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To those who can see past stereotypes, gossip, lies, and realize there are always two sides to everything. Two sides to a coin. Two sides to a door. Two sides to people. It's what you don't hear/read/see that will tell the true story. 
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Haugan, Montana —In real life, Haugan is an unincorporated community in Mineral County, Montana. It's sixteen miles from the Idaho border and not far from where I live in Idaho. Haugan is the home to only one business, which happens to be one of my favorite places to go, Lincoln's 50,000 Silver Dollar Bar. I've fictionalized the town to include a main street with enough businesses to keep a motorcycle club afloat. 
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Chapter One
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Swiss's stomach vibrated. He opened his eyes and found himself on the couch. The lights still on in the living room.

He picked up his phone off his stomach as he rolled into a sitting position on the sofa and shut off the alarm he'd set earlier. He'd fallen asleep with the television on while watching the football game. That was four hours ago. The longest stretch of sleep he'd achieved in a long time.

It was time to leave. Pine Bar and Grill would close in twenty minutes, and he needed to meet Raelyn, the manager, to pick up the cash from what the bar brought in with business today.

As a member of Ronacks Motorcycle Club, it was his job to hold on to the money overnight and pass it off to his MC brother, Grady, in the morning for drop-off at the clubhouse. Battery, the president, wanted no incentive for someone to break into the bar and put Raelyn and her son, Dukie, at risk.

As a widow, Raelyn had enough worries as a single parent living above the bar. The club tried to keep any added stress from hitting her on top of her already busy schedule. 

Swiss took a piss, splashed water from the faucet over his face, and grabbed his leather vest. His stomach growled, and he stopped to eat the half of a deli sandwich he'd left out on the counter earlier. He finished in three bites.

He shut off the television, locked the front door behind him, and stopped in front of the duplex. Something was wrong. He listened, peered down the street, and whipped his gaze to a car next to the curb behind his Harley.

Following his thoughts, he gazed over at the other side of the duplex. A light was on inside. 

"Fuck," he muttered, grounding his teeth together. 

He must've slept harder than he'd thought. Usually, even when he got some shuteye, he continued to hear every noise, inside and out, from voices to car doors.

Damn, he was getting old.

While he'd slept, someone had moved into the other side of the duplex. Nobody had rented that side for over twenty-two years. 

The roof leaked in the back bedroom, thanks to the holes he tapped into the 3-tab shingles to keep anyone from moving in, and over the years, the carpet had rotted from moisture in the winter and heat in the summer.

Hell, the out-of-state landlord never came by, and Swiss made sure never to mow the joined front patch of yard to keep the appearance up that the building was abandoned. There weren't even appliances on that side of the duplex.

Even if the renter believed a good cleaning would get the place livable, the first good rainfall would have them running away from their lease when they discovered the mess the weather created inside their living room. Besides the unhealthy conditions, he had enough reasons to make sure whoever moved in moved right back out.

His good mood ruined, he walked to his motorcycle under the glow of the streetlight and glanced over at the early nineteen-eighties Honda. Maroon paint with a faded hood, the car had seen better days. He threw his leg over his bike, started the engine, and pulled a U-turn in the street.

Looking at the car as he rode away, he noticed the back tire was flat. He hit the throttle harder than he usually went around the block in the middle of the night. His new lowlife neighbor would probably let the car sit at the curb and junk the place up even more.

He pulled out onto the main street of Haugan. The small, rural Montana town only a bird's throw from Idaho and smack dab along Interstate 90. Most of the people milling around during the day were tourist traveling through the state. At night, the locals went to sleep as soon as the two bars in town closed.

Three blocks later with the bar insight, he slowed down. A handful of customers flowed out the front door happier than when they went in and leaning heavily on each other. Swiss turned left and pulled in behind the bar beside three other motorcycles tagged as belonging to Ronacks members.

Sander and Rod, his MC brothers, and to his surprise, his president, Battery, were inside the bar. Battery rarely showed up at the bar, even though the club owned the establishment. He preferred to stay away from the place that had changed the direction of his wife's life and almost got Bree killed back when her parents owned the joint.

