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~1~

The worst parts of our lives are the things we never see coming. The things we can’t prepare for because our nightmares aren’t made of them. Like my mother dying when I was nine and my father abandoning me six months later. Or being widowed by thirty. I never imagined any of those things, yet they all happened.

Then there’s the insanity. I never saw it coming. Never planned for it. And not once dreamed of it. Yet, here I am. Mary Williams. Thirty-two years old and slipping slowly into madness.

Probably. I feel sane. But the noises in my head say otherwise. Ones that sound like the old screen door on the back of my house creaking open when the hook is tightly latched. Or the echoes of footsteps crossing empty rooms. I’ve stopped running from those. My house is small enough that even with rubbery legs I can check all eight hundred square feet faster than dragging my wobbly legs to a neighbor’s house. The only thing I can’t seem to do is force away this fear. It’s always here. Scratching at the edges of my mind. Clawing at my spine. It writhes against my intuition until running is all I can think of. And I would run. If I knew which way to go. It’s kind of hard to get away from yourself.

I haven’t always been a mass of paranoid delusions. Kim, my best friend since fourth grade, used to call me strong. A survivor capable of finding a way to cope with anything. Now, she and her husband Kevin have decided I’m having a grief-stricken mental break. At least, that was their opinion. One they didn’t hold their tongues about. Too many times pamphlets about mental institutions were slipped to me when I was walking the floor of my store, never mind that it’s already hard enough being the manager of a top clothing retailer without customers who happen to distantly know my friends reaching out as if it’s their duty to aid the poor grieving widow who’s slowly going mad.

The embarrassment would have been magnified if my employees ever found out what the whispered conversations were about. But Kim doesn’t promote her theory anymore. Not since I stopped talking about how I feel inside. Since I started smiling and saying everything is fine. One small victory now replaced by an equally disturbing proposal. She’s filling the vacancy in our standing Wednesday lunch with babble about a blind date. It’s no wonder she thinks it’s the best idea she’s ever had, she thinks all her ideas are Pulitzer-worthy. But after all these years and everything we’ve been through, she could at least pretend to hear me when I say I’m not interested.

Two can play this game. I’ll just ignore her. “How is Kevin adjusting to his new job?”

“He loves it.” Her bright blue eyes sparkle, hands rubbing wildly together, sending her blonde bob bouncing over her shoulders. “Just like he loves me setting you up with his friend, John. The four of us are going to have so much fun this weekend!”

One surefire way to pump her brakes is telling her about the noises still plaguing me at night. Casually mentioning the footprints in the soft earth under my window, the random flowers on my porch, or maybe even my jittery repulsion to the darkly twisted words of a poem I found plastered on my windshield yesterday. But I’m not the only person at a busy mall driving a silver car, and I’m sure neighborhood kids are responsible for the flowers. Probably the footprints, too. So I’m not stirring up trouble for myself or putting her through worrying about me again just to get out of a date.

Kim may have broken my trust and embarrassed me, but it was done out of love. “I’m glad Kevin likes his job and that he made a new friend. Didn’t you tell me Jenny isn’t seeing Rob anymore? I bet she’d love to double-date with you.”

“She can triple with us. But only after our double, because this weekend is a special occasion.” Stars dance in her eyes. “Wait until you meet John. He’s this six-foot-tall god. Body chiseled from pure stone. And I’m telling you, bring a bib. Because the first time I met him, I nearly choked on my drool!”

“I’m sure Kevin appreciated that. And…”

This time it’s me who’s checking out, words trailing off as my attention is drawn to the old wooden windows of LaTerra. Today, the yellow brick building with its glass front feels like a jail cell. A jail cell inside a display case. Me the bauble on exhibit. Intuition screaming. Bleating. Someone is watching. Cataloguing my every move. All the usual ridiculous nonsense.

The hair on my neck rises, telling my every fiber to be afraid. But no one would waste time putting my boring life under a microscope. I barely socialize enough to have friends. Outside of Kim and her family, customers and co-workers during business hours are the extent of my connection to the world. Still, what I feel seems so real. It has for years. While cancer ravaged my husband, I began looking over my shoulder. Only occasionally then. Now that Mike is gone, it’s constant. Even when I’m visiting his grave.


~2~

My petite friend’s bubbly yammering isn’t enough to distract me from the paranoia. I try focusing on what Kim is saying but my eyes won’t leave the windows. As if someone would actually be out there in these thick sheets of rain. “This thunderstorm has been hovering over Huntington all day. Do you know if it’s going to let up soon?”

“Who cares?” She slaps the table, jolting my attention to her. “Do you know how you’re going to wear your hair Saturday? Oh, I do! Wear it down. Everyone loves those long, dark, luscious locks of yours. John will want to dig his hands right in!”

“I realize you don’t need me for most of the conversations we have, but watch my lips.” I lean forward. “Replace me, or cancel the date. Because I don’t care how hot John is or what he thinks of my hair. I. Am. Not. Going. Saturday. Or any other day of the week.”

I cover the bases and give her what I’m told is a million-dollar smile. She’s immune. “John’s so excited to meet you. Did I mention how hot he is? I’m talking lava hot. Which is the whole reason I set you two up.”

“Hello?” I snap my fingers, waving a hand between us. “Remember me?”

“I remember how Kevin swooned over you the first time he saw you. And that’s how I realized John isn’t the only person I know hot enough to live in the land of volcanoes.”

