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Clarissa

“Earth to Rissa.” Travis’ deep voice rolled through me like a wave, tugging me away from my reflections. His shortened address felt warm, intimate. No one had ever called me that before. “If you’re finished ogling me, I’m going to head back to my place.”

I felt the heat rise in my face. Yes, I had been ogling him, but I’d zoned out for the last couple of minutes. I don’t know what bothered me more – the fact that he’d caught me in the act or that I’d wasted several minutes of prime ogling time.

“I’m done,” I said casually, waving my hand in a shooing gesture. “You can go now.”

He grinned cockily. “Lasagna.”

“What?”

“That’s what I want for dinner. Lasagna. With lots of meat and that chunky homemade sauce of yours.”

I blinked, looking at him blankly.

“Our deal,” he reminded me. “You get manual labor. I get food. Your roof is fixed. And I’m hungry for lasagna.”

“Right,” I nodded. I knew that. I did.

He leaned down and petted Ripper, the stray mongrel that had become my shadow. The scent of clean male sweat and heat-activated deodorant tickled my nose and I discreetly filled my lungs with it.

“I’ll be back around sundown. And Rissa?”

“Yeah?”

“Don’t stare at my ass while I’m walking away. It’s objectifying.”

I openly gaped at him, but he just winked and strutted – yes, strutted – out of my kitchen like a big male peacock. 

I showed him, though. I stared at his ass the whole way.
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Before You Begin
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WARNING: The Realist is first and foremost a love story. However, due to occasional strong language and steamy scenes of a sexual nature, this book is intended for mature (18+) readers only.
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Prologue
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Clarissa

Human beings really are extraordinary creatures. We are the only known species that can alter our perceptions at will to deal with our realities.

Feeling lonely? You just haven’t met the right one.

Lose your job? It’s an opportunity to do something else.

Depressed about getting older? Don’t worry, there’s a cream, lotion, or scrub that will reduce those fine lines and wrinkles.

I could go on, but you get the point. What we don’t like, we rationalize and somehow always manage to convince ourselves that it is not our fault.

I know what you’re probably thinking – I’m a pessimist, a glass is half-empty kind of girl. I’m not. I’m a realist. And because I look past all of the facades and see and accept things for what they truly are, I’ll venture that I appreciate things more than you do.

Or maybe it’s because each day is a gift I didn’t expect to have.

It doesn’t matter, really. I’m here now, and doing just fine, thanks.
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Chapter 1
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Clarissa

I swung the ax, feeling the power ripple through my arms, down my back, through my core, and into my hips, fighting the urge to grunt. The sound that came out of my mouth was much softer, much more feminine than that.

I didn’t split the log down the middle, but I did create a nice crack. One or two more mighty swings and the pieces would be just the perfect size for the hearth. My aim had improved dramatically over the last few months, so I was fairly confident I could pull it off. To be sure, though, I choked up my grip on the handle a little. Doing so would reduce the power, but increase my precision.

“You’ll get more power if you hold it near the end of the handle.”

I didn’t acknowledge the deep male voice of my sinfully gorgeous neighbor, echoing my thoughts. I held fast to the belief that if I ignored him, he would go away. I redistributed my weight, hefted the ax back above my right shoulder, focused on my task, and let loose. It landed exactly where I wanted it to, cleaving the dried maple in two.

I resisted the urge to turn around and smirk in triumph. He might view it as encouragement. 

Picking up my two perfectly-sized pieces of firewood, I stacked them neatly on my ever-growing stockpile and reached for the next one.

“Want some help?” he asked.

My aching muscles screamed and whined to take him up on his offer. Travis Maxwell was well over six feet of solid male muscle and broad shoulders. He could probably make short work of the rest of it while I sat back, sipped a cold beer, and watched all those delicious muscles put on a show just for me.

But that would be wrong on so many levels, the most important of which being that I did not want him or his rippling muscles here. Nor his damn fine ass, which was probably the nicest-looking ass I’d ever seen on a man. The man could make a living modeling snug-fitting blue jeans.

“No.” 

I balanced the log on the much wider stump - the one that accurately portrayed my wood-chopping learning curve with its many cuts and gashes - and swung. This strike was off-center, but still much improved from when I had first started. Rather than grouse over the fact that I didn’t hit the center line, I adjusted accordingly. This log would become thirds instead of halves, I decided. 

I would never sweat the small stuff again.

“If you plan on spending the winter here, you’re going to need a hell of a lot more than that.”

Surreptitiously, I eyed my beautiful stockpile of firewood, geometrically balanced and pretty enough to be featured in some magazine devoted to living in the great outdoors. It had taken me forever to do that much. Discovering that it was inadequate was disheartening, to say the least. My aching back, my throbbing leg, and my calloused and blistered hands agreed whole-heartedly.

The upside was that it was only mid-August. I had plenty of time.

Swing, hit. Swing, hit. I didn’t give him the satisfaction of revealing my disappointment. Let him think I already knew how insufficient it was.

“No one likes a chatty Kathy. Jesus, woman, let a man get a word in edgewise, will you?”

Okay, my lips might have quirked a little on that one, but don’t judge me. Travis Maxwell was a force of nature. Oh, his friendly banter seemed harmless enough, but even the gentlest stream had the ability to carve a path in solid rock, given enough time. I’m a force of nature, too - a great, unyielding glacier. I can’t help it that my neighbor had global warming written all over him.

“Ha! I saw that!” he said in triumph. “You smiled. My job here is done.”

There were no more words of sage advice, no more friendly banter from my neighbor. When I set the ax down and gathered up the pieces to add to my aesthetically pleasing store, he was gone.

I shook my head but allowed myself a small grin. The muscles around my mouth felt awkward, as if they couldn’t quite remember what to do. It made sense. I didn’t smile much these days. 

I wasn’t unhappy. On the contrary, I was as content as I’d ever been – on the inside, where it really counted. Solitude didn’t work for most people, but it did for me, and I wanted to keep it that way. 

Wiping the sweat from my brow with the back of my gloved hand, I drained half of the BPA-free, ecologically responsible, reusable water bottle. I used that as an excuse to tip my head back and glance through half-slitted eyes toward Travis’ neighboring property. There he was, propping a ladder against the side of his cabin. Of course, he chose that exact moment to turn around and wave.

I pretended I didn’t see him, and hoped to hell he couldn’t see the heat infusing my cheeks at being busted. Smug bastard. But geez, if anyone had a reason to be, he did. It was just my luck to move to an isolated piece of real estate with the intent of becoming a modern-day hermit and discover that not only was I not alone, but the only neighbor for twenty miles had to look like that.

I turned and stepped just into the tree line, dumping the rest of my water into the bowl I’d set there. A stray dog had been hanging around the last week or two, and I’d gotten in the habit of putting out food and water for him in the hopes that he would learn to trust me a little. It seemed to be working. The dog, which I had named Ripper, watched me from afar almost as much as my neighbor did. 

I didn’t see either Travis or Ripper for the rest of that day, but that wasn’t unusual. Ripper was people-shy and Travis was kind of like a bear, ambling around the mountains, sometimes venturing in for a closer look but primarily keeping his distance. 

Oddly enough, though, when I got up the next morning, my wood supply seemed to have mysteriously doubled overnight.

I sighed as I sipped my coffee with my mildly blistered and bandaged hands and looked at the much bigger pile. The additions weren’t quite as neat as mine, and he hadn’t wholly conformed to my “smallest on the left, largest on the right” sizing scheme. But I wasn’t going to complain. It was a nice thing that he did.

I couldn’t openly acknowledge it, of course, but my innate sense of right and wrong would not let his kindness go unanswered. I refilled the dog’s water bowl and put some peanut butter toast and kibble in the one next to it, then went back inside to answer his kindness. I didn’t like feeling indebted to anyone.

––––––––
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Travis

Mountain air. There is nothing like it. No pill, no drug, nothing manufactured that could make a man feel as good as taking in a lungful of that crisp, clean, unpolluted air. I sucked it in, the stiff pull across my back letting me know that maybe I had overdone it with the Paul Bunyan imitation, but it was worth it.

Clarissa Sullivan. My prickly, petite neighbor. My lips curved at the corners as I imagined her stepping out on her porch this morning, coffee in hand, wearing those shaggy slippers that looked like Yeti feet, and registering that her wood cache had doubled. She would lean one jean and flannel-covered hip against the post and offer one of her rare smiles. It was harder than it should have been to resist high-tailing it over there to witness it, but I’m made of some strong stuff.

The woman was stunning when she smiled. It was a good thing for me that she didn’t do it often, and never in my company. Those little quirks at the corners of those Cupid’s bow lips were all I got, thank Christ. If she ever turned the full power of a genuine smile my way, I might just be tempted to burn my man card and lay at her feet, no better than that stray that was hanging around her place these days. 

And that was some scary shit.

No, no smile for me. What I would get would be a week’s worth of whatever fruits and vegetables were in season. Given that it was August, I could look forward to smacking my lips with those juicy peaches from her orchard, sweetened with just a hint of vanilla syrup, and maybe a couple of jars of her homemade chunky tomato sauce, perfectly seasoned and thick with big chunks of fresh peppers and onions from her garden. I would really have to make a better effort to put some of those aside for the long winter ahead, but damn, the woman had a way with produce.

I tried not to think of her on her knees in that big garden of hers, ass in the air while she pulled at stubborn weeds and carefully aerated the soil around each individual plant. Nor would I think of her stretching her little body to its limits atop the top step of that rickety old ladder to pick the ripe fruit she would spend the rest of the day washing, blanching, cutting, and canning. And I definitely refused to consider the images of her limping across the less-than-level stretch of land that separated my property from hers, pulling that God-awful rusty red wagon containing a case or two of mason-jarred goodies.

Because all of those visions had the unwanted effect of setting off uncomfortable sensations in various parts of my body, including, but not limited to, my chest, my gut, and my groin – in that order.

Not for the first time, I wondered over the source of that limp. Was it something she had been born with? Or was it the result of some kind of injury or accident? The rest of her looked fine (better than fine, actually), with no obvious visible scars or deformities. 

Then again, some scars were harder to see than others. I hid quite a few myself. And since I preferred to keep them that way, I could not fault her for wanting to do the same. Maybe, like our seemingly shared desire to retreat from the outside world, we had this in common, too.

Along those lines - and for exactly the same reason that I had waited until well after her lights went out last night to deliver the wood - I would do us both a favor and head into town a bit later in the day so I wouldn’t be here when she came by with her culinary thanks. It was a game we played, she and I, pretending as if neither one of us did nice things for the other. I’m not sure why she needed those boundaries, but I sure as hell knew why I did.

Despite the fact that she rarely acknowledged my presence and communicated with terse, one or two-word responses, I liked my neighbor. In fact, the fact that she didn’t seem at all interested in forming any kind of overt relationship was the only reason I would even consider doing what I did. If there had been any indication of interest on her part at all, I’d be the freaking invisible man. The last thing I needed was someone who wanted anything from me. Even if I wanted something more – which I didn’t – I had nothing left to give besides an occasional meaningless act of simple human kindness.

The rest had been violently removed. Some was splattered in some God-forsaken desert halfway around the world; the rest had been hollowed out by my ex-girlfriend, Sienna, and my former best friend, Cal. My lips curled into a snarl subconsciously. If any two people deserved each other, it was Sienna and Cal. While I was overseas getting my ass blown up, proving with my life’s blood that Semper Fi was more than a catchy motto on a bumper sticker, they were doing other things with their asses and exchanging other bodily fluids.

Shaking off those bitter thoughts, I took another deep breath and released the anger on the exhale. Ancient history, that’s all it was. I’d since taken a vow of noncommittancy (I don’t think that’s a real word, but it works for my purposes). 

As if on cue, I heard the old farm tractor sputter to life a quarter-mile away. There she was, right on time, heading out to the orchard to pick my peaches.

I puttered around, doing a few minor repairs, making a list of things I’d need to start accumulating now that it was almost autumn. This would be my third winter up here on the mountain, and it could be pretty rough if you weren’t properly prepared. The higher elevation meant significantly more snow and ice accumulation, as did the big lake just to the west. Add in the narrow, winding roads and the fact that only a couple of us were crazy enough to live up here and it meant that we couldn’t depend on any outside help from the townies.

I’d learned a lot that first year. Even more last year. This year I was golden. Third time’s the charm, right?

But what about my neighbor? Did she have any clue what to expect? She seemed pretty capable and had a hell of a lot of heart, but that wasn’t going to get her through a bad winter, especially when it was common to lose power for days, sometimes a week or more.

Before Clarissa had taken up residence a few months ago, I’d done some scouting around the old property. I was pretty sure I’d seen a generator in the old barn. Had she thought to try it lately, just to make sure it was working properly? 

Maybe I would take a run up there and check it out myself, just to be sure.

Gathering wood and canning were two indications that she had at least given some thought to the upcoming change in season. What about dry goods and a water reserve? Did she know that now was the time to also start stocking up on things like batteries, fuel, and lamp oil before the townies ran out? 

Maybe while I was in town I would grab a little extra, just in case.

I waited until I was sure Clarissa had returned from the orchard safely before washing up and getting into my truck to head into town. I didn’t worry about her, exactly. That would imply a level of connection neither one of us wanted. But I did have a cock and was a Marine, so it was kind of preprogrammed into my DNA to look out for her, especially when she so very obviously didn’t want me to. That just made it fun. I guess there was some hard-wired need all guys had that made us want to pull the pig-tails of the pretty girl ignoring us.

Except Clarissa was no girl. If I had to guess, I’d say she was around my age – about thirty or so – though she had one of those faces that was kind of ageless, if that makes any sense. Her figure was still pretty youthful, too. I couldn’t cite specifics; the clothes she wore were more for function and comfort than fashion or display. My vivid male imagination painted her with big breasts that spilled over my large hands, a tiny waist I could easily encircle, and a lush, heart-shaped ass I could grab onto. My trained eye suggested that my imagination probably wasn’t all that far off. 

Not that it mattered. My hands would not be plumping her breasts, encircling her waist, or grabbing her heart-shaped ass. Not in reality, anyway. Nighttime fantasies and a little DIY did not count.

So, back to my neighbor. She seemed capable enough, for a woman. Now, don’t get your panties in a bunch and start spewing all kinds of caveman comments my way. I’ve known more than my fair share of kick-ass females, and I was fine with having a good number of them on my six. But Clarissa wasn’t one of them, no matter how much she wanted me (and everyone else) to think otherwise. For as capable as she was, she also gave the impression of being soft-hearted, as evidenced by the way she created a nest of old blankets on the far side of her covered porch and left food out every morning and night for that stray.

Besides, that tractor was older than my grandparents, with none of the safety features required on today's models. It was little more than a big engine with just a slightly curved metal seat sitting above tires that were as tall as she was, no belts or guards or bars to stop her from getting crushed or mangled should she hit a bump or root the wrong way and topple off. And I’d actually seen her standing on that seat, balanced on the toes of her good leg, reaching for something when she didn’t feel like hauling out the ladder. 

What if she fell? With no one but me around for a couple of miles, who would even know?

I shook my head, giving myself a lecture on the benefits of minding my own business. I countered that by rationalizing that, as neighbors go, she was a good one. She did her own thing and left me alone to do mine. It was in my own best interests to keep her there. If she left, who knows who might buy the place? 

Most of the mountain was considered state game lands, but there were a few personally owned parcels, too, mine and hers being two of them. 

Yep, as long as I kept my distance and my innate protective male instinct from seeing this as anything more than good ol’ self-interest, it was all good.

The trip down the mountain was uneventful, but I did spot a couple of hikers and bird-watchers. There would be more of them in the next month or two when the fall foliage hit full force and the migratory birds would soar overhead in droves on their trip south. Which reminded me - I needed to pick up some more No Hunting, No Fishing, No Trespassing signs while I was in town. Most people didn’t know that in Pennsylvania, you had to put up new signs every year and sign them for them to hold up in a court of law. You know, just in case you shot somebody for ignoring your repeated warnings and playing weekend warrior in your backyard.

Thankfully, it hadn’t yet come to that. A high-powered rifle casually slung over the shoulder and a big Bowie knife on my belt was usually all the deterrent needed. I frowned, remembering last fall when I’d spotted a fair number of people helping themselves to those orchards. I hadn’t really cared because the place had been unoccupied since I moved in. 

But now Clarissa was there.

I could only hope that any visitors would notice that the orchards no longer had that wild, untended look. Clarissa had done a good job of trimming back the trees, tidying up the area, and mowing the grass. I tacked on a couple dozen more “Private Property” signs to my mental list. 

As small towns go, Harken was one of the smallest, with a total population somewhere less than five hundred. In the 1800s, the valley had been home to a small community of pioneer types, primarily loggers hoping to make a living on the abundance of local hardwoods, like locust and black walnut. In the early twentieth century, a fledgling power company purchased the land from the hundred or so residents with the intent of flooding the valley. The purpose was two-fold: to create a fresh-water lake that would be the focal point of a planned summer vacation spot for the affluent (and an alternative to the not-so-distant Catskills), as well as a self-sufficient reservoir to serve said community.

The dam was built and the land was flooded, but before anyone could make any money the financial backers went belly-up in the great stock market crash. The plans for the resort community were abandoned and the lake all but forgotten by those few families who’d stuck around. The water was still so clear and so pristine that if you looked down over the side of your boat in some parts, you could still see the houses below. Special warning buoys had even been placed around the steeple of the original town church because the tip of it extended only a dozen or so feet beneath the glassy surface.

I discovered all this over the course of my monthly forays into town, once the residents were convinced I had settled in for the duration. They didn’t share the town’s history with outsiders; they figured it would draw people back to Harken, maybe rekindle ideas of a lake resort community, and nobody wanted that.

I was met with friendly smiles and waves, a sign that I was now officially recognized and accepted. I made a point of stopping at all the local suppliers, lest one accuse me of favoritism, staying long enough at each place to catch up a little and stay in touch. It never hurt to make nice with the natives. They seemed to appreciate my business and most respected my desire for solitude. 

There were a few exceptions, mostly older women. For instance, Mrs. Cavelli didn’t believe any man was capable of functioning beyond a Pavlovian level without a good woman to guide him, and constantly reminded me that her daughter, Constance, was still available. All four hundred pounds of her.

I heard similar spiels from Mrs. Magners, Mrs. Thomas, and Ida Hemmelschmidt, who wasn’t married and didn’t have a daughter but did have several nieces with wide hips, perfect for child-bearing (or so I was told). In years past, I would have bitten off my own foot to avoid them, but today I found myself willingly entering enemy territory (a.k.a., Mabel’s Diner), just as I had for the last two monthly ventures before.

I didn’t go in because I was interested in their daughters, but because I knew they would have information about my mysterious little neighbor. God forbid the Taliban ever discovered the true source of American information – small-town women. We’d all be in deep shit.

