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			Thanks to my southern heritage for the advanced degree in colloquialisms.

		


		
			For AJ

		


		
			​How‘do?

			My name is Sharlene Carolynn Diamond Russell. It’s a mouthful, I know. 

			To most of the world, I was a redneck. Hillbilly. Poor white trash. Just a little ol’ Southern brat who’d never amount to anything. But in Havana, Arkansas, I was just an American girl. Raised on Promises.

			Actually, I’m pretty sure that’s a Tom Petty song.

			They were wrong. So was I.

			I can’t tell you what I really am without telling you how it came to be. Most stories start just before the action begins, when the juicy bits are ripe. I think mine is better told from the beginning. Or close enough to it.

			It’s what kicked it all off. The day I turned twenty.

		


		
			​Hell-bent

			“What are you doing here, Lynn?” Sam asked from behind a rack of chips. “You’re off today.”

			A grin pushed my sun-kissed cheeks into mounds. “Just came to get my—”

			Sam—the best boss a girl could have—pulled my paycheck from the pocket of his apron, gripping it tight between two thick fingertips. “Don’t you go spending it all down at Maldoon’s, ya hear?”

			I looked up at him from under my lashes. “You know I ain’t old enough to be down there at that old bar, Sam. Just a quiet evening at home with Garret and Hattie.” And lied through my teeth. 

			I reached out to snatch the handwritten check and he pulled me into a hug. “Happy birthday, sweet pea,” he rumbled against my ear.

			I nuzzled his broad chest. Sam always smelled like diesel fuel and even though he was about a hundred pounds heavier, it reminded me of my dad. The biological one.

			Daddy drove long-haul. He was never home, and when he was, it wasn’t long enough to get to know him. Didn’t doubt he loved me—brought me gifts and things; he just didn’t give up his time too often.

			“Thanks, old man.”

			“You be good out there tonight, girl.” He ran a heavy hand over the thick cushion of tight black curls at his neck, clearly a few months since his last trip to the barber shop.

			“You know I will.” I winked over my shoulder and shoved the check into the back pocket of my cutoff shorts.

			“Carolynn Russell, I don’t want to hear about you wrapping that old truck around a tree down there in Logan county.” He wagged a calloused finger at me.

			We’re taking Hattie’s truck. I smirked. “I’ll be fine. Don’t you worry about me. It’s Havana, Sam. What in the world could I get up to?” 

			“You tell your mom and them I said hi,” he shouted after me.

			“Will do.” I pushed out the door, ringing the bell that hung from the corner. “Whenever I see her,” I grumbled on my way out.

			My mama, God love her, never could stay in one place too long without a man to keep her there—Daddy was gone too often, too long to keep her put. She loved us kids with all her soul, but if it weren’t for me and my brother, she’d have left Havana a long time ago and never looked back.

			I had a mind to do the same, but I’d never get out of this damn town working part-time at Sam’s pump station. 

			I always figured I’d be out on my own by twenty. Maybe I’d be living in a college dorm miles away from my parents and this hick town. Poor life choices and lack of funds kept me trapped in Havana, Arkansas. Or what I like to call, bum fuck.

			My old beater bounced along the pocked road up to our property. Dead of summer, the weeds were lighter than my blonde hair and tall as my knees. You’d think with humidity thick enough to bathe in, the foliage would get a little drink every now and then.

			Stifled by my overbearing—yet equally aloof—mama and ignored by my absentee daddy, I didn’t have too many opportunities to spread my wings, as they say. Moving in with my brother had been my best option.

			Garret bought himself a few acres and a double-wide just out of my town. Havana only had a few streets to its name, so just outside of town wasn’t saying much. But it was far enough away from home that I didn’t have to see Mama out there mowing her lawn in a pair of short-shorts every Saturday morning.

			I knew eventually I’d break free of my backwoods, redneck prison. When and how were the only things I hadn’t yet worked out.

			Clouds of dust settled behind me as I pulled up in front of the house. It wasn’t much, but I was happy to call it home. Even if it was shared with someone who liked to fart in my gravy.

