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Maryse Courturier Black
You know why.
And it’s not just because we both love shoes.
I figured you’d like a Colorado Mountain
Man dedicated to you.
So here you go, beautiful.
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PROLOGUE



No Promises. No Expectations.


MY EYES OPENED and I saw dark.


I was wide awake and I knew it was early.


This was weird. It might take some time for me to get to sleep but once I found it, I didn’t wake up until morning. I usually woke up groggy, though, more willing to turn around, curl up, and fall back to sleep than get up and face the day.


But I was awake in a way that I could easily get up, make coffee, do laundry, and clean my apartment. In a way that I knew I’d never get back to sleep.


Which was totally weird.


On that thought, my phone rang.


I blinked at the clock on my nightstand and saw it was almost four in the morning. Warmth rushed through me and, following close on its heels, dread.


Only one person called at this time. The calls didn’t come frequently enough for me, but they came.


Ham.


Shit.


I knew this would happen one day. I’d hoped for a different ending but deep in my heart I always knew this would be how we’d end.


I wanted to delay, let the phone go to voice mail, do what I had to do another time, but I knew I shouldn’t. He’d worry.


I always picked up. The only time I didn’t was when I’d fallen off the ladder in the stockroom at my shop. I broke my wrist, conked my head real good, and they’d kept me in the hospital overnight for observation. When Ham got ahold of me after that and found out what happened, he drove right to Gnaw Bone and stayed for a week to take care of me. It was just a broken wrist and I was banged up a bit, but for that week I didn’t cook, clean, or do anything but work at my shop.


Ham did all the rest for me.


One of the many reasons why I wished this would end differently.


I also couldn’t delay because this needed to be done. No time would be a good time, not for me. I didn’t know how Ham would feel about my ending things, which was a problem, and explained why I knew deep in my heart this would be our ending.


So I might as well get it over with.


I grabbed my phone and put it to my ear.


“Hey, darlin’,” I greeted, my voice quiet and slightly sleepy.


“Hey, babe,” he replied and that warmth washed through me again.


Graham Reece, Ham to me, didn’t have an unusual voice. Though, it was attractive. Deep and masculine. But there were times it could go jagged. For instance, when I did something Ham thought was cute or sexy. Or when we were in bed and I was taking him there.


I loved it when his voice went jagged. So much so that even hearing his voice when it was normal reminded me of those times.


Good times.


The best.


I forced my mind from those times.


“You off shift?” I asked.


“Yep, just got home,” Ham answered.


Graham Reece worked in bars and, as often as the life he led meant he was looking for a new gig, he never had a problem landing a job. He had a reputation that extended from Bonners Ferry, Idaho, to Tucson, Arizona; Galveston, Texas, to Rapid City, South Dakota.


This was mostly because although he might move around a lot, when you had him, he was as steady as a rock. Not to mention, he poured a mean drink and was so sharp he could take and fill three drink orders at the same time as well as make change in a blink of an eye. Further, he had so much experience he could spot trouble the instant it walked through the door and he had no aversion to handling it. He knew how to do that with little muss and fuss if the threat became real. And, last, he had a certain manner that I knew all bar owners would want in their bar.


This was because there was an edge of mean to his look. If you knew him, you knew that menace was saved only for times it was needed. But if you didn’t know him, one look at his forbidding but handsome face, the bulk of his frame, the breadth of his shoulders, his rough, calloused hands, his shrewd eyes, you’d think twice about acting like an asshole.


For men, I would guess this would be off-putting and I knew from experience it stopped many of them from being assholes before they might even start. Though, some men found it a challenge, poked the sleeping bear, and ended up mauled. I knew this from experience, too, seeing as I’d witnessed it more than once.


For women, the look and feel of Graham Reece had one of two results. They were either scared shitless of him, but still thought he was smokin’ hot, or they just thought he was downright smokin’ hot.


I was the latter.


But I had to quit thinking about this stuff. Thinking about this stuff made it harder. Thinking about this stuff made me want to rethink ending things.


More, it made me think I should consider why I was rethinking ending things.


I had to suck it up, get this done, even though I didn’t want to.


Therefore, I hesitated.


It was a mistake.


“Listen, darlin’,” he went on, “tonight’s my last night. Got a gig to get to in Flag.”


This wasn’t a surprise. Ham was in Billings. He’d been there awhile. It was time to move on. New horizons. New pastures. Trading Montana for Arizona. From beautiful to a different kind of beautiful.


Ham’s way.


Ham started his life out in Nebraska, but from what he told me, through his adulthood, he was a travelin’ man. As far as I knew, the longest he stayed in one place was a year. Usually it was six to eight months.


Ham was not a man who laid down roots. He moved from place to place, rented furnished apartments, and everything he owned could fit easily in the back of his truck.


“Takin’ a coupla days to pack and load up,” he continued. “Thought I’d swing your way, drag my shit in your place, unload the bike, and we could take off for a few days.”


The dread moved through me again as I tossed off the covers and threw my legs over the side of the bed.


“Ham—”


He cut me off. “You can’t close the shop. I’ll find somethin’ to do during the day and we’ll go out, do night rides.”


Night rides.


The best.


Oh God, I wanted to do that.


But I couldn’t do that.


“Darlin’—” I started.


“Or, you can swing it, I’ll hang with you for a few days, then you close up and take a vacation, ride with me down to Flag, hang with me for a while.”


He was talking time and lots of it.


And he wanted me to be with him for that time.


And, man, oh freaking man, I wanted to be with him for that while.


Not to mention, I’d heard Flagstaff was amazing. I lived in the mountains of Colorado so I knew amazing but that didn’t mean I didn’t want to check out Flag.


I pushed to my feet, moved through the dark to the window, and did this while talking.


“Honey, I have something to tell you.”


“Yeah?” he prompted when I said no more.


I pulled my curtains aside and looked at my not-so-spectacular view of the parking lot. They broke ground on my new house in one of Gnaw Bone’s land magnate, Curtis Dodd’s, developments only four days ago. In the meantime I was living in an apartment facing away from the mountains, with a view of nothing but cars, asphalt, and storage units.


In my new three-bedroom, two-and-half-bath house, I would have panoramas of the Colorado Rockies all around in a development that the HOA decreed would be appropriately, and attractively, xeriscaped.


I couldn’t wait.


Though I could wait for having a mortgage payment, but everyone had to grow up sometime.


This was my time.


“Zara, you there, babe?” Ham asked when I still didn’t speak.


“I’m seein’ someone.”


It came out in a rush and was met with nothing.


I held my breath and got more nothing.


“Ham?” I called when he didn’t speak.


“It exclusive?” he asked and I nearly smiled at the same time I nearly cried.


Again, pure Ham. No promises. No expectations. He called when he called. I called when I called. We hooked up if it worked and we enjoyed ourselves tremendously when we did. If it didn’t work, both of us were disappointed (me probably more, but I never let on) but we kept on keeping on, waiting for the next call. The next hookup. The next two days or two weeks when we’d hang out, have fun, laugh, eat, drink, and make love.