“Flattery isn’t going to get you anywhere. But thanks for trying. And for picking someone based completely on looks.”

“You’re welcome.” She giggles. “You and that man together will be a full-out eruption.”

“Mt. Vesuvius or not, I’m not going.”

“Yes, you are.” She grins. “And I can’t wait.”

I’d scream, but she wouldn’t hear that either. I’d be angry, but she’s like a sister to me. An annoying, scheming sister. The kind you can’t live without because, for all the trouble they cause, they somehow manage to make life better. Still, she went behind my back to set up this date. And picked the wrong time to do it. “Try me again in a year. Or seven…teen.”

“I will not.” She hits the table hard enough this time to bounce a fork off her plate. “I know you aren’t going to stand this man up. He’s more excited than he’s ever been in his whole life. How can you even think about leaving him hanging?”

How can I feel guilty about not going on a date I never asked for? “Just tell him I can’t make it but you’re setting him up with someone else. Then choose someone else. Anyone else.”

“No!” Her body heaves across the table. “It’s been more than two years. And the one thing Mike didn’t want was for you to be alone. So for a few hours this Saturday night, don’t be. Please, Mary? All I’m asking for is a few hours.”

“It isn’t as simple as you’re making it out to be.” My eyes rest back on the windows, the periphery catching her tiny arms folding over her chest as she pushes back into her seat.

“All you’re doing is having dinner with Kevin and me, and John will be there, too. There’s nothing simpler than that.” Her pout twists the knife of guilt deep. “I’ll be there with you the whole time. Like a girls’ night. With Kevin and John.”

So nothing like a girls’ night. Yet I hate myself for making her bottom lip stick out. Even if the pout is more to do with her weekend plan being ruined than concern for my widowhood. “You’ll never leave me alone with him?”

“Never.” She smiles. “See? Nothing to worry about.”

Except a psychotic break. But I’ve sworn to myself that unless someone walks right up to me and gives me a reason to be afraid, I won’t be. I only wish that resolve lasted for more than five seconds. “Fine.” A shiver traces up my spine. I swallow it down, uttering syllables I’ve dreaded since she first opened her mouth. “I’ll go.”

I put my hand up to stop her theatrical squeal but it’s too late. The transition from joy to horrified shriek unfolds with a crash. Terror plasters her face. I throw my arm back, straight into the path of the shattering window.

Glass shards penetrate my flesh, raining down in a watery mix. I turn away. A dark figure dives over me, its greedy hands twisting and pulling, cracking my skull off the chair on our way to the floor.
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The waiter did his best to shield me from damage, the scene inside LaTerra unfolding so fast I’m not sure I screamed. Kim did. A lot. “What happened? Is she okay?” I can’t see her around the waiter’s burly frame.

“She’s fine.” He keeps me pinned to the floor. “This hailstorm just hit a line drive at your head, though. I saw that baseball coming from across the room!”

“Hail did this?” I eye the rain hammering the floor a foot away. “Ice?”

“A big chunk of ice.” His fingers graze my cheek. “And you turned your pretty face right into the glass. I only see a few nicks, though.”

Edging away from his touch, I peer into the storm’s darkness. Maybe it did fling hail. Or maybe it’s the fictitious character my imagination believed was there the whole time. “It was the storm? No one threw anything?”

“It was the storm.” His hand finds its way into my hair. “The next time one slings hail, I hope it’s at lunchtime on Wednesday.”

“What about me?” Kim jerks his collar. “I nearly died and all you’re doing is lying on her like it’s your third date.”

“Kim!” I scramble out from under him, grabbing my purse from the bits of glass while she demands a free lunch. “Neither of us is hurt, that’s the important thing.”

I want out of here. Away from him. Away from the storm. “Thank you.” I stuff all the cash I have into his hand, it’s enough to cover the bill and tip, albeit barely. Especially considering the lengths he went through to try to help me. The knot on my scalp proof of that help.

I hook an arm around Kim, turning her toward the door. “This is a sign. I can’t go on that date.”

“Hush.” Her hand launches to her forehead. “I can’t think about any of this now. I’m too shaken. We nearly died, Mary. I nearly died.”

“Come on.” I slip my raincoat around her shoulders. “I’ll walk you out and give Kevin a call so he knows you’re upset.”

The type of man who likes to exaggerate almost as much as his wife, Kevin takes the rest of the day off from work after hearing Kim’s hysterical recounting. I do the opposite. Even though the concentration of glass was on my side of the table and I actually have blood to prove what happened.

Worse, neither of them lets me use the incident as a reason to call off the date. The dread of which forces me to work longer hours all week. A lame attempt to keep my mind too occupied to fret. Not one grueling second of the last two days has tapered the building anxiety of going on the first date I’ve been on since Mike died. Nor did scrubbing the floors of my tiny house this morning until my fingers were raw. The clock is still ticking down. And Kim is still texting me every five minutes with suggestions on what I should wear tonight. I know fashion. And am plenty old enough to dress myself.

Boycotting every single dress she suggests, which happens to be every dress in my closet, I select the new arrival I picked up that won’t be unveiled at Scarlets until next week. It’s a black, mid-knee, cap-sleeve sheath she can’t take credit for dressing me in. I give her the hair, though. The dark locks cascade down my back, the silhouette framing my olive complexion. Now to get through this date as painlessly as possible. Just show up, be pleasant, and in a few hours this whole thing will be over.

