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With the majestic mountains of East Tennessee rimmed in a thin veil of blue haze, Virgil Push stood before Salvation, knowing he wouldn’t find it anytime soon. 

Maybe never. 

At least not the Biblical kind. Not with the neatly folded citation to cease and desist business operations for the above-named shop still stuffed in his pants pocket. 

For the most part, the residents of Rodent, Tennessee were hard-working, law-abiding citizens with few violators being issued citations. And his job as mayor of the small town was easy.

It’s why he took the job. 

It was his part-time job as zoning violations officer – the one he shared with Officer Warren Clive and a couple other members of the town’s Executive Council that sucked. But Virgil had a job to do. In this case a job he hated. Because he had to serve notice to cease and desist business operations to Rodent’s most beloved widow.

The owner and proprietor of Salvation. The very hot, very sexy Miz Ruby Mae Shove. 

His best friend’s widow. 

Well, ex-best friend.

It had been a friendship that had ceased and desisted when Virgil had— and Ruby Mae had— or would have, if—

Virgil sighed. 

Ruby Mae. She was the one woman he was never able to forget. No matter how hard he tried. Even when he was married. Especially when he had been married. 

Maybe that was why he was no longer married. Maybe.

“Oh, hell. That was a lot of maybe,” he muttered. Fifteen years later, his dick still twitched and hardened at thoughts of the woman. Even ceasing and desisting thoughts. 

He walked up the driveway. Past the hulking Humvee parked there. It was Rodney Fitzgerald’s mode of transportation. “Talk about over-compensating,” he muttered, as he ran an appreciative hand over the beefy front fender. 

Rodney Fitzgerald was a pencil-pushing, pencil dick. 

It wasn’t envy for the size of the man’s penis talking. Or envy for the man’s stratospheric success making money with financial investments. Virgil knew from back in the day when hot, sweaty gym classes were followed by noisy communal showers. 

Pencil Dick Fitzgerald had been in Virgil and Willie Lee’s gym class. And in their communal showers. 

Enough said. 

Sherianne Fitzgerald, Rodney’s wife, bustled out of Salvation, her arms laden down with packages. 

“Why, Mistuh Mayuh!” 

Her Savannah accent was thick as molasses. Her perfectly manicured hand splayed across her surgically enhanced chest. The accent was also enhanced since she was born and raised in Rodent. And slumming on this side of the Shiner’s Trail was as far from the affluent side of her hometown as she ever ventured. 

She fluttered her eyelashes. Also, fake. 

“What are ya’ll doin’ here?” 

Like he’d tell her. 

Sherianne was Rodent’s undisputed queen of gossip. The diva of dish. If one were unlucky enough to land themselves on Sherianne’s plate, one could believe she would enhance and embellish their indiscretion – no matter how innocent – or boring – until it was worthy of passing through her grapevine. 

“We-ll?” Sherianne breathed two syllables into the one-syllable word. Her eyes bounced between Salvation’s front door and Virgil. “Are you here to court the merry widow?”

“Court?” 

Virgil nearly choked. 

“Hardly,” he replied, hoping none of the pent-up lust he was harboring for the gorgeous widow for half his life showed.  Anywhere. Especially down there. Where Sherianne’s eyes were homing in on his crotch. 

She coyly fluttered her eyelashes. Like she knew something. 

“Ya’ll do have a history, you know.”  

Yes, he did know. 

Everybody knew about that one damn time fifteen years ago and—

“Quite the history, Mistuh Mayuh,” she gushed on.

Why the hell did she keep calling him that? 

Mayor was his title. Not his name. 

“If I recall correctly,” she coyly added. 

No question, Sherianne recalled. The woman had a mind like a steel trap, and a photographic memory to boot. Virgil and Ruby Mae’s one indiscretion, as well as Willie Lee’s wrath and retribution on Virgil were the stuff of Rodent legend. 

Right up there alongside how the town got its name. 

And the town’s first chief of police. 

But that was a story for another time.

“You courted her, didn’t you?” 

“What?” he stupidly asked when he clearly heard her the first time. 

His brows furrowed.

She was fishing. 

He wasn’t biting. 

Virgil didn’t court Ruby Mae fifteen years ago. 

He pursued her. With single-minded determination. And intent. 

Willie Lee’s life-long friendship be damned. 

Or maybe Virgil had borderline stalked her. He wanted her beyond reason. Was intent on having her. No matter the consequences. Would have had her, too, if—

Sherianne’s bags shifted and the helpless, pampered southern lady she pretended to be teetered on her classic two-inch, sturdy beige pumps. 

Hoping to avert disaster and have her gone at the same time, Virgil reached for an armful of her packages. 

“Where are my manners?” he told her.

His faux concern oozing with southern charm, as he gripped her elbow with his other hand, hustling her toward Pencil-Dick’s Humvee. 

“Oh my!” 

She wiggled in his grip, struggling to keep up. 

“I nevuh! Oooh, Virgil! Why I—”  

Ignoring her protests, he opened the driver’s side door. Tossed her bags over the console. With a palm to her ass, he hoisted her up into the Humvee, stuffing her in behind the wheel. 

Whatever it took to get rid of her. 

He was that desperate. To have her gone.

Satisfied she was safely tucked inside, he quickly shut the door. Just so she couldn’t escape. 

“Ya’ll come back now, ya’ hear?” he told her. 

The sooner he got her out of here, the sooner he could get back to the business at hand. 

Yeah, right. Business.

He ignored his conscience’s sarcastic retort, watching the Humvee slowly back down the drive. Held his breath as the woman tossed her perfectly coifed platinum blond hair over her shoulder. Like a beauty queen. Foot tapping, he impatiently waited as she lifted her hand. With her trademark Miss Georgia wave, Sherianne finally – thank you, Lord Jesus – pulled out onto the cinder road, heading back to town. 

Business his ass, Virgil thought, as the hulking SUV disappeared around a bend. He jumped on the damn citation because he didn’t want it served in the first place. And when it didn’t stay buried as he’d intended, when it had resurfaced at the last Executive Council meeting, he quickly snatched it back.

Because he didn’t want anyone else near Ruby Mae. 

Not Officer Warren Clive. 

Or Sonny Winfield, the other part-time violations officers. 

And certainly not Marilee, Virgil’s mother. Or rather the woman whose birthing canal he apparently high-jacked without her consent. A fact his mother had never let him forget. Ever. 

He shuddered. 

Mother was way too warm and cuddly a term to associate with Marilee Push. 

