
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Caleb has loved Millie since kindergarten, but his heart is broken when she marries someone else after high school. Years later, he is torn when Millie becomes an available widow while he’s involved with Jolene. What will his heart decide?

	 

	 

	Cupid’s arrow hit Caleb’s heart at an early age, linking him to Millie, the girl he’s loved since kindergarten. But when Millie breaks up with him three weeks before high school graduation and marries someone else, Caleb’s heart is ripped to pieces.

	Caleb swears off long-term relationships and plans to remain a confirmed bachelor. While he’s happy to date, he no longer has marriage on his bucket list. He’s content with his life, but it suddenly veers off course when not one but two women—his ex and his next—cross his path, threatening his peace and throwing him for a loop. One of them is Millie, a recent and available widow. The other the infamous Jolene.

	Caleb faces three paths—secure bachelorhood, a new woman, or an old flame. He can continue to play it safe, and if he does, nothing changes. But if he plays with fire, he risks burning his bridges. Can he take the leap into love or keep the status quo?
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	Disclaimer

	 

	The Storm of the Century happened in 1993. I manipulated the date by ten years and fictionalized Mount LeConte Lodge for dramatic purposes.

	I tried to respectfully imitate the Appalachian English used throughout the south.

	As always, any mistakes are mine and mine alone.

	 


 

	 

	Prologue: The Making of a Music Man

	 

	 

	1950

	 

	Hettie Weathers walked through the yard to the chicken coop, holding her eighteen-month-old son by the hand. Together they reached beneath the broody hens to gather the warm brown eggs. She taught him how to get them without breaking any. Soon the boy was distracted by fluffy chicks, so she was able to place the eggs in the flour sack apron tied around her waist.

	They walked back to their cabin, and she placed the eggs in the pie keep.

	 

	Her little boy played at her feet, and when she glanced down, her breath caught in her throat. A tick had landed on her son’s head! With a strangled cry, she lifted him into her arms and rushed out the door and down the hollow as fast as she could until she reached Uncle Lem’s cabin. She burst through the door and spoke in a rush. “I need Uncle Lem’s bow right quick!”

	Auntie Bett put her hand over her thin chest. “Lawd, girl, y’all did give me a start! What put a bee in yer bonnet? I’m a-gittin it.” She took care to place the fiddle bow in Hettie’s hand.

	Hettie knelt beside her tiny boy so as not to spook him, then pinched off the plump, red-brown tick fattening itself on Caleb. The tick stuck plumb up in Caleb’s head as it sucked the tot’s lifeblood. She swiped up the blood using the bow’s catgut strings, allowing Caleb’s blood droplet to dry on the bowstrings.

	 

	Hettie made no attempt to clean the strings. She knew better than to do that.

	The wise granny women in the area claimed the blood must dry on the strings—not his head—to prevent the dreaded fever. To be a granny woman, one had to be wise and see into both the past and the future with a firm foot in the present. Magic and lore filled mountain life as the people—isolated by geography—had to fend for themselves and make sense out of life and the world surrounding them. Myth, magic, and legend helped them cope.

	Then, relieved, she sat back on her heel and fanned her face. She put her finger—wet with her tears—on the bite to stop the blood, knowing a mother’s tears could seal and heal the wound. There was nothing else on earth as strong as a mother’s tears, or so they said.

	Auntie Bett peered at the bite. “That be his first tick bite, right?”

	Hettie, still gathering herself, nodded. “Reckon now he’ll become a fiddler man.”

	Old Auntie Bett nodded. “That he will. Pry be the best music man in Sevier County, iffen Uncle Lem learns him.”

	Auntie Bett walked over to a hand-hewed wooden chest. The trunk creaked when she lifted the top to rummage through several layers of cotton batting. A smile creased her face when she withdrew the trunk’s treasure, a pint-sized fiddle. “Y’all be needin’ this fair soon.”

	Hettie smiled and nodded.

	Caleb picked it up and plucked a string. Uncle Lem, no doubt drawn by the sound, returned from wherever he was—the outhouse perhaps—and gave Caleb his first lesson.

	The child was a natural, and they all swore he played Hot Cross Buns after hearing it only once. Hettie was right proud of her young’un, and her Caleb was plumb smitten with the fiddle.

	 


Chapter One: Stop in the Name of Love

	 

	 

	March 1969

	 

	The spring breeze tickled the treetops and kissed Millie Maples’ hot face. She felt the caress of air was a blessin’ on their lovin’, full of promises of delights to follow.

	Wait, what am I thinkin’? “Stop! Caleb, that’s far enough,” Millie said mid-pant. “You promised. We’re breaking our rule.”