Ham understood the concept of exclusive; he just didn’t utilize it. He’d respect it, if necessary. But, if he could, he’d also find ways to work around it.


So Ham had no hold on me like I had no hold on him. He had other women, I knew. He didn’t hide it nor did he shove it in my face.


He asked no questions about other men.


He wanted it that way.


I did not, but I never said a word because I suspected, if I did, I’d lose him.


Now, he’d lost me.


I just wondered how he’d feel about that.


“We’ve been seein’ each other for almost four months. We haven’t had that discussion but exclusive is implied,” I answered quietly.


“You into him?” Ham asked.


There was a smile in my voice when I reminded him, “We’ve been seein’ each other for almost four months, darlin’.”


But the smile hid my uncertainty.


My boyfriend, Greg, was a great guy. He was steady. He was sweet. He was quiet and there was no drama. He was better than average looking. And there was no doubt he was into me and also no doubt that I liked knowing that.


There was doubt, though. All on my side and all of it had to do with if I was into him.


But I wasn’t getting any younger. I wanted kids. I wanted to build a family. I wanted to do it in a way that it would take, no fighting, cheating, drama, heartbreak, all this ending in divorce. I wanted to be settled. I wanted to come home at night knowing what my evening would bring. I wanted to wake up the next morning next to someone, knowing what my day would bring. I wanted to give my kids, when I had them, stability and safety.


I also wanted that for myself. I’d never had it, not in my life.


And I wanted it.


And, after being friends with benefits with Graham Reece for five years, I knew that was not going to happen with him. No matter how much I wanted it to.


“So you’re into him,” I heard him mutter.


“Yeah,” I replied and tried to make that one word sound firm.


“Right, then, will he have a problem, I swing by and take you to lunch?” Ham asked.


No, Greg wouldn’t have a problem with that. Greg didn’t get riled up about much and I knew he wouldn’t even get riled up about an ex-lover swinging by to take me to lunch.


Thus me having doubts. Part of me felt I should be cool with a man who trusted me not to fuck him over. Part of me wanted a man who detested the idea of his woman spending time with an ex-lover. Possessiveness was hot. A man who staked his claim, marked his territory.


It wasn’t about lack of trust. It was about belonging to someone. It was about them having pride in that and wanting everyone to know it, especially you.


Ham looked like a man who would be that way. Knowing I wasn’t the only friend he enjoyed benefits with and his ask-no-questions, tell-no-lies approach to relationships proved he just wasn’t.


“No, Greg’ll be cool with that,” I told him and I shouldn’t have. With nothing holding him back, that meant Ham would go out of his way to hit Gnaw Bone, take me to lunch. I’d have to see him, want him, and, as ever, not have him. But this time, it would be worse. I wouldn’t have him at all, including in some of the really good ways I liked to have him.


“Okay, babe, I’ll call when I’m close,” he said.


“Right,” I murmured.


“Now you get to bed, go back to sleep,” he ordered.


That was not going to happen.


“Okay, Ham.”


“See you soon, darlin’.”


“Look forward to it, honey.”


“ ’Night, darlin’.”


“ ’Night, Ham.”


He disconnected and I stared out at the parking lot.


That was it. He wanted lunch. He wanted to continue the connection even if the connection had changed.


That was good.


But he wasn’t devastated or even slightly miffed that I was moving on, changing our connection.


That was very bad.


I bent my neck until my head hit the cool glass of the window and I stared at the cars in the lot without seeing them.


I did this for a long time.


Then I pulled myself together, moved from the window, made coffee, did laundry, and cleaned my apartment.


*     *     *


Five days later…


I sat in a booth at the side of The Mark, a restaurant in town. I had a ginger ale bubbling on the table in front of me. I was in the side of the booth where I could see the front windows and door.


I knew Ham was about to show because, ten minutes ago, I saw his big, silver Ford F-350 with the trailer hitched to the back holding his vintage Harley slide by. With that massive truck and the addition of a trailer, it would take him a while to find a good parking spot.


But he could walk in any second now.


I was nervous. I was excited.


I was sad.


And I knew I should never have agreed to this.


More sunlight poured through the restaurant and I looked from my ginger ale to the door to see it was open and Ham was moving through. I watched as he smiled at Trudy, a waitress at The Mark who was standing at the hostess station. He gave a head jerk my way. Trudy turned to look at me, smiled, and turned back to Ham, nodding.


Then I watched Ham walk to me.


Ham Reece was not graceful. He was too big to be graceful. He didn’t walk. He trudged.


But he was built. He was a bear of a man, tall and big. His mass of thick, dark hair was always a mess. He constantly looked like he’d either just gotten off the back of a bike he’d been riding wild and fast for hours or like he’d just gotten out of bed after he’d been riding a woman wild and fast for hours.


Now was no different, even though he’d just spent hours in the cab of his truck.


It looked good on him.


It always did.


Although big, he was fit and he worked at it. It was not lost on him with the years he’d put in in bars that he needed to be on the top of his game so, although not quick, he was in shape. He ran a lot. He also lifted. Every time I’d been with him, he’d found time to do what he needed to do, even if he was doing crunches on the floor of a hotel with his arms wrapped around something heavy held to his chest.


This meant he had great abs. Great lats. Great thighs. A great ass.


Just great all around.


Yes, I should never have agreed to this.


He got close. His eyes that started out a tawny brown at the irises and radiated out to a richer, darker brown at the edge of his pupils were lit with his smile as his lips grinned at me while he approached.


I slid out of the booth.


Two seconds later, Ham slid his arms around me.


“Hey, cookie,” he greeted, his voice jagged. My lungs deflated. He was happy to see me.


“Hey, darlin’.” I gave him a squeeze.


He returned the squeeze and let me go but didn’t step away.


His eyes caught mine and he stated, “Pretty as ever.”


“Hot as could be,” I returned, and his grin got bigger as he lifted a hand toward my face.


I braced, waiting for it. No, anticipating it with sheer delight.


But I didn’t get it. His grin faded, his hand dropped away, and then he took a half step back and gestured to the booth.


That was when I felt it, all I’d lost with Ham. One could say it wasn’t much but when you had him for the brief periods you had him, you had him. His attention, his affection, his easy, sweet touches, his deep voice that could go jagged with tenderness or desire. I knew that others might look at what we had and think I hadn’t lost much, but they would be wrong. And I knew in that instant exactly how much I was losing.


It hurt like hell.


“Slide your ass in, darlin’,” he ordered but didn’t wait until I did. He moved to the other side.


I slid in, Ham slid in across from me, and Trudy arrived at our table.


“Drink?” she asked.


“Beer,” Ham answered.


“Got a preference?” Trudy went on.


“Cold,” Ham told her.


She smiled at him then at me and took herself off.


Ham didn’t touch the menu sitting in front of him. He’d been to The Mark more than once. Anyone who had knew what they wanted.


His eyes came to me.


“How much time you got?” he asked.


“Couldn’t find anyone to look after the shop so I had to close it down,” I said by way of answer.


