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      I am officially a divorcee who is muddling through a midlife crisis. As if being single in my forties isn’t traumatizing enough, my ex tried to kill me, my best friend thinks orcs are coming after us, the town is convinced I’m a witch, and my daughter moved back in with me.

      These last few months have been a hectic ride, and the fun isn’t over yet. I’m in dire need of a job, so the smart thing would be to apply for some mind-numbing work. Something easy where all you have to do is show up. The bills must be paid.

      Instead, I’ve decided to go out on a scary limb and open my own shop.

      What was I thinking?

      As if I am not stressing enough, I am having a string of horrid luck. Attempted murder. Assault. Vandalism. Someone is trying to mess up my life.

      And I’m so done with it.

      I’ve been given a second chance. I am on my way to becoming a happier, healthier me, and I am not letting anyone screw that up.

      But what am I supposed to do when the line between reality and the impossible starts to blur? Do I see a doctor for medication or begin to accept that, just maybe, magic does exist? And would somebody please find my ex-husband? He’s escaped jail and is apparently threatening to kill me again.

      #PWF
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      On December fourteenth, Canadian Corrections confirmed that Martin Dunrobin— currently being held without bail for attempted murder, assault, and arson—had escaped from a minimum-security prison in Southern Ontario. Per a news release, Mr. Dunrobin failed to appear during a head count, leading prison staff to discover the inmate was no longer contained within the facility.  A search for his whereabouts is underway.

      Martin Dunrobin was arrested several months ago in connection with numerous arsons, including that of his own home. At the time, Naomi Rousseau, his ex-wife, was living inside the home. While Mr. Dunrobin claims he never intended any harm, the prosecution is arguing that this was a murder attempt. After the fire that destroyed their family home, Ms. Rousseau moved away. Mr. Dunrobin is alleged to have followed his ex-wife to Canada, where he proceeded to stalk, harass, and even vandalize local businesses she happened to be a patron of. Mr. Dunrobin was arrested by the Royal Canadian Mounted Police and deemed a danger to reoffend. Bail was denied while he waits for his court date.

      At this time, it is not known how Mr. Dunrobin managed to escape; however, authorities are concerned about his current state of mind. A prison guard, who wished to remain anonymous, spoke of horrible things written on Mr. Dunrobin’s cell walls. In his words, “Very sick shit.” The escaped prisoner is considered to be armed and dangerous.

      If you think you’ve seen Martin Dunrobin, do not engage. Please lock your doors and contact your local law enforcement.
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      The massive dragon head rose from the water, the ridges giving it a menacing shape. Its muzzle clamped shut, hiding its massive maw, its eyes alight with white fire. The only noise came from the water dripping from its moist, scaly skin.

      Its unblinking gaze was fixed on me, keeping me frozen in place—which didn’t seem like a great idea because, when it smiled, its jaw unhinged and showed off its rather pointed teeth. There existed a strong possibility the dragon in the lake was related to a piranha. Which actually made it even worse. In the movie I’d watched featuring those sharp-toothed buggers, the water churned red when they fed. And if one was bad, imagine two or three of them.

      I swallowed hard as I stared at the trio of bobbing heads, suspended on long necks. Or was it their bodies? Didn’t matter as they undulated and weaved over me.

      No amount of Kegels in the world would have stopped me from peeing myself a bit.

      What else could I do with a three-headed water monster swaying in front of me? It wasn’t as if I had a sword like some jacked-up superhero. I didn’t have a gun or even a fishing rod.

      I had legs, but apparently they’d stopped working. I glanced down at my feet that suddenly weighed a gazillion tons. Trying to lift them proved impossible. I didn’t move the slightest bit.

      If I could have, I would have run like I’d never run in my life, because I just knew this wouldn’t end well. While I couldn’t twitch a muscle, I could panic like a champ. My breathing hardened, huffing pants with a hint of holy-crap squeak. Those heads wove in slowly, moving closer. Ding Ding Ding. Lunch is served.

      On the menu today, Naomi Tartare.

