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  What To Expect in Tit Me With Your Best Shot




A (Probably Incomplete) List of Tropes and Things

small town romance
he falls first
sworn off love
curvy girl
older main characters (mid to late thirties)
himbo/golden retriever vibes
grumpy/black cat vibes
meddling out-of-town family
an underwear stealing menace of a goat
approximately 876 bird puns (give or take)
the second largest collection of rubber duckies in North America (at least in Nick’s mind it is)
spicy, open door sexy times
takes place in the fictional small town of Tuft Swallow, a shared world which functions as the setting for books by six other authors


Chapters With Sexy Times To Skip Over (Or Skip To * wink wink *)

Chapter 12 (kind of)
Chapter 13
Chapter 14
Chapter 34




Please see the next page for some content warnings.









  
  Content Warnings


This book discusses several difficult subjects with what can occasionally seem like callous disregard. I promise it’s not because I don’t think these are serious issues. Truthfully, it has more to do with being an adult child of an alcoholic who’s never addressed my own trauma beyond adopting a dark-ish sense of humor and denying the existence of my own feelings for far too long. So when you read about how Carson and Jared feel about their relationships with their parents, for example? Some (but not all, because I was lucky enough to have an amazing mom) of that is based on my own history with my dad. 
My dad isn’t in my closet, though. He’s on my grandmother’s mantle.

Anyway, read on for the content warnings. And, in case it’s not clear, most of these are only mentioned in passing, but better safe than sorry.
Death of parents; house fires; death of parents in house fires; alcoholism and drug addiction; underage drinking; past child neglect; child abandonment; foster care and the foster system (I’ve done my best to portray this as accurately as possible within the limited scope and time-frame of this book. Despite all the research I’ve done for this book, I am not an authority on foster care or the foster system, and should not be looked to as a reliable source of information on the subject); past criminal activities of bumbling mobsters; sex trafficking; potential SA; serial killers and their crimes; references to incels, red-pillers, alphamales, and alpha doms; body shaming and fat shaming; theft and consumption of underwear by a goat; testicle mashing by that same goat; the world’s tiniest running shorts; so many rubber ducks (however many you’re thinking, it’s still more than that); what some may consider an excessive number of bird puns (but what the other Tuft Swallow authors and I have determined it to be the exact right number); and possibly more that I missed (if you come across something that you think should have made this list, please email admin@chantalroome.com and we’ll do our best to add it)

      [image: ]If a loved one’s alcoholism or drug use has affected you, al-anon.org or smartrecovery.org may have resources to help.











  
  To my mom,

thank you for being the most amazing mother I could ever hope for, and for also being an amazing dad when you needed to. 



And to Matt, 

Thanks for the title!
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Mother Knows Best

