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      “Let me in!” a husky voice growls outside my door.

      Squinting through the peep hole, a man unfamiliar to me leers back, his murky brown eyes glaring right at me as if he can see me through the door. A cold sweat trickles down my spine, but I don’t back away. I watch him semi paralyzed with fear, noting every detail from his worn tank top that stretches across a broad chest, to the words Port Pirates MC tattooed in crude lettering along the neckline. More greenish black tattoos wrap around his arms. A gun is tucked into his pants.

      The gun alone should drive me to action, send me running for my phone to call for help but instead I stay rooted where I am staring into the eyes of a killer.

      His monstrous fists pound harder on the door. It shudders with every blow. The metal hinges and deadbolt are no match for him, and one shot from his gun will shred my deadbolt to pieces. Splintering sounds stop my heart. He’s so close to beating down my door. Faltering back a step, only partially breaking free from my panic, a dizziness clouds my vision while my lungs refuse to breathe. I have been so careful. More than careful, I have practically deleted my entire life.

      “You aren’t getting out alive,” he whispers through the door.

      I bite back a yelp, staggering back another step from the door. The door hinges are no longer flush with the frame, they are on the verge of being ripped off. Still, I stand frozen in fear. What do you do when Death stares right at you? This cannot be the end. I’m not ready for it to be the end. I dared to believe I could get away, but maybe fate has other plans.

      “I’ll get inside! I’ll smash this fucking door down!” The menace in his voice growing with impatience.

      Thunderous cracks rip through my apartment, rattling everything in its place. Move Dawn! Now!  Tip toeing away, I shudder with every slam of his fist, trying desperately to push away my fear. If I want to get out of here alive and in one piece, I need to think.

      I won’t get help from my neighbors. I live on the shadier side of town where no one snitches or comes to your aide. They probably think I owe the guy money. My tiny apartment only has one way out; through the very door Death is knocking on. Snatching my phone, I wait until I’m halfway down the hallway towards my bedroom before I dial the only person who can help, Sarah.

      Everything goes silent. He has stopped his pounding as if he is listening to the ringing of my phone. Pick up! I beg while my heart beats violently within my chest. With every ring, a choking sob escapes my throat. My door looks exhausted as it sits off center in its frame. One good kick will send it flying and spell my end.

      “Dawn. Now is not a good time,” Sarah sighs into the phone. Even her impatient tone is relief to my ears.

      Right then, my door explodes. Splinters of wood fly across the room. Out of instinct, I duck, unable to hold back a scream. A gaping hole appears in the middle of the door, the door itself giving out before its hinges. A meaty hand reaches through the ragged opening and tugs and rips at the door, taking it apart in splintered chunks. I am almost out of time with no real plan.

      “Someone’s breaking in!” I cry into my phone.

      Please don’t let this be the end, I plead silently. Tears blur my vision. Still crouched down, I freeze.  Once again fear has taken control of my body. It doesn’t drive me to action. Instead it paralyzes me, rendering me defenseless.

      “Hide now! I’m on my way,” Sarah’s voice pulls me from my blind panic. Her tone is calm.

      The phone trembles in my hand, and I nod my head as if she can see me. I do my best to pull myself together. It’s hard, but I’m not ready to give up.

      The man’s arm is sticking through the hole in the door, his hand is feeling along the frame, close to finding the deadbolt as I bolt to my bedroom.

      I lock my bedroom door. It isn’t enough. Grabbing my dresser, I shove with a strength I have never possessed before, and it topples over. Drawers fly open. My clothes spill at my feet. It will buy me some time. All the hiding places available in the small room are obvious: in my closet or under my bed. My bathroom is on the other side of my bed. Maybe I can fold myself to fit underneath the tiny sink cabinet.

      Hearing a slam—probably my front door— vibrate my apartment, I rush around my bed towards my bathroom. I realize too late that my sink cabinet is too small. Now I am really trapped with nowhere to hide.

      Window! my foggy, panic-frozen brain commands. Clambering onto the toilet, I slide open the window. I whimper when I stare down the two-story drop. Darkness swallows the pavement below. I’m staring into a bottomless pit.

      Clicking noises as a hand twists my locked bedroom doorknob remind me I haven’t any choices here. Can I survive a fall from this height? My choice made, if you could even call it a choice, I punch out the screen and maneuver one leg up while gripping the top of the window frame. With shaking hands, I somehow pull myself up. It’s a tight squeeze, but I am able to turn and slide my other leg through. My legs dangle out the window. The windowsill digs into the back of my thighs. My head inside the window, I can no longer see the descent I am about to make. Twisting to see, I look down, and I see only my grave. Sucking in a deep breath—my fear brought to a whole new level—I brace myself for the fall and begin to slide my shoulders and head through the window.

      An explosion of sounds bursts forth from my bedroom. A crash that can only be my dresser sends shock waves throughout the apartment. Curses, clothes and broken wood fly across the room.

      I hear siren sounds in the distance. Sliding back onto the windowsill, relief floods through my system. I can’t help but hiccup a nervous laugh. Help is coming.

      “You fucking bitch!” The man screams as a broken drawer is hurled into the bathroom, smashing against my mirror and shattering it. I nearly lose my grip and glass shards spray over me.

      Whomever he is, Death, he is livid. His breath heaves in and out from the exertion I put him through. He stares at me in the window from across the room. Seconds tick by. I wonder if he thought this was going to be an easy job.

      The sirens grow louder, but I don’t dare take my eyes off the man. What is he waiting for?

      Then he decides, pulling the gun from his belt.

      I don’t think or hesitate. I jump.
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          ~ CLINT ~

        

      

    

    
      You know what I hate more than green beans, rap music and the Raiders? Crowds. And tonight, Benny’s Bar is crowded. Half the town of Peak Valley has packed themselves in for Benny’s Wednesday special: domestic $10 pitchers. More of the town will file in as the night wears on, if not for the cheap beer than for Benny’s legendary cheeseburger. You won’t find one better. It’s the best in the county.

      It’s not as if the people of Peak Valley have many options. We are a small town with only two bars. Benny’s is on the edge of town, the outskirts really. We call it the industrial side, but others call it the wrong side of the tracks. You’ll find old lumber warehouses, farming equipment dealers, and my auto body shop with its own salvage yard out back. The best part about my shop is it’s across the street from Benny’s.

      The other side of Peak Valley is where all the small-town charm resides. Boutiques and cafes are smashed side by side with old-fashioned streetlights, decorative benches and flower beds overflowing with color. Almost every weekend there is an event that has Main Street closed. Luckily, Peak Valley doesn’t experience traffic, so no one seems to mind, including me, the town recluse. I am not a recluse by nature. I like hanging at Benny’s. I just prefer to be left alone. I grew up in Peak Valley. Most the people here have known me all my life, yet they cannot seem to get over how much I look like my father. He was a giant back when he was alive. Mean as hell too, and the town seems to think he passed all his genes on to me.

