The Woman from Nowhere

By Kristen Ashley

FIRST LOOK CHAPTERS

Chapter One
“Pink Moon ™

Mabel

The bar probably had the capacity to fit twenty-five people.

It was the closest thing to an actual hole-in-the-wall that I’d ever seen.

Outside, it looked like a big shack.

Inside was no different.

There was no stone, brick or drywall to be seen. It was all rough wood, even the planks on the
floor.

There were three taps for beer, one for cider, and a single shelf behind the bar displaying
bottles of alcohol, the closest thing they had to top shelf being Jack Daniels Old No. 7.

Providing heat on this chilly night were a small, cast-iron fireplace in a back corner, walls that
kept the wind out (just barely) and bodies.

There were four bar stools in front of the short bar, an entry space that was big enough to
allow a few people to stand, four tables with four chairs each (yes, all wood), two-by-twos along
the walls with an aisle between, which led up to a miniscule stage mostly taken up with two
humungous speakers that were absolutely not needed in this small space.

There was a threadbare rug covering the tiny stage, so big it dipped off the sides, along with a
stool.

On which, currently, a man was sitting with his guitar perched on his knee, singing into a
microphone.

As far as I could tell, every slow, mellow, bittersweet song he sang was original.

Further to that, he had a silken, smooth baritone voice, and long, graceful musician’s fingers
on strong, veined man’s hands.

If you had no imagination and a limited vocabulary, you’d call him blond.
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But the rich complexity of his thick, overlong hair, to me, didn’t know whether to be blond,
brown or auburn, could not be described by one simple word.

Nor could anything about him.

Well, I guessed one thing could.

He was tall. I could tell that even if [ hadn’t seen him standing, considering how long his
broad torso was even bent over that guitar, and the length of his meaty thighs and shins.

And he was muscular.

But it wasn’t lean muscle. Nor was it bulky. However, you couldn’t miss the man packed
some power.

He had some russet-brown scruff on his cheeks, jaw and chin. It was full, not patchy, but it
also wasn’t a beard.

He had a chiseled jaw, sun lines radiating from his dark-brown eyes, and high cheekbones.

He was beautiful.

Simply beautiful.

Robert Redford as Jeremiah Johnson beautiful (obviously without the true blond hair and
bushy beard).

And perhaps part of that was why the house was packed, and not just that they came to listen
to the moody, broody, sublime music he was playing.

Not that it could get too packed out here in the middle of nowhere, but it was standing room
only.

And I knew the hulking lumberjack of a bartender didn’t tend to this many people every night.

Truth, this place seemed like it existed just to be a local gathering hole for those of us who
lived up in the mountains on the west side of Misted Pines—a good twenty-minute haul just to
get groceries and seriously sparsely populated.

But no one would want to drive that drive into town to have a few drinks and commune.

Though that hulking lumberjack wanted his neighbors safe and sound, and he didn’t make any
bones about it. [ knew this because there was a sign on the shelf with the liquor that said, I’'LL
SERVE YOU AS MUCH AS YOU WANT, BUT I’LL ALSO TAKE YOUR FUCKING KEYS.

One could just say, it was without a doubt that hulking lumberjack could take anyone’s keys.

And if that wasn’t enough, he wasn’t stingy with the bowls of pretzels and popcorn, seeing as

he scooped one out for every drink he served.
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Not many people were communing that night, not verbally.

No one uttered a sound.

We were together, though.

Woven together by soft, gentle, sad songs of hope lost, promises broken and love always
remaining just out of reach.

I could not say I wasn’t mesmerized by how handsome the singer was. The build of his body.
The easy way he wore his faded olive-green button-down and jeans, the scuffs on his
unpretentious, round-toed brown boots.

I absolutely was.

I could also not say I wasn’t fascinated by his deft fingers strumming or curling to press out
the chords and how natural that came to him, like that guitar was an extension of his body.

I absolutely was that too.

Mostly, it was the music.

And the way his eyes often landed on me sitting at a table with three people I didn’t know, not
drinking my beer nor eating from any of the bowls of pretzels and popcorn on the table, my eyes
glued to him as he told his story.

His story was my story.

It was my story.

Through the skin and flesh, bone and marrow, straight to my soul...

My story.

I knew it wasn’t exactly the same. It couldn’t be.

But he got me.

He got me.

I had good friends. People I loved.

And no one on this planet got me.

But that man got me.

All good things had to come to an end, but fortunately for me that night, that end wouldn’t be
the same as it was for everyone else at The Link just off County Road 10.

I knew it was over for the others when he sang Nick Drake’s “Pink Moon,” the only cover
he’d done all night, because the vibe shifted.

They knew that was his finale.
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And when he was done, twisting to lay his guitar in the case lying open in the only space still
available on that stage floor, he didn’t even dip his chin to the raucous applause, whistles and
hoots of the people in that bar.

He just clipped his guitar into its case, grabbed the handle and got up, proving I was right, he
was tall—again, not super tall, but not short by a long shot—I’d place him at about six two. Then
he stepped off the stage.

