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Tennessee Whiskey

After losing her job, Dane Foster starts spiraling
out of control. Looking for a reason not to drown herself in a
bottle, she travels to Jellico in the hopes of finding family and a
place to belong. But she isn’t exactly welcome in the small town
where people don’t take to strangers and like to keep their secrets
to themselves.

 


Emma Reynolds looks after her younger brother Curtis
and puts her heart and soul into keeping her parents’ bar alive.
She’s lost too much to trust anyone with her heart, including Dane
Foster, the good-looking, mysterious stranger renting a room in her
house.

 


When Curtis gets in too deep with drug dealers, Emma
and Dane find their lives entwined by secrets from the past that
someone doesn’t want exposed. Their search for answers and their
growing desire for each other could ignite a new future and lasting
love. If they survive…
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Chapter One

Dane Foster tossed her camera bag over her shoulder
and pulled her luggage off the airport carousel. She’d been in more
airports in the last few months than she could count, and the
routine left her disoriented. She’d usually have to find a guide to
get her feet on the ground, but this time was different. This was
home, or at least it used to be. For years she had pushed memories
of East Tennessee out of her mind. It was a bit ironic that the one
place she had spent years trying to get away from ended up being
the one place she needed to be the most.

She stepped outside McGhee Tyson Airport and looked
out at the Smoky Mountains looming in the distance, the mist rising
in its iconic way, blanketing the tapestry in white clouds. It was
a view she had never tired of seeing. She kicked herself for
waiting so long to make the trip home. But the world had a way of
eating up time and spitting out a used-up life like a dog’s chew
toy.

It was certainly that way for her. After years
roaming around the globe documenting one vicious atrocity after
another as a freelance photojournalist for various print magazines,
sacrificing everything, and losing everyone she’d cared for, she
found herself jobless and right back where she’d started. But she’d
made a promise to her best friend that one day they would come here
together, and Dane would show her the splendor of the mountains and
the unique culture of Appalachia. Michelle never got that chance,
but Dane was determined to fulfill the promise just the same. In
the months since Michelle’s death, Dane had been adrift, unable to
find direction in her life. She spent days thinking of the past and
longing for those she had lost. Losing Michelle had opened
Pandora’s box, leaving Dane haunted with questions about her past,
regrets for too many mistakes, and uncertainty of what to do
next.

Dane grabbed the first cab waiting at the curb. She
tossed her bag in the back seat and climbed inside.

“Where to, man?” the driver asked, barely looking up
to see who had gotten into his car.

Dane smiled, the slow Southern accent taking her back
to her younger years when life was easier, and time moved at a
different pace. “Do they still have all those car dealerships along
Alcoa Highway?” she asked.

As soon as she spoke the cabbie’s head snapped up,
his eyes apologetic in the rearview mirror.

“Oh yes, ma’am. Sorry about that. I didn’t
realize…But yeah, the whole strip is lined with ’em.”

“Good,” Dane said, leaning back against the seat.
“Take me to the first one you come to.”

The cabbie nodded and put the car in gear. “Sure
thing.”

An hour and five thousand dollars later, Dane pulled
out of the Chrysler dealership in a 1995 Jeep Wrangler. There was
no back seat, but she wouldn’t need that anyway. It was a far cry
from the BMW she was used to driving, but it was exactly what she
needed for now. Besides, she’d enjoy playing a little rough for a
while.

Dane pulled into a gas station to fill up the tank
and grab some snacks for the road. She picked up a copy of the
Knoxville News Sentinel and a couple of smaller papers to
catch up on the local news. It didn’t take long to pick up the
theme of the drug epidemic ravaging the rural Appalachian
communities.

A spark buzzed in her ear. No matter where she went
in the world there was something tearing the people apart. In most
places she had been it was war and religion. Why would this place
be any different? It seemed the whole human race was out to destroy
itself. She had done a pretty good job of destroying her part of it
too. She was burned out, fried, washed-up. Those were just some of
the phrases used to describe her as she was given her walking
papers. She’d been back from Iraq six months before her boss
finally pulled the plug on her. It was for the best. She had no
interest in going back. It didn’t matter how much money there was
to be made—nothing was worth that kind of hell.

