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!!!!!Content/Trigger Warning!!!!!

While Regina, a primary character, shows signs of prior abuse at the hands of her ex-husband throughout the book, in Chapter 15, there is a section in which Regina briefly recounts her memories of physical and sexual abuse she experienced at the hands of her ex-husband. This section is marked with ~~~ for those who would prefer not to read it. Skipping this section does not significantly impact the story.

A Special Blend of Crazy

A Mundane Affair of the Heart

by

Lynne Maris



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1

Wake-up Call
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There’s a window in the bathroom, just above the toilet. I don’t worry about leaving it open because it’s a tiny window and I’m a man who owns a gun. I can see the trees, and the slope of the hill going slightly up into my neighbor’s property. I can see a corner of her house and a part of her yard through the trees. The aspens bordering our properties clap their leaves in the moonlight, while the windchimes she’s got up everywhere tinkle in the breeze. It’s a nice mountain night.

And there’s a naked woman in my neighbor’s yard.

Not a sight you expect at three in the morning.

Of course I stare. It’s got to be a dream.

She’s wearing some kind of mask, and while she’s far enough away that I can’t see the details, I can see that she is naked. She shivers in the breeze. It’s summer, but in the mountains it gets chill when the sun goes down. Her blurry body isn’t perfect, but most real women aren’t.

She snaps her robe to lie it flat on the ground, and then she lays on it in the tall grass. The details are fuzzy, but my mind can fill in the blanks.

For the first time in nearly twelve years, I am suddenly very interested in the female body. I can imagine quick gasps. Her body moves, her back arches slightly.

When she finishes, she gathers her robe from the ground and hustles it back inside. I hear a door open and shut again. It blows my mind that my neighbor—my neighbor—a nice, quiet lady—seems to have some kind of . . . what? I don’t even know. If you’ve got a nice house, all temperature controlled and all, why would you go outside to do that? Is it some kind of naked pagan thing? I’ve heard stories, but they’re all Hollyweird stories, so that doesn’t count as actual knowledge.

Whatever it is, in the five years she’s been in that house, I‘ve never seen it before.

She could just have a kooky houseguest.

It takes my body a few moments to relax. I’m a little ashamed because I intruded on a woman’s intimate moment. True, she was outside, but still, you don’t expect people to see you at three am in a neighborhood where plots are measured in acres and trees block the view of most every house.

When the sun comes up, I’m back in the bathroom. The spot in the yard where I clearly remember seeing a naked woman is trampled down, but there are also some deer having breakfast, so it’s hard to say what, if anything, actually happened.

I convince myself it’s a dream. In my kitchen, I frown at my coffee. The house is quiet, because when a man lives alone, that’s how the house is.

I throw on some music. Heavy metal fills the air, doing nothing to drown out the quiet. A goodly portion of my favorite music comes from an era now referred to as classic rock. I’m not sure how the rebellious music heroes of my adolescence would feel about that classification, but it’s definitely weird to think about most of them taking up golf, too. Almost as weird as last night.

It was just a dream. No one does that kind of thing outside of Hollyweird.

Jenny died in a car wreck twelve years ago. Maybe that’s where the dream came from. I’m so lonely my mind made up something for me to see. I can almost hear the voice of my dead wife. “You need a hobby, Shit-wit,” she tells me.

I hear a key rattle in my front door and Simmons’ voice a moment later. “Fall in for inspection!”

I turn to face him, holding my coffee in one hand. “Mornin’, Sarge.”

“Scram, Beaumont,” the gruff Santa knock-off tells me. “It’s inspection.”

I nod, and head out to my back porch. It’s hard to argue with the man who saved you from the joys of being an alcoholic. In early May the morning is chill as I sit in a plastic chair with my coffee. My neighbor’s windchimes are quiet now, but the birds have made up for them with their chattering.

I wait for Simmons to find nothing, and join me out back. I’m not certain he even looks anymore, but random inspections are a ritual now, and old military grunts like us enjoy their rituals. It’s been, what? Seven years since I drank?