			It was twelve on the dot when Garret walked through the front door. “Whatchu got on the stove, girl? Damn,” he hollered from the front mat. The clonk of his dirty work boots echoed when they tumbled to the hollow foundation. 

			If I learned anything being stuck at home with my mama, it was to always have something on the table. “I got beans in the pot and the bread’s just ’bout done,” I said, grinning at him from over my shoulder, and he smiled back.

			We looked a lot alike, my brother and me. Our smiles were almost the same. Bright and shiny and showing a lot of teeth.

			“Did you talk to Mama today?” he asked while he picked at the beans in the pot on the stove. 

			“She called at eight. Woke me up on my day off to say happy birthday. You know the speech. It’s the same every year. ‘Twenty years ago today you were born. It was eleven fifty-four at night, your birthday could have been tomorrow, but out you popped, cryin’ and hollerin’ all the way.’“ I copied Mama and Garret laughed. I looked too much like her to keep it up for long without making myself shudder so I changed the subject. “You coming to Maldoon’s with us tonight?” 

			Thanks to my brother and my one and only real friend, Hattie, it was Maldoon’s for my birthday celebration. I wasn’t really into honky-tonks, but Carolynn Russell never turned down a good time and living in Havana opportunities for that were slim.

			I was one of the lucky twenty-thousand county residents who couldn’t drink, legally, regardless of age. Yell County, Arkansas was a dry county—dry as in no booze. Ever.

			Maldoon’s was just over the county line, technically in Logan County, just up the highway from Blue Mountain Lake. The old place was nothing big, basically a glorified barn with a full bar and a bandstand. It was regularly chock full of cowboys in tight jeans and muddy boots, but it was the closest place to Havana that served alcohol.

			Old Leroy would get anyone drunk for a price, or a smile and wink. Leroy Maldoon was pushing eighty, feisty as all get-out, and had been the sheriff of Yell County in the sixties. He always said, when you’re the law, you can do what you want. Kids had been running off to Maldoon’s to drink since before I was born. In fact, I had it on good authority that yours truly was conceived in that very parking lot. 

			“You bet.” He gulped a glass of milk. “I’ll be bringin’ Rusty.” I scowled. Garret grinned around a spoonful of beans.

			Rusty Kemp was a scoundrel. Ornery. No good. A goathead in my heel since I’d hit puberty. He’d also been my brother’s best friend since grade two. 

			My fork clanged against the plate. “Jesus H., Garret, why you bringin’ that idiot?” From day one Rusty made my blood burn under my skin. He’d ask to play but always ended up being mean or embarrassing. I usually just kicked dirt at him. My mama used to say it was ’cause I liked him. I never could figure out why my mama would ever think I liked a boy I kicked dirt at. 

			“You know he can’t be left alone too long. He might chew things up,” Garret said with that stupid grin.

			“It is my birthday, you know? Maybe I can have a say in somethin’? Y’all wanna blow my candles out too?” I sat back in my chair and folded my arms across my chest. “Can’t you leave him in the kennel?”

			Garret watched the corners of my mouth tuck into a frown. He shoveled one last heap of beans into his mouth, never breaking his smile. The squeak of his spoon dropping into his bowl ruffled every one of my feathers. My rotten brother’s ocean eyes locked onto mine, a sniggering call to arms. One blink. Two. He wiped his mouth and tossed his napkin over top of the spoon. One of my eyes twitched as I scowled. Long legs pushed his chair back away from the table.

			“Com’on now, Lynn. Every girl wants a puppy for her birthday.” He kissed the top of my head. “He just ain’t housebroke yet.” Garret laughed over the sound of the running sink.

			It was useless to argue, one never left the house without the other, and if I wanted my brother there for my birthday, I had to take the shit with the dog. 

			I was alone in the house, which typically was how I liked it. I used the time to clean up lunch and straighten the house. I swore my brother only let me move in so he’d have a live-in maid. He was too scared of marriage to get a wife, so his sister was the next best thing. 

			I realized that comment could be taken wrong by certain folks seeing as though we’re from Arkansas. But it was not that way. I loved him and he loved me. In a “take a bullet for each other” kinda way, not the marrying kind. He was all I had to lean on coming up in that fake-smile, Daddy’s-gone-again home of ours. Garret was the only man I ever trusted. We got close.