      All my brothers were blessed with our father’s height but only I’m the spitting image of him. When you grow up in a small town like Peak Valley, one that harbors preconceived notions, it’s hard getting out from under your father’s shadow. So you stick with your own kind and the four of us Colson boys became inseparable. We were too young to know any better, so instead of proving the town wrong, we embraced our rebel reputation. I cannot say I was surprised when my brothers one by one, moved away, but having been surrounded by them all my life, it wasn’t hard to slip into a reclusive lifestyle. Sometimes, I think I should have left too. The town doesn’t see me. They see my father. Charming Peak Valley maybe but don’t let the charm fool you. Most of the folks around here have long memories and are too stubborn to open their eyes.

      Luke, my oldest brother, always had a way with people. He is a natural born leader, but despite his military background, he has a habitual problem with being late to everything. He claims he cannot help it, but I think he’s just being a douche bag who likes to be fashionable late. When he returned home from the military, he somehow managed to charm the town and became a local hero to all; except one, Amber, the night bartender at Benny’s Bar.

      It’s Amber who greets me tonight over the noise of the people drinking on the other side of the bar as I enter Benny’s.

      “Hey Clint, I haven’t seen you for a while,” Amber shouts.

      I take a seat at the end of the bar where no one else is sitting. It’s quieter, tucked into the corner cast in shadows. It’s the perfect spot to people watch and be left alone.

      “Your usual?”

      “Make it two.”

      “Two?” she asks with a smile and raised eyebrows. “You finally giving the female race a chance?”

      “Luke’s coming.” I chuckle when she rolls her eyes. It’s no surprise Luke chose Benny’s Bar to meet up. No matter what Amber does, she cannot seem to push him away. He deserves her cold shoulder too. Years ago, he and Amber used to date, and neither of them have gotten over it. A few months into dating Amber, some chic from Luke’s past claimed he was the father of her unborn baby. She was almost 7 months along and adamant it was Luke’s kid. Doing what he believed was right, he ended things with Amber. Luke had just graduated from high school, but Amber was going into her junior year. He thought he was doing her a favor, letting her off the hook. Instead, he broke Amber’s heart, but he wasn’t around to see it. He signed with the Marines, so he would have a means to help care for the baby. He left for basic training almost immediately. During his first tour, he learned the baby wasn’t his. Even heroes can have a tarnished cape. Since his return, Amber has refused to give Luke the time of day.

      “Dawn. Come meet Clint,” Amber yells towards the kitchen door, behind the bar. “You remember my sister Sarah?” She points to a brunette at the opposite end of the bar.

      I nod a wave towards her.  She was a few years younger than me in school, in my younger brother Eric’s class, I think. I doubt we have ever uttered a word to each other but when you come from a small town, everyone knows everyone even if you don’t run in the same circles.

      I have lived in Peak Valley my entire life, except a couple of years after high school when I went to trade school to become a mechanic. My brothers and I were just small boys, barely teenagers, when a car accident took our mother’s life. One day she was in my life, and the next she wasn’t. The police told us she died quickly, but it brought little comfort. I hope she knew I loved her. Dad took it the hardest, and it wasn’t long before he forgot all about us boys and took up the bottle. I used to think my dad was a hero. I was proud when people would tell me that I looked just like him, but then he became the town drunk. His reputation around town changed. He turned into a mean bastard. Now when the town stares at me, the spitting image of Rusty Colson, they only see a giant bully and steer clear. It’s not like I’ve ever done anything to anyone, but I haven’t tried to change anyone’s mind either.

      Despite the world’s harsh realities, us Colson boys survived and turned out to be semi-decent men. Well, Jax, my youngest brother has me a little concerned. He was only two years old when mom died. He grew up wild, causing trouble everywhere he went, harmless crap that didn’t hurt anybody. He was a good kid and can be a good man. He just has too much bullshit and a lot of balls. I have never met a person as fearless. Now, he’s on some cross-country motorcycle trip. Hopefully growing up.

      Eric my other younger brother is a Private Investigator in Dallas, happy to be as far away from Peak Valley as he dares to get. He would make a great detective, but his idea of justice doesn’t always align with our judicial system. He is the most selfish and arrogant son of a bitch you will ever meet, with a giant chip on his shoulder, but when you need him, he’s there for you. Once you get past his thick skin, he’s a giant softy at the core.

      It was during Eric’s senior year when our father drank himself into an early grave. For years, his health was failing, but we all hoped he would hang on until I finished trade school. After his death, Eric insisted I finish my education. So, I did. Later, Jax told me about the wrestling scholarship Eric turned down. He should have accepted the scholarship. Trade school could have waited, but Eric made his decision, and I can’t change it no matter how much I wish I could.

      “There you are.” Amber turns her attention towards the kitchen. “I want to introduce you to someone.”

      A pair of beautiful blue eyes peer over at me from the kitchen doorway, sucking the very breath from my lungs. They are unlike any color of blue I have ever seen. They bewitch me, ensnaring me into their sweet trap. All too suddenly, they look away, and I want to protest, make a scene, anything to get those strange blue eyes to look my way again. Still transfixed, I watch the owner of those entrancing eyes make her way towards me.

      She’s tiny, maybe a little over a hundred pounds, standing a few inches over five feet tall. Her face beautiful looks on the young side, maybe in her mid-twenties.

      “Clint, my cousin Dawn Baker. Dawn. This is Clint Colson. He owns the auto body shop across the street.” Amber makes her introductions, gesturing to each of us. Dawn flashes a shy smile, not looking at me as I extend my hand.  When she looks from my hand to my eyes, I finally get another glimpse of those bewitching blue eyes. Only this time, I see more than their uniqueness. I see their sadness and a deep loneliness. Lifting her eyebrows, she seems worried, but takes my hand with one hand while tucking a strand of platinum blonde hair behind her ear with the other. The moment her dainty little hand slides into mine, tingles tickle up my arm. It’s a quick shake. She breaks it off first. Her blue eyes widen, and I wonder if she felt the tingles too. For a moment she reminds me of a cornered animal with a deer-in-the-headlight look in her eyes. The look sparks a primal instinct within me to protect her, but from what?

      “Good evening ladies.” My brother Luke’s voice bursts the bubble Dawn’s presence enticed me into. He takes a seat next to me. His attention is on the one woman who wants to pretend he doesn’t exist. “Amber you’re looking beautiful tonight.”

      “Dawn you get to serve Clint since he dragged the trash in with him,” Amber says ignoring Luke before storming away.