Tina


“Shit, shit, shit,” I whisper under my breath, turning the knob on my gas range again, crossing my fingers that this time I’ll hear the whoosh of the flame catching, instead of the click of the burner not lighting. 
Click, click, click.
“Damn it!”
This can’t be happening.
“What? What’s wrong?” My mother’s voice spills from the phone propped on the workstation next to me. “Should I call 911? Stan. STAN,” she screeches at my father, in what I’m sure is a vain attempt to get his attention. 
Stan Falcone is no doubt sitting in his recliner watching sports highlights from the last week, because if there’s one thing my father loves, it’s sports. Any sport, any time. If there’s one thing he hates, it’s my mom’s tendency to overreact to any situation involving her children. He learned long ago, if he wanted any peace, he had to tune her out when her voice took on a certain tone. 
Honestly, if it weren’t for her belief in making us find our own way out of most messes we created, most people would consider Beatrice Falcone to be the original helicopter mom from back before helicopter parents were even a thing. It always drove my dad nuts, so he tended to ignore her when she started freaking out. Which is what he’s most likely doing right now.
“Stan, turn that television off and call 911. Tina has an emergency.”
Shit. That’s the last thing I need. If a truck full of firefighters pulls up here because I can’t get my gas range to light, I’ll be the laughingstock of Tuft Swallow, and I barely fit in as it is. 
Not that I leave the restaurant long enough to even make an attempt to fit in, but still.
“Ma! No,” I yell at the screen where the top half of my mother’s concern-wrinkled face is staring back at me. “It’s nothing serious.” I pick up the phone, turning the camera to take in the stove before pointing it at my face again. “See? The burner isn’t lighting. I need to call a repairman. It’s not an emergency.” What will be an emergency is if I can’t get the range fixed and I don’t have the sauces I need to make it to closing tonight.
She pulls the phone away, getting most of her face on camera this time, and chides, “You know, if you had a husband, this kind of thing wouldn’t happen.”
It’s a familiar refrain, and my eyes roll before I can stop them. Once a week for the last five years, I video chat with my mother, and once a week for the last five years, she’s gotten on my case about finding a husband. In the Falcone family, all the women get married young. All the women except for me, that is. My mother has never forgiven me for choosing to follow the path of the Falcone men: moving to a new city and opening a pizza restaurant. That I was already a spinster at the ripe old age of thirty-one when I left? Well, that just added insult to injury. In her mind, I should have moved into her house and let her take care of me until she found me a husband, or until I died of loneliness, whichever came first.
Well, screw that. I’m fine being alone, gas range problems notwithstanding. I don’t need to marry some overgrown man-child to feel fulfilled in my life. Don’t get me wrong, I love my dad, but he’s helpless without my mother. I have zero interest in taking care of a grown ass man like that for the rest of my life. I have my pizza place, my friends, my murder podcasts, and my creepy teapots. My life is perfect the way it is.
“Don’t roll your eyes at me, young lady.” Despite being all too aware of my advanced age, my mother sometimes forgets I am an independent thirty-six-year-old woman, and she scolds me like I’m a disobedient child. She means well, but she gets on my nerves when she does it. Usually, I’m better at hiding it, though. “You know how I feel about eye rolling.”
“Sorry, Ma. Tell me, what kind of insurance exactly would a husband be against a gas range breaking?” Okay, so maybe I would never come right out and tell her she was getting on my nerves, but the annoyance seeps into my voice when I’m not careful. Kind of like it is now.
“Valentina Violetta Falcone. You watch your tone when you’re speaking to me.”
Ah, shit. That stops me short. She middle named me. She only does that when she’s truly upset. I suppose I didn’t realize how worried she was before I explained about the stove, and now I’ve made it worse. Maybe I should text my aunts and send them over to talk her off the ledge. But not before shooting a warning text to my dad, of course. He’ll want to be out of the house before all the aunts arrive with their loud voices and bottles of wine. He can ignore my mother without issue, but five loud, proud Italian women are more than even he dares to take on.
“Sorry, Ma. I’m frustrated with the stove. I shouldn’t take that out on you.”
She purses her lips before granting me one of her wide, toothy grins. “You’re forgiven. I could never stay mad at my favorite unmarried daughter.”
“I’m your only unmarried daughter.” As the youngest of seven kids, and the only single one, my mom has turned all her matchmaking attentions on me as of late. Until recently, two of my brothers had been steadfast bachelors, but last year Tommy and Victor both met wonderful women and are now happily engaged and soon to be married. I don’t begrudge them their happiness, but come on. Couldn’t one of them have waited a while? Or at least given me some sort of heads up that I’d need to prepare for my mother’s onslaught of dating advice? 
“And if you’d give a man half a chance, you could be as happy as your brothers and sisters are. I don’t understand why you insist on doing everything yourself. Your aunts and I know the type of man you need. You should let us be your matchmakers. We’ll have you married by next year.”
See what I mean? Just like that, we’re back on the subject of finding me a husband. Luckily, I don’t have time for this conversation today. If I can’t get her off the phone soon, I’ll never get the stove fixed, and if I don’t get the stove fixed, it’ll be another slow night at the restaurant. And despite my earlier assertion of having a perfect life, I can’t afford many more slow nights at Wings and Pizza. Thank goodness my landlord shows up at least once a day. If it weren’t for Wade charging me such low rent and buying food every day, I’d have been out of business long ago.
Sometimes I wonder if I’m in over my head, but then I remember I’ve been getting by just fine for the last five years. There’s no reason to think I won’t continue to do so for five more. If I can ever get off the phone and get the damn stove fixed, that is. 
“Mom, I have to let you go. I need to call the handyman in to fix the stove. I’ll talk to you next week, okay?”
“Oh no, that’s too bad. Aunt Vera is on her way over to the house to visit with Nonna Mona, but I know she was also hoping to talk to you today. I suppose there’s nothing to be done for it, though. It’s not as though it’s not her own fault. If that woman could ever be on time for anything, she wouldn’t have missed you.”