With Sherianne finally out of sight, Virgil walked up closer to Ruby Mae’s shop. It had been renovated out of Willie Lee’s three-car garage. 

He bent at the knees to get close enough to read the discreet white sign that hung just below the bow window that now resided where, when Willie Lee had been alive, there had been a garage door. And a big ol’ beat up pick-up truck complete with gun rack – and loaded gun – safely housed behind it. 

Willie Lee did love his truck. 

And Ruby Mae. 

Virgil ruthlessly pushed aside the age-old guilt – and jealousy – that always blindsided him when he thought of Willie Lee Shove and Ruby Mae together. Concentrating instead on the sign showcased in a decorative wrought iron ivy frame. Beautifully scripted letters spelling out Salvation confirmed to the residents of Rodent who lived on both sides of the Shiner’s Trail, and to those who lived up on Mount Brandywine and even in the neighboring town of Appleby and beyond, that this was the place to indeed purchase Ruby Mae’s artistic creations. 

The sign was small. 

Inconspicuous. 

But then again when one was operating just beyond the legal limits of the law – in this case operating a commercial business in a residential neighborhood, it would have to be discreet. 

Leaving Virgil no choice but to serve notice and shut her down.  

It was days like this he really hated his job. 
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A tiny chime tinkled above the door as Virgil stepped over the threshold into Salvation. Sunlight streamed in through the bow window giving the shop a warm, welcoming appeal. 

Or maybe it was just because Ruby Mae was here. 

Virgil swore he could still smell her sweetness. And yes, he remembered her scent this many years later. 

The concrete block walls had been refinished with plaster, painted a bright cottage white. His Italian loafers sank into plush carpet as he took a few more steps into the shop. He slowly turned around. 

Everywhere he looked, he saw Ruby Mae. Or rather, her handiwork. She was always a talented artist. He just didn’t realize how talented. Or how diversified. 

Bright lights shined down on pristine mirror shelves filled with glass bowls and vases. Each intricately painted with beautiful scenes. He picked up a plate painted with the native mountain foliage of Mount Brandywine. He glanced out the window to the mountain that stood in smoky splendor just beyond her part of town. 

She captured its likeness perfectly. 

Beautifully crafted pottery bowls fired in swirling shades of iridescent blues and greens were carefully arranged on a wrought-iron and glass corner shelf. Galleries in Gatlinburg and Knoxville would fall all over themselves for a chance to display her one-of-a-kind creations, she was that good.  

Beside it was a small wrought-iron table with a couple chairs and an open notebook. He thumbed through pages and pages of pictures of other items she created from hand-painted park benches to unique hand-crafted jewelry. Just beyond the bistro table was a narrow, waist-high counter with a closed door behind it. And on the far wall beyond were Ruby Mae’s signature paintings. 

Virgil slowly walked toward them, in awe as he always had been at what she could capture on canvas. 

She was good in high school. She was amazing now. 

Virgil’s ex-wife had always considered herself an art connoisseur. With her settlement in their divorce, she had established herself as one – now owning the prestigious Push Gallery in Rodent. 

Ruby Mae’s paintings were worthy of being shown in Rachel’s gallery.  

Virgil didn’t know what defined realism or impressionism or even expressionism art, but he could see with his own two eyes – hell, he could feel it deep inside his soul the emotion still pulsing from every brush stroke. 

Ruby Mae’s spirit spoke through her work.

She touched others with her gift, giving them a part of her. 

And he, thirsty to his core, wanted a piece for himself. 

A door opened. 

Virgil spun around. 

There she was. Her arms laden down with canvases. 

The woman he couldn’t forget. No matter how hard he tried. 

The eyes he dreamed of at night were soft. Wide, as her gaze slid over him. Her mouth, one he never forgot the sweet taste of opened. Her chest – lord, her centerfold chest rose with surprise. And misplaced and misguided, how he yearned to have her look at him like that for the rest of his life. 

“Virgil?” 

She softly exhaled his name. 

No one had ever said it like she did. 

“Ruby Mae.” 

His voice, thick. His throat tight, as he drank her in. 

Curly golden-brown hair framed her round face before falling over her shoulders. Her cheeks were rosy. Flushed like a ripe peach. And her soft, chocolate brown eyes with their flecks of gold were the most beautiful eyes he ever saw. 

And nobody — nobody ever looked at him the way she did.

In the old days it had fed an over-inflated ego. Today it soothed a weary soul. Stirred to life a beaten-down desire that, fifteen years later, still begged to be nurtured. Consummated. Set wild and free in a way only she could. 

She turned. Bent at the waist, depositing the armful of canvases on the floor. Her shorts rode higher up her thighs.

His throat went dry. 

She was curvier than she had been two years ago. When she stood rail-thin over Willie Lee’s grave, veiled in sorrow with circles under her red-rimmed eyes. So fragile and frail, he stepped up to stand beside her. 

Not because he had any right to. But because he couldn’t bear the thought of losing her. Even though she wasn’t his to lose. She was nearly skeletal then when he’d cupped her arm. But he guessed watching the man she loved die from cancer was a hell of a lot harder than Virgil watching his own marriage die a slow death from neglect. 

He guessed they both changed a lot in the last couple years. 

“What are you doin’ here?” she softly asked. 

Virgil’s hand slid into his pants pocket.

Crushing that damn citation in his fist.  
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Why, why, why? 

Ruby Mae Shove could not believe Virgil Push, the hot, handsome mayor of Rodent, Tennessee, the man she almost made the biggest mistake of her life with, was standing in her shop. 

How many times over the last two years had she dreamed of him? 

How many times had she guiltily thought of him over the last fifteen? 

The man she was never fully able to extricate from her heart.

No matter how hard she tried. 

No matter how hard Willie Lee tried. 

It had been two years since she seen him last. When he interrupted his nearly decade-long pursuit of pleasure, jet-setting all over the world to come home to attend Willie Lee’s funeral. When he boldly stood, bloodshot and bleary-eyed, like he had every right to stand beside her, as she laid her husband to rest in a cold, dank grave. 

He disappeared for all intents and purposes to his side of the Shiner’s Trail. The old moonshine route now more a line of demarcation, dividing the town’s affluent side from its working middle class side. And the lower income mountain families living up on the Brandywine. 

Now... lord, have mercy.  He was here. In her shop. 

Looking good enough to eat. 

And she was suddenly ravenous. 

He was always Rodent’s golden boy. Time, his single-minded pursuit of pleasure – and his very public, very ugly divorce – hadn’t detracted from his classic all-American good looks. 

