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Some people stock up on milk, bread and eggs when a storm is coming, but book people stock up on books.

Betsy checked out another library patron with a stack of books and wished she’d had more of a lunch break. She’d wanted to get her tire fixed. It was low, but the tire place hadn’t been able to promise to have it ready in time for her to get back to work at the Bartlett Public Library in Tennessee. 

Now, she’d have to drive home on that low tire in rain that had been falling all day and had now turned to sleet, which would then turn to ice as the temperature continued to drop

Wondering if it was starting to get bad out there, she pushed her glasses back up on her nose, tucked her dark blonde hair behind her right ear, a nervous habit of hers, and sent a worried look to the glass doors. She caught her breath and her mouth froze into an Oh.

Stomping into the library onto the floor mat, wearing boots and a fatigue jacket, stood a tall, broad shouldered man who took her breath away. Handsome, with long dark bangs that fell onto his face, he brushed the hair back impatiently with his right hand, fully revealing an eye patch over his right eye. His good left eye, a deep brown, bored with intensity into her. He carried a stack of books under one arm.

“Are you going to check me out or what?” The cranky elderly lady who was next in line brought Betsy back to what she should have been doing.

“Yes, ma’am.” She reached for the first book with a shiver.

That man let all this cold air in, that’s why I have goose bumps. Was he born in a barn? And stamping there like that with his big boots drawing attention and then giving me that look. What is that look about?

She could still feel that look. As if he’d seared it into her soul. She shivered again and finished checking out Mrs. Geraldine E. Watson. “Be safe driving home.”

The woman harrumphed. “Would have been gone by now if you hadn’t been googly eyeing that man. I just hope I make it home in this sleet.”

I’m not googly eying anyone. Betsy frowned.

Betsy did not google eye men or flirt with them. Her shyness prevented her from talking to men she didn’t know, unless they initiated the conversation. Though she might check them out beneath lowered lids if she knew they wouldn’t see her. A handsome man was a fine sight indeed.

This man, though, where had he gone? She glanced over to the door and then scanned from the door to the end of the line of patrons waiting to check out.

Oh. She took in a breath. There he is. Right at the end of my line.

Tension filled her. The library closing in ten minutes announcement came over the speaker, making her jump. She’d heard it so many times before, knew it was coming and yet she jumped.

Because of him. I’m jumpy because of him. It’s a good thing he’s not looking at me right now. I need to settle down and finish my job.

Processing the patron’s books, she worked, refusing to look over at him again. But the tension did not ease.

Then he was there before her, with that dark, mysterious eye patch and strong intense deep brown eye looking at her as if he had x-ray vision and could see inside of her all the way to her soul.

They say losing one of your senses makes the others stronger. Is that why his gaze makes me feel so strange? What is he seeing? I have to say something now. He’s just standing there looking at me.

This handsome stranger would have made her feel shy even without his eye patch. The patch added a mysterious, raffish quality to his look. The frown he’d sent her way when he’d entered the library still resonated with her. Now that intense eye was focused on her with a direct intensity she was not used to. Her words came out in a stammer. “D...did you enjoy the books?” She gave him a small, shy smile.

He met it with a growl. “Hell no, I did not enjoy these books.” He pointed to his eye patch. “What do you think?”

“I...I surely don’t know.” She turned beet red. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t think.” She reached out for them. “Here, I’ll just take them.”

He handed them to her, still keeping that intensity focused on her.

Wanting to help him, she said, “We have audio books if these are too much.”

“I’m not blind,” he growled.

“Oh, of course not. I didn’t mean to imply—” Flustered, she turned pink and patted the stack of books, her voice coming out in a squeak. “If the type on these is too small, we have large print.” Her voice squeaked high on the word print as he impaled her with his gaze.

“My eyesight is fine,” he ground out the words.“

“Oh.” Totally flustered now, she put one hand to her mouth, turning even redder and said, “I am so sorry. I was just trying to help.”

He blinked once, his gaze changing as he seemed to catch himself, pulling back just a tad from whatever foul mood he was in, but not enough to appear friendly. “Don’t worry about it.” He shook his head and growled again. “Where are the audio books?”

Wordlessly, she stood pointing to the right in the direction of the audio books. She could have stepped out of Dickens’ Christmas Carol as she stood so still and solemn like the ghost of Christmas future, afraid to speak, for when she spoke, it only seemed to make things worse. He gave her a curt nod and took off in that direction.

Shakily, she let out a breath.

Less than ten minutes now and everyone will go home. I hope my tire makes it.

She carried his books to the rolling cart behind her and added them to the stack of returned books piled up.

I’ll get caught up on those tomorrow. He couldn’t drop the books in the return slot while the library is open because we lock it. Why people think it’s funny to put their trash in that slot I’ll never know. It’s like unscrewing the saltshaker. Some people don’t have enough interesting things to do.

Did he simply want to return the books, or had he stopped at the desk because he wanted something? He looked like he wanted something. But if so, he hadn’t said what. Yet, he didn’t seem like a man who had trouble speaking up. Why is he looking at me like that?

She kept checking out patrons and then with one minute to closing, there he stood before her again with two audio books in his hand. A Tom Clancy, and one of Barry Eisler’s John Rain books. So, he was obviously a military man who liked action adventure stories.

You can learn a lot about a person by noting what books they check out.

He handed her the audio books without speaking, and she checked him out. His name was Nash. Nash Ware.

Ware. Be wary. He might be a werewolf.

She mentally shook herself.