“In other words, not long,” he surmised and he was right.


I owned a shop in Gnaw Bone called Karma. Ham had been there. Ham knew how much work it was. Ham also knew all about my dream of having my own place, being my own boss, answering to no one, and surrounding myself with cool stuff made by cool people. He also knew it was hard work and that I put in that hard work. There were things we didn’t discuss but that didn’t mean we didn’t talk and do it deep. Not only when we were together but when one or the other of us got the itch to call. We could talk on the phone for hours and we did.


So I knew Ham, too.


I nodded. “I did try to find someone but—”


“Don’t worry about it, darlin’,” he muttered.


“Are you stayin’ in town?” I asked. “Maybe, tomorrow—”


“Headed out after this, babe.”


I nodded again, trying not to feel as devastated as I felt, an effort that was doomed to fail so it did.


“Thought you’d look different,” Ham noted and I focused on his handsome face, taking in the exquisite shape of his full lips, his dark-stubbled strong jaw, the tanned, tight skin stretching across his cheekbones, the heavy brow over those intelligent eyes that was the source of him looking not-so-vaguely threatening.


“What?” I asked.


“Got a man, you’re into him, you two got some time in, thought you’d look different.”


I forced a smile. “And how would I look different, babe?”


“Happy.”


My smile died.


Ham didn’t miss it.


His intelligent eyes grew sharp on my face. “This a good guy?”


“Yeah,” I answered. It was quick, firm, and honest.


Ham noted that, too, but that didn’t change the look in his eyes. “Gotta find a guy who makes you happy,” he told me.


I did. You, I thought.


“Greg’s sweet. He’s mellow, Ham, which I like. He’s really nice. He also really likes me and lets it show, and I like that, too. Things are going great,” I assured him.


Ham’s reply was gentle but honest, as Ham always was.


“Things might be goin’ good, Zara, but I can see it on your face, babe, they’re not goin’ great.”


“He’s a good guy,” I stressed.


“I believe you,” Ham returned. “And he’s givin’ you somethin’ you want. I’m all for that, darlin’. But you can’t settle for what you want. You gotta find what you need.”


I did. You, I thought again and found this conversation was making me slightly pissed and not-so-slightly uncomfortable.


I knew this man. I’d tasted nearly every inch of him. He’d returned the favor. I had five years with him in my life. Four months of that solid and, for me and Ham, exclusive back in the day when I was waitressing at The Dog and Ham was bartending. Four months solid of me waking up in his bed every morning from our first date to the day he left town.


Now he was advising me on what kind of man I should settle for.


I didn’t like this.


“Maybe we shouldn’t talk about Greg,” I suggested.


“Might be a good idea,” Ham replied, his attention shifting to Trudy, who set his beer on the table.


“You two ready to order?” she asked.


“Turkey and Swiss melt and chips,” I ordered.


“Buffalo burger, jack cheese, rings,” Ham said after me.


“Gotcha,” Trudy replied, snatching up the menus and then she was again off, which meant I again had Ham’s attention.


“Last thing I wanna do is piss you off, cookie,” he told me quietly.


“You didn’t piss me off,” I assured him.


“Good, ’cause, your man can handle it, I wanna find a way where I don’t lose you.”


The instant he was done speaking, I felt my throat tingle.


Oh God, we were already here. I suspected our lunch would lead us here, just not this soon.


We were at the place where I had to make a decision.


Greg wouldn’t care if Ham and I worked out a way to stay in each other’s lives. Maybe somewhere deep inside Greg would mind that I kept an ongoing friendship with an ex-lover but I’d be surprised if he’d let that show. Even so, I wouldn’t want to do something like that to him.


So that was a consideration.


But also, I had to decide if I could live with even less from Ham than I had before.


No decision, really.


I couldn’t. I knew it. I’d known it for ages because I couldn’t even live with the little bits of him that he already gave me. I just told myself I could so I wouldn’t lose even those little bits.


And, knowing this, finally admitting it, killed me.


“I don’t think I could do that to Greg, darlin’,” I told him carefully and watched his eyes flare.


“So this is it,” he stated.


That was all he gave me. An eye flare and confirmation that he got that this was it. I swallowed past the lump in my throat.


“This is it,” I confirmed.


“Do me a favor,” he said, then kept talking before I could get a word in. “Don’t lose my number.”


That knife pushed deeper.


“Ham—” I started.


He shook his head. “You change yours, you call me. I change mine, I’ll call you. We don’t gotta talk. But don’t break that connection, cookie.”


“I don’t think—”


“Five years, babe, through that shit your parents pulled on you. You breakin’ your wrist. Your girl gettin’ cancer. We’ve seen a lot. Don’t break that connection.”


We had seen a lot. He might not always have been there in person but he was always just a phone call away, even if he was hundreds of miles away.


I closed my eyes and looked down at the table.


“Zara, baby, look at me,” he urged and I opened my eyes and turned to him. “Don’t break our connection.”


“It was always you,” I found myself whispering, needing to get it out, give it to him so I could let it go.


I watched his chin jerk back, his face go soft, and then he closed his eyes.


He wasn’t expecting that, which also killed. He had to know. I’d given him more than one indication over five freaking years.


Maybe he was in denial. Maybe he didn’t care. Maybe he just didn’t want that responsibility.


Now, it didn’t matter.


“Ham, baby, look at me,” I urged. He opened his eyes and there was sadness there. “I won’t break our connection,” I promised.


The last thing I had to give, I’d give it.


For Graham Reece, I’d give anything.


Unfortunately, he didn’t want it.


“Not that man,” he said gently.


“I know,” I told him.


“Not just you, cookie, know that. I’m just not that man.”


“I know, honey.”


“Also not the man who wants to walk away from this table not knowin’ his girl is gonna be happy.”


He needed to stop.


“I’ll be happy,” I replied.


“You’re not being very convincing,” Ham returned.


“Broke ground on my house last week, Ham. It’s sweet,” I told him and watched surprise move over his features. “Great views,” I went on. “Roomy. Got a good guy who thinks the world of me.” I leaned toward him. “I need to move on, honey.” I swallowed again and felt my eyes sting before I finished. “I need to be free to find my happy.”


After I was done delivering that, Ham studied me with intense eyes for long moments that made my splintering heart start to fall apart.


Finally, he stated, “I could never give that to you, baby.”


You’re wrong. For four months, you gave me everything. Then you left and took it away, I thought.


“I know,” I said.


“Want with everything for you to find it,” he told me.


“I will, Ham.”


“Don’t settle, cookie.”


“I won’t.”


I saw his jaw clench but his eyes didn’t let mine go.


“I’m sorry,” I said. “I should have said this over the phone. I wasn’t ready then. I hadn’t… well…” I lifted my hands, flipped them out, and then rested them on the table. “Whatever. I shouldn’t have made you come out of your way—”


Ham interrupted me. “You gave me the brush-off without me seein’ your pretty face, that would piss me off, Zara. I’d come out of my way for you any time you needed it. You know that.”


I did. It always confused me but I knew it.