      “Luke. This is Amber’s cousin, Dawn.” I make the introduction, trying not to laugh at his fallen face as he watches Amber’s retreating backside.

      Dawn steps back. She seems anxious standing alone with us. She nods her greeting towards my brother before her eyes wash over me like warm water. I cannot remember the last time a woman made me tingle, with just one touch, if one ever did. Dawn has certainly captured my attention.

      “We’ll take a pitcher,” I say, and like Amber she rushes away. I’m not one to chase after women, but she intrigues me. She fills our pitcher. Her back is to us, and there is tension in her shoulders. Her movements are slow and hesitant, reminding me of a wounded animal. She winces as she leans over to pull chilled glasses from the freezer. That primal instinct I felt only moments ago, wants me to jump up and help her.

      “Like what you see?” Luke asks, tugging my attention away. His cocky smile isn’t as prominent as usual. Amber got to him more than he cares to admit. “Don’t worry I can tell you have dibs.”

      “Only because you’re sporting a hard on for Amber,” I spit out as jealousy floods my system. Luke laughs. I’d gladly knock the smug smile off his face if I wasn’t so shocked with myself. Me jealous? I don’t think I have ever been jealous over a woman in my life. I mean I have been jealous over another man’s truck, but never over a woman, especially after one brief encounter.

      Dawn materializes before us carrying our pitcher and two chilled glasses. While she pours my beer, I lean in closer. She smells like brown sugar and vanilla, reminding me of a time when my mom used to bake us cookies. My mouth waters, wanting a bigger whiff. She finishes pouring my beer and begins filling Luke’s glass. Our eyes meet, just for a moment, before they turn to focus on the task of pouring, and what I see surprises me, curiosity. Most women are scared of me or put off with my roughness, but never curious.

      “Thank you, Sweetness,” I blurt out. Sweetness? She smells so delicious. Not only do her eyes have some sort of hold over me but so does her sweet scent. She’s turning me into a love crazed puppy.

      She peers through her lashes at me, a blush creeping up her neck. “Can I get you anything else?”

      Yeah, I’m going to keep calling her Sweetness.

      “We’re good,” I say out loud.

      A smile spreads across my face, but I don’t let myself lean in for another whiff of her scent, pressing my hands against the bar so hard my knuckles turn white. I play it cool. I don’t want to frighten her away just yet.

      “Careful or we might need a new bar,” Luke chuckles after Dawn is a safe distance away. “Besides, I need your full attention, I have news.”

      “You’re getting your face fixed?” I ask, turning towards him, releasing my hold on the bar.

      “This perfect mug? Never,” he dishes back, taking a big gulp from his beer. He waits a second making sure he has my attention. Luke always liked being the center of attention. “I bought the old warehouse next to your shop.”

      “What?” My eyebrows go up. I wait for him to tell me he’s joking. The warehouse he is talking about has sat abandon since before I bought my shop. It’s not in terrible shape, withstanding years of abandonment; but still, it seems like a risky investment.

      “I need a place to build and what better place than next to my little brother,” he exclaims messing my hair up with the palm of one hand.

      “Did you buy it solely because it was next to the shop?” I ask, shoving his hand away. His confidence falters for a moment, and I wonder if having it next door was a big deciding factor.

      Clenching his jaw, he looks away. The tension in his neck muscles make his veins budge. Maybe Amber didn’t get to him after all and his nerves are shaking over his new purchase. “It’s more space than I need but I’ll be able to expand, and the price tag was cheap,” he justifies more to himself than to me. “I had it inspected and there’s nothing terribly wrong with it. Stuff I can take care of.”

      “You sure about this?” I ask, studying him closely. “You want to build tiny homes for the rest of your life?”

      “There’s a market for them, and I can do all the work myself without a crew to worry about.” Luke recites while rubbing the back of his neck. "Plus, tiny homes won’t tie up all my money if the market slows.”

      “I guess congratulations are in order. You’re the newest tiny home contractor in what… all of Kansas?” I raise my beer glass and give him my cheers.

      “Nah. There are a few others but not for at least a hundred-mile radius,” Luke informs me. His shoulders relax as his cocky smile breaks loose. “I’ll close on the building around the same time I finish the first-floor model.”

      “As long as you know what you are getting yourself into you will do just fine,” I affirm. “As a business owner I can attest to a lot of nights working for free, long hours, and at times you think you might fail. It’s scary, but it has its pros, too. You get to make up your own hours. You can hire someone to do the shit you don’t want to do, and you don’t have to answer to anyone.”

      “Thanks Clint.” Luke’s cocky grin spreads from ear to ear as he squeezes my shoulder.

      “How’s Mom and Dad’s old place coming along?” I ask.

      “It’s in desperate need of a little TLC, but overall the bones are good. Finishing up the floor model will keep me busy for a while, delaying work on the house,” he says, topping off our glasses and stealing a glance at Amber as she walks past us. It doesn’t take a genius to know what Luke is thinking but I say nothing. Luke needs to man up and take Amber by the horns and reconcile their differences. I don’t know why he’s holding back.

      I steal a quick glance over my shoulder. Dawn looks lost in her own thoughts while she stands by Sarah who seems to be sitting alone. There is an uneasiness to Dawn in the way she hugs her body. It bothers me. Dawn catches me staring at her. Those bewitching eyes so full of sadness are like a punch to the chest, and I am powerless to do anything about it.

      “Can we get another one?” I call out, my voice cracking like a damn teenage boy. Dawn turns to grab another pitcher, and I zero in on her ass. Standing before me is a fragile woman, and I’m checking her out without shame.

      “You have it bad,” Luke mutters into his beer with a smug smile before draining the glass. Helping himself, he fills his glass. Our pitcher is still a quarter full.

      “Shut up,” I growl at his silent laughter. I drain my beer and fill my glass. Dawn reaches us, setting the full pitcher down and collecting our now empty one.

      “You two want any food?” She asks, peeking up at me, our eyes connecting like magnets.

      “Depends. Is Benny cooking?” Luke breaks in capturing Dawn’s attention, making me want to punch him.

      “He isn’t working today.”

      Amber sweeps past Dawn carrying two more pitchers doing her best to ignore Luke, but I saw her glance at him. He watches her make her way toward a rowdy group of men close to the bar playing pool. Dawn also watches her, nervously biting her lips.

      “Are they causing trouble?” I ask. Her eyes seek mine with a puzzled expression.

      “No….” Her answer trails off. The color drains from her face. Following her line of sight over my shoulder, Luke is already off his chair making a beeline for the pool tables. It takes me a second to see what’s going on before I recognize Amber sandwiched between two jackasses trying to get her to dance. Tim McGraw’s, “I Like It, I Love It” is blaring over the juke box, and these clueless pricks are doing a piss-poor job singing it while rubbing up against her.