My self-sacrifice paid off. The information gleaned was worth some pinched cheeks, not-so-subtle bicep strokes, and frequent reminders of the number of unattached daughters in the town proper.

It was all worth it, and I barely had to do anything. One indirect reference to my neighbor and you’d swear I’d just thrown a lit match into a puddle of lighter fluid. Apparently, everyone had something to share about the enigmatic newcomer, so I just sat back, stuffed my face with the copious amounts of home-cooked food they kept putting before me, and listened.

Easiest mission ever. 

I absorbed each new tidbit like a dry sponge while feigning disinterest. This was how I learned that the land had been in Clarissa’s family for a long, long time, and that her great-great-great... grandparents had been among the original settlers of the town. It had been Seamus Sullivan who had led the protest against the power company all those years ago, doing his best to convince the valley dwellers not to sell out. But greed was a powerful motivator to the dirt-poor loggers, and few heeded ol’ Seamus’ prophecies of doom. That prompted him to take his family and retreat into the mountains, proudly baring his backside on the way (or so the legend goes).

I also learned that until about ten years ago, a Sullivan had occupied that land ever since. When the last one died – Old Eli, they called him - his last will and testament specified that the land go to his only surviving relative, a great-grandniece named Clarissa, last name unknown. 

Apparently, it had taken Mrs. Hemmelschmidt’s brother and elder partner of Hemmelschmidt and Son Law, Eric Sr., several years to locate her. Having tossed back a few with Eric Jr. in the local pub (“beer garden”), I was not at all surprised by this, because both men seemed to have a particular aversion to actually doing anything. What I found far more interesting was that it was only recently that Clarissa Sullivan had appeared, moved in, and made this her new permanent residence.

Of course, there was a lot of speculation on this. Everyone wanted to know about the newest property owner, and Clarissa was not making it easy for them. According to the klatch of ladies in the diner, Clarissa Sullivan had resisted any and all efforts to be properly welcomed.

Interrogated, more like. 

I’d faced the same thing when I’d first arrived, but I’d had years of military training on how to resist such things. Granted, the government program didn’t exactly include warm apple pie and hand-churned ice cream as potential information extraction techniques, but they probably would if any of them ever found themselves in Harken and in the sights of these formidable ladies.

I remained quiet as their discussion ensued, biting back a grin as I wondered what my neighbor would think of being the hottest topic of conversation at Mabel’s Diner. She would probably thin those Cupid’s bow lips, place those hands on her lush hips, and set those big blue-green eyes on fuck-off-and-die mode. I shifted slightly at the image now in the forefront of my mind. 

At least until Mabel Magners cleared her throat and dropped her voice in what I’d come to label her “tone of conspiracy”. It meant that she was about to reveal something of great importance. I, like everyone else, waited expectantly.

“Not to worry,” she said, triumph shining in her eyes. “I sent Malcolm up there earlier.”

There was more than one intake of breath. “You sent your Malcolm?”

Mabel smirked. “Well, yes. I figured it was time to pull out the big guns.”

The pie churned uncomfortably in my stomach at this latest development. Malcolm Magners was the apple of his mother’s eye and the closest thing to a celebrity the town of Harken had. He kept his golden blonde hair perfectly styled with his standing weekly afternoon appointments at Jenna Bauman’s Beauty Salon, and his teeth blindingly white and perfect, the crowning achievement of Dennis Thomas, DDS. He cared just as meticulously for his body, sculpting his muscles by spending untold hours at the local fitness center, which he owned and operated. He’d built the place using the royalties from the half-dozen commercials he’d been cast in a few years earlier when he’d gone to New York to “make it big”. 

Nathan Trumbauer, Malcolm’s one time best bud, once confided to me in a haze of drunken envy that the only reason Malcolm had gotten those gigs was because he was the boy-toy flavor of the month for the producer’s cougar wife, and his brief career was suddenly cut short when the producer found them in flagrante delicto in the back of the prop room during one of the shoots.

Needless to say, I didn’t have a very high opinion of Malcolm Magners. But I would be stupid to overlook the fact that those of the fairer sex did.

I complimented the ladies once again on their exemplary culinary skills and hastily made my exit.

There was no way in hell Malcolm Magners was going to get his man-whoring, baby-soft hands on my peaches.
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Chapter 2
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Clarissa

I’d just finished unloading the jars of peaches, brandied pears, and tomatoes onto Travis’s porch and was anxious to get back before he returned from his bi-monthly trip into town. It wasn’t that I was keeping tabs on him or anything, but with only the two of us up here, it was hard not to notice the sound of his big, black truck rumbling past my place or the accompanying pounding beat of heavy metal blasting out into the otherwise peaceful surroundings.

He did it for my benefit, I knew. It was his way of letting me know that he would not be around for a while, thus giving me the green light to deliver my non-vocal thanks for the extra firewood. 

It was a game we played, he and I. He’d do something nice for me and I’d return the favor. It was done under a veil of silence and by unspoken agreement. I really didn’t want his help, just as I was sure he didn’t want mine. That was exactly why it worked. If he had fawned over my canned goods or suggested a shared meal, I would have balked.

I think he knew that. 

Travis and I had never been properly introduced. The only reason I knew his name was because the lawyer I’d dealt with (and had yet to actually meet) – Eric Hemmel-something-or-other – had provided me with a map of my inherited property and Travis’ name had been penciled in along the southern border. The rest of the surrounding area was marked off as protected state game lands.

I’d felt my neighbor’s eyes on me, especially in the beginning when I’d first arrived. He didn’t come over and try to strike up a friendship, and for that I was grateful. Maybe he noticed how I sent away the nosy townsfolk who had ventured out under the guise of the Welcome Wagon. Or perhaps it was the shiny new “Private Property, Violators Will Be Prosecuted” signs I’d liberally placed at the entrance to my branch of our shared drive. Since he had similar signage, I figured he understood.

The first time I saw him close-up, I was kind of surprised. I was expecting someone right out of Duck Dynasty or Mountain Men, not Captain America. Of course, he’d been wearing Levi’s, flannel, and steel-tipped boots instead of tights, which definitely was a plus in my book. His dark brown hair was neatly trimmed, his strong jaw clean-shaven. It was his eyes – a steely gray, strong, guarded and wary - and the way he carried himself that made me think he was former military. 

I’d been struggling with the ancient Ford Golden Jubilee for hours, trying to get it started. I noticed him standing at the barn door for a good twenty minutes before he actually entered. Without saying a word, he stalked over and fiddled under the hood for about thirty seconds. Then he nodded once, which I took as a silent command to try again.

Wouldn’t you know, the damn thing started up on the second try.

As I gaped at him, he nodded again, then left as silently as he came.

It was then I decided that my neighbor was all right. That was the first time I left a basket of fresh-baked bread and a jar of homemade blackberry jam at his doorstep. 

And thus began our strange little game.

In the months since, he let himself be seen more often. While I pretended to ignore him, I have to admit, I did take comfort in knowing that he was nearby. Yes, I wanted my solitude, but it was nice to know that if I ever did need help, he was only a holler away. Since I made it a point not to speak to him, I think he would know that if I ever did call out, it would be a real emergency.

Hopefully, he found similar comfort in me, though I was hard-pressed to imagine a situation where he would need my help. I had never seen a man as wholly capable as Travis Maxwell. In my own surreptitious observations, I had seen him working in and around his cabin. I was just as likely to see him sealing his roof as changing the oil or brake pads on his truck. He also appeared to be proficient at hunting, fishing, and trapping, but that might have had something to do with the afternoons he wiled away shooting his impressive collection of firearms or compound bows.

In a nutshell, I doubted there was anything he couldn’t do. 

Caught up in thoughts of Travis as I was, I failed to notice the sleek, late model sports car parked in front of my house. My first thought was, what kind of idiot would drive a car with a six-inch undercarriage clearance up my road?

That thought was followed closely by a few softly murmured expletives unfit for print when I realized I had been spotted. I briefly considered making a break for it anyway, but quickly disregarded that idea. It was better I make it absolutely clear that his presence was not welcome.

The form that unfolded itself from the shiny metal deathtrap was different from those who had bravely ventured forth before. This one was tall and lean, young and male. Golden hair, golden skin, just plain golden. 

“Hello,” he said in a cheesy, radio-announcer kind of voice, flashing me a well-practiced smile that would have been perfect for a toothpaste commercial. I scowled in return.

He posed, freaking struck a pose, alongside his car. It was accompanied by a discreet hair flip and a quick finger comb, no doubt intended to draw my attention to his gorgeous locks. He probably didn’t realize that right up there with my “guys shouldn’t wear tights” rule was my “guys shouldn’t have nicer hair than me” stipulation.

“You must be the new owner. Fine piece of property you have here.” His voice was smooth like honey, but not nearly deep enough to rouse my interest – not like someone else whose voice did and who would remain nameless.

My scowl deepened. “And private,” I added since he apparently missed the half-dozen signs strategically placed near the turnoff into my driveway.

Undaunted, his grin grew. “Yes, I saw the signs,” he said, blowing that theory. That meant he was either stupid, rude, or narcissistically egotistical. Maybe all three.

“I’m Malcolm, by the way. Malcolm Magners.”

The way he said it, it made me think I was supposed to recognize the name. I didn’t. His brilliant smile slipped a little when my unwelcome expression didn’t change.

“Guess you don’t watch much television, huh?” he hinted. I looked pointedly at the beat-up Timex on my wrist and arched a brow, sending him some very definite go away vibes.

“Right, well. I wanted to officially welcome you to Harken and invite you to the town gala next week.”

“Not interested,” I said, tugging on the handle of my now-empty wagon and moving to step around him.

“Look, I know you’re new here,” he tried again, holding out his arm to stop me. “But trust me when I say you don’t want to miss the Harken Summerfest. Lots of food, games, music, even fireworks over the lake.”

“No.”

“Ah, you’re the quiet, shy type. I get it.” He winked and lowered his voice into what I’m sure was supposed to be a sexy tone. “But don’t worry, sweetheart. I won’t leave you hanging. I’ll introduce you around, show you the sights.”

“Offering personal tours now, Magners?” Travis’ deep, husky baritone sounded behind me, startling me enough to jump a little. Definitely former military. Probably special forces. No man that large should be able to move that silently.

My unwelcome trespasser shot him an angry look before smoothing over his features. Clearly, there were some unresolved issues between these two.

Golden boy flashed the pearly whites again and turned back to me, raking his gaze down to my toes and back up again. “Just inviting our newest – and prettiest – Harkenite to the upcoming festivities.” 

I resisted rolling my eyes at his obvious false flattery. The last male who called me “pretty” was a boy in fourth grade who tried to bribe me with a chocolate bar to kiss him under the monkey bars at recess. I would have done it, too, until I overheard Samantha Covington in the girls’ bathroom telling her little posse of sycophants to make sure they were around the monkey bars at recess to see if “that trailer trash Clarissa was as much of a whore as her mother” and “willing to do it for a candy bar”.

Yeah, fourth grade. 

That pretty much set the tone for the next couple of years, till mom OD’ed. That was actually the first time I’d been to Harken, placed with my great-aunt and uncle – my only living relatives - by well-meaning but totally clueless social workers. One summer was all it took for them to realize my kin never had kids for a reason, and I was yanked away into foster care at the completely undesirable and hormonal age of thirteen.

I doubted the “good” people of Harken remembered that skinny kid. My local relations didn’t socialize much. Great-uncle Eli suffered from delusional paranoia and thought everyone was after his land. Great-aunt Bea was just plain delusional.

Not even my ex called me pretty, though, to be fair, he did tell me I looked nice once. 

“My invitation must have been lost in the mail,” Travis rumbled. I smirked because there was no such thing as mail delivery in Harken. Anything sent in from outside the area was kept at the post office for pickup. That was one of the reasons why I had all my stuff shipped to a special address in a town forty miles away. I didn’t want the people of Harken to know anything about me, including where and how often I shopped online.

“You’re actually thinking of coming?” Malcolm asked doubtfully. He seemed both surprised and annoyed by the possibility that Travis might attend. 

Travis smiled. Damn, I’d never seen him smile before. It was... well, bone-melting, really. And it wasn’t even a nice smile. It held both a warning and a threat, and it still beat pretty boy’s hands down. Hey, if these guys were going to whip out their dicks and start comparing, I was pretty sure I knew whose would be bigger.

“Maybe.”

I almost snorted. Okay, maybe I did actually snort a little. The chances of my survivalist neighbor showing up at the Harken Summerfest were about the same as mine.

I took advantage of their male posturing and walked around both of them, pulling my wagon with me. I caught Travis flicking a glance down at it, saw the glint of amusement in his eye. Yeah, he knew what had been in that wagon.

“So that’s a yes, right?” Malcolm called after me.

“No.” I shot the one-word response back without bothering to turn around, hearing Travis’s chuckle behind me.
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Travis

Most females took one look at Malcolm’s Fabio-inspired golden locks, blue eyes (I swear they’re contacts), fake tan, and L.A. Fitness physique and their eyes lit up. Lashes fluttered. Breasts were suddenly thrust forward and asses back.

My neighbor wasn’t most women.

I couldn’t help but laugh, thinking of the blatant disdain, the tense posture, and the way she’d been white-knuckling the handle of that wagon. Yeah, she saw right through him, pegging him for the total poser he was.

She glared at me, too, but never like that. When she looked at me, it was more like an “I tolerate you” kind of glower than an “I want to cut off your balls and feed them to you for lunch”.

Worked for me. 

I worried a little, though. As much as I’d enjoyed her virtual bitch slap of Malcolm, she’d unwittingly just taken the game up to the next level. I say unwittingly because I really don’t think she had any idea what she’d just done. Some women enjoyed playing hard to get and were damn good at it, too. They had some insight into the male psyche, knew that we loved the chase and the challenge.

I was pretty sure Clarissa wasn’t playing. She really had no interest in Malcolm. The problem was, it was beyond Malcolm’s abilities to conceive that a woman might not want him. Yeah, he really was that stuck on himself. Pride and ego were the only substantial things about Malcolm Magners and he wouldn’t take this lying down. Clarissa hadn’t seen the sparkle of a challenge accepted in his eyes when she turned her back on him, but I had. He’d be back because his whole sense of self demanded it.

I sighed, opening up one of the jars of peaches she’d left for me and inhaling deeply. From now until my deathbed I would associate that sweet peach and vanilla scent with Clarissa Sullivan. As I savored the taste of that first bite, I thought smugly, Clarissa didn’t offer Magners any of her peaches. 

Of course, that was before I’d gone and lifted my leg (metaphorically speaking) on her lawn. But if it kept the likes of Magners away from her, I would have pissed around the perimeter of her entire property, too.

I forced myself to put away the rest of the peaches, pears, and tomatoes, just in case it was the last I’d see of them for a while. I had known it was a risk going over there like that, a blatant breach of the personal boundaries we had set through unspoken agreement, but I couldn’t help it. I saw the douchebag’s sporty red import (and really, what kind of an idiot drove a low-clearance vehicle like that up our road?) near her house and my vision actually clouded there for a few minutes. Next thing I knew, there I was, crossing the line and butting in. 

Thank God I didn’t beat my chest and toss her over my shoulder, but I can’t say the idea didn’t occur to me. That probably wouldn’t have gone over well, especially since I had no interest whatsoever in getting involved beyond the distant, silent neighbor thing we already had going on between us. 

I liked Clarissa. I respected the hell out of her independence and her fortitude and her ability to see past Magner’s bullshit. I finally had a neighbor who shared my philosophy of live and leave me the hell alone, plus she canned some damn fine peaches. Why wouldn’t I want to protect that?

Hopefully, she understood that my actions were selfishly motivated. I smiled, imagining the situation had it been reversed: Clarissa making her way across the field, hands on hips, glaring daggers at the stilettoed harlot who’d ventured out to seduce me... Then the vision switched to Constance Cavelli chugging up my walkway in her scooter instead of the stilettoed harlot. Clarissa still told her off, but she was laughing.

A smart man always had a Plan B. So, on the off chance that my neighbor had misread the situation, I pulled out the old air-pump action BB gun I’d found when I’d first moved up here. I cleaned it up nice, oiled it, adjusted the sight and dug out the box of pellets I had bought in town ages ago. Then I snuck over to her place and left it on the porch with a note: To discourage future unwanted pests.

I knew for sure my plan worked the next day. I was out back, doing a bit of target practice when I sensed her watching me from the tree line. I didn’t acknowledge her presence. I had a feeling if I did, she would scamper away like some spooked woodland creature. Instead, I pointed my military grade sniper rifle at the targets I’d placed downfield and casually squeezed off a series of bullseyes, one by one.

She moved a little closer as I reloaded, placing herself in my peripherals with slow, easy steps. Smart girl. I fired off that round and another before she made it close enough to speak. Only then did I lower my rifle and give her a nod.

Dressed today in jeans and an ancient Motley Crue Theatre of Pain concert tee that extended half-way down her delicate forearms, she held the BB gun in one hand, and a tray of what smelled like fresh chocolate walnut brownies in the other. Gun, Crue, and brownies? I swear to God, I nearly came right then and there.

“Ever shoot before?” I asked, trying not to drool.

She shook her head. “No.” Unlike the previous no’s she’d sent my way, this one held no censure.

“Would you like to learn?”

She bit her lip and looked away as if deciding that coming here had been a bad idea.

“It’s a good skill to have, especially out here,” I coaxed. She was so close. I kept my movements easy and my eyes everywhere but directly on her.

She nodded once, then again, more definitively the second time. I slowly released the breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding. She held out the brownies, which I took as kind of a barter for some firearm usage instruction.

I’d like to say that under my expert tutelage, she excelled. She didn’t. She was every bit as bad as you would expect a woman who had never picked up a gun in her life before could possibly be. Nor did she speak two words to me, responding only with nods or shakes when a response was required.

But in that hour and a half, I saw her really smile for the first time. She pumped up that BB gun, held it up to her shoulder, and hit the far corner of the closest target. For one brief moment – probably less than the span between heartbeats – her eyes lit up and she grinned in triumph.

Just that quickly, her smile faded and she looked over at me to see if I’d seen it. Around a mouthful of decadent chocolate brownie, I pretended to be searching for spent shell casings on the ground. 

“Don’t worry,” I mumbled. “Keep practicing and you’ll hit it eventually.”

No brilliant smile this time, but out of the corner of my eye, I saw her features soften in relief and her lips curl.
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Chapter 3
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Clarissa

I pinched the latest batch of suckers from the cruxes of my Beefeaters. I was getting a fabulous crop of the meaty tomatoes and didn’t want any of the water and nutrients going to the useless offshoots. 

Twilight was my favorite time of the day and the best time in August to work on my garden. The heat of the day was easing and the lengthening shadows made it even more comfortable. The fragrant aroma of the supersized punks I’d lit around the tomato patch was keeping most of the bugs away, and pretty soon, the lightning bugs would be out, creating a moving, sparkling blanket just above the grass as darkness fell in earnest. 

