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          When all hell breaks loose, sometimes you need someone to cover you…

        

      

    

    
      Neena Williamson struggles to keep her high-pressure job from overwhelming her, and she thinks the demons of her past have long since disappeared. One night, she sees a man wearing the most hideous Hawaiian shirt on earth and vows he’d never fit her image of a hot bod for a local charity’s new hot male calendar. Then the evening erupts in violence, and he proves that first impressions can be dead wrong.

      Sometimes having a simple cup of coffee can turn into a complicated situation…

      Mitch Gilroy hides in plain sight, enjoying his low-key handyman job.  His former life isn’t open for discussion, and Clarksville, Wyoming is the perfect place to find peace. Then a gunman forces his hand, and Mitch must remember everything he’s tried so hard to forget.  Thrown together, Neena and Mitch quickly discover how tangled their emotions can become, and only by working together can they banish the monsters that haunt them and heal a lifetime of regrets.
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      Neena Williamson gazed out the coffee shop window at the setting sun and knew this day would end on a rotten note.

      She didn’t know how she knew. She just knew.

      Things came to her like that, whether in this modest coffee shop on Main Street, or at home while she took a bath. She never knew when notions would hit her. Tonight, as dusk lent a reddish glow along Clarksville’s brick buildings, she recognized the odd, creepy light that forewarned. Today had been one hell of a hard day at work, and her mood had gone downhill along with it. But java and coffee cake would put things right. They always did.

      Davina’s Coffee Shop held few customers at seven thirty p.m. Most people in this small town had dinner with their families. The scent of grease permeated the air, and while she admired a good burger with the best of them, the smell tonight hung heavy and oppressive.

      Then something happened that jerked her right out of her cynical viewpoint. She almost choked on her coffee cake as a man walked into the shop with the most butt-ugly Hawaiian shirt she’d ever had the misfortune to see.

      She took a sip of coffee to ease her cough and then cleared her throat. As the door shut behind the man, the bell tinkled. She looked away before he could capture her gaze and see the dismay she felt for his lack of fashion sense. His strides carried his long, lanky body right to the counter, where he slid onto one of the stools.

      She sipped her black coffee and restrained a grimace. Whoever had fixed the coffee this evening had somehow reduced the shop’s famous beverage to a bitter sludge. She appreciated another delicious bite of the coffee cake.

      Another man sauntered in and snared her attention. Over six feet tall, the guy screamed gorgeous, all male command. Now this guy could dress. His blue polo shirt was tucked into well-tailored grey slacks, and he carried one of those old-style brown leather attaché cases. Intriguing. His shoulders were broad, his face as clean cut as a Dudley-Do-Right picture. He smiled at her with blinding white teeth. She grinned in response and nodded. He slid into another booth along the north wall. From here she could glance at him and appreciate male beauty in all its glory.

      She sucked a breath into her lungs. Now that is a man. She closed her eyes and imagined him in a kilt. No. A Viking with that blond hair. Interesting possibilities. She grinned. Well, what the hell? Nothing like the present to start. The charity calendar waited for no one.

      She grabbed her purse on the seat beside her and fished out her card. She marched over to the man’s table, wishing she’d brought one of the fliers she gave out to potential calendar models.

      “Excuse me,” she said to the blond.

      He looked up, his gaze curious. “Hi.”

      “This may seem a bit weird, but I’m Neena Williamson and I want to put you on a charity calendar.” She handed him her card. “Men of Clarksville calendar. I have several guys already signed.” She shrugged. “Actually, you’d be December. You’re the last man we need.”

      His eyes narrowed for a fraction of a second, then his stunning smile came out to play. “Charity calendar. You’re kidding, right?”

      “No, not at all. I’m the chairperson this year for the Clarksville Children’s Relief Fund, and we’re starting now to gather guys who are perfect candidates to be on the calendar that comes out next year.”

      Again that gleaming white smile beamed. “Wow, this is flattering.” He held his hand out to her. “Jacob Bellamy. Pleased to meet you.” He whipped out his wallet and handed her a card. “I’m at the Adelson Building on Fourth Street at Adelson and Bellamy.”

      Ah, that Bellamy. Clarksville had one super rich family in town, the type who owned acres of land on a ranch nearby.

      She glanced at his glossy business card. “You’re a lawyer?”

      “Guilty as charged.”

      “We don’t have any lawyers signed up for our calendar yet.”

      “Count me in, Neena. You don’t mind if I call you Neena?”

      “Not at all. Give me a call at that number tomorrow, and we’ll discuss details.”