			I cleaned for well into two hours, but the old shag carpet and dull wood-paneling still looked unkempt. You can’t polish a turd, as they say. And a crusty old double-wide full of yard sale furniture sure was turd-like. I finally gave up and decided to leave it be.

			I headed off to my bedroom to figure out what I’d wear. It wasn’t like I was overly excited about the plans my people had made for me. I didn’t like Maldoon’s all that much and I couldn’t stand Rusty Kemp, but I was determined to have fun if it killed me.

			Normally, I’d be working till five, but it was tradition at Sam’s to get your birthday off, so I had the entire day to relax—if you call cleaning the house relaxing—and wash the stink off me. On any other night, I’d’ve just pulled on a pair of shorts and a tank top, but it was my birthday so I figured I’d gussy up a bit.

			I put a dress on for the first time in six years. Sticky Arkansas heat didn’t account for heavy fabrics, so I chose a short cotton summer dress with tiny pink flowers printed on it. It showed my chest off. My mama would’ve never let me leave the house in something that revealing, but I was a grown woman free to do as I pleased. Hell, by twenty, she was nursing Garret. I figured I had myself on the right track in life, all things considered.

			The front screen squeaked open and slammed shut, boots tumbled to the floor. Four of them. I let out a sigh heard by even Satan himself. “Lord, so help me,” I grumbled, swiping a coat of mascara on my lashes.

			“Whoo-wee! Look at you.” My brother’s voice came from the doorway of the bathroom a few moments later.

			A smile spread before I could stop it. “Oh, shut your mouth.” 

			“Well, I’ll be damned, Lynn.” Rusty squeezed in the doorway beside Garret.

			“You shut your mouth too, Rusty.” I snarled.

			Behind me in the mirror, Rusty grinned and mussed his hair. If there’d been a pile of dirt nearby, I’d’ve kicked it at him.

			I ignored him and gave my big blonde hair one last coat of hairspray. I’d set it in hot-curlers and the result was big curly hair. The last of the hairspray promised it would stay that way for at least an hour in that damn humidity. The higher the hair, the closer to God, my nana used to say—she may have stolen that from Dolly Parton. I was pretty damned close.

			I plopped down on our hand-me-down couch and started pulling on my boots. Rusty sat in the Barcalounger by the front door. Dark gray smudges around his blue eyes made the color pop. My lip curled instinctively and I looked away. Him and Garret worked together over in Russellville laying asphalt and they both regularly came home looking like something the cat dragged through a damn chimney. I knew under all that dirt was a handsome face. But under that handsome face was an ornery, no good, rotten pig’s ass. Curly tail and all.

			Garret came through the room and brought us both a beer that they snuck over the county line in their lunch pails. Garret tilted his at me to toast. “One year closer to legal.” 

			“You ready to get goin’, birthday girl?” Rusty said with a wink.

			“Go wash your face, Rusty. You got shit all over it,” I said to him and guzzled down my beer. 

			The doorbell rang as the last drop hit my tongue signaling the end of the round. I grinned at the timing and leapt from the couch to answer the door. Hattie stood on the porch, one hand on her hip, a monstrous box of chocolates in the other. 

			Been friends since kindergarten, Hattie and me. She’d spent every birthday with me since I turned five. And every year I got the same thing. Chocolate. Henrietta Ruby Savanna Willits knew the way to my heart. We also shared long, obnoxious names. Her daddy’s named Henry, she’s Henrietta. How you get Hattie from that I don’t know, but that’s who she was. Just Hattie. The only sister I’d ever known. 

			“Your hair is so big, Lynn. Mine don’t get that big,” Hattie said with a pout, fluffing her hair.

			I just smiled at her. There was a part of Hattie that could be a bit uppity. She was Arkie as shit, but she sure as hell didn’t think so.

			“All right, y’all meet us there?” I asked Garret over my shoulder.

			He grinned at Hattie. “Yeah, we’ll be along. Go on now, scoot,” he said, pushing me out the door.