She knew her boss had tried to give her a chance.
Simon wasn’t a bad guy, but too many nights drinking and too little
sleep hadn’t been the best remedy to chase the demons away. When
everything caught up with her, her career was just one of the
casualties left in the dust and debris.

Dane squeezed her eyes tight to black out the
nightmares that forced their way into her waking life. She turned
up the radio to shut out the sounds of the bombs exploding around
her. She could still feel the heat of the blast. Her ears rang, a
signal the headache was on its way.

A horn blared, and Dane jerked the steering wheel,
narrowly missing the car next to her. She had been so caught up in
the past, she had drifted into the other lane. She waved her
apology to the other driver.

She sighed. At least the excitement had cleared her
head. The headache would come no matter what, and the memories
would be waiting. Dane looked to the mountains looming in the
distance and wished Michelle could see them. She smiled to herself,
imagining the trouble the two of them could get into together. Her
smile faded as she thought of this as their last journey together.
She had come here to lay Michelle’s memory to rest. Her body was
miles away, but Dane had the overwhelming need to fulfill that last
dream they had together. She hoped this would be the one thing that
would quiet her nightmares and allow her to let Michelle go.

Dane hadn’t bothered to let her father know she was
coming, but she wanted to see him. They hadn’t exactly been close,
and they’d barely spoken in years. But she wanted to change that.
She wasn’t a kid anymore. She had to stop running from her father
and the loss of her mother. Her father had no idea what was going
on in her life. But he had never cared about anything but the job,
which she no longer had. How would she explain? She dreaded the
look of disappointment she knew she would see in his eyes.

Dane shook her head, second-guessing herself. Why had
she come here? What did she hope to find in the mountains and
valleys of her past? She had been smothered here. She had been
miserable. She hadn’t been able to wait until she could graduate
and get as far away as possible. She had spent years wanting to
leave and never look back, and that had been exactly what she had
done.

Doubt grew in her mind until it was hard to think.
She sat at a stop sign, staring down the road that led to her
father’s house. Her heart raced as her anxiety grew. What was she
so afraid of? Her father wasn’t a bad man. She wanted to believe
they could find a way to talk to each other. She drove to the house
and parked along the road. It was just as she remembered. The trees
had grown, marking the passage of time, but everything else was the
same as she remembered.

The front door opened, and a woman walked outside.
Her red hair instantly had Dane’s blood boiling. Her stepmother was
only seven years older than her. She had made Dane’s life a living
hell since she was fourteen years old. She could hear her
stepmother’s condescending voice pointing out a myriad of things
she had done wrong, making sure to guilt Dane so she wouldn’t
complain to her father.

Dane watched the woman as she got into her Mercedes.
Her stepmother drove past without even a glance at her. Dane ground
her teeth and gripped the steering wheel, fighting the urge to ram
the Jeep into the side of the car. The moment passed, and she let
out a long slow breath. Whatever she was looking for, she wasn’t
going to find it here. She had nothing to say to her stepmother.
She only wanted to see her father.

Dane scrolled through her phone, locating her
father’s office number in her contacts. She took a deep breath and
dialed.

“Foster Investments, how can I help you?” a woman’s
lilting voice sang through the phone.

Dane took a deep breath. “I would like to speak with
David Foster, please.”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Foster is out of the office right
now. May I ask who’s calling? I would be happy to pass on a
message.”

Disappointment hit Dane like a punch to the gut. She
contemplated leaving a message but didn’t know what to say. Hi,
Dad. It’s only been five years since my last visit, but I thought
we’d have lunch. Call me. “No, thank you. I’ll try again
another time.”

She ended the call, wondering if this was all a sign
she should just move on. What did she really expect? Part of her
wanted to tell her father the truth about everything, needing his
reassurance that despite everything, she would be okay. She
returned to her contacts and called her father’s cell.

“Dane?” Her father’s voice sounded uncertain and held
a hint of surprise.

“Hi, David. Yeah, it’s me.”

“What’s wrong?”

Dane took a deep breath. “Nothing. I’m in town for a
couple of days. I hoped we could get together for lunch or
something and catch up. There are some things I wanted to talk to
you about.”

“You’re in town?” She heard a shuffling sound as if
he had shifted the phone between his ear and shoulder as a
strangely mechanical voice spoke in the background. She imagined
him checking his watch. “Are you working on a story here?”