Swiss strode through the back door and raised voices coming from the other room greeted him. He hurried through the kitchen and came out behind the counter of the bar to find Raelyn standing beside Battery. Sander and Rod blocked an angry woman from getting any closer to their president and their responsibility.

"I'm only asking if you've seen her." The woman, he guessed in her early twenties, raised her hands out to her sides. "Was she here or not?"

"I've already told you that I don't believe anyone fitting her description has been here and even if she had visited the bar, I cater to customers. Adult customers who have a right to come and go as they please without the stress of knowing they're patronage to my business will be questioned." Raelyn's shoulders drooped, and she looked up at Battery. "I believe we've done all we can to help the lady. It's time for her to leave."

"Go ahead and escort the lady outside and make sure she gets back on the road safely," said Battery in a tone that stopped the woman from arguing.

Rod and Sander bookended the woman and herded her toward the front door. Swiss waited until the members trespassed the woman from the bar and cleared his throat.

Raelyn swiveled around, her blondish ponytail swinging behind her, and sighed in relief. "Hi, Swiss."

"Hey, honey." Swiss then glanced at Battery. "Exciting night?"

"Some woman looking for her sister and thought getting in Raelyn's face would get her the answers she was looking for." Battery ran his hand down his full beard. "Where've you been?"

"Home sleeping." Swiss reached up and pulled his skullcap down to his brows. "I planned to go over to the clubhouse earlier, but grabbed some sandwiches at the deli and turned the game on. I crashed until it was time to come pick up the bag."

Raelyn placed her slim hand on Swiss's arm. "Speaking of which, let me get you the money."

Swiss watched Raelyn go to the end of the counter and open the cash register. There was something off with Raelyn tonight. She usually was in the mood to talk when the bar closed and would even sit down and share a beer with him to relax after a busy day before she had to go upstairs and relieve the babysitter. Tonight, she seemed distant, rushed, and serious.

"Is she okay?" Swiss lifted his chin in Raelyn's direction.

Battery lowered his voice, "Today's the anniversary of Duke's death."

"Jesus," he mumbled. "Can't believe it's been two years."

Raelyn and Duke had only found out they were going to be parents before Duke was shot and killed when the Russians came looking for Bree. Sorrow laid heavily on him. He'd been there the day Duke took the bullet and tried to stop the bleeding and get the lead out, but the high caliber shot had taken most of Duke's neck out. His MC brother was dead before anything could be done.

"Here you go," said Raelyn, stopping in front of Swiss.

He put the bag under his shirt in the back and tucked the material under his belt, covering the bulk with his leather Ronacks vest. "How's Dukie?"

"Running everywhere." Raelyn smiled tiredly. "He's only eighteen months and has already discovered how to climb up on top of the dining room table. I've resorted to locking the chairs in my room and out of his way unless we have company. I'm afraid one of these days, he's going to jump off and crack his chin open. He's a real daredevil. As it is, Pepper does such an awesome job keeping one step ahead of him while I work. Jana and Bree watch him for me when Pepper has to go to her college classes on Tuesdays and Thursdays. I don't know what I'd do without the women in my life."

Swiss leaned in and kissed her cheek. "You're a good momma, Rae."

Raelyn's eyes misted. Swiss squeezed her hand. Duke would be proud of his woman. She'd stayed strong throughout everything and lived for their son. Managing the bar gave her income and security. Along with the club supporting her, Raelyn would be fine.

"Oh, I can't believe I forgot." Raelyn stepped away and put her hand on her head. "I didn't wrap a piece of pie for you to take home. Let me go—"

"That's okay. I'm still full from dinner," Swiss lied. "Why don't you go put your feet up. I'm going to hit the road." 

He motioned at Battery. "Walk out with me?"

"Yeah. Give me a second." Battery turned to Raelyn.

Swiss left through the kitchen and walked out the back door. He lit a cigarette and waited by his Harley for his president. The wait wasn't long, and Battery came outside before he could finish his smoke.

"What brought you to the bar tonight?" asked Swiss, knowing Battery wouldn't have come over because a woman came around looking for her sister. There were always two Ronacks members who stayed during working hours to make sure there were no problems.

"Bree wanted me to check in on Raelyn and give her a gift for Dukie. I got tied up earlier and couldn't get away." Battery pulled out a cigarette and sat his motorcycle. "We decided to hand over Duke's vest. Told Raelyn to keep it for the kid. You would've thought I brought Duke back to life when she held the leather, man."