      Fuck this won’t end well.

      Luke makes it to Amber in record time. Grabbing her forearm, he pulls her free. Lurching away from the jackasses, she almost drops the empty glasses she’s holding, but Luke steadies her, pulling her close. I know that dangerous glint in his eye. It means trouble if I don’t defuse the situation, and quick.

      “What the hell?” one dumbass cries out looking down at his beer-soaked shirt. A couple of guys move in on Luke, and I’m out of my seat to help him.

      People automatically move out of my way, watching, waiting for something to happen.

      “Let’s settle down.” I say stepping between Luke and the pissed off men. Several pairs of eyes turn to glare up at me, hesitating as they take in my large frame. Even outnumbered, these guys are no match for Luke and me. But I don’t want to get in a fight. These jackasses are sporting big dick attitudes feeling invincible from too much to drink. It wouldn’t be a fair fight.

      I send Amber a don’t-question-me look and command, “Get Luke back to his seat.”

      She doesn’t protest.

      Luke’s jaw muscles clench and unclench. He looks ready to say something, but Amber lays a hand on his chest, and whatever was brewing in his thoughts clears.

      “Come on,” she says as she tugs on his arm. Reluctantly he follows her back to our seats.

      “No harm was done. Let’s let bygones be bygones,” I suggest to the group. I look every single one in the eye. They all take a step closer still holding their pool sticks.

      “And if we don’t?” One of them challenges turning his face up at me like he isn’t scared.

      Looking down at the man, he is at least a foot shorter than I am and carries most of his weight in his gut. I can smell the stench of beer on his breath. Sweat beads from his brow. These guys aren’t fighters. They, like most men are only confrontational when surrounded by their buddies and their bellies full of liquid courage.

      It isn’t hard for me to get under their skin, spook them a but with a scowl, while sizing each one up. Doubt sets in and that’s when you let them walk away. Most men are smart enough to take the opportunity to tuck tail and run.

      “I don’t think you guys want any trouble.”

      “I don’t know,” the short man says and rubs his jaw with a smirk. “Trouble sounds like fun.” Obviously this one isn’t that smart.

      “C-mon, Vern. Let’s finish our game,” one of his friends suggests. Smart man.

      “What about my buddy’s beer? Your friend made him spill it,” the man called Vern says. He smiles while eyeing me. Nope, not the sharpest tool in the shed. He’s a glutton for punishment.

      My patience is unprecedented, but I can’t say I wouldn’t mind knocking him upside the head.

      “Vern drop it. You shouldn’t have messed with Benny’s daughter.” Another one of his friends’ pipes in.

      The other two, who haven’t spoken, mutter something to each other before leaving Vern for their unfinished pool game.

      “A bunch of pussies!” Vern shouts as the rest of his buddies abandon him.

      I continue to stare down at him before he shrugs and walks away. Maybe he does have some sense after all. Not a lot, but some.

      Heading back, I spot Dawn’s platinum blonde hair like a beacon of bright light. She is watching me with open curiosity. Sarah is also watching, shifting narrowed eyes from me to Dawn. Amber whispers into Luke’s ear. His hand stays on her hip as he watches me approach.

      “Thank you,” Amber says when I sit down next to a more relaxed Luke.

      “Yeah. Thanks,” Luke mutters patting my back with his free hand, still holding Amber’s hip with the other.

      “You boys want a burger?” Amber asks quickly stepping away from Luke’s hand. I see her sudden move to put distance between them is not lost on Luke.

      “Sure,” I say looking away from the two of them. I don’t want to see Luke’s disappointment especially after coming to Amber’s aide.

      “Coming right up,” she says with a forced smile. Turning, she disappears into the kitchen, clearly not happy she let her guard down around Luke.

      “You’re welcome,” Luke murmurs, leaning close, his cocky grin sliding across his face.

      “For what?”

      “For making you look good in front of the new bartender,” He smirks.

      Such an arrogant dick! I think. Only he can change his mood like a light switch.

      “Shut up, you jerk. You’re lucky I was here to clean your shit up,” I mutter quietly, sensing Dawn approaching us.

      “Need anything?” she asks, tucking a stray hair behind her ear.

      I want to be the one to tuck her hair behind her ear.

      “We’re good, Sweetness,” I say not stopping myself from leaning forward to take in her delicious scent while whispering, “Maybe next time I can get a smile out of you.”

      The briefest of smiles appears. I grin back at her and watch a blush flush her porcelain skin before she rushes back to the other end of the bar.

      I have never had much charm, it always seemed like a waste of time. If I liked a girl, I let her know it, but there is something vulnerable about Dawn. I doubt my bluntness and boorish manners will win her over.

      So, what the hell am I going to do?
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          ~ DAWN ~

        

      

    

    
      You know what I hate more than green beans, humidity, and spiders? Crowds. They put me on edge and my already frayed nerves are close to plunging me into a straight panic. Why did I agree to this? Bartending only weeks after fleeing town, and I am still looking over my shoulder praying no one followed.

      “Relax,” Sarah hisses from the other side of the bar. Her emerald green eyes study me closely looking for signs of panic before reminding me, “You’re safe.”

      I’m not so sure that’s true, I think, but I don’t say it. I just nod my head and try to mask the fear I’m sure is plastered on my face. Sarah’s plan sounded perfect when she proposed the idea while I was recovering in the hospital: Move to Kansas, live in her parent’s old two-bedroom home and fill in at her dad’s bar. Benny was having a hard time finding a replacement bartender, since Amber plans to leave soon. It was Amber’s idea to make me a distant cousin.

      “If you’re going to work for Daddy and live in my parent’s old house, you might as well call him Uncle Benny,” Amber stated while showing me around my first night at the bar. Just like that I became Dawn Baker.

      I don’t know anyone who would believe we are remotely related. We look nothing alike. For starters, Sarah and Amber both have the same emerald green eyes and long chestnut brown hair, where I have a weird shade of blue eyes and platinum blonde hair. I am also petite, like I haven’t finished growing with a baby face. Sarah and Amber are both mature looking with tall elegant figures. Not to mention in this town everyone knows everyone and their history. Benny and his wife Linda are respected around Peak Valley, so if they tell the town I’m a distant relative no one’s going to question. If I’m lucky I might just melt into the background and no one will ever find me again.

      “What are you thinking about over there?” Sarah asks pulling me from my thoughts and reminding me I’m surrounded by strangers in a crowded bar. For a moment I forgot all about my nerves and dared to hope Sarah’s plan could work.

