”

      “Not anymore. Ruby moved into the house with me,” she reassured him and reached up to smooth the frown from his eyebrows. He captured her hand and kissed the palm, watching her. The look in his warm eyes, intense and sensual making her pull back, nervously.

      “So, two lovely ladies are living alone down the street from a couple of crooks? Now I am completely beside myself.”

      “We can take care of ourselves, silly.”

      “Get your coat and let’s get away for a bit.”

      “Where are we headed?”

      “It’s a surprise.”

      “I’m not dressed for anything nice or fancy,” she hedged. She wore a simple gown that buttoned to the neck and frankly, mortified to be seeing him in it. She wore it to clean at home. It was comfortable and had been mended several times with a small bleached spot along the edge. She wished he’d give her more notice so she could doll her face up or throw on something nicer.

      “You’re the best thing I’ve seen in weeks. Now, grab your things and put a hat on. There is still a chill in the air and we are going for a ride. I want to take my girl out for a bit.” The sincerity in his voice gave her goosebumps. There was no mistaking his tone, he thought her to be gorgeous and how could she ever resist that invitation when it seemed to be pulled straight from her heart?

      Penny grinned.

      She ran inside and grabbed a cloche, a coat and pinched her cheeks in order to put a bit of color on her face without the use of makeup. She tucked her shoulder length hair up inside of her hat and rejoined Will where he stood waiting. The other cars had dissipated and she saw his Chevrolet across the way. While she didn’t like the idea of heading out in the motor car, however, she craved the thrill that being with Will gave her.

      Walking to the car, he held open the passenger side door for her. Penny took her seat on the hard leather seat and gave a shiver as the cool seat touched the back of her legs. Sitting primly, she watched as he pushed the door shut and gave a slight jerk on it to make sure it was firmly into place. Will climbed into the driver side seat and smiled happily at her. It was obvious that the car was his pride and joy. Having a motor car was a sheer luxury not many could have which spoke highly of the income he must have.

      She’d never seen his house and knew his parents lived out in the country on a farm, so she assumed he must be quite well off due to the vehicle and his nice suits. It made her feel like she wasn’t worthy to be enjoying such extravagance and she had to remind herself that they had once lived a life of luxury as well before her father had passed away and her mother had left.

      Turning the key, the car gave a great lurch as the engine surged to life loudly. Penny practically leaped at the sensation of the car rumbling to life. She steadied herself with a hand on the cold dash.

      “Relax. It’s just starting up.”

      “I’m not fond of these and usually walk everywhere I need to go.”

      “Well, I thought maybe I’d treat you to a little something special.”

      “Oh?”

      “Trust me on this,” he told her and moved the gear shift causing the car to jump into motion. The engine puttered along as they began to roll down the street. Penny was incredibly anxious, and it took several minutes for her to relax enough to open her eyes and look around. She felt like a cat in a room full of rocking chairs, panicking at everything going on around her. Everything was going by them so quickly!

      “How fast are you going?” she questioned nervously.

      “Thirty miles per hour.”

      “THIRTY? Slow down!” she yelped in a panic. “That’s way too fast!”

      “You really don’t like riding in the car, do you?”

      “No, I don’t. It’s like you are flying bodily towards another object and there is barely anything around you. I mean, look at this? I can see right through the glass and there is no metal in most places.”

      “That is the same in a buggy, except its open air.”

      “That’s different.”

      “Is it? How?”

      “Yes. A buggy doesn’t get up to thirty miles per hour and I can operate it myself.”

      “Oh ho! Is that the crux of it? You want to drive?”

      “No. I want you to pull over and let me out.”

      “I’ll pull over but that is only because we are here,” he said chuckling. His face alit with humor making him look like he was full of mischief. How had she ever thought him solemn and brooding? It just took a lot to make him let down his guard. Looking around warily, she felt slightly off as her equilibrium played tricks on her. She felt like she was still moving in the vehicle.

      “Did you set the brake?”

      “Yes, why?”

      “I feel all woozy.”

      “Let’s get you some fresh air and a little something sweet.”

      Nodding, she watched as he came around the car to her side. She pushed at the door as he pulled causing her to spill out practically onto the ground. Her limbs felt so wobbly and her stomach turned. The cool evening air was certainly helping. Will immediately helped her get to her feet and stand.

      “Are you alright?”

      “I think I’ve got a case of seasickness, is that possible?” she breathed. “I used to get this way when my father would take us boating on the Trinity River. He liked to fish when I was a child. I hated it because I ended up green around the gills.” Glancing up, she saw that they were in front of a small bakery. Her stomach lurched in protest.

      “I don’t think I can stomach anything just yet.”

      “It’s no problem. We’ve all the time in the world and maybe a glass of soda would calm your nausea?”

      “I don’t want to be a bother. Give me just a few moments to breathe in the fresh air.”

      “How about we at least sit inside so you don’t get too chilled?”

      Nodding, she allowed herself to be led inside of the bakery. Thankfully Will seemed to be in no hurry at all and ordered two Dr. Pepper’s for them. She watched as the counter man took his order and skillfully popped the tops off of the two glass bottles. Little beads of sweat pooled up on the curvy sides as she took a sip. It was quite warm in the bakery and the cold sweetness helped her stomach more than she ever realized.

      “Do you like those?” he inquired with a smile, taking a large sip from his own bottle. She found herself watching his throat work as he swallowed, fascinated by the simple way he moved. Her stomach fluttered, but it wasn’t that she was queasy anymore. It had been replaced by a growing feeling of longing for the man that sat opposite of her.

      “It’s truly the first soda I’ve had in months.”

      “I like a bit more than I probably should, he admitted. His hands held the bottle almost nervously, shuffling it back and forth causing a rush of fizz to the top of the dark liquid. “I’ve got quite a sweet tooth which is why I thought I would bring you out for a treat. I’d hoped you had one too.”

      “Very much so, but things have changed a lot for me and I need to get back on my feet before I start splurging on bon-bons and sweet treats. My lucks changed, and my run of dough is gone kaput. I don’t want to be a flat tire, so let’s talk about something else.” Penny felt a flush of shame rise to her cheeks as she looked away. Will got silent for several moments and she wished he’d say something to break the tension. No one wanted to discuss their financial woes. Things were awful across cities everywhere financially causing a different kind of ruckus.

      “Ah, here we are.”

      Penny  glanced up in surprise as a small woven basket was laid in front of them with a napkin draped over the top. She reached out her hand to lift the corner of the napkin, only to jerk back in surprise when Will’s hand pretended to swat her for peeking. Stunned, her eyes shot up and met his. His expression was full of humor and eyes dancing. She found herself grinning widely, not at his playfulness but simply because he genuinely looked happy.

      “That’s much better,” she admitted. “When you’re happy and smile, it’s the bee’s knees. Truly.” Blushing, she saw his smile grow even wider at her candid words, his eyes dark with a knowing look between them. That intimate gaze in his eyes reminded her of kisses and breathless whispers between them. “And whatever this is,” she quickly amended nervously. “I’m sure it’s good too!”

      Relieved, she saw him chuckle and nod as he sat back in his chair, watching her. Will picked up the corner of the napkin closest to her and studied her face. Penny couldn’t keep from matching his smile.

      “I thought I was the one that had a sweet tooth?” he asked, teasing her.

      “You do, but the smells in this joint are driving me nuts. My nausea is gone and I’m ready to have a bit of whatever that is.”

      She realized that he hadn’t exaggerated about liking sugary things. Inside the basket were four small steaming hot fried pies sprinkled with confectioners’ sugar that was melting into an oozy goodness. She could practically feel her mouthwatering imagining the taste.

      “They are exactly that good,” he told her, “I’m glad I brought you.”

      “This is an incredible treat, I mean, look at that.” Penny stared at him and the pies. “You don’t have to keep doing this, you know.”

      “I want to keep seeing you and I know I have a crazy schedule. So, if tempting you with dinner, fried pies, or maybe something pretty gets me a chance to spend time with you- I’ll take it. It’s rude of me to just show up and assume you are available. You aren’t seeing anyone, are you?”

      “Just you,” she breathed, watching him.

      “I’m glad,” Will said truthfully, his intense eyes watching her. “I’d like to claim you were my girl but I didn’t want to assume.”

      “Don’t then. I’ve a head on my shoulders and an independent woman.”

      “I apologize then.”

      “I’m just joshing you,” she teased and hesitated. “I think I’d like to be your girl, but you’ll have to drive slower or teach me someday so I can drive like a maniac and you can see how it feels.”

      “Deal. Now, let’s eat while its hot.”

      Penny used her fork to gingerly maneuver the fried pie onto a small saucer. She’d tried to pick it up like Will did, but the pie was simply too hot for her to manage easily. He seemed to have no qualms as he took a bite and fanned his mouth from the heat. She laughed aloud as she saw his eyes water in pain.

      “You could wait for it to cool down or use a fork? It’s not worth blistering yourself,” she teased as the scalding apple filling fell onto a plate and he eventually put the delicacy down with it.

      “Man, that must have been straight from the fryer. Shoooo-wee, that was hot!” he admitted and took a sip from his bottle of soda. She admired the way his throat worked and marveled at how handsome he looked in his suit. He really was a looker! It was a wonder that girls weren’t falling all over him where ever he went.

      Penny cut off a piece with her fork and gingerly took a bite. It was really hot but not unbearably so. It had cooled down just a smidgeon for it to be edible. The rich, honeyed tasted of the apples and cinnamon were decadent. She about moaned aloud at how delicious the bubbly crisp crust and the filling were. No wonder he wanted to come out here, it was divine! Minutes later, she stared down at her empty plate only to be surprised when he put another pie on there.

      “I bought four. We’ll split them,” he told her with a grin as he picked up his own.

      “If I keep eating like this, then my get-up isn’t going to fit anymore.”

      “You don’t want yours?”

      “Now, I didn’t say that,” she retorted and swatted is fork away with her own like a mock swordfight. He laughed aloud and quickly began to eat his own second fried pie when she made a stab at it with her fork on his plate. She giggled, her heart alight with happiness at the fact that he was actually fun to be around once he loosened up. They sat there for over an hour just talking. Penny could have sworn her knickers would split if she moved, her stomach was so full.

      Thankfully they sat there for quite a while before heading to the car. She promptly reminded him to be on his best behavior behind the wheel. Last thing she wanted was to be frightened out of her wits or vomiting. This time, he drove much slower for her sake. The ride was very nearly pleasant for her except for all the commotion around the car. Other vehicles were honking and buzzing near them. It was like riding in a fast buggy or wagon. She was growing to like the little car a lot except for all the chaos that driving on the road seemed to bring.

      “What’s all that noise?” she finally asked in exasperation. Perhaps she’d tuned it out on the initial ride out to the bakery because she didn’t remember any of this before. When you rode in buggy’s or walked- it was peaceful. This was nerve-wracking.