Nonna Mona is my grandmother on my father’s side, and she’s lived with my parents since my grandfather passed away almost thirty years ago. Despite living in the same house, my Nonna has never once questioned me about when I’ll get married. She understands me better than my mom ever has.
“Okay, thanks Mom. Love you. Give my love to Dad, Nonna, and the aunts. Bye.” I press the end call icon before she can continue the conversation. If there’s one thing my mom is great at, it’s extending a goodbye until you forget you were even trying to get off the phone. One time, I was supposed to meet a friend to see a movie, and my mom kept me on the phone so long that I wouldn’t have even been able to catch the ending credits. Since then, I’ve learned to say a quick goodbye and hang up before she can suck me back in. Guilt pricks at my conscience, but it really is the only way to get her off the phone.
“Chloe? Can you come back here?” I yell to the front of the store, where Chloe is washing the windows and getting ready to paint a new mural. Besides being one of my closest friends, Chloe is my sole full-time employee and in-house art maiden. 
While she’s happy enough slinging pizza, what lights her up most is expressing her creativity. She paints the restaurant’s windows for every season, sometimes even throwing in obscure holidays or sporting events just for the hell of it. When she isn’t working with me at the pizza shop, she’s using her artistic talents to paint murals and windows all around Tuft Swallow. But even though her heart isn’t in the restaurant business like mine is, she’s one of the most reliable people I know. 
She pops into the kitchen, her wavy pink bob swinging just above her shoulders, a pair of her ever-present paint-covered overalls buckled on one side over a ratty white tank. It’s impossible to look at her and not see an artist. “What’s up?”
“Can you watch the store while I cook these sauces in my apartment? The stove won’t light, and we won’t have enough sauce to make it through the day if I don’t get these extra batches simmering.”
Chloe wipes her hands on a towel and comes back to the stove. “Sure. I’ll be here anyway. Did you need me to call Wade for you?”
“Nah, we’d better get Thayer on this right away.” Thayer Longspur, Tuft Swallow’s resident reluctant handyman, is my first choice when it comes to restaurant repairs, because he’s the best, despite how much he seems to hate doing it. My landlord may be responsible for fixing things, but he’s not great at it, and I usually end up calling Thayer anyway. If I want my stove fixed today, it’s best to skip over the part where I let Wade make an attempt. 
“I wouldn’t mind if you could give me a hand bringing these pots up, though.” I can carry a line of plates as long as my arm, but I’ve never figured out how to translate that skill to cooking pots.
“Sure thing.”
I take the two largest pots and walk to the exit, leaving Chloe to take the remaining two. After years of doing grunt work in restaurant kitchens, I’m used to carrying more than seems possible for a woman of my size. I may be a little on the chubby side according to what you see in the media, but there is no denying the strength in my arms.
One of the best parts of living in an apartment above the restaurant I run is the commute. You can’t beat being able to roll out of bed, walk down the stairs, and be at your workplace. It’s been five years since I lived in the city and I can still vividly recall how soul-sucking it was taking public transit to and from work on top of the fourteen-hours I’d already worked in someone else’s kitchen. Moving to Tuft Swallow was the best thing I ever could have done for my work life balance, and that’s with still working fourteen-hour days more often than not. Being out of my mother’s and my four meddling aunts’ reach is just a bonus. A peaceful, gloriously quiet bonus.
I make it to the top of the stairs on the side of the building and kick the partially open door of my apartment, letting it swing wide before making my way inside.
“You’re still leaving your door open when you’re in the store? That is so unsafe, Tina. You need to make sure it catches before you walk away, you know.” Chloe follows me into the tiny apartment, stopping at the entrance to the kitchen while I set out each of my pots on a burner on the avocado-green electric stove. “You can’t keep leaving it open to the world.”
“Here, pass me those.” I ignore Chloe’s speech and gesture for her to pass me the pots she carried, placing them on the remaining small burners.
“Don’t avoid the question. How can you leave your door wide open like that? Anyone could come in here when you’re at work.”
I scoff. “It’s Tuft Swallow. Who would come in? The worst thing that could happen is I’d find Winston in here eating the contents of my underwear drawer again. And I assure you, most of that underwear has seen better days. He’d be doing me a favor.” I have a solid collection of cotton granny panties, but they can probably use updating soon. Working as much as I do doesn’t leave a lot of time for shopping, though, so I make a mental note to order some panties online. Thank God for online shopping.
“How do goats even climb stairs?” Chloe chuckles before schooling her features. “No. Stop. Don’t distract me. You need to start closing your door. And locking it, preferably. Tuft Swallow is small, sure, but that doesn’t mean it’s completely safe. You need to be more careful.”
I wince at the note of concern in her voice. I suppose I’ve grown somewhat complacent since relocating to Tuft Swallow, but it’s not as bad as Chloe is making it sound. So I leave my apartment door slightly ajar occasionally. It’s not like it’s wide open. A person would have to come up the stairs to even be able to tell. But despite how confident I am about my safety, the last thing I want is for Chloe to worry.
“Okay, okay. You’re right,” I say with a sigh. “I’ll make more of an effort to remember.”
She squints at me, hands on her hips, as though she’s trying to parse the lie. Detecting none, she says, “Fine. I’ll be checking on that from time to time. Think of it like…a surprise inspection from the health inspector. Except I’m a safety inspector. Your safety, to be precise.”
I roll my eyes before turning to face her. “Yes. Fine. I will close my door from now on. Happy?”
“Immensely,” she says, a smug smirk pulling at the corner of her mouth. “And if you don’t do it, I’ll call your mother and have her drive down here from Boston to straighten you out.”
My eyes widen at the threat. “Don’t you dare, Chloe. You know what she’s like when she comes here. She’ll take over my kitchen, and before I know it, we’ll be serving a full menu instead of just pizza, wings, and the occasional pasta special. Nobody wants that.”
Except... maybe the people of Tuft Swallow do want that? Maybe that’s why business has been so slow. Of course, it’s always possible that opening a big city style walk up pizza place in such a tiny town wasn’t a sound business decision. Maybe I really am in over my head. 
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You'll Poke An Eye Out

