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Christmas Day Present, Vermin County, TN

It was hardest this time of year. 

Missing someone. Knowing they were never coming back. 

Knowing you would never share another hug. A knowing smile. 

A holiday. 

Yeah, Christmas time was the hardest for Maisey Trainor. 

Even surrounded with her family. 

Even with Elvis singing about coming home for Christmas. A tradition she and Ray started the first year they were married.

Even knowing the accumulation of years Ray had been gone from her life, he was still a huge part of it. 

The biggest part. 

The most important part. 

Lordy, if she were being honest, he was her life. 

He gave her the most special of gifts. 

It was no wonder in this season of love she missed the love of her life. 

It was Christmas after all. 

Outside, it was a postcard of picturesque perfection. The mountain tops surrounding their small town dusted with snow. Like someone had spilled confectioners’ sugar. In the valleys, the snow piled up on the ground. Clinging to the dark tips of the pine trees. 

The air was icy cold. 

But inside her house, it was warm.

Golden flames flickered in the fireplace. Lights twinkled on the two Christmas trees that flanked the brick hearth. 

Only special ornaments decorated those trees. 

Ones for each member of the family. 

Unique and special as each occasion that inspired them. 

New ones added every year. Hallmark perfect in their handmade imperfection.

A lot like her life. 

She rested her hand on the old photo album laying in her lap. Her eyes settling on the pictures sitting on the garland festooned mantel. 

There was one of Ray. In his uniform. Oh, he was so proud. 

Another one of Ray and her. Surrounded by their family. It had been taken the last holiday he was on earth. 

They were so happy. 

Their life so perfect. 

Lordy, she missed him so much. 

Yet she felt him so close. 

He never left her. Not really. 

Not when she could still smell his aftershave. 

Feel his essence nearby. Yet so impossibly far away. 

She wiped a tear from the corner of her eye. 

“I do miss you so much,” she whispered. 

“You would be so proud of your son. And your grandchildren,” she softly went on.

As if he were sitting in the chair beside her. 

“Baby girl is so happy now. You know she’s been through so much. I just know somethin’ special’s in the air this holiday, Ray. Her and that boy.” 

She shook her head. 

“You’d like him, too.” 

She opened the family album. 

To the old pictures. Fading with age. The corners dark from tape. But the memories.  Oh, they were as vivid. As real as the day they were made. 

Her and Ray. 

Two mismatched puzzle pieces that somehow fit perfectly together. 

More like a match and gasoline. 

Combusting on impact. 

Lordy! The fire of passion that consumed them. 

She fanned her face. 

He still had the ability to make her hot. 

“I love you,” she whispered as her age-spotted hand reverently touched the picture of the man who had saved her. Who had given her a life. 

One she could be proud of. 

A man who she had saved. Had given him a life. A family. 

Endless love. 

Timeless. Certain. True. 

“Jeez. Look at my fingers.”

Her grandson, Will, Billy’s youngest, all grown up now, walked in from the kitchen. 

He was a Trainor. Through and through. With his dark hair. And broad shoulders. But he was a McFadden, too, with his momma’s eyes. And a temperament she wasn’t sure of the origin. 

“Look,” he went on.

Still rubbing his fingertips. As if one bout with a sink full of dirty dishes and sudsy water had somehow permanently disfigured him. 

“They’re all shriveled.” 

“Be thankful that’s all that shriveled, bro.”

Brandon Shove pushed by him carrying an armload of cut wood for the fireplace. 

“It’s a well-known fact,” the Badass of Vermin County went on. ‘That dishwashing shrinks your dick.”

Maisey hid a smile. 

Oh, that boy, Ray. He is a badass. Melissa will never have a dull moment with him.

“Why don’t you ever have to help with the dishes?” her grandson went on. Unable to accept the inevitable for what it was. 

Trainor men always cleaned up the kitchen after holiday meals. 

It was a tradition her Ray had started. 

The first year she moved in with him. 

Of course, there was her grandson. Looking down at his crotch. Apparently grabbing Brandon’s line of crap hook, line, and sinker. And running with it.

“Because we’re Push’s. And Shove’s,” Vincent Push told Will as he followed his grandson into the living room, bringing along his own armload of wood. 

They reclused themselves from dish duty. Opting instead to bare the cold to split some wood. 

The blocking and tackling that ensued as those two pushed their way to the backdoor would make the defensive line of her beloved Pittsburgh Steelers proud. 

They were going to the Super Bowl this year. 

Maisey was certain. 

Snow dusted Vince’s gray hair and broad shoulders. 

“We do the manly things. Like chopping wood,” he boasted to her grandson. Accenting manly. 

He always was full of himself.

“I know,” she whispered to the dear familiar voice in her head. 

Do they think we’re under siege? We won’t burn that much wood in a month.

“Billy’ll take care of it,” she whispered, patting the armrest, as the man in question followed her grandson into the living room. A dishtowel slung over one shoulder. 

Lordy, he looked so much like her Ray. 

She rubbed her chest. Riding both the surge of pride and the riptide undertow of grief. 

Pride for what they created. 

Grief for all Ray was missing.

Good looking boy. Looks like his dad.

“Now who’s full of himself,” she whispered, her grief subsiding. 

Her Ray always had a way of pulling her back from the darkness.

“You say something, momma?”

Billy was looking at her. His brow furrowed.

She shook her head. 

Her son’s eyes slid to one side. 

Where she always felt Ray’s presence. 

Did he sense him, too? 

She knew he did. On the job. 

But did he feel him here? At home, too? 

Someday she would have to ask. 

Anna and Melissa followed Billy into the room. 

“I think next year, you’ll be able to do the clean up all by yourself,” Anna playfully told her husband, taking his hands in hers. Sharing her lotion with him.

Lordy, the love was still sparking between them as she slowly rubbed her thumb into his palm. Wrapped her fingers around his, ever so slowly, sliding hers back and forth. Up and down.

Billy’s eyes darkened. As they always did when he looked at his wife. 

They were a perfect example of what happens when law met disorder. 

Ana was exactly what Billy needed. Shaking up her son’s anally ordered world.

They look happy. 

“They are,” she whispered under her breath to the ethereal presence who never left her. 

“You’d like her,” she added.

I do, he replied. 

And that was how it was. 

Maisey Trainor, with one foot in the present. 

And the other? 