      “It’s nothing,” Will assured her with a grin as a man drove around them, shaking a fist towards the car. Penny gaped in shock at the hostile glares.

      “Are they honking at us?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “I’m taking it easy so you don’t get nauseated. They just want me to go faster on this thoroughfare,” he explained. She stared at him in surprise and saw that his gorgeous lips twitched with the hint of a smile he was trying to keep hidden.

      “Sheesh, what a bunch of maroons. Go on ahead and speed up. Ill shut my eyes,” she ordered and sat back on the bench seat like a person being led to the chopping block. Martyrdom didn’t suit her, nor her nerves. Penny braced herself for torture and swallowed hard as the car sped up. A few moments later, he turned a corner abruptly. The din of traffic faded away and she saw that they were in the neighborhood now. All signs of the fiasco earlier were gone. It was peaceful and dark out save the warm glow of the lampposts. Pulling up in front of her house, he brought the car to a stop and set the brake.

      “Why don’t I take you out driving tomorrow if your free?”

      “I work tomorrow until four, but you’ve got yourself a deal. Someday I’m gonna have a shiny automobile too,” she told him emphatically. “It’s pretty thrilling once the initial shock wears off.”

      Will’s hand reached up and cupped her face tenderly, making her suddenly silent. His warm hand against her cool cheek was very nearly as stunning by the movement and the heat coming off of him. She found herself covering his hand with hers as he leaned down towards her. His lips pressed gently against hers making her gasp at the sudden show of emotion and tenderness. He lingered just a moment before clearing his throat nervously and backing away.

      “My apologies, I was a bit forward.”

      “Wow,” she breathed aloud as the realization dawned on her. He was incredibly gorgeous and interested in her as more than a friend-and she was glad of it too! “You’ve got a beautiful kisser there, Will.”

      Penny could have bitten her tongue at her foolish words blurted out absently. Her heart almost burst at his nervous chuckle and the flush that crept up his neck in the dim light of the car.

      “You aren’t so bad yourself,” he admitted shyly. “I’d like to do that again sometime. I’m not sure what was sweeter or more heavenly… the pies or those lips.”
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      It was actually two weeks before Will could take Penny driving. He’d shown up at the dinnertime, promising to make it up to her but things were flaring up in town. Speakeasies were popping up left and right. Dancehalls were one thing, but speakeasies were another entirely. At a dancehall, you could dance the night away without fear of being raided. Speakeasies weren’t so easy to distinguish. If you knew the right person, right word or secret knock then the illegal alcohol would surface. one word got out, it suddenly got livelier. The dancing got wilder, the smoke a little thicker and the atmosphere more rambunctious. The threat of a raid combined with the temptation of danger and illegal whiskey was what kept them popping up around town.

      Things seemed to be rough for everyone and they looked for a way to escape their everyday woes. Ruby had been to a speakeasy recently with Teddy and the fire in her eyes made her yearn for fun and recklessness.

      Bonnie had begun coming around the restaurant and her home yet again- this time asking for money. She claimed that Clyde was being framed by Will and the police. Penny felt her face flush as she listened to her old coworker rant and rave about how the world was against her man  - and that Penny should immediately stop trusting Will, that he was using her to get to Clyde.

      “I have to leave to help Clyde- I can’t tell Ruby or you why, but something isn’t right.” Bonnie looked like a nervous mess, her eyes watching the door and darting around the room anxiously.

      “Bonnie, let me fix us some tea and let’s talk.”

      “I’d appreciate that.”

      Penny started the kettle and sighed heavily as she saw Bonnie rifling through her hand bag taking a few bills. Thankfully she kept her money hidden elsewhere and never told a soul. If Bonnie was that hard up for money, she was welcome to it.

      “You know Bonnie that we all love you at the diner and if you need a few clams then Joe might let you work a few shifts.”

      “I appreciate that. Clyde’s just had a rough go and he’s trying to do right by me. I wish your man would quit singling him out. Say something to him for me, please?”

      “Bonnie,” she warns, “Clyde shouldn’t be getting in scrapes nor getting you in trouble. Will has been focused on prohibition raids, not gangster-“

      “He’s no gangster!”

      “Well, whatever illegal thing he’s doing that’s got you scared? He needs to stop then. Think Bonnie, growing up? It was God first and family second. You keep those two in line, the rest falls into place.”

      “Don’t you go getting preachy on me, Miss Penelope Brown. You don’t understand him like I do. I’ve loved him from the first moment I laid eyes on him. You’re no saint nor have you ever loved someone like I love my Clyde.”

      “Never claimed to be either. I also know that I sleep well at night and not ate up with worry. I think the tea is ready.” Penny prepared two cups, but she knew deep in her gut that Bonnie wouldn’t be there waiting. Sure enough, the living room was empty. Penny was still sitting on the small couch looking out the window when Will pulled up. She hurriedly poured Bonnie’s untouched tea out and poured him a fresh cup.

      “Hi there,” he said brightly with a smile at the cup of tea she handed him. “Were you waiting on me?”

      “Bonnie came by again,” she started and shook her head. “I know she’s reaching out for help but I can’t help her.”

      “I know she’s your friend and you care for her, but distance yourself from Clyde and Bonnie. He’s well known for cracking safes and going to serve time this time around. I don’t want you mixed up with those two.”

      “You don’t have to worry. She actually stole money from me,” she admitted shocked and dismayed.

      “A lot? Do you want to press charges?”

      “No. She took a few bills, that’s it. I feel sorry for Bonnie. I think she’s in over her head.”

      “If she’s hanging with Barrow, I’d say so. If he ever comes here, you ring the station immediately. I don’t want you in danger and I don’t trust anyone with your safety. Don’t let her use you and play on your kind heart. It took me a long time to shut myself off from caring too much, don’t let them hurt you. You’ve got a gift of tenderness in your heart and I need it there more than I care to admit.” both got quiet and you could hear a pin drop.

      “Now, I’ve promised to take you driving and have a basket packed. I thought if you were free we’d make a day of it, or what’s left of it.

      “I don’t want to talk about Bonnie anymore,” she said firmly, feeling a bit put off by the thought of him ‘caring more than he wanted to admit’ – what exactly did that mean?

      “No problem. Just you and me now.”
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        * * *

      

      Will was a perfect gentleman. How could she expect anything less? He was formal, polite and a bit stiff reminding her of the first time she’d seen him. She hadn’t asked any questions on where they were going, just shutting her eyes and along for the bumpy ride. It was obvious they were out in the country away from Dallas. When she peeked, she saw the grasses and cows in the distance flying by at an alarming rate, making her pinch her eyes closed yet again nervously. The automobile was foreign and unknown to her, but his promise today was to show her the ropes.

      Pulling the car down a bumpy dirt road, he yanked on the e-brake and got out of the vehicle, looking very solemn. Penny crawled out and let out her breath nervously, thankful to have stopped and be in one piece. She watched as he spread a picnic blanket out near a large grove of pecan trees. His eyes kept watching her almost as if he was waiting for something?

      “Everything okay?”

      “You tell me?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The driving. Did I make you sick again?”

      “That? Naaaaw. Not this time. Were you trying to make me ill?”

      “Absolutely not” he said stiffly looking quite dismayed at the idea.

      “Okay then. Lighten up and relax a bit you stiff suit. Live a little and let’s have some fun,” she exclaimed with a forced enthusiasm, picking a dandelion and blowing the feathery tufts into the air in his direction. She noticed that he finally cracked a smile and grabbed the basket. It was a small bread basket lined with a linen cloth, something she’d seen used several times in the past. Inside was two sandwiches wrapped in brown paper, tied with string. A small bowl of orange fluffy looking stuff and two Dr. Peppers.

      “Oh, you brought the good stuff!”

      “Only the best,” he quipped with a wry smile.

      “Legally.”

      “Of course. Why do you ask?”

      “I just thought that maybe since you were with the police that you had access to better stuff, a stiffer drink. Goodness knows you might need it for my driving lesson.”

      “While that might be true, I hope you realize that I will never break a promise, break my faith or break the law. I might be a stick in the mud to some people, but I have to be true to myself.”

      “I never called you a stick in the mud.”

      “No, but its written all over your pretty face sometimes.”

      “Sorry.”

      “Don’t be. I might seem dry or dull, but…”

      “Let’s forget all of that. This is now and no stick in the muds or frowny faces allowed. I hope you didn’t forget that you promised to teach me how to drive – you haven’t changed your mind have you?”

      “No, of course not. I didn’t know if you wanted to eat first or if you wanted your first driving lesson?” He said with a knowing smile – it was the grin on his face that her made her take the bait and get over any nervousness in her.

      She arrogantly marched right over to the car, her feet stomping in the dirt sending up some little poofs of dust around her. She yanked open the driver side door and climbed inside like she had driven a car before. She watched as he got in the passenger side and could not help the wide smile that nearly split her face and half – she was tremendously excited and a little intimidated. 

      Penny had initially thought that the dash was plain – but was really only noticing it for the first time. Every time she’s been in the car she shut her eyes or crouch down in the seat as far as possible. She’s never really looked around. Now she saw the silver glistening display in the very center of the dash with two tiles on it and a silver knob in the middle. There was a place for the key that he held aloft, dangling from his fingers. Below the dash was too large sticks jutting up from the floorboard. In front of her, were three pedals and she realized that she had absolutely no clue what to do.

      “I have no idea how to even start this thing,” she finally admitted and saw Will nod. She felt a little intimidated as he began speaking casually of all the knobs, bells, and switches that the car was equipped with.

      “Now before we get started, there’s a couple of basic things that you need to know. Once the car starts, it automatically starts to move forward. So, you will need to have your foot on the brake. You will have to hold it down hard enough in order to hold car still. The second thing you always need to do is make sure that you are in park or neutral.  If you were in first gear and started the car, it’s going to surge forward without any control.”

      Penny knew she was staring at him wide-eyed but she was focusing exactly on what he was saying and absorbing the information he was throwing her way. She watched as he wiggled the shifter and explained that moving it left or right put it in neutral. The other stick was the brake. But then he explained that one of the pedals was the brake. 

      “What?” she exclaimed. “I’m lost. There’s two brakes? Which do I use?”

      “Don’t be, this will be easier than you realize.”

      “Maybe this is a bad idea I don’t want to damage your car. My mother always claimed that ladies were not supposed to drive these things – maybe she was right?”

      “Well I happen to think that you are the epitome of a lady. And my girl can do whatever she puts her mind to,” he proclaimed firmly, looking at her in a silent challenge. “If you want to do this then you will learn how, if you don’t feel like learning, or you don’t think you can...?” he trailed off, baiting her and Penny took it. 

      “I never said I can’t – I just said that it might take me some time and I’m afraid that I will cause damage to your vehicle before I really learn how to drive.” 