Swiss flinched and shook his head. "She loved him."

"Yeah, wholeheartedly," mumbled Battery. "Makes me want to go home and crawl in bed, keep Bree a little closer."

Swiss nodded. He understood the sentiment but had no desire to feel that way about another person. The solitary life fit him fine.

He only worried about himself. Life was simpler that way.

"I'll see you tomorrow." Battery stepped over to his motorcycle.

"Ride with purpose, Prez," said Swiss, stating the club's pledge.

Battery mumbled, "Always, man."

The president of Ronacks started his motorcycle and rode away from the bar. Swiss looked at the back door, found it closed, and the outside light turned off. Raelyn had already shut down for the night to be alone with her memories.

He started the engine of his Harley and followed Battery out of town. At the last street, before the speed limit raised to forty-five miles per hour, Swiss turned right and headed toward the duplex, knowing it would be another long night since it was unlikely that he'd be able to go back to sleep.

He swung over to the curb, backed his bike into position, and pocketed his keys. Glancing over at the rusted piece of shit-mobile next to the curb, he walked around the vehicle and kneeled down beside the flat tire, running his hand over the surface in the dark. Near the bottom, he felt the tell-tale sign of a nail protruded from the rubber.

It'd take more than a simple inflate to get the car drivable. The owner would need a spare and a trip to Leery's Tire Supply for a patch.

He straightened, knowing it wasn't his problem, and walked around the back of the car and up on the sidewalk. A dark shadow appeared alongside the car, and he turned, his hand going to his vest pocket where he kept his pistol.

"Don't move," said a feminine voice.

Swiss held his hands away from his vest. "Easy, there."

"Who are you and what are you doing snooping around my car?" she asked.

In the dark with the streetlight behind her, all he could make out was a woman with dark hair, probably brown, about five-feet-five-inches, and average weight. Her voice tremored when she spoke. 

Apparently, she was his new neighbor.

"My name's Swiss. I live behind you on the left side of the duplex." He waited for her to look over her shoulder, and when she continued to hold a pistol on him, he said, "Why don't you point that somewhere else and I can go inside and get out of your hair."

"You live on the other side of the duplex?"

"Yeah." He lowered his hands. "Let's put the gun away, sweet."

"You're in a gang?"

He chuckled. "This would be a nice conversation of getting to know you if I felt more secure about you handling a weapon."

She lowered the gun and aimed it at his feet. Though he'd prefer she put the pistol away before she accidently shot him, he let her have her protection and hoped if her finger squeezed the trigger, she'd hit the steel toe of his boot.

"Answer my question." She straightened her arms and yet followed Swiss's request to keep the barrel pointed lower. "Are you in a gang?"

"Motorcycle club." Swiss kept his gaze on her hands. "Ronacks Motorcycle Club."

"You said your name was Swiss," she said.

"That's what I'm called."

"You live here?" She tilted her head to the side.

He'd like to see her in the light. Going by her voice and the way she held her position, he liked where his mind took him. She had guts.

With a gun in her hand, he'd be foolish to believe her stupid or predictable. But, it was the middle of the night, and he wasn't planning on standing around with a pistol pointed at him answering her questions twice because she failed to understand him the first time.

"Already told you where I live and as much as I'd like to discuss this more with you until you believe me, I need to get inside." He stepped to his right, keeping her in view in case she made any sudden movements.

Aware of the package of cash against his back, he'd at first thought someone was trying to lift the money bag off him. Haugan was a small town, but travelers passed through, often desperate for money or thinking they could skip town and never be caught after taking advantage of one of the locals. He couldn't be too careful.

He reached for the door handle and his nighttime rebel said, "Swiss?"

The insecurity in her voice stopped him. He turned around. "Yeah?"

"You're right. It's the middle of the night, and it's dark." She remained on the sidewalk. "I apologize for pointing my gun at you. You startled me."

He moistened his lips and gazed around her. The whole town slept. The houses along the street remained dark, and they were the only two awake and outside.

"No harm done. You can't be too careful," said Swiss, taking in the silence.