“Grandma. Whatcha got there?” Melissa asked, as she sat down on the nearby couch. Her eyes intent on the old album still lying in Maisey’s lap. 

Should she share it? 

She kept the album in her room.

Apart from the family’s collection of photos and mementos. 

It was sacred. 

A chronicle of her and Ray’s life. One who few knew the real story. 

Did Melissa ever see it? 

Probably. 

That child had been a whirling pink tornado blowing through their house growing up. Into everything. 

Should she share this sacred piece of history? 

Her family was old enough to know the truth about her. 

Melissa snuggled onto the edge of Maisey’s recliner.

She’d been doing that since Billy brought her down off that mountain all those years ago. 

A heartbroken four-year-old abandoned child who snuggled up to Maisey, burrowing into her heart from the moment she was brought into their house. 

Her baby girl was special. 

And, Lordy. Maisey could not love that child more.

Gently, Melissa opened the aged cover. 

Turned to the first page.  

The picture of Maisey and Ray. 

In his old red truck.

Maisey, with her big blond hair, falling about her shoulders. Snuggled up close to her Ray. 

The picture did not show it, but he had one hand possessively on her thigh. The other on the steering wheel. The smoldering look in his dark eyes that the picture taker had captured still set off a fire deep inside her. 

“Wo-ow. Grandma,” Melissa slowly breathed out softly beside her.

Her long, slender finger reverently touching the old photo. 

“You were smokin’ hot. And grandpap? Oh my... you can tell. He was all over you.”

A teasing twinkle lit in her eyes. 

“I bet you two steamed up the windows in that truck.”

“Jee-zus. Will you stop?” 

This from her son, Billy. 

“That’s my momma you’re talkin’ about.” 

“Did you actually look at her growing up, daddy?” 

Melissa held up the photo album. Like it was story time in kindergarten. 

“She was hot.” 

“I didn’t have to. I had enough friends tell me that all the time. That and a few other things.” 

“Like what?” Maisey asked.

A flush of color crawled up her son’s neck. His eyes narrowed. His mouth clamped shut. 

She’d get nothing from him. No explanation. Nothing.

Melissa squeezed her shoulders. A knowing smile teasing the corners of her mouth.

“Grandma, I think daddy’s saying you were a milf.” 

“Milf, huh?” 

Maisey was not familiar with the term. 

“It means mothers I’d like to—” 

Melissa whispered in Maisey’s ear the rest of the acronym.  

Maisey snorted out a laugh. 

Billy groaned. 

She’s right, Maisey girl. You are my MILF, the voice in her head added his two cents. 

“What’d I miss?” 

Virgil waltzed into the room. A plate of turkey and stuffing in one hand. His other hand casually wrapped around Ruby Mae’s waist. 

“You just ate,” Billy pointed out. “We cleaned up all the dishes. And now you’re makin’ a mess again. You’re like a child.” 

“Hey. I was hungry,” Virgil told her apparently still anally-retentive son. 

“Give it a rest,” the mayor, her son’s best friend replied.  “And it’s just one dish. Not a catastrophe.” 

“We just washed all the dishes. All the plates. All the cups. And all the bowls. The pots. And the pans.” 

Her son could not seem to let it go. 

“And look at you,” the Virgil teased, lifting his plate as if in a toast. “Keeping inventory. Did you put them all back in neat little rows? Bowls before cups because ‘b’ comes before ‘c’?”

Billy puffed up. Like Maisey knew he would.

“You’re a dick.” 

“That’s good, Billy. Dick starts with a ‘d’. It would naturally follow ‘b’ and ‘c’.”

Maisey sighed. Shaking her head, a smile on her face.

Those two have been going on like this since Virgil came back to town all those years ago, winning Ruby Mae’s heart. Of course, he tried to take her business first. 

But when push comes to shove—

“You’re washin’ that dish.” 

“Billy. It’s just one dish.” 

Ruby Mae stepping in, trying to reason. 

“It’s not like he broke some Trainor law.”

“Speaking of the law,” Virgil chimed in. A subject he was well-acquainted with, having graduated from Harvard Law. 

“I’m leavin’ if we’re gonna freakin’ start talkin’ about the damn law. He’s here, isn’t he?” 

This from Vince. 

Looking all around the room for, she assumed, Ray. 

Those two had unfinished business. 

Maisey smiled. 

For a trailblazer, afraid of nothing, the thought of Ray still here, spooked him. 

“He’s here. I know he is.” 

“Yeah, he is, grandpap.” 

This from Brandon, totally misreading the situation. 

“He’s right here.” 

Vince’s grandson pointed to the picture Melissa was still holding up. 

He rolled his eyes. 

As if his grandfather was somehow senile. 

If the boy only knew Vince’s story. His severed ties, leaving unfinished business with her Ray. 

“So... Miss Maisey.” 

Brandon turned his bright turquoise gaze on her. 

The boy was ruggedly handsome. 

And so in love with Maisey’s granddaughter. 

A union she heartily approved of. 

“You wanna tell us how this hot blond Southern milf ended up with the original, tight-ass, straight-as-an-arrow law in Vermin County?”

Tell ‘em, Maisey girl. Tell ‘em our story.

Maisey took the album from Melissa. 

Laid it in her lap. 

Her eyes lovingly resting on the man in that picture. 

Lordy, it was a hell of a story. 

She lifted her eyes to the people gathered around. 

She had everything she ever wanted in her life. 

A husband who loved her beyond measure. 

A devoted son. 

Grandchildren. 

A family better than the one assigned to her through DNA. 

She had a loving home. 

Memories to last a lifetime. 

New ones still being made. 

She had asked for one year. 

Had been blessed with so much more. 

“Well?” Brandon asked, pulling her back to his question. 

“I’m not Southern,” she told him. 

Her family gasped. 

Actually gasped. 

Like pampered ladies with bad cases of the vapors. 

But in their defense, she never told her story. 

In her mind, her life began when she met Ray Trainor. 

Now they wanted to know... everything. 

All of it. The history. The good, the bad, the parts unintentionally – or maybe intentionally left out as they built a life. 

Tell ‘em, Maisey girl.

His voice. 

Her compass point north. 

The love of her life speaking in her ear. Having her back. 

What could she do, but tell them? 

“I’m not Southern,” she said again.

“And my Ray wasn’t a tight-ass,” she repeated her soon-to-be-grandson-in-law’s profanity. 

“Or straight as an arrow, as you might think.”