Nick


“No, no, no. Do it again. Tuck your arm in closer to your body and give me a nice underhand lob. You’re holding your arm out too far to the side. You look like a kid skipping rocks on the pond for the first time.” 
I take a deep breath, grip the bean bag, pull my arm back, and throw the damn thing the way my cornhole coach, Peter, is describing. At least I attempt to throw it his way. As soon as it leaves my fingers, I can tell it won’t be landing anywhere near the cornhole board. Again.
“This is why I told you to cut back on the workouts, you lunkhead. It’s these things right here.” He pokes at the latissimus dorsi muscle protruding from my torso under my arm. “This muscle is too damn big. You can’t even put your arms down. You’re like the little brother in that Christmas movie. You know, the one where the kid shoots his eye out?” Peter seems to take pleasure in berating me for my terrible cornhole skills. It reminds me of my childhood here in Tuft Swallow, before I left to become a professional MMA fighter.
Back then, the kids, and even some parents, couldn’t wrap their heads around my complete lack of skill with the sport, and they gave me such shit for it. Hell, it’s not like I can blame them. I couldn’t even wrap my own head around it. I was like a duck to water with any martial art, but put a bean bag in my hand and I was... well, I was more of an odd duck. And trust me, it came as no surprise to me when they started calling me Odd Duck instead of Nick. I wasn’t even bothered when the nickname stuck.
I kind of like ducks. 
I have to chuckle at Peter’s attitude, though. Throughout all my years fighting mixed martial arts, and out of all the coaches I’ve had in various fighting styles, none has ever been as frustrated with me as Peter is right now. But at least those coaches could say they helped me retire as an undefeated mixed martial arts champion. Who knew trying to learn how to play cornhole, my hometown’s official sport and unofficial obsession, would be the thing that finally proves me uncoachable?
“Peter, I swear I rarely work out these days.” I list items on my fingers. “I train my fighters, lead the seniors’ physical activity group, and go for the occasional run. That’s it. I never hit the weights. I don’t know why that muscle is still so big.” I mean, sure, I trained hard every day for the last twenty-odd years, and I’m naturally a big guy, but besides that, I have no idea.
Peter shakes his head, the disgust plain on his face. He slaps my stomach with the back of his hand and shakes his head. “And yet you’ve had no trouble letting your six-pack go.”
Technically, he’s both right and wrong. I still have a six-pack. It’s hidden under a layer of well-deserved retirement fat, but it’s there. Now that I no longer have to worry about making weight for upcoming fights, I’m eating everything that wasn’t on my approved diet for all those years. So even though I’ve gained a little weight, all my muscle is still here.
“You’re tall enough that you should be able to drop the damn bean bag into the hole,” Peter continues. “With the wingspan you’ve got, you can lean forward and reach the board.” 
An exaggeration, obviously. Regulation competition distance for a cornhole board is twenty-seven feet. At six-four, I simply do not have that kind of reach. 
“You’re supposed to be some kind of undefeated champion and look at you. You can’t even throw a damn bean bag straight enough to get it close to the target. Hell, after coaching you these last few months and seeing the shit aim you’ve got, I bet even if you did lean over and touch the board, you’d still never get your bag anywhere near the hole. Where did that last one go, anyway?” His head swivels in a half-hearted attempt to find the missing bean bag. “And don’t you dare ask to use mine. You can’t even keep track of your own bag, so you’re nuts if you think I’d let you touch mine.” He clears his throat with a grunt. “A man can’t go sharing his bag with a guy who can’t take care of what he’s already got.”