Immediately, a man and woman started talking to him.

I sipped at my second beer, which wasn’t even half consumed, waiting and hoping.

It was stupid to wait.

It was stupid to hope.

Every damned thing that happened to me in thirty-one years of my life had taught me that.

There might only have been about twenty-five adoring fans, but he talked to them, still
carrying his guitar, and I knew that was his unspoken indication he wasn’t going to grab a
whisky, sit down and gab awhile. He was going to allow them to say their words, then he was
going to go home.

Five minutes slipped to ten, then to fifteen, and he didn’t look at me in any of that time.

Oh yes.

It was stupid to wait.

It was insane to hope.

I got up, shrugged on my denim jacket and wrapped my scarf around my neck. I slung my
crossbody over my head, took a last sip of beer and went out the door.

I was unlocking my faded red old Ford pickup when I heard, “You followin’ me, or am I
followin’ you?”

I turned at the deep, silken voice and saw what I considered in my perhaps not-so-amateur
opinion was one of the best singer-songwriters of my generation standing there carrying his
guitar case.

“You’re following me,” I told him.

He jerked up his chin and headed to a big, dark-blue (lumberjack bartender didn’t skimp on
outdoor lights either), one-ton GMC truck.

I got in, reversed out, and headed to the exit to County Road 10.

He followed me.
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I lay naked, curled up on my side, staring at the man bathed in moonlight beside me.

He was on his back.

He was naked too.

The sheets were down to his waist.

He had the same russet-brown hair covering his evenly moving chest, one leg cocked, the
knee and most of his thigh sticking out from under the covers. He had one hand resting on his
flat, ridged stomach, the other arm was on the bed between us.

He snored.

And damn the man, even his snores were melodic, quiet, low, rhythmic. They were the kind of
noise that would lull you to sleep, not keep you awake.

How I wasn’t asleep was a mystery.

He’d worn me out.

He was the best lover I’d ever had. The best lover perhaps in history.

Among other activities, we’d had sex three times.

He knew every inch of my body.

He was deliciously controlling in bed, so alas, I could not say he allowed me to learn every
inch of his, but the (many, many) inches he’d given me, I’d enjoyed thoroughly.

I couldn’t move. After five orgasms, my body was somnolent from the tips of my toes to the
ends of my hair.

But I couldn’t stop looking at him.

And this couldn’t happen.

The whole point of me being in this loft cabin in the middle of nowhere in Fret County,
Washington State and not back home in Florida was to stay very, very far away from this kind of
entanglement.

Of course, a girl had needs.

However, this was not the guy you used to scratch your itch.

This was the kind of guy that the first concepts from the beginning of time were the hotbed of
what hopes and dreams were made of.

Dang it, I’d only been here seven months, and here I was, messing up my life again.

The Woman from Nowhere First Look Chapters
©KTristen Ashley, 2026
Page 5



My hand actually ached from forcing myself not to reach out and rest it on his chest, feel that
springy hair, the warmth of his skin, his heart beating.

My body yearned to inch forward and press itself to his side, wrap him in my arms, so he
might turn and wrap me in his, tangling us up in the moonlight.

I was so screwed.

But I didn’t stop watching him, perhaps it was only long minutes, it felt like hours, before my
eyes drifted shut, and I lost him.

In more ways than one.

I opened my eyes, delightfully tender, deliciously relaxed, totally refreshed, and I stretched my
back.

The sun was shining through the window at the head of my bed.

And the pillow beside mine was empty.

No.

Strike that.

It wasn’t.

There was a wide, yellow Post-it note resting on the pillow.

I held the covers to my chest and reached out to the note, stupid, stupid, stupidly hoping it was
his number and an urge to call him. Or an invitation to dinner. Or to meet him at The Link that
night for a drink.

Mostly, hoping it was signed because he never told me his name.

It was not.

There was one word on that note, scrawled in black ink.

And that word was...

Thanks.
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Chapter Two
Not Again

Mabel

To say I was not in a good mood that morning as I got ready to head out would be an
understatement.

“I’m such a moron,” I complained to myself as I did the breakfast dishes at the sink at the
back of the cabin.

The space I was renting had three acres and two buildings.

First building, the cabin, which on the bottom floor was an open living room and kitchen with
a closed off utility room to one side of the kitchen that led out to the car port (or more aptly
described as a truck port), and on the other side, a pantry and a tiny half bath.

On the top, creating the ceiling of the kitchen (the living room space went up two stories) was
an open loft. My bedroom, flanked by a bathroom and a closet.

To get up there, you used a spiral staircase off to the side of the kitchen next to the door to the
powder room.

Since I sold pretty much everything I owned in Florida before I moved here, it had taken me
months to find the right pieces to fill the space, none of it new, except the blue corduroy couch
that faced the stone hearth over which was mounted (also new) a flat-screen TV.