You go, girl. Tell ‘em.

“Oooh, grandma. Such mystery. Such intrigue.” 

Melissa snuggled closer, as if settling in for quite the tale. 

“Now you have to tell us. How did you and Grandpap Ray meet?”
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Vermin County, TN

Summer of 1969

Maise Stevens’ inelegant fall from grace started when she willingly stepped down off the virginal stool. 

For a hastily uttered promise, she not only stepped down, she took that stool out in the woods and set it on fire in the back of Earl Clymer’s pick-up truck. For a night of mediocre passion. 

In hindsight, the value of the act was far less than the cost to her name and her reputation. 

For her efforts, she endured her raging father’s attempts at beating her pre-virginal status back into her. 

If that was not humiliating enough, the next morning he dragged her by the hair before the itinerant traveling preacher. And all the folk from her hometown congregating. Loudly declaring her a fornicating harlot in dire need of redemption. 

Oh, they all had been gathered there. In that hot smelly tent, rank with stale alcohol. And ripe with body odor. Whispering behind their hands. Their eyes filled with shock. Some filled with glee as that man of God attempted to cleanse her tarnished, depraved soul with the pit of vipers. 

She escaped the snakes. Running away from the wrath of Blessing, West Virginia. Only to end up eventually on Purgatory Ridge in Cocke County, Tennessee. 

Under the control of Satan himself. 

Delbert McClinton.

Starved, abused, living a life of sexual servitude was not what she envisioned her life to be. 

“Dammit!” 

It was not supposed to be like this. 

She had such hopes. 

So many dreams.

She banged her fists off the steering wheel. Sucked in a fortifying breath. 

Wishing never got her anything. 

Not the marriage Earl Clymer had promised her. If she put out. 

Not a loving father. 

At least not one since her momma died. 

Not even a simple alternate route to happiness. 

That was all she ever wanted. 

To be happy. 

To find a man who loved her beyond all reason. Accepting of her flaws – and, Lordy.  She knew there were many.

“Wish on a star, girl. Crap in your other hand. See what ya’ got left come morning.”

She hated that phrase. 

Her daddy said it all the time. 

He was right. She had crapped in her hand. 

And this was what came of it. 

Pushing the memories down deep, Maise stepped out of the non-descript Ford coupe. Her heels sinking down into the soft clay shoulder of the Moonshiner’s Trail. 

She rubbed her bleary eyes. Hated the weight of failure and impending doom bearing down on her shoulders.

She had it all figured out. 

Had endured hell waiting for the right moment to steal Del’s car. And his load of moonshine. 

And since time was a precious commodity she had stolen, as well, it necessitated she take the most direct route. One Del never used. To bootleg the stolen load of contraband over on the Cherokee reservation. 

If she survived all that, she promised herself she would take the money and hightail it back up over the Mason-Dixon (a line Del would never cross) to start over in some nice, non-judgmental place. 

Like Pittsburgh. 

Or New York City. 

Anywhere far away from god-forsaken Tennessee. 

She rubbed her palms into her teary eyes. 

She planned out every detail. 

Had endured so much. 

Waited for so long. 

Finally, the moment came. Del, so drunk and high he would never feel her slipping the keys from his overalls. Never waking at the rumble of the Coupe’s engine as she escaped from that hellish imprisonment he kept her in for more than a year. 

For all her struggle, for all her misery, pain, and suffering, she was not supposed to be stuck here on the shoulder along the Moonshiner’s Trail in Rodent, Tennessee. 

“Damn. Just da-amn.”

She rubbed the thump of a headache from her forehead. 

With another worried look over her shoulder to make sure he had not yet found her; she planted her hands on the dusty hood of Del’s pride and joy.

Its overhead valve V-8 engine was modified to have five-hundred horses under the hood instead of the stock one hundred. 

It was the fastest car on the ridge. 

And she had pushed every one of those horses to their limit as she tried to put more miles between her and his wrath.

If he were to track her down, her punishment would be worse than death. 

With the coupe’s modified suspension, it could easily carry the thousand pounds of contraband it currently had safely ensconced in the trunk. And in the hidden panels under the floorboards, the doors, and the wheel wells. 

Her seed money to start a new life. 

A good one, this time. 

Her red heels, the ones she ordered from the Sears and Roebuck catalog a lifetime ago in West Virginia when she thought she would be marrying Earl? The ones with the sexy ankle strap, and peekaboo toe sunk into the soft Tennessee clay as she pushed. And pushed. 

Not a single wheel turned. 

She bent her knees. Buried the toe of her favorite shoe into that damn red clay. Putting all her weight into her next push. Which was not much considering Del preferred to starve her into submission, rather than offer her the same scraps of life-sustaining food he gave his dog.  

She pushed. Grunted. Repositioned and pushed again.  

The car did not budge. 

Not one inch. 

“Damn!” 

She cussed. Banged her palms off the hood. Wiped her hand across her sweaty forehead, as she paced. Back and forth along the deserted Trail. Her eyes hawkishly scanning the road as far as she could see in all directions. 

How the hell was she to get out of Vermin County and across the mountain so she could try to broker a deal over on the reservation? All before Del woke up from his drunk and realized she was gone.

She could not steal another car. 

That was just plain wrong. 

She sure as damn hell could not walk it over to the reservation. 

That was just plain crazy. 

And impossible. 

She could not wish that Del wouldn’t wake up this time from his stupor. Because evil as he was, wishing that would not make her much better than him. 

She wanted to be better. 

To be the woman living the life she always imagined she would live when she sat out on the back porch. Looking up at the brightest star she could find in the black velvet West Virginia sky. 

“Wish on a star, girl. Crap in your other hand. See what ya’ got left come morning.”

She got crap. 

She gnawed on the corner of her ragged thumbnail. 

Del’s boys would come looking for her. 

Worse, he would come for her. 

It wouldn’t be pretty if he found her. 

Not if.

When. 

There was no question he would find her if she did not get far away from here. 

When he did, he would beat her. Sexually assault and abuse her. Let every other jack in his organization have a turn. 

Then? He would kill her. Toss her mangled body into the hollow. Cover it with lime so no one would ever find it. 

Not that anyone would ever look. 

She sucked in a shuddering breath. 

Stuffed her terror back down into her knotted stomach where it had to stay. 

So she could think. 