I fight to hold back the chuckle rising up the back of my throat. I know firsthand how Peter feels about me giggling at his talk of bags and holes, so I know he won’t appreciate me calling out the unintentional dirtiness of his words. He takes the game of cornhole far too seriously for that. In fact, all of Tuft Swallow takes cornhole too seriously for that. It’s kind of a sickness here. Nevertheless, if I want to be taken seriously as an athlete by the people of my hometown, I need to up my cornhole game. That’s why I hired Peter as my coach in the first place.
A former world cornhole champion, and somewhat of a local legend, Peter originally wanted to be left alone in his retirement, but money talks. And I have lots of money to spend on this endeavor. I accepted his first price without question. I probably could have put in a call to Shemar Moore for some cornhole tips, but despite his recent successes with the American Cornhole League and the Superhole Championship, he is still a working actor and doesn’t have time to come to Tuft Swallow to coach the uncoachable. Besides, Shemar may be a champion cornholer, but he’s no Peter Harrelson.
“That’s what you get for leaving Tuft Swallow to pursue something as stupid as professional wrestling. You know that shit ain’t real, right? Bunch of grown men in tights dancing around, pretending to hit each other.” He scoffs. “And there isn’t even any singing to make it palatable. It’s like a Broadway show without the best part.”
I scrub a hand down my face and fight back a grin. When Peter starts sharing his thoughts on how professional wrestling is simply a crappier version of Broadway instead of an actual sport, I know the cornhole lesson is over for the day. No matter how many times I explain to him I’m a retired MMA fighter, and that mixed martial arts are, in fact, real, he refuses to believe it. In addition to that, I’ve explained to him several times that professional wrestling, despite the scripts and pageantry, is incredibly hard on the body, and requires extremely high athleticism, a lesson I learned firsthand when I did a guest spot on one the biggest pay-per-view wrestling productions ever aired on television. He just doesn’t want to hear it. If I’ve learned anything about my coach these last six months, it’s that, like it is to most Tuft Swallowers, to Peter, cornhole is life.
That, and he really likes Broadway musicals.
“Alright, Peter. Let’s call it a day. I’ve got a class this afternoon and I need to get out for a run before that. It has come to my attention that I need to lose some muscle, and some belly fat, if I ever want to improve my cornhole game.”
Peter scoffs, a scowl forming amidst the bristles of his unkempt beard and overgrown eyebrows. “You can’t even commit to a decent length practice. You’ll never get your bag near any holes at this rate.” Without a goodbye, Peter storms past my gym’s front desk, completely ignoring everything around him while continuing to grumble about my poor work ethic. The trainer I have working the reception desk today, just shakes his head and smiles as Peter stomps past, already accustomed to his near daily habit of storming out of here in a huff. He says Peter reminds him of a grumpy grandpa, and he finds the stomping endearing. I guess I kind of do, too.
After gathering up the cornhole board and tracking down all the stray bags I’d misplaced during the lesson, I change into my running shorts, grab my headphones, and head to the door. I’m about to head out on my run when Rhett, the gym’s manager, stops me.
“I know it’s technically Spring, but don’t you think it would be better if you wore a shirt on your run? It’s barely above freezing out today,” Rhett says with a pointed look at my naked torso. “And those shorts leave very little to the imagination. Are you trying to make the front page of the Town Flyer? Or maybe the Nosy Pecker?”
I shrug and shoot him a grin. “Sun’s out, guns out, baby,” I say, striking a bodybuilding pose. “Let them look.” If the busybodies who run the town’s official and unofficial newspapers want a picture of me in my little running shorts, who am I to deny them?
As I push open the gym doors, he yells after me, “It’s not the guns I’m worried about, man. You’ll poke an eye out with those nipples if you’re not careful.”
I bark a laugh as I pull my headphones on and run out the door.