      “So, what do you want to do? Do you want me to show you? Or do you want to try and work your way through it?” She watched as he put the car in neutral again and then inserted the key in the dashboard. He gave it a turn in the car thrummed with life, making her yelp in surprise.

      “How did you learn?”  She asked him quickly, feeling the car purr as it waited to move forward. There was a silent power just ready to surge forward at the slightest direction from her.

      “As a young boy I drove the tractor on my parent’s farm, so I was used to having a vehicle moving underneath me. I was also used to shifting the transmission. Do you want to learn on a different day and just check out the controls today?”

      “No, I want to learn-“

      ”Well then don’t be scared – be the brave woman that I know you are and trust me. I will help you. If you get scared, stomp on that pedal,” he told her pointing at the floorboard.

      ”But that is…”her voice tailed off, far more confused. “You said this was the brake?” 

      “Right. The car has two brakes – one for your foot and one for emergencies. If you get scared, stop the car. Relax, you’ve got this,” he encouraged.

      Penny took several deep breaths and put her hands on the steering wheel flexing her knuckles several times and just trying to get used to the feeling. She could feel the vibration of the engine in the steering wheel and it was a heady feeling. 

      “That’s my girl – now I’m going to put it into gear so put your foot on the pedal,” he coached softly.

      “Wait! I don’t think I’m...” The car suddenly surged forward and started to roll and a very slow pace. Penny stared at him wide eyed as he started to laugh. 

      “Steer the car sweetheart or we’re going to hit the trees ahead.”

      Penny whipped her head around – and saw the tree line far off in the distance. She immediately turned the steering wheel to the right, and then to the left... And then a sharper left. The car responded and suddenly she was driving in circles. She began laughing uproariously at herself. It was more of a panicked laughter and a reaction to his own laughter – both were giggling hysterically. 

      “Want to try something fun now?” He asked with a mischievous look in his eyes.

      ”This is terribly fun – I don’t know if I can handle much more,” she admitted, suddenly concerned that more fun would involve speeding down the road as he did when he drove her to the bakery. She was no where ready for that.

      “Push on that pedal there – just a little bit.” Penny pushed down just a bit as he instructed, and the car surged forward even faster, still winding in circles.

      ”Oh, I don’t think this is such a good idea,” she exclaimed holding onto the steering wheel forcibly. She glanced over at him to see that he had stopped laughing, his face pale with a greenish hue to it.

      ”Hit the brakes, Penny,” he ordered in a strange voice. Penny mashed down on the pedal as hard as she could putting the car into a harsh, abrupt stop. Will grabbed the shifter, threw the car into neutral and turned it off quickly. She saw him yank his door open just in time to throw up in the grass. Penny stared in shock – and began to laugh again.

      “I am so sorry,” she exclaimed let out a giggle. She slapped both hands over her mouth – in order to keep any more laughter from escaping. “That really was great fun – but maybe we shouldn’t drive in circles?” 

      “I say, that is a champion idea,” he groaned aloud. “Let’s go sit down for a little bit – let’s leave the car where it’s at.” Nodding, she got out of the car and met him around the rear bumper. It was just so easy with him – he extended his hand towards her and she immediately slipped her hand into his. He yanked a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped his forehead. They walked across the field to where the grove of pecan trees was at and sat down on the blanket.

      “I have to apologize – I did not realize how sick you were that night we went to go get fried pies. I think I’ve just received my comeuppance.”

      ”I feel like I should be apologizing to you, I did not even think about me driving in circles would make you sick. I’m actually surprised that I did not get sick this time.” He lay back on the blanket and put his arm over his eyes – she could see the smile lingering on his serene face.

      ”The next driving lesson – we go in straight lines only,” he teased.

      “Absolutely – especially if this means that I didn’t scare you off?”

      ”I don’t think anything you could do scare me off.” They lay there quite a while on the blanket – just talking, as his stomach settled down. After a while they set up and ate the ham sandwiches. It was nothing extraordinary, it was simplicity at its finest and a perfect afternoon. As it started to get a little bit dark outside – he suggested that he drive her home.

      “Do you think we can try one more time?” she hedged, thinking how exciting it had been.

      “As long as you don’t drive in circles it – you’re going to have to actually drive it or else I get sick again. Don’t be scared of the car – you control everything that it does.”

      Penny got into the driver seat bravely padded the seat next to her as a silent invitation. Will got into the car and scooted over as she directed, putting his arm around her shoulder. She took a deep breath in an effort to calm down her heartbeat at the nearness and the adrenaline rush from what she was fixing to do. He put the key in the ignition and cranked it, the engine road to live and lurched underneath them. Penny let out a loud yelp and surprise and grab the steering wheel steadying the car.  Will lean down and whispered in her ear.

      “You’ve got this.”

      Penny felt goosebumps and nodded nervously. She drove quite a while in the field up and down where the cornrows had once been. Looking ahead she saw at the grove of trees was nearly black with shadows from the sun going down. 

      “I’m going to head back towards the trees,” she instructed him. “When I get close I need you to help me slow the car down.”

      “Of course – I will help you.”

      As they got closer, he took her hand and put it on the gearshift her covering it with his. It was incredibly intimate yet innocent at the same time. He gave the shifter a pull and a push throwing it into a different, lower gear. Penny sucked in her breath in surprise and let it out in a whoosh the moment he told her to hit the brake pedal. The car skidded to a stop, he put it in neutral and set the other floor brake.

      “I did it!” she exclaimed happily.

      ”You sure did.”

      “Thank you so much for helping me.”

      “It was my pleasure – thank you for trying it again and believing in yourself,” he whispered gently staring at her “Penny?”

      “Yes will?”

      “Would you be terribly upset if I kissed you?”

      “I might be more upset if you didn’t,” she breathed. Slowly his head leaned down towards her – his dark eyelashes fanned on his cheeks. How has she ever thought this man was cold? She never saw so many different facets to his personality and the way he was looking at right now had to be her absolute favorite. As their lips touched in the briefest of kisses, she smiled as he pulled back awkwardly, with a very shy smile.

      “Again, I apologize – I was overcome with emotion and forgot that I was ill earlier. Those sweet red lips do a number on me,” he admitted, his thumb tracing her mouth lightly.

      “I don’t think I even noticed.” Penny was instantly glad she’d taken to putting the rouge on her lips like Ruby did. She’d wanted to look attractive to Will and it made her fell so feminine to know it worked.

      “Well I sure did – and I want to kiss you the right way. Can I see you again tomorrow?”

      “I’d like that a lot.”

      “Then let’s get you home so you can rest. You’ve had an exciting day.”
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      They met several times over the next few days, each time he took her back out to that field and let her drive. She looks forward to the meeting each time, and it was as if he was making sure that he had time for her to. Sometimes they would meet in the morning and he would drop her off at the diner for her shift. Other times they would meet in the afternoon and he would pick her up, take her to dinner, and then take her for a driving lesson. Seeing Will, and being able to drive his car, had been quite the highlight of her life lately.

      Penny adored their afternoons together. The pecan grove had become their place, or so it seemed. Every afternoon that they were together ended with them laying under the clouds, holding hands and staring up at the sky. She loved watching the leaves weave in the breeze and the sense of peace that stole into her soul was awe-inspiring.

      Will had even surprised her one afternoon, carving their initials into a tree for all time. He’d then swept her into his arms, holding her tightly and kissing her senseless. This felt like the garden of Eden and they were the only creatures there, making her wonder what would ruin it for them – but also gave her the knowledge that Eve had of what temptation was. She understood now better than ever.

      The way that they would lay under the trees talking, seemed so innocent yet so intimate. She was keenly aware of the way his eyes raked over her as he lay there, his head propped against his hand. Will’s smile was for her alone and it was a rare treasure he shared with her, she didn’t get to see as often when others were around. He shared his soul with Penny in these moments, their talks and she felt so honored to be a part of his life.

      This afternoon was no different.

      She felt so light hearted as he jokingly cleared their spot, so the blanket didn’t have lumps underneath from the pecans and branches. He lay it out and sat down, holding out his hand towards her. She placed her hand in his and felt herself yanked forward eagerly, putting her directly into his arms and upon his lap. Laughing happily, she threw back her head but the moment changed from lightheartedness to intimacy the moment he kissed her neck tenderly.

      “Will, no,” she began and pulled away from him, knowing that they were alone and the temptation was there. Instantly, Will released her and got to his feet. She watched him step away, and crouch down, his back towards her. He picked up several pecans and turned back towards her. “I’m sorry,” she began hesitantly and saw him shake his head with a knowing look.

      “No, I should be apologizing to you,” Will told her and brought her the pecans. “I feel so much, so overwhelmed, in moments with you. This is us…”

      “Nuts?” she asked, staring down at her hands holding the nuts and his hands cupping hers.

      “No,” he laughed aloud. “Well, maybe? But no. I feel like this is us because we are out here alone. A shell around our innermost persona, but when someone takes the time it takes for us to open up,” he stopped talking and kissed her cheek. “It’s delicious and you just want more. I am sorry I seem to keep touching you or kissing you but-“

      “Stop, you don’t have to say anymore,” she interrupted softly. She saw his mouth open to speak again, and she shook her head. “You don’t have to explain because I feel the same. I just get nervous because I’ve never cared for someone like this.”

      Will stood there for several moments, holding her hands in his, as he looked down into her eyes. She could see the unspoken questions and the need that he felt for her. She was keenly aware of her own heart thumping in her chest that must match his own. Slowly, he leaned down towards her.

      His lips hesitated briefly over hers as if to give her time to pull away. Penny wasn’t missing this for the world. This seemed to be a pivotal moment to her in her mind. His lips touched hers and she felt that same sense of oneness steal over her that she’d felt each time he laughed, looked at her or smiled her way. Simple, innocent, chaste kisses eventually deepened as he held her close to him.

      She couldn’t imagine anyone else ever kissing her the rest of her life. The boys she’d dated before could never inspire this longing, trust, and commitment from her. Penny felt silly even thinking it, but she could see a future with Will and prayed he felt the same.

      He broke the kiss and brought her hands with the pecans up to his lips, kissing each one of her fingers softly. “Someday, I want you to know what you mean to me. I would do anything for you…”

      Penny must have looked surprised, because he suddenly flushed nervously and released her. As he stepped back and looked away, she cursed her foolishness. The man was nervous, shy and skittish when it came to him revealing how he felt; she needed to be more decisive if she wanted to continue down that path to find out what he thought. She wished she could read his mind or see into his soul. There was no rewinding now, the moment was broken and she felt a keen sense of loss at knowing that she wanted to hear more words of love from him.

      “You mean a lot to me too,” she began and saw him run his fingers through his hair. He was thinking or nervous, that was a sure sign. “I look forward to our time out here, you know? I don’t mean to interrupt your train of thought or what you were saying – I just don’t know if we are ready for all of this.”