FRONT DOOR OPEN—my alarm announces Kim’s arrival. I gave her a key the day I moved in. The alarm code the day it was installed. “I’m back here!” Silence answers. I step into the hall. “Did you hear me? I’m in the bedroom.” The house is deadly quiet. “Kim?”
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There are enough things going bump in my world without Kim sneaking into my house, thinking it’s funny to hide and jump out at me. “One of these days, I’m going to take your key away.”

“Take the alarm away instead.” She laughs. “Remember last Halloween when Kevin set it off trying to sneak in?”

“I’m still combing fake spider web out of my hair.” I shiver. “Why do you two get a kick out of hearing me scream?”

“I get a kick out of how good you look.” She motions for me to twirl. “John’s socks are going to fly straight off his feet and circle the moon!”

I didn’t consider dressing to impress. Only dressing like an adult who doesn’t need to be told what to wear. But it is a nice dress. “You’ll knock Kevin’s socks off after I give you this dress in your signature color.”

“I might not be curvy in all the right places like you, but in blue I’ll give you a run for your money.” She heads for my room. “I’ll go change and we’ll see who wears it best!”

“It’s at Scarlets.” I turn to the door. “And if we don’t leave right now, I’m going to go put on sweatpants.”

My alarm set, I drop into the passenger seat of her ice-blue Jag. Nerves churn my gut. Every mile away from home adds another layer of dread. “Where are we going?”

“The Charleston Club.”

“That’s the club where you and Kevin go dancing, right?”

“It’s a favorite haunt of anyone who knows anything about the downtown nightlife.”

“You know I don’t go clubbing.” I watch behind us in the side mirror. Just in case my malfunctioning intuition is right this time and we’re being followed. “I thought we were having dinner.”

“We are.” She turns onto the highway. “It’s a swanky little restaurant that happens to have a dance floor. And there’s a live band tonight.”

The noise of music could be a good distraction. From my head and my date. “I’m not dancing. So don’t ask, and don’t beg.”

“You have to! With Kevin. That way I get to take John for a spin.” Now I know why she wanted to set me up instead of Jenny. Jenny wouldn’t share.

I brace as she pulls into the crowded parking lot, the old stone building towering over us. Gripping the door handle for strength I climb out of the car. There’s no turning back now. “Remember, you promised not to leave me alone with him. That means no running off to dance with Kevin. If you go dancing, take John.”

I follow her eye-roll inside, immediately swallowed up by the Roaring ‘20s atmosphere. It’s loud. And busy. Two things that will come in handy if this John character and I have nothing to say to each other. “Come on.” She grabs my arm to keep me from lingering in the foyer. “They’re already here. Kevin got us a table in the back.”

“Great.” My teeth clench as I step to her side, simply walking through the room instead of putting on a display the way she is. She’s a beautiful woman and her steps demand everyone notice. Her legs sling out, hips swaying, head moving just the right amount to catch the light. There should be a wind machine and paparazzi in front of her.

“Mary!” Her hand circles my trailing wrist, pulling me back to her side. “You’re a leggy, raven-haired beauty. Act like it!” Her painted nail points ahead of us, lips purring. “Don’t waste what God gave you. Your date is watching. Give him a show.”
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It’s bizarre to lock eyes with a stranger. Weirder still to be drawn to him. I try to look away, but from across the room I can see his eyes are green. They’re like homing beacons, calling to me as his steady stare studies every intricate move I make. A shiver slithers along my spine. An all too familiar feeling. “Kim, have I ever met this man?”

Her head shakes. “Kevin met him about the time you were, well, you know, struggling.”

I break his gaze. “Did you tell him I was having mental problems?”

“No way.” She laughs. “I want you in his black book, not on his blacklist.”

I don’t want to be on any list. But he seems familiar. Like I’ve known him for years. And he’s every bit as handsome as she described. More. Not even stained jeans stretched over his thick legs in a room full of date-night-bests takes an ounce of attraction from him. Or from the confidence pulsing in the air around him. His jaw is firm. Shoulders wide. Arms muscled. They flow out of his t-shirt giving a preview of what lies beneath, and I don’t need the full show to know he’s pure, head-to-toe, glorious man.

At the table’s edge, nerves shoot my hand forward. “Hi, I’m Mary.”

“Hello, Mary.” His voice rolls over me, rumbling along every nerve. The dread shatters. Crashing around my feet while his eyes pull me closer. “I’m John. It’s nice to finally meet you.” His hand floats to mine, fingers lightly gripping then delicately cradling, tilting my palm down to hold my hand instead of shake it. The feel of him races over my flesh. I can’t move. If I do, I might jump into his arms.

A smile slides over his lips. His free hand pulls out my chair. “I’m looking forward to having dinner with you.”

“Me, too.” I let him guide me into the seat. Sitting only because he’s putting me here, my body uncharacteristically willing to follow wherever he leads. “More than I expected to be.”

He sits next to me, bringing my hand to his lips. “Then, we’re off to a good start.”

“A galloping start!” Kevin pipes up, reminding us we’re not alone. “See? I told you I had your back. You have to start trusting me, Johnny Boy.”