“Yeah, I know that, Ham.”


“Him in your life, he fucks you over, it goes bad, it doesn’t and you still need me, you’ll have my number and that always holds true.”


Really, he had to stop.


“Okay, Ham.”


“It’ll suck, walkin’ away from you.”


I looked at the table.


“But, one thing I always wanted is for you to be happy,” he continued.


I looked at him.


“You mean the world to me, cookie,” he finished.


So why? my thoughts screamed.


“You, too, darlin’,” I replied.


He reached a hand across the table and wrapped it around mine.


We held on tight as we held each other’s eyes.


Then we let go when Trudy came with a refill of my drink.


*     *     *


Half an hour later…


“Go,” Ham ordered.


We were standing on the boardwalk outside The Mark. My shop was a ways down the boardwalk, same side.


Now was the time.


This was truly it.


And I didn’t want to go.


Tears flooded my eyes.


“Ham, I—”


“Zara, go,” he demanded.


I pressed my lips together.


Suddenly, his hand shot up and curled around the side of my neck. His head came down and his lips were crushing mine.


I opened them.


His tongue darted inside.


I lifted a hand to curl it around his wrist at my neck, arched into him, and melted into his kiss, committing the smell, feel, and taste of him to memory.


And Ham let me, kissing me hard, wet, and long. A great kiss. A sad kiss. A kiss not filled with promise of good things to come, a kiss filled with the bitter knowledge of good-bye.


We took from each other until we both tasted my tears.


Just as suddenly, his hand and mouth were gone and he’d taken half a step away.


It felt like miles.


“Go.” His voice was jagged.


He didn’t want to lose me.


Why? my thoughts screamed.


“Bye, Ham,” I whispered.


He jerked up his chin.


I turned away, concentrating on walking down the boardwalk to my shop, ignoring anyone who might be around, and trying to ignore the feel of Ham’s eyes burning holes into my back.


I didn’t get relief until I turned to my shop, unlocked the door, and pushed inside.


No. The truth was, I didn’t get relief at all, not that day, that week, that year, or ever.


Because I’d walked away from the love of my life.


And he let me.















CHAPTER ONE



Ax Murderer


Three years later…


I SAT CROSS-LEGGED on my couch, pressed the tiny arrow on the screen of my phone, and put it to my ear.


Again.


“Zara? I, uh… signed the papers. Took them to George. It’s, uh… done. I, well, uh… just wanted you to know. Okay? I just…” Long pause, then, quieter, “Wanted you to know. I’ll, uh… I guess I’ll, um… see you around.”


I closed my eyes when I got silence.


Greg.


He’d signed the divorce papers.


It was done.


Shit, we were over.


The end.


I’d done what I never wanted to do. Never thought I would do. Hell, never thought I had it in me to do.


I’d broken a man.


I sucked in a breath through my nose, brought the phone down, and forced myself to lean forward, grab my remote, and turn on the TV rather than listen to the voice mail.


Again.


The news flashed on and I made myself pay attention to it.


Now, tonight’s top story, the newsman said. Dennis Lowe, the man who has been on a multistate killing spree, his chosen weapon an ax, was shot dead in the home of one of his victims by law enforcement officers today. After a short standoff with the FBI and local police, officers entered the house where Lowe was holding three women hostage. One hostage, Susan Shepherd, is in stable condition in a hospital in Indianapolis.


“Holy crap,” I mumbled. “An ax?”


A picture of a relatively good-looking—strangely, considering his chosen weapon was a freaking ax—mild-mannered-appearing man flashed on the screen behind the newscaster.


Lowe’s body count right now is unknown, although four murders are confirmed as being attributed to him. However, there’s a possibility that his victims number at least seven, with murders in Colorado and Oklahoma, and another man today in Indiana, suspected of being Lowe’s gruesome handiwork. In addition to Ms. Shepherd, a police officer and a bartender in Brownsburg, Indiana, were severely injured during the kidnapping of one of Lowe’s hostages, February Owens. Ms. Owens was allegedly the object of Lowe’s obsession and the reason behind his grisly spree. In Texas, Graham Reece, until today the only survivor of Lowe’s attacks, was released from police protective custody.


My breath became painfully stuck as I stared at Ham on the screen, looking hugely pissed and wearing a sling holding his left arm tight to his chest, prowling to his silver F-350. Reporters were crowding him, bright lights in his angry, hard face. You could see the reporters’ mouths moving but Ham’s was tight.


The news anchor droned on as I dropped the remote to my lap, fumbled with my phone, and flipped through my contacts.


As promised, I’d kept Ham’s phone number. I had not changed mine so, luckily, this meant I had not had to contact him.


He had also never contacted me.


For three years.


He was listed as Z Graham Reece because that would make him the only Z I had in my phone and it would, therefore, make it so I wouldn’t ever have to see his name accidentally as I scrolled through my contacts.


But right then, I went directly to the Zs, hit his name, hit his number, and put the phone to my ear.


It rang four times while I breathed so heavily I was panting, at the same time despairing that Ham might not pick up.


Then I heard, “Zara?”


As promised, he kept my number, too.


I thought this at the same time a lot of other thoughts clashed violently in my head.


Therefore, the only response to his greeting I was capable of was to chant, “Oh God. Oh fuck. Oh shit. God, God, God.”


“Cookie,” he whispered.


At that, I burst into tears.


“I take it you’ve seen the news,” he remarked.


I made a loud hiccoughing noise, which was the only ability I had at that moment to answer his question in the affirmative.


Ham understood me.


“Honey, I’m okay,” he assured me gently.


I pulled in a breath that broke around five times and then I forced out a wobbly, “Ax murderer.”


“Yeah, sick fuck,” Ham told me.


That was all he had to say?


Sick fuck?


So at that, I shrieked, “Ham, you were attacked by an ax murderer! That shit doesn’t happen. Ever!”


“Zara, baby, I’m okay,” he stated firmly.


“Oh God. Oh shit. Fuck, fuck, fuck,” I chanted.


Ham said nothing.


With effort, I pulled myself together and asked, “You’re okay?”


“Said that twice, babe,” he replied quietly.


“You sure?” I pushed.


“Zara, darlin’, no fun havin’ some guy come at you with an ax but he’s very dead and I am not so, yeah. I’m sure.”


I gave that a second to move through and slightly calm me before I muttered, “Okay.”


Ham again said nothing.


Suddenly, I was rethinking this call, the first time I’d spoken with him in three years.


A lot had happened to me. Nothing as big as being attacked by an ax murderer but it did include marriage, divorce, and a lot of other not-so-fun stuff.


I no longer knew Ham. He no longer knew me.


Sure, any girl who’d been in love with a man who was attacked by an ax murderer would want to call to make sure he was okay.


Then, that girl should think again and maybe not make that call the day her now ex-husband signed their divorce papers, a day that was just one day in months of super-shitty days, each one leading toward the likely outcome that her life was going straight down the toilet.


Or, perhaps, she shouldn’t make that call ever.


Finally, Ham spoke.


“Are you okay?”