			I poked my head back in. “Wash your damn face,” I said to Rusty with a sneer.

			Me and Hattie piled into her daddy’s pickup truck. The oversized tires kicked up rooster tails when she stomped on the gas and peeled away from the house. I hooted, shouting out the window, “Hurry on up, boys.” Hattie smiled from ear to ear, bouncing in the old truck seat as we bounded over potholes.

			The sun was about set and the two-lane highway that connected Havana and Logan county was getting dark. The only lights were the high beams on the old Ford. I wasn’t scared though. I knew that highway like the back of my hand. Hell, everyone old enough to reach the pedals could get to that lake blindfolded. And drunk. Maybe not at the same time, but you get the idea.

		


		
			​You Really Askin’?

			Maldoon’s was crowded for a Thursday night. The dirt parking lot was filled with old beat-up trucks, classic muscle cars, and a few shiny new ones too. Everyone from Logan and Yell counties came out to Maldoon’s—probably more. It was a pain in the ass to find if you’d never been there before, but once someone showed you the way, you never forgot how to get there. 

			The big, red wooden barn stood in the center of a wooded area. Christmas lights hung from the eaves of the roof and a huge canvas banner stretched over the double barn doors. The banner read Maldoon’s, painted in giant black letters. As far as I knew, the place had never changed as long as it’d been there. A fresh coat of red paint or new hay bales in the dancehall maybe, but other than that, it was the same as when my mama and daddy were honky-tonkin’ before Garret came along. 

			I kicked up dirt with the toes of my boots as Hattie and I walked through the open doors. An old woman on the fiddle stomped a bare foot with the beat of an old country song. Couples swung around the dance floor. The whole place smelled like cheap cologne, hay, and beer, reminding me of home.

			“Get this girl a beer. And make it on the house, Leroy; it’s her birthday!” Hattie yelled over the makeshift bar at the old man behind it. She slapped imaginary drums against the wood while we waited.

			Damn near eighty years old and the man was still pouring drinks. Those folks who say drinking and smoking causes an early death obviously ain’t met Leroy Maldoon. 

			“You got it. You turnin’ twenty-one again, Miss Lynnie?” Leroy winked a wrinkly blue eye at me. Wrinkles he’d earned outright on a ruddy face, topped with dove white hair, made for a comical character.

			I nodded and beamed. He handed me a bottle of beer without charging me for it. If he could, I’d bet Leroy wouldn’t charge anyone for anything, ever. But I guess you just can’t run a business that way.

			Me and Hattie clutched our cold beer bottles and moved on from the bar to the dance floor. The band plucked along to some country tune when I caught Garret and Rusty making their grand entrance. Nearly everyone in the place knew my brother and the idiot he’d walked in with. In a town of four hundred people, everyone knew everyone. But Maldoon’s was a midway where all the folks from three different counties—Yell, Logan, and Pope, probably more if someone took a census—came out to have a good time. Garret might as well have been hung on the wall as a decoration. I don’t think the women would mind.

			I waved at my brother and snarled at Rusty when he puckered his lips and kissed the air in my direction. Garret was good-looking. Like our daddy. Thank the Lord he didn’t act like him. Wouldn’t know what I’d do if I only got to see Garret on Christmas and random weekends. They shared the same rough and handsome face, dark blue eyes, and a thick, manly jawline. It was because of this ladies flocked to him in droves. But I knew my brother. He wasn’t any closer to getting hitched than I was of winning the Nobel Prize. It took a few minutes, but Garret finally broke free from the horde of drunken women pawing at him and worked his way over to me.

			“Hey, birthday girl. Leroy got you started?” Garret said, nodding at my half-empty beer.

			I smiled and chugged the rest down my gullet to finish it off. I shook my empty bottle and swallowed the mouthful of beer I had stored in my cheeks.

			A stupid grin spread across Rusty’s face and he headed off to the bar, yelling over his shoulder, “Ya’ need another’n.” Hattie followed behind him swinging her girthy hips.

			“That damn redneck boy’s gonna be the death o’ me,” I said to myself, watching him walk away. 

			“He loves you, ya’ know,” Garret said.