      “Nothing,” I smile, wishing I had the words to tell her how grateful I am for everything she has done. I owe her a life-time worth of gratitude. “Why are you looking at me like that? What do you want?”

      “Nothing. Sweetness. I’m good,” Sarah chuckles into her beer. “You should go check on your new admirer.”

      “I was dreading your departure. Now, not so much.” I roll my eyes and hope she doesn’t notice the short glance I throw towards Clint. The man isn’t hard to miss. He is built like an ox with a scowl and icy blue eyes that should terrify me but don’t.

      “Liar.” Sarah’s smile spreads wider.

      “I think you’ve had enough,” I say taking her half empty beer and tossing it into the trash bin. Sarah laughs as I do my best to ignore her while helping a customer. Out of the corner of my eye, I see that Clint watches me. He has watched me all night, his face unrevealing, his black hair surrounds handsome features that are intimidating in a scary, yet sexy kind of way. People seem to be uncomfortable around him, except his brother Luke, whom I notice is only uncomfortable around Amber.

      I wish I knew what he was thinking... What? No! I don’t want to know what Clint’s thinking! I shouldn’t even be thinking about Clint. I should be thinking about… nothing, because there is nothing for me to think about other than keeping my head down and blending in.

      “Sweetness.” Amber purrs from close behind me.

      “Frick!” I cry out, faltering back a step. It doesn’t take much to scare me these days. The doctors said it would likely happen after the jump, but even the most minor encounters can trigger a scare in me.

      “Sorry hon.” Amber frowns, her hands carrying two plates stacked high with fries and Benny’s famous cheeseburgers. “Grab me some utensils please.”

      Shaking my head, I don’t trust my voice, not that I could hear it over the roaring in my ears. Reaching for the rolled-up utensils, my hand visibly shakes while my heart rate shows no signs of slowing. I take a shaky breath; it does nothing to calm me. Neither does a deep breath.

      Clint is still watching me. For a moment concern flashes across his face, calming me enough to follow Amber who’s already placed Clint’s plate before him. Setting Luke’s plate down, she doesn’t slide it towards him but begins putting the fixings on his cheeseburger. First, she adds a little ketchup, then a sliver of mayo. She tops it with lettuce and tomato before flipping it over and adding more ketchup. I watch her work, holding back a snicker. When she’s done, she slides the plate to Luke, her smile bright and for once she doesn’t look upset with him.

      “Just the way I like it.” He smiles down at his food before catching Amber’s eye. The air begins to sizzle around the two as unspoken words float between them. Amber snaps out of it first. Her smile quickly turns into a frown while Luke’s fades altogether.

      Interesting. I’ll have to get Sarah to tell me what happened between the two of them.

      “Don’t get used to it,” Amber huffs, walking away leaving me alone with the Colson men.

      “Ouch,” Clint mutters before biting into his cheeseburger. It looks like a child-sized portion in his hands.

      “And, she’s back to being pissed at me.” Luke sighs, grabbing a handful of fries and stuffing them into his mouth.

      “Mind handing me those?” Clint asks, nodding his head towards the rolled utensils I am still holding.

      My cheeks flush with embarrassment, and I quickly place them in front of him. Turning away, I rush to the other end of the bar.

      “You have to admit Clint is a steamy piece of meat.” Sarah winks with a knowing smile when I reach her.

      Shaking my head, my cheeks still burning, I don’t want to admit how true her words are. Even in a simple grey shirt and faded old jeans, Clint looks like he could be a male model—albeit a scary looking male model, but gorgeous all the same. “Colson’s Auto Body Shop and Repair” stretches across his wide chest. His arm muscles are like sculpted marble, and his hands have seen years of hard work.

      “The last thing I need is a man. No matter how steamy he is,” I say more to myself than to Sarah. My recent near-death experience should serve as a reminder. Haven’t I learned? Men equal trouble.

      “No one said you couldn’t have any fun,” Sarah teases. A mischievous smile curves across her face.

      A small spark of excitement shoots through me and makes it hard not to smile back. “With my luck, I’ll have to move again and be someone else’s fake cousin,” I smirk rolling my eyes playfully. I don’t dare admit to her how much I like being her and Amber’s fake distant cousin. Admitting it will jinx it, and I am not ready to let go of what Sarah has created for me. If I am not careful, I might even grow attached to my fake family, making it hard to leave when I am found again.

      “No one said it has to be serious. Letting loose would do your body good,” Sarah says with an encouraging smile. It isn’t the first time she’s tried to coax me out of my self-appointed exile, since arriving in Peak Valley.

      Isn’t working at Benny’s Bar enough?

      “I need to head out. Mom wants to have dinner.” Sarah stands stretching after sitting for several hours keeping me company. I am a selfish friend, keeping her away from her parents, her job, and her life, and for what? So, I can have peace of mind while I work at her dad’s bar.

      Someday I will pay her back. I hope. “I can’t believe you’re leaving tomorrow.”

      Sarah pauses putting her coat on.

      I didn’t mean to sound so disheartened. She and I have talked about her returning to Charleston, but it doesn’t change the fact that after tomorrow I’ll lose the one person who makes me feel safe.

      “You’re safe here,” Sarah says as if reading my mind. She zips up her coat and pulls her hair from the collar as the phone behind the bar rings.

      “I’ll see you after dinner.” She waves as she turns from the bar.

      I feel a lonely pang in my chest as I nod and attempt to smile. “Benny’s Bar,” I answer the phone, watching Sarah maneuver through the crowd and out the front door, disappearing into the brisk fall night.

      “Amber?” A female voice on the other end asks.

      “No. This is Dawn. Can I help you?”

      “I’m looking for Mr. Burns,” the woman replies. She sounds impatient. “Can you tell me if he is there.”

      “It’s pretty crowded.” I relay back to her. Benny’s Bar isn’t big but pack it in with people and it’s near impossible to see everyone. “What does he look like?”

      “Like an annoying old man who should be in his bed!” The woman grumbles from the other end. “I’m Cindy, his nurse, at the assisted living home he has currently escaped from.”

      “And you think he’s here?” I frown still looking around. Several patrons are older in age, but none look like they belong in a nursing home.

      “Who are you looking for Sweetness?” Clint’s gruff voice calls out from the opposite side of the bar. I can feel his eyes wash over me from head to toe. Every time he uses the pet name a blush burns my cheeks.

      “Mr. Burns,” I say rather loudly unable to look him in the eye. The way he watches me makes my stomach warm and my chest heavy.

      “Old Man Burns sneak out again?” Luke cuts in with an amused smirk. “Tell Cindy he hasn’t made it here yet but give him time. He’s old.”

