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After using an ax to gouge a deep wedge into the side of this pine, I grab my chainsaw from the truck. I’ve got a few frustrations to work out and cutting down this tree will help.

“Which way you going with that, Reck?”

I point my hand across the field, letting Jack know where I plan to land this tree. Honestly, though, I don’t give a damn if the fucking thing falls on me. That's the mood I'm in.

He gives me a thumbs-up, and I crank up the saw, thinking about how I got into this fucked up predicament. Of how my wife of more than forty years up and decides she doesn’t need me anymore.

No man ever wants to hear he’s not needed.

But to take what should have been our retirement money and use it to buy up some fancy house in the Bahamas? Well, that hit below the belt.

I continue carving into this pine tree that’s probably about as old as me. I should be more focused on what I’m doing, not psycho-fucking-analyzing my history with women and how it’s always been bad.

My mom was abusive and took off when I was seventeen, leaving me to fend for myself. I had to drop out of high school and get a full-time job to keep from being homeless.

My girlfriend in high school, whom I was head-over-heels for, broke up with me right after that, saying she wasn’t going to date a “high school dropout loser.”

When I met my wife a year later, I thought that was it, I was done. Off the market. But last year, right before my 63rd birthday, she started sleeping in the guest room. I tried to talk her out of it, asking her what was wrong, had I done something, should we go see a marriage counselor? She told me to back off, that she needed space. So I backed off and gave her space.

And now, she’s gone for good.

The pine tree thunks to the ground, and Jack comes over, lighting up a cigarette. “Good job, bro. She’s massive. What are you thinking? Thirty-six? Thirty-eight?”

I wipe my brow. Jack always tries to guess the width of the trees. The thicker they are, the more money we get. “At least thirty-six for sure. What time is Grizz coming with the winch?”

“Said he’d be here about one o’clock.”

“Cool. Why don’t you and your crew take lunch and I’ll get this cut down into sixteen footers.”

“You don’t need help?” he asks, taking a pull off his smoke.

I could use the help but I just want to be alone with my thoughts. “Nah. I’m good.”

“All right, then. Holler if you change your mind.”

He takes off, and I walk the length of the pine, wiping my brow. I should go ahead and eat my sandwich too, but despite being in my early sixties, I’m still faster than these young punks that Jack hired and I want to get done sooner rather than later.

Jack and I have been working together for ten years, and while I love and respect the guy, I’ve got more experience and more muscle. I do the cutting down, and he does the loading up. We have our strengths and we stick to them. It’s what makes our business so successful.

I’m about to start up my chainsaw again when I hear twigs crunching behind me. I assume it’s Jack so I don’t pay much attention, staying focused on my work.

“Excuse me, sir?”

I spin around, only to find myself in the company of a woman.

“Yes? Can I help you?” I ask, rolling my eyes over the length of a short, curvaceous redhead, holding a clipboard against her front.

She clears her throat and seems to take a step back when she sees my face. I can’t help but notice how her cheeks blush a soft pink as she licks her lips.

“Umm, sorry,” she mutters, pushing her glasses up her nose.

“Sorry for what? Do I know you?” Damn, she looks and sounds young. Not that young, but young enough to be in college. Something stirs inside of me, heat rolling over my body. My cock stiffens.

“No, I’m sorry for bothering you while you’re hard at work. But I’m working on a school paper and I wondered if I could ask you a few questions?”

“School paper? For what? High school?”

Now why I ask her this instead of inquiring about the actual topic, I don’t know. But I imagine it has something to do with the fact that I hope I’m not standing in front of a high school student because if so, I need to be thrown in jail for the thoughts I’m having.

“No, sir. I’m a freshman at HRCC, and ... well ... it’s for my psychology class. I’m investigating paranormal activity and the beliefs that surround such events.”

“Hawk’s Ridge Community College? My niece goes there.”

She smirks. “Awesome. So, I was wondering if I could ask you a few questions? My name is Zoe, by the way.”

Extending a hand, she seems keen on being courteous. I shake her hand, noting how fucking soft her skin is, and it’s not helping my below-the-belt situation.

“Zoe? I’m Reck, and not right now, I’m afraid. I’ve got a shitload of work to finish up and I’m on a time crunch. Feel free to mosey on over to those guys, though. They’re on lunch and would probably be happy to answer your questions.”

Her eyes flick behind me. “I’d rather not bother them if they’re on break.

I raise a brow. So she’d rather bother someone hard at work? “Look, sweetheart, I don’t want to be rude but you need to conduct your interview somewhere else. I don’t know anything about any sort of paranormal activity so you’re barking up the wrong tree as is.”

I tighten my fingers around the grip of my chainsaw, ready to start her back up, when this chick stops me by holding a hand up and taking a step in my direction. “Really? So you haven’t heard of the Hawk’s Ridge ghost?”

“Of course I’ve heard of her, but I don’t believe any of that nonsense. And none of those guys do either, come to think of it,” I grumble. “You’re better off heading into town and questioning those folks. Now have a nice day and good luck.”

I force a smile and start the engine on my saw, turning my back on the girl as I begin slicing through the top part of the pine. I feel the sweat dripping down my brow when she appears on my left, waving a hand to get my attention.

Holding back a string of curse words, I let up on the saw, killing the engine. Damn. I don’t know why she’s coming around here to the middle of the woods to fuck with us and ask such ridiculous questions about some ghost. Typical entitled little brat. Just because she’s got the body of an angel, the eyes of an angel, and the face of a gorgeous and inquisitive angelic librarian doesn’t mean she can keep bothering me. Fuck, she needs to leave me alone.

“I’m really sorry, I don’t want to mess with your feng shui here. I mean, I can see that I am ...” Zoe says, allowing her voice to trail off.

“Can you, though?” I ask, narrowing my eyes in anger, although, if I’m being 100% truthful, I’m trying like fuck not to give away the fact that I’m looking at her ample chest, curvy hips, and glistening lips.

Her eyes float down my arms, to the chainsaw I’ve got a death grip on. She clutches the clipboard to her chest with one hand and taps her chin with the other. “Yes. I can.”

“Then go into town, like I said,” I grit out. “Plenty of businesses and locals you can bug there. That’s where the ghost hangs out anyways, right there at Shady’s Bar & Grill.”

Zoe gives me a pleading look, her long, red strands whipping around in the wind. My hand twitches, a growing need inside of me to run my hands through those strands, over her hips, her ass—
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