Something like that.

I frown through the trees in the direction of my neighbor’s yard. Am I going insane?

The thought is terrifying. I don’t want to fall down that hole again. My wife’s death sent me over the edge once, and I nearly lost my son in the process.

I prop my bare feet up on the railing. No. No. I am not going over the edge, I tell myself. One stupid dream doesn’t mean a damn thing.

Simmons stomps outside and settles himself in the other plastic chair, holding a mug. He takes a sip, then pulls a face. “When will you learn to make coffee?”

“You’re drinking it, aren’t you?”

Simmons snorts. “Because I have to make sure,” his muffled voice comes from the mug. His hair is nearly gone on top, but his beard is full and stark white, except for the coffee stains around the mouth. “You Army grunts wouldn’t know good coffee if it bit you in the ass.”

“You jarheads would drink cold mud and call it coffee.”

“Drop and give me twenty.”

“Did I pass inspection?”

“Yes.”

“Then fuck off.” We’re both retired. I can say whatever the hell I want.

Simmons raises both bushy eyebrows at me. “Dizzems cranky ‘cause your footsies is cold?” he asks sarcastically. He’s got about ten years on me, and likes to rub my nose in it when I lip off.

I shake my head. “Didn’t sleep well.”

Simmons huffs then sips his coffee. “Want to talk about it?” he asks after a moment.

“Not really.”

Simmons finishes his coffee without another comment. “It’s okay to miss her, Jim,” he says, getting up from his chair. “Just don’t try to find her in a bottle again.”

I nod, still staring at my neighbor’s yard.

***
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I call my son after dinner and we chat for a bit. Lucas has been trying to nudge me into the dating scene, but dating feels . . . fake, somehow.

“I think you need to get out, Dad,” Lucas starts again. I didn’t tell him about my dream, just that I’m noticing the quiet might be getting to me. “Why don’t you come with us to church-”

“No.” I say it a little sharper than I mean to. I love my son, I really do. I’m glad his friends helped him get through the dark times when his mom died, but I do sometimes wish the religion thing had been more of a phase rather than a life choice.

Of course, when my dad died I enlisted in the Army just as soon as I could, and when Jenny died, bourbon was my best friend for five years, so I guess I can’t throw stones. I realize I’m staring through my kitchen window towards my neighbor’s yard again. I scowl and turn away, pacing into my living room.

“Dad, I’m not trying to thump you with a Bible-”

“I know, son. I just . . . a man shouldn’t go into a house of worship if he doesn’t believe that way,” I say, planting myself in front of the big picture window, looking out on my driveway. “It’s disrespectful.”

He sighs. “Can you think of it more like a social gathering?” he asks. “The ladies would chat for hours on end if it wasn’t for the service.”

I shake my head. “No. I am not going to church. Thank you, but no.” Especially not to meet women.

“Tommy’s supposed to get baptized in July. Will you at least come to that?”

Shit.

Tommy’s my grandson. When did I get old enough to be a grandfather? “Yes. Okay, I’ll come to that,” I say, running a hand through my hair. It’s so long now I can pull it into a small ponytail. A far cry from the short military professional look of my youth. “But I am not making a regular habit of church.”

Lucas gives me the date and I scribble it down in my calendar. The kids these days use their phones or whatever to make their calendars but I still use paper and pen. It fits in my pocket, and I don’t have to fight with a keyboard made for frickin’ fairies to punch in my dates.

Lucas and I talk a bit longer before a baby starts howling in the background. Little Rosy sounds pissed about something. I let my son go so he can take care of his family.

I frown at my quiet house.

***
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I’m something of the local handyman. I’m not certified for anything more than engines, but when you’ve been twenty years enlisted, you learn all sorts of things. People call me to paint their houses or fix a fence. I’ve worked some minor plumbing and electrical. I can even do tree removal as long as it isn’t too close to anything important. One guy got pissed because I wouldn’t touch a tree that was about five feet from an electrical line.