“Yeah, just for a couple of days, like I said, but
it’s not work.”

There was more rustling on the line. “Not work. Is
something wrong?”

“No. I just wanted to talk. It’s been a while.”

“I really wish I’d known you were coming. This is not
a good time. I’m at the airport and my flight leaves in twenty
minutes. I won’t be back until late next week.” He hesitated.
“Maybe we could make some time then. Will you still be around?”

Dane closed her eyes. She shook her head. He’d likely
been at the airport when she’d landed. If she’d bothered to call,
she could have made the connection there. “I don’t know. I wasn’t
planning on it.”

She heard more rustling on the line. “Like I said,
this is a bad time. What did you want to talk about?”

Dane didn’t want to get into it over the phone and
her questions couldn’t be answered in just a few rushed minutes.
“Some things have happened.” She stopped herself. “I want to ask
you some things about Mom.”

His sigh was thick. Even through the phone she could
hear his disapproval. “What now?”

“I just need some answers, David.”

“Look, I have to board the plane. I don’t have time
to get into this.”

“I guess I’ll just have to find out for myself,” Dane
snapped, unable to hide her frustration. Since her mother’s death,
David had been unwilling to talk about her. He always had an excuse
not to answer Dane’s questions.

“Leave it alone, Dane. I don’t know what else you
think there is to know. Don’t go looking for trouble.”

“Trouble? I just want to know about my family.”

“Look. We can talk about this another time. I have to
go.”

Dane gritted her teeth. “Yeah, it was good talking to
you.” She ended the call before he could respond. She blew out a
frustrated breath. There was no point sticking around town. She’d
promised Michelle they would see the mountains. Now was as good a
time as any.

She put the Jeep in gear and drove away. She had no
idea where she was going, but traveling and drinking seemed to be
the only things she had going for her these days. She decided to
head north. She had always wanted to see the place where her mother
had come from. Maybe she’d find some of the answers at the
beginning.

 


* * *

 


Dane had been driving for two hours. Fatigue and
restlessness were getting the better of her. She hadn’t seen much
more than mountains, run-down houses, and fields of hay for the
past thirty miles or so. An old sign by the side of the road caught
her attention as she neared the Kentucky state line. The sign was
simple and to the point: the Cozy Corner Bar. Cold beer and cheap
cigarettes. She doubted she would have many more chances to stop
along the rural stretch of road. She guessed this place would be as
good a place as she would get.

The building was small. It looked more like an old
garage than a bar, but Dane decided to take a chance. She was
thirsty and hungry and needed to stretch her legs. She circled the
lot. All but two cars were parked in the back. She guessed this was
the kind of place most people didn’t want to have their car seen
from the road.

Dane parked in back and pulled an old cap from her
duffel. As she stepped out onto the gravel parking lot, she scuffed
her boots through the dirt to dull their polish. At least her jeans
were worn and rough after too many miles through too many
countries. She threw her bag over her shoulder, not bothering to
lock the Jeep. Anything she wanted to keep, she’d take with her.
There was no point in asking a thief to cut the top of the Jeep to
take a look around.

The moment she stepped into the bar she knew her
efforts to fit in had been pointless. She stood out like a pink
flamingo at a rodeo. Every eye in the room followed her across the
bar, an ominous silence following in her wake.

She took a seat at the end of the bar and turned on
her stool so that her back was against the wall. She dropped her
duffel on the floor at her feet along with her camera bag. She
rolled her eyes. The bags were a dead giveaway that she didn’t
belong in this place. Oh, well, it could be worse. At least she
spoke the same language this time.

A tall woman with auburn hair pulled through the back
of a Tennessee baseball cap greeted Dane. She had winter blue eyes,
tan skin, and a look that said she was in charge.

“What’ll it be?” she asked, as if this was a
test.

Dane glanced around the room. “Bud Light,” she said
eyeing the bottle of Tennessee Whiskey on the wall just behind the
woman’s head. Her mouth watered. She could almost taste the amber
liquid on her tongue. But that was a demon she couldn’t afford to
let out of the bottle tonight.

“Anything else?” the woman asked.

Dane swallowed. “No. That’s good for now, unless
you’re available later.”