			“Yeah, ‘bout as much as he loves his truck and his dog.” I was starting to sound like a poor-me country song. 

			“Eh, Lynnie, he ain’t just yankin’ your chain. You got his heart.” Garret made it sound like a joke, but I knew by his voice he wasn’t kidding. 

			“Come on now.” I looked at him with eyes that said I’d punch him good if he was lying. 

			He poked me in the chest. “And you know in there somewhere you love him just as much. Ain’t nobody hate someone so much that didn’t love ’em first.” It wasn’t often Garret got to be a deep-thinker, even if he did use the word “ain’t.” 

			For one second, Garret had me believing that Rusty Kemp was actually in love with me. He’d been pestering me for years, but I’d always figured he was just being a fool. Everything he did made me want to pull my hair out. He was always breaking my toys, eating my lunch, pulling my hair, even before I got smart and started kicking dirt at him. If anyone knew Rusty, it was my brother, so he’d be the first to know if Rusty was in love. Garret had never said anything before about it. Maybe Rusty finally confessed, or Garret finally told me, or he was full of shit. Oh, hell. Either way it was Rusty Kemp—there was no way I’d ever bed that man. Ever. I caught a mental image of Rusty and I together and my body winced with disgust.

			“Here you are, my lady,” Rusty said, trying to mask his accent with a British one, as he handed me a shot glass filled to the rim with brown liquid. Whiskey, from the smell of it. Rusty had a few more tucked in his big hands, but Hattie handed a shot to Garret. 

			The four of us raised our miniature glasses in the air. “Happy Birthday, Lynnie,” they said together and flipped the glasses bottom-up.

			I did the same and the spicy fluid hit my tongue. A hot poker on my throat, I was right—it was whiskey. I shuddered and smacked my lips. Before I knew it, Rusty was handing me another glass filled with the same spicy brown nectar of stupidity.

			“This one’s to you from me. Happy birthday, Lynn.” Rusty grinned at me. He’d cleaned his face, washed his hair too from the look of it, and knocked the stink of fresh tar off him. For the first time in something like fifteen years, I didn’t want to spit in his eye. A twinkling blue, like clear water at sunrise.

			I wished then that Garret had kept his damn mouth shut. I didn’t wanna think about Rusty’s eyes. I didn’t want to wonder if he loved me, if Garret had been telling the truth. And I damn sure didn’t want to get drunk enough to sleep with him.

			The smell of expensive whiskey filled my nose as Rusty held the glass closer to my lips. I rolled my eyes and snatched it, spilling a few drops. Normally I’d have licked it off, but I let it sit out of spite. The three of them clapped and cheered when I parted my lips and let the liquid fire fill my mouth. 

			“A’ight, that’s enough for now,” I yelled over the bluesy bass guitar plucking on stage. 

			I had to shake my head over and over till the three of them stopped egging me on for more alcohol. I knew my limit, knew I needed to slow it down even if it was just for a minute. 

			The band started a new song. I didn’t recognize the singer, or the band, as anyone I’d seen play at Maldoon’s before. Leroy was good about bringing in folks who were just starting out. The singer’s voice, a deep rumble, matched the heavy bass and slow beat of the song. I wasn’t much of a dancer, especially to slow songs, but Hattie dragged me to the dance floor. I looked back to the spot we’d been standing to find Rusty and Garret had disappeared into the crowd. I’d never cared much where Rusty went or what he did. Until Garret opened his big fat mouth. 

			Hattie and I danced together as best as two girls can without turning too many heads. The man on stage sang his heart out. His grumbly voice was a perfect fit for the song. The lyrics I could understand were mostly about being lost, losing God maybe. And being stuck in the night. Wasn’t exactly what you normally hear in a bar in the middle of nowhere, but I liked it. After being stuck in a place that hadn’t changed much in twenty years, anything new was welcome.

			Rusty was suddenly at my right, a silly grin plastered on his face, and two fresh shots tucked into one of his hands. I tried to fight it, shook my head to tell him no, but Hattie pushed and Rusty handed it to me anyway. He clinked his glass against mine and flung his shot back. I sighed. It didn’t burn quite as much that time.