While moving in or not, a female shouldn't be out at three o'clock in the morning by herself. Even the town of Haugan had its good and bad areas where a woman should pay attention to curfew. He preferred to stay in the south part of town where most of the petty crime happened because he found it easier in the chaos to mind his own business. But, there were meth-heads, heroin users, and men who would think nothing of taking advantage of a woman alone.

"Why don't you wrap up what you're doing and catch some sleep until the sun comes up. That way you're not startled anymore if you happen to run into someone when you're going out to your car." He opened the door, reached inside and flipped the outside light hanging above him on.

The light temporarily blinded her and gave him time to see who pulled a pistol on him. 

He was right about her size. All woman with curves in the right places. Though, she was better looking than he'd imagined—beautiful. She had thick, long, black hair and wide eyes. He dropped his gaze to her ripped jeans that hugged her thighs. Thighs he could dig his fingers into and hold on. Her waist indented nicely above her wide hips. He raised his gaze higher and appreciated the full breasts contained in her tight shirt with a low front that gave him a nice rack to admire.

"Sorry for disturbing you," she said, sidestepping to break his ogling.

He jerked his gaze to her face and openly stared. Her full lips gave her a sad expression. A susceptibility that confused him. She'd pulled a gun on him and seemed perfectly capable of taking care of herself.

She turned her dark eyes away and walked toward the door, fifteen steps to his left, and slipped inside her part of the duplex. He shook his head at the turn of events and went inside. He had no use for a neighbor, especially not a female.

The duplex was his, though he rented from the landlord, too. He'd made sure that nobody in their right mind would want to live on the other side of the wall from him.

She better not come over and try to get him to fix every electrical socket that wouldn't work or bitch about the noise of the plumbing.

It was a duplex. Not a condominium in Missoula. Shit broke down all the time, and he lived in the better half for a reason.
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Gia sat down on the scungy, shag carpet that reeked as if rats had died in the bedroom of the duplex. She held the cell phone she'd bought somewhere in Idaho at a Walmart store, and used cash to put twenty dollars on the account knowing she'd never use all the money.

She only needed to make one call. Then, she'd destroy the phone.

She punched in the phone number she'd memorized by heart and put the cell to her ear. The time of day or night she called no longer mattered. She had an emergency on her hands.

The phone stopped ringing. "Hm?"

"Please, please, wake up. It's Gia," said Gia on a whispered hiss of urgency. 

"I'm here. I'm awake," said Bianca, the female crisis worker who helped Gia escape Seattle and found her the duplex in Montana to stay in.

"I arrived late this evening and met the man next door a few minutes ago. He said his name was Swiss, not Greg Jones." Gia let her chin fall to her chest. "I came all the way to a different state and the shelter sent me to the wrong place."

"Swiss? Like the cheese?"

"That's what he said his name was when I finally caught him outside the duplex in the middle of the night." Gia pulled up her legs and leaned her elbows on her knees. "What am I supposed to do now?"

Bianca had gone over every detail with her on how to cover her tracks. Gia made sure she gave no verbal clues to her location.

"Don't panic, yet. Let me think."

Gia raised her head to the empty room. "Think fast. I'm freaking out and feel like screaming or crying, maybe both."

"Okay, listen to me. The rent is paid for six months." A heavy sigh came over the phone. "It'd take me awhile to get the money together for you to go anywhere else. I'd have to go in front of the board again because we normally don't send women out of the state. Our budget is low. There are women who get turned down when all they need is a hotel room for a few days until a family member can help them find somewhere safe to stay."

"I know, but you have no idea how scary it is here. The duplex is a dump. I'm not just slumming. It's a health hazard living in this place," whispered Gia. "And, Swiss is big. I'm not talking fat. He's huge. He wasn't even scared when I pointed the gun at him. If he's the wrong guy, I'm in more trouble staying here."

"You showed him the pistol?" Bianca groaned. "Gia, I gave you the weapon off the record and went against the rules of the shelter. You're only supposed to take it out of your bag if you feel your life is in danger."

"It could've been. I don't know the man or what he'd do to me." Gia pushed to her feet and paced the bare room. "I thought for sure when I arrived, the man you sent me to was here. There was a motorcycle parked out front and everything."