He still rebelliously wore his blond hair longer than was socially acceptable. The golden strands, she longed to sink her fingers in, touching the collar of his hand-tailored shirt. 

His shoulders were broader than in high school. Not near as stooped as they were at Willie Lee’s grave. But then she was fairly certain he was drinking pretty heavily back then. Partying pretty hard, too. 

At least it was what the gossips had been saying. 

After that incident with her and Virgil in high school, Ruby Mae tried her damndest to steer clear of gossip. 

“What are you doin’ here?” she asked again, nervously rubbing her suddenly damp palms against the denim covering her quivering thighs. Her suddenly eager and excited for adventure thighs. 

She squeezed them tighter together. A futile attempt to suffocate the newly resurrected desire to jump full tilt into the Push party wagon. Throw caution to the wind and drive her sainted reputation off the nearest mountain edge.

It wasn’t fair! One man should not have so much appeal.  

He shrugged his big shoulder. Shuffled his feet in their Italian leather loafers. They were scuffed like he didn’t dressed to impress. Like they were regular ol’ shoes and not custom made to his exacting standards. 

Why on earth would he need to impress, when he had the last name of Push? One of the most impressive, weight-carrying names in East Tennessee. And Oklahoma for that matter. 

“I, uh— uh,” he stuttered. 

So unlike the smooth talker she remembered. 

His eyes darted left. Then right. 

Like a rat seeking an escape. 

Her brows drew together. Something wasn’t right. 

His bright blue eyes settled on her. 

Suddenly she didn’t care about right or wrong, shady, or otherwise, as they traveled slowly down over her body. Awakening desire. Painfully reminding her of everything she lost when Willie Lee had lost his battle with cancer. What she would never have with the man standing in front of her. 

They were too different. 

She wanted love ever after with a man who would stay in Rodent. Preferably on her side of the Trail. 

Even though he somehow ended up mayor, he was still just passing through. The last fifteen years of his life had proven that point. Even knowing that harsh reality, she could easily fool herself into believing with one hot look he changed. 

That he could give her everything she ever wanted. 

How foolish was that?

He stepped closer.

Her heart thumped hard in her chest. 

His Caribbean blue eyes darkened with intent.

Wet heat flooded through her. Settling between her legs.

“Can I?” he asked. 

His voice wrapping around her the way she suddenly wanted his arms. 

She slowly lifted her head up and down. Not sure what she was agreeing to. He could be asking permission to rob her. Or kiss her.

She would agree to anything he asked. 

Didn’t that make her just about the most foolish woman alive? 

He was coming closer, until his broad shoulders were blocking out the sun shining in the window behind him. His narrow hips were lined up with hers. Perfectly. And his warm breath feathered against her flushed cheek. 

All it would take would be a deep breath – one she was incapable of accomplishing right now – and her breasts would brush against his muscled chest. She would be in his arms. Where she found herself dreaming of being more times than not since Willie Lee had died.

Virgil brushed by her. 

While she struggled to find her footing in a world tilted on its axis, she grabbed the counter. Holding onto it for support.

He knelt in front of the pile of paintings she dug out of the spare bedroom. The ones she lost countless hours of sleep over debating whether to sell them. Keep them? Or lose her house. 

The few – namely two people – who saw them both said they were her best work. 

It was possibly true. But to her, they were a chronicle of her and Willie Lee’s struggle and battle with the fatal disease. 

Each one a benchmark in time. From the first one she painted when they found out, and every other one after when they foolishly hoped they beat the odds. When they struggled with treatments. Been tricked with the joy of remission. And the worst one of all? The one she painted when she realized Fate had cheated them. And death was inevitable. 

There was Virgil, with his healthy body, the expensive fabric of his trousers stretched over his fine butt. With no inkling of her pain and suffering, using his long, slender suntanned fingers to slowly slide between each canvas. Like an avid reader thumbing through his favorite book. 

Sharp, jagged grief lanced through her. It had been hard enough to make the decision to display them in her shop. 

They were part of her soul. 

Putting them out here for display – let alone sale – ripped her private pain wide open. For anyone to see. 

To touch. 

To take. 

She wanted to snatch them away. Stuff them back in that dark closet. Never let them see the light of day. 

But money was tight. This shop was her only source of income. Any money she and Willie Lee had put aside for their forever after had gotten eaten up with rising healthcare costs not covered by insurance. She had bills to pay and a roof to keep over Brandon’s head. 

Brandon. 

She sucked in a sharp breath. 

Her son. 

He lost so much more than she had when Willie Lee died. He was hurting so badly. She didn’t know how to fix it. 

How to fix him. 

“These are beautiful, Ruby Mae.” 

Virgil looked up over his shoulder at her.

She held her breath, schooled her features. Praying none of the pain and anger churning inside her showed. 

“Can I?” he asked, holding one painting in his hand. 

Her heart gave a painful twist. 

Of all the paintings she brought out, why did he have to pick that one? Tears pricked her eyes as she fought panic. Pain. Anger. And— and—

His blond brows drew together. His eyes never left hers as he slowly stood still holding that damn painting. The one she painted when she was at her most devastated. When she realized she banked all her love, her hopes, and her dreams on a promise Fate was not going to keep. 

He set the painting on the counter. Stood close enough she could smell his expensive aftershave. Could feel the heat of his body wrapping around her chilled one. His eyes, his beautiful blue eyes, were probing, digging deep. 

And she, so certain it was only a heartbeat, a single inhale of breath before she fell apart. 

He leaned closer. The palms of his hands slowly sliding up over her arms. His warm fingers gently touching the underside of her quivering chin as he lifted her head, the better to see her unchecked pain. 

“You okay?” 

It was impossible to keep her lips from trembling. Her eyes from filling. Or the pain and regret from showing. 

“Aw, honey,” he whispered as he dipped his head. “It’s gonna be okay,” he told her, his lips nearly brushing against hers. His long fingers gently cupped her shoulders as he pulled her closer still. Loosely he held her, giving her the option to pull away. 

Lord, she didn’t want to. 

Somehow, he knew. He knew. And this time his lips gently touched hers.

She melted against him, her mouth opening to his. Tasting him, stroking her tongue against his—

The chime over the shop’s door jangled. 

The door opened. 

With a gasp, Ruby Mae scrambled away from Virgil.

He squeezed his eyes shut. Muttered a few choice cuss words Brandon would love. 

There was Sherianne Fitzgerald, Rodent’s reigning gossip queen, in all her glory, standing inside the shop. Again. Taking everything in. 

“Oh, my!” she exclaimed as her hand splayed over her chest. “I hope I’m not interrupting anything.” 