The woman looked Dane up and down. When their eyes
met again, Dane could see the distrust as clear as shutters being
drawn over fragile windows. Dane felt a shiver climb up her spine.
The woman didn’t say anything in response, but her look was enough
to stop Dane cold in her tracks. This might have been a bad
idea.

Dane glanced back at the bottle of whiskey that
seemed to whisper to her across the counter. Yeah, this was
definitely a bad idea.

Dane sipped her beer and watched the bartender,
letting her imagination conjure images of her long lean body, her
tan skin and muscle telling the story of hard work and quiet
passion.

She jumped when a young man theatrically plopped down
on the barstool beside her.

“Hey, Emma,” he said to the bartender with a wide
innocent smile.

She smiled back at him. “Hey, kid. You hungry?”

“Yep. How about a beer and a bologna sandwich?”

“Pimento cheese and pickles?” she asked.

His smile widened. “Yep.”

“Be right back,” she said before disappearing around
the corner into the kitchen.

He drummed his fingers on the counter keeping time
with the music playing from an old jukebox in the corner. He sang
along to the tune, his head bobbing gently.

Dane smiled. She was amused by the young man. He
seemed untouched by the evils of the world. He still carried the
joy of a child. Dane tapped his shoulder. “Hey, you know her?” Dane
asked, nodding behind the bar to where the woman had just been.

The young man smiled. “Of course. Emma’s my
sister.”

Dane raised an eyebrow. “Really? What’s your
name?”

“Curtis,” he answered as if she should already know
who he was.

Dane raised her beer in salute. “I’m Dane. Dane
Foster.”

Curtis grinned.

Dane looked up as Emma came around the corner and
placed a plate of food and a beer in front of Curtis. She studied
the two, trying to put the pieces together. There was a huge age
gap between them, and Dane wondered if Emma was really the young
man’s sister.

“What have you been up to today, Curtis?” Emma asked,
wiping her hands on a bar towel.

He shrugged. “Nothin’ much,” he said through a
mouthful of sandwich. “I went down to the river with a couple of
the guys. There’s an old bus parked down there near Parson’s Creek.
We nosed around there for a while, but we never saw nobody
around.”

Emma leaned over the bar. “You didn’t bother
anything, did you?” She’d dropped her voice, but Dane could hear
the urgency in her tone. “You know better than to mess with other
people’s things.”

Curtis shook his head. “We didn’t do nothin’.
Promise. We was just lookin’.”

Emma relaxed a little. “Okay, I believe you, but
don’t go back around there, okay. I don’t want those boys getting
you into trouble.”

Curtis smiled. “You worry too much. I ain’t doing
nothin’ wrong.”

Emma placed her hand over his. “I know, sweetie. Just
promise me you won’t go back there again.”

“All right, I won’t go,” Curtis agreed, sounding
disappointed.

“Thank you.” Emma pointed to the empty plate. “Want
another one?”

Curtis smiled again. “Can I have onions this
time?”

Emma rolled her eyes and disappeared into the kitchen
again.

Dane was amused by the whole interaction. “Sounds
like your sister looks out for you quite a bit.”

Curtis turned to Dane, his eyes bright and cheery.
“Emma’s always there for me.”

“Why is she so worried?”

“Aw, she’s always afraid I’ll get into trouble. She
doesn’t like a lot of my friends. They get into a lot of trouble
sometimes.”

“What kind of trouble?” Dane asked, curiosity getting
the better of her.

Emma appeared with another sandwich for Curtis before
he could answer. Emma glared at Dane. It seemed her distrust wasn’t
just reserved for Curtis’s friends.

Dane held up her empty bottle. “Could I have another,
and how about one of those sandwiches?”

Emma held Dane’s gaze without blinking. “Anything
else?”

“No, ma’am. I believe that’s all for now.”

Dane talked with Curtis until Emma called for last
call at midnight, learning all about his love for bologna
sandwiches, peach cobbler, and riding through the mountain trails.
She learned he and Emma lived together and she looked after him,
and that his secret wish was to go to Alaska and pan for gold like
the miners did in the old Westerns he still liked to watch on
Sunday afternoon.

When Emma turned out the neon signs hanging around
the room, Dane picked up her bags and paid her bill with cash,
making sure to leave a generous tip.

Curtis eyed her duffel. “Where are you goin’?”

Dane shrugged. “I’m not sure. I’ll probably just
sleep in my Jeep tonight.”