If anyone would be getting her out of this mess – out of the mess of her entire adult life – it would be her. And her alone. The sooner she did it, the better chance she had of staying alive for another day. 

Another month. 

Another year. 

That was all she wanted. 

One more year. 

Let her have one more year to make it right. To live a good life. 

Then if Del found her, beat and killed her, she would die knowing she was not a total screw-up. 

That she had a year of goodness in her. 

She wiped the stupid tears under her eyes. 

Crying got her nothing. 

Not mercy. 

Not escape. 

Nothing. 

Sucking in a sharp breath, she walked to the back of the car. Turned the trunk handle. With one more glance over her shoulder, she cautiously lifted the lid. Pushed aside with her hand the overpowering odor of 150 proof. Stared at the mason jars filling every nook and cranny in the behemoth trunk and then some. 

She could not very well unload the contraband. Even though the weeds and briars growing over the berm of the road were fairly tall and dense. 

She couldn’t do it. Not without getting caught. 

By the law. 

Or worse, by one of Del’s rivals. 

Or one of the families up on the Brandywine. Eavesdropping on Del’s conversations with his inner circle, she knew the MacFadden clan lived up there. 

Knew they were a mean bunch. 

A clan Del steered clear of. 

They wouldn’t think twice about double-crossing him for some free shine. 

Especially when they had her as their scapegoat. 

She couldn’t unload. 

Worry dogged her every step as she nervously walked around the car. 

She swore under her breath. 

The right back tire was sinking deeper into the soft clay. If she waited much longer, it would be buried up to the axle. Even if she dared to unload, there would be no driving it out.  

She kicked the tire in frustration. 

“Ow, dammit!” she cried, bending over to rub her throbbing toes. 

“Why me?” she wailed to no one. “Why? Why?”

Had she not endured enough?

Falling for Earl? Believing his lies about love and marriage? 

After he got what he wanted, taking her virginity, he dumped her at the edge of the barnyard. Leaving her to face her daddy’s wrath. Instead of being the prince in her very own fairytale wedding, giving her a happy ever after life on his chicken farm. 

What about her daddy? 

Shouldn’t he have loved her enough when she made a mistake? Even one as colossal as Earl Clymer?  

No. He judged her the only one guilty in the seduction. Then sentenced her to his scorn and that of everyone in their hometown.

Then there was Del. 

There was no excuse for his brand of evil. 

She wiped at the damn tears falling again.

“Wish on a star, girl. Crap in your other hand. See what ya’ got left come morning.”

She got crap. 

She was through trusting men. 

She lifted her gaze to the fluffy white clouds overhead.

“Even if you drop a dark-haired god with intense black eyes and a build that makes me quiver, I am resistin’. You hear?” she yelled, raising her fist to the bright blue beyond. 

“I am resisting!” 

She would be beholding to no man ever again. 

She would most certainly never fall in love with one either. 

No matter how perfect he was. 

“And I sure as hell am not staying here.” 

In Rodent, Tennessee. 

Of that, she was most certainly damn sure. 

She would get this car dug out. One way, or the other. Even if she had to claw away the clay with her fingernails. 

She would sell the hooch. 

Hightail it to parts unknown. 

And Rodent, Tennessee would be a distant stopover she would make damn certain she forgot.

Then she heard it. 

Felt its power quaking under her feet as it drew closer. 

The unmistakable rumble of a fine-tuned big block engine.

“No. Dear gawd, no!”

She stood frozen in her tracks. Clutched the tiny pearl buttons at her chest. Her heart pounded. Her mind racing. 

“It’s too early.” 

It couldn’t be Del! 

He could not have tracked her down this quickly. 

This easily. 

“Please,” she whimpered, as she dashed around the car.

Yanking the driver’s side door. Inelegantly sliding in behind the wheel. Quickly, she pumped the accelerator, cranking over the engine. 

She pressed down hard on the accelerator. 

The engine revved. Growled. 

Tires spun. 

Churned mud and gravel pinged off the metal.

Still, it did not move. 

“Da-amn, da-amn, da-amn!”

The rumble of the approaching vehicle was louder. 

Frantic, Maise pushed hard on the driver’s side door. 

Again, and again. 

Putting all her puny weight and strength into it.

The bottom of the door finally— finally!  Scraping clay away as it swung open. 

She tumbled out. 

Falling onto her hands and knees. 

She pushed the blond tangle of hair from her eyes. Just in time to see a glittering, candy apple red Ford pick-up truck rolling to a stop behind her. 

She scrambled to her feet. 

Pressed her fisted hand against her heart jackrabbiting around in her chest. 

Seconds ticked by. 

Charged with terror. 

And intense regret. 

Maise did not recognize the truck. 

It was not one from Del’s camp. 

The chrome too polished. 

The red metal too waxed and well cared for. 

But it did not mean it was not trouble. 

The only thing she knew about where she was, she had learned from eavesdropping on Del’s conversations. And stealing glimpses of his maps. Memorizing what she saw when he was not around. 

“It can’t end like this,” she whispered as she fisted her hands.

“It just cain’t.”

She had not even gotten one full day of that one year to prove herself. 

To be good. 

To make a better life for herself. 

The door deliberately opened. 

A blue jean clad leg slowly slid down from the cab. 

Then the other. 

Maise suddenly realized her fate now rested in the hands of the man behind the wheel of that cherry red Ford pick-up.

And, oh my... 

What a man. 

[image: image]

There were rare times in a man’s life when he had the sudden realization that everything – every moment, every day before this exact precise second in time had just been spent existing. And from that sacred moment on, he knew with utmost certainty he was truly living. 

Alive. 

Eager. 

And yes. Excited.  

William Raymond Trainor was feeling all that – and a whole hell of a lot more when he rounded the bend near the Moonshiner’s Trail. And feasted his suddenly ravenous eyes on the terrified face of the most beautiful woman he had ever seen in his lifetime. 

An albeit beyond skinny hourglass figure with blond hair fallin’ every which way around her face and shoulders. 

Ray had a thing for wild-haired blonds. 

A rarity in these parts. 

Especially ones with the hint of sweet, blessed curves that ran together like rolling hills. A complete perfect package. One that had his fingers itching to stroke and trace. And his mouth hankering to tease and taste.

He was eager for the pursuit. 

Something he had not been since he returned from the war. A hollowed-out shell of his former self.

“Down, boy.”

He chastised his errant body parts eagerly hankering for more than just helping a damsel in distress. 