			“My twenty-first birthday ain’t gonna be half as fun if I drink this much before I’m even legal,” I said with a loud drunken giggle.

			Rusty only grinned and produced another shot he’d been hiding in his other hand. I grumbled and whined, but me and him repeated the same clanking and drinking routine. My cheeks tingled and my eyes were getting heavy.

			The music picked up to a banjo-picking tune. Even though I actually liked that particular brand of old country, I let Hattie pull me away from the dance floor and Rusty, back to the bar to see Leroy. Rusty followed behind like a puppy dog—or was he the shit? I looked around for Garret. He’s probably off wooing some poor girl, I thought to myself. My big brother wasn’t looking for a wife, but he was still a man and he damn sure wasn’t dead.

			Hattie and Rusty sat on either side of me at the bar. I was four shots in and though it wasn’t my first rodeo, I wasn’t exactly a seasoned drinker. I asked Leroy for a glass of water. He laughed, shook his head, but got it anyway. I drank it up in a few hefty guzzles.

			Rusty ordered another round for the three of us and a basket of chips to help soak it up. “Don’t want you gettin’ sick on yourself now, kid,” he said with a wink.

			“I can hold my own,” I slurred. He was right to get some food in me. After four shots and a beer, I’d started to not care so much about all those years I’d wanted to toss Rusty Kemp off a bridge.

			“Hm,” he scoffed, lips turned up at the corners. “Drink your drink.”

			Hattie leaned against me, the two of us sang along to an old Cash song playing on the jukebox while the band took a break. Rusty watched us, holding back a grin that looked painful.

			“Hey, Leroy, can you get us some beers and a few more whiskeys?” Rusty shouted over the music.

			“Well, Mr. Kemp, if I didn’t know any better, I’d say you were trying to get me drunk.”

			A smile crooked the side of his mouth. “Well, Miss Russell, I’d say it’s your birthday so might as well get drunk on me.”

				Before I could stop myself, I tucked my blonde hair behind my ear and bit my lip. Damn it, Lynnie, knock that shit off. Hiding my embarrassment, I looked at anything but Rusty Kemp, who was staring a hole into the side of my head. Why did Garret have to go and tell me about Rusty? I could have gone my whole life without knowing. I’d done well to come up with that boy and not have killed him twice over by now. Let alone fall in love. In a town like Havana, the dating pool was small, very small, and Rusty Kemp was a good catch. I won’t lie about that. He was handsome and honest and responsible and had a good job, and despite what Mama said, I was not, absolutely not in love with Rusty Kemp.

			“What are y’all up to?” Garret slid in between Rusty and me, saving me from making eye contact with the one man I swore on my life I would never see naked.

			“Flirtin’ with your sister,” Rusty joked and took a swig of beer.

			Garret held up two fingers to Leroy. “Good to see nothin’ changes ’round here.” He looked over my head and winked at Hattie.

			“Shut your mouth, Garret Llewellyn. Ain’t nothing of the sort,” I grumbled.

			“Why you smiling like a dead pig in sunshine?”

			I glared at him. I knew well enough what I was doing. And why I was smiling. And I couldn’t stop it no matter how hard I tried. Garret winked at me, crinkling the corner of his eye. If he were Robert Redford—which was a close comparison—Rusty was Paul Newman. More than just the classic duo, Rusty shared the same broad chin, which was usually covered in sandy scruff. An angled nose he’d grown into eventually, shiny now under the lights and sticky sweat.

			Leroy slid two fresh beers across the bar to Garret. “Thanks, old man,” he said with a nod. “Come on, girl, you’re looking like you’re ready for a dance.” Garret handed Hattie a beer behind my back and slid his arm around her shoulder. “You be good, Lynn.” He kissed me on the top of my head. “Take care of our girl, son.” And flicked the back of Rusty’s hat with a single finger, sending it flopping over his forehead. That stupid brother of mine hustled Hattie off to the dance floor before I could argue with him. 

			Damn it.