His expression changes. Eyes finally leaving mine. But not to respond to Kevin. “What happened?” His fingers slide over the back of my hand, gently tracing a cut from Wednesday’s storm. His caress plasters my tongue to the roof of my mouth.

“It was terrible!” Kim doesn’t suffer from any ailment of the mouth. Ever. “We were having lunch and the window next to our table exploded. I thought I was going to die right there on the spot!”

“It wasn’t that bad,” I admonish, my voice small.

“A baseball-sized piece of hail crashed through it.” Kevin puts an arm around Kim. “Yeah, it was bad.”

I can’t stop either of them from giving a highly dramatized version of the event. John listens, eyes searching mine. I breathe in slowly, getting a grip on my body while he looks for whatever he lost.

“Of course you don’t think it was terrifying.” Kim isn’t having her trauma downplayed. “You were too busy with the waiter on top of you to notice anything else.”

“Kimberly!” My face burns. “The server shielded me from the glass. And from the storm blowing through the broken window afterward. That’s all.”

“Those servers fight over who gets our table every week.” She crosses her arms. “That man was so ready to pounce, if I wasn’t there he’d have knocked her up on the spot.”

“That isn’t true! He didn’t…I didn’t…we weren’t…” I babble like a guilty spouse. “It was just a freak accident.”

John lets go of my hand, gets to his feet, and breaks our gaze with such force it rattles my heart. Which is stupid. I really am losing my mind. “John, you don’t have to leave. I’ll go. This was a mistake anyway.”

“Tonight isn’t a mistake.” He offers me his hand. I accept. He lifts me from my seat, moving me to the warm chair he just vacated. “I’m not leaving. Or giving anyone else the chance to be your hero.” He nods toward the windows.

“The glass is on the other side of the building.”

“Like I said, I’m not taking any chances.” He brings my hand to his lips, caressing my knuckles. “Not on windows breaking, or on overeager servers pouncing before I do.” Color slams into my cheeks. He chuckles, throaty and deep. “Don’t worry, no matter where I’m sitting, freak accidents coming from any direction aren’t getting by me.”

Despite being touched by how ridiculously sweet he is, I glare at our snickering friends, slipping my fingers from his and standing. He stands with me. “Oh. I was just going to see if Kim would go to the ladies’ room with me.”

As if he’s in charge, he motions for her to get up. She shakes her head. “All she’s going to do is tell me to stop embarrassing her. Which is practically impossible.”

“Then you’re not trying hard enough.” I sit back down. He sits down, in a strange old-fashioned way, and with an amused grin on his face. I want to fade into the background. “Let’s order.” I pick up the menu. “Let’s just order.”
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I study John through dinner. Meeting his ever-waiting eyes whenever I’m brave enough to take on the emeralds. He never shows a twinge of nervousness. Not even a stutter or simple flinch. Usually everyone is a ball of nerves on a first date. Well, these days I’m a ball of nerves, period. But John’s calm. And it’s peaceful being with someone so naturally sure of themselves. I’d like to rest my head on his confident shoulder. Just for a little while.

“Did you like the food?” I keep my head to myself.

“I did.” He nods at my empty plate. “And you didn’t leave any doubt as to how you feel about the chef.”

Him taking note of me polishing off an entire fourteen-ounce prime rib by myself, including sides, is embarrassing. But he ordered the exact same thing and his plate is as clean as mine. “Maybe I should have curbed my appetite for a first date, but men do know women eat. Right?”

“We do.” He grins. “Which is why I meant my comment as a vast compliment. If you’d only picked at your food, I’d be worried about your vanity instead of about what to feed you next.”

“My vanity is in check.” I set my napkin aside. “And I’m completely full.”

“Then it’s dance time!” Kim drags Kevin from the table, winking as she dodges my attempt to grab her.

“It looks like she’s in a hurry.” John’s palm extends to me. “Would you like to dance?”

I’d like to not do something seriously stupid. Which is difficult with his smooth voice rolling over my flesh like fog, making my head cloudy. “If you’re not dying to get out there, I’m happy watching the dancers instead of being one.”

Of course, I can’t just say no. I’d feel bad for ruining his night if he’s secretly a dance fanatic. It isn’t his fault I can’t control my body. “Is that okay?”

“I’m definitely not dying to get out there.” He brushes a lock of hair from my face. “But my dad always told me not to deny a beautiful lady the chance to dance, and you’re beyond beautiful.”

I can’t keep the flush off my face. I haven’t been able to squelch it all night. I turn away. His hand slides along the back of my chair. “I wish Dad was still alive. He would have loved seeing the way you came in here tonight. Moving through the room and giving out those polite smiles of yours without ever once noticing people were purposely going out of their way just to cross your path. It was quite a vision.”

“Thanks for laying it on thick, but no one walked by me on purpose.”

“They did.” His thumb strokes my shoulder, sending my flesh into a tailspin. “If you hadn’t already been coming to me, I would have done more than cross your path.”
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I’ve never been one to move fast. Mike and I knew each other for a year before we ever had a date. So to me, holding hands with a man I only learned existed an hour ago is the very definition of fast. I need to stop being goo-goo eyed over someone who has all the charm, and equipment, to bring my entire gender under his spell. John’s the type to amass a harem, while we’re all too occupied with his abs to notice.

I bite the inside of my cheek, fighting the urge to lean into him rather than pull my shoulder from his touch. “Tell me about yourself.” I move clear of his caress. “If you can manage to do that without unnecessarily flattering me.”