	She could barely stop herself, so slowing Caleb Weathers down was a feat in itself—like stopping a speeding bullet from a long gun.

	Caleb halted but with obvious difficulty. He groaned and tried to put his penis back inside his jeans as best he could, but not before he ejaculated all over her girlie parts.

	He crab-walked away and moaned, “Sorry ‘bout that. I reckon yer right. That was way too close for comfort. I got carried away.” He handed her his handkerchief to swipe away the mess.

	“I noticed.” Millie fastened her blouse, shifted her very wet panties back into place, and lowered her maxiskirt. She sighed. “I gotta get goin’ anyway.”

	After a sweet kiss from Caleb, Millie headed home.

	They had hidden in the shadows under the back bleachers on the football field, since no game was scheduled. Millie worked with the grounds crew and knew how to get inside. She’d hoped being outside could help them slow down if things got too hot and heavy. Some precaution, that was. Caleb needs to get his hands on some rubbers, or I’ll wind up pregnant. She wasn’t too worried, though, despite their close call. Her period was due soon, and she’d pry be fine.

	Actually, a bigger problem—to her way of thinking—was her father, who would have a cow if he knew what they had been doing. Her pa was a Baptist preacher who literally thumped the Bible. His daily admonitions were about hellfire, brimstone, repentance, and the evils of fornication. He preached his words not only from the pulpit but also from the dinner table.

	She shuddered. If I get pregnant, Pa’ll take his shotgun, not to force a weddin’ but to kill Caleb. Pa’d prefer a funeral rather than a weddin’, and jail to marryin’ me off to the likes of Caleb. The Weather’s family was Catholic. Pa didn’t hold with them. No, Pa’d kill Caleb, and not likely to word no fancy-dancy ashes-to-ashes preachin’ over ‘im, either.

	She sighed heavily. There was only one thing to do—break up with Caleb—and she better do it fast, sooner rather than later. I have no choice. I got to put the brakes on until Pa accepts him. And truth be told, that would be never. Was it fair to lead Caleb on when she knew she could never marry him? Could some miracle happen?

	I love Caleb with everythin’ I have in me, but I’ve got to get real about this. A future with him isn’t possible. If we continue carryin’ on, somethin’s bound to happen. We’ll get caught—one way or another. This has to stop, not only to protect me but to also save him. Caleb will never understand how strong and bullheaded my pa really is. Caleb thinks our love can overcome anythin’, but he’s wrong. We’ll never change Pa’s mind.

	Millie sighed again. She really did love Caleb—enough to break his heart—to spare him her pa’s gun. But now she had to do a complete about-face and set him free.

	Plenty of girls tried flirting with Caleb, but he had made it clear he was Millie’s beau. Maybe Amy Rae could... Millie was unable to complete that thought. She couldn’t stand even a mental picture of anyone else in his arms.

	There’s just no other way. Better he’s wed to someone else than dead. How on earth can I do this? We have so much history together...

	Millie had known Caleb forever. She’d first spied him in kindergarten and waited every day at the classroom door for him to walk in. From the get-go, all Caleb had to do was show up on the scene, and Millie would grab him by the hand and announce they were playing house. Then she’d drag him to the housekeeping corner. She was the Ma, and he was the Pa. No two ways about it. No ifs, ands, buts, or maybes either. That was the way it was. She declared it, and he’d had no rest until he complied. She had to play with Caleb. Period. There was nothing the teacher could do to break them apart or get them to broaden their playmates. Millie simply refused to comply.

	Pa calls me bullheaded, but I know what’s what. I know what I want and when I want it, and I aim to git it, too, as surely as flies on Shinola. But I cain’t git Caleb. Pa’s fairly stubborn hisself.

	Caleb had always been smart, though, even in kindergarten. He had found a way to play house with her yet still managed to use toy trucks and do menfolk things. While Millie had pretended to cook and mother the baby dolls, he had pretended to hunt. He could usually be found hauling a toy truck back and forth filled with wooden animals. He’d claimed the wooden animals were meat for their supper, then he’d deepen his voice, sayin’ Girl, ah brung y’all dinner. Cook it up right quick, hear?

	She chuckled at the sweet memory. Love at first sight at age five! Caleb had always enjoyed telling folks we fell in love in kindergarten. And they had.

	Millie had spent all her school years with Caleb. Her pa hadn’t had much of a clue about them or her feelings for Caleb. That was, until Caleb came to call on her officially to ask her to their high school sing-along.

	 

	As soon as her pa answered the door, Caleb looked him straight in the eyes and said, “Sir, I’d like to take Millie to the Harvest Hootenanny.”