      [image: ]My run takes me in a wide circle around Tuft Swallow proper, following the walking trails that are, as is usual for this time of year, packed with enthusiastic bird watchers. Despite Rhett’s concern over my lack of a shirt, I poke no one’s eyes out. Tourist season is starting, and some of the bird watchers recognize me, calling out “Odd Duck” and quacking as I run past. I’ll never regret my decision to move back here. The people around town aren’t impressed by me in the slightest, and the tourists aren’t much different. I haven’t been asked for my autograph once since I moved back six months ago. Sure, the bird-watching season is just getting started, and along with it, the influx of tourists, but if the people I’ve crossed paths with today are anything to go by, I’ll be just fine here. 
Which is perfect, because I’m in this for the long haul.
When I retired from fighting and moved back to the town I hadn’t seen since I was fifteen years old, I did it with some very specific goals in mind. The first goal was to open my gym, which, I think we can all agree, is a goal I’ve met and exceeded. Put Up Your Ducks isn’t the biggest training facility in the country, but I’ve already had several up and coming future champs expressing their desire to come and train with me. The second goal, learning to play cornhole without embarrassing myself, is off to a rocky start, but it’s on track. I have a coach and I’m confident he can turn me into a halfway decent player. The third, amassing the largest collection of rubber ducks the world has ever seen, is going better than I expected. If the numbers in the world record books are accurate, I’m firmly in second place, and gaining. I should pass the current record holder later this year, if everything goes according to plan. The last goal is where I’m having some problems. It turns out finding someone to settle down and have a family with is more difficult than I expected. 
I never had issues finding a date when I lived in Las Vegas. The only problem was, my dates weren’t really the kind of women who were looking to settle down with me. Don’t get me wrong, they were nice enough women who would have been happy to marry me if I’d planned to stick around the bright lights of Vegas, but as soon as I mentioned moving to a town as small as Tuft Swallow to start my own fight academy, well, they couldn’t move on to the next guy fast enough.
I don’t know why I’m having an issue here in Tuft Swallow. The women in this little town are as good looking as any of the women I dated in Vegas, but they have no interest in me at all. 
I suppose that’s the downside to having the people of Tuft Swallow being so unimpressed by me. When they see my giant ass coming down the street, they turn the other way. Okay, it’s not that bad, but I’ve had no luck meeting anyone I’d like to take out, let alone anyone who I’d consider spending my life with. Because that’s what I’m looking for now: a partner.
I’m so distracted by my thoughts that when my run takes me off the trails and back into downtown Tuft Swallow, I’m momentarily lost. I slow down to take in my surroundings, and just as I get my bearings... I slam into something. Hard.
“Shit. What the hell just happened?” A woman’s voice reaches my ears, her confusion palpable over the sounds of clattering metal. “Oh no. Mr. Landon. Are you alright?”
When I look down, I’m shocked to see I’ve landed in the middle of a crime scene. Splatters of viscous red liquid coat the sidewalk, and a metal pot stands upside down amid the carnage, with another pot rolling into the street. A man wearing what may have once been a brown suit is also covered in the red liquid, almost as though he’s showered in it, and a woman in a white apron is fussing over him.
“Oh, Mr. Landon. I’m so sorry.” The woman’s curly black hair is tied in a knot on her head, splatters of the red liquid dotting the half-formed curls. “Promise you’ll send me the bill when you have your suit cleaned.”
Oh, that’s right. Before I slammed into a short human wall, I’d realized I was near the pizza place Rhett hasn’t shut up about for the last three months. I’ve been meaning to try it, but haven’t had the chance yet. My stomach growls at the scent of tomato sauce in the air. Maybe I should stop in now, since I’m already here.
“And you!” The woman spins around and pokes me in the chest, leaving a bewildered, sauce-soaked Mr. Landon to wander off alone. “What the hell do you think you’re doing running around on a busy sidewalk like that? You could have really hurt someone.”
Holy shit. Who is this? She stares at me through thick glasses, the bright green frames smeared with the red sauce that I’m just now noticing is also dripping down the front of her shirt. She rests her fists on her wide hips and glares at me, her flushed face gorgeous despite her obvious anger. My mouth works silently, the words in my brain a jumble of mismatched questions and compliments, leaving me staring dumbly as her fury increases.
“Nothing to say for yourself? You ruined my sauce.”
This woman is not scared of me in the slightest. I have at least a foot on her, not to mention probably a hundred pounds, and she’s staring me down in the middle of the street better than any man I’ve ever faced in the ring. She’s fierce, and I love it. Maybe my luck with women is finally changing. A grin creeps onto my face as a plan to ask this woman out forms in my mind, but before I can act on it, she throws her hands up and huffs out a breath.
“Never mind. I need to get my pots and figure out how to get this sauce off the street before it makes more of a mess.” She turns her back on me and faces the mess on the sidewalk. “Now, where did that other pot go?”
“Let me get that for you,” I mutter, finally finding my voice as I step into the street to grab the pot.
“Winston, don’t you dare touch that. Shoo!” I spin around to see what would be a strange sight in any other town, but in Tuft Swallow, it’s just another day. The woman has taken a defensive stance, arms spread wide in front of her, as she attempts to shoo a curious, fluffy, white-coated goat away from the red mess staining the sidewalk. “No! Bad Mr. Mayor. Gah…Your dad will kill me if you get sauce all in your pretty fleece. Never mind what deputy mayor Verona will do to both of us if you do anything to make yourself look less respectable. You know she’s desperate to find any reason to impeach you. Now shoo. Go. Get going. Get!”
Seeing an opportunity to help, I place the pot I retrieved with the other, creep up behind the goat, wrap my arms around both sets of legs, and hoist him into the air. “Now what? Should I take him home?” I ask the woman. Despite his size, the goat is surprisingly easy to carry. He seems completely unfazed by my presence as he rests placidly in my arms. I would expect a farm animal to protest at least a little at being lifted into the air by a stranger, but then again, what do I know? I grew up in gyms and training facilities far away from any farm. This could be totally normal behavior for a goat. I have seen this one wandering around town a fair bit. Maybe he’s more of a pet than a farm animal, after all. Remembering that she called him Mr. Mayor, I add, “Or would City Hall be better?”
“Uh, home?” The woman asks, before blowing out a relieved sounding breath. “Take him to his dad. Do you know where Impeckable Auto is? That’s where he spends most of his day. Get him out of here before he gets into the sauce or I’ll have hell to pay with his dad. It’s almost shearing time, and I doubt he’ll be happy to have Winston’s angora soaked in red sauce and smelling like garlic.”
“Yep. I’ll bring him there now.” 
I’m halfway down the street with a two hundred pound goat in my arms before it dawns on me that I didn’t even ask the woman her name. No matter. I’ll be fixing that mistake as soon as I can get this goat back to his owner. Because whoever that woman was, she’s the only woman I’ve met in Tuft Swallow who I want to know more about. And damn, am I ever excited about that.
But... What was she was saying about this goat being the mayor?
I thought that was just a joke in the Nosy Pecker. Huh. Would you look at that? It’s not all unsubstantiated gossip, after all. Who knew?
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Return Of The Tramp Stamp 