His hand slides over my shoulder, eyes staring as if he’s etching every inch of me into his soul. I sit forward, color running deep. A wince shoots across his brazen face. “Sorry.” He lifts his palm, making a show of removing it from my chair. “I’m only being so forward because I’m captivated by you. And dumbfounded you don’t realize how absolutely stunning you are while I’m sitting here battling how to soak all of you in without staring at you like a buffoon.”

“I think you’re losing that battle.”

“I’m losing badly.” He chuckles, stretching tall to tower over me. “Let’s turn our chairs around. Maybe I’ll get distracted by the dance floor.”

He spins our chairs and moves them a little closer together than they were before. “There.” I point as he takes my hand and lowers me back to the seat. “Plenty of beautiful ladies for you to fix your eyes on.”

“Really?” His continue to rest on me. “I hadn’t noticed there were any other women here tonight. But you feel free to watch the dance floor, then maybe you won’t notice me watching you.”

“Clever.” The charmer. “Which is surprising for someone so handsome.”

“You think I’m handsome?” His fingers brush my chin.

I turn his palm to his own face. “Me and all the other women I was just talking about. If you want to dance, they’ll form a line and be glad to wait in it all night.”

“Too bad for them I have tunnel vision.” He lowers his hand. “The only lady in my sights tonight doesn’t want to dance.”

He notices my fidgeting. “Sorry. I just thought you should know I’m a one-woman man. And tonight, you’re that woman.”

“Don’t worry.” I smile to convince us both I’m okay, noting his admission that I’m only that woman tonight. Which unfairly makes me angry. “No one else in my place would dare eat the way I did on a first date, and most women like to dance. So your next date will give you plenty of chances to worry about her vanity while you grope her on the dance floor.”

“I hope not.” His emeralds close in. “I’m enjoying the fact that you aren’t like any other lady I’ve ever met. I’ll be disappointed if that changes on our next date.”

“Hi, John.” A lace miniskirt shimmies by, auburn locks and red lips turning back with a provocative wink that makes my body temperature cool despite how high the vixen sends my blood pressure.

“She’s pretty. Maybe your next date will be with her.” My snappy tone is uncalled for.

He scoops up my hand. “Allow me to explain the difference between pretty and beautiful.”

“There’s more to life than looks.” I yank my fingers free. “How about you explain why your hands are so rough. Manual labor?”

“That depends.” He grins. “Do you think manual labor is sexy?”
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I think John is sexy. It’s all I can do to angle my body away from his so I don’t end up on his lap. Where miniskirt clearly wants to be. “The only work Kevin does with his hands is typing. I thought you did the same kind of work. Isn’t that how you met him?”

“Nope. I met the clueless man at the gym and took pity on his lanky limbs.” He shrugs. “Somewhere along the way we became friends.”

“He’s so funny it’s hard to resist liking him.”

“I believe I could resist.”

He isn’t as close to Kevin as Kim let on. “So, what do you do?”

“By trade…” He points to his stained clothes. “I’m a carpenter. I like working with my hands. Unless you don’t like the roughness? Tell me now and I’ll change professions tomorrow.”

“Just like that?” I smile despite feeling sad that, in reality, miniskirt has more right to be sitting here than I’ll ever have.

“Exactly like that.” He waits for a real answer to a question I thought was a joke.

“What woman doesn’t like a working man’s hands?”

“I only care what you like.” He leans in, tentative and slow, watching my expression as his fingers glide through my locks. “I like building things, Mary. And already have some idea of what we could form together.” I swallow. Hard and unsteady. His lips turn up. “I’d feel a lot better about my shot at having a second date if you’d relax a little, despite the fact I’m an unrepentant buffoon.” He moves away. “Better?”

I nod, anxious energy kicking up from my depths. This man unnerves me. And he’s doing it while giving a comfort I’ve never felt. Not even with Mike. Each minute, I find myself more impressed with the hunk of man beside me. I wouldn’t have pegged John for a creative type, though. “What is it that you build with your rough carpenter hands?”

“Furniture.” He smiles. “High end custom work.”

“How high end are we talking?”

“I travel the world for unique inspiration and to hand select choice woods. So high enough to cover that cost.”

He’d be appalled to know most of my furniture came from Goodwill. “Do you build for a particular brand?”

“I’m my own brand.” I should have guessed he wouldn’t work under anyone very well. “I sell through private networking. Or trade shows when they interest me enough to go.”

Hopefully they interest him enough to keep his other bills paid. “I manage Scarlets, the big retailer at the mall. I want to own my own boutique, but it’s expensive to start. So rather than take on the debt I stay at Scarlets, where I know there’s a paycheck.” His face twists. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to imply you’re being careless or that your work isn’t good enough to make a living. I’m sure it’s very good. I’d love to see it next time you have it displayed at a trade show.”

“I didn’t mistake your words.” His throat bobs. “My mind just wandered off. And I’d be happy to show you my work any time. Trade show or not. We can go right now if you want.”

I bite my lip to keep from saying yes. What I need to do is figure out how to hold his attention. At least for tonight. “I’ve never made anything before. Unless you count snapping together pre-made furniture pieces. That’s the kind of carpentry I know how to do.”

“Then I’ll make you something and deliver it in pieces.” He grins. “Because there’s nothing like the feeling you get when all the pieces come together.”