      “You got it.” He winked.

      As she walked away, Neena’s smarm alert went off. He grinned a little too widely, his handshake holding too long, his eyes sparkling with a mischief that reminded her of a teenage boy with a plot up his sleeve. She returned to her booth. Good deal. No more hunting for men. She’d spent months trying to convince gorgeous men in town to pose without their shirts for a good cause. When she’d found a hunky man for the calendar, she’d been gratified by his lack of arrogance. Modest down to the core, the men of Clarksville had dented her normal skepticism. Now, to finish her cake and coffee before she headed home.

      The man on the barstool bounced one leg up and down like the teenage boys she’d attended high school with—always too much energy and nowhere to put it. By now he had a cup of coffee. Maybe the high-test version, if his twitchiness gave any indication.

      Still, Neena found her natural curiosity drawing her attention time and again to the man on the barstool with the hideous shirt. With his back turned to her, she could observe him without a problem. Well, sort of. The mirror behind the counter would negate her ability to stare at him too hard for too long. He might notice.

      What man in his right mind wore a shirt with a lime green background and giant red and yellow flowers on it? Maybe he didn’t have much money and had purchased the garment at a thrift shop. His carpenter jeans seemed too big as well, the hems long enough to flap over his athletic shoes. At this angle, she caught a glimpse of the top half of his face. Thick black hair, the type that curls where it shouldn’t, grew down to collar length. Dark brows slashed over deeply intense brown eyes. His lashes were long and luxuriant for a man, she noted with disapproval reserved for the envious.

      Just then, he glanced up from his menu and stared into the mirror. Right at her. Before she could look away, she saw intentness mixed with utter boredom in his eyes. Well, all righty then.

      She glanced quickly at her coffee cake, heat burning her face. She shoved down her embarrassment and dug into the remaining cake.

      Neena’s gaze wandered to the sloppy man’s back. His shirt hung loosely from his shoulders. At least two sizes too large. Definitely thrift shop. She shifted in her booth seat and popped the last morsel of coffee cake into her mouth. She savored the flavor and the guilty sugar high. Caffeine and sugar. Maybe not the best food choice for dinner, but damn it, she deserved it. Nothing like an excruciating day at work to justify a leap into bad-for-me food.

      The door opened and Neena’s favorite person entered. Kat Shiffer waved and smiled, and the world turned a whole lot brighter. As her friend glided toward the booth, Neena saw the blond guy’s gaze swivel toward Kat. Oh, yeah. There it was. That admiring, so-ready-to-eat her expression men possessed once they spotted Kat.

      “Girl, fancy seeing you here,” Kat said as she slid into the opposite side of the booth. “What are you doing here?”

      “Enjoying dinner. Well, a snack, anyway. Davina’s famous coffee cake.”

      Kat’s grin widened, and she licked her lips and groaned. “Sounds positively sinful. I have to pick up a dozen donuts for the office meeting tomorrow and wanted to order a box ahead of time. Those skinny bitches eat like horses and it doesn’t put a pound on them. Makes me wonder how many times in a week they hit the Pilates.”

      As sleek as a racehorse, the over six-feet thirty-something was Clarksville’s premier selling real estate agent. On the move, on the groove, she sold properties around the area faster than anyone in town. Her blue eyes always held a hint of teasing, just like they did now.

      “I suppose you never eat the donuts?” Neena asked.

      “Nope. Why do you think I’m jealous of the bitches?”

      Neena laughed, and saw Jacob look up from his plate of coffee cake. Jacob winked again, and she nodded in acknowledgment. She didn’t go for the winking thing. Somehow it reminded her of a dirty old man. Her stomach curled. Ugh.

      Her friend leaned forward on the table. “How is the calendar thing going?”

      “Excellent. I just gave my card to that blond guy behind you. He’ll be December.”

      True to form, Kat turned around and stared.

      “Stop that,” Neena said. “Don’t stare.”

      Jacob didn’t seem to notice as he read a Wall Street Journal.

      Kat’s eyebrows waggled. “Wow. He’s hot.”

      “And that surprises you how? Women aren’t going to buy a calendar with guys who aren’t buff.”

      Kat’s expression morphed to mischievous. “How do you know he’s that buff?”

      “Come on. I can tell. That polo shirt and slacks can’t cover the fact he has a killer chest.”

      Kat sniffed. “Hmmm…I dunno. Say, how many more guys do you need?”

      Neena acknowledged in relief, “None.”