This was heaven, or as close to it as I would ever get. My own little paradise, population one. 

Well, maybe two, but not like you’re thinking. Like it or not, Travis was part of my idyllic world, but only because the man understood boundaries.

I had sworn off men – well, all people, really – but I have to admit, I was willing to make an exception in my neighbor’s case. 

Temptation, thy name be Travis Maxwell.

He really was the perfect man. If I sat down and drafted a list of qualities of my ideal guy, I’d be describing him perfectly.

Tall, broad, and ruggedly handsome. Check.

Eyes and smile that make me melt. Check.

Knows engines, drives a truck, chops wood and shoots guns. Check.

Keeps to himself, but somehow manages to appear at the most opportune moments. Check.

Not interested in me at all. Check.

I know that last one probably doesn’t make sense to you. You’re probably figuring that my dream man would be head-over-heels in love with me, right? Wrong. 

Even in my dreams, I knew that anything between us was impossible. This way I could enjoy him from afar without any heart-crushing hope that it might amount to anything. Life had taught me several very important lessons, one of which was that I was meant to be alone.

I hadn’t always thought that way. There was a time when I would dream that my father hadn’t really died overseas; that he would come back and we would be a family again. Then my mom wouldn’t have to seek comfort for her broken heart in drugs, alcohol, and men who weren’t my dad - some of whom looked at me with more than fatherly affection. I spent a lot of my pre-teen years hiding in the corner of my locked closet. I learned early on that solitude meant safety.

Once my mom was gone, I had the dream that my great-uncle and great-aunt would welcome me as the daughter they never had but always wanted. I blame a lot of this false hope on the social workers who were certain it would be just like that. As it turned out, they had that one completely ass-backwards - I was the girl they never wanted and had anyway, at least until a few months later when Uncle Eli called the social worker to inform her that he was certain I was a Russian spy and he had me contained in the basement until the CIA could get there. 

True story.

Fast forward to post-pubescent young adulthood, where I first embraced what I like to call the “Harlequin dreams”. Every girl has them. You probably know exactly what I’m talking about – soul mates, forever love, eternal honeymoon type stuff you read in one of those paperbacks with the sexy covers. But let me ask you this – how many times have you actually seen that happen in real life? 

Go on. I’ll wait.

Got nothing? Exactly. I’d wager that maybe – maybe – if you thought really hard, you might be able to come up with one example of two people who were still very much in love after years together. Couples who, after kids and mortgages and life’s ups and downs, still looked at each other with love in their eyes, who still liked to hold hands and share their innermost secrets instead of simply tolerating each other’s presence.

On the other hand, if I asked you to name people who were unhappy in their marriage, bitched about or cheated on their spouse, or just plain hated their lives – I bet that list would be significantly longer and take far less time to compose.

I’m not throwing stones. The reason I know all this is because I’ve lived it. Experience is a cruel teacher, but a good one. I’ve already told you about my formative years, but I haven’t mentioned my ex. Let’s just say that it was not the kind of stuff you’d find in the pages of one of those sexy-covered Harlequin romances.

At thirty-one years old, I finally accepted several truths that have essentially freed my soul. First, I am a good person. Despite my general anti-social behavior, I could never actually hurt anyone. It’s not even that I don’t like people. The problem is, I tend to expect too much from them, and I am invariably disappointed, which makes everyone feel bad.

Second, for as good as I am, I am also a selfish person. Compromise is not a bad thing unless you’re the only one who is compromising. The way I figured it, I’d already met and surpassed my fair share. 

In his own twisted mind, my ex thought he was doing me a favor by introducing me to the better things in life, but my personality was not, as he believed, simply a result of my lower-class upbringing. It was just who I was. I liked wearing comfortable clothes instead of designer. I liked getting my hands dirty in the garden and growing my own food. I liked reading my smutty romance novels instead of going to Broadway musicals. And I liked teeth-jarring, womb-clenching base heavy metal instead of light pop and top-40. I still do.

The third truth – my magnum opus of verisimilitude: I was meant to be alone. That’s not self-pity or insecurity talking, but experience. Because it was only when I was alone that I felt truly happy.

Even the perfection that was Travis Maxwell wasn’t enough to change that. Our increasingly frequent encounters were making me think about loosening my social chastity belt a little, though. It had been nice, being out there under blue skies, just the two of us. Travis was knowledgeable, patient, and kind. He didn’t make fun of me once, even though we both knew I couldn’t hit the broadside of a barn. He didn’t seem to mind the fact that I don’t talk much, either.

Maybe I’ll go back and try shooting again the next time he’s out there. Now that I know the basics, I just need to practice. I already ordered a few boxes of pellets; I would pick them up on my next run into civilization. There was a thrilling sense of power in squeezing that trigger, and the thought of being able to send a few non-lethal stinging pellets into some repeat trespasser’s backside was a heady one. It had been several days with nary a trespasser in sight, but I had a feeling the Golden Boy would be back.

As if on cue, I heard the whine of the two-seater struggling up the steep incline.

It gave me an idea. 

I bolted upright, and with a mischief I hadn’t felt in a very long time, ran back to the cabin just as fast as my gimpy leg would allow.

––––––––
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Travis

I made a point of staying away from Clarissa for a few days. I could give you a bunch of perfectly logical reasons why, and they would all be true, but I’ll cut to the chase and just give you the bottom line: she was really starting to grow on me.

Which is exactly why I found myself back in Harken with the intent of paying a long-overdue visit to Sugar. 

Sugar Jefferson is the Harken veterinarian. Her real name is Mildred – which is a fine name if you’re eighty years old and play canasta, but not so great if you’re a twenty-something, six-foot redhead with mile-long legs and double-D’s. 

Unlike most of those who called Harken home, Sugar had actually managed to escape for a little while. To the disapproval of her family, she secretly applied for (and received) a scholarship to continue her education past high school. 

To their further disapproval, she took advantage of that scholarship and attended the state university two hundred miles away, selecting a major in animal bioscience. She went on to veterinary school, where she had an affair with one of her married mentors and got pregnant within a year.

Proving that truth is often stranger than fiction, Sugar’s baby was adopted by the vet and his wife (who couldn’t have children). Sugar decided that sticking around would be too awkward for everyone, and moved back to Harken to set out her shingle as the area’s only licensed animal care practitioner. 

Her attempt to create a life elsewhere had branded her a traitor to some, though for the most part, the good citizens of Harken were a forgiving lot and blamed her irresponsible behavior on youth, inexperience, and rebellion due to an overly strict upbringing. Did I mention she was also the pious pastor’s daughter?

None of that really made a difference to me, but understanding a person’s underlying motivation does provide invaluable insight. Sugar was probably the only single female within fifty miles that I could hook up with occasionally and not have it be construed as anything more. Neither of us was interested in a relationship; we each fulfilled a physical need with the other, nothing more. 

This visit was different. As much as I wanted to prove to myself that nothing had changed, I couldn’t do it. I tried to focus my thoughts on Sugar, on all the amazing things she could do, but it was another face I kept seeing in my mind’s eye. 

Feeling a little shaken, I turned around before I even knocked on her door. It was while I was hoofing it back to my truck – conveniently parked elsewhere – that I spotted Magners. Honestly, just looking at the guy made my fist clench in a silent need to mess up that momma’s boy’s face. 

Wearing designer nut-huggers and a shirt reminiscent of Rico Suave, he was definitely in full-blown conquest mode. (I must pause here and tell you that in terms of fashion trends, Harken was decades behind the rest of the civilized world). 

If his clothing and stylishly gelled hair weren’t enough of a clue, the wave of Polo cologne was. He also had a handful of long-stemmed red roses in one hand and a box of foil-wrapped chocolates in the other. After tossing both in his little import, he slid in and - I swear to God – looked in his rearview mirror and put on lipstick. He smacked his lips together (like I’ve seen women do), smiled at his reflection, then did a U-ey right there in the middle of Main Street. I didn’t have to see him make the turn that would lead him up the mountain to know exactly where he was headed.

My internal musings went mute and before I knew it, I was in my truck.

It didn’t take long for me to catch up to his two-seater. The thing might have been fast on the straightaways, but it was as big of a pussy as he was when it came to the steep mountain grade. Not to mention he had to keep it slow because some of the potholes might have swallowed his car whole. I rode his ass for a while – just because I felt like it – and then passed him, letting him hear the roar of my big V-8 as I powered by. 

A bit juvenile perhaps, but satisfying nonetheless.

What I wanted to do was head right to Clarissa’s place, but even I knew that was kind of a dick move, especially given how I had intended to spend my afternoon. So, with much growling and gnashing of teeth, I forced myself to take the branch off to my property instead. 

I made it into my cabin, telling myself that I didn’t care. I would work through my issues. I was not, nor would I ever be, involved with my prickly little neighbor. She was a grown woman, one who would not welcome my interference. I figured she gave me a bye on that last episode with Magners, but I hadn’t missed the warning in her eyes: Don’t fight my battles for me.

I had every intention of respecting her wishes. I really did.

I lasted ten minutes, fifteen tops. But when I heard Magner’s pathetic excuse for a vehicle whining its way closer to Clarissa’s, I couldn’t help myself. I set the half-eaten jar of peaches aside and opted for a bit of recon.

As long as I live, I will never forget the picture I saw as I peered through the tree line. It is burned into my brain, and will no doubt still bring a smile to my face fifty years from now.

Clarissa Sullivan, my prickly little neighbor, was sitting on her porch in a rocking chair with a pipe dangling from the corner of her mouth and the BB gun I gave her straddling her lap.

She was quite possibly the most adorable thing I’d ever seen.

Malcolm’s sure-footed steps hesitated as he drew closer. Proving he had at least half a brain he stopped several feet from the porch. Of course, the BB gun raised and pointed menacingly at his crotch might have had something to do with that.

I couldn’t hear exactly what was said, but there was no mistaking Clarissa pumping up the BB gun and shifting her aim over toward Malcolm’s ride. Nor was there any misinterpreting the look of absolute horror on Malcolm’s face. In what had to be a new record, Malcolm was high-tailing it back to his sports car and peeling away in a cloud of dust and gravel.

My chest swelled with pride. The genuine smile on Clarissa’s face told me she was pleased, too.

I’d just turned around to head back to my place when I heard it - the screech of tires and a yelp that turned my blood cold. Clarissa was already on her feet, running down her driveway. Her limp was a lot more noticeable now, and I realized how much of an effort she took to walk normally the rest of the time.

I wasn’t sure exactly what happened, but I had a pretty good idea. That stray was hanging around Clarissa’s almost all the time now. I wasn’t much of an animal person myself, but I saw the look on Clarissa’s face and I didn’t want her to be the one to find the dog Malcolm must have hit on his mad dash out of there.

Putting on a burst of speed, I cut a diagonal path out to the road. I cursed when I saw the crumpled form, a mass of fur and blood. 

“No!” Clarissa cried, running right for the dog. I yelled out a warning – injured animals could be dangerous – but she completely ignored me and went over to it anyway.

She kneeled over it, stroking the still form. Then she looked at me with tears running unchecked down her face and whispered, “Please help me.”

It hit me like a missile right to the center of my chest, that sudden and that freaking powerful. I knew the situation was probably hopeless, but the words stuck in my throat. I nodded. “I’ll get my truck,” I heard myself saying, taking off like a bat out of hell to do just that. 

There was nothing in the world that could have made me deny her at that point.

Between the two of us, we wrapped the dog in some old blankets I had stashed in the back. As an extra precaution, I tore off some strips of an old shirt I had back there, too, and secured the dog’s muzzle, just in case he roused on the way into town and decided he didn’t want to be helped. No way I was willing to chance Clarissa getting hurt like that.

Clarissa climbed up into my truck by using her hands to pull herself up. Once she was settled and had the seatbelt secured, I lifted the dog and placed it on the bench seat, half in her lap. Putting it in the back probably would have been the smarter thing to do, but one look at her determined face and I knew that suggestion wasn’t going to go over well.

We made it down the mountain in record time, and miracle of miracles, the dog was still breathing when we pulled into Sugar’s office lot.

“Hey there, soldier,” Sugar crooned when she saw me, her voice a thick purr. “I was wondering when you were going to come by. It’s been - ”

Sugar broke off mid-sentence and I knew then that she’d spotted Clarissa behind me and the bundle of bloodied blankets in her arms.

Oh, hell.

After only a momentary blink, Sugar was in full-blown veterinary doctor mode. I took the dog from Clarissa – I honestly don’t know how she managed to get out of the truck with it in her arms, the thing was more than half as big as she was – and followed Sugar back to the examining room.

Sugar was all business, and I realized this was the first time I’d ever seen her focused on something other than my ... well, you get the idea.

Clarissa remained as quiet as ever, hugging the back wall but staying close. I knew she had put two and two together. What I didn’t know is what, if any, effect that knowledge had on her. Nor did I know why that was suddenly so important to me.
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Chapter 4
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Clarissa

“I want to take him home.” 

I said the words and they both looked at me like I’d grown two heads. Travis, probably because he’d never heard me speak a full sentence and now I’d done so twice in one day. The gorgeous redhead, because she’d just finished her initial exam and told Travis that the dog would be better off put down.

“Fix him. Do whatever you need to. I don’t care what it costs.”

She eyed me thoroughly, shooting occasional glances over at Travis. I could see the wheels turning as she tried to put the pieces together. Who was I? And, more importantly, who was I to Travis? Even if I hadn’t overheard her informative greeting earlier, I would have known these two had something going on between them. The sexual tension in the room was thick; I’d have to be blind and stupid not to catch the meaningful glances and silent questions hurling between them...

Who’s the gimp? I imagined the Amazonian vet asking.

My neighbor, he would reply.

Are you sleeping with her?

Travis’ visual answer to this would be a look that questioned her sanity.

If I had to guess, I’d say the attraction ran deeper on her side than Travis’s if the daggers she was sending my way were any indication. I wondered if her eyes were always that green, or if it was just the jealousy.

“And who are you?” she finally asked, out loud and directed toward me. Apparently, Travis’s silent eye contact hadn’t sufficiently answered her questions.

“She’s my neighbor,” Travis said quickly, obviously wanting to clear that up right away. Hey, can I call them or what? I told myself it didn’t matter. Because it didn’t. I had no claim on Travis, nor did I want to.

She took off her gloves and shot an appraising glance my way. “You hit the dog?”

“No,” Travis answered again. “Magners did.” Another deliberately placed comment that spoke volumes. She’s not with me, she’s with Magners, he might have said instead. That’s what I heard, anyway.

Green eyes narrowed slightly at me. I faced her head-on, deciding that I, too, should take part in this non-vocal group discussion. I am no threat to you, my eyes said back in a way that only another woman would understand.

She nodded almost imperceptibly and retracted her claws. “I can patch him up, but he’s going to require a lot of care for a few weeks. You sure you want that?”

“I’m sure,” I said firmly.

“All right.” Maybe, just maybe, there was a glimmer of approval there somewhere. “Give me a couple of hours.”

I nodded my thanks and turned to Travis. “Can you give me a ride back to my place?”

He studied my face like he was looking for a trap. He was wasting his time; I had no hidden agenda. Grateful as I was for his help, I didn’t want him to think I expected more. I didn’t. As a matter of fact, the best thing he could do was drop me off at my place and go about his own business. I’d clean up a bit, then bring my Jeep back and pick up my new charge. 

“How about I just stick around?” he suggested finally. 

I felt the vet watching our exchange with great interest and shook my head. The last thing I needed is to be in the middle of this – whatever it was - between them. “Not necessary.”

I saw his jaw working. “Doesn’t make sense to make another trip when we’re already here.” 

“I appreciate your help, but I’m sure you have better things to do.”

Substantial arms crossed over an equally substantial chest and he shot me a defiant glare that dared me to challenge him. “I don’t.”

I blew out a breath. I was not fighting this battle with him, not in front of Red Sugar, as I’d silently dubbed her. “Suit yourself.”

His eyes widened just a bit; I think he was surprised by my easy agreement. “Good. Come on. We can grab something to eat while we wait.”

Oh, hell no. If he wanted to waste his time hanging around while Red Sugar did her thing, that was his prerogative. But there was no way in hell I was going anywhere with him, especially not to Mabel’s Diner. It had been a long time, but I still remembered that place. 

Shivers ran up and down the length of my spine as I recalled the last time I’d been there. The social worker who came to get me thought buying me lunch and ice cream might make up for the fact that I’d been locked in a damp, dark basement for a week. The locals had set upon us like flies on honey, smelling a bit of juicy gossip. Granted, that had been a long time ago, but what if someone recognized me? 

I had no desire to replay that particular scene, which was exactly why I avoided coming into town like the plague. Besides, I didn’t want anyone getting the wrong impression. Arrive anywhere in public with a man like Travis Maxwell and tongues would be wagging. Except here, of course. I think the less Red Sugar saw or heard of me, the better, and on that, we were both in agreement.

“You go. I’m staying right here.”

It was his turn to decide whether or not he wanted a full-out pissing contest before witnesses. He drilled me with a look that had probably made people crumble under the sheer intensity of it. To his credit, he did have the whole dominant alpha male thing going on.

Had I been a lesser woman, I might have capitulated. As I was made of stronger stuff, however, I glared right back. I’m sure he thought my earlier tears and plea for help had broken down some kind of barrier between us, but I would rectify that. Especially now that Red Sugar had staked her claim.

I crossed my arms over my chest, mimicking his earlier stance. No doubt I didn’t look nearly as impressive as he did.

His jaw ground again, and I realized that meant he was pissed. Tough.

I was the first to end our face-off. There was nothing to be gained. I wasn’t going to give in and neither was he, so I turned and went into the small waiting room, settling myself on one of the faded, but surprisingly comfortable chairs in the far corner. 

“Tell me when he’s good to go,” I said, directing the words toward Red Sugar. Then I tilted my head back and closed my eyes. 

It took a while, but eventually, I heard Travis mumble something and leave. Only then did I fully release the breath I’d been holding.

I must have nodded off, because the next thing I knew, Red Sugar was nudging me awake. I looked at her with sleepy eyes. “He’s ready. Uh, I’m sorry, I don’t know your name.”

She didn’t need to, either. All I cared about was getting my dog and getting the hell out of here. It was only then I realized I didn’t have my wallet. Damn Travis Maxwell. If he’d have taken me back when I’d asked, I would have remembered to grab some cash.

“I’m sorry,” I said, shaking my head. “I didn’t think to bring my wallet.”

She studied me closely. “That’s okay. Travis has already taken care of everything.”

Travis was standing by the door, daring me to object. I opened my mouth, but what could I say? It was probably better this way; I really didn’t want to have to come back and face her again. I could pay back Travis without ever having to see him. 