I should be flattered. But an all too familiar shiver slithers down my spine. “What I build from your pieces might be different than what you plan.”

He moves closer, hands smoothing down my arms to rub away the chill that isn’t from being cold. “I make sure things always turn out exactly the way I plan.”

“Then I hope you planned for the night to end on a sweet note.” I stand to break his caress, moving my chair back to the table. “I hear this place is famous for a decadent triple layer chocolate fudge cake.”

“One look at you,” he motions for the server, “and I planned for this night to end exactly the way you want it to.”

~

Before I arrived at the Charleston Club, I wanted this date to end with a polite goodbye and never another thought about the man. Now I can’t even finish eating my share of the cake. John and I are both picking at the slice, while Kim and Kevin polished theirs off long ago.

“This is the best cake I’ve ever tasted.”

He nods his agreement. “Do you want to box it up and take it home?”

“I’ve proven my lack of vanity enough tonight.” I smile. “You take it. And I’ll split the dinner bill with you.”

“It’s sweet of you to offer, but I don’t let my dates go Dutch.” He smiles back. “Plus, I’ve already paid the bill for the table.”

“For all of us?” Kevin beams. “That’s why you’re my best buddy! You always pick up the tab.”

“You’re only saying that because he’s driving you home tonight.” Kim forces a yawn. “I wish I had someone to drive me. I’m so tired.”

Her plan is obvious, and John takes the bait. “May I drive you home? Then Kevin can drive Kim.”

“That seems to be what they had in mind. But I’ll call a cab.” I might have avoided finishing the cake, but time is up. This pumpkin has to get home. So I can remember why I can’t have the prince. And with the way my nights have been lately, I’ll be fully aware by dawn.


~9~

John is a persuasive man. And after miniskirt approached him again, stroking her hand down his bare arm while asking him to dance, I can’t say I’m not enjoying the fact that she witnessed him leaving the restaurant with me on the very arm she dared touch.

It’s silly to be jealous. And John was already overly stern in his rejection of her offer. But letting him drive me home instead of jumping into a cab where she’ll see he’s alone now somehow seems fair. After all, I’m the crazy one who can’t ever see him again. She’ll have plenty of other opportunities.

“Are you sure my house isn’t too far out of your way?” Guilt gets the best of me and we’re not even in the vehicle yet. “I can call a cab if it is. Or if you want to stay here and dance.”

“I don’t know that girl.” He sighs. “I mean, I know her a little. We had coffee. Once. Eighteen months ago. I’ve had her number blocked ever since.”

“You don’t owe me an explanation.” But I’m glad he gave it. “It really is fine if you want to stay.”

“I don’t.” His hand rests on the small of my back, guiding me farther into the parking lot. The dark part. Away from the other cars and onlookers. Icy fingers claw at my nerves. I squint into the night and focus on the warmth of his hand.

My gaze fixes on the one thing I can see. An oversized white behemoth in the back row towering above all the other trucks. The jacked-up brute has snow camouflage trim decking out the windows, mirrors, and fenders. “Look how pretty!” I head toward it, feet on autopilot.

“You like trucks?” He follows, studying me as I inspect the masterpiece.

“I like this one.” I catch his expression. “Women are allowed to like trucks just as much as they’re allowed to eat what they want.”

“Yeah.” His guttural chuckle tickles my insides. “But it’s going to take me a minute to reel up my jaw because this is my truck and I’ve been sweating bullets over it the whole time we’ve been walking out here.”

“Why?”

“Because most women are appalled by having to climb up into it. Which is why I drive it on dates. It’s a test.” He gives his stubbled cheek a hard scratch. “Tonight, well, no man likes his truck to be called pretty, but I’m more concerned with whether or not you like me. If this truck earns me a strike, I’ll go drive it straight off a cliff.”

“That’s a bit dramatic.”

“What you call dramatic, I call necessary.”

His fingers brush over my cheek. “Before tonight, I felt like the right woman for me should at least appreciate this truck for the one-of-a-kind work of art that it is. But now I feel like an idiot for driving this instead of my car.” His hand waves over his clothes. “Especially after showing up dressed like a bum. I can’t lie and say I’m not normally dressed like this, but on dates I do typically clean up.” He pinches the bridge of his nose. “Today’s just been an off day. I didn’t come properly prepared to meet you.”

“There’s nothing wrong with what you’re wearing.” His humble side compels me to slip my hand into his.

“Except I’m way too casual to be standing next to you.” His grip tightens, arm bending to bring me closer. “I never knew what the hype of a little black dress was all about until tonight. You’re elegant. And so absolutely stunning.”

“Mostly, I’m just excited about getting to ride in your truck.” I withdraw. “Are you ready to go?”

Opening the passenger door, he guides my step onto the running board. I slide into the seat, reclaiming my over-held hand. He leans on the frame. “If you don’t want to go home yet, I’ll be happy to ride you around all night. Because I’m still trying to figure out how such a perfect creature exists, yet in all my years I’ve never met you.”

“Thank you for following Kim’s coaching and embarrassing me as much as possible in one evening.” I turn pink. “You’ve thoroughly explored the depths of how red my face can get. Now, I’d like to go home.”

“Kim didn’t tell me a thing.” He straightens. “I’m embarrassing you all on my own. I hope that isn’t earning me a strike? I’m not doing it on purpose.”