			My heart leapt. Forty horses galloped through my stomach. Why, Garret? Leroy finally set my potato chips down in front of me alongside my millionth shot of whiskey and an icy beer. Nervous sweat dripped down my back. I needed something to cool me off. I swallowed hard—a foamy lump of beer shoved through to my gut.

			“Thank ya, old man,” I repeated my brother, and Leroy winked at me—less charming than Garret’s.

			Rusty raised his glass. “To Lynnie on her twentieth birthday.” Our eyes locked and I blushed red. “What’re you blushing for?” he asked like he didn’t already know. Like Garret hadn’t let him know he’d spilled the beans.

			“Just hot is all,” I said, my nose growing five inches. I clinked my glass with his and let the liquid set fire to my gullet.

			Mama’s voice wouldn’t leave my head. She’d never said those exact words before, but it was her voice telling me to give it up and admit I’d been lying to myself all these years. Maybe she’d been right, that old, rode-hard woman who couldn’t find love herself—that didn’t drive off on eighteen wheels. 

			Rusty Kemp, all dressed up in his least-faded Levi’s and off-white Stetson, could’ve had his pick of girls. Garret had a line of them to choose from. But there he sat, staring a hole in the side of my head as if he hadn’t ever seen me boot and rally—not a pretty sight—in this very establishment. Or eat a pan of cornbread to myself, or shovel chicken shit in my daddy’s hand-me-down jeans, or any other disgusting thing we got into coming up together.

			Whiskey flushed my cheeks. Sweat dripped down the back of my knees. Rusty Kemp, I couldn’t hardly think his name without bringing up memories of some stupid, annoying, rat-faced thing he’d done. Rusty was an ornery little shit if I ever saw one, but damned if I wasn’t starting to not mind that so much sitting there letting him look at me. 

			I ain’t nothin’ if I ain’t a sucker for a good-lookin’ cowboy, my nana used to say. Nana wasn’t wrong, not about much anyway. I’d always thought he was a two-tailed pig, but as it was turning out, he was just a dumbass boy in a big ol’ man-body.

			I’d never been nervous around that man in my life, but there I was shaking in my boots, blushing red at the thought of what could be. Courage finally convinced me to look at him. His eyes shifted toward the dance floor and he swigged his beer as if he hadn’t just got caught staring.

			Sweat shined on his forehead, a workingman’s sweat. Hair-pulling, lunch-stealing, shithead extraordinaire aside, there were worse choices than Rusty Kemp out there. One day I’d get out of Havana where the dating pool was bigger, filled with people I hadn’t seen crap their pants on a baseball field. But until I made that happen, Rusty wasn’t going away.

			I had a choice to make. Ignore Rusty’s mostly typical bullshit, act like Garret hadn’t said what he did, and continue to pretend I didn’t like Rusty, or actually consider the possibility of him and me in a romantic-type situation.

			I knew two things in that moment. I could never go back to pretending I didn’t—in some backassward, slap-me-in-the-morning way—like Rusty, and I was piss-ass drunk. Whether it was lucky for me or not, so was Rusty. Maybe he needed it for courage. Maybe I did too. Two drunks full of bad decisions.

			“You hot?” I said without thinking. Sweat dripped from under the rim of his hat.

			He looked at me with glassy blue eyes and swiped a hand down his stubbled jaw. “Got the whiskey sweats.” A lazy grin tugged one side of his mouth.

			I looked away from him, took a drink of my beer. “Wanna go outside and cool off?” And said something really stupid, regretting the invite the instant it left my bumbling lips.

			He took a second to answer. Long enough I thought maybe Garret had lied. “You bet,” he croaked, half choking on his beer, and jumped off the stool.

			By the hand, he dragged me out the front doors. I thought about fighting him, changing my mind and running back to Garret—who I thought deserved a kick in the shin—but I didn’t. My hand in his, I followed Rusty out the old barn doors and to his truck parked out in the lot.

			Dirt kicked up off our boot heels, shuffling awkwardly to his old Chevy. The damn thing had about four different shades of primer on it from him and my brother running into stuff all tanked up, but she ran like a champ.

			Rusty leaned against the tailgate, looking up at the stars. “Better,” he said, drawing up a deep breath and letting it out slow. He smelled like whiskey. A smell that would soon enough come through his sweat. Redneck cologne I couldn’t get enough of.