He did not know her. 

Or her story. 

Where she came from. 

Where she was going. 

Or, most important. Who she belonged to. 

Because a woman that fine had to belong to a wise, lucky man. 

He pulled the truck to a rolling stop near the car she drove. 

It was an older model Ford. 

Could be an ordinary Coupe. 

There were a few of them around these parts. 

But there was something a little too non-descript about this particular vehicle.

The suspension might not outright show it, but this baby was loaded down. The back tires were near to buried axle deep in the soft shoulder. 

Which was not all that soft. 

Unless a heavy load was bearing down on it. 

The tire skid etched in the cinder Trail was certain proof she had been traveling at a high rate of speed when she lost control. 

A pretty lady like her, all dressed up in her Sunday-go-to-meetin’ clothes, out for shopping in Rodent would not be speeding. 

Most husbands round here did not allow their wives use of the family car. Much less let them drive it at a high rate of speed. 

Which oddly gave him hope she might not be married. 

Did not mean she wasn’t attached to someone.

Or to some operation. 

A woman on the run – or one running contraband – Yeah, that woman would be speeding. 

She would be desperate. 

Dangerous, too. 

“Da-amn.” 

Ray swore under his breath. 

He did not want this particular woman, this one who got his juices running like tree sap in springtime, to be on the wrong side of the law. 

Because he was the unofficial law in Rodent. 

And most of Vermin County.

And William Raymond Trainor knew, sure as he knew his own name, he would soon discover up close and personal what happens when trouble comes calling.
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Ray, sensing the apprehension and terror rolling off her, was cautious as he approached. Awfully glad he left his sawed-off shotgun on the floor of the truck. 

She stood in front of the car. 

Like a warrior goddess protecting her homestead. 

“I don’t need any help,” she informed him. 

Clenching and unclenching her fisted hands. 

“What? No, hello? Or thank you for stopping?” 

Most women were elated when he stopped by. 

Her blond brows pulled down over dark chocolate brown eyes.

Her pretty mouth pursed.

“It’s like I told you. I don’t need any help.”

“Oh, honey. I think you do need my help.” 

Her reaction to his endearment — guarded, and surprised— gave him pause. 

The way her hungry eyes slid over his body made him damn happy he decided to shower and shave this morning. 

And put on a clean pair of dungarees. 

Surely, this woman was used to compliments. Used to a man’s kindness. 

Yet, she was trouble. To Ray’s monochromatic existence. 

And his peace of mind. 

Because suddenly, he wanted to know everything about her. 

The good. 

The bad. 

The ugly. 

The sad.

“I told you.” 

She lifted her worried gaze to just over his shoulder. To the road beyond. For what was probably the third or fourth time since he stepped from the truck.

She was looking for someone. 

Judging from the creasing in her forehead, it was not the assurance of the arrival of the Second Battalion, Fourth Marines. 

Or Ray Trainor. 

“Look.” 

He lifted a hand to silence any protests. 

She jerked. 

Thought he was going to strike her. 

Ray frowned. 

Which oddly settled her. 

Like she was used to rough behavior. 

Instead of kind and gentle. 

Where in the hell had she come from? 

Most assuredly, not from these parts. 

The accent said as much. 

Even if she was recently moved into these parts, Ray knew just about everybody. 

He saw them at their finest. 

And at their worst. 

Alive. 

Dead. 

And everywhere in between. 

“Why don’t you get in behind the wheel? I’ll try pushin’ you out,” he told her before she took charge. 

As he was certain she would most definitely try. 

On some things, he would gladly let her take the lead. 

But he had to gain her trust first. 

She had to gain his, too.

Pushing this loaded-down car was an exercise in futility. 

But one he was willing to endure. 

To gain a little of that trust. 

He was certain she did not dole it out much. 

He wanted to know why. 

Knew he would not be getting an answer now. 

With a jerk of her chin – not a softly uttered thank you – because apparently graciousness was either beaten out of her or left to hibernate, buried somewhere down deep inside. She turned. Yanking the door open. Sliding in behind the wheel, giving him an unrehearsed glimpse of a long, silky thigh. A shapely calf and ankle.

Have mercy.

Sensing his interest, she glared at him. Pinched her pretty mouth into an unattractive warning, as she quickly pulled her dress. Near down to her ankles. 

Damn shame. 

It was a fine view.  

It took her a couple tries to fire the engine. When she got it running, there was no doubt in Ray’s mind by the rumble it was a modified block. 

Just like there was no doubt.

She was runnin’ shine. 

But for who? he pondered, as he bent down. Putting his weight into pushing this load of contraband out of its sinking resting place.

She gunned the engine. Rocking the clutch. 

Like a woman who knew how.

Could be a farmer’s daughter with experience driving tractors. And trucks. Could be a shiner’s daughter. Either way— 

Red clay and gravel shot out from the back tires. 

Hitting Ray like grenade shrapnel in a war zone.

Again, he wondered. 

Where in the hell’d she come from? 

Not Vermin County. 

Maybe Sevier. 

Or Cocke county. 

Could be Blount. 

By her accent, she could be coming down from Virginia. 

Or even further north.

But the plates on the Coupe were from Tennessee. 

More important than where she came from was how much trouble she would bring with her. 

“Stop,” he yelled.

He stood. Wiping clods of clay from his jeans. 

He kicked one boot against the other dislodging more, as he made his way to the driver’s side door. 

He found her.

Shoulders quaking. Forehead resting against the massive steering wheel she still clenched with fisted hands. 

The actions of a desperate woman.

“Hey.” 

He reached in the open window. Touched her arm. 

Her body jerked. Her head snapped up. 

Her breaths, short and sharp, did amazing things to her plump breasts. 

Much as Ray wanted to see more, he pulled his hand back. 

Pulled his gaze out of her cleavage, too. 

Back up to her soulful brown eyes. 

It was hard functioning as a public servant when his male interest was so keen. So tuned in to her every nuance. The curious and yeah, maybe predatory – male excited for the pursuit. 

But he was the wannabe law right now. 

Or, at least, he was supposed to be. At best, a Good Samaritan doing a good deed. 

“We’re gonna need a wrecker to get this car free.” 

She pushed open the door. 

Nearly knocking him out of the way in her haste to exit. 

Apparently, she was nowhere near under the spell of desire as he was. 

He shook the sexual intrigue aside. 