“Could have fooled me.”

“Well, mostly I haven’t done it on purpose. But you’re making it easy. Now hold on tight and I’ll take you straight home, sweetheart.” His incredibly inviting grin deepens, heating my flesh. “Unless you want to make it easy for me not to.”


~10~

Riding home in John’s decked-out truck includes the unexpected perk of being endlessly grilled about my social life. Not that I mind him wanting to know how I spend my free time. It’s just that the truth of my plain existence is boring. My social life is restricted to time with Kim and her family when someone is having a birthday, wedding, baby, or any other general life get-together. Outside of that, I don’t get out much.

“Do you like to attend parties? Or host them?” He’s asking the same questions, only worded differently.

“No. I prefer a low-key life.”

“Kim doesn’t. She loves the high life. So why are you friends if you don’t have anything in common? What am I missing here?”

“How opposites attract.” I smile. “She pushes me not to live in a box. And I, hopefully, push her toward living in a more level-headed one. That’s the way we’ve always been, ever since we were kids.”

“I wish I’d known sooner her best friend wasn’t like her.” He sighs. “They’ve mentioned your name before but I never paid any attention. Kim’s nice enough, and I can see why Kevin likes her, but I’m not into theatrics.”

I wonder if he’s into crazy. “That’s a funny statement coming from a man who threatened to drive his truck off a cliff if some woman he met once didn’t like it.” He shrugs. I point up ahead. “The next house on the right is mine.”

“You’re not some woman.” He pulls into the driveway, shifting into park and bringing his grin back out to play. “You’re the first real lady I’ve met in a long time. So sit tight, sweetheart. I’ll help you down.”

His big hands encircle my waist, guiding me to the ground in front of him. A whistle escapes his lips. “You’re a vision. You make getting in and out of this truck graceful. In that dress. With those shoes—”

“Because you lifted me out.” I pull away. “Thank you for the ride. And for dinner. I had a nice time.”

“Me, too.” His hand centers on the small of my back, a nod telling me to lead the way. “I’ll walk you to the door.”

I move forward, his eyes leaving me to study the house, yard, and surrounding houses. “This is a cute neighborhood. Do you like it here?”

“It’s close to work. Only having a fifteen-minute commute is nice after a long day.”

He takes another look at the house. “The place isn’t extravagant, but you’re doing well for yourself.”

“Are you trying to insult me in a polite way?”

“I’m trying to compliment you.” He chuckles. “Even if I wanted to insult you, I couldn’t. You haven’t said or done one single thing tonight that could be used against you. And trust me, I’ve been looking. But you’ve been perfect.”

He must not be looking as hard as I thought. “In spite of you scrutinizing me—and testing me—I had a good time.”

“I’m sorry.” He sighs. “If I offended you, I sincerely didn’t mean to. Tonight has been an honor and a pleasure.” He runs his hands over my arms to warm me up. But the cold is still not why I’m shivering. A twinge of fear creeps over me. Maybe because he’s leaning in to kiss me. I turn, avoiding his lips.

Unlocking the door, I step inside to shut off the alarm before it blasts the neighbors awake. He follows me inside. I meet his eyes. He smiles. My throat tightens. He presses the door shut behind him. One long stride, and the distance between us disappears.


~11~

The only man I’ve ever spent the night with is my husband. And only after we were married. I’m not going to start being immoral now. Especially with a stranger. One who is ten times bigger, stronger…and not interested in me.

There’s no need to grab my gun when John’s eyes aren’t on me. They’re roaming over the living room the way they scoured the outside, landing on the shoulder mount of an eight-point white tail deer. “That’s something you don’t normally see in a single woman’s house.”

“Been in a lot of women’s houses, have you?” I slap a hand over my mouth.

“Not nearly as many as that sounded.” He chuckles.

I lower my hand, swallowing the embarrassment my tongue insists on inflicting. “It isn’t a world record, but that’s my very first buck, so I had to get it mounted.”

“You shot that?” He playfully falls against the wall. “You hunt?”

“I don’t know why that shocks people. A lot of women hunt.”

“Not when they look like you.” He comes toward me wielding his grin, his complete focus now on me. And there isn’t much space to put between us in this house.

I retreat the few steps to the eat-in kitchen. “Would you like some water? I don’t have anything else but I can make some tea. It wouldn’t take long.”

“I’ll have water.” He’s closing in fast.

“Are you sure? Tea wouldn’t be any problem.” I back into the counter.

“I’m sure water is fine.” Amusement flashes across his face. I spin away, pulling two glasses out of the cabinet.

To retrieve the water pitcher, I have to slide by him. He enjoys the encounter. I do my default move and babble nervously. “More women would hunt and fish if they were exposed to it. We’re led to believe those are men’s sports, so we stay away without experiencing it to see if we like it.”

“Does that mean you fish, too?”

“I do.” I hand him a glass of water. “Lots of women do. That’s a fact, and you’re big on facts.”

He nods. “It’s a fact that there aren’t as many outdoor-loving women as a man would like.”

“And here I thought you said you were a one-woman kind of man. Were you lying about how many women take you home with them, too?”

I’m mortified. I’ve never been jealous in my life. “Sorry. That was uncalled for. And none of my business.”