“Ham, darlin’, no fun havin’ a guy you care about show up on the TV while they’re reporting on the multistate killing spree of a freaking ax murderer but he’s very dead and you’re not so, yeah. I guess I’m okay.”


“Okay,” he replied and I could hear the smile in his voice.


God, I missed him.


Shit, I missed him.


This was a bad idea.


“Talked to Jake,” he stated unexpectedly and I knew right then for certain this was a bad idea.


Jake worked at The Dog. Jake had worked at The Dog for ages. Jake was installed behind the bar at The Dog in a way that everyone knew he wasn’t going to leave.


It wasn’t just about longevity in the job. It was about the fact that The Dog could get crowded and rowdy, which meant he got good tips. I suspected it was also mostly because it got crowded and rowdy, half that rowdy crowd was female and drunk, so Jake also got a lot of action.


Jake was a Gnaw Bone native, like me. And, in his position of working at the bar in town where the locals frequented, Jake knew more of what was going down in Gnaw Bone than the police did.


So that meant, if Jake talked to Ham, Ham knew about me and Greg.


“Ham—”


“Says you split up with your man.”


Okay, totally certain this was a bad idea.


And totally certain that, when I could next afford to buy a drink at The Dog, I was going to drink it and then throw my glass at big-mouth Jake.


“Yeah,” I confirmed.


“First stop,” he declared.


“What?” I asked.


“Comin’ to see you. First stop.”


Oh God.


Not only was calling Ham a bad idea, it was a catastrophic one.


“Ham—”


“Babe, you shot of him?”


“Yes, Ham. Though I wouldn’t refer to it as ‘shot of him,’ but—”


“First stop.”


I wanted that. I so very much wanted that.


But not now. Not after what I did to Greg. Not with all that was going on.


And probably not ever.


Because seeing Ham might destroy me.


I’d walked away from him once and that was hard enough.


I didn’t think I could endure watching him walk away from me.


“Darlin’, I think—” I began.


“Care about you, cookie, you know I do. Been years, sucked, not knowin’ what’s up with you but, babe, I just got an ax embedded in my shoulder. You think shit through when that kind of thing happens, trust me. And, Zara, you matter. I can give respect to you and him. You’re together, hitched, you both deserve that. You shot of him, this disconnect we got goin’ ends.”


“I—”


“First stop. I’ll be there tomorrow.”


I lost my cool and exclaimed, “Ham!”


He didn’t care that I lost my cool.


“Tomorrow, babe,” he replied.


Then I had dead air.


I stared at my phone for several beats before I told it, “Yep, that was not a good idea.”


The phone just sat in my hand.


The news anchor droned from the TV.


I got up and headed to the kitchen.


I came back with a glass of ice, a two-liter of ginger ale, and a bottle of vodka. The last of my vodka that I’d been saving for the right time, seeing as I couldn’t afford to replace it and I couldn’t see on the horizon a day soon when I would.


This was definitely that time.


Ham’s voice slid through my head.


Tomorrow, babe.


I decided not to bother with the ginger ale.


Or the glass.














CHAPTER TWO


Tatters


I HEARD THE growl of a big truck’s engine.


My eyes shot open.


That growl was coming from my driveway.


Then it stopped.


That was when my body flew into motion. I threw the covers back and jumped out of bed.


It was dark. I didn’t care. I rushed through my bedroom into the hall and straight to the front door.


I unlocked it, yanked it open, and Ham was standing there, one arm in a sling, the other hand lifted toward the doorbell.


I threw myself at him, wrapping my arms around him.


He grunted, part in surprise but mostly in pain.


I jumped back.


“God, sorry!” I cried.


He stared at me through the shadows. The only illumination we had was dim and coming from the muted streetlamps of my development. I felt his eyes move over my face as I drank him in.


Then his hand shot out, hooking me at the back of the head. He yanked me to him, planting my face in his chest.


Cautiously this time, I rounded him with my arms.


“Cookie,” he whispered into the top of my hair.


Warmth washed through me and I closed my eyes.


“Ham,” I whispered back.


“Missed you, baby,” he said softly.


I closed my eyes harder and pressed my face into his chest.


He let me, and we stayed that way a long time.


Finally, he broke the moment by lifting his lips from my hair and saying, “Let’s continue this reunion inside with a beer.”


Shit, I didn’t have beer.


And shit again, I forgot in the thrill of hearing his truck in my drive that I’d spent that entire day alternately freaking out about the state of my life and freaking out about the fact that Ham was coming back and what I was going to do when he did, with Ham winning most of my freak-out time. Though, even with all the time I gave it, obviously, I didn’t come up with a plan, nor did I steel myself against the thrill of hearing his truck in my drive.


And shit a-freaking-gain. In the thrill of hearing his truck in my drive, I forgot to throw on at least a robe so I was standing there in a clingy, sexy rose-pink, spaghetti-strapped nightgown that showed cleavage, exposed some skin through strategically placed lace, and had been purchased in a time when life was a whole lot better.


I tilted my head back, leaving my arms where they were, and he curled his hand around the back of my neck.


“I don’t have beer,” I informed him and watched his brows shoot up.


“Did hell freeze over and I missed it?” he asked and I wanted to keep distant. I wanted to control this “reunion.” I wanted to guard my heart and my time.


I just couldn’t.


So I smiled.


“Don’t have a line to the devil, Ham.”


“Bullshit, babe. Somewhere along the line, you made a deal with him. No woman who gives head the way you do hasn’t sold her soul for that ability.”


I blinked at this quick, explicit reminder of our bygone intimacy.


Then again, Ham was an honest guy. He didn’t hide anything, even when he kept things from you. I knew that didn’t make sense. I couldn’t explain it. But I knew he was good at it.


He also didn’t pull any punches. If he liked something, he liked it and said he did. Same with the opposite. Same with anything. If he had something to say, he said it. That didn’t mean he didn’t have a filter. That just meant he was who he was, he did what he did, he said what he said, you liked it or you didn’t, and he didn’t give a fuck.


I, unfortunately, liked it.


Ham let me go, moved back so my arms were forced to drop away. He bent and carefully picked up a big black duffel that I hadn’t noticed was sitting on the concrete beside him.


This, I didn’t think was good. This meant Ham thought he was staying with me.


And Ham couldn’t stay with me.


“Uh… Ham—”


“Move back, babe.”


“But, your bag—”


“Babe, back.”


I moved back.


Ham moved in.


I shut the door and hustled in behind him.


“Got lights?” he asked.


I held my breath and flipped a switch.


Ham’s ability to notice pretty much everything all at once honed by years of working bars had not dulled and I knew this the instant he muttered, “Jesus. What the fuck?”


Of course, the state of my house was hard to miss.


On the whole, my house was awesome. The best of the five floor plans offered by far, even if it wasn’t the biggest. I loved it. It was perfect. The development was perfect, pretty, friendly people in it, well taken care of.


After growing up in a home that was not all that great, and living a life that had its serious down times, this house was all I ever wanted.