The power was out for a day in our neighborhood because the idiot tried to take it down himself rather than pay the money to call in a pro. Rumor has it he got stuck with a bill from the utilities company for fifty grand. Something about permits, happening on a Sunday, and the need for a bucket truck.

My truck is big enough to handle hauling most things, and of course I clear snow from driveways with my blower. I don’t like it, but I do it. If someone gets locked out of their house in my neighborhood, I’m usually the first one to get a call. No one seems to wonder much why I have picks, but that might be because I’m cheaper and faster than calling an actual, bonded locksmith to get back into the house. I also don’t flap my yap at the spouse about how the wife (or a few times the husband) had to call me to their rescue.

This is not to say that my calendar is filled. It’s pretty open, but I have a job or three to keep me occupied for a few days, and before long I’d almost forgotten that moment of my neighbor’s. I’d convinced myself it was just a dream brought on by a bad case of the lonelies. Just to shake things up, I’d started going to the local coffee shop, playing a few games of chess or checkers during the day with anyone who’d come along.

About a week later, I’m in my bathroom at three again, like most nights. My body is nothing if not consistent. I hear her back door open, and I look through my window.

Her house is dark. Even the porch lights are out. It seems darker tonight than it was last time, but I can still see a bit. She’s wearing her little mask and her robe is long, but thin and dark. I can see how it moves and the lack of bulk. I suppose it could be silk, but whatever it is, it’s definitely not a girly pink.

A woman after my own heart. I hate pink.

She steps into the tall grass and sheds the robe. Her arms go up to the sky, almost like she’s welcoming someone. Maybe she’s pleading. I don’t hear anything, though. She lays down and I can’t move. I don’t want to move. I can imagine what she’s doing, but I don’t want to imagine it. I want to see it.

I want to know if I’m going insane.

My body doesn’t care if it’s insanity or reality. It likes the show, even if two-thirds of it is only in my head. When she finishes I find myself aching for the first time in years.

***
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To prove to myself I’m not insane I start getting up every morning around two-thirty to stakeout my neighbor from my bathroom. I put a tiny “x” on my calendar for the mornings she shows up. I start in May and by the middle of June I’ve got her pattern. She waits a week and then tacks on another day. Then she has her moment in the grass.

I’m not proud. I feel dirty actually. I’m not willing to go on a date. or even to the local Christmas party, but I’m more than happy to peep on some lonely woman’s personal time.

I can see the grass rustle. I imagine her shuddering in desire. In my head she pinches her nipples, and strokes her skin with her fingertips. My breath quickens when I think about her hips gently rocking in the grass like she has a partner.

I’m fifty-seven and I’ve seen some shows in my time, but I’ve never been so turned on as my neighbor has me right now.

I pull my gaze away from the window and scowl. This ain’t right. I need to tell her; warn her off somehow. A gentleman doesn’t let a lady think she’s safe and private when she’s not.

***
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My neighbor’s house is a single level like mine, but painted dark blue with purple trim. I always thought it looked silly, but it’s her house so she can do whatever the hell she wants with it. It isn’t like we have a lot of covenants in ShadowPines.

I’ve been working myself up to confronting my neighbor all day, and my hand shakes a little when I ring her doorbell. It’s Saturday afternoon and I’m fairly certain she’s home because her car is under the metal carport at the end of her driveway. In the five years she’s lived here, we’ve never talked other than to say “hi” if we bumped into each other while checking our mail at the neighborhood box.

It’s the end of June and hot enough to hide my nervous sweats.

At least that’s something.

I can’t remember what she looks like. I know she isn’t ugly, but I couldn’t pick her out of a crowd if my life depended on it. The mask she wears during her woodland frolics is just a strip of black fabric tied around her head, but it doesn’t help with trying to remember her face.

I mentally rehearse what I’m going to say. Hi. I’m Jim, from next door. Anyway, you might want to check your property because I think I saw some kids messing around in your yard last night.