“Oh, no, you’re not,” Ruby Mae lied, scooting behind the counter, putting it between her and Virgil and his overwhelming magnetism. She silently cussed her own stupidity for nearly falling under his spell again. “Virgil was just— just—”

She sputtered to a stop. He was just what? Feeling her up? Picking up where they left off fifteen years ago? 

Or something else?

She had no freakin’ clue.

“I was just commenting on one of Ruby Mae’s paintings. You know, there is so much talent on this side of the Trail,” he told the tittering busybody. The arrogant, entitled mountain boy – the one Ruby Mae had seen right after her last debacle with him fifteen years ago was firmly back in place. 

She wanted to smack him. 

Or maybe hug him.

Because, on second thought, she wasn’t sure. Was he slamming her? Or complimenting her?

She didn’t know where she stood with the man. 

Never had. 

“She’s an amazing talent. Have you seen her work?” 

He laid on the mountain charm as only he could. Leaned against the counter, smiling and schmoozing Sherianne.

“Why, I’m so impressed, I plan on buying one.” 

He wrapped his long, tanned fingers around the one painting Ruby Mae had sworn never to offer for public viewing, much less sell. 

“I’ll take this one, please.” 

Over her dead body! she wanted to yell. Instead, with forced politeness said, “Why, of course, Mistah Mayuh.” 

The last she added, mimicking Sherianne’s phony Georgia accent. 

Virgil’s counterfeit smile slipped off his face as he glared at her. 

She glared back. Having every right. In her opinion. 

“Are you sure that’s all you came in here for?” Sherianne shrewdly asked, her hand fluttering in front of her chest. Her eyes darted between them. Why her nose was nearly twitching trying to sniff out a story! 

While Ruby Mae’s hand spread wide across her own chest, hoping to cover her distended nipples, Virgil’s whole body tensed as he turned his withering wrath on Sherianne. 

“What do you mean by that?” he demanded, totally ignoring Ruby Mae’s very-happy-to-see-him body parts. “Exactly what did you hear?” 

His voice was harsh. Northern Yankee demanding. The good ol’ laid-back Southern boy nowhere to be found. His hands fisted at his sides.

The hairs on the back of Ruby Mae’s neck stood at attention. 

Something was off. 

Either that, or the very sexy mayor had developed a sudden case of bi-polar disorder.

“Why-why nu-nu-nothing, Mistah Mayuh,” Sherianne stuttered. 

Sherianne never stuttered. 

Oh, lord, something was very wrong.

Virgil never demanded. Not when he could charm the pants off instead. 

Most definitely, something was very, very wrong. 

“Because it isn’t true,” he harshly told her. “None of it is true.”

What wasn’t true? Ruby Mae wanted to ask. 

Apprehension flooded through her. 

He turned to her. Any semblance of the desire she saw hotly burning in his eyes earlier had vanished. With stiff jerky movements, he slipped his hand into his back pocket. Yanked out his wallet. Opening it, he carelessly tossed down a dozen crisp hundred-dollar bills. 

“Twelve hundred dollars!” Ruby Mae gasped. “For what?”

“The painting,” he growled. The warm, soft lips she just kissed into submission were pressed so tight they were ringed in white. 

“The painting?” 

Was he crazy? 

“Not enough for you?” 

He tossed down a few more bills. 

She stopped him after three more. 

No one had ever paid that much money for one of her paintings! And never would again.

“Fifteen hundred dollars? Why Mistuh Mayuh!” 

“Will you stop calling him that?” Ruby Mae growled. 

Sherianne ignored her, excitedly broadcasting the amount like an auctioneer. “Was she really worth that much?” she added, her double entendre hitting Ruby Mae like a slap to the face. 

Why, if she didn’t need this woman’s frequent business, she would have shown her the door. With a swift, well-placed kick to her ass! 

“You know, Sherianne,” Virgil grabbed up his painting. 

He looked down at the gossip monger with disdain. 

“Some things you just can’t put a price on. I waited,” he looked back at Rudy Mae.

The disdain was gone. In its place was the hot promise of something more. Of something that still burned hotly between them. Even this many years later. 

“I waited half a lifetime for this,” he quietly added.

Ruby Mae didn’t know if it was the painting he clutched in his hands. 

Or her. 

He breathed deep, his impressive chest rising. His hot blue gaze locked on hers. The pent-up lust and desire and hunger for more sparked off them like lightning in a harsh mountain storm. 

“Half a lifetime for this chance. And I’m damn well gonna take it,” he quietly added, as determination found a place in that turbulent mixture. 

Suddenly Ruby Mae knew exactly what he meant. 

And was looking eagerly forward to the pursuit. 
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The shop was empty, what with Sherianne rabidly chasing after Virgil for an exclusive scoop for her grapevine. Turning the “open” sign to “closed”, Ruby Mae darted to the back room. Slammed the door and locked it. 

With her back to the cool metal, she slowly slid down until she was sitting on her heels. She stared straight ahead. Breathing like she ran a marathon. Even the familiar scent of wet paint and turpentine did little to calm her racing heart. 

Palms together, she pressed them to her still-tingling lips.

It was too late to pray for Divine intervention. Fifteen years ago, she made a total fool of herself over that man. “Ga-awd,” she breathed out in a moan. “What have I done?”

She kissed Virgil Push. That’s what she done. Nearly inhaled the man. 

She banged her head off the door. Repeatedly. Shot to her feet. Paced the middle bay of Willie Lee’s garage. It had been converted to a work room and storage area for her shop.

She dropped her head. 

Pressed her fingers to her eyes.  

She had been so careful. 

Except for those few rare times when she got tripped up, when she heard someone in town talking about one of Virgil’s latest escapades, or one of his wild adventures. When she allowed herself a second or two to wonder what if—  

But those times were few and far between. 

Her wanderings.

Not his escapades. 

And they were always followed with a boatload of guilt.

Because Willie Lee had been a really good man.

He loved her with all his heart. 

Enough to overlook the tiny piece of her heart that always belonged to Virgil. 

When Willie Lee died, Ruby Mae had been extra careful. 

Especially after Virgil boldly stood by her side at the funeral. She’d been doubly vigilant to keep her goings-on well under the gossip radar. 

For two long years! 

All it had taken was one visit from that man. One hot look from his sky-blue eyes and she was in his arms, kissing him. Tossing decorum and proper widowhood to the four winds. 

And it had felt so good. 

She breathed out a slow, wavering breath. 

Rubbed her fingers into her forehead.