      Run.

      What was the point? I knew my limitations.

      Run, you idiot.

      My inner voice turned rude, but it had a point. I really should do something other than gape in petrified horror as the open maw on the middle head descended.

      Move!

      Too late. I was engulfed, which resulted in me marinating my pants. I also yodeled. “Argh!” Any moment, I expected the sharp crunch as I got chewed to bits.

      It swallowed me! I stiffened, and then I went completely nuts, rolling and thrusting with arms and legs, only to be confined. Trapped.

      Caught in my comforter.

      The realization I fought my blanket caused me to pause. I hadn’t been eaten. Yay.

      On the boo side, I really had peed myself. Getting old sucked. And it was more work, too! I’d have to wash the comforter, which was not how I wanted to start my day. Lying still, I blew at a hank of hair strung across my sweaty face.

      Why me?

      I should have been happy I’d woken in my bed, uneaten. Yet not only had I wet myself, I appeared to be wrapped in a tight cocoon. It took some grunting and effort, but I eventually managed to free an arm and a leg. However, my attempt to extricate my second arm saw me rolling off the edge of the bed onto the floor.

      Damn. Oops.

      Another one of my fine moments. I was on a roll this morning. Hello, I am Naomi Rousseau, hitting the other side of forty, divorced, still about thirty pounds overweight, and, despite all my attempts, not quite winning at life. Did I mention I was clumsy, too?

      I used to have a gym teacher, a kind man, who claimed my lack of coordination came from being left dominant. A lefty who smeared all her schoolwork, the blue pen staining the side of my hand all through high school. The struggle was real.

      Then there was the stigma of being left-handed. There was a cashier at the grocery store that used to perform the sign against evil whenever she saw me, and I am pretty sure I once heard her mutter something about me going to hell.

      Going to hell because I wrote with the less dominant hand. Seemed a little extreme to me. Meriting a spot in Hades should be a little more difficult, say like having dirty thoughts about random men. I’d been doing that a lot lately.

      I’d heard stories about women getting horny when they hit midlife. I’d assumed it was a myth. I’d not felt anything at all when I was married to Martin. Barely the slightest interest and the few times I did get in the mood—usually by reading an excellent book—I took care of business myself—quickly, with sticky fingers and a hint of shame as if I did something tawdry.

      Of late, I’d gotten over that mental block. I had to because, once I’d accepted being single, my body went into carnal overdrive. Suddenly I became very interested in sex—and my lack of.  I wanted to get laid. If only I could get the nerve to date.

      Maybe I’d be brave enough if I lost a few more pounds.

      I was pretty sure I’d lost at least two wrestling my blanket. I certainly breathed a little hard. I lay on the floor for a moment, resting. I could do that most of the time without screwing it up.

      The ceiling overhead soothed with its glow-in-the-dark pattern. Using a luminescent paint, I’d traced the odd symbols etched in the beams that held up the roofline. Those marks were repeated throughout the house, along with other symbols. I had no idea what they meant or if they were just decorative. I enjoyed looking at the pattern they made. Especially in my room. At night, if I stared long enough, I’d swear they moved. The sigils appeared as if they floated and formed shapes that I could almost understand.

      Crazy. Just like my recurring nightmare about Maddy the lake monster was nuts. I’d recently debunked the whole haunted lake myth.

      Can you believe, when I first moved into my grandma’s cottage after my house burnt down, the whole town actually believed we had a mythical creature problem? Even I’d almost succumbed to the mania for a bit until I discovered a company had taken over the old mill in town and was experimenting with a new geological digging tool. Lo and behold, in the dark, at night, their machine to mine lake mud looked just like a monster.

      People, being superstitious by nature, freaked out. It didn’t help that Airgeadsféar—the company with an unpronounceable name—was so secretive. Especially with their business dealings. The company had snatched up more than three-quarters of the properties in town. The inhabitants that remained were either determined never to move or were holding out for a bigger payout.