“Thank you. For saving him.”

She smirked. “It is kind of what I do.” She handed me a stack of papers. “Here are some care instructions. Bring him back in a week or so, sooner if he doesn’t show any signs of improvement.”

I nodded, but we both knew I wouldn’t be back except under the direst of circumstances. I think she was just as relieved as I was.
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Travis

“So, what are you going to call him?” I asked. Clarissa held the sleeping dog in her lap, stroking his head with a gentleness that made my chest hurt. Thank God the dog hadn’t died. Clearly, he was stronger than I gave him credit for.

“Ripper,” she said quietly.

“Ripper?” I repeated, somewhat shocked. “Why?”

She shrugged those delicate, feminine shoulders. “It fits.”

I had to admit, she had a point. The thing was big and ugly, just like the kind of dog you’d expect to find in a junkyard. But when the mutt had woken up a little while ago, I swear I saw love in his eyes. He’d licked her hand, then nuzzled himself closer to her and fallen back asleep. Then again, if I’d woken up in post-op to find Clarissa holding me like that, I probably would have done the same thing.

We rode along in silence up the dark mountain road. I kept the speed down, not wanting to jar the dog, who had to be sore as hell. And maybe I wasn’t ready to part company with my neighbor just yet. I didn’t want to dwell on the whys of that, though.

“He didn’t stop,” she said finally, to no one in particular. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out she was referring to Magners, the prick. If there was any good that came out of this, it was that I was pretty sure if Magners ever set foot on her property again she’d pump that BB gun up to the max and shoot him on sight. If I didn’t see him first, that was.

“No,” I agreed.

“But you did.”

I felt her gaze on me now, a tangible thing. I don’t know what surprised me more – the fact that it felt like a warm caress or that it incited a tingling in my lower regions. It was a look, for Christ’s sake.

“You asked.”

The warmth faded almost immediately and a quick side glance confirmed that she was looking back down at the dog. “I’m sorry.” 

Christ. Leave it to me to say the one thing guaranteed to shut her down – a reminder that my I-don’t-need-anyone neighbor had actually asked for my help. I didn’t want her to regret it. I know I said I didn’t want anyone expecting anything from me, but damn it, she was different. If she needed me, I wanted to be there. And wasn’t that little epiphany just a twist to the nuts? 

“Don’t be. I would have helped anyway.”

I don’t know if saying that made a difference or not. The damage had already been done. She didn’t look at me again, nor did she say anything else for the rest of the trip home.

I didn’t ask if she wanted help getting the dog settled because I knew she would more than likely say no. So I didn’t give her a choice. I unloaded everything from the back of my truck and carried it into her place. Then, also without asking, I took the dog right out of her hands. 

“Get everything set up the way you want. I’ve got him.”

She looked as though she wanted to protest, but even she had to realize it would be much easier if I held the dog while she created a comfy nest for him with the stuff I’d bought. Yeah, so what if I spent some cash on a big, fluffy gel cushion, some bowls, food, and maybe a couple of chew toys?

While I waited, I took the opportunity to check out her place. You can tell a lot about a person by their living space, and I suddenly wanted to know everything I could about Clarissa Sullivan.

She’d kept the place rustic. The tones were all earthy and neutral – shades of browns and greens and golds. Not a very feminine color scheme, but she’d softened things up with an abundance of pillows, throws and area rugs and what my mom used to call “doilies”. It was warm and welcoming without offending my male sensibilities. 

The wood was polished, the hearth stone scrubbed. The place was tidy, but not immaculate, which made it seem comfortable. Scents of fresh fruit and baked goods lingered, adding smell to the list of approving senses.

Yeah. I could definitely spend time here.

“You’re a good man, Travis Maxwell.” Hearing my name on her lips in that soft, low voice set off another completely foreign series of sensations in my chest. I looked up to find her staring at me. 

I grunted, but inside I felt like the Grinch on Christmas morning, when his heart swelled to three times its normal size. I carried the heavily-sedated dog in her bedroom, determined not to look at anything in there. I kept my gaze focused on the cozy nest she had created next to her bed, and tried (unsuccessfully) not to think of her lying in that bed, naked and flushed and saying my name over and over. Loudly.

I’d been in combat situations that didn’t scare me half as much. Needless to say, I put the dog down and hauled my ass out of there as quickly as possible. I waited by the door, my need to escape as intense as my desire to stay. In two steps I could be outside, which made me feel slightly better. In an effort to calm the hell down, I drew in a deep breath, which only brought more of those mouth-watering scents back into my lungs. I was just about to say screw it and bolt for my place when she emerged. 

Through the doorway, I could see the dog on the big cushion, wrapped in blankets and snoring loudly. Instead of remaining on the far side of the room – which would have been the prudent thing to do, given my current instability – she closed the distance between us. 

My heart thumped in my chest, and I think I actually held my breath as she stepped damn close to my personal space. At this close range, it became clear just how much smaller than me she really was. I knew she was on the petite side, but Christ. The top of her head barely reached my shoulders. If she took one more step forward, her lips would brush my pecs. The urge to wrap my arms around her and pull her into me was visceral. For a few brief moments, I was overwhelmed by that and her soft heat and feminine fragrance wrapping around me. 

Through the haze, I absently registered that she was pushing something into my palm. It wasn’t until I looked down and saw a couple of hundred-dollar bills there that I realized what she was doing.

I pushed it back at her. “I don’t want - ” 

Her small fingers covered mine, closing my hand into a fist around the money. I was stricken by the contrast of soft, warm skin and the rough brush of callouses that spoke of the hard, manual labor she’d been doing. But that paled in comparison to the instant jolt of electricity and subsequent mild current flowing from her skin into mine. I’d never felt anything quite like it. 

I couldn’t help but wonder - if just touching her hand felt like this, what would it feel like to kiss her? To hold her body against mine? To bury myself deep inside all that warm, fragrant heat?

Against my will, my cock hardened painfully, reminding me that I had failed in my earlier mission to work off some of this pent-up energy. I fought against the sudden, almost violent surge of lust, citing so many really good reasons why I could not seduce my neighbor, not the least of which was that this was a particularly bad time.

I met her eyes and what I saw there nearly stopped my heart. The same heat, the same desire I was feeling - as well as a healthy dose of fear. That fear, more than anything, cooled my jets. This woman should never, ever fear me.

Her fingers flexed slightly, reminding me of the paper I held. As much as I didn’t want to take her money, she needed me to. She didn’t want to owe me. I could understand that. Respect it, even. Didn’t mean I had to like it, especially since I was nearly overcome with the sudden and totally irrational need to take care of this woman.

“Is it okay if I stop over and see how he’s doing tomorrow?” I asked instead, ignoring every rule I’d set for myself.

I braced myself for her answer, almost certain to be a no. Several long moments passed before she surprised the hell out of me. My prickly little neighbor – who was no longer seeming prickly at all – pinned those swirls of blue and green on me and smiled. 

“Yes. I think he’d like that.”

I’d been right. Her smile, when aimed at me, had the power to short-circuit every defense I had. 

“And what about you?” I blurted out before I could stop myself.

Her dark chocolate lashes – Christ, had they always been that long? – fluttered a little. It was a wholly feminine response, one I doubted she was even aware of. “I think I’d like that, too.”

Reluctantly, I left them there, telling myself I was not at all envious of the mongrel who would be spending the night in her bedroom. 

Safely back at my place, I laid in bed, but sleep wouldn’t be coming anytime soon. Not with Clarissa’s big eyes in my head and my dick at full staff pointing straight up to the ceiling, wishing I’d had the stones to take care of business with Sugar.

Who the hell was I kidding? Sex wasn’t going to relieve the deep-seated ache I was feeling these days, the one I fought tooth and nail, the one I had moved into the God-forsaken mountains to avoid ever feeling again. 

I shut my eyes tight and fisted my cock, forcing Sugar’s image into my head. Long, flame red hair. Big breasts. Long powerful legs. Green eyes filled with wicked intent. A skilled mouth used in tandem with equally skilled hands...

My erection softened to half-staff. Not what we want, it said to me. I told it to shut the hell up. 

I exhaled heavily and punched the mattress at my side, releasing Sugar’s image even as another came, unbidden. This one of a woman with light brown hair streaked liberally with golden highlights from hours in the sun. Light blue eyes, more of a turquoise, really, when she was feeling especially prickly. A small frame hidden beneath formless layers of cotton and denim.

Even dirty, rumpled, and covered in blood she had been beautiful.

Radiant, really.

I looked down and groaned. My cock was in full salute again. I was so screwed.
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Chapter 5
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Clarissa

I don’t know what I was thinking. Well, yes, I do. I was thinking that Travis Maxwell wanted to see me again.

Which was ridiculous, really. First, he was my neighbor. He could walk halfway across the field that separated our cabins and see me practically anytime he wanted. I had caught him ambling around enough times to know that he didn’t have a problem coming over without an express invitation.

Secondly, he hadn’t asked to see me, but to check on Ripper, meaning that either he, too, had a soft spot for the stray or he doubted my ability to care for him. I was fairly certain he was legitimately concerned for the dog who was now curled up at my feet. 

It was obvious Travis cared for animals. Not only had he sprung into action and gotten the dog to the vet in record time, but he had also indulged in a doggie-centric shopping spree at the pet shop in town while I waited at the office.

Thinking of the vet’s office reminded me of the third reason Travis Maxwell couldn’t possibly want to see me – Red Sugar. That woman was gorgeous – tall and curvy with flame red hair and sultry green eyes. Everything about Red Sugar screamed hot, sweaty sex, and the tension in the room made it apparently to anyone paying attention that there was something going on between them.

I told myself that it was just as well because I wanted absolutely nothing to do with my neighbor beyond what we already had. That’s what my mind said, anyway. The rest of my body parts –both inside and out – teamed up and started chanting Liar, Liar, Pants on Fire.

So why had I taken a shower this morning when I just had one last night? Why was I wearing one of the few clean, unstained pair of jeans I had and my favorite vintage concert T – a black, lady-cut Cinderella shirt that made me look more like a woman than a lumberjack? Why had I chosen to leave my hair down, letting it cascade more than half-way down my back in natural waves?

Because I was a freaking idiot, that’s why.

I looked at the freshly baked bread I’d cut into thick slabs in preparation for my special batter-dipped French toast and the pound of bacon I had draining on paper towels. At the bowl of homemade chunky peach syrup I had made as a topping. The full carafe of imported coffee beans, ground fresh this morning.

All because I thought Travis Maxwell might want to rush over here first thing this morning to check on the dog.

Yeah. Freaking. Idiot. I guess great-aunt Bea wasn’t the only delusional one in our family.

I blew out a breath in self-disgust and was just about to go back and change when I heard a knock on my front screen door.

I froze. I sucked in a breath and waited, just in case it had been my devious (and obviously sex-deprived) mind playing tricks on me.

The knock came again, this time accompanied by that low rumble that sent tremors through my lower core. “Hello?”

One word. That’s all it took for my nerves to fire up and my juices to start flowing. Ripper picked his head up and offered a soft woof of encouragement.

“Coming!” I called out, mortified to realize how close I was to doing just that. From one word.

I wasn’t the only one freshly showered. Travis’s hair was damp, too, and I got a whiff of shaving cream and some kind of manly deodorant soap when I opened the door. “Sorry,” I stammered. “I was in the kitchen. Making breakfast.”

It was impossible to miss the way he inhaled deeply or the look of longing on his face he tried so hard to hide. “Smells great.”

“It’s just about ready. Would you like to join me?”

I saw the indecision and appreciated that he worried about overstepping his bounds. “I don’t want to impose. I just wanted to check on the dog, see how he was doing.”

“No imposition, I ... made a lot. And you can come see Ripper for yourself.”

In the past two minutes I’d said more to this man than I had in the past six months, but now that the seal had been broken, I couldn’t seem to stop running off at the mouth. 

“If you’re sure.” Doubt and – dare I say it – hope – etched his beautiful, masculine features.

“I’m sure.” 

He followed me into the kitchen, where Ripper’s tail was soundly thumping the ancient linoleum-covered floor. He started to get up, but Travis was on his knee, petting him with one of those huge hands so he didn’t have to. 

“He’s definitely looking better.”

I pulled two plates from the cupboard and started loading them up with the results of my morning’s efforts. When I turned back around, I was almost certain I’d caught Travis ogling my ass. 

“He’s pretty tough.”

Travis stood and looked at the spread. It was so adorable, seeing that look on his grown-up face. Like a little boy staring at a plate full of cookies, right out of the oven. “You sure about this?”

I wondered if Red Sugar ever cooked for him, or if she just cooked for him. Was that even an acceptable euphemism for sex and related acts of an erotic nature? Given the current hormonal crisis his arrival seemed to have caused, I think I could have found a way to relate dryer lint to sex. 

“Yes, why?”

“Well...” His eyes roamed over the heaping piles of food before landing on me. Hungry eyes. And that was an acceptable euphemism. “You know what they say about feeding strays.”

Was he calling himself a stray? “No. What do they say?”

His lips quirked a little. “Once you start, they keep coming back. You sure that’s what you want?”

Ah, yes. I was not the only one sensing potential here. I pretended to give it some thought. “Yeah. And if they become pests, I’ve always got the BB gun.”

Travis Maxwell decimated me with another full-wattage, bone-melting smile. “True. If you ever learn to hit what you’re aiming at.”

I knew a gauntlet thrown down when I saw one. “Maybe I need a better teacher.”

His eyes widened in surprise, then he laughed – a full, booming sound that filled my kitchen and made me feel incredibly feminine. “Oh, sweetheart, you did not just go there.” 

I sat my butt down and pushed the bacon toward him, giving him what I hoped passed for a cheeky grin, praying that he couldn’t see my legs shaking (a result of the bones melting). 

“Oh, I went there.”

Those steely gray eyes glowed silver. “You just got yourself an extra hour of target practice. Every day.”

I couldn’t completely hide my grin, so I settled for stuffing my mouth instead. The funniest part was, he thought he had just given me a punishment.
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Travis

Christ, she was so cute, thinking she’d goaded me into that one. As if spending more time with her wasn’t exactly what I had in mind. Of course, I might have been envisioning other activities besides shooting, but I’d take it.

I bit into the thick, battered toast on my plate and nearly groaned in ecstasy. Goddamn but the woman could cook. Add that to her sexy little body, her big heart, and her stubborn independent streak, and was it any wonder I was fighting a losing battle to keep my distance?

In every life, there are always a couple of pivotal moments that change everything. Joining the Marines had been one for me. So had catching my girlfriend and my former best friend in bed together. I still can’t believe what a sucker I’d been – blowing off my rehab session to head into town and pick up an engagement ring, of all things. I was planning to surprise her at dinner later that night, a dinner to celebrate the fifth anniversary of our first date. Since my military career was over, and I was getting a fresh start, I thought it was the perfect time.

The kicker was, Cal knew about my plans to ask Sienna to marry me. I’d confided in him. Not the specific when’s and how’s, of course – but definitely the intention. While I was down at Litz’s picking out a rock, he was getting a little back-door action with my soon-to-be fiancé. 

I guess, in retrospect, it was a good thing I decided not to wait till dinner and went over to her apartment early that day, though I didn’t see it that way at the time. 

Talk about eye-openers. Most life-changers are like that – they cold-cock you upside the head and knock your ass onto a totally different path, and more often than not, involve something bad or tragic. But not always.

Sitting there with Clarissa in her kitchen, swallowing each orgasmic bite, I felt like my path had just altered dramatically. So where was the anger, the great sense of disquiet and tumult that should be accompanying this revelation? Why did I feel this totally unexpected and foreign sense of peace settle over me instead?

I glanced up at the chestnut-haired lovely licking a drop of syrup from the corner of her mouth while she sneakily added the horse-sized antibiotic and pain pills into bite-sized pieces of bread-wrapped bacon and fed them to Ripper. That dog hadn’t taken his eyes off of her the entire time I’d been here, except for those couple of minutes when I’d first arrived. Clearly, he and I were of similar mind, which made sense when you consider that Clarissa Sullivan had the power to influence both of our lives if we allowed it. I was pretty sure Ripper had already made his decision.

Me, I needed some time to process it all. I wasn’t a kid anymore, and I’d sure as hell learned my lesson about thinking with something other than my brain.

“You might not be able to shoot worth a shit, but this is by far the best breakfast I have ever had,” I said, just to see how she’d react. Would she hear the teasing insult or the compliment? 

She didn’t directly acknowledge either. “I suppose it would seem that way to someone accustomed to cold cereal in the morning.”

My hand froze halfway to my mouth. I narrowed my eyes at her. “How do you know what I eat for breakfast?”

Her lips twitched even as a rosy flush colored her cheeks. “Educated guess. You’re a guy living alone, and I never smell anything cooking over your way before dinner time.”

She’d obviously been paying closer attention than I’d given her credit for. I tried not to be flattered by that. After all, I had been doing the same to her for some time. 

“Any other thoughtful insights into my private life you’d like to share?”

The dusky rose in her cheeks darkened and she shifted uncomfortably. “No,” she lied. 

This was new – Clarissa Sullivan displaying uncertainty. It made me feel more in control. I leaned back and pounced on it. “Oh, come on. You must have noticed other things.”

“I have,” she admitted, “but you asked me if I wanted to share them.”

Clever girl. “Fair enough. But I have to tell you, I’m feeling rather violated right now,” I said, grabbing another piece of bacon and waving it around in emphasis. “If this meal wasn’t so damn good, I’d so be out that door.” To punctuate that thought, I bit into the bacon and moaned, closing my eyes.

It had the intended effect. Clarissa couldn’t hold back her grin and her eyes were sparkling. She had some really beautiful eyes. I hadn’t noticed that they weren’t really one color before, but rather a progression. Really blue around the pupil, transitioning to a light green around the outside. Turquoise in between.

“You’re one to talk,” she said, sipping her coffee. “You’ve had me under surveillance since I moved in.”

I raised my eyebrows in mock surprise. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I didn’t even know you were here until about a week ago.”

That made her laugh, but she didn’t call me on it. I had suspected she knew I was looking out for her and she’d just confirmed it.

“Besides,” I said casually, “there’s nothing wrong with neighbors looking out for one another.”

She nodded, her face growing more serious. “You’re right. I’m sorry I haven’t been...more neighborly.”

I shrugged. “I’m sure you had your reasons, just as I had mine. You don’t live in a place like this if you want a lot of company, right?”

“Right,” she agreed. She averted her gaze as if she was afraid I’d start asking questions she wouldn’t want to answer. She would soon learn that I didn’t work that way. I wanted to know more about her, sure, but I wasn’t the type to pry. The present meant a whole lot more to me than the past, and right now, I was happy with where we were.

“That doesn’t apply to you, of course,” I clarified, waving my hand over the breakfast feast. “Feel free to cook for me anytime.”