It had been so long since she had been able to lean into a man’s strength. 

The last year of Willie Lee’s life his strength waned. Not his strength of mind. He was been certain he was going to beat the cancer. But it had slowly eaten away at his body until he could no stand. Until he could no longer be the strong one. 

Then she was the one to pick up the yoke of responsibility. And strength. Determined she would fight for his life when he no longer had the strength. And she would hold their family together the best way she could. 

She had. 

Willie Lee died knowing she loved him. 

Then there was Virgil.

She breathed deep. 

After two long, hard years of struggle, he was here. 

She didn’t know why. 

But he was here. On her side of the Trail. In her shop. Looking at her. Touching her. Kissing her. 

“Oh, ga-wd,” she moaned.

Anytime she was around that man, she couldn’t keep her hands off him. 

Now everybody would know. 

Everybody in Rodent would be talking about the merry widow and the playboy mayor. 
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Gasping for air, looking over his shoulder like a fugitive on the run, Virgil darted across the weed-infested parking lot of the abandoned Wyatt distillery, making tracks to his BMW. The one he purposely left parked there earlier. 

Pencil Dick Fitzgerald’s Humvee was nowhere in sight. 

Maybe Sherianne had given up on him. 

He could probably slow to a walk, but he was taking no chances. Not with the Humvee showing up again. Or with the surly bloodhound that had tried to take a bite out of his ass in the backyard of the last house he ran through in his obscure getaway to his car.

He dropped the painting into the backseat. Grateful he left the top down on the convertible. He high hurdled the door without opening it. Sliding down behind the steering wheel without decapitating his dick. Or impaling a ball or two. He thunked his head against the leather headrest. Squeezed his eyes shut tight. 

Dammit all to hell! 

All he could see behind his eyelids was Ruby Mae Shove. 

Hell, he could still taste her on his tongue. 

Feel her soft, sweet body melting into his as his lips devoured hers. 

“I am so freakin’ screwed.” 

He scrubbed his face with his hands. He would be lucky to get to the other side of the Shiner’s Trail. Much less the courthouse. Or his townhouse before everyone in Rodent knew he tangled his tongue around Ruby Mae’s tonsils. 

“You slummin’ it, Mister Mayor?” 

“Oh, sweet Baby Jesus!” 

Virgil shot up out of the seat. His knees banged off the steering wheel. He swiveled his head to find Billy Ray Trainor, Rodent’s resident pain in the ass – or rather Virgil’s personal resident pain in the ass – palming the passenger door.

“Billy Ray, what the hell you doin’ here?”

The man in question helped himself to Virgil’s passenger seat. Glared at Virgil with narrowed dark eyes. It was the usual MO for this man where Virgil was concerned. 

“What the hell are you doin’ on my side of the Trail? Now that is the question deservin’ an answer.” 

“This isn’t high school,” Virgil reminded him. “And this isn’t your side of the Trail. I’m the mayor. I can go anywhere I damn well please.” 

“Goin’ anywhere you damn well please would make you a Push. See,” Billy Ray’s finger waved in front of Virgil’s face. “We ain’t seen the mayor on this side of the Trail in three terms.”

“I haven’t been your mayor for three terms,” Virgil told the damn fool. He’d been appointed to finish this term when Harlan, the former three-term mayor, had unexpectedly stepped down before completing his final term.

“So again, I have to ask. What the hell are you doin’ on my side of the Trail?” 

“You know what? You are wastin’ your time workin’ in that iron works factory, Billy Ray. You should be a cop. You act just like one.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”  

Virgil knew he jabbed a sore spot in Billy Ray’s ego with a red-hot poker. 

“You say it like it’s a bad thing.” 

Billy Ray Trainor had always wanted to be a cop. His daddy had been top cop. It was a Trainor tradition.

Hell, if what Virgil had heard was true, Billy had even gone to school for a while. Working toward a criminology degree. 

“I might not wear the badge, but at least I have ethics when I do my patrols.”

Virgil frowned. Before he could ask what the hell the pain-in-the-ass meant, the pain-in-the-ass was up on his knees. Reaching into the backseat. Pulling out Ruby Mae’s painting. 

His eyes narrowed to slits. 

“You steal this?”  

“Give me that!” 

Virgil grabbed for the painting. 

“I did not steal it.” 

There they were. Wrestling like snot-nosed kids, both with an eye on the same prize. While Virgil was working up a sweat, Billy Ray wasn’t even breathing heavy. Was still in possession of Virgil’s painting. The one that had cost him a good chunk of his salary. 

It was only the fifth of the month. 

He had a lot of days eating soup in a can to look forward to. 

“I know damn well Ruby Mae would never have sold this to you. So that can only mean one thing. You stole it.” 

“I. Did. Not. Steal. It!” 

Virgil made another futile grab for the painting. 

“Then why were you runnin’ through everybody’s backyard, duckin’ and hidin’ behind trees? You know how many calls I got about a suspicious character?” 

“I am not suspicious.” 

Hell, his every indiscretion since he graduated high school had been plastered across the front page of the Rodent Registrar along with his picture. He was no stranger to anybody in this hick town. 

“And I did not steal that painting.” 

He grabbed the painting from Billy Ray. Quickly stuffed it back behind his seat. 

“And I was not running through everybody’s backyard,” he huffed out, straightening his tie. Certain he surely had missed at least one. Maybe two yards. 

“Oh yeah?  Tell that to Beau.”

“Who the hell’s Beau?” 

Virgil had seen a lot of curtains pulled back as he high-hurdled fences and flowerbeds trying to ditch Sherianne. He even waved at a few folk bold enough to come out on their back porches to stand their ground with their hands on their hips. Or their fingers on the triggers of their twelve-gauges.

For those trigger-happy folks he done a lot of fast talking. But he distinctly did not remember talking to anyone named Beau. 

“Beau is Henry Durham’s bloodhound.”

“The beast who tried to nip my ass?”

“He was just tryin’ to take a bite of crime. And it is a crime, Mister Mayor to—”

“Will you quit callin’ me that?” 

“—Kiss Willie Lee’s wife,” Billy Ray went on, “Then take a painting of hers as a departing gift.”

Virgil fell back against the door. His jaw hung open as he stared at Billy Ray. 

“How the hell did you know that?”

“That you kissed Willie Lee’s wife?”

“He’s dead. Willie Lee’s dead,” Virgil wearily reminded the damn fool. 

“Don’t matter. You think you can come in here and kiss our women?”

“How the hell did you know I kissed Ruby Mae?”