      Penny felt just awful seeing him close himself off. It was as if she saw the walls he’d worked on suddenly there back in place. He was afraid and she didn’t know how to get back to the man she’d had a glimpse of. Will had trust issues but expected her to do so implicitly.

      “Don’t turn away and don’t shut me out,” she said bitterly, feeling a lump in her throat. He glanced at her in surprise and wonder, letting Penny know she’d hit the nail on the head.

      “I’m here. I care for you and trust you more than anyone but you have got to be patient with me. Let me be who I am, but you should be there for me when I need you too. Don’t shut me out or turn away when I need more time or make a mistake. You care for me, then give me that consideration.”

      Will pulled her into his arms wholeheartedly and simply held her. Neither said a word. She was glad of it. Feeling his arms around her made her feel secure and the strength in his arms gave her the impression that he needed the connection between them too.

      Penny couldn’t speak if she’d wanted to, she felt too fragile and it was like everything going on in her life was too much for her. Ruby, Bonnie, Will – it was overloading her emotions and she wanted the best for all of them, but most of all – she wanted the best for herself.

      After some time, she realized that he’d began to sway, holding her. Penny couldn’t have picked a more perfect gesture than simply being with the man she cared for and enjoy the feeling being cherished. She lay her head against his chest as they danced in the warm breeze that played a silent melody for them.

      “I needed this,” she admitted softly. “I think we both do, just to be held here under the trees by each other.”
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      The attention Will was showing her kept her mind off of other things. For instance, she knew Bonnie had taken some money from her purse. What she did not realize until yesterday evening was that Bonnie had also taken her gun that she kept stashed in the box on the mantle. She had heard a noise outside and went for her gun before walking outside to check it out only to find that her gun was gone. She never intended to use it, it had been her fathers and in the family for as long as she had known. Now it is gone, and she could only assume that Bonnie had it. 

      “Will? I have something going on that I don’t know what to do with”

      ”What is wrong?” 

      Penny hated to burden him – he had picked up some fried pies and they were snacking on them under the pecan trees. She really loved her afternoons with him, or she could talk share and just be with her friend. Since that afternoon a few days ago, they’d kept things light between them. Driving the car filled her afternoons with excitement, something she missed since she had stopped going to motion pictures or dancing when her mother had left. 

      “My gun is missing.”

      ”WHAT?” Will very nearly roared, sitting up from where he lay on the blanket. The birds overhead in the trees launched into the air, disturbed and alarmed at the sound of his voice. Penny herself had jumped at the tone but he’d caught himself and was bringing himself under control. She knew he wasn’t angry with her, but more with the situation – or at least that was what she told herself. She’d never seen him lose his temper before and this seemed to be very close to it. He took several deep breaths and asked her calmly to tell him what happened.

      ”I thought I heard a noise last night – and I went to go get it, and it’s gone. I don’t know what to do or who to report too, that’s why am asking you,” she began anxiously.

      “Do you have a serial number or any information on the gun?”

      “No, it was my daddy’s. It’s been in my family forever that I know of. I couldn’t even tell you what kind of gun it was, because they scare me and I don’t want to touch them.”

      “Was it loaded?” he bit out and she hated that he was so upset. She was beside herself at the thought of it being used to hurt someone.

      “I think so – I know that sounds so stupid, but I really never touched it. My mother had kept it in the box, and when I moved I put the box on top of my mantle.”

      ”Do you think there’s a chance that Ruby has it?”

      ”No,” she admitted softly looking away. She knew that she suspected Bonnie but even thinking it made her feel awful. She felt guilty by association.

      “But you suspect someone, and you don’t want to say…” Will said aloud for her. 

      “Yes, remember I said Bonnie took some money out of my purse and I didn’t want to say anything or do anything about it? I’m wondering if she took my gun too.”

      ”If Bonnie comes to your house – I do not want you to answer the door,” Will said firmly and then shocked her. He took her hands in his and looked almost embarrassed or anxious. “How do you feel about going to visit my parents farm?”

      “Absolutely not,” she said quickly, pulling her hands away from him.

      “Why not? Look at is this as a small getaway, I’m sure if you explain to Joe then he will understand and let you off of work. You can’t stay in that house by yourself unarmed with a known felon down the street.” Penny could see he was getting frustrated at her refusal, but she’d struggled for a long time to get where she was now. She couldn’t start over.

      “Bonnie is not a felon.”

      “Not yet, but her boyfriend sure is. Look I’m not supposed to discuss this, but I received orders today to start investigating how Clyde Barrow escaped the McLennan County Jail just south of here.” 

      “What? He was in jail?” Penny was stunned that he’d even told her.

      “Yes, and the rumor is that Bonnie smuggled a gun into him.”

      “Noooo,” she gasped feeling faint all of a sudden.

      “I’m afraid that your tender heart, your gift for seeing the best in people, will get you hurt. Everyone is a friend to you, but sweetheart they aren’t friends. Please consider getting away for a little bit and staying safe. For my sake at least.”

      “I appreciate that – but I have to believe that Bonnie is doing the best she can right now. She’s probably like a cornered animal and lashing out.” Penny abruptly stood up and shook out her skirt – they had been lying on the blanket for quite a while talking. But she needed to get up and move around, talking about Bonnie and the trouble that she was getting herself into simply did not sit well with her.

      “If you won’t go out to my parent’s farm, and you won’t leave town, I will get you another gun. But I want you to keep it in your room and near you at all times. Don’t let it out of your sight. And promise me that if someone bothers you, you will tell me immediately. If it’s money causing you to stay here, I’ll help you.” 

      “Look, I can’t go to East Texas – I have no money and cannot start over again for nothing. I have my job and home here and I’m building a life here. I have my friends, even if you don’t like them and it’s my life to deal with. Appreciate the offer of the gun, and yes that would be a comfort. I appreciate you giving me driving lessons, it’s been tremendously fun. But that is about as far as I’m willing to take from you.” 

      “Penny – I am more than willing to help. I just want you safe.”

      “And I appreciate that, but I’m not looking for a sugar daddy and I am no sap. I think maybe you should drive me home now.” She had abruptly ended their afternoon interlude. While the thought of Bonnie taking her gun had made her upset, the idea of him trying to control her or tell her to her friends could be made her nauseated. Or even the fact but she might have possibly hurt his feelings by standing up for herself made her feel physically ill. She watched as he abruptly folded up the blanket into awarded ball, normally he would shake it out and folded nicely. And she would gather up the basket. This time, it was not the case. He put both in the trunk quickly and hopped in the car without a word. 

      They rode silently back to her house, and he insisted on walking her to the door. When she got home, there was a note on the screen door for her. She pulled the note off and walked inside inviting Will to follow her. Inside of the note was three dollars, and a simple phrase scribbled on the paperwork.

      Thanks for the loan.

      Will looked at her – skepticism on his face. Penny knew that the color had sunk out of her own cheeks, with thinking how horrible this looked.

      “I didn’t loan her the money? I swear it. I couldn’t have, I needed it. And I did not lend her the gun, I want to assure you of that.”

      “Are you helping her?”

      “No!”

      “I’ve got to make sure because you cannot help criminal. You have to decide what you want in your life. Do you want someone that cares deeply for you and wants the best for you, or someone who put you in danger?”

      “Will, I promise you I did not give her the money, nor did I give her the gun. Here is where I stored it,” she showed him the box on the mantle and the bullets were still inside loose. He took the box and held it for moment, staring at it silently. 

      “Will? Do you trust me?”

      ”I do, God help me I do. I trust you– I’m just afraid. My heart tells me one thing, in my mind warns me of another. I have been betrayed before in the past, and it hurts. I do not want to have that happen again. If you will not leave your house, or go into hiding, I want you to take my gun. I want you to understand that this is registered to me. If this goes missing or get stolen or get used in a robbery, it all falls back on me. If you tell anyone what I told you about Clyde, it all leads to me. You’re my girl and they know it at the station. I am trusting you with my life and my future.”

      ”Will, no,” she began and tried to hand him back the gun he was pushing into her hands. She hated guns and was terrified of them. That was part of the reason she didn’t know if her fathers was even loaded, she never touched them.

      ”Yes, because I can’t leave you here unprotected, I can’t stand the thought of someone I care for being taken advantage of or in danger.” Will grabbed her and kisses her thoroughly there in the middle of her living. It’s like the last bit of the shell around him has dropped away, revealing his innermost thoughts. He was worried about her and cared about her.  Ruby came flying through the front door at that very moment and to a complete an abrupt stop when she saw the two of them in each other’s arms.

      “Whoops! I think I’m interrupting something?” Will leaned down and kissed Penny gently on the cheek – whispering in her ear. His words and warm breath gave her chills of anticipation and desire.

      “I love you Penelope, I need you to be safe for me.”

      Penny stood there in shock. Will still held the box in his hand, with his back to Ruby, he placed his gun in the box quietly without a word, looking at her firmly. Penny nodded at a loss for words at the intensity in his eyes and the gesture he was making. He was putting his future in her hands and trusting her with everything. He handed the small wooden box to her, nodded and turned around with a wide smile at Ruby.

      “Good evening Ruby – did you have a nice time out? 

      “The best – I went dancing. Maybe sometimes we can get you to go with us? 

      “Someday,” he said and looked over his shoulder at where she stood, holding the box behind her now out of sight. “I will see you soon, Penny.”

      She watched him walk out the door and immediately retired to her bedroom, feeling lost and alone. She slipped the small box underneath her pillow case, and peaked out the window shade to watch his car off into the night

      ”Things getting serious between you two?” she asked flippantly, leaning on the frame od Penny’s doorway. She pulled the cloche off her head and shook out her smoothed curls.

      ”Ruby, he’s a really great guy”

      “I’m glad – you deserve somebody. I just never thought it would be him. He’s too straight-laced and you need a little fun in your life. Live a little chickee, come dancing with us next time we go out,” Ruby told her. Penny stood there silently. She wanted to hear all about Ruby’s night out, but she couldn’t tear her eyes from the road where Will was leaving in his car.

      ”I think he is just what I need,” she whispered but Ruby had already left her alone.
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      “Bonnie what are you doing here?” Penny exclaimed in surprise walking into the kitchen. She’d overheard Ruby talking to someone early one Sunday morning, and walked in to see that both of them were seated at the small kitchen table having a cup of coffee. They looked awfully chummy and cozy. Bonnie look just as cool and casual as she always had, but there was a hard edge to her now, something she had never seen before. Her eyes were different. Where she’d always been friendly, her eyes were now cold and flat. Bonnie actually had the nerve to pull out a cigarette and light it in the small room.

      “Please don’t smoke in here,” Penny asked politely. It was like the two were circling each other for dominance in the small room. Bonnie eyed her up and down, making her feel like she was lacking somehow in her eyes. Was it because she herself wasn’t some hoodlum?