			A country girl till the bitter end, I couldn’t wait to get out of this godforsaken town. Get out and see the world and all it had to offer. There was still nothing better than the smell of an old truck, a fresh dip, and whiskey on a man. Like my mama that way, I guess.

			We stood out in the night, leaning against his truck, staring at our own feet, for a whole five minutes before either one of us said anything again.

			“Nice night, eh?” I rolled my eyes at my own damn self. It was bad enough I was outside looking at the stars with the likes of Rusty Kemp. I didn’t have to be an awkward mess on top.

			“Yup. Beautiful,” Rusty said, staring at the tips of his boots.

			“You all right, boy?” I asked, just as I would have before Garret told me what he had.

			He sucked his teeth, the Rusty sign of deep thinking. “Why you out here with me?” he asked, still staring at his feet.

			I shrugged, shaking off the truth. “It’s a nice night.” I knew that was a lie, but there was nothing else I wanted to say out loud.

			“Com’on now, Lynnie. I know you better’n’at. You don’t go anywhere with the likes of me. Shit, you ain’t looked at me twice unless you was trying to take aim.” He lifted his hat and ruffled a hand through sweat-damp hair.

			I stood up straight and looked him in the eye. “Maybe ’at’s ’cause you’re a pig, Rusty Kemp. Treat me like the lady I am and maybe it’d be different.” I poked his chest.

			He blew air through his lips. “You ain’t a lady. I watched you drink whiskey like a man and more than just tonight. I seen you change an alternator in your prom dress. You are a lady ’bout as much as you’re a cat, Lynnie Russell.” He laughed his stupid little boy laugh that I’d hated for years.

			“Do you love me?” If I hadn’t been drunk, I’d’ve never said it.

			He stopped laughing and swallowed hard. “You really askin’?” His eyes went back down to his boots.

			I didn’t know if I wanted to know the God’s honest truth. Or, even if Rusty would actually tell me the truth. Instead of making up my drunk mind right then, I changed the subject.

			“You wanna go out to the lake?” I ducked under his head to look him in the eye.

			Rusty looked up at me from under the brim of his hat with big eyes. “You really askin’?” he repeated. 

			A sly grin pushed my lips together. “You bet.” I was really asking; that was for certain. Was I sure heading out to the lake, drunk, in the middle of the night was a good idea? Nope. Not one little bit. 

			Rusty didn’t say a word before he had my door open, me in, and the old truck roaring. Like he knew if given long enough to think about it I’d have changed my mind. We were sliding out of the dirt parking lot before I could decide not to tear off into the night with my brother’s best friend. A boy I’d known since I was old enough to start knowing people.

			At damn near midnight, drunker than Cooter Brown, and coming from Maldoon’s, there was only one thing folks did out at the lake. Well, two, really. I was only planning on doing one of those. As long as Rusty didn’t pump me up with whiskey until I forgot I’d hated him that morning, I’d be all right.

			“Here’s a beer.” He pulled a cold beer can out of an old red cooler on the floorboard. “You sure you wanna go out to the lake? It’s hot enough for swimmin’ tonight. That’s for damn sure.”

			He talked fast, nervous. I was thankful he didn’t mention the other thing folks did at the lake after dark. I did my best to tell myself I wasn’t there to do that. Just swim. Just take off some clothes and swim. That’s it. Two old, drunk, mostly naked friends cooling off in a secluded lake under the cover of darkness. I was worried that I wasn’t worried at all.

			I’d never been in love before. I didn’t know what it felt like. I knew I’d never thought of Rusty as anything but a rotten, no-good turd until the night I ended up sitting shotgun in his truck on our way to swim naked in Blue Mountain Lake.

		

OEBPS/image/ebook_tp.jpg
el

Wl

on
fuse

LLLLL






OEBPS/image/and_the_creek_dont_rise_cover_ebook.jpg
.
a beast meant for no man

a Southern fantasy novel
from the author of the Occult Bestselling Dylan Hart series

RM QILMOREes 3

H

.