She laughed again. God, I loved that sound. Like sunshine and music. 

“And what do I get out of it?” she teased.

I thought about telling her exactly what I would have liked to give her, but our connection was too new to put to the test like that. Now that she had gifted me with her laugh and her smile, I wasn’t about to do anything that would set us back a step or two.

“Good question.” I flexed, just a little, pleased when her eyes latched onto the movement. Fresh air, physical therapy, and lots of manual labor kept me in decent shape. “What do you need?”

“Besides shooting lessons?” she asked, avoiding my open-ended question. I nodded. I could tell she had something on her mind, but she was reluctant to say so. 

“Spit it out, woman,” I coaxed.

“Well...I have a couple of loose shingles I’d like to get nailed down before the bad weather hits. I could do it myself, but I have a little trouble climbing ladders...”

I remembered thinking the same thing each time I saw her out there in the orchards. That was bad enough, but to imagine her up there on the roof with her bum leg? No way, not on my watch. I didn’t want to damage her pride, though, and pretended to consider it.

“I already have a new pack of shingles and the nails and the sealant in the barn,” she added, speaking a little faster now, as if she needed to convince me before I shut her down. “And maybe I can make you dinner or something, you know, for your time.”

I almost laughed at that. All I had was time. Time I found myself wanting to spend with her more and more. 

“I work, you feed me,” I mused, then grinned. “I think I’m definitely getting the better end of that deal. No take-backs, though.”
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Chapter 6
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Clarissa

I watched Travis as he stalked across the grass to the barn, a symphony of male movement my body wanted to dance to. What remained of the pack of shingles was slung casually over one shoulder, though I knew how heavy those things were. A hammer and a small crowbar dangled from the tool belt slung low on his hips, swaying with the movement of each confident step. A light sheen of sweat glistened over his bronzed, bare back and shoulders, making it impossible to turn away.

Travis Maxwell was a man who owned his body. He was comfortable in his own skin. I envied him that.

That was something I couldn’t relate to. I’d never been particularly happy with my body. I’d always been too short. Too fluffy. My boobs were too big, my hips too wide for my diminished height. These days, I wish I’d spent less time worrying about that and more time appreciating the fact that at least everything had worked well. Since the accident, I tried not to take anything for granted anymore.

Even simple things – standing for long periods of time, walking too far – could be difficult. Other things, like climbing or running, were next to impossible. Rather than feel sorry for myself, though, I said a prayer of thanks every night, because a bum leg was better than no leg, and I’d come damn close to losing mine.

Like most life-changing events, it wasn’t directly my fault. I was on my way home from my weekly trip to the local farmer’s market, a canvas bag in each hand filled with fresh produce. The market was only a couple of blocks from our house, and it had been such a beautiful day that I’d left the car in the garage and decided to walk instead. I was thinking about the recipe for herbed, roasted vegetables I wanted to try that night.

A car ran a red light while I was in the middle of the crosswalk. I never saw it coming.

I woke up in the hospital a couple of days later and found out what happened. Bottom line: the guy was drunk. Nearly eighty years old, he was already soused at ten o’clock in the morning. Wasn’t his first time, either. He’d had his license revoked and had seven prior “incidents”. 

As part of his “punishment”, he came to see me in the hospital. The kicker? He was one of the nicest old men I’d ever met. 

He was also the only visitor I had, except for the obligatory ones from my ex, Mark. Mark used the evening visiting hours wisely, though. While I stared dead-eyed at the tiny mounted television screen above me, he pulled out his laptop and caught up on the work he was missing “because of me”. I never quite figured that one out, since he hadn’t taken a single day off that I knew of. If he had, he sure as hell hadn’t spent it with me. 

The nurses and doctors kept telling me I was lucky to be alive. The thing is, I didn’t feel so lucky. It seems weird to say so, but the thought of “getting back to normal” wasn’t appealing in the least. I was in an unhappy relationship. I hated my job as a financial analyst for the international monstrosity that had bulldozed its way over several smaller, locally-based niche IT companies. I had a couple of people I was friendly with, but no real friends. 

I had the shocking revelation that, except for fifty years and a difference of gender, my life was an exact parallel of the old man’s who had run me over. His miserable life, he confided to me as he sipped from the flask he’d snuck into my room, was why he drank so much. The only time anyone noticed (or cared) was when he hurt somebody else.

I thought about the nightly brandy habit I’d already developed. It wasn’t much, just a shot or two before bedtime. I liked the pleasant warmth and the way it relaxed me so I didn’t lie awake in bed alone, thinking too much.

Would I be that man in another fifty years? 

With two weeks of nothing but rehab and time to think, I did a lot of soul-searching. I came up with some hard truths. Despite the fact that I’d followed the formula and done everything “right”, I wasn’t happy. I didn’t like anything about my life. Sharing a place with Mark and my job were slowly killing me. I didn’t want to spend the rest of my life that way. And I didn’t want anyone to ever get hurt because of me.

I tried to talk with Mark. He insisted we were fine, everything was fine.

It wasn’t. It would never be, I realized, unless I did something about it. ‘Tis better to light a single candle than curse the darkness. I don’t know who first said that, but whoever it was, was pretty smart.

“Earth to Rissa.” Travis’ deep voice rolled through me like a wave, tugging me away from my reflections. His shortened address felt warm, intimate. No one had ever called me that before. “If you’re finished ogling me, I’m going to head back to my place.”

I felt the heat rise in my face. Yes, I had been ogling him, but I’d zoned out for the last couple of minutes. I don’t know what bothered me more – the fact that he’d caught me in the act or that I’d wasted several minutes of prime ogling time.

“I’m done,” I said casually, waving my hand in a shooing gesture. “You can go now.”

He grinned cockily. “Lasagna.”

“What?”

“That’s what I want for dinner. Lasagna. With lots of meat and that chunky homemade sauce of yours.”

I blinked, looking at him blankly.

“Our deal,” he reminded me. “You get manual labor. I get food. Your roof is fixed. And I’m hungry for lasagna.”

“Right,” I nodded. I knew that. I did.

He leaned down and petted Ripper, who had become my shadow. The scent of clean male sweat and heat-activated deodorant tickled my nose and I discreetly filled my lungs with it.

“I’ll be back around sundown. And Rissa?”

“Yeah?”

“Don’t stare at my ass while I’m walking away. It’s objectifying.”

I openly gaped at him, but he just winked and strutted – yes, strutted – out of my kitchen like a big male peacock. 

I showed him, though. I stared at his ass the whole way.

––––––––
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Travis

The water was cold, but not nearly cold enough. My cock was like granite, pulsing within my firm grip. I’d never felt the power of a woman’s gaze more acutely than I had hers. She wasn’t just horny, she was hungry. Like, haven’t-had-a–meal-in-ages starving.

I wondered how long it had been for her. Six months, minimum. She didn’t have a go-to in town like I did. I looked down at my cock and frowned. It never got this worked up over Sugar. The thought was unsettling because Sugar had some serious skills.

Rissa – I’d come up with the nickname to annoy her, but damn, she seemed to like it – wouldn’t have those same skills. Some things a guy just knew. They talk about women having a sixth sense? Men did, too. But instead of generalized intuition, ours was much more specific and involved the level of a woman’s sexual experience.

No, Rissa was nothing like Sugar. Rissa’s touch would be far gentler. Exploring. Curious. Her eyes wouldn’t be filled with confident knowledge, they would be probing and uncertain, searching for approval and reassurance. Her moves wouldn’t be well-planned; she’d find her way as she went, using her fingers and tongue and teeth to create a map of my pleasure...

Fuck! My cock exploded with such force my knees buckled. I leaned against the tile and continued to tug as jet after jet shot out, mixing with water and disappearing between my feet. Afterward, I felt drained. Drained and scared. Because if I could come like that just thinking about my neighbor, what would it actually be like to make love to her?

No, not make love – have sex. Because that’s what I did. That was all I could do because I didn’t have anything else to offer.

Except... Rissa didn’t know that. For the first time, I considered that maybe I wasn’t being fair to her. Maybe she was misinterpreting my interest as something more than what it was. 

I shook my head. As much as I didn’t want to jeopardize this new thing we had between us, I had to be honest with her. We would talk. Tonight.

Damn if she didn’t make lasagna. And damn if it wasn’t the best lasagna I’d ever had. And not just lasagna, but freshly baked garlic bread and a salad of fresh greens from her garden, too. As good as it was, though, it was hard to talk around the words that had lodged in my throat. We had reached a point where things had to be said, guidelines had to be set, and expectations established. Part of me was thrumming in anticipation, anxious to take things to the next level. Another part was biding its time, quietly preparing for a beat-down.

Either way, once I opened my mouth, it was going to change things. Hopefully, for the better.

“Rissa,” I said, clearing my throat, “I think you and I should talk.”

“Okay,” she agreed easily. Was I imagining it or did it seem like she’d been thinking along the same lines?

“We’re neighbors.” Brilliant opening, dumbass.

She looked at me, waiting.

“I like you. You’re not whiny or needy. You mind your own business and leave me to mine.”

She blinked in acknowledgment. I searched for anything that would give me an indication of what she was thinking, but her expression was neutral, unreadable. So, like the soldier I was, I plodded on.

“I also find you extremely attractive, and, at the risk of sounding full of myself, I think that’s mutual.”

Another blink. What the hell did that mean? Was she agreeing with me? Or was she ready to kick my ass to the curb?

“Thing is, I wouldn’t mind if our arrangement went further than an exchange of goods for services, you know? I’d like that, actually,” I admitted, scratching the back of my neck. “But I can’t offer anything more than that. It would be purely physical – no emotions, no feelings, no commitment.”

I clamped my lips shut, wondering if I’d totally misread the situation and just made a complete ass out of myself. She lifted up her glass of water and took a sip.

“Okay,” she said finally.

“Okay?” It was my turn to blink.

“Okay. I’ll have sex with you,” she clarified, looking at the table, not at me. “But I have some ground rules, too.”

I withheld the fist pump and the great big hooyah burning to get free. “I’m listening.”

“We’ll try it. If it’s not good, we move on. We go back to goods and services, and we don’t talk about it again, ever.”

I narrowed my eyes. I couldn’t conceive of it not being good, but I nodded. It was more than reasonable.

“And one more thing,” she said, all business now. “I’m not into drama, so if you being with me is going to cause any, I’d just as soon forget the whole thing now.

It took me a few minutes to understand what she was saying. Clearly, she had picked up on the fact that there was something going on between Sugar and me. It wasn’t an issue for me, but would it be for Sugar? I’d been upfront about where I stood from the beginning, making sure Sugar knew it was just about the sex. And until recently, I’d thought we were on the same page. But even I noticed Sugar’s proprietary behavior around Rissa. That was a clear red warning flag that it was time to put a stop to that. Which meant I was free and clear.

“No drama,” I assured her.

“Okay then.”

She got up and took her plates to the sink. Not knowing what else to do, I did the same. I would follow her lead, at least until I got a better feel for how this was going to go down. We both scraped the small bites remaining into Ripper’s bowl, which he greatly appreciated. I helped her rinse off the dishes and put the food away.

There was an undeniable charge in the air. Now that we’d basically agreed to have sex, it was all I could think about. Despite my DIY prequel, my cock was hard, my balls aching. 

I deliberately placed myself in her personal space, coming up behind her while she was at the sink. I felt her body heat up and down the length of my body. Her delicate fragrance wafted up and wrapped around me.

I rested my hands on her shoulders, testing the waters. Tremors ran through her and into me, which my cock interpreted as an all-systems-go. 

“You sure about this?” I asked anyway, lowering my head and speaking softly into her ear, letting my lips brush against the delicate outer shell.

She moaned softly, a wholly feminine sound that sent irrational shockwaves through my groin, and leaned back against me. “Yes.”

Thank. Christ.

I nuzzled her hair, her neck. Her hands fell to my thighs, stroking me through the denim. I’d never considered that an erogenous zone before, but she might as well have stuck her hand in my pants and cupped my balls for all the effect it had on me. I ground my rock-hard erection into her lush little ass, craving the feel of her on me.

Her hips began to move, just slight motions, but they felt amazing. My hands flowed over her shoulders and down until I cupped her breasts. They were surprisingly heavy, filling my large hands. I stroked my thumbs over her nipples, hard and evident through her bra and top. I could feel the insistent thump of her heart, too, and I took pleasure in the fact that she was right there with me.

I kept one hand on her breast; the other moved down to cup her mound. It was a possessive, dominant hold I had on her, and it felt so right that it was downright scary. She ground herself into my hand and I pressed hard against her backside so that she was sandwiched between my hand and my hips. All I could think about was how I wanted to mimic this scenario, naked.

To that end, I lifted the hem of her shirt. The heat from her hands left my thighs only long enough for me to pull the shirt over her head and toss it off to the side. Her bra came off next, then my shirt, so from the waist up, we were skin to skin. She was warm, her skin so soft and silky. I cupped her breasts in my hands again. They were perfect breasts. Full and firm and round, tipped with diamond-hard nipples that were a direct result of my touch.

I could, and would, spend hours caressing those perfect breasts. Plucking them. Teasing them. Pinching, sucking, and biting them. But for the first time since I was a teenager, I was close to coming in my pants. I could not allow that to happen, not now, not our first time together.

My hands skimmed down her stomach to her jeans. Clasp undone, zipper lowered, I slid inside and pushed those down along with her silky panties. She groaned and helped me, stepping out of them and kicking them to the side as I took care of my own.

I pressed my naked body to hers, reveling in the sensations firing at every point where we connected. In record time, I sheathed myself and rubbed my cock against the swell of her ass with a desperation I wasn’t used to feeling.

I pulled back only far enough to reposition myself so that my blunt head nudged against her. My intent had been to stroke along her folds, but she was so wet, so slick with need that it slipped inside a little.

She groaned, and I felt the rumble in my cock. Her legs parted slightly and she thrust her ass back at me in wordless demand.

I grabbed her breast and squeezed with one hand, palmed her mound with the other, effectively holding her in place while I pushed forward. I grit my teeth and forced myself to impale her slowly. She was so tight, gripping me like a tight fist, hot and wet and tight.

By the time my balls hit her flesh, we were both gasping for breath. Her short nails were digging into my legs. The need to take her, to drive into her like a beast, was nearly overpowering. I don’t know how I found the strength, but I held myself still long enough for her to become accustomed to my size. I was quite sure my cock had never been quite so long or thick. Even as I vaguely registered that thought, it swelled even more inside her.

Her sheath was squeezing me, choking me with absolute bliss. I started moving, intending to keep it slow and easy. That plan was shot to shit after a single stroke. Unable to help myself, I drilled into her like a power driver, holding her in place.

I’d like to brag and say I had the stamina to go at it like that forever, but the truth was, I didn’t last five freaking minutes. She was keening – keening – with need, begging me between feminine grunts and moans to go faster, harder. I did. It was so hot. My hand still possessively cupped her; my fingers rubbed over her swollen flesh with each thrust. I felt her body start to tense, felt her sheath strangling me. 

I pushed deep and exploded, holding her tight while her body went limp and she continued to greedily milk me.

Feeling somewhat weak myself, I pulled out and swept her into my arms. Then I carried us both to the bedroom.

I’m happy to say that I redeemed myself, though. The second, third, and fourth times, I lasted longer than five minutes.
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Chapter 7
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Clarissa

To all the writers of erotic romance, I owe you an apology. All these years I thought you were full of shit. Gifted writers with vivid imaginations, sure, but totally full of shit.

I stand corrected.

Dominant alpha males did exist. Sex could be apocryphal. And it was possible to be shagged into a state of oblivion.

I knew without opening my eyes or moving a muscle (which was good, because I wasn’t sure I was capable of moving anything) that I was alone. Probably had been for some time. I don’t know if Travis slept here at all. The last thing I remember is the darkness edging my vision, my voice hoarse as I screamed out that last climax and felt him as he roared out his own release while deep between my legs.

I laid there for a while, basking in the sense of complete satisfaction only hours and hours of really great sex could accomplish. I was sore, yes, but it was a good soreness, one born of pleasure, not pain.

Eventually, though, I had to get up when I felt Ripper nuzzling my hand. 

I couldn’t help a glance up at Travis’ cabin, but I kept it quick. As wonderful as last night had been, I didn’t have any false illusions. It was just sex. Fantastic, earth-moving sex, sure, but I wasn’t stupid enough to think it was anything more than that.

After spewing all that stuff about liking my solitude and not wanting any entanglements, you’re probably wondering why I even agreed to have sex with Travis in the first place. Excellent question, that.

When it all comes right down to it, I can only say that I did it because I wanted to. It had been somewhat of an impulsive decision, I’ll give you that. Had I had time to think over it carefully, weigh the pros and cons, I probably would have come to the reasonable conclusion that engaging in a physical relationship with my neighbor was a bad idea, one in which I should not indulge. 

But have you ever been in a position when you were walking along quite contentedly, minding your own business, and you saw or smelled something so delicious, something you really wanted, and just decided to treat yourself? Well, this was kind of like that. I liked Travis, more than I liked most people. He had a truly spectacular body, made for a woman to explore and enjoy, and it had been a really, really long time for me.

So I caved. I didn’t just fall off of the abstinence wagon, I jumped off wearing a sequin-studded thong and waving sparklers in the air.

I couldn’t regret it though. Travis was even more amazing than I’d imagined. And ultimately, it changed nothing. We’d had the foresight to lay some important groundwork beforehand so there were no misconceptions. 

It was a good thing, too. The look I saw on Red Sugar’s face that day made a lot more sense now. I was determined not to have that same face should fate once again place me, Travis, and another female in the same uncomfortable space.

I would treat this like I treated everything else. I would be thankful for it. I would take it day by day. I wouldn’t read anything into it, pin any expectations to it, or count on it being available tomorrow. Given that I’d had more sex last night than in the last couple of years of living with Mark, I figured I was good for a while.

I didn’t see Travis for the rest of the day. That was fine by me. I was moving rather slowly and was glad he wasn’t witnessing my weakness. If he was of a mind to repeat last night, I didn’t want him questioning my ability or willingness to take what he had to give. 

I’d never been with an alpha before. I’d never been on the receiving end of such pure, carnal sex. Now that I had, I was pretty sure I was ruined for anything else.

Yes, I had lived with someone, so I’d had sex before. Though after last night, I’m not sure I could call what Mark and I had “sex”. Sex was too raw of a word. What Mark and I had was more like “intercourse”. Mechanical. Clinical. Insert part A into slot B. Repeat.

There had been no passion. It was a duty, nothing more. I didn’t mind all that much, at least not at first. I mean, life wasn’t an Ellora’s Cave novel, and Mark wasn’t one of Lora Leigh’s bad boy heroes. 

After last night, the thought of going back to my vibrator was depressing.