“We have to git it out of here. Right now,” she added with apprehension. “We just have to.” 

She paced to the back of the car. 

The skirt she wore sashaying over her hips. 

Twitching and flirting with him at her knees.

“You got it stuck good and hard, honey.” 

Kind of like he was. 

On her. 

And, yes, he knew, he had only just met her. 

But a man instinctively knew some things. 

She kicked the tire. 

Wincing when her toe hit hard rubber. 

“I told you. It’s stuck,” he told her again. 

“I can see that!” she snapped. “Do you think I’m stupid?”

“No, ma’am,” Ray politely replied. 

He was bewitched with her sass. And spunk. 

Most of the women around here wanted to coddle him with concern for all he had seen in the war. 

Or trap him as their next trophy husband. Especially since Vincent Push had informed him he was considered the epitome of husbandry material. As if. 

Where Vince got this shit, Ray didn’t know. 

Did not care to be someone’s trophy either. 

She bent down over the trunk of the car. 

Her rounded bottom pushed up and out. 

Ray scrubbed his fingers into his eyes. Hoping to sear the images that provocative pose evoked into his brain. 

Or at least save them for later tonight.

When he lay alone in his bed. 

She pushed. Grunted. 

Repositioned. 

Pushed again. 

She was doing everything he had just done when he had her behind the wheel. 

If it had not moved an inch when she had been behind the wheel, gunning the engine...

“It isn’t goin’ anywhere,” he told her. 

Hopefully, neither was she. 

Which he knew to be hopeless yearning. 

Because the woman had a car full of freakin’ shine. 

She was going somewhere. 

And it was not to live with Ray. In his little house on the other side of the Shiner’s Trail in Rodent, Tennessee. 

“Da-amn. Da-amn. Da-amn!” 

She cussed. 

Damn. She just kept getting better and better. 

More raw, more real – more appealing with every minute he spent with her. 

“I’m good and truly stuck.” 

She lifted her dark-eyed gaze to him.

“I coulda told you that five minutes ago.” 

But then he would not have had five minutes to savor the vision in front of him. 

And fuck. He wanted a hell of a lot more with her. 

He never felt this way about a woman. 

Ever. 

She pushed a hand into her wild, blond waves. 

Her mouth quivered. 

Just the slightest tremor before she tightened her jaw. 

“I’m truly stuck here.” 

She blinked her eyes.

Ray imagined her recalculating and recalibrating whatever plan she originally concocted in that gorgeous head of hers. 

She was beautiful. 

Smart, too, he would bet. 

A woman he wanted to get to know better.  But should steer clear of – if he valued his peace of mind. His solitary existence. 

“Come on.” 

He held out his hand to her. 

“I’ll drive you to Orville’s. The garage in town. Vince is workin’ today. He can follow us back with the wrecker.” 

She slapped away his hand. 

“I’m not goin’ anywhere with you. Especially not in any car!”

“It’s a truck.” 

“I’m still not goin’ anywhere with you.”

Ray frowned. 

She said you like he was liver and onions.

And not the juicy steak he damn well knew he was.  

Especially if he listened to Vincent Push’s bullshit.

He stepped closer to her.

Close enough to smell her fear under some barely there, faint lilac-smelling toilet water. A scent that did not fit the strong, sassy woman standing in front of him. 

Since when in the hell did he discern women and the scents they wore? 

He shook his head to clear the ridiculous thoughts. 

She was running illegal moonshine. In his town. 

That was what he should be focusing on. 

Not how pretty her eyes were up close. 

Or how fragile her mouth was. Her thin upper lip with its perfect bow. And her bottom one, with just the right amount of plump to make him hot. 

“You can take your damn truck, pal, and hit the damn road.”

Did that beautiful mouth just swear at him? 

Not once? 

But twice? 

It was one thing to swear under her breath. 

A different matter to swear at him.

“Look, honey.” 

He stepped closer. Knowing full well he was in her space. 

That it made her anxious. Uncertain. 

Maybe even a little afraid. 

Which did not sit well with Ray. 

He did not like, or purposely try to make women afraid. 

He knew better. 

He ignored the prick to his conscience. 

Choosing to stay where he was. 

Getting right to the point. 

In his experience, dancing around the issue only got your feet shot at. Or worse, your toes shot off. 

“The only way that car’s comin’ outta that hole it’s dug into is with a wrecker. So, you’re gonna come with me.” 

He laid it all out for her. 

Real simple like. 

“You’re ridin’ with me. We’re goin’ to Rodent. Right over there. On the other side of the Trail.” 

He pointed to a spot beyond the line of demarcation that had divided the town since it was founded.  

“I’m gonna drive you to Orville’s Garage, ya’ hear? Then we’re gettin’ Vince – he works there – to bring the wrecker to pull you out. Got it?” 

Ray took her hand. 

“I’m not goin’ anywhere with you!” 

She slapped his hand away. 

“I’m stayin’ right here. With my—my—” 

She hesitated two seconds before quickly adding, “car.” 

Did she think him dumb? 

“It’s not your car.” 

Her face lost its high color. 

“You don’t know that.” 

She offered a weak defense. Near to non-existent. Like lying didn’t come natural to her. 

“Oh, yeah, honey, I do.” 

Women did not own cars in Vermin County. 

Their husbands did. Or their daddy’s. 

But not them, stupid as that was. 

Her lips pressed together. 

She was either angry he saw through her lies. 

Or she was concocting another version to mess with him.

He cut her off before she could weave another tale.

“Look. I’m not lettin’ you here.”

He was the one making the decisions. 

Few people dared to question him once he laid down the law.  

She leaned close enough her perfect breasts nearly touched his chest.

The close contact nearly knocking him from his damn high horse. 

“You don’t have any say in the matter.” 

She jutted out her chin. 

Daring him to defy her. 

“Oh, yeah, honey, I do,” he told her, holding his position.

Her blond brows pulled down over her dark eyes. 

Ones sparking with heat and anger that had him feeling his oats. And every other crop the idiots who wrote that bullshit included in their prose. 

With a muttered curse, she turned. 

Pulled on the driver’s door, yanking it open. 

“Look, lady.” 

He stepped behind her. 

“This car is loaded down with ‘shine. You know it. I know it.”

The door shut.

“You’re either runnin’ it. Or you’re runnin’ it for someone else. It makes no matter to me which one.” 

But it did. 