      Kat gestured with her left hand. “Hmm. Don’t you need some alternates? Like a January preview guy? What about the guy on the stool?”

      Neena made an exaggerated grimace. “Surely you jest. Have you seen his shirt?”

      “Well, yes.”

      “And?”

      Kat tapped her chin with her index finger. “Yep. Pretty pathetic isn’t it?”

      “Keep your voice down.”

      Kat whispered, “Pretty pathetic isn’t it?”

      “I heard you the first time. He looks like some…beatnik.”

      “Beatnik? What generation are you from?”

      “Blame my parents. I learned all sorts of intriguing words from them.”

      “You’re a throwback.”

      “Me? You see that waitress’s beehive?”

      “Okay, maybe you’re not so bad.”

      “Fess up. Who is the guy on the stool?” Neena asked.

      “How do I know?”

      “Come on. You know everyone in town.”

      “I don’t know him personally, just by reputation. He’s a handyman. A do-it-all dude around town. My dad knows him and says he’s harmless enough.”

      “Harmless?”

      “He’s a loner. Rarely talks, keeps to himself, works hard and doesn’t ask questions.”

      “Great. That’s always what they say about the serial killer or the mass murderer. ‘Gee, he seemed like such a nice man.’”

      Kat rolled her gaze to the ceiling for a moment. “He’s not like that, you nut.”

      “Sure, sure. That’s what you say now.”

      “He bought the old Peterson place outside town.”

      Curiosity and surprise made Neena lean over the table. “Did you sell it to him?”

      “No, damn it. Claudia Humphries did—the old bitch. She’s been trying to catch my record as best-selling realtor for weeks now.”

      Neena smiled. As much as she liked Kat, she had a competitive streak ten miles wide. “So he must have a little money.”

      “Very little. The place sold for almost nothing.”

      “I’m not surprised. It’s been around as long as the universe and it’s run down.”

      “I hear it isn’t anymore.” Kat gestured with one bejeweled hand. “Anyway, he does odd jobs around town. You name it, he can do it.” Kat waggled her eyebrows. “He can rearrange your chaise and give you a lube job.”

      “God, Neena, he’s going to hear you.”

      “No he’s not. You’re paranoid because you have that Bionic Woman hearing thing going on.”

      “It’s not bionic. I just have decent hearing, unlike you young whippersnappers who listen to music all day on your iPods.”

      Kat snorted. “Oh, yeah. You’re ancient. Let’s see…on your last birthday you turned thirty-one. Practically a hag. And I saw you walking in the park the other day with your iPod, so don’t give me that shit.”

      Neena grinned. “I’ll look for someone else for the calendar. I’m sure he would say no even if I did ask.”

      “Why?”

      “He’s a…a handyman.”

      Kat’s mouth twisted in a sardonic smile. “Oh yeah. I mean, you’ve got doctors, firemen, policemen…”

      “A lawyer now.”

      “A lawyer. What would you want with a guy who lives in a shack in the woods and doesn’t seem to have many friends?”

      Neena was even less interested in the guy now. “Is he a recluse?”

      “Don’t worry. I don’t think he’ll go all Unibomber on us or anything, but Dad says he just keeps to himself. The man’s private. There’s nothing wrong with being an introvert. You should know that.”

      She did. And for a moment she allowed shame to filter through her. At her core, she was an introvert…a big one. She worked hard to give the illusion of extroversion.

      Neena shook her head and pushed away her cold coffee. She looked at her watch. “Why are we even talking about this guy? That shirt alone is enough to scare small children, and he’s…”

      Kat lowered her voice to a conspiratorial tone. “Not hunky enough? Watch out, Neena. Your tiny nose is all wrinkled up like a prune.”

      Neena schooled her features to blandness. “Is not.”

      Kat simply smiled and stood. “I’ve gotta get home to the husband. See you soon.”

      “Groovy,” Neena said.

      Kat snorted and moved away. After Kat selected her dozen donuts and left the coffee shop, Neena took another quick glance at Handyman and realized Kat had failed to tell her his name. Well, what did it matter? She fished her wallet out of her barrel handbag. It wasn’t like she planned to ask him to participate in the calendar.

      She wandered to the cash register, ready to pay and head home to Scooter. As she passed Handyman, the door opened fast with an angry ring. A man wearing a black mask and holding a big gun barged inside. Involuntarily she took a step back and bumped into a body right behind her. Big hands clamped on her upper arms from behind and held her steady.

      Her breath caught in her throat as the gun came up and pointed at her. “Don’t fuckin’ move, lady.”
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