For two months, I’d lived on mattresses on the floor up in the loft, and for another month, the
stuff that should go in drawers was in boxes until I’d discovered, and oftentimes refurbished, the
furniture that was in there and elsewhere in the cabin.

I didn’t consider it done. But as much as I loved this place, if I could make a go of my store in
town and decided to stay in Misted Pines, [ wasn’t going to continue to rent, and I knew the wild
character who was my landlord, Mrs. Matthews, wouldn’t agree to sell me this place. Thus, I was
making do with what I had until I made my decision about staying or going and settled, wherever
that may be.

The other building—and even as awesome as the cabin was, that other building was a big part
of what made me love my rental—was the big workshop that sat about twenty yards off to the
north side of my front door.

It didn’t have heat, but it did have electricity, and it was plenty roomy for my needs.
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Oh, and there was no one around.

The drive into the property next to mine was at least a good quarter, if not half mile away, and
the next drive was a good half mile up the road on the other side of street, whatever that property
might be, resting higher up the mountain.

There was no landscaping at my place.

The front of my property was a vast expanse of dirt, some boulders, and surrounding it were
thick pines.

My plans for the day had been to continue work on refinishing the bureau in the workshop.
I’d stripped the paint the day before, unearthing a gorgeous walnut, but there was a lot of detailed
sanding work to be done before I could start finishing the piece.

However, after my Post-it Lover had left me that ludicrously insulting note on my own
danged pillowcase, I decided it was probably best not to be in a solitary space, alone with my
thoughts. Instead, I’d motor into town. Check in with Abigail at the store. Grab some groceries.
Maybe hit a few thrift shops.

Anything to take my mind off what happened the night before.

Oh sure, [ was far from some naive schoolgirl having been taken for one hell of a ride my first
time.

I’d gotten picked up at a bar.

I had sex with a man three times, he’d gone down on me twice, I’d done the same to him
once. It was energetic, sweaty, pulse-pounding, world-rocking, fiery, consuming, all the good
things.

But even if he’d followed me into my house, I’d shrugged off my coat and told him, “I’m
Mabel,” he hadn’t returned the favor of sharing his name.

Nope.

Instead, he’d kissed me.

And since he was also a deliriously good kisser, that was that.

There weren’t breaks where we had words of getting to know you.

It was all sex all the time. Even in our recovery times, there was foreplay happening.

I’d wanted to get picked up.

He picked me up.

We both got what was expected.
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And then he left.

But honest to God, I’d rather he’d done that without that Post-it note because...what the hell
was he thinking?

Thanks.

Was he serious?

“What an ass,” I muttered as I put the skillet on the draining board.

I dried my hands. Reached to the lotion a local artist Ida made (so luscious, I stocked it at my
store). I rubbed it into my hands, and that done, I went to my denim jacket that I’d thrown over
the back of the couch last night.

I shrugged it on, wound the flufty, soft, thick, loose-knit beige winter scarf with the long
fringe around and around my neck. I pulled my hair out from under it, slung on my crossbody
and headed to the door.

I was digging my keys out of my bag so I could lock the door behind me when I stepped out
on my knot-woven welcome mat and heard an odd crunch under my boot.

I'looked down to see a folded piece of paper there, and I was lucky I didn’t step on the big
rock that was holding it down on one side.

My heart thumped as I stepped back and bent to grab the paper.

Another note from my Post-it Lover?

One that said something like, Just kidding with that Post-it. Wanna meet for a drink tonight?

It was trifold, and my idiot heart thumped yet again as I opened it.

Then I stood still and stared at the words on the page.

The Lord knows the sins of the Jezebel. And we do too.

Abruptly, I came unstuck, retreated into my cabin, slammed the door and locked it.

Breathing heavily, I again stared at the page, reading the handwritten words again and again.

It took a second to realize my hand was shaking.

Violently.

“Okay, calm your shit, calm your shit,” I chanted, shifting from staring to scrutinizing.

The first thing I noticed was, although my Post-it Lover only scrawled six letters, this was not
at all the same handwriting.

That was good.

All else was bad.
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“Who is ‘we?’” I asked a piece of paper that couldn’t answer me.

I took several steps to the side, looking over the glorious, vintage writing desk I’d bought for
fifty dollars, spent an entire week painstakingly restoring and set in front of the window, to the
sun shining in the open space in front of my cabin.

Nothing was there but the dirt and boulders, my workshop off to the side, my truck parked out
front, all of this ringed heavily with pines.

It wasn’t exactly a surprise when the anger started simmering.

What was a surprise was how fast and violently it boiled over.

I folded the paper, carefully tucked it in my crossbody, walked to the door, unlocked it,
opened it, stepped out, slammed it, relocked and stomped to my truck.

“No,” I muttered after I got in and also slammed my truck door so hard, the whole vehicle
shook. “Hell no,” I said as I jammed my key into the ignition and turned it. “This shit isn’t going
to happen to me.”

I put the truck in reverse, curved out, shoved the clutch in first, then peeled out.

And I did this saying, “Not again.”
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