He wanted her to be on his side of the law. 

He wanted more. But he would settle for law-abiding. 

For now. 

She bowed her head. 

Her shoulders drooped. 

Her intake of breath. Slow. Measured. 

Like a desperate woman contemplating all her options. 

None of them good. 

Ray suddenly wished he had not left his sawed-off in the truck. 

Slowly she turned to face him. 

He fisted his shooting hand, gripping air.

“What are you gonna’ do?” she quietly asked. “More to the point, what can I do? To change your mind?” 

Her voice, seconds ago, had been filled with fire. Now it was dead as the stare in her eyes. 

Her hand slowly slid down over her hip and the full skirt she wore. Her fingers clenching the hem as they gripped the soft cotton material. 

Slowly, she pulled the hem toward her waist. Exposing a shapely thigh. And the edge of some tattered no-nonsense, gray-white underwear that suddenly looked scandalous. 

“Don’t do that,” he growled, pushing at her hand. Dislodging the material that, thank you, Lord Jesus, fell back down. Covering a shapely thigh. One he would dream about for the next year. 

“What kind of man do you think I am?” he continued his rant.

Furious she was so desperate she would even think to sell herself so short. 

That she thought so little of him in such a short amount of time to even attempt it. 

“I thought you were like every other man,” she softly whispered. 

“Or at least everyone I’ve known,” she added.

Her confession rankled Ray.

Even more than her previous offer. Scandalous as it was.

He yanked open the car door. 

Wound up the window. 

Pulled the keys. 

None to gently, handed her out of the car. 

Locked the door. 

Offered her the keys. Along with a purse he picked up from the seat. 

He took her other hand. 

“Come on,” he told her, as he walked her to his truck. 

She walked along beside him. 

Like a prisoner. 

Which was how he should be treating her. 

She broke the law. 

Probably more laws than he knew. 

He should hog tie her to the bed of the truck. 

Instead, he opened the passenger’s side door. 

Took her purse, tossing it on the seat. 

He reached in. Grabbed his sawed-off. Laying it on the hood of the truck. 

Out of her reach should she disappoint him further. 

He turned back to her. 

She had not looked him in the eye since he declined her offer of sex. 

“Get in,” he told her. 

Even as he harshly ordered her, he gently cupped her elbow. Helping her up into his truck. 

Like a demure woman, she pulled the full skirt down over her knees. Leaving him with just a glimpse of her ankles and those movie star heels to torment him. 

With that image seared in his mind, he shut the door. 

Grabbed his sawed-off from the hood of the truck. 

With a huff of exhaled frustration and pent-up desire, he stalked around the front of the truck to his side.

He yanked open the driver’s side door. Crawled in behind the wheel. Sat the shotgun down on the seat between them. 

When he did not start the truck right away, she lifted her chocolate brown eyes to his. 

“Ray Trainor,” he said, wiping his palm on his dungarees before offering his hand to her. 

Patiently, he waited for her to jump from the truck. 

Offer him sex – again. To save her gorgeous hide. 

Or pull the shotgun on him. 

All the times he faced death in Vietnam, hating that the last thing he would see was jungle, he kind of reveled in the thought of her face being the last thing he saw before she blew him away. 

Instead, she timidly lifted her hand. 

A sharp contrast to the feisty woman he met at the car. 

“Maise Stevens,” she softly said, placing her trembling palm against his. 

A lightning bolt of excitement and intrigue shot up his arm. Arcing down through his core. 

“Nice to meet you,” he somehow managed to say as he rode a wave of desire he had not felt in years. 

“You, too,” she whispered, pulling her hand free. Clasping it in her other hand, holding them in her lap. 

“Well, Maise Stevens.” 

Damn! He loved her name. 

It was as unique and special as she was. 

“Welcome to Vermin County.” 
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Maise sat on the seat. Watching in the side mirror as her future diminished in size the further Ray Trainor drove away from it. 

She didn’t know this man. 

Did not know his intentions. 

She saw the fire in his eyes. 

Felt the reaction of his body. 

So why didn’t she feel fear? Terror? 

Why did she feel oddly safe and excited at the same time?

He sure was a careful driver. One hand on the steering wheel. The other resting on his muscled thigh. 

He slowed the vehicle to a stop. 

There was no garage in sight. 

Just overgrown weeds. And briars. 

Maybe he had plans of taking her up on her stupid offer from earlier. 

She deserved it. 

It was crazy on her part to have even offered such a thing.

She knew better. 

But she was desperate. 

Carefully, she slipped her hand to the door handle. Gripped it. 

She could defend herself. 

She had to learn a lot since she ran away from West Virginia. 

If given the right opportunity, she could hurt him. 

If she had to. 

Then push open the door. Jump from the truck. And run as fast and far as she could. 

Instead, she stayed. Blood pounding. Heart hoping. Her mind winsomely imagining beautiful possibilities. 

It was an awful combination.

He lifted his hand. 

She flinched. 

It was instinctive. She couldn’t help it. But wished she could. 

Maybe in time. 

But that was something she didn’t have. 

His dark brows pulled down. His even darker gaze boring into her. Past her defenses to the soft center of her battered spirit. 

“I’m not gonna hurt you,” he quietly told her. 

“Yeah, right,” she snapped. “You have a sawed-off shotgun sitting between us. Like a lapdog.” 

He smiled at her sass. 

She wished he wouldn’t. 

She didn’t know what to make of him.

He reached for the gun. Picked it up. 

She held her breath. Imagining all the ways he could terrorize her with it. 

Maybe ways worse than Del had done. 

Instead, he bent forward, slipping it under his seat. 

“You have a smudge of clay on your cheek,” he told her.

“That’s why I stopped. No other reason,” he quietly added.

Like he could read her mind. 

Discern her frenzied thoughts.

He leaned into her. 

He smelled good. 

Not like her daddy who bathed once a week. No matter what. 

Or Earl who always smelled like chicken coop. 

Or any of the overbearing truckers. 

Or sweaty cooks at the diners she worked in as she made her way down through Virginia. 

And nothing like the evil stench that clung to Del. 

Nothing like him. 

His finger touched her cheek. 

She stilled. 

Savoring the feel of his callused fingers as they gently touched her skin. Rubbing against her cheek. 

She tingled. 

Her nerves quivered. 

And a shot of pure desire burned down through her. 

Like 150 proof hooch. 

“Thank you.” 