      “Who are you calling, old?” A man with thinning white-hair plops down next to Clint. He looks to be in his late seventies, and I have no doubt that’s the man Cindy is looking for. “When I ran the auto shop,” the old man complained, “I didn’t have time to fraternize like you yuppies.”

      “Yuppies?” Clint rolls his eyes. His smile widens.

      “I think your Mr. Burns just got here,” I tell Cindy.

      Next to Clint, the old man looks frail and small, and I wonder how he even made it through the crowd of people to the bar. One strong wind would knock him over.

      “Who’s the new chick and why is she eyeing me like I’m about to keel over?” the old man asks as all three of them look up at me.

      “Tell Cindy I’ll get him home safe, but I doubt sound. He’s elderly.” Luke winks at me.

      “Luke says he will get him home,” I repeat into the phone, hoping they can’t see my blush. “Luke Colson,” I add.

      “Wonderful. Thank you,” Cindy answers, relieved.

      “You’re welcome.” I hang up the phone.

      “As I live and breathe, Burns. How did you escape Cindy’s watchful eye?” Amber hails from the kitchen doorway, walking around the bar. Only glancing at Luke for a moment, she wraps her arms around Burns and kisses his cheek.

      “I heard you were leaving soon and thought I’d come pay you a visit,” Burns says into her hair.

      “You’re leaving?” Luke asks in disbelief. “Where?”

      Glancing at Luke, she softens for a moment before turning her attention back to Burns. “I accepted a position at the hospital. I’ll be working nights. More pay and more hours,” she tells him. “Might even see you there if you keep sneaking out.”

      “I’m fit as a fiddle! Uptight Cindy needs to get a life.” Burns waves her away.

      “When do you start?” Luke asks grabbing Amber’s upper arm as she passes him.

      Looking down at where Luke’s hand holds her before straightening her shoulders and fixing him with a look that would put anyone to shame, she hisses, “It is none of your business, Luke Colson. Now let me go.”

      “Oh, let the poor man know,” Burns shrugs.

      “In a week,” she mumbles, sulking around the bar to my side.

      “And who might you be?” Burns asks fixing two watery eyes on me.

      “Dawn. New bartender,” I answer matter-of-factly. It sounded rehearsed even to me, but it is all true. My name is Dawn. I am the new bartender. So why do I feel like such a phony?

      “Dawn’s my cousin. Moved all the way from South Carolina to be closer to family,” Amber steps in to say. She makes the lie sound real, topping it off with a genuine smile. She nearly has me fooled into believing I am really part of the Baker family. “Daddy needed a new bartender, and Dawn was so gracious to help.”

      “Cousin you say?” Burns narrows his eyes at me. “Who do you belong to?”

      “Belong to?” I ask, trying to swallow the sudden lump that wants to clog my throat.

      “She’s a distant cousin. You wouldn’t have met her parents,” Amber chimes in, her smile growing serious, saving the day yet again. “But forget all that, what can we get you Burns?”

      “Tall PBR.”

      “Coming right up.” She hooks my arm with hers dragging me to the other end of the bar. “That was close.”

      “Too close.” I whisper, looking over my shoulder. Both Burns and Clint watch us, “I don’t think they bought it.”

      “Sure, they did.” She releases my arm, opening the beer cooler she pulls out a PBR and a chilled glass. “What’s not to believe.”

      “It feels wrong lying to everyone.” I confess. A damn lump in my throat doing its best to gag me. “The truth usually finds a way out.”

      “Sweetness,” she faces me with a tender smile, “It isn’t a lie. The details might be made up, but you are family.”

      So many emotions hit me hard in the chest all at once. Her words made an impact that brought tears burning the back of my throat.

      “Oh, don’t cry.”

      “I won’t,” I choke out desperate to hold in a sob. “It’s hard not to. You all have been so nice to me.”

      “Go take a break and wash your face. I can handle the bar,” she suggests, tossing the empty PBR can in the trash on her way to deliver Burns’ beer.

      Rushing through the kitchen, I head for the back door that leads to a small “Employees Only” area. Chilly autumn air hits my face, and the tears I held back fall freely down my cheeks. It has been too long since I was part of a family.

      Ten years ago, I lost my mother in a car accident. She had so much joy for life to have died so young. She was so beautiful too. Every day she made me feel loved. I cherish every memory I have of her.

      I remember the day she died as if it was yesterday. I was only fourteen years old. I was waiting for her to come home from work. It was late and my mother was never late getting home. I was beginning to worry when someone knocked on our apartment door. I almost didn’t open the door when I saw two police officers and an older woman on the other side.

      “Do you mind if we come in?” the woman asked when I finally did open the door. Her smile was sympathetic. It makes me angry just thinking about it.

      “My mother isn’t home,” I tell her. Somewhere in the back of my mind, I knew why they were there.

      “We want to talk to you about your mother,” the woman says, and she takes a step closer to the door. I want to slam it in her face. “It’s better if we talk inside.”

      I let them in, the officers stay standing while the woman introduces herself and takes a seat next to me on the couch. I cannot remember her name, nor the police officers. I can still picture their faces, but I cannot remember their names.

      “Dawn, we have some unfortunate news,” she says taking my hand. I want to pull away from her but that would be rude, and my mother always told me to respect my elders, so I let her cold hands wrap around mine. “Do you have any family we can call?”

      “Family?” I squeak. My throat wanted to close up and not answer any of her questions.

      “Your father? Maybe an Aunt?” she asks.

      “I don’t know my father, and my mother doesn’t have any family.” I get the words out, my breath catching on every one. The woman pats my hand and nods.

      “Dawn. I am really sorry. I have to tell you this, but your mother was killed in an accident…”

      I don’t remember what else she said. My tears rolled down my face, and all I wanted to do in that moment was scream, but I didn’t. My whole world was torn from me, and I just silently cried while the woman helped me pack up some of my belongings.

      I went into foster care that night, and like so many teenagers who enter the system, I drifted from family to family.

      Not a single family I stayed with welcomed me in—made me one of their own—not like the Bakers have. I finally have the opportunity to be a part of a family, yet a piece of my heart won’t let me believe it because, deep down, I know the Port Pirates Motorcycle Club is still out there. They won’t stop looking for me, not until they find me.
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          ~ CLINT ~

        

      

    

    
      I hate grocery shopping. I find it tedious and boring but watching the beauty comb through apples in skinny jeans that accentuate her ass has made it my new favorite chore.

      “Need any help, Sweetness?” I ask her from behind. She is so lost in her inspection of the apples she never heard me come up.

      “Frick!” she cries out, dropping the apples to the ground, tripping and falling backwards into my chest. Steading her, my hands itch to pull her closer into my chest and wrap her up in my arms. Instead, I let her take a couple of shaky breathes and release her. I pick up the fallen apples as she watches me with those bewitching blue eyes that are glazed over in fear.