Sherianne was good. She was also selective in who she shared her gossip with. It was only with those who lived on Millionaire’s Row. The part of town where Rodent’s most affluent lived. How it trickled down to the masses after that was what they dubbed charity work. Unless, of course, you were a Baptist. 

Billy Ray reached over the console toward Virgil. 

Virgil put both fists up in front of him. 

He boxed one year in college. If this pain-in-the-ass wanted to go one round or two with him, well, he would hold his own. He would even enjoy taking a swing at the man. He was lawyered enough to call it self-defense. And get off. 

Billy Ray knocked Virgil’s fists out of the way. 

Like he was swatting a fly. 

Jabbed a finger into Virgil’s jaw. Rubbed it back and forth.

“You got Ruby Mae’s lipstick all over your face. That’s how I know.”

“Sonofabitch!”  

Virgil grabbed the linen handkerchief from his back pocket. Scrubbed his mouth. 

“Wait.” 

He paused. His brows drew down as he glared at his bothersome intruder.

“How do you know it’s Ruby Mae’s lipstick?” 

“You kissin’ more than one woman over here? It’d be just like you.” 

“What the hell’s that supposed to mean?” Virgil growled.

Sadly, he knew exactly what it meant. 

It went all the way back to fifteen years ago. Then fast forward to two years ago. And maybe everywhere in between when everybody in this town would rather believe gossip than truth. 

“Wait. Wait!” 

Virgil threw up his hands. Shook his head as if to clear it.

“What do you mean by women?” 

“That’s usually what you kiss, isn’t it?” 

Billy Ray’s eyes did a once over, spending a little too much time staring at Virgil’s crotch. 

“Unless you swing a different way.” 

“I do not swing a different way! I don’t swing at all.”

Those wild days before his divorce were behind him. 

“I just kissed Ruby Mae, for God’s sake! What did you mean by sayin’ I could come in here and kiss your women?”

Virgil glared at the man sitting across from him. 

“Are you sayin’ Ruby Mae is—” He swallowed. “Is yours?” 

His heart dropped into his ball sac. 

Billy Ray was a good-looking guy. A couple years younger than Virgil.

He lived right next door to Ruby Mae. He was Willie Lee’s best friend when Virgil no longer had a right to be it. 

If Virgil remembered correctly, Billy Ray had stood by Ruby Mae’s side – her other side when the three of them had stood over Willie Lee’s grave. He was the one shooting killer glares Virgil’s direction the whole time. If those glares would have had the power of bullets behind them, Virgil’s hide would have had more holes in it than a slice of Swiss cheese.  

“Ruby Mae’s... yours?” 

Virgil could barely croak out the question. Pain lanced through his chest. Serrating his hopes. 

She couldn’t be Billy Ray’s. 

She just couldn’t be. 

Yeah, way back when, he couldn’t wait to kick Rodent dust off his heels. But no matter how far he roamed, or how far he fell, he never forgot Ruby Mae. Had never lost hope that maybe, just maybe— 

“Oh Jee-suz H. Ke-rist!” 

Billy Ray pushed Virgil’s shoulder hard. 

“She’s like a sister to me!” 

He looked away disgusted. Turned, backing it up with that damn judgmental finger aimed at Virgil’s chest again. 

“You are a real pervert, you know that? Just like the other one you allow to roam over here.” 

“What other one?” 

Virgil squeezed his eyes shut. How the hell many men did Ruby Mae have roaming around over here? He rubbed his temples where a headache was surely forming before snapping his eyes open again. 

“What the Sam hail are you talking about?” 

God! He just made hell a two-syllable word. 

And made it sound like it actually had an ‘a’ in it. 

Like it was a weather phenomenon instead of a place to be char-broiled for all eternity. 

He spent years ridding himself of the damnable hillbilly accent. Six years in Boston. Getting a prestigious law degree at Harvard. Another seven years roaming the world not using the damn accent unless he wanted to. Or if using it worked to his advantage. 

One conversation! One freakin’ conversation with this yahoo and it all came back. 

As if Virgil had never left. 

“What the hell are you talking about?” Virgil pressed, not giving a shit anymore if hell had two syllables. “First, you tell me there’s women, which implies more than one.” 

There had only ever been one woman for Virgil. Not that he would ever say that to this man. Hell, today had probably been the first time in Virgil’s miserable life he actually admitted the damnable fact to himself. 

“The-en you tell me I’m just like the other one. Call me dumb,” and God knew Virgil was. 

He wasted half a lifetime and a sixteen-million-dollar trust fund making that statement truth. 

He was broke. Penniless. If not for Harlan’s concurred with Marilee, suggesting he take the cushy mayor’s position the former mayor was stepping away from, he’d be jobless. And homeless. 

“But what the he-ll does that mean? And you damn well best tell me, or I’m slingin’ you outta this car on your ass! Right now. You hear me?”

Billy Ray laughed at him. 

Not just a chuckle. 

Bit a real, honest-to-goodness gut-busting belly laugh, nearly bringing tears to the younger man’s eyes. 

“Listen to you.”

He knuckled one eye. 

“Soundin’ like you didn’t leave here just as soon as you could.” 

The mirth vanished from Billy Ray’s eyes as he narrowed them to stare hard a Virgil. 

“You’re soundin’ like you actually care.” 

“I do care.” 

Virgil did.

He cared about Ruby Mae. Maybe a little about this town. It had a way of growing on him. 

Like mold. 

Billy Ray continued to study him. Maybe deciding if Virgil was on the up and up. Or who the hell really knew what went on in that man’s mind. 

“You gonna tell me what you’re talkin’ about?” Virgil impatiently asked. 

“You don’t know? I find that hard ta’ believe.” 

“Sweet Baby Jesus! If I knew, I sure as he-ll—” 

And there was hell with two damn syllables again.

“Wouldn’t be wastin’ my time chit-chatting it up with you. So cut the crap. Tell me what the he-ll you’re implying or referring to.” 

“Pretty big words there, Mister Mayor. You learn them in that big fancy Ivy League college you went to up north?”

Virgil ground his teeth together. He deserved Billy Ray’s shit. 

He hadn’t been a very nice kid growing up. In fact, he had been a self-centered prick. An entitled, self-centered prick. Or at least a prick who had thought he was entitled. And a cocky shit, too. 

“You know what?” 

Virgil shoved the key into the ignition. 

“I don’t think anything’s goin’ on over here. I think you just like yankin’ my chain.”  

Billy Ray’s hand shot over the console. 

Wrapped around Virgil’s hand before he cranked over the engine. 

Not that he ever intended to. 