It’s short and simple. It gives her a way to know that, yes, while the trees might block everyone else’s view, I still seem to have one. It also allows her some dignity in that I’m willing to assume it wasn’t her, but rather some dumbass horny kids giving me one hell of a show.

When she opens the door, I’m lost. Her face is familiar, but I can’t remember why. She’s not drop-dead gorgeous, but she is attractive. Just looking into her eyes makes my mouth go dry. They’re brown, warm and friendly. Her hair is brown and long, pulled into a braid with strands of grey streaking through.

All I can think of is how I want to feel that hair with my fingers.

I don’t want to tell her now that I’ve seen her face up close, but I can’t run away like some kid playing at annoying the hell out of people. I hook my thumb over my shoulder. “I’m Jim, from next door.” It’s a stupid opener, but it’s all I can think of.

“Oh, hi, Jim. What’s up?” She looks wary, but still willing to be neighborly.

Shit.

What’s up? My cock? Yeah, that would be a great answer. “I was hoping you had a chainsaw I could borrow,” I blurt out.

She wrinkles her nose. “Oooo. . . no, I don’t.”

Damn, she’s pretty. “But you keep the trees pretty well off the house,” I say to keep the conversation going. “You’ve got to have something like that.”

She shakes her head. “I hired someone to mitigate the property for me when I first moved in. Now I just try to maintain it or call someone if it’s something I can’t do.”

“Damn. Mine’s got to be sharpened, and I’ve got a dead tree on my lot.” It’s a bald-faced lie, but our properties are large enough that she might not notice that I don’t have any such problem. Fire mitigation of property is almost a religion in the Colorado mountains what with all the wildfires, so it’s a valid excuse to knock on her door. I frown at the porch like I’m trying to think of my options.

It’s a cheap shot to check out her legs in the shorts, but I’m not disappointed. They’re long and well shaped. A little pale, and there are some scars and fresh scratches typical of life, but they are nice. “Oh, well. I guess I’ll have to actually sharpen mine, then.” I turn to leave her porch with a friendly wave. “Thanks.”

She smiles and lifts her hand back at me before her door closes.

***

[image: ]


The next day I realize why my neighbor is familiar—she owns and runs Java Books, Honesty’s only coffee shop, where I’ve been hanging out to take my mind off of the things I’ve seen in her backyard.

Aw, shit.

I order my coffee from the girl with the green hair, and find a place to sit, picking up a random book from a table, pretending to read while I sort out my options.

I could stop coming to the coffee shop, but then what would I do? It isn’t like I’m intentionally stalking her. The shop is a nice place to relax and socialize for a bit.

One of the kids behind the counter starts singing along with the radio. He’s got a good voice, and he’s learned how to use it for the ladies. It’s some love song or other that’s popular now, and he’s gesturing at the small gaggle of teenage girls at a nearby table. They giggle, pulling out their phones for pictures or what not.

The neighbor lady smiles at him as she restocks the fridge under the counter before starting another batch of coffee, and heading back into her office to do manager things.

“Small black coffee, up!” the singer calls out.

I fetch my coffee from the counter and retreat to my table. The girls leave, and one of the shop employees starts busing tables with the death of the teen summer lunch rush. I get invited into a game of canasta by the older card-codgers in the café corner.

I sort the cards in my hand, frowning. I like coming to the shop. True, I survived well enough before I tried to make it a part of my day, but I realize I’m tired of the hermit gig.

I pay more attention to my personal situation than my hand, and get creamed by the geezers in the first game. I shuffle the deck and deal out the cards for the next round. There’s a small racket behind me in the shop. The green girl behind the counter yells “Boss!”

I turn to see a small invasion of shorts-wearing travelers destined for Cripple Creek or points further on dominate the café. The boss comes out of her office and effortlessly handles the horde. It’s somewhat mind-boggling for me to watch as she fills a million orders and rings up books at the same time, all with a smile.