      I belonged to the former category. The cottage I’d inherited from my grandma wasn’t for sale. As for the store I’d purchased with the funds I’d recently acquired? Mine. All mine. Not that I had any idea what to do with it.

      For a brief time, I’d entertained this grandiose idea of opening my own bookstore, only the town had one already and wasn’t populated enough for two. Serving food, even coffee, didn’t appeal. If I wanted to make tips, I could waitress part time for Orville at Maddy’s, the local diner.

      There was a grocery store already, plus a hardware shop, leaving me with few options. I couldn’t cut hair or do nails, and I had no sense of style according to my friends.

      Nor would I open up a psychic shop like my daughter, Winnie—born Wendy Abigail Dunrobin—kept suggesting. Although, with the townsfolk believing I was descended from witches, it might actually work, but I was keeping that as a last resort.

      “You okay up there? I heard a thump,” Winnie shouted up the stairs from the first floor.

      “Fine,” I hollered back as the child of my loins checked on my wellbeing.

      We’d come a long way in the last few months. From her living in the United States still and barely speaking to me to her moving in. It wasn’t always the smoothest of arrangements. We still had work to do repairing our relationship, but we were closer than I could have ever hoped.

      If only I could get to the same level of understanding with my son.

      One kid at a time.

      I untangled myself from my comforter and noticed the time. Just after seven. Winnie would be going to work soon. It was more than a thirty-minute drive into the next town. I hated to think of her driving that far on a single-lane highway once the snow started flying, but there weren’t many other options.

      Since my shop wasn’t yet open for business, I couldn’t exactly hire her, and Winnie insisted on having her own funds. I was fine with that, as I only had a limited amount that I’d have to dole out carefully just in case the new career as a shop owner didn’t pan out.

      I could get by for at least a year if I kept things lean. But I really didn’t want to deplete the stash left from the divorce. I needed this store to make some money. And soon.

      What was I thinking?

      Not for the first time since making that leap, I questioned my decision. What made me think I could run a business? I’d been a homemaker for most of my adult life. I’d never managed anything other than a household. And I did a kick-butt job at it. So good in fact that both my children basically stopped talking to me and my husband had an affair and left.

      I’d failed my marriage, my kids, and myself. What made me think I could actually do this?

      I splashed water on my face as the familiar panic had me wishing I’d never bought the shop. It was a lot less stressful working for someone else.

      Maybe I should accept the offer to work at the gas station. Darryl, the owner—and one of the guys who made my lady parts tingle—had offered me any shift I wanted. But if I worked for him, then I’d have to say no to his casual offer of dinner. I knew better than to date my boss. And I really wanted to date Darryl, so that job was off the table.

      I could always talk to Orville. Despite Marjorie going back to work, he’d said I was welcome to pop in anytime if I needed some extra cash.

      If the shop failed, I at least had options. Was it wrong to miss the days no one in town would let me work or pay for anything because they thought I was a witch? In retrospect, I should have enjoyed it more. But no, dumb me had to prove I wasn’t a hexing sorceress and that nothing bad would happen to them if they treated me like a normal person. On the contrary, bad things only seemed to happen to me.

      After rinsing my face, I brushed my teeth then winced as I went after my hair. The shower the night before hadn’t rid me of the paint that had dried strands of it together in clumps.

      Since I couldn’t afford to hire someone to renovate the interior of my new shop, I did it myself. Nothing major, though. My skills went no further than cleaning and painting. The first I did well, the latter… I somehow always ended up covered in it. Winnie teased I didn’t need to buy rollers. I could just rub myself on the walls. Brat. Even if it was true.

      I pulled my hair up in a sloppy bun, a style I’d have eschewed not so long ago, but I rather liked how it looked. It went well with my baggy sweatshirt and leggings.

      As I emerged from the bathroom, Winnie yelled, “You having breakfast? Or is this a fasting day?”

      My belly grumbled, but it did that every morning. “Just coffee for me,” I shouted down. I’d added an extra element to my low-carb dieting. Intermittent fasting. Having read many articles and following a few blogs and vlogs, I felt as if it were the next step in my weight loss journey. More than eighty pounds gone now.