      “I…sorry,” she whispers. With shaking hands, she tries to reach for the apples I am holding, but I stop her.

      “No. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have snuck up on you.”

      I put the apples back into the bin. Silence falls between us. Dawn has the look of a wounded animal. She watches me like I cornered her into a trap. I know the look of fear this town has for me, and I never bothered to change their opinions, but seeing Dawn’s terrified look fills me with shame. The shame alone should send me on my way, but it is nothing compared to the primal need to stay by Dawn’s side until she’s calmed down; and even then, I am not sure I’ll want to leave her. I cannot explain what is going on in my chest. It is foreign and uncomfortable, yet I don’t want it to go away.

      “I should go.” Dawn finally speaks. Her voice no longer sounds strangled with fear. “I have a lot of shopping to get done.”

      “Mind if I join you?” I ask, taking a step back so she can get to her shopping cart. I didn’t realize how close we were. The scent of brown sugar and vanilla fades a little, and I regret allowing the slightest distance between us.

      “Um… I guess.” She nervously bites her lip. “You don’t have to.”

      “I want to,” I tell her as we start maneuvering through the produce section. “I hate shopping, so you’ll be doing me a favor keeping me company.”

      “What if I’m not good company?” she asks, stopping by a bin of green leafy stuff I wouldn’t dare eat unless forced.

      “I doubt it.” I smirk. Her bewitching blues catch mine, and a blush starts to color her cheeks. My smile grows. She’s cute when she blushes. I never thought of myself as a man who likes cute, but Dawn seems to be changing a lot of things about me. Most of the women I have been with were loud, demanding and selfish. They would use me like I would use them. It was mutually beneficial. But, I have no desire to use Dawn. The thought of anyone using Dawn pisses me off.

      “I love food shopping,” she admits. She tears her eyes from mine and turns her back. Watching her inspect the produce is fascinating and weirdly attractive. I must be going soft if a woman can make sniffing vegetables look sexy.

      “What is that?” I ask when she throws a bundle that looks like lettuce into her cart.

      “Kale,” she answers, leading us back towards the apples again. “It’s good source of protein. I like it in salads or smoothies.”

      “Rabbit food,” I mutter, grabbing a bunch of bananas. I should eat better, I tell myself, putting them into the cart. I am not trying to impress Dawn. I like bananas, I justify to myself.

      “What is on your shopping list?” Dawn asks with a smile while focusing on plucking apples from the bin. The way she is bent over in those skinny jeans reminds me that I am a hot-blooded male whose pants are starting to get a little too tight.

      “I don’t really have a list.” I quickly adjust the growing bulge while her attention is elsewhere. “I just grab whatever looks good.”

      “And what exactly looks good today?”

      You! I want to say but stop myself. Dawn looks ripe and juicy, but she’s shy with a touch of innocence I am not use too. I have to navigate more cautiously with her.

      “All you have is meat and chips.”

      “Man food,” I say.

      “Man food,” she repeats. Her smile grows bigger before she shakes her head and laughs softly.

      I am not prepared for the stoppage of my heart. She’s even more beautiful when she looks happy, all trace of fear gone. I am not a funny man, but I’ll become a comedian if it will make her smile and laugh like this.

      “You’ll give yourself a heart attack with all that red meat.”

      “Eh.” I shrug. “I’m not much of a cook, but I can grill.”

      “I like to cook,” she admits with a ghost of a smile, leading us out of the produce section and down the baking aisle. “But I love to bake.”

      “What’s your favorite thing to bake?” I ask. I want to know everything about her, and right now she isn’t being shy.

      “It depends on the mood I’m in.” She scans the contents on the shelves, grabbing items as we go. “I love baking cookies when I’m happy, pound cake when I’m sad, and pastries when I’m feeling adventurous.” Dawn continues to talk about baking as we walk from aisle to aisle filling her cart with food. I listen to her talk about the best brands and how the secret to a moist pound cake is to use sour cream. Filing these tidbits of information away, I prompt her to talk more about baking or cooking. It’s my ticket to getting her to let her guard down.

      I have finished my shopping some time ago, but don’t say anything, following Dawn as she loops us back to the baking aisle.

      “I think I’m going to make Linda and Benny some cookies,” she says, and my heart skips a beat knowing that baking cookies means she’s happy, and I can’t help but think that I am the reason for her happiness.

      “What for?”

      “For everything they’ve done.” She shrugs stopping before the chocolate chips. “They didn’t have to help me, but they did. I have never met a nicer family.”

      “Aren’t they your family?” I question. She is talking as if they aren’t her family, or maybe she doesn’t feel a part of their family?

      “Yes—they are—they are my, my family,” she stammers, her shoulders tensing. “I just meant they didn’t have to help, but they did.”

      “That is what family does. They help each other,” I comment watching her closely. There is something off about her story.

      “Right.” She snatches several bags of chocolate chips and tosses them into her cart.

      “I’m ready to check out,” she says. She leads us towards the registers, her steps quickening.

      “Me too.” I follow her.

      Dawn’s cart is fuller than mine, so I move to the lane next to her. When I’m finished, she is nearly done checking out, so I wait.

      “You don’t have to wait for me,” she says, pulling a wad of cash from her wallet.

      “I wouldn’t be much of a gentleman if I didn’t offer to help load your groceries into your car.”

      The cashier watches us with wide eyes and concern. I know her from high school but can’t remember her name. Glancing at her name tag, I see it reads, ‘Betty.’ That’s right, Betty was in the class ahead of me, Luke’s class. I should say hi, maybe smile, but she looks ready to call the cops on me, and I rather focus on Dawn and her sudden agitation with me.

      “I can manage.” Dawn hands over the cash with a smile that does little to comfort the cashier, before shifting her gaze my way.

      “I have no doubt you can,” I flash her a smile, “but my mom would turn over in her grave if I didn’t help.”

      “Your mom… she passed away?” Dawn asks with sympathy in her eyes as she collects her change and puts it in her wallet.

      “She passed when I was a kid.” I share as we push our carts towards the exit.

      “I’m sorry.” Dawn lays her hand on my forearm. The tingles I felt when we first met race up my arm. “My mother passed away when I was fourteen. I know how painful it must have been.”

      “I’m sorry you lost your mom.” I lay a hand over hers. She doesn’t pull away for several seconds as we share a moment of grief. I follow her out of the store. She stops in front of an older 90’s Toyota that I believe belongs to Linda Baker.

      “This is mine,” Dawn says. Pulling the keys from her purse, she unlocks the trunk. I help her load her groceries. The chilly autumn air causes Dawn to shiver.

      “Where is your coat?” I ask, shutting her trunk.

      “I left it at home.”