Curtis frowned. “You could stay at our place. Emma
won’t mind. She rents out one of the rooms sometimes when people
need a place to stay for a while.”

Dane glanced across the bar at Emma. She was stocking
the coolers and didn’t seem to hear what Curtis had said.

“I don’t know. She didn’t seem to like me much,” Dane
said, honestly.

Curtis laughed. “Don’t worry, I’ll ask her.” He
leaned over the bar. “Hey, Emma. Dane here doesn’t have a place to
stay tonight. It’s okay that she stays at our place, right?”

Emma looked up, obviously caught off guard by the
question. “Curtis, we’ve talked about you bringing strangers
home.”

Curtis laughed. “Dane ain’t no stranger—she’s my
friend.”

Emma sighed.

Dane lifted a hand and waved Emma off. “I don’t want
to be a bother. If you could just tell me where I could find the
nearest hotel, that will do.”

“No way,” Curtis protested. “You don’t wanna stay
there. It’s a bad place. You’d be better off sleeping in your
Jeep.”

Dane wondered what made the hotel so bad but really
didn’t want to find out. She looked at Emma. “I’d be happy to pay
for the room.”

Emma sighed again. “Fine, but I don’t allow drugs or
any other illegal activity in my home. If that’s what you’re into,
you may as well go on to the hotel.”

Dane shook her head. “No, ma’am.”

Emma stared at Dane, still making up her mind. “Oh,
all right. You can stay.”

“Yes,” Curtis cheered.

“Can I help you finish up here?” Dane asked Emma.

“No, thanks, I’m perfectly capable of doing it
myself,” Emma snapped.

“I’m sure you are, just thought I’d offer a hand.”
Dane was determined not to flinch, but Emma had a way of making her
feel like she was facing a guard dog who was showing its teeth.

Emma tugged her hair tighter through her ball cap and
tucked the loose strands behind her ears. She looked tired, the
kind of tired that said she hadn’t had enough sleep and had carried
that chip on her shoulder for way too long.

“I’d like to help,” Dane tried again. “It’s the least
I can do.”

Emma reached into a closet and handed Dane a
broom.

Dane smiled, taking the olive branch.

Curtis joined in and they had the place closed up
within an hour.

“I’ll ride with Dane,” Curtis announced as Emma
locked up.

Emma pursed her lips in disapproval but didn’t say
anything. She got into an old black Ford F-150 that looked like it
had seen better days. It had rust around the fender wells and
patches of Bondo dotted the side of the door and truck bed. By the
look of things, there was no wonder why Emma rented out a room when
she could. Dane didn’t imagine Emma made much money working at the
bar.

“Thanks for getting your sister to let me stay
tonight,” Dane said to Curtis.

“It’s no big deal. Don’t worry, Emma isn’t as scary
once you get to know her a little. She takes care of everybody.
You’ll like the house. My favorite part is the barn. I like to hang
out in the hayloft and watch the birds build their nests. Did you
know that barn swallows don’t land on the ground? They just fly
through the air catching mosquitoes and flies and stuff. But they
like to live in the barn.”

Dane was getting a pretty clear idea why Emma worried
so much about Curtis. She imagined it was easy to take advantage of
his childlike nature.

“Maybe you can show me the barn tomorrow,” she said,
hoping he wouldn’t want to give her the tour tonight.

“Sure. Hey, that’s us up here on the right.”

Dane followed Emma’s old truck down a long winding
dirt and gravel drive. An old farmhouse stood like the petrified
bones of an ancient dinosaur. There was a large yard in the front,
and the old barn was to the left. Its entry had no doors and looked
like a large gaping black mouth swallowing up the night. The whole
property was surrounded by trees. Floodlights flashed on as they
approached, illuminating the weathered old porch. An empty porch
swing swayed gently at one end.

Dane shivered. If she was the paranoid type, she’d
imagine she had just stepped into a horror flick. She followed
Curtis up to the house. An old dog lay on the porch with his back
against the door. The boards of the steps creaked under her feet as
she walked up onto the porch.

Emma reached down and touched the old dog to wake
him. His fur was mottled, black and brown with patches of yellow.
His face and muzzle were completely gray. He looked as if he had
been here as long as the house.