      Well, technically, three hundred and ten if my weighty ex-husband counted. I never realized just how much Martin held me back until we divorced. At the time, I didn’t take it well. But now… I wish he’d dumped me years ago.

      Putting on my pants, I realized they were too loose to stay up on their own. Might be time to scale down another size. I hadn’t been this small since I got pregnant with my first kid. The addition of extra physical work prepping the store also meant I was in the best shape I’d been in a decade. If not more.

      I ended up using a thin fabric scarf that my best friend, Trish, had given me as a belt. But that was only a temporary solution. I’d need new clothes. The question being, would I dress like a mom, as I’d been doing for so long, or opt for something more daring? I’d gotten a few shirts in bold colors that had some shape that accentuated my positives.

      Maybe time for some jeans? I’d not worn them in awhile, preferring the stretchy variety of pants. In my younger days, I used to live in denim. Time to rediscover that love.

      Entering the kitchen, I noted Wendy sitting at the table, munching on some buttered toast. It looked delicious, but it was bad for me.

      A lifelong addiction to carbs and no self-control led to me gaining a lot of weight, which, in turn, snowballed into health problems and self-esteem issues. Which exacerbated my anxiety and led to, you guessed it, more eating.

      I’d broken that cycle, but it was a daily struggle. I missed delicious things like toast and French fries. But you know what I liked even more? Getting up in the morning with knees that didn’t hurt and being able to shop anywhere I liked and finding clothes that fit.

      I aimed for the coffee pot and poured a cup of coffee that I lightened with a dash of heavy cream. I took a gulp and sighed in satisfaction as the caffeine filled me. Morning just wasn’t right without it.

      I turned and leaned against the counter as I sipped. Wendy browsed something on her phone as she ate her second piece of toast, this time dabbing a bit of jam on it.

      “You working all day?” I asked.

      “Mmhmm.” She swallowed before saying, “I have a dinner date right after, so don’t wait up for me.”

      My daughter had gotten over the breakup that brought her to live with me and was seeing new people. Lucky. I’d yet to figure out who I was and what I wanted.

      I want to get laid.

      The thought hit, and I choked on my coffee, spraying it everywhere. As I heaved and hacked, with Wendy slamming me on the back, it occurred to me I’d never find someone interested in me romantically. I was a mess.

      “You going to live?” my daughter asked as my attempt to drown myself with coffee failed.

      “Barely,” I croaked.

      She laughed. “There’s the spirit. You heading over to the shop?”

      I nodded. “Although I told Marjorie I’d take over for her at the diner late afternoon so she and Trish can go out for dinner. It’s their six-month anniversary.”

      “Good for them. We’ll have to remember to send them flowers when they hit their one year.” Her use of “we” never failed to warm me. Her tone turned uber casual as she said, “So, hey, remember how I was saying maybe your store needs to be multipurpose? My boss was telling me he knows a guy who knows a guy with a line on genuine healing crystals.”

      “I thought we agreed no psychic stuff.”

      “No, you decided. I still say you need to expand the scope of your offerings.”

      Which thus far were antiques I had no use for that I’d found in the cottage. Funny how no matter how many I located and put aside, I still found more. According to Trish, it was the house providing me what I needed. Which was nuts. Houses didn’t just magically create stuff. It was just that the place was so cluttered we couldn’t keep track of it all. That made more sense.

      “Come on, Winnie. Psychic crystals?” I couldn’t help the mom tone. “I can’t with good conscience sell something I don’t believe in.”

      “You and your morals.” Winnie rolled her eyes and laughed. “I think you forgot to give me any, which is why if my date goes well you shouldn’t expect me back until really, really late.” My daughter bent down to kiss me on the cheek. “So feel free to have a guest over. Or two. Whatever floats your boat.”

      My cheeks flamed. “Winnie! I would never.”

      “Maybe you should. I hear the only thing better than two guys in bed is three.” Winnie winked as she sauntered out the door.