Billy Ray wasn’t the only one who could yank a chain.

“Warren Clive,” he tersely said. 

Virgil looked at Billy Ray. Frowning. 

“Officer Warren Clive? That Warren Clive? What about him?”

With his lips pressed tight together, Billy Ray stared at Virgil.

He could almost see the damn wheels turning in the man’s head. 

“You can trust me,” he told him.

Still Billy Ray stared at him. Saying nothing. 

Virgil might have taken the position as mayor because Harlan had said it was easy as pie and the only place in town where a body could get paid a hell of lot of money to sit and do nothing. But he was finding he liked the job. Well, except until now. Dealing with constituents like Billy Ray Trainor was—

“Why you really over here?” Billy Ray demanded.

Sure as Virgil knew his own name, he knew this was a test.

If he lied, Billy Ray would see right through it. He wouldn’t spill what he was itching to tell. 

If Virgil told the truth, Billy Ray would be pissed and would kick his ass six ways to Sunday. And Virgil still wouldn’t know what was going on. 

He lost either way. 

He sighed. 

Squeezed the bridge of his nose with his fingers.

“I’m here to serve notice to cease and desist business operations on Ruby Mae’s shop.”

“Are you freakin’ crazy? She’s not bothering anybody. We’re all one hun-ard percent behind her.” 

“She’s in violation of zoning regulations. Operating a commercial business in a residential neighborhood. She’s breaking the law, Billy Ray.” 

Billy Ray’s eyes got all squinty. 

Like he was taking aim at Virgil’s nuts. 

“And this matters to you?” 

Virgil’s eyes nearly bugged out of his head at the man’s audacity. And blatant disregard for due process of law. Billy Ray Trainor, the only son of Rodent’s original finest.

“Hell, yeah, it matters.” 

For the cocky rich kid who always thought he was above everything and everyone else, it was quite a revelation. But it was true. 

It did matter. 

“You served her notice?”

“You know I didn’t.” 

Or he and Billy Ray would be knocking heads instead of busting balls. 

“You didn’t because she allowed you to kiss her?” 

“No! Neither one of us allowed the other one to kiss. It just sort of happened.” 

Virgil fidgeted in his seat.

It would still be happening, and who knew what else, if Sherianne hadn’t barged in on them. 

“So, you’re sayin’ you didn’t serve her notice for some reason other than sex.”

“A kiss is not sex!” 

But damn if the image wasn’t playing in the back of Virgil’s sex-starved mind. 

The two of them naked. Her on top of him. Riding. Gasping.  Grinding—

“Pervert!” 

Billy took a swing at Virgil’s shoulder. 

“I am not,” Virgil growled, rubbing the appendage.

“You gonna serve her notice?”

“I have to. You know I do. It’s the law. And,” Virgil aimed a finger of his own at Billy Ray. “Why don’t you just give me my failing grade, send me back over to the other side of the Trail and quit wastin’ both our times. That’s what you wana do.”

“Actually, you passed.”  

Virgil’s brow furrowed as he stared at the man. 

He passed?  

Billy Ray looked out the window. Long, slow seconds passed before he looked back at Virgil. All business. 

“You gotta problem in your police force.” 

“I gotta problem in my car. What are you talking about?” 

“Warren Clive. When he patrols over here,” Billy Ray’s jaw clenched. “He patrols for young girls.” 

Virgil’s brows scrunched together. 

“Warren Clive is—”

“A sick fuck who is more predator than protector.” 

“I was gonna say Warren Clive is Chief Rutledge’s cousin.” 

“That’s your problem.” 

“You got proof?”

“You think I make up this shit?” 

Virgil didn’t know what the hell Billy Ray Trainor was capable of. 

If his hunch for the last fifteen years was right, he’d say Billy Ray was capable of telling Willie Lee exactly what Virgil had in mind for Ruby Mae that fateful day all those years ago. 

“You do!” 

Billy Ray smacked Virgil’s shoulder. Hard. 

“You think I made it up.”

“I need proof, Billy. I can’t go to the Chief. Make wild accusations like that without solid proof. Even you know that. And why in the hell didn’t Harlan do something?” 

Billy Ray snorted. 

“As far as Harlan was concerned, his constituency stopped over there.” 

He pointed to the old moonshiner’s trail still dividing divided the town. 

Virgil squeezed his eyes shut. 

“Job’s as easy as pie, Virgil. Why the town nearly runs itself.”

“Shi-it,” he muttered under his breath. 

He snapped his eyes open. 

“Exactly what does Officer Clive do?” 

“You wanna play by play? You are a perv.”  

Virgil narrowed his eyes. 

“Cut the shit.”

“He patrols over here, okay? And before you say, ‘that’s his job’, he uses his patrol to pick up young girls.” 

“Maybe they’re—”

“There is no maybe!” Billy Ray yelled. “He watches for them. Waits for when they’re alone. Sometimes he gets lucky. Finds them doin’ something they shouldn’t be doin’. Then he uses his position as a police officer to threaten them. Makes them do stuff in exchange for not informin’ their parents, or takin’ them to the station for booking.” 

“And you know this for a fact?”

Billy’s lips pressed tight together. Anger vibrated off him at Virgil questioning of his honesty. Or maybe it was residual rage from fifteen years ago. 

“Jee-zuz.” 

Virgil squeezed the bridge of his nose. 

“And?’ he asked. 

He knew there was an ‘and’. 

There always was an ‘and’.

“And if the girls or their family make noise or confront him, they’re harassed. Or busted on some other trumped-up charges until they learn to shut up.”

“How long’s this been going on?” 

“What are you gonna do about it?” Billy Ray demanded instead. 

“Like I said, Billy, I need proof.” 

“I just gave it to you.” 

“Do you even go to your cop classes?” 

Of course, Billy Ray would go to every class. He was anal enough. He really did want to be a police officer. 

“You know I need names. Dates. And I need to talk to the girls.” 

He needed something more than circumstantial hearsay. He needed something more substantial than a wannabe cop’s word. 

He needed someone to come forward. 

He needed somebody to watch his back when he went forward. With substantive proof. And a demand for charges. 

“They’re not gonna talk to you.” 

“Well, you better damn well make them. Or we don’t have anything.” 

Virgil wasn’t going to the police chief without proof. 

Solid proof. 

He reached across Billy. Grabbed the door handle and pushed the door open. 

“Get me that proof,” he told Billy Ray as the man stepped out of the car. “And Billy Ray?” 

“Yeah?” 