Tina


What the hell was that? I think while staring up at the sky from a prone position on the cold sidewalk, muscles aching like I’ve been in a car crash. I was bringing my sauce back to the restaurant kitchen after the handyman got my gas range lit, and the next thing I know, I’m sprawled on the sidewalk. After being slammed into by a brick wall as I took the last step off the stairs from my apartment, I watched in horror as my hard work turned end over end in what looked like slow motion; the pots spilling their sauce in arcs of glistening red as they tumbled to the sidewalk with a crash. It looks weirdly similar to the set of a slasher flick, I thought as I watched the carnage unfold. Or maybe like a crime scene from one of my podcasts. 
After confirming I have no broken bones or other horrible injuries, I force myself to my feet. “Shit,” I mutter to myself. “What the hell just happened?”
Mr. Landon is on the ground in front of me, his appearance making it plain he’s suffered the worst of the sauce spill. Where I have a few drops in my hair and on my clothes, Mr. Landon looks like he’s just emerged from a tub full of the tomatoey goodness.
“Oh, no. Mr. Landon. Are you alright?” He takes my offered hand and allows me to help him off the ground. I untie my apron and wipe at his suit, smearing the sauce and making the mess worse. “I’m not sure what happened. It’s a good thing it wasn’t hot yet, huh? It would have been so much worse if it had been hot.” I was thankful, if slightly irritated at having to turn around and come back down right away, when Thayer said he’d come and fix the range immediately, but now that I’d accosted a citizen with my cold sauce, I’m even happier. Poor Mr. Landon could have been seriously burned if the sauce had had any time to simmer. 
“I bet that man knows something,” he says, pointing behind me. 
Glancing over my shoulder to where Mr. Landon points, I spot the brick wall that ran into me. Except, instead of a wall, it’s a man. A giant blonde viking of a man in tiny running shorts. He stands there with his hands on hips, his shirtless chest distinctly, and unfairly (since he caused this mess), sauce free. It’s barely above freezing today, so what’s this guy doing out here nearly naked? 
Not that I mind the view. He’s an impressive sight with his tree trunk thighs, enormous chest, and tattooed biceps. The way he grins when he catches me staring sends a flush of heat to my belly, but I still can’t tear my eyes away. 
“In light of this unfortunate incident, I hope we can rain check today?” Mr. Landon finally drags my attention away from the shirtless giant. “I really need to get home to wash all this off.” 
“Huh? Oh, yeah. Sure. That’s a good idea.” I agree distractedly, stealing looks at the man in tiny shorts. “Have a nice day, Mr. Landon.”
“And you!” I spin around and poke the man in the chest, as the sauce covered Mr. Landon wanders off alone. “What the hell do you think you’re doing running around on a busy sidewalk like that? You could have really hurt someone.” I tap my foot with irritation. “Nothing to say for yourself? You ruined my sauce.” 
Instead of offering any kind of explanation, the shirtless idiot just grins at me. 
“Never mind. I need to get my pots and figure out how to get this sauce off the street before it makes more of a mess.” I turn away from the silent giant and survey the mess on the sidewalk. “Now, where did that other pot go?”
“Let me get that for you,” the man says, finally doing something useful by going to grab the pot I’ve just now noticed has made it all the way into the street. I’m gearing up to give him a piece of my mind, when a familiar bump to my butt warns of a visitor. A visitor who cannot be here right now. 
I whirl around and point a finger at the offending butt bumper, who is inching closer to the worst of the saucy mess on the sidewalk. “Winston, don’t you touch that. Shoo!” The Angora goat ignores me completely, taking another step toward the red mess, the look in his eye telling me he intends to partake in whatever delicacy this is. “No! Bad Mr. Mayor. Gah…Your dad will kill me if you get sauce all in your pretty fleece. Never mind what deputy mayor Verona will do to both of us if you do anything to make yourself look less respectable. You know she’s desperate to find any reason to impeach you. Now shoo. Go. Get going. Get!” I’m looking around for something to lure him away from the mess when the shirtless guy steps between me and Winston. 
Without preamble, he squats, wraps his arms around Winston’s legs, and picks him up off the ground. My mouth drops open. That goat weighs at least two hundred pounds, and this man lifted him like he weighs no more than a bag of groceries. Who is this guy?
“Should I take him home?” he asks, his voice unstrained, as though holding a two hundred pound ruminant in his arms isn’t a hardship. “Or would City Hall be better?”
I swallow roughly, the warmth I felt upon first seeing him rushing in again. Who knew a man lifting a goat could be such a turn on. This must be why some people have farmer fetishes. Oh, shit. Do I have a farmer fetish now? 
“Uh, home?” I shake my head to clear it. One problem at a time. Right now, getting Winston away from this sauce needs to take priority. I can investigate my thoughts on farmers later. “Take him to his dad. Do you know where Impeckable Auto is? That’s where he spends most of his day. Get him out of here before he gets into the sauce or I’ll have hell to pay with his dad. It’s almost shearing time, and I doubt he’ll be happy to have Winston’s angora soaked in red sauce and smelling like garlic.”
He nods. “Yep. I’ll bring him there now.” 
The man takes off at a slow jog and I can’t stop myself from sneaking a peek at his backside, my curiosity about what his butt looks like in those little shorts suddenly all-consuming. It’s as spectacular as you’d expect based on the rest of him. What I don’t expect to see, though, is the tattoo across his lower back. 
He has a tramp stamp? Who is this guy?