Curtis reached down to pet the dog too. “Samson can’t
hear anymore, so he lies against the door so he knows when we get
home.”

Dane smiled. “Smart dog.”

Emma unlocked the door, glancing back at Dane. “How
long will you be staying?”

Dane shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m not even sure where
I am exactly. I’m trying to find my mother’s family. They live
around here, I think.”

“Well, it’s twenty-five a night, or one twenty-five a
week. That will include meals if you’re here when we eat. Breakfast
is at nine, lunch is at one, and dinner is at the bar every night
except Monday. I’m closed on Monday, so we eat here at the house at
six.”

“Okay. I’ll just go ahead and pay you for the week,
and we can see from there.”

Emma gave a single nod in agreement. She pushed the
door open and led them into the house.

Dane noticed the smell of lavender in the air the
moment they stepped into the room. The place was old, and the
furnishings were well worn from years of use, but the place was
clean and homey in an old-fashioned way. It was like everything
else she’d seen so far. The whole place was like a page out of
history.

Emma waved a hand, pointing around the house. “The
kitchen is to the right and there’s a bathroom at the end of the
hall. Your room is upstairs, the third door to the right.”

Dane looked up the stairs, counting the doors at the
top of the landing.

“I’ll show her,” Curtis said cheerfully.

“There’s another bathroom at the top of the stairs,
so you don’t have to come all the way down here,” Emma
continued.

Dane fished her wallet from her back pocket and
handed Emma the payment for the room. “I had considered trying to
get you to take me home with you, but this isn’t exactly what I had
in mind. Thank you for letting me stay.”

Emma rolled her eyes and took the money. “Don’t make
me regret it.”

Dane frowned as Emma turned and walked into the
kitchen. She almost changed her mind about the room. Emma was
beautiful, but the cold shoulder had a bite. Dane wasn’t happy
about staying where she wasn’t wanted. She’d had warmer welcomes in
third world countries, where people barely had what they needed,
let alone something to share.

“You comin’?” Curtis asked, already halfway up the
stairs.

Dane looked up at his eager smile. At least Curtis
was happy she was there. One night couldn’t hurt. “Sure. Lead the
way.”

 


* * *

 


Emma closed the door to her room and secured the
lock. She never liked having strangers in the house. Why hadn’t she
just said no? She closed her eyes and sighed. Dane, who ever she
was, was trouble. She could feel it. She saw it the moment Dane
walked into the bar. She was a stranger here, and strangers in
these parts meant they were looking for trouble or bringing
trouble. Leave it to Curtis to bring trouble home. Dane certainly
didn’t fit in here. She wore her hair short, and her clothes looked
a little worn, but Emma would bet they were professionally cleaned.
The Jeep Dane drove still had dealer tags and didn’t quite fit
Dane’s tailored look. Emma didn’t know why Dane was here, but it
was clear she didn’t belong.

She looked up at the ceiling, listening to the creak
of the floorboards as Dane walked overhead. Emma wondered what she
was doing. There wasn’t much in the house worth stealing, but she
doubted Dane would take anything—she had her own money. Dane didn’t
need the worthless trinkets left behind by their mother. There
weren’t any pills to find in the medicine cabinets, and no other
drugs in the house. But Emma doubted drugs were Dane’s game. She
was a hard one to figure. Maybe she was a cop. Emma frowned. That
could be it. If Dane was a cop, she wouldn’t last long here.

Emma tracked the sounds of Dane’s movements until she
was certain Dane had gone to bed, before kicking off her own boots
and clothes and crawling beneath the covers. It had been another
long day, and tomorrow would be no different. She’d have to talk to
Curtis about Dane. She didn’t want him getting too attached or
mixed up in whatever Dane was up to.

Dane might talk the talk of a country girl, but she
looked like city with a little dirt on her shoes. She was a little
too thin, and there were shadows lurking in her eyes. She had a
weariness about her that told Emma she was running from something
or hiding something. She had been quietly attentive to everyone in
the bar, and her confidence kept the predators in their seats,
content to stalk her from a distance. If Dane stuck around, that
distance wouldn’t last long. If she was a cop, she was in for a
world of trouble from the locals. No one liked outsiders here, but
cops from elsewhere were hated above all. This was the kind of town
that didn’t trust the government, and even the local cops didn’t
like to share with strangers.