I turn back to the cards. These old guys don’t screw around. It might only be canasta, but they can smell blood in the water. It’s a good thing I don’t know how to play bridge or the card-codgers would be utterly ruthless when they’re shy a player.

I’ll just stop watching her. She’s a nice lady, and she deserves her privacy.

How hard can it be?

***
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In early July, I’ve caught another show courtesy of my neighbor. My knees are weak by the time she gets in her robe and leaves for her house. I look at my shadowed face in the mirror. I can just make out some of the grey in my hair and the blue of my robe, but there isn’t enough light to see the look of disgust I’m throwing at myself.

I still don’t know her name. I somehow managed to forget to ask for that little tidbit when I talked to her last, and the kids at the shop all call her “Boss.”

I try to avoid her at her store when I’m there. She seems to get prettier and I feel dirtier every time I see her. One time she tried to take the empty mug from my table. When I saw the hand reaching for it, I naturally looked up and there she was—smiling at me. I jumped so high I spilled the chess game I was playing with some eight year old kid and his dad.

It’s just as well. That kid was kicking my ass.

I think I should talk to her though. I know she’s not married, and her antics make me think she isn’t seeing anyone either. A good looking woman wouldn’t be acting like some forest nympho if she had a boyfriend who did his job. Or a girlfriend.

I try to be open-minded about such things, but the thought that she might play for the other team is a real downer. That makes my chances of getting her on a date pretty much nil.

A date? Where did that come from?

Probably because even though she’s got me hotter than I’ve been in a long time, I still feel dirty spying on her. I feel like I should at least know her favorite color or something, now that I’ve seen intimate bits of her anatomy.

What would I say to her? Hi, it’s me again. I was wondering if you’d like to go out sometime. After last night’s show, I figure I at least owe you a lobster dinner.

When did I become such a dirty old man?

My doorbell rings, and there’s a pounding on my door. I freeze.

Shit.

She must’ve seen me. But how? My house is dark. If I don’t answer, maybe she’ll think she’s mistaken and go away.

The doorbell rings again, followed by more pounding. It might not be her. It might be someone else with a minor crisis.

Yeah. Someone else. Like Simmons. Hi, Jim. Sorry to wake you but I was wondering if you had any snacks lying around. At three am. Because I just got the munchies something fierce.

The pounding gets louder, and the doorbell rings several times in a row. My left arm under my tattoo tightens in defiance. Well, it might be time to face the music, but I sure as hell am not going to give up in the first round of interrogations.

More pounding. “Awright, I’m comin’!” I shout back at it. “Keep your pants on!”

I dash into my bedroom, and grab my gun from the nightstand. It might be my neighbor or it might not. Some habits just don’t go away. I get to the door and open it just a crack, keeping my gun behind me.

It’s her. My neighbor. My little nymph of the woods.

“What?” I grunt out. If I’m going to act like I just got dragged out of bed, then I’m going to play it for all it’s worth, but my heart is pounding so hard my ears are ringing.

“I’m locked out,” she says.

I rub my head with the hand holding the gun, and her eyes widen slightly. “I’m sorry,” I mumble, trying to hide my sudden relief and confusion. “What?”

“I locked myself out of my house.” She’s starting to shiver. The robe she has on might go to the ankles, but it’s thin and I know she’s not dressed under it. She’s holding it closed at the neck and the crotch, but she’s definitely cold. Her nipples are like diamonds under the thin fabric, and my flannel pants suddenly don’t feel big enough to hide my interest.

I pull my door all the way open and gesture for her to come inside, as I fumble my robe closed. Fortunately, she doesn’t seem to notice my clothes because her eyes are on the gun I’m waving around.

She hesitates for a moment, and I deposit the weapon in the pocket of my robe and successfully close it. “Well? You’re cold aren’t you?” I grouse at her. I really don’t want to be rude, especially not to my nymph in distress, but if I’m going to sell my innocence, I’ve got to play the part.