	Her pa stood ramrod straight and tall, looking grim and shaking his head no the whole while Caleb spoke.

	Millie pleaded. “Pa, a Hootenanny is a sing-along. Ain’t no sin to sing. We do it all the time at the Meetin’.”

	Pa shouted and grabbed his shotgun. “Y’all git yer sorry self out of here, boy! We don’t hold with prancin’ an’ dancin’ an’ a singin’ rock and roll. It’s the devil’s frolic.”

	Caleb took off like a shot.

	 

	There was no way her Pa would have let her go. Not with anyone. Not even a church-going boy like Caleb. The Primitive Baptist Church her father pastored frowned on dancing and drinking and card playing. But mostly, it deplored fornicating or anything that distracted from praising God and following His laws.

	Since Millie had been forbidden from going to any school dance or Hootenanny, she had found other ways of spendin’ time with her beau. She felt pretty safe sneaking off with Caleb and dancing under the stars to the songs on his transistor radio. They’d danced to Ain’t No Mountain High Enough, My Cherie Amour, Can’t Take My Eyes Off of You, and even Can’t Help Falling in Love. Sometimes they’d simply dance to the whisper of the wind in the pine treetops, but they didn’t dance in public.

	Her pa would kill her—literally—if he ever found out she and Caleb were together. He’d do anything to keep his kin from sin. He’d said so a million times.

	After the no-go on the school songfest, they’d spent time hiking the trails in the Great Smoky Mountain National Park, GSMNP. Occasionally, they’d lie beside the creek talking about the future and kissing—a lot of kissing. Since the woods gave them a measure of privacy, those kisses had escalated from sweet ones to French ones. Soon they couldn’t keep their hands off each other and began to want more—much more.

	It had started out innocently enough. Caleb would brush against her body by accident, or she’d accidentally touch his thigh. In time, she had sat on his lap and began kissing him while his fingers caressed her over her sweater, then things progressed.

	One day, Caleb’s hands, calloused by work and the fiddle he played, had slipped underneath, up, and under the confines of her bra. Delicious shivers had run through her awakening body that eventually led to deep shudders when he’d found her nipples. Warmth had pooled between her thighs. It took several weeks before his lips had followed his fingertips. He’d start out kissing her mouth, her very sensitive neck, and finally down to the crest of her breasts. Caleb’s touch had been hesitant and feather-light—just what Millie had needed.

	That was when Caleb had suggested one person at a time get semi-naked. Usually it was him, since he was the one with the loaded gun between his legs, and they figured he could do what he had to do—if it came to that. What that was exactly, Millie hadn’t been quite sure. They had tried hard to keep her body out of the picture. Tried and failed. Again and again.

	From health books and girl talk, Millie had thought she understood the term erection, but soon found the real deal was very different from what she’d thought. Geesh. His thang plumps when ye cook it.

	One night, Caleb had sucked his breath in, creating enough space between his jeans and his belly.

	What’s he doing?

	He took her hand to lead it past the trail of soft curling hairs until it rested down there, on his whatchamacallit.

	Caleb’s package had sprung out like a jack-in-the-box!

	She giggled.

	That embarrassed him, and he zipped up fast.

	“Ow! Dagnabbit!” Caleb apparently caught his tender skin in his zipper.

	Millie didn’t giggle again, although she wanted to—it was funny. Oops. What should I do? Millie kissed him good night, promising herself she wouldn’t laugh next time his thang went crazy. His moving part just surprised the heck out of her. Who knew man parts jumped around like that?

	Millie’s family lived on a small tract farm with chickens, goats, and dogs. She reckoned she knew how babies were made, but she never noticed their parts jumping. How the parts got together, she saw from farm animals. But lovemaking between a man and woman was still a mystery. It must be a learn-by-doing kind of thing.

	Fast girls like Dede Jacobs knew about such things, but nice girls like Millie knew little. The boys seemed to flock around Dede, but Millie was happy with just Caleb. Lately, she noticed Herman Trentham making eyes at her to let her know he was interested. Still, she didn’t seek out any other attention or really encourage him. Did she?

	Lately, Caleb had been taking their makin’-out to whole new levels. One night, he’d asked her to eat him, and she’d been confused until he made it very clear that his man part was supposed to go in her mouth! That had been a shock, and so was the little bit of soapy tasting semen she’d gagged on. Seemed like he’d lost control darn fast. The whole thing had not held great appeal for her, but he’d been over the moon. Still, gagging wasn’t any fun.

	Truth be told, though, the act made her feel the power she held over Caleb. The thought was heady. Using her mouth on him had seemed to keep things in hand, manageable. At least, she knew she couldn’t get pregnant that way.