"Wait. Why didn't you say he had a motorcycle?" Bianca scoffed. "Did you find out if this guy named Swiss is part of a motorcycle club?"

"Yes, I asked him. He said Rowacts or Ronacks. I'm not sure what the guy said because I was shaking so bad I couldn't even hear, and it was dark out so I couldn't read the patches on his vest." Gia peeked out of the bedroom into the living room and lowered her voice. "You don't get it. This place is nothing like back home, and the men do not wear suits or look like yuppies."

"What's he look like?"

"I told you, big and scary. Rough and physical. He's got tattoos, and he probably beats people up in his spare time." She walked back into the room. "I don't know anything else about him. It was dark, and I could barely see."

Even the lack of light couldn't hide what she had seen.

Swiss had arms on him bigger than her thigh—that was saying a lot. Her legs weren't skinny. He'd shown no fear at having a gun pointed at him, and that bravery in the face of danger frightened her more than being alone with him. Who knew what he was capable of doing.

She'd barely got a good look at him before he turned on the light and she had to look away from his face. All she knew was he had short hair, almost a military cut, and a dark goatee. He had black tattoos over both shoulders and at first glance, she thought he wore a black T-shirt, but when she looked longer, she made out a flannel shirt with the arms cut out under his vest.

"Did he have a scar on his face? On his cheekbone?" asked Bianca.

Gia pressed her fingers against the bridge of her nose and tried to picture the man's face. He had a wide forehead, broad nose, and he squinted. She dropped her hand, excitement filling her.

"Yes," she said, echoing in the empty room. "I think so. I can't be positive, but he squinted, even when he wasn't talking or looking at me."

"It's him. It's Greg Jones."

"You're sure?" she said, stepping away from the dirty, curtain-less window. "This isn't something to guess about. I'm living in a disgusting room and worried about not having a current tetanus shot. You need to be positive."

"Gia." Bianca's stern voice got her attention. "If he has a scar that affects his eye nd it makes him look like he squints, it's him. He got shot. It's not the kind of scar a person would get from falling and smacking their head on the coffee table or from a bar fight."

"I'll need to see his face in the daylight. I'm not taking any chances." Gia swallowed, not looking forward to the sunrise.

"When you do get another look at him, call me back."

Gia groaned. "I can't. I'm going to get rid of this one. You'll have to wait until I can get another phone or find somewhere to make a call."

"I hate that you're in this situation, but you need to stay safe. Be extra careful."

Tears gathered in Gia's vision, and she swallowed the weakness. She had to remain strong. With no one else around to help her, she'd need to set everything up herself and make sure the man on the other side of the duplex was the right one without screwing up. "I will. I'm too afraid to do much."

"You're going to be all right."

Gia inhaled deeply. "I hope so."

"I'm serious. Repeat after me, you're going to be all right."

"You're going to be all right," Gia mumbled.

"Smartass." The voice on the other end of the phone softened. "One day at a time, Gia. Be aware of your surroundings and don't ever go anywhere alone. When you must go out, stay where there are crowds and don't be afraid of yelling for help. Don't talk to too many people or raise any attention to yourself in the meantime. You want to be forgettable."

"Okay. I don't even want to leave the duplex. Though it stinks in here and I'm surprised the building hasn't been bulldozed."

"Don't focus on the living conditions yet. A lot can be fixed by soap and water."

Gia rolled her eyes. Bianca had no idea what the place looked like.

"Be smart, Gia. Call me when you can, okay?"

"I will. Bye." She lowered the phone and disconnected the call.

Before she fell apart, she walked into the living room and dug through her bag until she found a screwdriver. Then, she laid the phone on the carpet and stabbed it over and over, until the screen broke, the back came off, the battery flipped out. When she'd broken the cellphone in enough pieces, she felt confident that if the phone had somehow been trackable, she'd successfully stopped anyone from finding her. 

She put the pieces in a bag and set the garbage by the door. Tomorrow, she'd find a place to throw the broken phone away where nobody could find it.
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By six o'clock in the morning, Swiss could no longer stay inside the duplex after returning from the bar, running into his new neighbor, and unable to go back to sleep. He walked out the door swinging his keyring on the tip of his finger. His work day started at eight when Watson's Repo and Towing opened for business, and he planned to waste time grabbing a couple of cups of coffee at Brewers beforehand. Hell, maybe he'd grab breakfast, too.