The narrow, cool, covered walkway outside was flanked on one side by the garage and on the other by the recessed portion of the kitchen. The front door opened to a short entryway that led to an open-plan area, the living room straight ahead, dining area to the left back. The kitchen was also to the left, part of it recessed toward the front of the house with a wide, curved bar that fed into the overall space.


The living room was sunken two steps, which gave a vague sense of breaking up the space and a not-so-vague ratcheting up of the awesome factor.


The colors on the walls and ceiling were sand and cream, the carpeting a thick, cream wool, so the feel was warm but serene.


I’d gone with a variety of upgrades, something I was paying for now in a number of ways, all of them literal. I’d gone for premium cabinets, granite countertops, Whirlpool appliances, and a built-in unit in the living room, with glass doors and recessed lighting. It was the shit.


I’d also upgraded the doors, so instead of sliding glass, there were French doors leading from the living room, dining room, and the master bedroom to my backyard.


Most of the wall space was taken up by windows covered with custom-built Roman shades that I’d splurged on back in the day when things in Gnaw Bone were golden.


When Greg lived here with me, we’d decided to get rid of my old stuff, which wasn’t that great, and he’d bought furniture and decorations that made an awesome space spectacular.


That was all gone.


Now I had a couch, and beside it a standing lamp, and in front of it, a nicked, scratched, not-altogether-stable coffee table that I’d actually picked up on the side of the road. The coffee table was the worst of the lot, seeing as I purloined it from a Goodwill pickup. The lamp and couch were only slightly better and that slightly was by a small margin.


My friend Maybelline had donated the lamp and couch to the cause when Greg moved out. She hadn’t been thrilled to do it, knowing it was crap that had been sitting in her garage waiting for her husband to get the lead out and sell it on Craigslist, but she also knew something was better than nothing.


Except for a huge box television that saw the launch of MTV (donated by another friend, Wanda), the rest of the large space was empty.


“Greg got the furniture in the divorce,” I explained.


Ham dropped his duffel and slowly turned to me.


I pressed my lips together when I saw the look on his face.


“You’re tellin’ me your ex left you in a home that’s in this state?” Ham asked, seeking further details about the situation.


During one of my many freak-outs that day, I really should have figured out a way to keep Ham away from my house. Unfortunately, I was only thinking about seeing Ham, not about my house. In fact, I thought distractedly, I didn’t even know how he knew where I lived since he’d never been here.


I didn’t question this.


I thought, considering the look on his face, it was more pertinent to share. “I told him to take the stuff, Ham. It was his anyway.”


“You’re tellin’ me your ex left you in a home that’s in this state?” Ham repeated.


I decided not to reiterate my answer.


His eyes moved toward the kitchen then back to me, and when I got them again, I braced.


“Why don’t you have beer?” he asked.


Again, Ham noticed everything, and along with noticing everything, he was capable of making scary-accurate deductions about things he noticed. And Ham’s deductive powers, which could rival Sherlock Holmes’, made things very uncomfortable for me at that moment.


I should have called and told him I’d meet him the next day at The Mark.


I should not have answered the door.


And the idea of cutting and running from everything was getting more and more attractive by the second.


The problem was I didn’t have money for gas.


I took two steps forward, peered around the wall into the kitchen, saw my microwave clock said it was twelve thirty, and I looked back at Ham.


“You’ve been drivin’ awhile and doin’ it in that sling. Why don’t you crash and we’ll talk tomorrow?”


“Why don’t you have beer, Zara?” Ham asked again.


“You’ve got to want to relax, unwind, and get some shut-eye,” I said.


“What I want is to know why a woman who I’ve known eight years, five of ’em she never was without beer, and even once she dragged my ass out of bed to drive her two towns over to hit an all-night liquor store when we ran out, doesn’t have beer.”


That had been a good night.


I didn’t want an interrogation and I really didn’t want a trip down memory lane.


“Okay, how’s this?” I began. “I’m happy you’re here. I’m happy to see you safe and sound. I didn’t expect it but it’s cool if you want to crash here. But I have to open the shop tomorrow so I need some shut-eye. We’ll talk tomorrow night when I get home from the shop.”


“I don’t like you avoiding this conversation, babe, but I mostly don’t like why that might be,” Ham returned.


“And I don’t care, Ham,” I snapped, losing it and watching his eyes narrow. “In case you haven’t gotten it, I’ll say it straight. The answers to your questions are none of your fuckin’ business.”


I’d never spoken to him like that. In fact, we never fought. Ever. Not in all the time we were together, not in all the years we’d known each other.


Ham was mellow, funny, and fun to be around. He’d seen it all, done it all, and had an air about him that he knew that there were things worth getting riled up about, but not many, and life was precious enough not to spend it pissed and shouting at someone. I went with that flow. We had always been easy. I couldn’t remember once, not even once, when things had even gotten mildly heated. Ham made it that way. He just didn’t go there, kept you snug in his laid-back aura, and it felt so good you didn’t want to go there either.


Ham being laid-back, taking me along with him for that ride, and hearing me snap for the first time since I knew him had to be why he whispered a surprised, irritated, “What the fuck?”


“Three years have passed, Ham. Shit has happened. And none of it is your business,” I carried on.


“Zara—”


I shook my head and lifted a hand. “No. We’re not having this conversation now. I fucked up, callin’ you. But I care. I never stopped caring. You matter to me, too, Ham, and it isn’t every day someone I know gets attacked by a serial ax murderer. I had to know you were okay. I wasn’t sure I wanted it but I’m glad actually to get to see for my own eyes you’re okay. But we’re not doin’ this now. I’m tired. You have to be tired. We need sleep. But I’ll warn you, I might not do this tomorrow either. You made a decision three years ago and we’re stickin’ with that.”


His eyes narrowed further and his face got hard. “I made a decision?”


“Yeah, you did,” I confirmed.


“You found a man, babe. You walked away from me.”


“You let me.”


He flinched and his torso swung back an inch.


I watched him in shock.


His flinch was not minor. My words cut him. Deep. So deep, his torso moved through the laceration.


What was that?


“Ham?” I called.


He recovered, wiping his face blank, or I should say wiping the pain away so it was back to hard.


“I told you to find a good man, not settle,” he stated.


“You told me that three years ago. That’s over and done. Now is now. And I’m tellin’ you now we’re not talkin’ about this shit.”


“You didn’t find a good man, babe. You settled.”


God, when had he become so stubborn?


I was already angry but I was getting angrier.


“Ham, this is none of your business.”


Ham ignored me. “I know this because no man who’s a good man cleans out his wife like this fucked-up shit.” He used an arm to indicate the space and turned back to me.


“We’re not talkin’ about this.”


“I also told you, he fucks you over, he did you wrong, you call me. You did not call me, Zara.”


What the hell?


“Are you serious?” I whispered.


“Fuck yeah, I’m serious,” he shot back.


“Rethink that answer, Ham,” I returned.


“No, babe, you think back to that shit your parents pulled, how that shit meant you landed in my bed and I kept you there and took your back through that nightmare.”


Again, memory lane, but this time, not such good memories.