      “What you’re too good for this now? I thought you used to be fun, one of the gang? You seem a little stuffy nowadays, acting like you are better than everyone. Is that because of your sheriff?”

      “Bonnie, I have never smoked. You were the smoker. It’s never been welcome in my home and Ruby you know that. There seems to be a lot of rules and lines that you don’t mind crossing lately and I don’t really want to be a part of it.”

      Bonnie stood up abruptly, walked across the kitchen and put her cigarette out in the sink, watching Penny the entire time. It was like a silent standoff between the two. Bonnie was dressed beautifully but it was obvious that Clyde was having some sort of influence on her. She’d never seen her looking this brash, this arrogant before. It was as if she simply would do what she wanted and cared nothing for the consequences. Penny stood there in her threadbare wrapper pulled tight around her neck, her hair disheveled from sleep and aggravated beyond belief that the woman had the nerve to show up.

      “Penny relax, she’s here to talk,” said Ruby amicably. Penny knew that the woman was well liked, it was simply a matter of trust. She didn’t trust Bonnie to keep from helping herself to anything in her home and she didn’t have much anyhow. What was stopping her from taking anything else? Would she do it at gunpoint? Her own gun, at that?

      “I don’t know if she’s welcome here anymore. You know that money was not the only thing taken, wasn’t it? Bonnie, you took it from me without even saying anything. I might have needed that money for bills or to keep the water on in this place, yet you took it anyways.” That was what hurt Penny the most, the fact that they had started a friendship with the girl and now she was abusing the fact. She hated to be taken advantage of or dumped upon, it reminded her of how her mother had abandoned her. She’d had to clean up a mess before, she didn’t want to do so again.

      “And I returned it,” Bonnie countered smoothly, taking her seat yet again at the small table. Her fingernails tapped upon the enamel table top in the kitchen. The silence stretching between them.

      “Did you take my gun too?” Penny finally asked, her words echoing between them heavily. She could see the shock and surprise on Ruby’s face, as well as the sly smile on Bonnie’s instantly setting her on edge. Part of her had known but she didn’t want to admit it.

      “What’s going on?” asked Ruby softly, looking at Penny and Bonnie as if she was seeing them for the first time. Her face was awash in confusion and disbelief. Penny could understand because she’d never told a soul that she had kept her father’s revolver.

      “That gun was dangerous and misfired the first time it was shot. Now if you want to gun, I can get you a gun,” Bonnie offered steadily, staring at Penny. It wasn’t an admission or a denial. Just a simple statement that confirmed her suspected guilt. How else would she know it misfired? Penny instantly felt sick to her stomach and grabbed a chair weakly before her knees gave out.

       “You shot my gun? Did you kill somebody?” she whispered aloud, feeling a wave of nausea wash over her. Would it be tied to her? Was it someone she knew, someone’s father or brother? How would she ever sleep again knowing that it was her gun that took a life.

      “What would happen if I did?”

      “Bonnie, that’s not funny. That gun is registered to my father,” she said mortified at the callousness of her answer. Didn’t she realize it could be traced to her? How it would affect her life as well as others? Penny cared for her, could it be she didn’t feel the same? She would never deliberately harm Bonnie nor wish it upon her but she was finding that the feeling wasn’t mutual. What about Ruby – what did she think of this mess? Could she live with someone that would harbor or aide a criminal? 

      “You’re old pops has been gone for a long time, so they would never have attracted to you unless you switched it over to your name. So, did you?” Bonnie explained, rolling her eyes at the shock on Penny’s face. The woman had the nerve to look absolutely annoyed and disgusted, where Penny and Ruby stared at each other in complete disbelief at the carelessness she showed.

      “You didn’t answer the question. Did you shoot someone with my gun?” Penny repeated, more firmly this time. Would she got to Will? Could she turn in Bonnie and would Clyde come after her? Would anyone else? Penny felt her stomach clench painfully as the feeling of entrapment washed over her. Bonnie had the one up on her and she was helpless.

      “Bonnie I think both Penny and I need you to answer that question,” Ruby said quietly, grasping at Penny’s hand for supportive comfort. The two young women looked completely shell-shocked at Bonnie’s disinterest.

      “Look you two don’t have to get upset or get your knickers twisted, I came here to tell you that I’m leaving. I also wanted to see if I could get a little bit a help before Clyde and I headed out. I came here because when I thought we were friends. But I should’ve known better, because friends don’t sick the police on other friends.”

      Penny didn’t say a word either way. She’d never put the police on Bonnie’s tail nor would the woman believe her. She just watched her warily as Bonnie got up and started to pace in the small kitchen. Her shoes making soft taps on the linoleum floor. She looked almost distraught, aggravated and was watching the clock mounted on the wall above the sink.

      “Are you waiting for somebody?” Penny finally asked and felt Ruby clench her hand tightly. She shook her head negatively indicating that she didn’t want Bonnie any more upset, especially if her gun was missing. Did Bonnie have it on her?

      “My ride should be here soon,” Bonnie said flatly, peeking out the lace curtains.

      “Clyde Barrow?” 

      “Maybe? Maybe not. Depends on if he could give your boy-toy the slip.” They were on the run from Will and the other policemen. Bonnie had lumped them all in the same category together. It was obvious now how her mind was working. If you weren’t helping her, you were against her- and a threat. If Barrow felt the same way she did, they were in danger. They needed Bonnie to leave quickly and forget about them.

      “Bonnie, I don’t want to be a part of anything that you two are in. I know that you’re a better person than this and I think that you can know that too. I can’t help you do anything against the law. I started my life over and I like where it’s going. Clyde is dragging you down,” Penny told her gently. “You are welcome here if you choose to start over again. We’ll help you.”

      “We miss you Bonnie,” Ruby agreed. “Come back to the restaurant and let’s find you a nice boy. Someone you can introduce to your father and have children with.” 

      “You too don’t get it do you?” Bonnie laughed at them, her face awash with disbelief and disgust. “Clyde is holding me back and I am destined for more. I don’t want to just bring home a boy, I want to be married to a real man. You two birds might be happy with having a baby on your knee, but I am not. I want excitement and power in the thrill of being Clyde’s woman.”

      “Bonnie please,” Penny began seeing that she was getting irate. Bonnie slammed her fist down on the countertop, making Ruby and her jump anxiously at the display of temper. How would her cohorts or Clyde react at seeing her this upset?

      “No Penny – you were acting like such a Mrs. Grundy. No fun and no excitement. Dull! Where is your zest for life? Don’t you want more than this, more than your sheriff? I mean, there is no excitement in that stick in the mud so why bother with him? You need a real man – a man like my Clyde.”

      “And I hate to say it – but Bonnie you are acting like some gangster’s moll and you are so much better than that. Don’t let him bring you down.” Bonnie just smiled at her finally, but the smile didn’t reach her eyes. It was more like seeing a dog bare its teeth, dangerous and potentially lethal. Bonnie was a threat and there was no doubt in her mind any longer.

      “Someday you’ll understand, ladies. I love Clyde and from the moment I laid eyes on him, I knew that he was the man for me. There’s a way that that he looks at me that nobody else has ever done. If you don’t want to help me I understand that, but you won’t hold me back either.”

      Bonnie stormed out the door to the kitchen that lead out to the side of the house. Penny and Ruby peaked outside to see a roadster pull up and sure enough Clyde Barrow was driving. Bonnie went flying into the car with excitement leaned over, kissed him and waved goodbye.

      Penny turn to Ruby and said, “Do not let her in this house again. I’m afraid he’s going to be too much for her and she can’t see that this is the wrong path. She needs more help than we could ever give her.” Unfortunately, Penny did not have to give Ruby that warning, because Bonnie never came by their house again.
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      It was several days before Penny saw Will again. He had come by the diner during one of her shifts, to tell her that he was heading out as part of an investigation and might be a few days. He was very courteous of him, and he was extremely polite. She was almost afraid for him and felt guilty that they had parted before he could have finished kissing her. 

      “Hang on just a second I’ll be right back,” she whispered to him. Penny walk over to the table and topped off several coffee cups while taking their order. She noticed that he was standing at the back of the restaurant waiting patiently. She dropped off the order slip with Joe, told him she would be right back, and took his hand leading him outside on the back stoop. 

      “Is everything all right?” he asked, his eyes concerned. She liked that about him, that he seemed to care about every little aspect of her life. She felt like she could tell him anything and he would listen or help her. It was terribly wonderful to have someone to be able to rely upon and she cherished it.

      “Yes, I just needed to do this,” Penny admitted softly and grabbed his lapels have his jacket pulling him to her. It did not take a moment for Will to realize that she was going to kiss him. She felt extremely forward and nervous, but it was well worth at the moment his lips touched hers. They stood there kissing in the dim, dusky sunlight for several moments before he broke the embrace.

      “What was that for? Not that I am complaining at all, mind you.” His eyes watched her tenderly and pushed a curl that had fallen onto her forehead off to the side. His finger lingered on the side of her face, outlining her jaw almost reverently.

      “That was for good luck, because I want you to know that I want you to be safe and come home soon. I will pray for your safe return tonight. I also wanted to tell you that I took your advice, and Bonnie will not be coming over to my house anymore.”

      “Did something happen?” he asked anxiously, his body tense and his eyes took on a hard glint. The softness had melted from him the moment he suspected she might have been in danger, making her stomach flip excitedly. She adored that he cared so much about her.

      “Nothing that I could not handle, but she knows that she is not welcome there anymore. Now I need to get back to my tables, and you have to get back to work. Be safe,” she whispered and kissed him one more time.

      Will nodded and adjusted his hat as he looked down on her. Penny knew immediately what look Bonnie was talking about when she talked about Clyde. There was an intimate look between her and Will that nothing could ever match or come close to. It was like looking at the other half of your soul.

      “Come back safely to me,” she repeated. 

      “I will always come back to you, love,” he pledged softly, holding her hand against his heart. Penny happily nodded, satisfied with his response, and stepped back inside the diner to see Joe standing there with a knowing smile on  his face. 

      “I thought I was gonna have to come out there and pry you two apart,” Joe teased. “But I guess there could be worse couldn’t there?” 

      “Amen sir, he’s about as good as they come,” she admitted softly to herself watching him walk away. She found herself admiring the strong, noble stance and realized that she liked his cool confidence more than she ever realized. While it was intimidating, once you got to know the man, it was more of a tough guy bravado that he put on for the world. 

      “That-a-girl! I wish you talk to Ruby about finding a good man to settle down with,” Joe admitted, shaking his head in frustration. It was the first time he’d really opened up regarding Ruby. Usually he kept his opinions to himself and everything was about the restaurant and how it was run. Work was work and home, was kept at home.  