      Grabbing the empty cart, I walk with her to the cart stall. “You’ll need to start wearing it,” I mumble, realizing our time together is almost over. “Do you work tonight?”

      “No, I’m off today and tomorrow,” she says, her teeth slightly chattering as the wind begins to pick up. “I better go.” She hugs her body for warmth.

      “Would you like to have dinner with me?” I ask, not sounding like my grumpy self. I sound hopeful, maybe even a little eager. I don’t think I have ever asked a woman to dinner. Usually they do the asking, or more like, the telling.

      “Dinner?” She looks down at her feet. My stomach drops when a pair of conflicted blues look up at me. “I can’t tonight.”

      “Tomorrow?”

      “I can’t.”

      “When can you?”

      I narrow my eyes at her trying to figure out what she’s thinking. She’s not turning me down because she isn’t interested. She is definitely interested. I can tell by the expression in her eyes, the look on her face. She’s rejecting me for some unknown reason and it’s tearing her up inside.

      “I mean. I’m not in a place where I can date,” she explains with regret in her voice. “I’m sorry.”

      “Dawn…” I trail off when she looks away. Either the biting wind or turning me down has brought tears to her eyes.

      “Sorry,” she says again. Turning around, she walks away, and I know I’m fucked because even though she has turned me down, I’m not giving up.
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      “Come on! Start you stupid thing!” I yell at my car, but it’s no use. It just keeps clicking. Resting my forehead on the steering wheel, a single tear drops from my cheek onto my jeans. Between turning Clint down only minutes ago and now a dead car, my life truly cannot get worse. “Please start,” I whisper to the car, hoping it will have mercy on me. The look on Clint’s face when I turned him down about knocked me off my feet. He looked like a puppy dog that realized he was being left home alone for the first time.

      “Need some help?”

      “Frick!”

      My head snaps back. My heart pounds against my rib cage, and for the second time today, Clint has nearly managed to give me a heart attack. He is like a giant ninja the way he sneaks up on me. I am not sure my heart can take much more.

      Opening the driver’s door, I step out of the car into the brisk autumn air. My hands tremble, and I am grateful the wind nips at my cheeks because it masks my tears. I keep the open car door between Clint and me. I can’t look into his eyes.

      “My car won’t start.”

      “I noticed,” Clint replies, stepping around the door. He stops when I start to retreat back into my car.

      “Can I have a look?” he asks.

      “Oh. Yes.” I stumble over my words.

      Why am I such an idiot right now?

      “I mean no. I don’t want to trouble you.”

      “No trouble.” Clint takes another step leaving little space between us.

      “Mind letting me in?” he asks, pointing to the driver seat. “I just want to pop the hood and listen to it try to start up.”

      Nodding, because I have lost the ability to speak, I slide past him, unable to avoid touching him. The hardness of his body ignites mine, stopping my need to move away. The cold no longer has an effect on me, but Clint sure does. It has been so long since I have felt any sort of attraction to a man. I thought my body would forever be dormant.

      “Sweetness.” Clint’s voice is gentle. He leans close to my ear. His breathe tickles my neck. “I need you to move out of the way.” There is laughter in his voice. Carefully, he puts two hands on my shoulders and moves me backwards. My face must be beet red, but Clint doesn’t notice, turning away he opens the hood and tries the engine. To my relief, his focus is now on my car.

      “Your battery is dead,” Clint says. He managed to fold himself into my tiny Toyota and makes it look easy to climb out of it. Parts of my face still burn with embarrassment.

      “I’ll pull my truck around.”

      “I don’t have cables.”

      “I have some.”

      I watch him walk away, but he turns back.

      “Put this on,” he says, shrugging off his coat. Clint doesn’t hand it to me. He opens it to help me put it on. “C-mon. It’s too cold for you to be without a coat.”

      “What about you?” I ask. I hesitate to walk forward, so he closes the distance between us, wrapping it around my shoulders. The coat is three, maybe four, times too big, but warm and smells of gasoline and something earthy. The combination is comforting. Again, I watch Clint walk away, his hands tucked deep into his pockets. His back muscles and broad shoulders stretch his shirt. He walks with confidence, as if I haven’t just rejected him. Taking a deep breath, inhaling Clint’s scent, I force myself to look away.

      Every fiber in my being told me to accept Clint’s offer to have dinner. I can even hear the imaginary Sarah in my head yelling at me for being a coward, but it’s for the best not to get involved with anyone. I don’t want to jump the gun. I just moved here. Who knows how long I get to stay. It wouldn’t be fair to either of us.

      I try not to watch Clint work, but I am too weak. Every time he looks at me, my stomach does a somersault. His eyes are gentle and scary all at once. It’s impossible to think. I don’t dare go near the car. I don’t trust myself. He must think I am rude.

      “Should be charged enough to get you home.” Clint shuts my hood, pulling a rag from his back pocket to wipe his hands. “If you bring her by my shop, I can see if your battery needs to be replaced.”

      “I should talk to Benny first,” I say, and he nods his head. Still wiping his hands, he studies me like he did at Benny’s Bar the other night. It’s kind of scary and intimidating. I wonder what he is thinking.

      “Thank you,” I say.

      “No worries.”

      “Do I owe you something?”

      If I thought he was scary before, I saw a glimpse of something nightmares are made of flash across his face.

      “Like dinner?” he asks, raising an eyebrow. He looks angry.

      “Yeah,” I reply just above a whisper.

      “I don’t know what kind of guy you think I am, but I won’t twist your arm to have dinner with me.”

      My stomach drops at his words.

      “That’s not what I meant.”

      “But you thought it,” he retorts, tucking the rag back into his pocket, and with one long stride he is standing right in front of me. I have to tilt my head back to see his strong jaw as it clenches. My heart begins to pound, and I’m at a loss for words. I never was good with them.

      “You aren’t the first to think the worst and, you won’t be the last.”

      “I didn’t think that,” I whisper. “I was just… trying to be polite.”

      “Polite?” His eyes soften as his mouth cracks in a smile that could be mistaken for devilish.

      “Yes. Polite,” I repeat, unable to stop the shy smile from spreading across my own mouth. The air around us crackles with an energy only Clint and I can feel.

      “Well then, how about a batch of your homemade cookies?” He smirks down at me.

      “Ok.” My smile grows.

      “You better go.” He nods towards my car. “It’s cold.”

      Reluctantly, I step around him and get into my car before I look at him again. Waving, I shut the door and fasten my seat belt while he watches with his intense, scary eyes. Yet, I can find tenderness in them.

      I back out of the parking place and drive away while he watches me. Sucking in a deep breath, I realize I never gave him his coat back; so, I take another deep breath and let his scent calm me.
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