“No, you’re right.” He laughs. “I can’t complain about there not being many women like you out there when all I need is one of you. It’s just that,” he sips the water and sets the glass aside, landing all his focus back on me, “I’ve been under the impression you were extinct. So I quit hunting you. Then here you are, making me fight to not bend a knee right now.”

My next default is to turn away. Into the counter. Like I have a reason to fiddle with the dishtowel folded there. “I’m not flattering you for flattery’s sake.” His warm body slides behind me, lips whispering over my shoulder, “I’m genuinely enamored with you, Mary. I have been all night.” His fingers trace along my arm. “You’re beautiful, intelligent, and dripping with pure sweetness. Mix in a love of the outdoors that’ll have you by your man’s side all the time, and part of me really wants to get down on one knee this very minute.”

Part of me would say yes if he did. My temperature rises. “Want some fruit salad? I made a fresh bowl this morning.” I move away from his embrace, head pounding. I should be asking him to leave, not offering to feed him a twelve-course meal. “It’s mainly berries and a few apples.” I open the refrigerator. Maybe stuffing my face will keep me from jumping into his arms the way his eyes beckon me to. Maybe.


~12~

John’s brazen. Forceful, even. But the fear I’ve been feeling is not because of him. It can’t be. It’s been a part of me for a lot longer than only tonight. And somehow, he manages to subdue it. Lure me into his sea of tranquility. When I’m not fighting the urge to undress him.

“I never considered hunting or fishing until I met Mike.” John has no idea I’m disappointed he backed off and took a seat across the table from me, seemingly happy with nothing other than conversation between us. “While I was falling in love with him, he taught me the basics of both.”

“Mike?” he snaps.

“Did Kevin not tell you I’m a widow?”

“No.” He takes a deep breath. “He didn’t.”

“I should have mentioned it earlier.” My hands shake. “It’s just that, this is a brand new experience for me. You’re the first date I’ve been on since Mike died, and I’m not sure what’s expected.”

“There are no expectations outside of you being yourself, and you’re nailing that part.” His kind smile is followed by the usual pity grimace. “I’m sorry for your loss. How long has it been?”

“Last January marked two years.”

“And you haven’t dated in all that time?” His eyebrow shoots up. I shake my head. He blows out a puff of air. “It’s hard to believe you’ve been able to stay single so long.”

“Hard to believe I’ve been able to? Are you one of those men who thinks a woman can’t possibly take care of herself? That alone in the world with no man a woman is hopeless?” I sit forward. “I haven’t been looking for your flaws, but if that’s one, it’s a big one.”

“Good thing I’m not one of those men.” His chin dips. “I think a woman can do anything she puts her mind to. Not all women have a mind to use, but that’s a different topic. And, to be fair, all men don’t either.”

“Well, at least you’re fair about your sexism.”

I can’t help but smile over the way he laughs. He’s so charming. Especially when he leans over the table with that mischievous grin. “I’m not sexist. I’m just doing a terrible job delivering compliments to you tonight. What I meant, Mary, was to point out the fact that I would expect a lot of men, maybe all that have ever crossed your path, to be vying for even the smallest bit of your affection.”

“Then what I meant to say, John, was regardless of how others perceive me or what they desire, I’ve stayed single because I’m not ready to date. I only met you tonight because Kim guilt-tripped me into it. If I could have gotten out of the date, I would have.”

“That makes two of us then.”

“What?” My mouth falls open.

“I only found out about this date an hour before I was supposed to show up at The Charleston Club. Before that, I was under the impression I was having a guys’ night at a sports bar with Kevin.”

“They told me days ago you were expecting to meet me.”

“Nope.” His eyes narrow. “And trust me, I let Kevin know exactly what I thought about his blindside. Had I known you weren’t a willing participant either, I would have shown him where to shove it.”

They duped us both. “I hope the disappointment of your plans changing didn’t put you out too much.”

On his feet, he circles the table and pulls a chair as close as he can to mine. Cradling my hands in his, he searches my face. “I’m not put out in the least. And you’re looking at a man who is the exact opposite of disappointed. Please tell me you feel the same.”

I don’t want to. “I do.”

“Good.” He runs his lips over my palms. “That means this date will end on an even better note than it started on.”

“Agreed.” As long as that note isn’t hit in my bed. “Want some crackers? I might have some cheese to go with them.”


~13~

I had a few days to get used to the date idea. But from the way John’s describing chewing Kevin out, I don’t think a few days would have mattered for him. “At least it’s over now. You survived. And it sounds like Kevin won’t try this stunt with you again.”

His fingers softly glide along my wrist, a stark contrast to the bite in the air when he talks about Kevin. “I wish I had known I was meeting you, because I’m happy we’re getting to spend this time together. It’s just the principle of the thing, how they went about getting us together, that bothers me.”

It bothers me, too. “Why did Kevin intervene for you? I know why Kim bullied me, but you’re clearly open to dating and don’t have any problems in that area.” I saw that for myself tonight. Miniskirt was all too willing to hit any notes he wanted. Anywhere he wanted. And he didn’t look surprised by it.

His hand withdraws and he sits back in his chair. “I’m thirty-five and have never been married. People act like that’s a travesty against all things holy. But I can think of worse scenarios.”

“Like being widowed by thirty.”

“Absolutely.” He shifts. “I didn’t mean to sit here complaining when you’ve been through something so hard.”

“You weren’t complaining.” I smile. “You were being upset on principle.”

He chuckles, leaning