      “What’s wrong with Teddy?” she asked lightly. She thought that Teddy was pretty straight-laced and seemed to be a good influence on Ruby. She noticed that the wild streak in her friend had seemed to slow down to a dull roar, or so she had thought.

      “Nothing is wrong with that boy, I’m afraid that he gives into her too much. He is so desperate to be with her, that he lets her walk all over him. Now I’m not saying that I want my girl talked down to, but I think it needs to be a fair mix between the two personalities. It’s okay to say no once in a while to have someone tell you no or to wait for a right time. Kinda like you and your sheriff. I don’t see him as the type to give in to you, nor do I see you letting some guy walk all over you.” 

      Later that night, Penny understood exactly what Joe meant. Ruby pulled Teddy and her aside, begging to go to a dance hall that had opened up down the street. She was exhausted and the idea of going home to rest sounded so very good right now.

      “Ruby I don’t think so, I have to work early and I could use the rest. Besides if I wait too late then it will be pitch black out for me to walk home,” Penny explained using that as an excuse. She’d changed over time. Once she would have jumped at the chance for fun and excitement with friends, but now all she could think of was the peace that washed over her when she was with Will. Their afternoons spent at the pecan grove alone talking of their hopes and dreams seemed to fill her with a contentment and happiness that she’d not thought possible. 

      “Then you should definitely come with us, and then I can walk the two of you home at the same time,” Teddy hedged. “Plus, if you go, then maybe you can talk me into getting her out of there earlier than 2 AM.”

      “Come on Penny, you should get out and have fun with us. All you ever do is spend your free time with Will. What about us? What about spending time with me?” Ruby asked, giving a slight pout. Penny knew that she was instantly trying to guilt her into participating. The idea of going dancing was extremely tempting, she used to do that about a year ago before her mother had left. She remembered how much fun it was to do the jitterbug, and the Charleston. She loved seeing the swinging dances, the dresses, and the atmosphere. Right now, the only thing she had to look forward to was an empty house. She had no idea when Will would be back and already missed him desperately.

      “All right, all right but we aren’t staying out too late,” she agreed gingerly and winced as Ruby threw her arms around her neck, hugging her excitedly. Teddy clapped on the shoulders and murmured his thanks. Apparently he was tired of heading out every night but did it to keep Ruby happy. 

      “Let’s run by the house and get are glad rags on! I am not going dancing in this get up.” Ruby hugged Penny again excitedly. It had been a long time since Penny had dressed up. Her dress gowns had hung untouched on hangers in the back of her wardrobe. Goodness, it would truly be something to be able to go out and have fun just like old times.

      “This will be the first time we have been out for a girl’s night in a long time, come on Teddy you can be one of the girls tonight,” Ruby teased happily seeing Teddy’s face fall as he was lumped into a category unexpectedly. Penny smiled and actually felt sorry for the man.  

      “Oh goody.”

      Penny took her time getting ready, simply excited to go out. When she and Will went out together, due to his unknown schedule she didn’t dress up often nor had they been dancing together. She had beautiful dresses to dance in from before her mother had left. She instantly felt a longing for him to see her dolled up. She stood before a long mirror admiring her figure. Her long, beaded silvery gown hung heavily on her, but as she moved the strands swung gently. Her hair was smoothed down and held snugly in place with a few pins and a ribbon tied neatly in place. Penny opened her rouge compact and gently dabbed it on her lips and cheeks to put a little color in her face. Smiling, she remembered how Will had admired the color on her lips.

      As they walk down the street, Penny and Ruby linked arms. She felt lighter in her heart that she had the last few days. She had really worried about Bonnie, and now understood that there was nothing she could do for her. All she could do was sympathize and pray for her. She had turned her focus towards herself and her relationship with Will, bringing peace to her heart. He was such a good man and would be so good to her. 

      Ruby walked up to a warehouse and knocked on the heavy wooden door. Penny looked around and saw that it was not a rundown building, but it looked to be empty from the street. She got goosebumps and looked warily around. The trio seemed to be the only people on the street and dressed in their finest. Perhaps this was a very bad idea.

      Just then, the door opened a crack. Ruby whispered something to the person mysteriously. It must’ve been correct because the door was opened wide to them, and they all filed inside. She had never been to a dance hall where you had to have a secret password.

      “How did you know about this?” Penny was shocked by all the subterfuge and secrecy. What kind of dancehall was this? The ones she’d gone to before you simply waltzed right in without a care. You could hear the music from outside and the windows were open to let in cool air. This was closed up tight and looked empty from the street.

      “One of my customers invited me. So, I told Teddy, and told him I wanted to go.” Ruby shrugged like it was nothing and pulled her shawl off her shoulders, revealing that her dress was very nearly strapless. Two thin beaded straps held the heavy gown. Her bosom was very close to be exposed, making Penny hike up her own dress modestly. She’d never worn anything so scandalous but then Ruby liked to live a wilder lifestyle. She’d left Teddy at the coat check and pulled Penny towards the dance floor.

      “Are things serious between you and Teddy?” Penny asked, feeling slightly awkward and leaving the man behind. Didn’t she care about his feelings or how he might see think of her dancing with other men? Penny didn’t want to dance with men, she simply wanted to dance alone and enjoy the lively music.

      “Goodness no, he’s fun but I think that he wants to settle down. I’m not ready to settle down, I am enjoying my life.” 

      “I think you might be right, I think Teddy is looking at you and him in the future as a couple.” Ruby rolled her eyes, and grabbed Penny’s hand again, pulling her away from the entrance. The hall that was alive with its own musical pulse.

      “Let’s dance, and not talk about serious stuff,” Ruby shouted over the din and then rolled her eyes causing Penny to glance around. Teddy had caught up to them and was looking at Ruby expectantly.

      “What about me?” Teddy asked returning back from where he had been hanging his coat and hat. Penny almost felt sorry for him. Teddy was obviously head over heels in love with Ruby and she only saw him as a friend. Part of her wanted to tell him, however, Penny knew herself that she’d be devastated if Will lost interest in her.

      “I’ll be back to dance with you in a bit, why don’t you get something to wet your whistle?” The two women ran out onto the dance floor, and it was incredibly fun. They didn’t have designated dance partners, it was a matter of just dancing to the loud music. The horns of the jazz carried a melody that went right through your bones. Occasionally a singer would come out, but the majority of the time it was just music dancing and fun. Penny had worked up quite a sweat and was fanning herself. She had missed this a lot. She missed Will and wished he was here to dance with her.

      She kept Ruby on the shoulder, I told her she was going to get something to drink. 

      Walking over to the bar, she asked for a glass of water. She was handed a small glass and took a huge sip only to gasp in horrified shock. The cool, clear liquid burned a path clear down to her stomach making her eyes water. She could feel the fumes from her mouth at the amount of alcohol she’d just swallowed. Instantly, she felt a wave of dizziness hit her.

      It was not water, it was straight moonshine. This wasn’t a dance hall, it was a speakeasy. Which meant there was a possibility that the police would be looking into this place. That was what Will had been assigned to earlier in the day, to search for these places. Panicked, she saw Teddy not far away sipping on his own glass. She ran over, feeling her heavy dress swing in response to her movement.

      “Teddy, we need to go,” she exclaimed, yanking on his arm. Penny glanced around quickly and shut her eyes as she felt the room spin. Her stomach felt like it was being cleaned by acid and her hands felt wobbly. Her mother had always told her moonshine could make you go blind, and she thought she’d been exaggerating but if it was that potent? Maybe the old wives’ tales were correct because her eyes felt like they were certainly crossing.

      “But Ruby just got here, she won’t be ready to leave.” 

      “I’m ready to leave. She will have to deal with that,” Penny muttered aloud and grabbed a stool to set down. Was it just her or was it extremely hot in here? She felt like she was going to be ill.

      “Is everything all right? Did somebody touch you or say something inappropriate?”

      “No Teddy, they are serving alcohol. The police are bound to find this place.” Just then she heard it incredibly loud crashing noise and saw out of the corner of her eye that the side door that they had entered in was thrown completely wide open. Several officers filed inside the room with guns drawn, yelling orders . This included her very own handsome sheriff.

      Will was incredible to watch in action, he looks almost like in avenging angel. Unfortunately, his eyes met her across the room and she saw the recognition in his face and disapproval in his expression. The lancing pain and nausea in her stomach had nothing to do with the alcohol- it was the betrayal in his face. She saw him lean over to another officer and pointed directly at her. 

      “Miss, you’ll be having to come with us now,” the officer instructed.

      Penny leaned over and promptly threw up on the floor. The officer jumped back from her, tripping over his own feet and landing on the floor. Gasping at the heat in her throat, she breathed in the cool air feeling infinitely better. She could not handle that strong of alcohol, especially considering she’d not touched it in years. Her head still spun and her stomach turned but she thought that the vomiting spell was over. She hated throwing up, it made her cry – and sure enough, fat, hot tears ran down her cheeks.

      “Of course,” she whispered miserably. “I am here with two others; can we find my friends?

      “Miss, you need to worry about you tonight. You are under arrest.”

      Shocked she watched as he pulled out handcuffs and shackled her wrists like a common criminal. She had never dreamt that this evening would be like this but knew this could ever potentially happen once she’d realized where exactly she was. Penny was lined up along the side of the wall, with several others. She did not see Ruby or Teddy at all. Which could have been a good thing or a bad thing, would they have left her here?

      “Take all the bottles and boxes, any barrels and loaded up in the wagon for it to be destroyed. Alcohol is against the law people, as well as public drunkenness and disorderly conduct. It will not be tolerated in this city or in any other city,” Will called out firmly with a sharp nod to his team.

      He looked invincible. It made her feel such pride in him, and such shame in herself. Why had she even come? She should have gone with her first instinct and simply went home. Having fun wasn’t worth all of this and she knew better. She watched as they begin to pour through different cabinets, crates, and looked under tables and in walls for more bottles of alcohol. The police were relentless and  it made her feel so bad that she had given in and ended up in the situation.

      “Load them up in the paddy wagon,” Will ordered, avoiding her eyes. 

      “Will?” He held up a hand and stopped her immediately. His eyes filled with pain and hurt. Penny felt crushed and devastated. Did he think she was here with another man? Didn’t he know that she would never hurt him?

      “Load up everybody but this one. I need to speak with this young lady alone, please. I will make sure she heads downtown.”

      She watched several people were filed out of the building, all in various disarray. The women had streaks of make-up from where they had been sweating and dancing, their hair was mussed up. The men looked at disheveled, some of their shirts untucked. People were in various stages of undress and it was obvious that a few had been more than dancing, which mortified her beyond belief.

      “Why are you here?” He asked her silently once he pulled her away from the others. She could see it in his expression, the worry, fear and concern.

      “I thought you were at work, I just saw you there, Penny. Is there someone else?” he gentle voice asked brokenly, and she glanced up into his somber green eyes. Her own eyes teared up as she shook her head negatively.