      [image: ]Even after getting Mr. Landon cleaned up and sending Winston on his way with the shirtless idiot who’d caused all the commotion, I’m still not out of the woods. With two of the four pots of sauce out of commission, we’re dangerously close to not having enough to make it through the evening. 
As soon as Mr. Landon and the giant viking left, and after I’d scraped up most of the mess, I came into the restaurant to start the new batches of sauce. Somehow, Thayer managed to sneak past me during the commotion and get the stove fixed before I noticed he’d even been here. So here I am standing at the stove, dotted with blobs of sauce from head to toe, instead of upstairs showering off the mess.
“This is why we should prepare some sauce in advance and keep it in the freezer.” Chloe works at the prep station next to me, getting all the fresh vegetables chopped for tonight’s pizza orders. “I know you want to do everything fresh every day, but a little back up sauce would have saved us this trouble. Heating it up takes less time than simmering it for hours.”
“Yeah, yeah,” I grumble, stirring a handful of spices into the sauce, the aroma of tomatoes, garlic, and onions thick in the air. “But it’s better when it’s fresh.”
“I’m not saying it isn’t. I’m just saying that if it comes down to frozen sauce, or no sauce, I’m picking frozen sauce every time.”
She’s right. Of course she is. But I grew up in a kitchen where if your sauce wasn’t fresh, then it wasn’t sauce. My mom routinely went out in the predawn light to pick fresh tomatoes, onions, and garlic from her garden, often starting her sauce for the evening meal before breakfast was even a thought. I can only imagine what she would think if she knew I was freezing sauce? Nothing good, I can guarantee you that. It makes me feel icky thinking about it. But I have to remember that restaurants differ from home kitchens, and sometimes, as long as I make it from scratch myself before I freeze it, frozen sauce is okay. But only in when it’s an emergency. 
And when a shirtless giant spills your sauce all over the sidewalk and innocent passersby? Yeah, I’d say that counts as an emergency. 
Stupid viking giant. Where did he come from, anyway? And why was I focused on the rippling of his back muscles as he carried Winston back to his owner?
Okay, that’s a lie. I wasn’t so focused on his muscles that I didn’t notice his lower back tattoo. 
Now, I’ve never been a fan of tramp stamp tattoos, especially since all the examples I’ve seen have been butterflies, or poorly executed tribal art, but this one was special. I have never seen a lower back tattoo like it.
“Did you see that guy who carried off the mayor?” I ask Chloe. “You came out as he was walking off.”
Chloe nods, putting the last of the prepped vegetables into the cooler. “I saw him. Isn’t it a little cold out to be wearing nothing but tiny running shorts? It looked like he was wearing a bathing suit. I don’t understand how he can be out like that and not freeze. I’ve got thermal underwear on under these overalls and cardigan, plus I’m inside in a hot kitchen, and I’m still cold.”
I snort a laugh. They were very short shorts. They remind me of something they’d wear in old aerobics videos from the eighties. The ones where the men all dressed in tiny shorts and muscle shirts, and the women dressed in leotards and tights. How could that be comfortable to run in? I’d prefer to be a little more covered up during a run. Not that you’d catch me running to begin with. Running is a little too athletic for me. I like my exercise to be slow and steady, like walking. Or standing on my feet for up to fourteen hours a day while I run my restaurant.
“Okay, but did you notice his back? Tell me that wasn’t a rubber duck I saw tattooed right above his waistband.”
Chloe chuckles, nodding vigorously. “It was. Wearing little shorts and gloves.” She tilts her head. “You haven’t met Nick yet?”
I shake my head, still laughing. “I haven’t had the pleasure. You know how rarely I leave this place.” I gesture to the surrounding restaurant. Chloe is the only employee who has keys to the restaurant, so if I need to be somewhere, then she’s here taking care of business. She’s fully aware of how little time I have to myself. “So, who is he?”
“Tina, if you’d read your Nosy Pecker, you’d already know this.”
I give her a quick side-eye and turn back to my sauce.
The Nosy Pecker is Tuft Swallow’s answer to a gossip rag. The information in it is suspect at best, and I avoid it whenever possible. I can’t understand why a town full of mostly intelligent people would look to an anonymously written newsletter for all the latest information, especially when we have the Tit Peepers group of elderly bird watchers ready and willing to spread all the gossip you could ever want. 
Actually, it wouldn’t surprise me if one of Tit Peepers was also behind the Nosy Pecker. That would make so much sense.
“Okay, okay. I’ll stop bugging you about it,” Chloe says with a laugh, even though we both know she’ll do no such thing. As soon as something else happens in this town, she’ll be after me about reading that damn Nosy Pecker. “That’s Nick D’Onofrio. He opened up that new gym down at the other end of the street. You know, Put Up Your Ducks MMA? He hired me to paint a weird duck mural on a wall there. You should go check it out. And not just for the mural. That man is single-handedly responsible for the increased availability of sexy man-meat in Tuft Swallow by at least sixty percent.”
“Sixty? He’s a big guy, but I wouldn’t give him that much credit.” Big guy is an understatement. The man is enormous. 
Chloe shakes her head. “No, not because of him. It’s because of his gym. He’s running a fight academy. Young professional fighters move here to train with him. I’ve dated three of them already. You know, you could probably find someone to service you over there.” She waggles her eyebrows. “Lots of eligible men. And they’re all in excellent shape since all they do is work out. All that exercise leads to incredible stamina.” 
A flush of heat runs through me at the thought of that large Nick fellow taking up space in my apartment, or my bed, but I shut that line of thinking down quickly. It’s ridiculous. He’s attractive and his body will feature in my future fantasies, but that’s where I have to draw the line. 
“I’ll pass on that,” I say after clearing my throat. “You know I don’t date.”
Chloe rolls her eyes at me. 
We talk about this almost as often as we talk about the Nosy Pecker. She doesn’t understand why I wouldn’t date casually, even if I’m not looking to get married and start pushing out kids like my family wants. I don’t understand why I should waste my time dating random guys when I know nothing will ever come of it. I
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