“That was more than eight years ago, Ham.”


“Yeah, it was. And my point is, over eight years, I’ve always been there for you.”


“Only when you weren’t gone.”


His face turned to stone. “Bullshit, Zara, and you know it.”


I threw up my hands. “Jesus, Ham, I’m seeing you for the first time”—I leaned toward him and yelled—“in three years!”


He leaned right back. “And it was fuckin’ me”—he jerked a thumb at his chest—“who told you to keep that connection, babe, and you kept it. You dialed that line that connected us just last night.”


“A fuckup I knew was a fuckup last night but has now been elevated in status to a major fucking fuckup,” I fired back.


“Jesus Christ!” he exploded, shocking me. As I explained, we never fought so this meant I never saw him lose it like that. It was freaking scary but it also weirdly made me angrier, especially when he scowled and went on to inform me, “This is precisely why I don’t do this shit.”


“What shit?” I clipped.


“You find a woman you think is a good woman, you make the big fuckin’ mistake of lettin’ her in an inch, she tears her way through, leavin’ you bloody in her wake,” he answered.


“Oh my God!” I shouted, raking a hand through my hair. “Are you insane?”


“You walked away from me,” he bit out, jerking a finger at me. “And I see that took a bite outta you, Zara. I can fuckin’ see the hole it left behind right in your goddamned eyes.”


“Don’t flatter yourself,” I scoffed on a snap.


That was when he threw my words of three years ago right in my face, using them to tear through me, leaving me bloody in their wake.


“It was always me.”


Standing there in tatters, unable to take more, I whispered, “Get out.”


“Gladly,” he returned, bent, and snatched up the handles of his duffel.


He stalked past me and I followed.


He used the only hand he had, the one carrying the duffel, to yank open the door and I watched him move through.


I also followed him out, stopping on my welcome mat, something I bought and one of the few things I didn’t encourage Greg to take, in order to give Ham my parting shot.


“I’ll give you a call, darlin’, let you know the state of hell, seein’ as I’m checkin’ in with Satan to sell my soul for the ability to shield myself from assholes like you.”


At my words, he swung around and informed me, “Takes more than your soul, baby. He also takes his pound of flesh. I should know, seein’ as I made that deal with him years ago in an effort to protect myself from pain-in-the-ass women like you. Though, you might have noticed, seein’ as we’re havin’ this cheery conversation, sometimes his spell doesn’t work.”


“Then he can take two pounds of flesh so I can buy a stronger one that’ll work,” I retorted. “After this shit, I’m sure you’re not surprised that I’m willin’ to pay a high price.”


“That number might be busy, darlin’, but keep tryin’ it. I ’spect, after you ran him through the ringer enough for him to be so pissed he cleaned you out, your ex is on the line right about now, makin’ his deal.”


Already in tatters, that struck so close to the bone, it was a wonder I didn’t dissolve.


“You’re a dick,” I hissed.


“Yeah, and a grateful one, seein’ as you led with this bullshit so I could get the lay of the land real fuckin’ quick, cut my losses, and get the fuck outta here.”


I felt my face start heating with fury. “I led with a hug, you asshole.”


“It was not ten minutes ago, Zara. I remember. Then I got whiplash with your one-eighty. You sure you aren’t already tight with the guy downstairs?” he asked with deep sarcasm. “Five more minutes, I reckon I’d have watched your head spin.”


“God! Can you get worse?” I snapped.


“Yeah, there it is. All woman. Pure woman. You don’t know what you want, except the part where you want what you can’t have and, somehow, that’s my fuckin’ fault.”


“If you have heretofore unshared issues with women, Graham, work them out with another unwitting female.”


“Not a chance. Haven’t done this shit in years. Gonna do my motherfucking best not to do it again, ever. I drink, I eat, I fuck, I leave.”


“Well, you got that down to an art.”


“Why the fuck am I still standing here?” he asked.


“Beats me,” I answered.


I barely got out the second word before he turned to go.


But I wasn’t done.


“Now look who’s walking away,” I remarked and he turned right back.


“Yeah. And advice. Take a good look, baby, ’cause this is the last time you’ll see my ass and you like my ass. You want it. I know ’cause I still got the scars from your teeth the last time you took a bite outta me.”


Fury and remembered desire rushed through me. So much of both I was paralyzed. I could do nothing but stand immobile and stare.


Ham raked me with his eyes from head to toe and fired the final shot.


“Christ. All the proof I need standing right there. All that pretty. Shiny. Looks sweet. Tastes sweeter. So goddamned good, you fuck up, put your trust in that sweet, then she sinks her fangs in you and releases the venom. Only one woman I know not filled with poison, knew her own goddamned mind, her shit was fucked up but she didn’t make it anyone’s problem but her own, and I let her walk away from me, too. The difference with her and you, babe, is that I regret lettin’ her do it. I drove here thinkin’ the same about you. Glad to know right off, I was wrong.”


After I took that bullet, he turned, prowled down the walk, and disappeared.


I stood there listening to the door of his truck slam.


I kept standing there as the powerful beast growled to life.


And I stayed standing there as I saw his headlights illuminate the drive and I watched him back out and drive away.


Only then did I move into my house, close and lock the door, and wander to my room.


I laid in the dark, stared at the ceiling, and let his words shift through my brain, over and over.


Then she sinks her fangs in you and releases the venom.


And as those words shifted through my brain, I thought, Yep, that’s me.















CHAPTER THREE



Mendin’ Fences


Five months later…


WITH FILLED GROCERY bags in my hands, my phone ringing in my purse, I struggled through the door to my studio apartment. Dashing to the counter of the kitchen, I dumped the groceries, shrugged my purse off my shoulder, snatched my phone out, and hurriedly took the call before it went to voice mail without looking at the display to see who it was from.


“Hello?”


“Cookie.”


At the surprise of Ham’s deep voice calling me his nickname, my body sagged into the side of the counter even as my heart turned over.


“Are you okay?” I asked immediately.


“Yeah, but you aren’t.”


Just as quickly, I jerked away from the counter and my back went ramrod straight.


“Talked with Jake,” he went on.


God. Jake.


I hadn’t heard from Ham since that horrible night.


Now, he’d again talked with Jake, who I was distractedly surprised he was tight with, seeing as they worked together for just over six months eight freaking years ago and obviously kept in touch, which I knew Ham could do but Jake doing it shocked the shit out of me, and he was calling because Jake had spilled all my secrets. Again.


Not that they were secrets. Everyone in town knew that I’d had to close down my shop and had my house taken away from me by the bank.


This would have been humiliating if this freaking recession didn’t mean that not a small number of the residents of Gnaw Bone, most specifically the inhabitants of the now-dead, as in murdered, as in killed by a freaking hit man, Curtis Dodd’s developments weren’t in the same pickle.


“Baby, why didn’t you tell me?” Ham asked.


His voice was jagged.


I closed my eyes.


His voice sounded beautiful.


And it killed.


Damn it, I was not going through this again.