      “There couldn’t ever be, Will. I was there and got off of work early. Ruby invited me to go out dancing, and I simply wanted to have fun. Bonnie was at the house this morning, and I’ve been so concerned with telling you that I needed to get away from it all. Bonnie is gone and beyond help – and I know there’s nothing I can do now. She won’t be back and I am having to deal with the guilt of it, letting my friend down. I knew you’d be out and I miss you terribly when you are gone. So yes, I wanted to have fun,” Penny whispered thickly, mortified that she was having to explain herself and that she was handcuffed in front of the man she loved.

      “If you want to have fun and let loose- I want you to do it with me. It hurts me to see you do something that could put you in danger. Not all of the raids go this quietly. What if someone had started shooting? That happens a lot more than I ever care to admit,” Will whispered back in tensely, his eyes look tortured.

      “I am worried about you, about us. I need to know that you want there to be a future for us more than just hanging out with Bonnie or having fun illegally. I want more than an occasional afternoon together under the trees or a few stolen kisses from you, Penny. I want your heart, your love.”

      “Will, I swear I had no idea that this was the speakeasy until just a moment ago when I asked for a glass of water. I promise you. I would never do anything to endanger what we have, and if you will take me dancing? I would love to dance with you. I would love to do everything with you,” she said empathetically, her voice racing with intensity. “Don’t you understand that? Everything I do and everything I think about revolves around you and me. Us. I would never put you in danger, nor would I ever put myself in danger. I truly had no idea.”

      “I believe you,” Will admitted softly, his eyes searching her face. She saw that he still hesitated and her heart felt like it was breaking. She knew he had trust issues from something in his past but they’d not discussed it yet. He’d put his faith in her and this had happened.

      “But do you trust me?” she whispered painfully. “Love comes with trust and if I’ve lost one then the other is …”

      His eyes shot up and met hers. Penny couldn’t continue speaking. Her lips couldn’t form the words. If she’d lost his faith in her, they’d never last and the thought of losing him broke her heart.

      “You should already know the answer to that when I gave you my gun. I trust you with my life, my heart and my livelihood,” he admitted softly, cupping her face tenderly.  

      “And I would never betray any of those,” Penny vowed, determined, staring at him as if she could convey just how serious she was. She loved him and she hoped he could understand just how much she’d grown to care for him. Will took her elbow and pulled her away from any of the others nearby that were still cleaning out the illegal alcohol stores.

      “I want you to marry me,” Will asked suddenly, in a rush of emotion. “I don’t want to wonder where I stand with you or worry if you are out and about. I want to know that I am home with you every night and that I can protect you. The thought of you being my wife and having my name makes me feel like my chest could burst with pride. I love you, Penny and can’t imagine not seeing you every day.”

      “I want that too, I would love to marry you and be your wife. I’m just so ashamed of you seeing me like this because of something that I’ve done. This was  stupid and childish. I had fun tonight but it was at a steep price, one I don’t want to ever pay. I have more fun with you laying under those pecan trees watching the clouds go by and talking about our future. It’s more satisfying to my heart and soul – and feels like we’re alone in this world under the heavens.”

      “You like those pecan trees huh?” He asked absently taking off the handcuffs. She noticed he was trying to keep from smiling. Shouldn’t he be ecstatic because she’d just agreed to marry him?

      “Yes, I do. I feel like that’s our little spot of paradise,” she murmured looking up at him curiously. “Thank you for freeing me,” she whispered rubbing her wrist. 

      “Wait here. I will be driving you home after you come into the station and give a statement.” 

      “Sir? Is this woman going in the wagon too? 

      “No, officer,  she’s going down to the station with me.”
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      Penny said not a word she got in the car with Will, and they silently downtown. He walked over to his desk, sat her down, and asked her to write out a statement of what happened tonight. He left her alone for a moment, giving her time to look around at the chaos around where she was.

      She could see people from everywhere, every walk of life. It was shocking and surprising that he had to sort through all of this when he worked. And somehow he managed to be able to keep a sense of humor underneath that exterior. She understood why now that he could not show how much things bothered him or how much you cared, there were so many different people in the world that would take it vantage of her moment’s weakness. 

      “Are you finished?” he asked her quietly.

      “Yes, I am I think that’s everything.”

      “Thank you. I said that you were an informant that wanted to remain anonymous. I wanted to protect you- I needed to,” he admitted, his face flushed at the lie between them. Penny nodded and looked away ashamed. She hated that he had done so and that he felt compelled to in order to protect her. “I am so sorry.” 

      “Don’t be, just want you to be safe and happy with me as my wife.” 

      “I want that too.” 

      “Do you trust me?”

      “With everything I am,” she breathed. She knew that this sweet man had broken a cardinal rule for her. He’d lied. She was playing along with it by filling out the paperwork, but ultimately she felt guilt that not only had she let him down, she’d brought him down. He was too good for her and she knew it.

      Penny watched as he grabbed another chair and swung it around in order to sit down in front of her, as she sat at the desk. Her eyes filled with tears of shame thinking that she’d failed him.

      “Will, I will never make you-“ she began and then swallowed hard, unable to say the words. He took her hands in his and shook his head firmly, a single jerk to the side.

      “No, don’t say it and don’t think it. I did it for us and I will spend many a night praying for forgiveness but I cannot let the woman I love sit in jail, not even for a night. I know im not perfect, but I need us on the same team. I would do anything for you and I need to know you feel the same. The last woman I thought I loved years ago broke my heart when she was with another man. I found them together and that was the first thing that went through my mind when you were at the speakeasy. I thought I’d caught you with someone else,” he muttered, staring at her hands in his.

      “No, I would never-“ she breathed and was surprised when he interrupted.

      “I know, somehow I know this. There is a strength in you, a righteousness that is entrenched so firmly in you that you could never break my trust. I know that now. I believe you. You are too truthful and honest to try to hide something between us, which is why I know trusting you and loving you is the best thing I’ve ever done in my life. I see my future when I look at you – and it makes me so proud to have you by my side.”

      There was no hiding the tears that rolled down her cheeks as she saw the honestly and truth in his words. His own eyes were glassy with unspoken emotion as he held her hands in his. She loved him more than she could ever admit. As she opened her mouth to tell him she loved him, he smiled tenderly at her – the love shining in his eyes, humbling.

      “Penny, I bought our spot- that property with the pecan trees? I bought it for us. I want you and I to have a home there. I know I’m rushing things, but I don’t have the money for large ceremony since I bought our land, our paradise. We’ve so many memories started there and I want our love to grow there like our trees. Will you marry me in front of a judge?”

      “Yes,” she breathed softly as he kissed her hand.

      “Will you do it now? Or am I pushing too hard? I just want you in my arms and to know that you’re my wife.” 

      “I would marry you anytime.”

      He got to his feet and took her by the hand. Will led her out of the Police Department, into a small room down the hallway that held the desk. It looks like a very formal office. Inside was an older man in a suit. 

      “It’s about time you arrived. I didn’t think you two were coming after all. Is this your lovely bride?” he asked. Penny glanced up at will curiously and saw the gentle smile on his face. Had he planned this already?

      “Yes sir, thank you so much for staying and doing this for me.” 

      “You’ve always had my back, it’s the least I could do to see you happy.” 

      “I appreciate that sir, but now that will be somebody else’s responsibility,” he said, gently looking down at Penny. She loved the way he looked at her and was touched and a little bit overwhelmed by everything going on. The last thing she expected tonight was to be married to the love of her life. He took her hands and hands, and they said their vows to each other privately there in his office.
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      August 1936

      

      Penny was absolutely miserable. It was the hottest year ever on record and temperatures were reach 119 degrees in some places. The last several years being married to Will had been challenging but somehow they’d made it through. They’d struggled just like everyone else. They’d bought their land but building a home on their property had been incredibly rough.

      Due to the banks and taxes, construction was at an all-time low. She and Will had lived in the house she rented for some time and spent all of their free time together clearing their land or working on framing the house themselves.

      Her mantra had become ‘learn something new every day’ – simply because she was doing just that. She’d learned how to frame a window, saw a plank of wood on top of other home duties. Penny was learning to cook and be a wife as well but in the back of her mind, she always reminded herself that Will was also learning to be her husband.

      When they lost their tempers at their struggles, both financially and mentally – they reached out to each other and spent their evenings talking or in prayer together. He was hers and she was his. Will had held her as she cried desperately as word reached her that Bonnie had died. She mourned the once beautiful person she’d known as well as thanked God for guiding her to Will. She kept those thoughts with her as she struggled to get comfortable.

      Penny was due to deliver any day now and the heat was unbearable. Her back ached, her legs cramped from sweating so much and no matter how she lay down on their bed, her body hurt. She looked like she’d swallowed a giant tortoise and told Will as much one night.

      “I think you look more and more beautiful every day,” he admitted, only making her cry from the sweetness and sheer exhaustion she felt. The doctor claimed that the baby should have arrived last week and kept prompting her to ‘fight the good fight’ – it took everything in her not to assault the man. Will must have seen it in her face, because he removed her from the office almost immediately.

      She enjoyed the car rides so much now due to the heat and thankfully they were blessed to own a vehicle. In the evenings when the sun went down, they would drive around simply to feel the hot breeze in their faces.

      “Can we go out tonight,” she pleaded, feeling desperate for some relief. They’d opened the windows of their tiny house in order to let in a breeze and had a fan blowing to circulate the stagnant air.

      “I thought maybe instead of driving around that perhaps we’d wade in the creek for a bit. The water isn’t too deep but it’s enough to help you cool down. The only reason I didn’t suggest it was because I’ve been afraid you’d fall and there have been so many drownings as of late. People are trying to cool off and…Penny, I’d simply die if anything happened to you,” he said thickly. “If you swear to me to be careful and not fall- and we’ll go.”

      Penny didn’t have the heart to tell him she’d already been swimming several times over on her own because she couldn’t stand being in her own skin any longer. The man worried about everything and anything when it came to her nowadays. What would he be like as a father?

      “Of course,” she instantly agreed and gathered up two towels. She didn’t even hesitate at the idea of swimming in her shift. It was almost the only thing that fit her enlarged stomach anymore and it was pulled tight across the center. She could feel her belly button sticking out and rubbing against the material. Happily, she took Will’s hand as he led her out the back door in the fading sunlight. The walking was making her cramp something fierce but it was simply a relief to be off of her back. As they got to the creek, she waited patiently for him to help her into the water. He held her gingerly as the cool water made her legs cramp in protest against her overly warm body.

      “Oh, my word this is divine,” she breathed happily and shivered at the blessed cool that was washing over her. “Thank you, darling. I needed this like you wouldn’t believe. Hold me for a bit while I lay back in the water, please?”