She shuffles in, holding her robe tight. My front door leads straight into the living room, and I point to my couch on the left, all of two steps away, with a wool blanket tossed on it. She practically dives under it before I can say anything.

“You’re locked out of your house?” I yawn.

She nods, the blanket pulled up around her neck.

“What were you doing outside?” I know very well what she was doing, and it was pretty damn hot, but if I don’t ask, it’ll look suspicious.

“I thought I heard something and I went to look,” she says without missing a beat. Smart lady. “Nothing’s there, and my door closes on me.”

I rub my eyes and blink before going to my desk in the corner to paw through the drawers. “You’re lucky that’s all that happened,” I say to her. “You could’ve found something with claws under your window. Or an intruder.”

I suppose I fall under the second category, but I try not to think about that. I dig out my pick wallet and my reading glasses before heading to the door.

“Shoes?” she suggests.

I look at my bare feet. “I probably should, huh?”

“It would help,” she says. “The rocks are pretty sharp.”

“Hmmmm. . . ” Is all I’m willing to let myself say. I go to my bedroom for my boots and bring out a pair of loafers for her. “They’re too big for you,” I say as I drop them near her, “but at least your feet won’t get hurt on the way back.”

The shoes are too big for her but she slides her feet in them without a word. Worry creases her forehead. I know she’s trying to figure out how she can get out without revealing too much more. A pervy part of me is hoping that the robe just falls open when she shimmies out of the blanket, but the gentleman takes over.

For once.

“Keep in the blanket and come on,” I say. I snatch a flashlight I have near the door and troop out with my relieved nymph following me.

The gravel of the road crunches under our feet as we walk to her house. I head for her front door when she stops me. “Can you turn deadbolts?”

“I’d rather not,” I admit. “They’re something of a pain.”

She sighs. “Back door.”

I’d figured as much. I just grunt and swing my flashlight from side to side along the path around her house so we don’t trip on anything. When we reach her door, it is well and truly locked. It has a deadbolt on it, but since this is the door she came out of it isn’t engaged. I have her hold the flashlight while I work.

“You know, you should at least keep a gun on you when you poke your head out at night,” I start lecturing her. “At the very least, a shot or two off to the side in the ground is enough to startle a bear and maybe scare it off.”

“I’ve got one,” she says. “It’s a rifle, though.”

“And you left it inside because?” I’m actually glad she left it inside. As nice as it is to watch her at night, I would be very disturbed if her rutting partner was a rifle.

“I wasn’t thinking,” she says.

The door snicks open and I stand aside to let her in. In a moment of utterly corny behavior, I bow at the waist, waving an arm towards her door. “My lady.”

She laughs before stepping inside. “Thanks,” she says, handing me my flashlight back.

“Not a problem.” I start walking back around her house to the road when I hear her door close, and I stop in my tracks.

Shit.

I didn’t ask for her name. Again.
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Chapter 2

Dare To Be Bold
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My door won’t open. It’s bad enough that the only place I’m able to get off is in my backyard, but why couldn’t I remember to unlock the door, or at least bring my keys with me? Windchimes tinkle gleefully in the breeze, making me hate them. If it wasn’t so dark, I’d find them and rip them out of the damned tree. I jiggle the handle again, knowing it won’t work.

“Stupid fucking bitch,” I hear in my head.

I instinctively make myself smaller when I hear the words, real or not, before forcing myself to stand up straight. Come on, Regina. Think. Options. What are my options? I could break a window. There are plenty of rocks around, and of course I find one with my toe.

I curse and sit on the ground, holding my foot in frustration. Breaking the window won’t work. I don’t have any shoes on, and glass is bad when you step on it.

The windchimes tinkle again. I take a breath, listening to them, remembering why I hung them all in the first place. He hated windchimes. Because of that, I’ve hung so many my property it’s probably almost considered a public nuisance.