Emma sighed and burrowed deeper under the covers. It
seemed she’d only just closed her eyes when she heard the rooster
crow. She squeezed her eyes tight and pulled the quilt over her
head. “One more hour,” she pleaded. Was just one more hour too much
to ask?

The rooster crowed again. “Guess so,” she mumbled as
she threw back the quilt and pushed her legs over the edge of the
bed. She sat there for a moment, putting off the day. A familiar
smell began to fill the room. She frowned. Coffee?

Emma pushed her feet into her slippers and pulled on
her father’s old robe. She stopped at the dresser and ran a brush
through her hair before making a quick trip to the bathroom.

Dane sat at the kitchen table sipping a cup of
coffee. The shadows beneath her eyes said she hadn’t slept much,
and her hair stuck up slightly on one side. She wore a black
T-shirt and loose-fitting black sleep pants.

“Good morning. I hope you don’t mind that I made the
coffee,” Dane said as Emma walked into the room.

Emma poured her coffee and took a seat across from
Dane. Dane was staring at her. “What?” Emma asked.

Dane shrugged. “Nothing. Just getting an idea what it
would be like to wake up with you in the morning.”

Emma scowled. “Are you always this obnoxious?”

Dane gave a look of mock surprise. “Come on, the
coffee isn’t that bad.”

Emma rolled her eyes. “Look, you can rent the room,
but that’s all you get. So give it up. I get enough of those stupid
pickup lines at the bar.”

Dane grinned. “I bet.” She nodded to Emma’s cup. “How
about more coffee then?” She stood and brought the carafe to the
table, filling Emma’s cup and then her own.

Emma watched Dane, her eyes riveted to the scars
marring Dane’s left hand, snaking up her arm in a mass of twisted
flesh as if the skin had been melted. She wondered what had
happened to cause the burns. She stifled the urge to reach out and
touch Dane’s arm, as if the scars on her skin would give up Dane’s
secrets.

She looked away when Dane sat the carafe on the
table. She scolded herself for letting curiosity get the best of
her. She sipped her coffee, searching for something to cover for
her wandering thoughts. She wasn’t used to having anyone in the
kitchen, and no one ever bothered to make coffee. “Thank you.” She
blew across the steaming brew, studying Dane. She met Dane’s gaze,
deciding on a direct approach. “Why are you here?”

Dane looked confused by the question.

“Jellico is a small place. We don’t have a lot to
offer people here. There are no jobs, and there’s nothing to do
here aside from hunting, fishing, driving around the woods, and
drinking. It’s not exactly a vacation hub if you know what I
mean.”

Dane shrugged. “I don’t know the answer exactly. My
mother and her family were from around here. She died when I was
young. I’ve been traveling for a while. I needed a change. I
thought it would be nice to learn more about her, where she was
from, what her family was like. I was tired and just happened to
stop at your bar. End of story.”

Emma wasn’t convinced. Dane might have stopped here
by chance, and maybe her story was true, but there was more—she
could see it in Dane’s eyes as clear as her own reflection in the
still waters of the pond. “A change from what? What are you running
from?”

Dane shook her head. “Haven’t you ever wanted to push
the pause button on your life and take a minute to find out what
else is out there, what you’re missing?”

Emma pushed away from the table, avoiding the
question. “Whatever you’re up to, leave Curtis out of it. He’s a
good kid. He’s been through a lot and he doesn’t need to be drawn
into whatever trouble you’re in.”

Dane met Emma’s gaze. “I’m not here to hurt anyone. I
just needed a break from my life for a while. If you don’t want me
here, I’ll go.”

Emma considered telling Dane to leave, but she really
needed the money for the room. And if Dane was going to be in the
area, Curtis would find her anyway.

“You don’t have to leave. I’m just asking you not to
drag my family into any trouble. There’s enough of that going
around already.”

“What kind of trouble?”

Emma sipped her coffee. “Never mind that.”

Footsteps on the stairs alerted them that Curtis was
up. He bounded into the room like a child on Christmas morning.

“Hey, Dane, are you ready to see the barn?” he said
as soon as his head was inside the door.

“Slow down, mister, since when do you get up this
early?” Emma asked as he leaned down and kissed her cheek.

Curtis grinned. “I don’t know. I just woke up.”