      Whereas I shook my head and smiled. Our relationship had evolved since my separation with Martin. It was one of the highlights of being single again. My daughter was now talking to me. I’d even go so far as to say we were friends.

      And apparently friends teased each other about their sex lives. Even nonexistent ones.

      Before heading into town and my shop, I tidied the house. I parked in the alley around the back, but rather than enter the nondescript gray metal door, I headed to the front. There was something I enjoyed about entering like a customer would.

      As I exited the alley for the sidewalk, I glanced across the street at the completed bookstore. It sported a vintage style, the owner having opted to stain its outdoor wood trim, giving it an old library feel. A banner hung in its window, stating in large letters: Open. I really needed to get my shop off the ground and quickly so I could take advantage of any traffic the bookstore managed to gather.

      Turning away, I admired my own shop. The wood trim was freshly painted. I’d done my best to fill in the gouges beforehand with plaster. The two big windows, currently covered in paper, would showcase my wares. If we ever got foot traffic, attractive displays would draw them in. Winnie offered to take pictures for the internet. Something about setting me up with an online store and some business social media accounts.

      First, I needed a functioning store. Stepping close, I dug into my pocket for the large metal key that fit into the very old lock. When I bought the place, I’d spent the first day scrubbing at the tarnished metal, bringing back its brassy shine. Not the most efficient use of my time, and yet it brought me pleasure. An antique store should have antique locks.

      As I entered, the little bell strung to the door rang. Ding-a-ling. Winnie hated it, but I loved the sound. It made me nostalgic for a different time when life seemed less hectic. I knew I was being sentimental over something that probably never existed, but there was something about watching movies from those eras, a sense of class we didn’t see much of anymore.

      The paint had dried since my last visit. As I walked around the shop, I ran my fingers over the fresh surface. A faint giddiness filled me. I could finally start to place items. It took some grunting and heaving to bring in the furniture to hold my wares.

      The big bookcase was originally muscled in with Trish’s help. Alone I couldn’t exactly carry it, which was where the wool blanket I kept in my trunk came in handy. I leaned that bookcase up enough to shove the blanket under. Then leaned the other side to even out the fabric.

      After that, it slid quite easily across the wood floors. I’d not been able to have them stained—too expensive—but I’d washed and oiled them. I heaved the bookcase into place and then tilted it again to pull out the blanket.

      I’d done it. One done, tons more to go. Ugh.

      I shoved the sweaty strands of hair out of my face. Rather than move the next big piece, I chose to bring a box of things over. The shelves were perfect for showcasing the fragile porcelain pieces I’d found, figurines and dishes. I sat a few items on some hand-crocheted lace doilies. The old linen tablecloths with matching napkins were folded into a large wicker basket and set beside the bookcase on the floor. At the bottom of a box, I found the very carefully wrapped china set. It would be perfect for the front window, currently covered in paper.

      Glancing around and seeing the place looking like an actual store, I realized it was time. Time to reveal what I’d accomplished.

      Grabbing a garbage bag, ammonia spray, and paper towel, I crawled into the bay window with its built-in shelf and began peeling off the paper covering. I had to stand to reach the highest pieces. As I stretched, my shirt tugged upwards, which was when a tap at the window drew my attention.

      I glanced down from my perch to see an unwelcome—yet still handsome, damn him—face.

      Kane. After getting drunk one night, I’d made out with him in a parking lot with no idea how I got there. Trish thought he cast a spell on me. I wondered if I’d experienced my first roofie.

      Either way, my actions were out of character, so I avoided him when possible. But in a town this small, it was inevitable I’d run into him, and each time he discomfited me.

      To be fair, despite my dislike of Kane, he still made me wet my panties—in a good way. He was the epitome of good-looking older guy with silver in his hair and a face that had creases in the right places. Another thing to his credit? He didn’t peek up my shirt like a creep or stare at my almost eye-level crotch. He looked at my face, held my gaze as if he found me interesting.