I shook off those thoughts and went about my usual chores. I tidied up, did up the dishes forgotten the night before. By noon, the heat and humidity had climbed to nearly unbearable levels. Deciding to leave the outside stuff until later when the approaching front promised cooler temps, I packed Ripper up in my Jeep and drove down the other side of the mountain, in the opposite direction from Harken.

New Berlin was the closest thing to a city this region had, founded a couple of hundred years earlier by – you guessed it – German immigrants. It was a good hour and a half from Harken, but well worth the trip. The town had several large shopping areas, including a buyer’s club where I bought a lot of my supplies in bulk. I also kept a post office box there where I picked up my online purchases. 

Ripper and I spent the afternoon going from store to store, picking up supplies which now also included dog food, an assortment of treats, grooming products, and flea and tick inhibitors. We stopped at a McDonalds, too. I feasted on a rare Big Mac and a chocolate shake. Ripper had a plain double cheeseburger. We split the large fries, fifty-fifty.

There was a dog-friendly park there, so we stopped and walked off some of our burgers. Ripper was still recovering, as was I, so we kept it short and slow. With my Jeep’s cargo area filled to capacity, we began the trip home. It was later than I’d thought. Darkness had already fallen by the time we were halfway, so that slowed us up even more. There were no lights or lines marking the narrow mountain roads, the switchbacks sudden and severe.

I didn’t see Travis as I unloaded my stuff, but I felt him watching us. I wondered if he’d come over. He didn’t.

I refused to read anything into it. Nor did I try to play the “what is he thinking” game. That would be a waste of time because it was impossible for a woman to figure out what a man was thinking under the best of circumstances. They said that we were the complicated ones, but I call bullshit on that. I was never able to figure out what Mark was thinking and I’d lived with him for five years. It seemed kind of stupid to think I could do better with a man who I’d only just begun speaking to and was every bit as closed-off emotionally as I was.

Ripper and I had a light snack, then made an early night of it. I slipped into the sheets, which still held a subtle, lingering scent of Travis. If I buried my nose in them and fell asleep that way, who was to know?
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Travis

Clarissa was home safe. I breathed deeply for the first time all day, the uncomfortable weight that had settled on my chest lifting with that knowledge. By the looks of it, she had gone on one of her supply runs. I wasn’t sure exactly where she went, but I knew it wasn’t Harken. That worked for me. I don’t know why, but I really didn’t want to share her with the people of Harken. They might try to fix her up, just like they had me.

I scowled at that, disturbed by the blackness that coiled in my chest at the thought of Clarissa hooking up with anyone in town. I didn’t waste a second giving a shit about what Sugar did when I wasn’t with her, so why should I care about my neighbor? We had the same no-strings agreement, right?

Except even as I thought that, I knew it was a lie. Last night had been, well... I didn’t quite know what it was. I was still trying to wrap my mind around it. It had taken every last bit of strength I had to leave Rissa last night, to deny the all-consuming urge to tuck her against my body and hold her through the night.

The last woman I’d actually slept with (as opposed to having sex with) was Sienna. For some reason, falling asleep and leaving myself vulnerable seemed more intimate than sticking my dick in a woman’s body. 

Rissa didn’t seem like the kind of person who would take advantage of me, but I hadn’t thought Sienna was, either. Sienna’s betrayal had blindsided me, even more so than the IID (improvised incendiary device) that had put me out of commission and gave me a ticket home. 

I would never give any woman that kind of power over me again, no matter how good the sex was.

Glad that I’d sorted that out, I closed my eyes and willed myself to sleep.

Over the next few days, I expected Rissa to show up on my doorstep with a to-do list, bearing a basket of edible incentives. She didn’t.

I expected to find her shooting frequent glances over in my direction, hoping to catch me looking her way. She didn’t.

No, she went about her business as usual. She had her morning coffee on the porch with her Yeti feet. Puttered around her flower beds. Drove the tractor out to the orchard, returning with a loader bucket filled with baskets of peaches, pears, and early harvest apples.

Then she disappeared inside for a couple of hours, emerging much later to mow the grass around her cabin and tend to her garden.

Not that I was watching. Much.

“How’s he doing?” I asked nearly a week later, peeling my eyes away from her shoulders, bare thanks to the tank top she wore, and toward Ripper, who was content to lay in the dirt, shaded by the row of sweet corn now towering close to six feet high.

“Good,” she answered without turning around. I withheld the growl building in my chest. So, we were back to one-word responses now?

“Are you going to take him back to town for his follow-up?” I pressed.

“No.”

“I could take him if you want,” I offered.

She paused, the small hand rake clutched in her gloved hand. Her shoulders stiffened. Good. I didn’t like being ignored. That was kind of ironic since I’d moved out here for exactly that reason.

When she spoke, her voice was careful, controlled. “You don’t need my dog as an excuse to see the vet.”

Meow. Irrational hope and approval bloomed in my chest. “No,” I drawled in agreement. “I don’t.”

She went back to digging around the pepper plants with more force than before. 

“Just trying to help,” I prodded innocently. “You know, be a good neighbor and all that.”

“Travis.” She put the gardening tool down. Finally.

“Yes?”

She took a deep breath. “If you want to go into town to have sex with Red Sugar, you don’t need to be here with me.”

Everything in me stilled. This was what I’d come for, wasn’t it? This was why I’d said what I did, to see how she’d react. Now that she had, I was at a loss.

Several long minutes stretched out in silence between us. Then she got up, gathered her tools, and went inside. Ripper got up slowly, nuzzled my hand, then followed her, leaving me standing alone in her garden.

Thirty seconds, that’s about how long it took me to think about what I was going to do next. I had several options. I could go back to my house and jerk one off. I could go into town and make good on my implied (but totally bullshit) threat to see Sugar. Or I could clear this thing up once and for all.

Decision made, I marched into the house. The sound of the shower turning on behind the closed bathroom door met my ears.

Perfect.

I stripped down and entered the bathroom (it wasn’t locked). Wrapped my package, then threw open the shower curtain and pushed my way into the surprisingly roomy stall. Rissa opened her mouth, but before she could say anything, I crushed my lips to hers, ran my hands down over her ass and under her thighs, lifting her up until her heels pushed into my ass.

My cock was one step ahead of me, already poised and pointed at where it wanted to be. One thrust and I was balls-deep. Thank God, she was ready for me.

It had been a little less than a week since I’d been inside Rissa, but it felt like forever. Three quick, brutal thrusts and I was erupting like a volcano. I know she felt it because her nails scored my back and she clamped down on me. Hard.

Still rock hard, I pounded into her mercilessly until she followed me a few seconds later. Clearly, I was not the only one on the edge. Yeah, technically I came first, which I wasn’t particularly proud of, but I don’t think either one of us was going to quibble over a couple of seconds.

I kept her wrapped around me, my kisses less violent but no less desperate as I walked us back to her bed. I brought us both to climax twice more before I pulled her close and fell asleep with her in my arms.
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Chapter 8
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Clarissa

I felt Travis shifting away from me sometime around dawn. He was trying to be careful not to wake me, so I pretended to be asleep. I didn’t want to make it awkward.

I heard him open the back door and let Ripper out. Then he padded around the kitchen quietly, filling Ripper’s bowls with food and fresh water. I have to admit, the fact that he took the time and effort to do those things softened some of the walls I’d built up over the past week. Each one was reinforced and extended with every day that passed without a word or a visit. I turned and buried my face into the pillow he’d used. I didn’t need to hear him sneaking out.

The next thing I knew, the bed dipped down under his weight and he was sliding in beside me. Keeping up my guise of being asleep, I snuggled into him and heard him sigh softly before his breathing evened out and he went back to sleep.

“Afghanistan,” he said quietly later as I traced the thick ridges that scored his abs, his left side, and lower back. “Car bomb.”

I hadn’t asked for the information; I doubted he would have told me if I had. 

His long fingers traced similar patterns on my right hip and down my leg in a silent request to reciprocate.

“Cadillac DeVille,” I said, my voice thicker than usual. “Seventy-six-year-old alcoholic.”

I heard his slight intake of breath. His fingers stopped their tracing. His palm flattened against my ass and held me in place while he slid deep. Unlike last night, there was nothing urgent about this time. It was slow, gentle even.

We had crossed a line somewhere. Or maybe several. Sleeping together. Sharing secrets. Lazy morning sex. Neither one of us seemed to be bothered by that.

“Have you been to the lake yet?” he asked.

“No,” I answered, stretching against him like a contented cat.

“Think you can whip us up a picnic lunch while I hook up the boat and trailer?”

That’s the thing about alpha males. They don’t ask if you want to do something, they just assume you will. It didn’t offend my sense of independence, though; I knew if I raised an objection he would have been game to do something else. 

“I think I can manage,” I said.

He kissed the top of my head and slipped out of bed. I made no secret of the fact that I watched him get dressed with rapt attention.

“Keep looking at my ass like that and you won’t get to see the lake,” he warned without turning around.

“If you don’t want me looking at your ass, you shouldn’t have such a damn fine ass.”

He grunted at that, a sound of smug male arrogance. He turned around then, and I noticed that he hadn’t done up his zipper. I followed his dark happy trail down, licking my lips. As fine as his ass was, his package was spectacular.

He smirked. Cocky bastard.

Until I took him in my mouth, that was. He yelled out, the word he chose carnal and raw. His head flew back and his hands cupped my head. I would have smiled if I hadn’t had such a mouthful.

He tasted delicious. Hot and clean and male. He’d showered, but I could still taste a little bit of myself on him. I grabbed his hips and pulled him closer, loving the feel of him expanding against my tongue. I relaxed my throat and let him take control, thrusting into my mouth like he loved it.

He bucked and came, muttering my name. I took it all, greedily. I’d never really seen the appeal of going down on a guy before, but with Travis, I think I enjoyed it as much as he did. Giving him pleasure had given me pleasure. 

I stubbornly refused to analyze that.

When the last of his shudders eased, his hands moved from the back of my head to cup my cheeks. He tilted my face up until I met his eyes. No one had ever looked at me like that.

And in my heart, I knew... we’d just crossed another line.

The surface of the lake was as smooth as glass before us, reflecting the ethereal blue of the sky and the wisps of clouds above. Tall evergreens filled in the slopes on every side. I lounged back in one of the padded captain’s chairs, content to soak up the sun while Travis steered. Ripper had two paws up on the side, catching the breeze with his tongue hanging out and a big doggy grin. He had come so far in the past week, it was amazing. He still had a limp, but hey, so did I.

The scenery was gorgeous, but my gaze was glued to the best view of all – located about two feet ahead and slightly to my left. That was where Travis stood, legs slightly wider than hip-width. Khaki shorts slung low on lean, sculpted hips. Shirtless. Even standing still, his well-defined muscles were visible beneath the bronzed skin. Red furrows ran the length of his back, filling me with some primitive sense of satisfaction. Yeah, I’d marked him.

Looking at Travis, I truly understood the word breathtaking. Masculinity at its finest.

“You’re staring at my ass again.”

“Not true,” I countered. “I’m also looking at your legs, your back, and your shoulders.”

He grinned at that. We glided along, the electric trolling motor barely making any sound at all. There was a much larger, more powerful, gasoline-fueled motor, too, but we weren’t in any hurry. Travis guided us toward a shady spot, where massive weeping willows hung over the water and created a curtain of privacy.

Cutting the motor, he pressed a button and dropped anchor. We shared the lunch I’d packed – club sandwiches, potato chips, fresh sugar baby watermelon, and sweet tea. While we ate, he told me the story of the lake. At first, I thought he was spinning tall tales, but he insisted it was all true. Then, eyes sparkling, he told me to look over the side.

I couldn’t believe it. Not twenty feet down, I saw the mossy outline of a chimney. I stared harder, and other things took shape – a roof. An old-fashioned streetlamp. 

“Have you ever swum down there?” I asked, enthralled.

He shook his head. “It’s tempting, but no. A good many people have died trying.”

“How?”

He shrugged. “They get snagged on things and run out of air, I imagine. The locals have a different explanation, though. They say the lake is cursed.”

“By what?”

“Legend has it that there were those who refused to sell out to the power company and wouldn’t leave their homes. After months of doing everything they could to coerce the holdouts and failing, one night, the dam “accidentally” broke and the next morning, the valley was flooded. Those who had stubbornly remained in their homes drowned in their beds.”

“That’s horrible!” I exclaimed. A shiver suddenly ran the length of my spine. I once heard the sensation referred to as “someone walking over your grave”. I’m not sure how accurate that analogy is – or how anyone would know what it felt like to have someone walk on your grave – but at the time, it seemed eerily apropos. 

“I think you’d be safe, though,” he continued, eyeing me carefully. “The legend also says that the spirits won’t bother anyone descended from those who stood up to the power company.”

“And you think that includes me?” I asked warily.

He nodded. “According to the good people of Harken, your ancestor, Seamus Sullivan, was the driving force against the whole project. You’re practically a celebrity.”

I felt the color drain from my face. “They know who I am? What else do they know?”

His expression changed to one of concern. “Nothing, and I can tell you, it’s driving them crazy. The only reason they know that much is because your last name is Sullivan and there was some kind of stipulation in the will that the land could only go to a blood descendent. Hey, you okay?”

I shook my head.

“Talk to me, Rissa.”

“Okay, but not here. Let’s go back out there, in the sun.” 

I’m sure it was purely psychological, but ever since Travis started talking about the curse I felt odd. The same kind of thing happened whenever I watched one of those horror movies involving the devil. I caught fifteen minutes of “Children of the Corn” once on late-night cable and didn’t sleep for two weeks. Up until about two years ago, I broke out in a cold sweat every time I drove past a corn field.

Thankfully, Travis didn’t tease or mock me, which just strengthened my perception of him as the perfect man. Without another word, he pulled up the anchor and took us back out into the middle.

I let the sun warm me for a few minutes before I spoke. There was not another living soul who knew my secret, except for the attorney who’d arranged everything, and he was bound by client confidentiality. Was I really considering confiding in someone I barely knew?

You might not know him, my heart said, but you are falling in love with him. And if you want this to go anywhere, you have to tell him the truth. My brain remained eerily silent on the matter.

“My last name isn’t Sullivan. At least it wasn’t until about seven months ago.” I took a deep breath, hoping I would not regret this. “And this isn’t my first time in Harken.”

I gave Travis the CliffsNotes version. I told him about coming to live with great-uncle Eli all those years ago. That even though my maiden name was Donnelly, I really was a blood descendent of Seamus Sullivan, and that I had been contacted years ago by a private investigator hired by Eli Sullivan’s executor. Given my less-than-fond memories of the place, I wasn’t in a hurry to claim it. For some reason, I never did tell Mark about the inheritance. I’d never told him about my prior time there, either. 

I found it marginally odd that I felt more comfortable confiding to a man I barely knew than a man I lived with for five years. Maybe I never really trusted Mark. Maybe some part of me knew even then that I would need a place to escape to someday.

Travis’ face darkened when I mentioned my ex, so I glossed over most of it, summarizing by saying that it just wasn’t working and that the accident was a real turning point for me.

“Mark didn’t want me to leave,” I said quietly. “I don’t know why.” That was kind of a lie. I knew why. Because he was a controlling asshole, and because he would rather torture both of us (mostly me) than admit that we’d made a mistake and move on.

“Did you love him?” That was the first question Travis had asked since I started talking. So far, he’d been listening quietly, taking it all in without interrupting.

“No,” I said truthfully, shaking my head. “He didn’t love me. I didn’t love him. I can’t even tell you how we ended up together. He refused to be reasonable.” 

I looked down at my hands, remembering some of those discussions, how they’d turned so ugly so quickly. It was another lie. Kind of. I was pretty certain I knew why Mark needed me. It was his way to keep up appearances. For a long time, I suspected he was gay, or at the very least, bisexual. It certainly explained a lot. He’d never admitted it, though, and true or not, it wasn’t my secret to share. 

“Did he hurt you?” Travis’ voice was quiet, deadly.

“No,” I answered honestly. “Not physically, at least.” Mark’s abuse had been more of the psychological kind, tearing me apart piece by piece until there wouldn’t have been anything left. Breaking me down until my entire sense of self-worth was dependent on him.

“And nothing that would probably hold up in a court of law. But I had to do something. I found someone to help me, a lawyer. I left and legally changed my name to Sullivan. You know the rest. I just wanted to start over,” I finished on a whisper.

Travis was quiet for so long I was sure I had ruined whatever had been blossoming between us. Then he took my hand in his and put his finger beneath my chin, gently but firmly forcing me to meet his eyes. I’m not sure what he saw there, but I know what I saw in his: doubt. 

Sharing something so personal had been a mistake. So was telling him that I had been in a serious relationship and had failed spectacularly. That the reason I had chosen to live alone was because I simply wasn’t suited to being around anyone else.

Another line crossed. And this line, it was a big one.

“I’d like to go home now,” I said.

He opened his mouth like he wanted to say something, then shut it again and nodded. Turning the boat around, he took us back toward the landing. The afternoon had taken a somber turn. As if it sensed the change, the weather shifted accordingly. The blue skies gave way to gray and a chill wind moved in from the north, making the water choppy.

We moved at a faster clip, reaching the shore in less time than I’d expected. I followed Travis’ lead, helping him guide the boat onto the trailer and secure it. He didn’t say much and neither did I. All too soon, we were back at my place.

I stood at the door and watched Travis drive away. Ripper did, too. Then my dog looked up at me questioningly. 

“Guess it’s just you and me tonight, buddy,” I said, giving him a scratch.

––––––––
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Travis

After I’d taken Rissa home, I didn’t linger. I didn’t even get out and open the door for her. Maybe I should have. The image of her looking at me with those big blue-green eyes was burned into my retinas. Visions of Rissa had been swimming behind my lids for the last couple of weeks, but not with that look.

It bothered me. A lot. I absently rubbed at the pain in my chest. 

She had wanted me to stay, but she hadn’t come right out and asked. Nor would she. Whether out of her own pride or because she sensed I needed a little time to digest everything, I didn’t know. What I did know is that the distance I had put between us wasn’t doing me any good. I wasn’t thinking any clearer. Just the opposite, in fact. Things would make a lot more sense if she was in my arms instead of in bed alone on the other side of the field.

Which was part of the problem. I was falling hard and fast for a woman I knew next to nothing about. This afternoon proved that.

For the first time in more than a year, I pulled out a bottle of Jack Daniels and poured myself a decent amount. The burn down the back of my throat was both welcome and familiar. Mr. Daniels and I had become pretty tight there for a while. The Tennessee whiskey had often been the only way to make my mind go quiet enough to allow me to get some decent sleep.

It was kind of telling, I think, that I was reaching for it again now. It had only taken a fraction of the time for Rissa to accomplish what Sienna had done in five years.

Five years. That’s how long I was with Sienna. Also how long Rissa said she was with that other guy. 