He'd need food to keep him going while he put in his time running security at Watson's during working hours while the owner dealt with a lawsuit from two brothers who thought they'd do a little pushing around in the form of vandalism and threats. His job was to make sure the brothers never set foot on Watson's property.

Metal clanked by the car at the curb. He walked around his bike and found the woman from the middle of the night on her knees struggling with a tire iron. Beside her sat a wienie balloon spare that wouldn't take her a mile down the road without throwing off the front alignment on her car.

"Hey," he said.

She startled and fell back on her ass. "I'm sorry. Did I wake you?"

"No." He leaned over and peered under her car. "Where's the jack?"

"I don't have one." She pushed to her feet and held the iron at her side.

"How did you plan on changing the tire?" He rubbed the back of his head and checked out the curve of her hip.

She made a soft mewl sound as if she were thinking the question over. Attracted to the sound, he raised his gaze to her face.

"I thought if I could manage to get the nut-bolt things loose, I could use those concrete blocks in the flowerbed and maybe it would give me enough height under the car to wiggled the tire off." She half turned and pointed toward the duplex. "I'd put the blocks back when I was done, and straighten up the dirt. All I need is something strong enough to hold up the car, but so far, I can't budge these nuts loose."

At least she had the basic idea, though an impossible task with the lack of tools. He stepped away and walked back to his side of the duplex, went inside, and found a jack in the pile of tools in the corner of his living room, then returned to the car.

The woman jumped out of his way when he stepped in front of her. He held up the jack. "I'll do it."

"Oh, thank you," she said with an exhale. "I appreciate the help."

He squatted down, found the frame, and placed the jack on the ground. "Iron?"

She passed him the tool. He stuck the end on the lever. A dozen pumps and the flat tire lifted off the ground, giving him more height to prep for the new tire.

"Is that the only spare you have?" he asked.

"Yes."

He pulled out his cell, pulled up the contact number for the Ronacks Vice President, and put the phone to his ear.

"Yeah?" said Rod.

"Are you working at Leery's today?" He gazed at the woman's hands until she crossed her arms and kept them from his view. She wore no wedding ring.

"I start at eight."

"Do me a favor and roll aside a 70R13 for me." He peered at the condition of her other tires. "Better yet, if you have a used one with enough tread to make it safe, I'll take it.

"Will do. I've got a delivery at four thirty this afternoon and will be out with the truck. Do you want me to drop it at your place and save you a trip back to town?" asked Rod.

"Yeah, that'd be good. Thanks." He disconnected the call and directed his attention to the woman. "I'm not putting the spare tire you have on the car."

"Why not?"

"Unsafe."

She sighed. "Well, I can't help that. It's the only spare tire I have, and it came with the car. It's inflated and holding air."

"Still not going to put it on."

"But, you...I can't..." She blew out her breath, sending her hair away from her cheek. "I can't afford a new tire at the moment, and it sounds like you just asked someone to get me a new one."

"Never asked you to buy it." He picked up the jack, handed her the tire iron, and stepped away. "I'll put it on around five o'clock when I get back from work."

She stepped toward him. He turned and walked away, leaving her by her useless car.

"Wait," she called. "You really can't buy me a tire."

"Already done."

She tugged her shirt over her flat stomach. "Can you wait a couple of weeks until I can pay you back?"

"Never asked for money, —" He frowned. "What's your name?"

She worked her lips in worry and finally said, "Gia."

"Gia," he said and nodded. "Fits you."

Swiss turned and unlocked his door, set the jack down inside, and went back out. Gia stood in the same spot frowning at him. He walked to his motorcycle. It wasn't his problem if she hadn't liked him getting her a new tire. He wasn't going to be responsible for not stopping her from driving around on a spare that could abandon her at any time. Probably in the worst place.

He straddled the Harley. Out of his peripheral vision, he watched Gia step toward him. He slipped his key in and looked at her.

"Anything else?" he asked.

She glanced away and studied the road. "Is there a coffee shop within walking distance?"

"You don't have coffee?"

She shook her head.