We were done. He clearly had issues with women. I wasn’t stupid. I sensed that during the five years we’d been friends with benefits, five years in which he wouldn’t commit to me or anyone.


But he’d made it plain during our last conversation.


“I seem to recall that I told you it was none of your business,” I reminded him.


“Serious financial problems that mean you lose your house and your shop, babe, are absolutely my business.”


“I’m not having this conversation again,” I declared.


He ignored that and asked, “And you’re workin’ at Deluxe Home Store? You? Zara. Jesus.”


“I need to eat, Ham. When a woman needs to eat, she does what she has to do. Thus the continued prevalence of prostitution, strip clubs, and porn films.”


“Fuck, Zara,” he growled and I heard the sharp edge of alarm in his tone. “What the fuck are you talkin’ about?”


“I’m not talkin’ about anything, and by that I mean I’m done with the conversation, as in, hanging up, Ham. Don’t call again.”


“Cookie, don’t hang up on me.”


“Good-bye, Ham, and I hope your shoulder healed all right.”


“Za—” I heard before I hit the button to hang up.


I turned the ringer to mute.


Then I fought back tears as I put away groceries in my tiny kitchen in my tiny studio apartment, which was the only thing I could afford on the shit wage I made at fucking Deluxe fucking Home Store. A big chain store that my friend Maybelline helped me get a job at when my life took its last major nosedive. A store that I liked working at only because Maybelle worked there, as did our other friend, Wanda. A store that was all right but so far from the coolness that I’d created in Karma, it wasn’t fucking funny.


*     *     *


Twenty minutes later…


I jumped when the doorbell rang and didn’t stop ringing.


“What the hell?” I whispered, pulling myself out of the couch.


I had a new couch. Not new new but new to me. My friend Mindy gave it to me. She’d put all her living room furniture in storage when she moved in with her husband, Jeff. The instant Mindy saw the state of what Maybelline gave me, she tasked Jeff and his best friend, Pete, with going to the unit, pulling out the furniture, and delivering it to my very humble new abode. Mindy also tasked Jeff and Pete with carrying away the stuff Maybelline gave me and, as she phrased it, “putting it out of its misery.”


Thus, I now had nice, but used, furniture that included an armchair. All of this was in one room, as studios tended to be, stuffed in with my queen-sized bed and Wanda’s mammoth so-not-flat-screen-it-wasn’t-funny-but-on-the-bright-side-it-had-a-remote TV.


It was good that I didn’t have to worry about furniture but I did have to worry about giving Mindy and Jeff money for their castoffs after Mindy breezily said, “Keep it. I don’t know why I did, except my obvious-but-to-this-point-unknown clairvoyance of knowin’ you’d eventually need it. Not to mention, you saved me the bother of havin’ to do something with it.”


She refused to take a cent mostly because, at the time, I didn’t have any. I still didn’t. But I was going to give her one (or a lot more than one) as soon as I had a few of them to rub together.


After giving Mindy some dough, next up, a new freaking TV.


In getting my life back in order, I had priorities. Thinking these thoughts, I went to the door cautiously as the bell kept ringing. Even in Gnaw Bone, a small town that was mostly sleepy but could do more than a decent tourist trade, or did back in the days when people had disposable income, one couldn’t be too careful.


And anyway, all sorts of freaky shit was happening in the county lately, starting with Curtis Dodd’s murder, which happened within days of Ham letting me walk away from him three and a half years ago.


It made me feel lucky that Gnaw Bone only had Dodd’s murder and all the resulting muss and fuss with his wife, a woman I’d always loved, Bitsy, and her friend, a guy I’d always liked, Harry, ordering the hit. Harry had even killed a few other people after losing his mind and not exactly going on a rampage, but any amount of bodies that dropped that added up to more than one seemed like a rampage to me. Holden Maxwell and his girlfriend, now wife, Nina, got involved in that mess, Nina by getting kidnapped and nearly shot on the side of a mountain.


This made me feel lucky because Gnaw Bone only had that.


Carnal, the town one over, had much bigger messes and that was plural.


In other words, next up, it was discovered that Carnal had a serial killer, thus making Ham the victim of one freaking me out even more, seeing as a lot of people lived their whole life not having a serial killer in it, not one town over and definitely not some whack job planting a hatchet in your ex-lover’s shoulder.


After that, again in Carnal, the fact their chief of police was a racist dickface became clear when it was discovered he framed a local—but seriously hot if the pictures in the paper were anything to go by—black guy for murder in freaking LA of all places. Not long after this dastardly deed was exposed, the dude lost his mind, that dude being the ex-chief of police. He kidnapped the black guy’s pregnant wife and, luckily, she shot him dead on the side of another mountain. This was “luckily” because that outcome was what it was, rather than it being the other way around.


Then another whack job in Carnal had been at work. This one was a fanatically religious woman who killed some lady up in Wyoming and kidnapped her kids, holding them captive for ages in her house before one was discovered by a local cop and his girlfriend, taken care of, and then that whole thing exploded in a mess that somehow got his girlfriend buried alive. Though I didn’t get that. Then again, I didn’t really want to. I quit listening at “buried alive.” That was enough for me.


Suffice it to say that, even though it was probably Mindy, Maybelline, Wanda, one of my other friends Becca, Jenna, Nina, or possibly Arlene, Cotton, or anyone else in Gnaw Bone seeing as I lived there all my life (everyone in town knew what had happened to me so everyone was watching over me), I still kept the chain on when I opened the door because my shitty apartment didn’t have a peephole.


When I saw who was outside, my mouth dropped open.


Luckily, the doorbell buzzing stopped.


Unluckily, the last person on earth I wanted to see was standing outside my door.


“Jesus, you don’t have a peephole?” Ham growled, looking incensed and Graham Reece looking, or worse, being incensed was a very bad thing. I’d learned that five months ago.


I didn’t have it in me to concern myself with Ham being incensed. I was more concerned with him being there at all.


To express this, I asked, “What the hell?”


“Open the fuckin’ door, Zara.”


I stared a beat, then pulled myself together.


This was not happening.


We were done.


I pushed the door closed.


The problem with this was it didn’t work, seeing as the toe of Ham’s boot was wedged between it and the jamb.


“Open the door, Zara,” he repeated.


“We’re done,” I told him through the gap in the door. “Move your foot.”


“Open the door.”


“We’re done, Ham,” I snapped.


“Right, then move back.”


“What?”


He didn’t repeat his order. He moved his foot but only so he could rear back and plant his shoulder in the door.


The chain popped right open, as did the door, and I went flying.


I righted myself as Ham, now in my apartment, slammed the door.


“You’re payin’ for that!” I yelled.


His eyes were beyond me, examining my new space as his mouth moved.


“Not a problem. I’ll reimburse what they take out of your security deposit when we move you out of this dump.”


I didn’t know what he meant and I also didn’t care.


I switched subjects.


“How did you get here so fast?” I asked, and his eyes finally came to me.


“I hope to Christ you didn’t miss local gossip because you’re spendin’ your days at Deluxe Home Store and your nights at some titty bar.”
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