I finished off the glass and poured another. I admit, the thought of Rissa being with someone bothered me. I didn’t dwell too much on that, though. People make mistakes all the time. Hell, I almost made the same one. Would have, if I hadn’t shown up unexpectedly where I did, when I did. The fact that she admitted it had been a mistake helped, too. If she’d said she’d loved the guy, it would have made a difference.

But the running away? The hiding? That didn’t sound like my prickly neighbor at all. The Rissa I knew was strong and confident and independent as hell. Maybe that’s what had me off-balance. I was having a hard time reconciling the woman she was talking about today with my Rissa.

Lightning flashed; thunder followed soon after. The front that had started rolling in while we were on the lake had finally arrived full-force. If the storms got as bad as predicted, we were likely to lose power. On auto-pilot, I made the rounds, filling a few buckets with water, filling the oil lamps and putting them within easy reach, fastening the shutters. I hoped Rissa was doing the same. If I’d followed my gut, I’d be down there with her now, making sure she was prepared.

No, I couldn’t think like that. Rissa was a grown woman, perfectly capable of taking care of herself. I settled into bed. The Jack I’d already had was giving me a nice buzz; one more would have me sleeping like a baby. That sounded good to me. With a good night’s sleep and a fresh start in the morning, maybe I’d be able to make more sense of all this.

I didn’t sleep like a baby. I slept like the freaking dead. My eyes cracked open, spotting the now-empty bottle beside me. The room was still pretty dark, though, so I couldn’t have been out that long.

My head felt like it weighed about a hundred pounds, no big surprise. I dragged myself to the head and took care of business, chewing down a handful of OTCs and splashing some cold water on my face. I would have gotten a shower, too, but the power was out, which meant my well pump wouldn’t be operating till I got the generator up and going. Better to conserve for now.

All seemed to be quiet now, so I went around, opening up the shutters. It was later than I’d thought.

The storm had passed and the air was markedly cooler. The oppressive humidity of the last few days was gone. Now there was a different kind of moisture in the air - the kind that came from the heavy rain the front dumped on us and was now evaporating into the drier air. From each window I saw a couple of branches down here and there, but nothing worrisome.

While waiting for my headache to subside, I brewed some coffee over my propane-fueled Coleman stove. Got the generator going. Took a shower. 

Yeah, I was stalling.

I didn’t have all the answers, but somehow, over the course of the night, Jack had helped me realize a couple of things. First and foremost: I was falling in love with Rissa. I’m not sure exactly when or how that happened, but it had, so I had to deal with that.

Second – and just as important – Rissa was not Sienna. It was unfair of me to assume that just because Sienna had been a spoiled, selfish bitch, Rissa would stomp on my heart, too. I tried unsuccessfully to picture Sienna on her hands and knees in the dirt. Chopping firewood. Struggling for hours with a temperamental old tractor, or taking a broken, bloodied stray into her home.

So what if Rissa had some secrets? So what if she’d made some bad choices? Christ, I could have been the poster boy for both of those things. I was hardly in a position to throw stones.

Besides, the more I thought about it, the more I realized that little by little, she had been revealing pieces of herself. Somewhere along the line, she’d decided that I was worthy enough to start trusting. Couldn’t I do the same?

Yeah, I could. 

Once that was decided, I started moving faster. If I was out of power, then Rissa was too, and I didn’t remember hearing her generator when I’d opened things up earlier. I’d get that going first, then we’d talk.

I made it halfway across the field before I froze in my tracks. And then I ran like hell.

Because half of Rissa’s cabin was gone. 

“Rissa!” I shouted her name repeatedly, panic coursing through me as I got closer to the carnage. A huge oak had come down and was now taking up the space where her bedroom had been. I could even see a corner of her fluffy comforter through the leaves. It was surreal.

I heard Ripper bark, the sound growing closer. I turned around toward the orchards and saw him trotting my way. I held my breath and prayed.

Somebody up there must have been listening because a minute later I saw Rissa, too.

She was moving slowly, her limp more pronounced than I’d ever seen it. Next thing I knew, I was beside her. I didn’t even remember moving.

She was still in her pajamas. Her hair was a wild, tangled mess. She was wet and covered in dirt as if she’d been rolling around in the puddles. 

She was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.

My hands grabbed her far too roughly, crushing her to my chest for a full minute before I realized she wasn’t holding me back. I pushed her away enough to look into her eyes. They were vacant. I’d seen that look before in-country and recognized it immediately for what it was: shock.

I scooped her up into my arms and tucked her into my chest, wincing at her cry of pain. Christ, I knew she was small, but she felt like nothing in my arms. I ran back to my place, Ripper on my heels, and set her down on my couch.

“Are you hurt?” I said, my hands roaming over her arms and legs. My rational mind knew she was relatively unharmed, at least physically. I’d seen her walking under her own power, and there was no sign of blood or traumatic injury. My irrational mind told my rational mind to shut the hell up because it needed to make sure. I needed to touch her and know that she was okay.

“I’m fine,” she said finally, batting my hands away after several minutes. I ignored her.

“What happened?”

She looked at me like I was an idiot. I guess I was. I sure as hell felt like one. While the storm was raging, blowing trees down onto the house of the woman I loved, I was getting drunk and trying to sort out my freaking feelings.

“Travis,” she said firmly, grabbing my hands with her much smaller ones, “I’m fine.”

It was her voice that finally cut through the haze. I sat back and gave her some space, but I couldn’t bring myself to stop touching her completely. “But the tree...” 

“When the storm got really bad, I took Ripper down into the cellar. We stayed there till it passed.”

The cellar. Where her crazy uncle had shackled her for a week when she was a kid. The paleness of her face made a lot more sense (because obviously, having a tree crush your bedroom wouldn’t be enough to make anyone pale). Shit. I really was an idiot.

“Half of the orchard’s gone,” she said woodenly. “Straight line winds.”

Who gave a shit about the orchards? Was she kidding? Then I remembered what shock was like. How you needed to focus on the little things to keep it together.

“Let’s get you into something clean and dry,” I said. “Then get you something to eat.”

She looked at me, her expression far too calm. “Ripper didn’t have breakfast.”

“Don’t worry. We’ll take care of him, too.”

A little while later, she was wearing a pair of my boxers and a USMC T that went halfway down her thighs; the shoulder seams were somewhere around her elbows. A plate of scrambled eggs and toast sat untouched in front of her, a mug of coffee clutched tightly between her hands. Despite her assurances, my gut told me something (beyond the obvious) wasn’t right.
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Chapter 9
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Clarissa

“Can you watch Ripper for me?” I asked suddenly, turning my eyes his way. He looked concerned. He shouldn’t be. I was fine. A bit numb, perhaps, but that was preferable to the aches I knew would hit later from hunkering down in the basement most of the night and then wandering around for a couple of hours this morning. I would worry about that later, but now I had things to do. 

“Why?” he asked.

“I need to head down into New Berlin and get some things, see if I can get someone willing to come out here and take a look.”

“I’ll go with you.”

“No, thanks. You have enough of your own clean-up.”

He narrowed his eyes at me. “Mine can wait. Yours can’t.”

I put the mug down, surprised to find it still full. Usually, I couldn’t drink my first cup of coffee fast enough. This morning, I just didn’t have a taste for it, I guess. 

“Exactly, which is why I need to get going. Half the day’s almost gone already, and I don’t know what kind of shape the roads are in.”

I got up and began walking toward the door. I felt strangely comfortable. I paused, looking down at myself. “I think I’ll try to find something else to wear first, though.”

“Rissa, I’m coming with you.”

“No,” I said, shaking my head. “I need you to watch Ripper for me. He won’t like that I’m leaving him.”

Walking away from Ripper, hearing him whine for me, was hard, but it had to be done. I might have to spend the night in town and I doubted the only motel there – an economy-priced national franchise - was pet-friendly. I’d be back tomorrow, at the latest.

It was easier walking away from my neighbor because unlike Ripper, I knew he would be just fine without me. 

Thankfully, it was only the bedroom that had taken any damage. Since that part had been added on to the original one-room cabin, the rest was fine. I made a mental checklist of the things I’d need today: some heavy-duty tarp. A couple of sheets of weather-treated T-11 siding. An air mattress and maybe a new pillow for me; a new doggie bed for Ripper.

While I was there I would see about contracting someone about possibly building a newer, bigger addition while doing the necessary repairs.

Somewhere in the back of my mind, I thought that maybe I should have been more upset than I was. I’d had a few WTF moments this morning, even going so far as to wander around in my PJs for a couple of hours before Travis found me. I didn’t tell him that, though. He already looked worried enough as is.

I guess I can’t really blame him. After my sudden case of word vomit on the lake yesterday, he probably thought I was a few bricks shy of a load anyway. Perhaps I shouldn’t have told him all that I had, but I was glad I did. It was cathartic, really. If nothing else, it reminded me that I – no one else – was responsible for my own life, and that expecting anything from anyone beyond the next few moments in time was a waste of time and effort.

When Travis dropped us off last night, I knew things had changed. We’d crossed yet another line. 

So many lines. I was starting to see my life as a grid of lines, crisscrossing here and there. It made me think of that computer game I used to play sometimes – Minesweeper. Life was like that. Broken up into little squares, one small space marking where you were at any given time. All around were hints of the bombs that lie in wait if you ventured too far from your square in the wrong direction. 

Clearly, I hadn’t been paying enough attention, because I think I had stepped on one.

I hadn’t died, though, like I would have in the game. That was the good news. Lifesweeper, as I named my analogy, wasn’t an instant game-over if you messed up. You might lose a few pieces in the blast, but you just turned around and went back the way you came – the way you knew was safe – or took a chance with a different direction.

I didn’t completely discount the idea of a different direction, but for right now, I was choosing to go back to where I knew it was safe, at least until I built up my strength again. That meant shoring up the weak spots and depending only on myself.

The trip down the mountain wasn’t too bad. There were some downed trees and lots of detritus, but nothing my four-wheel drive couldn’t handle. I made it into New Berlin in only slightly more time than it would have taken on a regular day.

Things were even better in town. If I hadn’t experienced the storm’s destructive force first-hand, I wouldn’t have even known anything had happened. That worked for me because it meant the home improvement store had plenty of everything I needed. It also meant that I was able to hire some guys to come out and start working right away.

I’d learned the value of cold, hard cash early on. Banks were fine for some people, but I guess some of Eli’s paranoia had rubbed off on me. Besides, if I had any kind of accounts, Mark might have been able to take half of everything. Even though we hadn’t technically been married, some states recognized “common law marriage” if the couple was together long enough. I never bothered to find out what the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania had to say on that subject.

Everything was settled by dinner time, but I decided to spend the night in New Berlin anyway. I hit a few stores and picked up some new jeans, tops, and underwear, since I had yet to determine what, if anything, was salvageable from my closet. There were tons of back-to-school sales in progress, so I made out fairly well.

Feeling pretty good about that, I went to T.G.I.Friday’s and splurged on a fancy-looking drink with a high froufrou factor before my high calorie and sodium-laden meal, followed by a decadent dessert afterward. It was a special treat, because if I’d hesitated to go down into the cellar just a few minutes longer the night before, it would have been my stuffing skewered by the massive oak rather than my mattress’s.

The sky was incredibly beautiful when I emerged from the restaurant, shades of oranges and reds and indigos. The marquee of the Cineplex down the street winked on and on a whim, I bought myself a ticket. I had never heard of the movie before – but the poster caught my eye. For the next two hours, I sat enthralled in a comfortable, cushy seat, munching absently on popcorn floating in some kind of heavenly fake buttery oil with my 3-D glasses on.

As the movie let out, the drama of the past twenty-four hours finally caught up with me. I checked into the motel on the outskirts of town. I felt a twinge of guilt, thinking about Ripper, but assured myself that he was in good hands. He had a warm, dry place to sleep, and Travis would probably give him lots to eat.

Guilt temporarily assuaged, I took a long, hot shower, slipped naked between bleached sheets, and fell asleep to bad cable programming.

––––––––
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Travis

I woke up to the sound of power saws and hammering. Ripper had two paws on my chest and was looking at me expectantly, tail wagging. 

I guessed that meant Rissa was back.

Relief warred with irritation. We’d stayed up half the night waiting. Worrying. She couldn’t have called? Then I realized, that no, she probably couldn’t. As far as I knew, she didn’t have a phone, and I only kept mine for emergencies. I was also quite sure I’d never given her the number, so even if she had thought about getting in touch with me, she wouldn’t have been able to.

A few shouts had my tired eyes popping open. Loud voices. Definitely male.

I threw on a pair of jeans and my boots, and in less than a minute, Ripper and I were on our way out the door.

No less than three trucks were in front of Rissa’s house, and I spotted at least half a dozen guys working on removing the tree. They didn’t warrant more than a passing glance. My attention was drawn to the big guy currently smiling and accepting a cup of coffee from an also-smiling Rissa.

And what the hell was she wearing? It looked like a tank top, but with skinny little straps and bits of lacy shit tracing all those curves that were normally concealed under formless T’s.

Ripper made a beeline for her, wagging his tail so hard he lost his balance. She laughed and went down on one knee – her good one – and hugged him back. I’m happy to say that I retained a little more of my dignity and refrained from running and shaking my ass. Then again, I didn’t get a hug, either.

“He missed you.” That’s what I said. Me. Captain Obvious.

“Thanks for watching him last night,” she said lightly. As if we were back to being just neighbors. As if she hadn’t confided some of her secrets to me and I hadn’t been buried deep inside her lush little body. “I hope he wasn’t too much trouble for you.”

My eyes narrowed in warning. “No problem.”

She gave me a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Well, thanks for bringing him back.”

Then she turned around and started talking to Handy Manny again. Dismissing me.

“Rissa, can I talk to you for a moment?” 

She gave Manny an apologetic smile. “Would you excuse me for a minute, please?” she said, far too sweetly for my liking. “You and your guys can help yourself to the coffee. I just made a fresh pot. I’ll bring out those cookies as soon as they are done.”

Cookies? He grinned. Smarmy bastard. Rissa turned back to me. She might not have been aware of the way the guy was looking at her assets, but I was.

“You wanted to talk to me about something?” she asked.

“What is going on?” I asked, keeping my voice (relatively) quiet.

She looked over at the workers, many of whom had already gone shirtless. “At the moment, those guys are cutting up the oak tree that fell on my house. They said they would cut it up into pieces small enough for me to use as firewood eventually.”

My narrowed eyes became mere slits. Cutting up her firewood was my job. And I didn’t want to share her peaches with any of them. They were my frigging peaches.

“Then they are going to rebuild my bedroom,” she continued. “Well, it will be more like a master suite. They’re going to add a deck to the back so I can add a hot tub later.”

“A hot tub?” I asked through clenched teeth.

“Yes. Chase thought it would be good for my leg and I have to agree. Plus, the view would be spectacular, especially come winter.”

“Who is Chase?”

Her eyes flicked back to Handy Manny. “Chase Schaeffer. The guy I was just talking to. He owns his own construction company. Most of these guys are his brothers, but there are some cousins and in-laws mixed in, too. He said they could have everything done in a couple of weeks if the weather cooperates. I hope the noise doesn’t bother you.”

Had I entered the Twilight Zone? Had that storm ripped a portal into an alternate dimension or something?

“Am I missing something?” I asked point-blank.

“No,” she answered, turning those blue-green eyes my way. They were the same eyes I’d seen filled with passion, but they were curiously blank now. A stranger’s eyes.

Did she want to hear me say it? Did she need me to spell it out? “What about - ” I grit my teeth and lowered my voice “- us.” 

She had the good grace to drop her eyes. “I’m sorry, Travis,” she said quietly. “I thought that maybe...” Rissa didn’t finish that sentence, shaking her head instead. “You’re a good neighbor, Travis, and I didn’t mean to take advantage of you like that.”

“What the hell are you talking about?”

“I forgot about our arrangement. I didn’t mean for it to get too personal or to make things uncomfortable with the TMI at the lake. Just forget I said anything, okay?”

Too personal? Was she kidding? Did she really think the incredible, axis-tilting sex we had was not personal, but telling me about her moronic ex was?

“Mrs. Sullivan, could you come here for a minute?” Handy Manny called out. The shirtless bastard hadn’t taken his eyes off of us the whole time.

“Mrs.?” I repeated, glancing down at her hand. Sure enough, there was a gold band there. It did funny things to me, seeing that ring on her finger.

Rissa followed my gaze. “Five and dime. I told him my husband was currently stationed overseas,” she said, flushing a dark red, “and that the addition was going to be a surprise for him if he was able to make it home for Christmas.”

“Why would you do that?” I asked softly.

“Because,” she said, straightening her shoulders. “There are plenty of men out there who wouldn’t hesitate to take advantage of a single woman living alone in a remote location.”

I somehow kept my jaw from dropping as she walked away from me, back to Handy Manny.

Take advantage indeed.
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Chapter 10
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Clarissa

“Is there a problem?” Chase asked, glancing over my shoulder at Travis. I didn’t have to look back to know that his steely gray eyes were drilling a hole in the back of my head.

“No.” I reached down deep for what I hoped was a passable smile. Travis’s intensity did that to me, which was one of the reasons I had to take a step back. Despite my best efforts, I could easily see losing myself to him. Don’t get me wrong – I’d wrap myself up in a big ol’ bow and kneel at his feet if I thought he was feeling the same thing. For a while there, I thought maybe he was. The picnic on the lake was about as romantic a “date” as I’d ever had. Unfortunately, my impromptu confession had him backing up the truck double time. 

In retrospect, I should have just sucked him off. It would have been less complicated and way more satisfying for both of us.

“Travis is... a friend of my husband’s,” I said, quickly assembling the lie. “Best friend, really. They served together. He promised Brian – that’s my husband – that he’d look out for me until Brian’s tour was over.”

Chase flicked a glance back over to where Travis still stood, probably listening to every word. I prayed he wasn’t going to do something stupid. 

“Looks like the man takes his promises seriously.”

“Oh, he does,” I said, summoning a little laugh and hoping I didn’t choke on it. “It’s like having an overprotective father and a big brother looking over my shoulder all the time. I would even bet you’ll see him polishing his guns on the porch a few times before you’re finished.”

I heard Travis snort behind me. Yep, the bugger was listening to every word.

“But don’t worry,” I said in an exaggerated whisper. “He hasn’t actually shot anyone. Well, not lately.”

Chase’s eyes went wide and I saw his Adam’s apple bob up and down in a hard swallow. Then he turned on his heel and started barking orders at some of his crew. Somehow, I thought my new home addition would be done even faster than originally planned.

True to form, Travis kept his presence known all day. I’m not sure if it was for my benefit or the workers’. I’m sure I got more out of it than they did, though. Travis Maxwell cut quite an imposing figure. The construction guys were well-built and tanned but they couldn’t hold a candle to Travis, at least not in my eyes.