Reluctantly, she pulled back. Away from his allure. 

“You’re welcome,” he said, his deep gravelly voice slipping under her skin. 

Just like his touch. 

He was still looking at her. With something akin to tenderness in his gaze. 

She turned away. 

She didn’t deserve the kindness. 

Two seconds ago, she’d been thinking of unmanning him. 

He sighed. Blessedly putting the truck in gear.

Ignoring the pinch in her chest, she focused her gaze into the tiny side mirror on the door. Anxiety crawling up and down her spine as she fully expected one of Del’s boys to come barreling down on them. 

Or worse, Del. 

She listened when he thought her washing the dishes. Or cooking his meal. Or doing whatever he demanded of her.

Committed to memory his routes from Purgatory Ridge to the Cherokee. Memorizing them. 

She didn’t dare write them down. 

He’d beat her senseless if he found the evidence. 

Or kill her. 

When he went out to check his stills or market his women, or drugs, she found his maps. Studied them. Plotted her escape. 

Through Vermin County. 

A route he never used. 

She covered her mouth. Willed the tears to vanish. 

She had it all planned out. 

It was all supposed to be so easy. 

Yet, here she was. 

With Ray Trainor. 

She pushed her thighs together to still the burn. Fussed with her hair. Scrubbed the spot on her cheek. Trying to eradicate the lingering tingle of his touch so she could think straight again. 

She had to get away!

Del would come after her. 

He would kill her. 

Ray, too. If Del thought he helped her. 

She wanted just one year. 

Twelve months to make a decent shot of her life. 

It couldn’t be here. 

She had to keep to her plan for making her way to Pittsburgh. 

After she sold the shine. 

“You look real pretty,” Ray told her. 

Like she wasn’t his prisoner. 

And her only means for escape hadn’t just disappeared behind the bend in the road on the other side of the Moonshiner’s Trail. 

She rubbed her forehead. 

Would her product be there when she got back? 

If this man didn’t abduct her. Hold her against her will like Del had. 

Even if it was – And somehow, she found a way to escape him with her shine intact, would she be able to convince the men at the reservation to buy from her? 

A woman. 

Not Del. Their usual contact.

“You do, you know.”

She glanced into his potent dark eyes. 

“Look real pretty,” he softly added.

With a nice smile that showed straight white teeth. 

Lordy. How she would love to have a man look at her like that for all time. 

She looked away. 

It would do no good to fantasize. Even for a moment, or two – about a man like him. 

Not after everything she’d been through. 

“You do,” he went on. 

“And your dress? It’s real fine.” 

She nearly cried. 

Allowing the tears to fall in gushes of pent-up emotion. 

She ran a trembling hand over the soft fullness of the skirt. Nervously fingered the buttons that ran down the center of her chest. 

She made this dress. 

Sewed it on her mother’s old Singer sewing machine.

From an out-of-date Butterick pattern she bought from the sale of the flowers and wild berries she picked along the edge of their homestead. A kindly old lady down the road had given her the material. In exchange for some raspberries. 

It was to be her wedding dress.

When Earl had promised to marry her that fateful night in his pickup truck. 

It had been the dress she wore when her daddy dragged her in front of that traveling preacher. Declaring his daughter, a fornicating harlot.

In front of the entire town. 

It was the only thing she took from the locked chest at Del’s place. The few other clothes he doled out – when he gave her clothes to wear – were hopelessly worn out. 

Or burned. 

Del’s revenge for when she and LuAnne—

Maise sucked in a painful breath, as the memories flooded over her. 

LuAnne died senselessly. 

And way too young. 

All because of her. 

“You, okay?” Ray asked. 

She lifted her teary-eyed gaze to his. Wiped the corner of her eye.

How long had he been watching her?

How much did he see? 

He offered her a clean, white handkerchief. 

She took it. 

Because it was what good women did. Ones who had bright, beautiful futures. With loving husbands. And homes. Family. 

“I’m— I’m fine. And thank you.”

She found the manners she hadn’t used since before her fall from grace in Blessing, West Virginia. 

Gawd. With one sweet act and a few kind words he already had her wishing for more. Wanting for things she hadn’t thought about in years.

Since Earl had promised to marry her. 

Her eyes filled to overflowing. She looked away. Wiping the tears on his fresh hankie. She stared in the side mirror.

Watching the winding road behind them. 

It was just like her life. 

She imagined this straight route from her daddy’s house to her husband’s house. A passel of kids. A dog. A few chickens.

Or in Earl’s case, a lot of chickens. 

Instead, here she was.

Used up.

Spent at twenty-one. 

“You expectin’ someone?” 

“No.” 

She redirected her gaze to the front windshield and the road ahead of her. 

“Welcome to Rodent,” he told her as a few buildings came into view, followed by a few more.

She whispered a silent prayer, asking that no one – especially Del — come after her. 

Let him forget about one damn load of moonshine. 

Sorry, Lord.

Oh, and keep this kind man safe. 

Let her have that one year she desperately wanted. 

And please, Lord. I know. I know. I have no right to ask. But please. Let me have it right here. 

With this man. 

Crazy, huh? 

Let her explore the magic that sparked between them.  Without the threat of—

“Here we are.” 

He stopped the truck. In front of a white block building. With two open bays. Orville’s was hand-painted in black on the blocks above the open garage doors. The glare from a few fluorescent lights shined down on a greasy floor and walls stained near to black from years of oil, engine fluids and tobacco juice. 

Ray pushed open the truck’s door. Palmed the sawed-off. 

He walked around the front of the truck. Sunlight highlighting the glint of blue in his coal black hair. The broadness of his shoulders in that white tee shirt. 

He opened her door. 

A kindness she didn’t deserve.

He held out his hand for her. 

It was an easy step down. 

One she could make. With no problem. 

Never once in her entire relationship with Earl had he ever opened the door for her. Much less help her down from his pickup. 

She took Ray’s hand and the gallantry he offered.

Soaked it up, too. 

Like a withered houseplant. 

“Vince? Vince!” he yelled. 

Maise started. 

“I’m sorry,” Ray told her. 

Gently squeezing her fingers. 

“He cain’t hear me unless I yell.” 

She nodded her head.

Embarrassed he caught her startled reaction. 

Worse, he probably knew why. Or had a damn good idea.

“Vince, I know you’re in here. Come on,” Ray yelled over the loud banging of a hammer
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