My shoulders bunch up with tension. No. I don’t have to panic. I can breathe. I can think. Options. The neighbor. Whats-his-name. John. No, Jim. The handyman guy. Jim has lockpicks. I remember someone telling me about it last Christmas at the Munn’s.

I look down at what I’m wearing. I just want to crawl in a hole and die. A satin robe and nothing else except my mask. Another breeze reaches me through the thin fabric, and I shiver. I can’t stay out here too much longer. Summer in the Colorado mountains is nothing like the Appalachians—it’s actually cold after the sun goes down. People bring winter coats to wear at night in the Rockies during summer. And I have to get to Java Books at five just to be open in time for the morning rush at six.

The absolute ridiculousness of holding my business equal to, or greater than, the risk of hypothermia, makes a hysterical giggle slip from my mouth. I can feel the panic rising again, and I step on it with another breath.

This isn’t impossible. All I have to do is wake him up, tell him I heard something and got locked out. Clean, simple and neat.

“He’s never gonna fall for that shit, you stupid bitch.”

The voice makes me want to shrink. The windchimes tinkle again, and I don’t hate them anymore. I put them up because he hated windchimes. I straighten my shoulders, and march to the road.

Well, I march until I step on another rock. Then I walk as carefully as I can with no light to his house.

The gravel road seems to glow in the starlight, and I’m glad I don’t have to worry about threading through the trees to find his front door. I find the first step of his porch with my already offended toe, and hop up the remaining two steps, making a mental note to take my keys and a pair of boots outside the next time I need a midnight adventure.

I ring the bell and pound on the door before I realize I’m still wearing my mask. I tear it off my face, bundling it in a fist before pounding on the door again.

“Awright, I’m comin’!” I hear faintly through the door. “Keep your pants on!”

I wish I had pants right now. I feel bad that I’m waking him up, but doors don’t open by themselves, and it’s better to do this now, than to wait until sunrise when he can get a real eyeful.

I imagine myself letting a leg slip out of my robe for him to see and really wake him up. I stifle wicked giggles when the voice in my head calls me a fucking slut, and the locks on Jim’s door start to rattle at the same time.

His door opens a crack, and he’s positioned himself mostly behind it, peering out at me. “What?” His hair is long and dark and tangled, and he blinks at me a bit like an owl. Now I really feel bad. I dragged this guy out of bed just because I was too damned horny to think first. I pull my robe closed even tighter. “I’m locked out.”

A hand with a gun appears and rubs the shaggy mane on his head. Mental note: He takes Colorado’s castle doctrine very seriously. Always announce your presence.

“I’m sorry,” he mumbles. “What?”

I can’t very well expect him to be bright-eyed and bushy-tailed when the sun hasn’t even had its coffee yet, but I don’t like repeating myself. “I locked myself out of my house.” I try to make my voice sound like something approaching normal, but it comes out more as a pathetic squeak. I tell myself it’s the chill setting in, not years of training.

He opens his door and waves me in. Fear clenches my gut. I’m practically naked, and I’m going into a strange man’s house.

“So pretending to be a whore stops at the door, huh?”

I shake the voice off with a visible shiver.

“Well? You’re cold aren’t you?” he grumbles, fumbling with his own robe. There’s a bulge in the robe pocket where he’s deposited his gun, and I shuffle into the house as fast as I can without losing my grip on the mask or the robe.

His front door opens straight into his living room. He points to a couch with a blanket, and I’m under it before he has a chance to say anything. He may not have noticed the details of my condition yet, but he will when he wakes up a little more.

He yawns and scrubs at his hair again. “You’re locked out of your house?”

I nod, since there really isn’t anything else to say.

“What were you doing outside?”

My heart leaps into my throat before I remember my excuse. “I thought I heard something, and I went to look. Of course, nothing’s there and my door closes on me.”

He blinks at me, then rummages through the drawers of a desk. “You’re lucky that’s all that happened,” he says. He sounds genuinely concerned for having been rudely woken up. “You could’ve found something with claws under your window. Or an intruder.”