Enough of the word play. I scare myself sometimes. My mind is too often in the world of fiction. He’s just a man.

“Thanks.” He gave a brief nod and headed for the door.

He was the last patron out and she locked the door behind him.

After shutting down lights and computer systems and putting the phone on the answering machine, she put on her coat, slipped out of her work shoes into her new black suede boots, grabbed her purse and headed for the back door.

June had left five minutes before in a hurry to pick up her baby and to get them home as soon as she could to be off the roads before the ice got worse. The library was quiet, dark and securely locked.

Walking to her car, Betsy nearly slipped on the sheets of ice that had formed. Her new boots proved to be more decorative than useful. Fortunately, she righted herself with some fancy footwork. Her car stood alone beneath the light, layered in a covering of snow and ice. Taking her glove, she brushed off the window and door of the driver’s side and unlocked her door. A big black Jeep was at the parking lot entrance. It backed up, and then turned around and headed her way. The Jeep had big black tires, tinted windows and was the largest Jeep she’d ever seen.

Oh no. Who is that and what do they want? It looks like something out of the movies, like a dark government vehicle. Why are they coming toward me?

She jumped into the car quickly and locked the door, her heart racing. Putting her key in the ignition, she cranked the engine. It wouldn’t start.

Oh, no.

She gasped and then turned it over again. This time it started. The stereo blasted Celtic Woman, Betsy jumped and turned it off. She couldn’t see through the other windows, which she hadn’t cleared off yet, so she strained to see where the Jeep had gone. 

A knock on her door made her jump with a shriek and flip her head around.

The man with the intense eye and eye patch stood looking down at her.

Oh, my God. What does he want?

He held out an ice scraper and shouted through the window. “I’m going to clear your windows.”

Oh. That’s nice. I didn’t expect that. But that doesn’t mean I should trust him.

“Thank you,” she shouted back, not willing to roll that window down even a crack.

He moved to the front of the car and started working on clearing it. Then he moved all the way around the car, scraping the ice off and soon all the windows were cleared. She could see out again. His Jeep was large, dark and rugged looking, parked beside her in the blind spot she hadn’t cleared on the windows at first.

Just the sort of vehicle a military man or veteran would drive.

He came back to the window and looked in. Nice as he had been, she still wasn’t rolling down the window. 

“Thank you,” she shouted again.

He nodded and touched his hat, his dark eye watching her. He walked back to his Jeep.

She watched him go wondering why he’d still been here when she locked up. If he hadn’t done such a nice thing and then walked away, she would have assigned a bad motivation to the fact he was still here when she went to get into her car. She slowly backed out of the parking space.

Something is wrong.

Pulling out of reverse to drive she headed for the street, but the car slid and her rear tire hit something.

His Jeep pulled up beside her. Faster than she could work out what was wrong he was out the door and knocking at her window.

“You have a flat,” he shouted.

Oh no. I should have guessed. I should’ve gotten it fixed at lunch, late to work or not. Now what am I going to do?

She unlocked the door, opened it and got out of the car. As she stepped onto the icy parking lot her foot slipped.

His hand shot out and grabbed her elbow before she could fall on the ice. “Careful.”

“Oh.” She gasped at the contact. “Thank you.”

“My pleasure, ma’am.”

So, he had manners after all.

They walked to the side of the car together with him holding her arm until they stopped and stood looking down at her flattened tire.

“It’s not safe for you to drive,” he said. “I’ll give you a ride home.”

Wait. What?

Flustered by all that had happened, and happened so fast, she looked up at him.

So tall.

Her capacity for words strung into a full sentence seemed to have left her.

Tall and strong.

She stared at him wide-eyed.

And close. Very close.

If she’d had to describe him in one word, she would have chosen intense. This man was intense.

“I...I’ll just go back inside. I can call...” her voice trailed off. 

Who could she call? None of her girlfriends were going to come out in this weather, and she had no family in town.

“Don’t be afraid. You’re safe with me.” His calm, deep tone was reassuring, as well as his presence. “We haven’t been introduced properly. I’m Nash. Nash Ware.”

She came back to herself enough to speak. “Nice to meet you, Nash. I’m Betsy Bobbin. Thank you for your help.”

“You’re welcome, Betsy Bobbin.” His tone was both a caress and a reassurance, which held a note of humor as a slow grin spread across his face when he spoke her name. The grin and the twinkle in his eye began to dash away the misgivings she had about accepting a ride from him. His was a kind eye, now that the intensity had eased, and the eye patch didn’t make him appear as sinister without that intensity.

“Yes, that’s me. One of three Bobbins sisters.”

He continued to grin.

“I’m the oldest.” Huge snowflakes were now falling and one splattered on her nose making her blink and adding spots onto her glasses.

“Well, Betsy Bobbin.” Again that grin appeared as he spoke, “Let’s get you home and warm and we can deal with your car later.”

She hesitated. “All I know about you is your name. That’s not enough to get in a car with a stranger. What do you do, Nash Ware?”

“I’m a Marine veteran. Been back about eight months. Going to college now on the G.I. bill.”

“Thank you for your service.”

He nodded. “You’re welcome.” He spoke in a quiet tone.

She stood watching him, not sure what to do. He seemed nice enough, but still, she had only his word that he was who he said he was.

“Here.” He reached into his back pocket and pulled out his wallet, flipping it open to his I.D.

She looked from him to the I.D. and nodded. “Okay. I’m just going to make a phone call first.”

“Whatever makes you feel more comfortable.”

She took her phone out of her coat
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