“Get that damn criminology degree. If you’re right about all this and we can prove it, there’s gonna be an opening on the force. I guaran-damn-tee it.” 
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Armed with yet another newly typed citation, Virgil once again left his car in the parking lot of the abandoned Wyatt Distillery. Walked up the tree-lined street toward Ruby Mae’s. The small, mostly one-story tin-roofed houses he passed along the way were originally old company houses from back in the day when the Wyatt’s made whiskey in this mountain valley.  

The houses were closer together on this side of the Trail. The he yards less grandiose than those over on the Row. While Virgil would like to check out the neighborhood nestled at the foot of Mount Brandywine, he kept a wary eye out for any twelve-gauge shotguns. 

And, of course, for Beau, the wonder dog. 

Dropping most of his paycheck on Ruby Mae’s painting earlier in the week barely left him enough money for essentials. Even if he hadn’t bought the painting, a jet-setting lifestyle with custom-made shirts and hand-tailored trousers were a part of the life he foolishly threw away on a pair of aces and eights.

Along with what had been left of a sixteen-million-dollar trust fund. 

Regrets?

Yeah, plenty. 

Pushing aside the pity party that always followed thoughts of his former stupid, reckless way of life, he walked up Ruby Mae’s driveway to her shop. Made his way to the front door.

The ‘closed’ sign was prominently displayed in the window. 

“Da-am.”

He really needed to serve this citation. If he were being honest, what he really needed was to see Ruby Mae again. Tasting her, even better. His tongue licking down her throat and lower still until his mouth greedily feasted on her perfect full breasts and—“Aw, hell.” 

He readjusted himself. Really needing to get control over his wandering thoughts. And his over-eager dick. 

The slam of a nearby door pulled Virgil’s lusty thoughts out of Ruby Mae’s abundant cleavage. 

Not wanting yet another confrontation with her prickly, neighbor, and resident pain in the ass, Virgil darted around the far side of Willie Lee’s garage. Plastered himself up against the wall.

Nervously, he craned his head left then right. Searching for the all clear before sneaking to the back of the building like a cat burglar. 

He crouched behind the old pickup truck parked there. Breathing heavy. Waiting to be caught.

Nothing. 

No one sounding the alarm. 

He exhaled a breath of relief. 

Slowly, he rose, his knees bent, barely high enough to see over the bed of the truck. 

Coast clear.

He rose to his full height, feeling a lot like the male version of Goldilocks, surveying the three doors that made up the back side of the garage. 

The one farthest away would be the back door to the shop. The one closest to the house, he didn’t know what that one was. Plus, it was way too close to getting caught. Which left the middle one. 

It looked just right.

With a palm smack to his forehead, he turned, giving a quick look over his shoulder. With everything still clear, he ran up to the middle door, hoping like hell it was Ruby Mae’s work room. Hoping even more that she would be in there. 

He pressed an ear to the door.

Sure enough, he could hear her walking around. Banging things. Virgil was certain, if he breathed deep, he could smell her, too. An intoxicating combination of warm sensual woman, flowers, and wet paint that was suddenly more appealing than any expensive perfume he ever smelled.  

He opened the door. 

Quietly slipped inside, softly pulling it shut behind him. 

There she was. 

The woman he couldn’t seem to put out of his mind. 

Not that he tried all that hard lately. 

Not after their last encounter. 

Her curly hair was caught up in a haphazard knot, more falling down than was held up. The wayward curls brushed against the smooth skin of her neck and shoulders. A bright pink tank top molded over her centerfold breasts that today weren’t confined in a bra. 

Thank you, Lord Jesus! 

When he dragged his eyes away from her breasts, traveling down further still, he found a worn-out pair of cut-offs, cupping her nicely rounded ass. The kind of cut-offs that barely covered the tops of her thighs, leaving him to drool over her long, suntanned legs. Legs he could easily imagine wrapped around his hips as he pushed between them.  

He sucked in a sharp breath at the vision.  

She jerked her head up.

Busted!

Her soft brown eyes snagged on his.

For a blessed second, he savored the heat he saw burning there. Only problem: it was not the heat of desire. But anger. Or something worse. Her hand clenched a tube of paint. She wasted no time with pleasantries. 

“You bastard!” she hissed, as the tube of paint whizzed by his ear. 

“Jee-zus!” 

Virgil ducked, knocking over a can full of soaking brushes. The liquid, a weird, watery shade of greenish blue soaked into his good shirt and one leg of his pants. He pulled his handkerchief from his back pocket. Wiped at the spreading stain. 

It did nothing but smear it more. 

He glared at the woman in front of him. 

“What the Sam he-ll—” And there was hell again with two syllables. Sounding a lot like hail. 

“Don’t you dare Ruby Mae me, you Benedict Arnold!” 

Another tube of paint sailed past his head. Knocking over another jar. Virgil jumped back out of the way of that spill, bumping against a canvas. 

One still wet.  Dammit!

“You come into my shop,” she yelled, as she flung yet another tube of paint at him.

“Hey!” 

He juked as wet paint soaked through his pants. Clear down to his boxers. And probably the family jewels. 

Gawd! He hoped they didn’t turn green.

“Stop!” He yelled, tossing his ruined handkerchief on the worktable. He dug into his front pocket. Held the citation out in front of him like a shield. 

“I come in peace.” 

Her nostrils flared. Her flashing eyes narrowed. Her arm went back.

Before he could insist she halt and disarm, she fired another tube of paint at him. Hitting him on the shoulder. 

“Ow! You hit me!” 

He was stunned. 

No woman had ever hit him. 

Many had wanted to. 

None had ever actually gone through with it. 

Until today. 

“Will you stop!” 

She picked up a stretcher bar. Pulled her arm back. Let it fly. 

He dove for safety behind the worktable. 

There, on his hands and knees, his ass once again rubbing against another wet canvas. 

“Sonofabitch!” He swiped a palm over the offended area only to pull it back. It was covered in paint, too. 

He stood. “Will you just stop!” he yelled, wiping his hand on his tie. 

His expensive, one-of-a-kind, Parisian silk tie. 

The kind he could no longer afford.

“No. I will not stop!” 

She fired another tube of paint at him.  

His loafers slipped in the wet slime now puddled on the floor.  He grabbed the worktable before he ended up on his ass. Yet again. Looked around for a rag while keeping a wary eye on the crazy woman in front of him. 

“You come into my shop—” 

She started her rant again, lifting the whole damn tray of paint in front of her. A whole tray he was certain she would use against him. 

“Whoa! No. No. No. No!” he yelled.  

Or pleaded. He wasn’t
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