I nod—accepting the lecture seems safer than saying anything.

“Where the hell-oh. There it is.” He stuffs a flat wallet and glasses into his robe, and starts for the door.

I look at his bare feet. “Shoes?”

He looks down and wiggles his toes on the carpet. “I probably should, huh?”

“The rocks are sharp,” I agree, having just experienced them.

He tromps off to find some shoes, and I look at his house for the first time. Only the foyer light is on, but I see a neat house, if a little cluttered. There’s a central fireplace that acts as a border between his living room and the back of his house. To the right in the back is a kitchen with the light on over the stove and a small table. The back left is covered in shadows, and I can barely make out a hall leading away. If I was truly rude, I’d ask to use his bathroom to snoop more, but I’m kattywampussed enough as it is. I don’t need to know the intimate details of his life. I just need to know that he can get me back in my house.

His living room has a picture window curtained over on the same wall as the door and couch, and he has bookshelves covering every wall. They are literally crammed with books stacked on their sides and then in front of each other to make more room.

A man after my own heart. I love books.

“Bullshit,” the voice says again. “You show up naked on his doorstep, and he doesn’t even want your pussy.”

I scowl at the bookshelves, scanning the titles, recognizing old friends. Fantasy. Science fiction. Urban fantasy leans against alternate history. Newer authors I’ve never read are stacked next to 1930’s pulp collections. Somehow An Examination of Cherokee Myths fits next to three volumes of The Complete Annotated Shakespeare. Do-It-Yourself and home repair manuals have three shelves all to themselves, and there’s a serious collection of upper-division history books as well. The Vikings. Rome. Russia. Asia and Arabia.

On his desk is a small stack of library books. The Celts. The Druids. Another three fiction books.

Is there anything this guy doesn’t read?

I don’t see any romance novels, so I guess he has some preferences.

Jim comes back carrying a pair of shoes, his own feet clad in a pair of scuffed up boots. It looks silly with the robe and the flannel pants, but I can’t laugh. It’s almost four in the morning and the guy is coming to my rescue, after all. “They’re too big for you,” he says, putting house slippers on the floor near me. “But at least your feet won’t get hurt on the way back.”

I’m relieved that I don’t have to cut my feet up even more. The gesture is sweet, even if I will look silly with his big clod-hoppers flapping on my feet like a pair of clown shoes.

The problem is that I don’t want to leave the blanket. It’s cold outside, true, but I’m more concerned about the view Jim’s going to have now that he’s fully awake.

He starts for the door. “Keep in the blanket,” he says.

I’m absolutely thrilled with his suggestion, and I flop along behind him, wrapped in his blanket and shoes, his flashlight making the rocks on the road look smaller and less pointy than they felt in the dark. We’re halfway down my driveway when I remember something about locksmiths. “Can you turn deadbolts?”

He looks at me, his eyes bright and alert. “I’d rather not. They’re something of a pain.”

Well, dammit. “I went out the back door,” I admit.

He shrugs and leads the way around my house, his flashlight sweeping back and forth. He offers his hand for a rough patch of wobbly flagstone but I shake my head. I smile at his back because it was a gallant gesture.

But the voice in my head is determined to ruin it for me.

Jim hands me the flashlight and kneels in front of my door, pulling on his reading glasses. He examines the lock and opens his pick wallet. “You know,” he says as he works, “you should at least keep a gun on you when you poke your head out at night. At the very least a shot or two off to the side is enough to startle a bear, maybe scare it off.”

I smile. It’s nice that he’s concerned about a woman he doesn’t know, even at four in the morning. “I’ve got one,” I tell him. “It’s a rifle, though.”

“And you left it inside because?”

“I wasn’t thinking.” It sounds like the safest answer. The truth is that my little acts of defiance would feel . . . less, somehow, if I took it with me. It’s stupid, but it’s true.

The locks turn, and he opens my door. With a flourish he rises and bows at the waist, sweeping his arm towards the kitchen inside. “My lady.”
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