By the time the crew packed up and left for the day, I had mentally prepared myself for a visit from my neighbor. Given that he’d made himself such a visible fixture, I’d expected him to show up on my porch to continue our earlier discussion.

Pretending not to look (or care), I saw him turn around after the rumble of the last truck faded away in the distance and stalk back to his place. It was a power play. He was going to make me wait. Make me wonder if and when he’d decide to return.

A half an hour passed, then another. I heard his big truck rumble to life, Alice in Chains crooning out “I Stay Away” as he drove away from my place, toward Harken.

Toward Red Sugar.

I don’t remember gathering Ripper and driving down into Harken. One minute I was looking out the screen door, watching Travis’ truck kick up dirt. The next, Ripper and I were parked on East Second Street, right around the corner from the Harken Veterinary Clinic. I didn’t see Travis’ truck parked out front, but frankly, I’d be surprised if I had. Harken was a small town even by small town standards. Travis openly claiming a spot in the lot was probably the equivalent of posting marriage bans.

The thought made me queasy.

But not as queasy as the sight of Travis coming out of Leiderman’s Flower Shop with a bouquet in his hands and walking through the intersection, right toward the clinic. He looked like a man on a mission, never once glancing over my way.

Red Sugar probably suspected something was going on between us. He would have to butter her up, do a bit of groveling to get back into her good graces.

I’d told him that I didn’t do drama. Let him know that if he wanted to continue whatever he had going on with Red Sugar, we’d go back to being neighbors without benefits.

I guess he’d made his choice. 

What the hell was I doing here anyway? Hadn’t I just decided that I needed to distance myself emotionally before Travis inadvertently shredded my heart?

Too late for that, my heart said.

I didn’t even realize I was crying until I felt the hot wetness on my lap. I pulled out and hung a U-ey right there and went back home as fast as the road allowed.

––––––––
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Travis

I debated off and on all day about buying Rissa flowers. I mean, most women loved flowers, but Rissa was unlike any woman I’d ever met. None of the normal rules applied to her.

The more I thought about it, the more it seemed like the right thing to do. For as tough as Rissa wanted me to think she was, I’d seen the vulnerability in her eyes. She wanted me to think she didn’t care, but she did. By leaving her alone that night, I’d hurt her. She’d taken a chance by sharing something personal with me and I’d balked.

By this morning, though, I’d come to terms with the fact that I could not have a no-strings kind of relationship with Rissa. But when I saw all those guys checking her out like she was some kind of pizza-beer-Superbowl combo, I nearly lost my shit. That’s when I really knew.

I wanted her. Not as a neighbor with a gift for peaches. Not as a convenient hook-up. As... everything. I wanted that ring on her finger for real. I wanted mine to be the last face she saw at night and the first one she saw in the morning. I wanted to make her mine so that if that asshole ex of hers ever found her, he’d have to go through me.

She hadn’t said he was looking for her, but I wasn’t stupid. A woman doesn’t change her name, move to the boonies, and live like a hermit without reason.

So here I was, following the footsteps of countless males who had screwed up with the women they loved, buying flowers. I was thinking that maybe I should get some chocolate, too, when I heard it – that familiar engine with the slight knock.

I looked up just in time to see the brake lights flash briefly before disappearing. Rissa was here? Why? Had she followed me into town? My heart swelled right before it dropped like a stone in my chest.

“Well, hello, soldier,” Sugar said from right behind me.

I know I probably shouldn’t have been grinning like an idiot all the way back up the mountain, but I couldn’t help myself. One, Rissa had followed me into Harken – a place she never went voluntarily, and two, she was jealous. In my book, it confirmed that she cared more than she was letting on and that I wasn’t the only one feeling territorial.

Not surprisingly, she didn’t answer her door. Her Jeep was parked somewhat cockeyed as if she’d parked and jumped out quickly. And I could hear Ripper’s soft barks on the other side of the door. For such a big dog, he had the deepest, softest bark – like a rumble of thunder too far away to be heard properly. I wondered vaguely if it had always been like that, or if the accident had somehow damaged his vocal chords.

The screen door was locked, but that barely slowed me down. A push in the corner dislodged the screen enough to get my hand through and unlatch it. The inner door wasn’t locked at all. I’d have to chastise her for that later. 

“Rissa.”

She turned around from the sink. I couldn’t see what she was doing. Taking out her frustration by vigorously washing a set of innocent dishes, it looked like. Her gaze lasered in on the flowers I still held in my hand.

“What the hell do you want?”

Totally inappropriate, I know, but at that moment all I could think about was the fire in her eyes, unleashing all that passion on me while naked, demanding I do certain things to her. My dick agreed; it did its impression of the Empire State Building.

I probably should have wiped the smile off of my face at some point, too, because given the look in her eyes, she thought I was laughing at her. I wasn’t. I was a man who had just recently realized he’d finally found The One. 

“I wanted to bring you these.” I held out the bouquet.

She looked at them with disgust. One minute they were in my hand. The next they were scattered all over the kitchen floor. Damn, she was fast. I never even saw her move. Of course, my eyes might have been glued to her heaving chest. I decided then and there that I was a big fan of that lacy white thing, but we would have to lay down some ground rules, such as ‘no wearing it around any other man with a working pair’.

“Why the hell would I want another woman’s flowers in my kitchen?”

She swore again, something vulgar and foul. A shiver ran up and down the length of my spine. Then I realized what she said and my mind kick-started again. The last thing she’d probably seen was Sugar coming up behind me while I had my hands full. That we were hooking up was a reasonable – and totally wrong - conclusion. 

“You think I bought these for Sugar?”

At the sound of the other woman’s name, Rissa actually growled. One of those plates she’d been abusing was suddenly hurtling toward my head. I leaned slightly to the left, letting it sail past with a few inches to spare and slam into the wall behind me. 

“I bought these for you, Rissa,” I tried to explain.

Another plate sailed by, this one on the right. She was washing two plates? She had made dinner for two? That got my attention.

Two strides and I was across her kitchen, pinning her against the counter. “Who was the second plate for?” 

I felt her body tremble, not in fear, but in rage and maybe some lust. Good. We were on the same page.

“W-what do you care?” she hissed, but the effect was ruined by her stutter. I stared down at her lips. I’d never heard her stutter before.

Suddenly I was on my knees. That white lacey thing was up around her ears, the plastic clasp of her front-closure bra was ruined, and my mouth was sucking the rock-hard tip of one of her perfect breasts. She arched back, shoving it further into my mouth, and grabbed my hair. Hard.

I growled and bit her. Just a little. Just enough to let her know exactly who those perfect breasts belonged to. Me. My peaches. 

“I did buy those flowers for you,” I ground out, shoving her jeans down her legs. Christ, she was wearing a thong! Was she trying to kill me? 

I used my much larger size to my advantage and turned her around so she was facing the sink again. She struggled, but it didn’t do anything more than rub against my cock and make me even more focused on her perfect ass.

“Did you make dinner for me?” I asked. One arm wrapped around her just under her breasts, plumping them up for my over-the-shoulder viewing pleasure, their heavy weight resting on my forearm. My other hand found her hot, wet, and swollen between her legs.

She said something. I couldn’t hear it over the roar in my ears. I only knew it wasn’t ‘stop’ or ‘no’ or anything else that might have kept me from doing what I did next. I groaned and removed my hand only long enough to release myself. I slammed into her from behind. 

“That dinner better have been for me,” I said in her ear, holding her immobile.

Rissa let out a whimper and tried to move her hips but I was a lot bigger and a lot stronger and so pumped up with primitive male urges that she didn’t have a chance in hell of doing anything I didn’t want her to.

“Tell me,” I coaxed, flicking my fingers against her. “Tell me who that dinner was for.”

“Y-you,” she moaned.

“Good girl.” My chest didn’t leave her back, but my hips cocked back and thrust hard. “And those flowers were for you.” Another hard thrust. “Because I wanted to apologize.”

Her hands were gripping me now, no longer trying to push away from me, but ensuring I didn’t go anywhere. “For what?”

“For leaving you the other night. Instead of doing this ...” Three more strokes, these less punishing and more rewarding.

“If you had,” she gasped, “we probably would have been crushed in bed.”

The possibility had occurred to me, but hearing her say it made me crazy all over again. Nothing was going to happen to this woman. My woman. I wouldn’t allow it.

Her sheath began to strangle me and I knew she was coming. That, I allowed. I followed right after, pumping her full of my seed. Now that I’d made up my mind, I was fully committed to this mission.

I backed onto a chair and pulled her with me until we both recovered our breaths. 

“Did you mean it?” she asked.

I cracked open my eyes. I wasn’t sure what she was talking about, but I knew I hadn’t lied about anything, so I croaked out a hoarse, “Yeah.”

Then she was on the floor on her hands and knees, gathering the flowers. I could hear her sniffling. “What are you doing?” I asked.

“Picking up my flowers,” she said, her voice thick with tears.

I swear my heart burst and broke in that same moment.
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Chapter 11
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Clarissa

Travis bought me flowers. Beautiful flowers. Pink ones. Red ones. Yellow, white, peach, lavender. They were slightly wilted, but I put them in a pitcher with some water and they perked right up. I think the fact that I never even considered they might be for me is a sad commentary on my life and my self-image. 

He could be lying, of course, but I didn’t think so. I was the one who was wearing his shirt and had a channel full of his swimmers, not Red Sugar.

Even in the worst-case scenario – he went to Harken with the intention of seeing Red Sugar but spotted me and left her hanging in the breeze – I still won. He still picked me.

Pathetic, right? I know. But this was about more than just some cat fight or catching the cute guy’s eye. This was about my perfect man, the one with whom I was falling hard and fast in love, the one willing to treat me as something more than a convenient hook-up or helpful neighbor with a great orchard.

The one who had just taken me like a crazed animal in my own kitchen and was now staring hungrily at me like he wanted to do it again. I know I did.

Instead, I tried to take a step back and make sense of what was happening, because I sure as hell didn’t know. I knew some things – like the fact that I was already head over heels in love with Travis Maxwell. That no man had ever tapped into me like he had mentally, physically, emotionally, and spiritually. That no matter what, I would never be able to walk away from him like I had Mark.

It wasn’t the dinner I had planned, but I managed to salvage enough of the roast to fix us both some sandwiches. We didn’t talk much for a while. After what happened, words seemed kind of anticlimactic.

“So,” he said finally, giving Ripper the last bite of his sandwich.

“So,” I said.

“I was thinking. You should move in with me.”

I swear time stopped for a moment. Everything stopped. Even my heart paused mid-thump. “Why would I do that?”

“Well,” he said, sounding too calm and reasonable when I was one breath away from a meltdown, “it just makes sense, doesn’t it?”

I blinked stupidly. He was talking absolute nonsense. Nothing made sense anymore.

He slid off of his chair and went down on his knee before me. I could blink, but my heart stopped beating and I’d forgotten how to breathe.

“I mean, you don’t have a bedroom anymore, and I do.”

“Good point,” I whispered. Travis Maxwell was on bended knee in front of me.

“And seeing as how we will be sharing a bed from now on, it will have to be mine.”

“We will?”

He grinned. “Oh, yeah. Every night, baby. Every morning. Maybe even entire days.”

I gulped. My heart went from not beating at all to pounding frantically against my chest so hard you could see the palpitations. Days?

“Of course, I’ll need to make an honest woman of you, first. Well, I guess I don’t need to, but I’d want my kids to have my name, you know?”

I choked. My throat constricted for several moments. No air, no saliva, nothing was getting through that sucker. 

Travix nuzzled the inside of my thigh. I inhaled sharply. There it was. I had air again, only to have it stolen right back.

“Seems like a foregone conclusion. First comes love, then comes marriage. You know the rest.” He moved closer to my core and kissed me there.

I grabbed his hair and pulled, hard, forcing him to look at me. “Travis Maxwell, did you just propose?”

“Sort of,” he grinned wickedly. “But it won’t be official till I can get you a ring. In the meantime, I thought maybe we could just skip ahead to the celebratory feast.” He lowered his head and pushed his way back to my happy place.

I leaned back in my chair and let him have at it. As pseudo-proposals went, it was a bit unconventional. Then again, the two of us were hardly conventional. For the next ten minutes, I completely lost myself to his skilled lips, tongue, and teeth. I was so close to the edge when he pulled back suddenly.

“Well?” he asked.

Was he kidding? He couldn’t just stop. “Well, what?”

“Will you?”

“Will I what, come? Hell, yes, I’ll come - if you get back in there right now and take care of business.” I pushed at his head with my hands and enlisted my legs for added assistance, in case he didn’t quite understand what I meant.

He grinned. “I know you are going to come. Repeatedly, in fact. But will you marry me, Rissa? Be my wife? Have my children?” 

Oh, that look! I would agree to anything whenever he looked at me like that. Like I was his whole world. “Yes,” I answered, my voice little more than a whisper. Then he made good on his promise and I screamed it to the heavens – “YES!”
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Epilogue 
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Travis

When Clarissa finally agreed to accompany me into Harken, it was not as Clarissa Sullivan, but as Rissa Maxwell. Yeah, we did it. We got married. After Rissa said yes, I spent the rest of the night and most of the next morning showing her just how committed I was to making her happy. Eventually, we pulled ourselves out of bed long enough to drive down into New Berlin and start the ball rolling. 

Short of eloping to Vegas, getting married is not something that happens overnight. There were licenses, blood tests, and a bunch of other crap we needed to take care of before I could get to hear her say “I do”. I did get a ring on her finger right away, though. 

For the next two weeks, I was sweating bullets. I did everything I could to keep her drunk with passion. And when I couldn’t be inside or on top of her, I was beside her.

Then she officially became Clarissa Maxwell and I was able to breathe again. 

We talked about a lot of things in that time. Made a lot of decisions. One of them was razing the house left to her by her batshit-crazy uncle. It had too many unpleasant memories. Instead, we added onto my place, turned it into not just our home, but our private haven. Rissa got her deck with the hot tub overlooking the valley below. I got my living room with a fifty-six-inch flat screen and satellite service.

We even added on a few extra bedrooms, which turned out to be a pretty smart thing, because in another eight months or so, we were going to have something to put in one of them.

Another pleasant surprise – Clarissa was no longer the headliner of the Harken gossip mill. In fact, she was welcomed with polite and mild interest, but everyone was so abuzz over the latest news that we were practically snubbed. 

What was the big news, you ask? Well, believe it or not, Malcolm Magners and Mildred “Sugar” Jefferson decided to run away together. At last report, they were in LA, working on the pilot of a new reality show that focused on small-town folk who left their roots and then tried to return. It was slated as being some real competition for such nail-biter dramas as “Breaking Amish”.

We didn’t worry about Rissa’s ex tracking her down anymore, either. On our last trip into New Berlin, there was a big manila envelope waiting for her. Addressed to Clarissa Donnelly, it had been forwarded to the post office box by the lawyer who had helped her slip off the grid. Amidst a bunch of legal stuff had been a letter. It was a written apology to Rissa. Apparently, her ex was in some kind of counseling, and the letter was an important step toward ‘finding himself’ or some shit like that.

Anyway, there was no way in hell she was going to “meet him for coffee sometime”. Her words, not mine. If nothing else, the letter gave her some closure.

I added another log to the roaring fire that was keeping our master bedroom suite warm and toasty. If we got the two feet of snow that was predicted for tonight, we would be without power for a week, maybe more. We were ready. Our earlier trip down into town topped off our stores and my beautiful wife had canned enough to get us through a long winter and then some.

At this rate, we wouldn’t be leaving our new home until spring. 

That sounded damn good to me.
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Thanks for reading Travis and Rissa’s story
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You didn’t have to pick this book, but you did. Thank you!

If you liked this story, then please consider posting a review online! It’s really easy, only takes a few minutes, and makes a huge difference to independent authors who don’t have the mega-budgets of the big-time publishers behind them.
Do you like free books? How about gift cards?
Sign up for my newsletter today! You’ll not only get advance notice of new releases, sales, giveaways, contests, fun facts, and other great things each month, you’ll also get a free book just for signing up and be automatically entered for a chance to win a gift card every month, simply for reading it! 
Click here and get started today! https://abbiezandersromance.com/newsletter-signup/
Thanks again, and may all of your ever-afters be happy ones!

Abbie
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Like short contemporary romances...
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... with sexy, reluctant heroes and the heroines who win their hearts? Check out this excerpt from Celestial Desire...
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As the first light of dawn began to peek through the blinds, Zane opened his eyes to find Celeste staring at him. Again.

“Stop looking at me like that,” he commanded, his voice deep and husky. “I don’t have any more condoms.”

She traced lazy circles on his chest with her fingers, regarding him hopefully from her perch atop his body. Eyes bright, naked and smooth, she was quite a vision, “I thought you were prepared.”

He gave her a martyred look. “Three’s usually enough.”

“What can I say?” she smirked, wiggling her behind and making him groan. “I’m an overachiever.”

He pulled her down to him, capturing her mouth in a hungry kiss. God help him, he wanted her again. By all reasoning, he shouldn’t even be able to get it up but there he was, already sporting a semi and ready to go into a full-out salute with nothing more than a wiggle of that cute little ass. And he’d made her come no less than seven times over the course of the night. He knew. He was counting. He was a bit of an overachiever, too. 

“Can I see you tonight?”

Hope flared in her eyes, then disappointment. “I can’t. I’ve got a thing.”

He was disappointed, too. He shouldn’t be. He’d spent the last several hours tangled in the sheets atop the mattress (she didn’t have an actual bed yet), wringing every last bit of pleasure from her lush little body. But he was. “A thing?”

“Yeah. I’m having dinner with my mom tonight.”

For some reason, those words soothed him. It was strange. After all, he’d known her for what, less than twenty four hours? Why should he care if she was seeing someone else? This was just a hook-up, right? 

Ignoring the strange feeling of relief, he folded his arms behind his head, mostly to keep from touching her. Her softness fascinated him; he couldn’t seem to stop running his hands over all those curves and dips, squeezing and kneading, caressing and fondling every inch of her heavenly body. It was so much sexier than the lean, overly-toned bodies he was accustomed to. Far from being fat or even chubby, Celeste was the epitome of femininity. Lush. Soft. 

“Tomorrow, then? Coffee?” he added with a wink.

She laughed, and he felt it spread through him like sunshine. “Maybe.”

Maybe wasn’t good enough. Maybe implied it might not happen, and that was unacceptable. Instead of his usual feeling of sated satisfaction, he was craving more. And if she kept wiggling her ass like that, he was going to break every safe-sex rule he had and bang her anyway. Just the thought of entering her bare, of coming inside her, had his balls swelling again. 

“What can I do to sway you?” he said, glad that his voice didn’t convey the desperation he felt.

Her eyes twinkled as she sat up and splayed her palms across his chest, appearing to consider it. “Bring more than three.”

Lord, have mercy.
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