      Obediently, he sat down in the shallow creek and held her cradled against him so she didn’t slip or fall. Penny lay there against his stomach as he held her. The cool water cascaded over her blissfully.

      “I know you’ve felt bad and I feel like it’s my fault,” he admitted softly in her ear, “I’m worried about you both.”

      “We are fine and even though I’m miserable- I want our baby to be as healthy as can be. So, if he or she needs a bit more time? I can be patient.”

      “I can’t, he quipped and glanced at her looking down upon her wet shift lovingly. “I am ready for my wife to be back and for her to realize how much I miss her.”

      “Oh, Will- I’m sorry I haven’t been myself lat-OH!” Penny exclaimed as a hard contraction gripped her lower stomach area. Her legs rose up out of the water with the force of the spasm on her lower body. Will immediately clenched and tried to stand up in the water, but Penny’s body had him immobilized. He withdrew himself but the sheer pain her body was in, ended up dunking her head into the shallow water when she rolled to her side to ride the wave of the contraction.

      “Penny!” he yelled and knelt down to pick her up. She felt another rush of pain start at her lower back and wrap around her stomach, drawing her body up further into a fetal position. She vaguely heard her name repeated over and over again by Will as she focused on her body and what was going on. Her baby was on the way and she needed to get out of the creek.

      Penny heard her husband faintly giving her orders and ignored him as instinct was taking over. She managed to make it to her hands and knees, pulling herself bodily to the creekbank. As she stood, another wave hit her almost making her collapse there in the water. Will grasped her and drug her from the creek bodily. She didn’t know where he got his strength from other than desperation and fear. Taking steps was painful and she felt such a stretching sensation that she felt the urge to bear down.

      “I think the baby’s coming now,” she breathed through clenched teeth.

      “I’ll go get the doctor!” he started and took a step away from her, but Penny dug her nails into his arm.

      “If you leave me, I will haunt you- you hear me?”

      “You’re dying?” he whispered and began to weave as his face went pale.

      “NO! But if you pass out William Clarke, you’ll wish you’d never married me, I promise you this! I love you so much- but I simply don’t like you very much right now. I hurt and just want our baby out,” she screeched as another wave hit her, causing her to fall to her knees. Just a bit further, please God, she prayed. Keep us safe and deliver my baby.

      “Penny, I don’t think you are going to make it to the house,” Will said faintly and she saw him staring at her shift. Looking down, she saw that he was right. Her water had broken and moving was nearly impossible. She struggled to take a step forward and grimaced as her body protested. It felt like she was being torn in two.

      “Towels, now!” she barked and got down on her hands and knees. At least in this position, the baby’s weight seemed to lessen a bit on her hips but her body kept forcing her into another stance to push the baby out. As she bore down with each contraction, she was barely aware of Will holding her, talking to her or wiping down her face. The agony was washed away by such relief as the baby slid from her body into Will’s awaiting hands. She heard the angry cry and opened her exhausted eyes, only to feel such overwhelming love take her breath from her. Will was kneeling there on the ground beside her, holding their screaming child in his hands and the look of sheer adoration on his face was stunning.

      “I don’t deserve either of you,” he whispered, tears running down his face openly in shock. “Am I holding him, uh, it’s a boy- right?”

      “Now, I know you know what that is,” she laughed aloud, pointing at the screaming baby. “Our son needs to be held against you or me. I need to get to a doctor for us to be checked, darling. Our work’s not done yet.”

      “I’m scared I’m going to hurt him,” he admitted thickly as he awkwardly handed the baby to Penny. She unbuttoned her shift and the baby latched on quickly to start nursing. Penny glanced up at Will and met his eyes.

      “He’s simply beautiful,” she whispered, before looking back down at the baby and marveling at the miracle in her arms. Thick, dark downy tufts of hair were matted to his head and large milky brown eyes stared up at her, watching her. “You’ll have no better mama or daddy than us little one,” she told him softly, touching his cheek as he drank from her. Glancing up at Will’s awestruck face, she smiled.

      “I don’t know why you chose me that day back at the diner, but I am so very thankful for your love. Now, what shall we name our boy?” They’d gone back and forth on names for the last several months, trying to decide upon a girl’s or boy’s name for their baby. She’d suggested William, he’d shot it down immediately recommending they focus on a girl’s name instead – to which she suggested Willomena or Willa.

      “How about Adam? Since he was born in our paradise we made together here, under the very trees we that we fell in love with each other.”

      “Adam is perfect,” she agreed and then smirked at him, “Adam and I think you should get the car, sweetheart. We still need to see that doctor.” Penny laughed as Will abruptly turned without another word and ran off into the shadows of the evening.

      Their child was perfectly healthy, perfectly formed and Penny was cautioned to rest for the next few days in order to recuperate from her childbirth. She lay comfortably in their bed at home, atop the covers as they still struggled with the heat of the summer. It was early morning and she opened her eyes tiredly, marveling at the perfection of Adam’s sweet profile.

      “I love watching you both sleep, it’s like staring at two perfect miracles,” she heard Will say softly. She turned her head to see him sitting in the corner of their room not far from the foot of their bed.

      “You should come back to bed,” she reminded him. “You need to rest too.”

      “I will. I just… Penny?” Will began and stopped. “I love you both more than anything in this world. I always knew that you were special from the first moment I saw you but this… you…Adam – you both make me realize that I am the luckiest man in the world and I just want you to know it. I’ve always wanted your love and seeing you lying there with our boy is like staring at heaven. I love you so much and the words just don’t seem like enough.”

      Will walked over to her side of the bed and slowly bent down to kiss her. He then leaned forward and gently kissed Adam’s forehead, trying not to disturb his rest. She knew that she’d been blessed to love a good man and it showed in everything he did.
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      Thank you for taking the time to read Lawfully Chosen. If you enjoyed it, please consider telling your friends or posting a short review. Doesn’t have to be much, just a simple rating and a few kind words work wonders. Your thoughts, opinions and feedback are much appreciated.

      Sincerely,

      Ginny
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      Dear John...

      For teacher Lily Hogan, those words would come to mean so much. She knew that giving back to the community brought joy into people's lives. When her fourth-grade class writes letters to the military overseas in Afghanistan, she takes up her own pen and leads her students by example - writing a letter to an unknown soldier.

      

      CPO John Griffin and his K-9 dog, Radar, have been through so much together over the last several years. Sniffing out bombs, searching the hills and mentoring his team, he feels so alone and unsure of his future- until a letter reminds him that there's more to life in this world he's protecting. Simple words, a kind gesture and feeling that he isn't forgotten out there in the desert, compels him to write back. Before long, he finds himself looking forward to the care packages and letters from his pen-pal halfway across the world.

      

      With every letter and every word, they begin to develop a friendship and wonder what the other person is truly like? Major life changes are scary enough as it is - but is it possible to fall in love with someone before you've even laid eyes upon them? Can the magic of the season bring the sweetest gift of all?

    

  


  
    
      Lawfully Betrothed
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      Once upon a time...

      That was how fairy tales were supposed to begin, except in the case of young Faye Miller. When a dark-haired boy sneaks into her favorite hiding spot, she isn't sure if this was the beginning of a fairy tale, a blessing, or an evil curse. Captivated by the sincerity and earnestness in his kind eyes, she's convinced that this boy was an angel sent from the heavens to show her life would be okay someday. When he pledges to marry her and gives her a ring made of grass... how could she ever say no?

      

      Now, two decades later...Faye is still waiting for her grey-eyed angel to return to her.

      

      Gabriel Reardon remembered that long-ago day fondly. That memory of an innocent pledge between children got him through the last twenty years of upheaval. He'd been coldly abandoned by his father, struggling for a chance at life and love. Now, he's returned home as a Ranger and a widower. He is intent on subduing the cattle rustlers in the area and hoping to rekindle a childhood dream.

      

      Could it be that the two of them have missed their opportunity at happiness? Is the fairy tale over... or is this the very beginning of something beautiful?
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      Promises kept and promises broken.

      When Ella Jamison’s father gets in trouble with the law, he offers up his only daughter to get the Texas ranger on his trail to look the other way. Fear over what might become of her father if arrested obligates Ella to go along with his plan.

      Isaiah Hayes doesn’t accept bribes, but his concern for Miss Jamison, should he leave her to Mr. Jamison’s abuse, compels Isaiah to accept the offer. While investigating the Christmas Eve hangings and Christmas Day Massacre, Isaiah tries to make Ella comfortable in his meager dwelling.

      Ella battles her fears as she tries to adjust to a new home with a man she fears, almost as much as the father who gave her away. Promises are made to broken, aren’t they?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Introducing Lawfully Promised by Elle E. Kay

        

      

    

    
      Isaiah frowned as he scanned the telegram the ranch manager had brought from town. It looked like his Christmas vacation would be short-lived.

      Thomas Hayes placed a hand on his shoulder. "What's wrong, son?"

      "It's work. I've been summoned to investigate three hangings in McDade." Isaiah sighed. "I need to go there."

      "Now? On Christmas day?"

      "The townsfolk in McDade are known for taking justice into their own hands."

      "I'm glad you could come home for Christmas." His father slapped him on the back. "Come back soon."

      "I will." He hurried to his room and packed his meager belongings.

      His brother, Nate, confronted him as he stepped into the hall. "In a hurry?"

      "Unfortunately, yes."

      "I'll ride with you to the Santa Fe station."

      "It's your first Christmas with your wife and your child could be born at any time. Stay. Send word when the baby comes and I'll come back for a visit."

      "I will." Nate gave him a quick hug. "Stay safe."

      The ride to Santa Fe was uneventful and before he knew it, he was stepping off the train onto the platform in McDade, Texas. He picked up a horse at the livery and headed to see the acting sheriff.

      The door of the McDade Sheriff's office swung open and John Olive grinned. "Glad to see your ugly mug, Ranger Hayes."

      "I didn't expect to be back so soon."

      "I wouldn't reckon you did."

      "How is Sheriff Heffington's widow doing?"

      "About as well as can be expected. It hasn't even been a month since his murder."

      "Tell me about the hangings."

      "Let's grab a bite at the saloon. There is quite a bit to tell. Matters got much worse after the hangings."

      They headed to the saloon on foot, but a whinny got Isaiah's attention and he turned on his heel back toward the sheriff's office. A scruffy man was mounting his horse. Isaiah ran toward him, but before he could reach the man, he'd taken off at a gallop.

      When Deputy Olive caught up to Isaiah, he was still bent at the waist with his hands on his knees catching his breath. "John, I'm going to need to borrow a horse."

      

      Preorder your copy today!
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      Ginny Sterling is a Texas transplant living in Kentucky. She spends her free time (Ha!) writing, quilting, and spending time with her husband and two children. Ginny can be reached on Facebook, Instagram, Twitter or via email at GinnySterlingBooks@gmail.com
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