	After a while, she’d begun to feel unsatisfied with giving Caleb all the attention. New needs arose in her, heating her veins and pooling between her legs. She hadn’t been sure of what to do with the new wanting and yearning growing inside of her.

	Then Caleb had turned the tables and went down on her. Millie had thought she’d faint and was sure she died and gone straight to heaven when his tongue touched her there. He’d made her breathless, and she could not get over the exquisite sensations that had filled her and carried her away—way beyond even that. It beat anything she had ever known. That was when she’d first learned all about climaxing.

	As time wore on, Millie had wanted more. And more. And more. Lately, the two of them had been shedding clothes like a long-haired dog every time they got together. Her body now understood the wonders of sex with Caleb like never before. She sensed the sexual pressure to take things to the next level mounting inside her. Add the overwhelming urge to merge with Caleb in every way, and it made the whole concept of giving him up for his own good far more difficult than she could imagine.

	Seeing Caleb, stopping him, and parting from him was getting harder and harder. Too often, Millie found herself worrying and feeling anxious about devising reasons for not being home. Pa cannot find out I’m seeing Caleb. To get out of the house, she babysat for Matilde’s young’uns and called Caleb to come over when she put the kids down, but it became clearer and clearer that something had to give.

	Things between us are getting too difficult to control. I have to find some way to put on the brakes, and the only way I can do that is to break up with Caleb. It will hurt my heart, but I can’t do it gently. Lord, the guy would talk me out of it. He could sell sand in a sandstorm. It’s so hard, especially since I don’t want to break up with him. The only way to keep him safe from Pa is to find a guy from church like Herman Trentham.

	Herman likes me. I can tell. He’s been makin’ eyes at me and even asked me to the Prom... hmm. Being the daughter of a preacher is tough. Tears formed in Millie’s eyes, but she refused to let them fall. She drew in a deep, cleansing breath to strengthen herself to do what she had to do.

	Millie’s mind, once made up, was something no one could change. Her will was like iron, as unbending as an oak tree. And sometimes—like now—just as nutty. For to pass on a guy like Caleb was plumb crazy. Common sense took over. She had to break up with Caleb. It was that simple, that clear, that necessary.

	I’ll have to start it with Herman and end it with Caleb. Caleb will buy that I fell for another guy. After all, Caleb knows Herman is loco about me and teases me about him. Somehow, I have to let Caleb go. I love him so much, but we’re as doomed as Romeo and Juliet.

	 

	When Millie saw Caleb the next day, she acted on her plan. “This has to stop.” She tried her best to keep her voice stern. “We gotta break up.”

	“What?” Caleb looked as shocked as if he was struck by lightning. “What the hell! You can’t be serious. We’ve been sweet on each other since kindergarten! Break up? We love each other. Why?”

	Millie swallowed, then cleared her throat. Her hand shot out to grip his arm, since he seemed poised to run and get outta Dodge or grab her right there in the hall and make a scene. She needed him to accept her hurtful words so she could keep him safe and alive. Her Pa had a temper and felt compelled by God to force his family to follow His teachings.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Caleb froze when Millie grabbed him. His fingers automatically balled into fists, itching to fight, but he held back with effort. But his body language obviously didn’t stop the dreadful words pouring from Millie’s mouth and not merely penetrating his heart but worse, piercing his very soul. Every word created a fresh, deep, bleeding wound, widening with each word she uttered.

	Millie continued. “We’re more like brother and sister, not true lovers. Surely you can see that for yourself. Admit it. We’re just tinkering around, experimenting like the newspaper advice column, Dear Abby, says. If this was true love, we’d be like elk in rutting season. We don’t cut it.”

	He turned and stared straight into her eyes, trying to read her mind. “Is that what you think last night—and all the other nights—were? Brother and sister? I’m right sure they don’t do what we did.”

	Millie shifted her weight and shook her head with sadness. “Didn’t you notice we never do more than pet? One of us always stops. True love doesn’t weigh the consequences like we do. If we were truly in love, nothing could stop us. But we... we stop on a dime. I want the whole kettle of fish. That zing the songs and books talk about.”

	“That’s fiction. Ain’t real. More than what? Sex? Of course, I noticed that we always stop. That’s the failsafe plan. We make a point to stop before things go too far. I thought we agreed on that—waiting until we were married to go all the way. Hell, I was saving myself for marriage. Our marriage. I thought you were, too.”

	Silently she nodded. “ I know, we said that... but—”

	“Sister, eh? Ha!” His self-control slipped into full-on anger. “I thought you felt the same way. You sure had me fooled.” He held his stance
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