He removed the key, hopped off the bike, and walked past her to his side of the duplex. He left the door open behind him. She could follow or not, that was up to her.

He could take the time to make enough coffee for two people easily enough. Usually, he stopped at the coffee shop in the morning, because it was one of the businesses Ronacks protected. He dumped a half a pot of water in the maker, filled the coffee filter, and pushed the power button.

Gia cleared her throat behind him. He glanced over his shoulder. She stood in the doorway watching him.

"You might as well come in and wait." He removed two mugs from the cupboard and turned around. "It won't take long."

Gia inched her way in, looking all around. For the first time, he picked up her shyness. What she'd given him during the middle of the night and that morning was fear. A fear he couldn't pinpoint the cause.

"Wow, your place is nice." She peered around the room.

He grunted. "Nobody has lived in your side for a long time."

"Right," she whispered, frowning.

"Where are you from?" he asked, not caring where she originated, only that he wanted her gone from living beside him.

Gia stepped up to the other side of the open-faced counter. "All over. I was an Army brat until I went to college at U of W. Then, I lived in the Seattle area and...I'm living in Montana now."

"Yeah?" He pulled the container of sugar toward him. "What are you going to do in Haugan? Not much around here requires an employee with a college degree."

"I don't know yet. I have some time until I have to make a decision." She glanced down at his arm. "You were in the service?"

He looked down at his squadron number tattooed on his upper arm. "A long time ago. Learned enough skills to survive and left the career side to better men than me."

She bobbed her head and glanced at the counter. "Coffee smells good."

"You probably don't have much in the way of groceries yet." He turned at the sound of the last gurgle and shut the maker off. "Only have sugar and milk."

"Sugar is perfect."

He handed her a filled mug and motioned with his chin toward the canister in front of her. "Help yourself."

Without any hesitation, she removed the lid, reached in for the spoon stuck in the sugar, and loaded three mounds into her coffee. Amused, he grinned at her eagerness and guiltless calories. He enjoyed a woman who could also enjoy eating good food or drinking flavored coffee.

She glanced up at him, set the spoon on the counter, and lifted her mug. Her eyes closed as the aroma of coffee hit her and her mouth opened. He forgot about his coffee. He forgot about getting to work. He forgot about his dislike of neighbors and keeping to himself.

Her lips puckered, and she blew the steam away from the hot coffee, gingerly putting her lips on the mug. His cock pulsed, hardening in his jeans. He stood enraptured at the way her lips sought the liquid, teasing and tempting.

Gia moaned at the first sip and opened her eyes. "God, that's good."

"How long has it been since you've had coffee?" He widened his stance, easing the pressure in his crotch.

"A couple of days." She shrugged. "With the move, the flat tire, and everything, I haven't made it to a grocery store. Actually, I don't even know where one is in town."

He pulled out his phone, glanced at the time, and took a big drink of coffee, scalding the tip of his tongue. "I need to get going."

"Oh." She drank a bigger swallow, grimaced, and set her cup down on the counter without finishing the drink. "I've taken up too much of your time."

"Hey," he said, grabbing the pot and filling her cup to a hair of the brim. "Take the cup. When you're done, you can leave it in front of my door. I'll get it tonight after I put your new tire on."

"About that..." Her brow furrowed. "I'm serious. I can't let you purchase a tire for my car. I'll figure something out."

"No worries. It's already done." He walked around the counter. "I need to get to work."

She walked ahead of him. He ogled her ass and his fingers curled into his palms. She had hips with a nice flare he could hold on to and keep her close.

Gia stopped in front of the door. Swiss followed her gaze to the right. All that was there was his television, a couple of empty beer cans, a picture, and a helmet he rarely wore sitting on his console.

"Something wrong?" he asked.

She jolted and stepped through the door. "Thanks again for the coffee...and the tire."

"No problem." He locked the door and strode to his bike.

Removing his skullcap out of his back pocket, he pulled the tight material over his head to his eyebrows, started the bike, and looked over to the front of the duplex.

Gia had already gone inside, shut up tight in her part of the building with the only coffee mug he owned that had no chips. He pulled away from the curb and headed to work. Once he got the damn tire on her piece of shit car, he'd have his quiet existence back.
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