      Which I couldn’t figure out. I wasn’t some hot babe who’d aged well. I had crow’s feet and gray in my hair. Weight loss didn’t leave me flawless. Gaining so much left its mark in loose hanging skin around the middle and boobs that needed a bra. Then there were the stretch marks. Silvery things now, but they were all over my body. I looked my age, which wasn’t meant to disparage but act as a reality check. I’d accepted what I’d done to myself, even as I still worked on accepting myself as I was. What I couldn’t get was why a man like Kane—a renowned architect who’d been photographed with some of the most beautiful women in the world—would pay me any attention.

      Screw what people said about men being attracted to minds. I called bull on that. That first night when he’d kissed me, we’d barely talked. He had no idea of my politics, beliefs, nothing. But he did know the taste of me and how I moaned when he sucked on my tongue.

      Funny how I could remember parts of the kiss, but not other bits.

      Tap. Tap.

      He rapped on the glass, but I ignored him. I had nothing to say.

      Kane stood there for only a second longer before he left, and I let out a breath. Look at me, ghosting a guy.

      I yanked some more tape.

      Ding-a-ling.

      “We’re closed,” I yelled over my shoulder.

      “Would you really turn down a potential customer?” Kane’s smooth timber hit me like a spoonful of hot caramel. It slid, sweet and delicious, into me. It felt so good, even as I knew it was so bad for me.

      Ignoring him was no longer an option. I sat down on the edge of the bay window and eyeballed Kane. “How can you be a client when you don’t even know what I have to sell?”

      “Word on the street is you’ll be dealing in antiques.”

      “People are talking about my store?” I brightened.

      “Does one person count?” he replied.

      “Marjorie.” I could see her telling people at the diner that I’d be opening soon.

      “She told me you’re planning to sell antiques.”

      “Are you a collector?” Despite my dislike of him, I’d take his money if he bought something.

      “I guess you could say that I am. I am fascinated with the past.”

      “What do you collect?” I asked, climbing out of the window.

      I tried not to imagine how dusty and sweaty I looked. I wasn’t interested in Kane. He’d probably slipped me something that night in the bar. More than likely if I’d been in my right mind, I would have never kissed him.

      Lie.

      My own mind accused me. I hated it was right. Kane was tall, much taller than me, and broader than I recalled. Handsome. Handsome enough I wondered what would happen if I pressed my lips to his.

      As if he sensed my thoughts, his gaze flickered for just a second to my mouth.

      Heat licked me in a place that made me want to cross my legs.

      “I collect only the finest of things.” He stared at me a moment longer before he turned and headed for my bookcase and its eclectic figurine collection. “I like to be intrigued.” He lifted the shepherdess with her curved crook and the sheep at her feet.

      “I wouldn’t have taken you for the type to collect knickknacks.”

      “Ah yes, because you’ve learned so much about me from our brief encounters.” He cast me a side eye, and I almost blushed in shame.

      I’d made more than one assumption about him, especially once I saw how much Jace, my next-door neighbor, appeared to dislike his half-brother, Kane.

      “Why are you really here?” I asked. Because I highly doubted he had a sudden need for the junk lying around my cottage. Nice junk, which, according to my research, would fetch tidy little sums with the right buyers.

      “Can’t a man pop in and say hello to a paramour?” His dark gaze flashed with amusement.

      “We aren’t lovers,” I huffed.

      “We would have been if not interrupted.”

      He was so cocky. So sure of himself. I wanted to knock him down a peg. Or three. “I was drunk.”

      “Implying that you wouldn’t have kissed me if sober.” His lips quirked. “I assure you, Ms. Rousseaux, I am even more delightful when all your senses can be fully engaged.”

      “Says you. I don’t plan on finding out.” I managed a sassy retort, the perfect comeback that was at war with my racing pulse. There was something kind of heady about having a man like Kane flirting with me.

      Obviously, he was after something. Why else would he bother? But the woman in me, the one dumped and sorely abused by her husband of over twenty years, needed the ego boost.