“Well, since you’re up, you can go gather the eggs
and feed the chickens.”

“Aw,” Curtis whined.

“Don’t give me lip, or I’ll have you do the dishes
too.”

Curtis grabbed a Dr Pepper from the fridge. “Come on
Dane, let’s get out of here before she gets ugly.”

Dane laughed. “Give me a minute to change. I’ll meet
you outside.” She drained her coffee and rinsed her cup. She
stopped at the door before leaving. “Thanks for letting me
stay.”

Emma nodded, looking at Dane over the rim of her
cup.

A few minutes later she heard the screen door close
and looked out the window to see Dane walking across the lawn
toward the barn. Curtis met her at the gate of the chicken coop,
his hands moving as fast as his mouth as he talked. She smiled. He
was such a little kid sometimes. He didn’t really have friends.
Most people were cruel to him or used him in some way. He had
always been a happy kid, but Emma knew he was lonely and just
wanted to be liked.

Dane was playful and patient with Curtis, but Emma
didn’t trust her. She couldn’t afford to trust.

 


* * *

 


Dane was eager to find out what she could about her
mother. She had done a quick search online and had even looked
through the old phone book lying next to the phone on the table in
the living room. She had tracked down what she could on the
ancestry sites and was beginning to wonder if any of her family had
survived. She had some old records, but no current addresses. Most
of the names she located were deceased.

“Hey, Curtis, do you know of anyone around here with
the last name Stewart?”

Curtis thought for a moment. “Well, I went to school
with Michael Stewart and his sister Stacey. They live in Coalfield
now.”

“Coalfield.” Dane wasn’t familiar with the area and
had never heard of the place. “How far is that from here?”

Curtis shrugged. “Not far, an hour or so, maybe more.
Something like that.”

“What about their family? Do you know anything about
them?”

“They used to live in Rugby, but I don’t know
where.”

This wasn’t the answer she had hoped for, but at
least she knew there were Stewarts in the area. Maybe they were her
relatives.

“I have a buddy I go see sometimes in Rugby. If you
want to go with me, we could ask him if he knows where we could
find ’em.”

“Sure,” Dane answered. “Can you call him?”

Curtis shook his head. “I’ll get in touch with him.
I’ll see if he’s around.”

Dane wanted to push, but Curtis had his way of doing
things. She had to do this his way. Maybe she’d turn up something
soon. She planned on going to county records as soon as they opened
on Monday morning.

“So, you’re lookin’ for your momma?” Curtis
asked.

Dane shook her head. “No, her family.”

“Why don’t you just ask her?”

Dane looked at Curtis, surprised by the question.
“She died when I was young. I barely remember the stories she used
to tell me about growing up around here.”

“My momma died too. I miss her sometimes.” Curtis
looked up at Dane and smiled. “But now I have Emma.” He seemed to
think about things for a while before asking his next question. “Is
your daddy dead too?”

Dane frowned, remembering the way her father always
avoided her questions about her mother. It was like he wanted to
forget her. “No. He’s alive, but he won’t talk to me about
her.”

“Yeah, I get it. Emma gets real sad when I talk about
Momma and Daddy too. After Daddy died, Momma got real sad for a
long time and she died too. Emma said Momma loved Daddy so much she
just couldn’t live without him.” He was quiet for a moment. “Do you
think that’s true? Can somebody love someone that much?”

Dane looked out over the farm from their perch in the
hayloft. She thought of Michelle. They had been through a lot
together. Michelle had been her best friend, the one person she
could go to with anything. Michelle was the one person who always
put up with her shit. Other than her mother, Michelle had been the
only person she had ever loved. But here she was, alive and well,
but Michelle wasn’t. Her parents were out of the question. Her
father had remarried only months after her mother’s death.

“I don’t know, Curtis. I’ve never seen that before,
but that doesn’t mean it isn’t true.”

“Yeah, I guess.” Curtis stood and dusted himself off.
“Want to drive me into town? I have somethin’ I have to do
today.”

Dane shrugged, surprised yet relieved by the change
of subject. “Sure.”

Curtis smiled. “Cool. I have to get somethin’ first.
I’ll be right back.”

Dane watched Curtis come out of the barn below and
move to an old storm shelter or cellar. She shook her head. Curtis
was an odd kid, but she
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