      Kane set the figurine back down on the shelf. “If only I had time for your challenge. Alas, my business will be taking me out of town for a while.”

      “Where?”

      “Home.”

      “You don’t live here?”

      “Sorry, I should have said, the place where I grew up. I need to attend some business.”

      “Going to be gone awhile?”

      “Perhaps. Are you going to miss me?” He flashed me a smile.

      “Why would I miss you? I haven’t seen you in weeks.”

      “Is that a complaint?”

      “More an observation that you’re not actually a part of my life.”

      “Which is probably a good thing for you. You don’t want to be involved with me.” An ominous reply.

      I snorted. “Is this supposed to be reverse psychology? I reject you so you’re trying the bad-boy, forbidden-fruit angle?”

      His expression appeared even more amused. “Do you think me bad?”

      “I think you’re up to no good.”

      “Which is why you want me.”

      “Do not.” A hot retort that was also such a lie.

      “If I only had the time to prove you wrong.”

      What did that mean? Was he going to kiss me again?

      Would I stop him?

      I needed him to go before I found out. “Don’t let me keep you. Have a good trip.”

      “Is that all you wish to say?” he asked, stepping closer to me. “Not going to offer a more intimate goodbye?”

      “I don’t hug thugs.”

      His lips quirked. “And here I thought women were attracted to rogues.”

      Oh, we were. Damn him. I stared up at him, the cologne he wore tickling my nose with its subtle musky scent. He loomed over me and stared right back. It was hotter than I’d have expected.

      His gaze flicked to my mouth… Oh the temptation. It wouldn’t take much to kiss him.

      Kiss a man I didn’t know. A man I didn’t like.

      What the heck?
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      I frowned and stepped back.

      Kane’s expression registered surprise then nothing, as if he’d dropped a mask and all the warm fuzzies left with it.

      Weird how one second he could make me want to drop my panties and the next I could say, “I think you should leave now.”

      “For now. But I will see you soon.” Why did he make it sound so ominous?

      The bells jingled as he left, and I crossed the shop quickly to lock the door in case he tried to come back. As I reached for the bolt, he turned and smiled at me through the window.

      My nipples tightened, and something squeezed down below. What was going on with me? Some women had pre-menopause hot flashes. I had a case of the lusting. Pressing my lips—and thighs—tight, I locked the door and yanked down the shade.

      The pulse between my legs went for a few more beats before subsiding.

      That man. How he confused me, but even more, my body’s reaction baffled.

      I didn’t trust or like Kane. If ever a guy oozed a “stay away, I’m bad news” vibe it was him. Yet he also made me wet.

      These days he wasn’t the only one to get my motor running. I eyeballed men like I would a hunk of steak, looking for something juicy I could sink my teeth into. It was disconcerting, especially because it kept happening. Even worse, I didn’t just crave one man; I craved many. I didn’t know how it happened, but since the divorce, I’d become a horny teenager.

      Something happened to me when my husband asked for a divorce. I went from having no sex life to wanting one. Now every guy I met went through some mental checklist.

      Single? Employed? Not too old? Not too young?

      I judged all the guys I ran into. Had a few that I wouldn’t have minded getting to know better. Darryl, for example, had asked me to dinner. Jace, the next-door neighbor, kept popping by and offering to do manly stuff for me, like stacking wood. Even Orville appeared to be flirting in his own way, concocting low-carb dishes that he insisted I try.

      Then there was Kane, the most untrustworthy of them all. He thought I’d care if he went away?

      He was right. I did. I was happy he’d be gone because I wanted nothing to do with him.

      I’d taken a step from the door when there was a knock. Immediately, my body tightened. He’d come back. My hand went to my hair. Had he come to insist on a goodbye kiss? How should I reply?

      The fact I even wondered gave me the answer. I turned from the door.

      Tap. Tap. “Naomi? You in there?”

      It wasn’t Kane, and I suddenly felt stupid for even thinking it might be. I recognized the voice. Darryl. I quickly spun
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