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        A small Southern town wants to bring back the rigid rules of the confederacy, forcing Caroline to hide her twisted and complicated relationship with three hot white men as she tries to stop a small town conspiracy.

      

        

      
        Caroline doesn't want to choose between her career in politics or the three hot men who share her bed every night.

        She shouldn't have to choose...

        But right now, freedom is under threat.

      

        

      
        The older generation wants a return to the stars and bars and a fight against diversity.

      

        

      
        All interracial relationships could be illegal soon.

        Relationships with three white men and one black woman could be punishable by death.

      

        

      
        Caroline never meant to get involved in politics.

        Neither did Travis, Chase, or Bud.

      

        

      
        This was just supposed to be about heat between the sheets.

        But when loving someone of a different race leads to blood feuds, political assassinations and murder...

      

        

      
        Is it possible for love to survive?
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            TRAVIS MONTGOMERY, TOTAL HOTTIE

          

        

      

    

    
      Travis pulled a hairpin from Caroline’s head. Thick black curls draped down over her chest, covering her small, perky B-cup breasts. He’d parked his cop car beneath a magnolia tree a mile away from the town’s well. Here, it was quiet enough and isolated enough that no one would notice a dirty beat up police car parked beneath a tree with the windows up and the air conditioning blasting to stave off the summer heat.

      Caroline was naked, sweat pooling at her brow despite the air conditioning, and for the first time in weeks Travis was finally alone with her. He took his pale hand and pressed it to her sepia colored cheek, drawing her in for a kiss. Magnolias bloomed around this time of year and flurried to the ground like hail during a storm.

      Their pink and purple petals fell to the ground beneath the trees, littering every inch of the sidewalk and the earth with these sweet scented reminders of the springtime. Old Town breathed with life again, and the Southern winter was finally officially over.

      A fresh southern breeze blew across the town, past the white Evangelical Church and over the train tracks past the Black Baptist church where Caroline’s mother sang every Sunday. That woman could have been a star, people in Old Town said.

      Old Town was always going to be quintessentially American. Each house hung a large American flag, the stars and stripes floating in the breeze and marking Old Town as a home for true patriots. There would always be two sides to the town. Even as they sat intertwined in Travis’ car, both he and Caroline were painfully aware of the differences.

      There would always be the side with large houses, old antebellum mansions with their pillars and acres and acres of old plantation land. On that side of town, sometimes the flags hanging from balconies were decorated with the stars and bars instead of the stars and stripes. Southern pride, they said.

      Caroline knew different.

      Tufts of cotton floated on the breeze at the height of growing season, landing on the porches and cars of the townspeople. The train tracks would always be in the same place, cutting the town in two.

      On the other side of those train tracks, Old Town was different. There were no more columns or large swathes of land that stretched out for acres and acres. Small wooden houses were built not too far apart from each other and on the other side of the tracks, the houses centered around a deep well that had watered that half of the town for decades.

      That morning Caroline Coulson had twisted her long kinky black hair into a top bun. While the other girls in her office could get away with "messy buns”, Caroline did not share that privilege. Using stiff black hair pins, she pinned down every strand of hair lest she be accused of being unkempt. It was the first day since Buchanan’s inauguration as mayor, and the most important day Caroline would have in the office. The new administration would probably be making changes to the staff and getting rid of anyone unfriendly to Buchanan’s leadership.

      Caroline ate a small bowl of oatmeal her brother Caleb made her for breakfast that morning before meeting Travis, drowning out the noise of her family members, all of them crowded into their small house. Nobody noticed how quiet she was at breakfast. They were all busy and in a rush to get to work. Only Caleb seemed to notice. And he didn’t say anything until after he watched her put her bowl into the sink. Caleb chased after her and offered to walk Caroline to work.

      "Travis is already giving me a ride," She said to her brother, reassuring him that she would make it without his help, even if the factory was past the mayor’s office and they usually walked to work together.

      In the car, with Travis, Caroline began to regret not leaving with her brother that morning. Travis looked at her with that worried look in his eyes.

      "I hate when you look at me like that,” Caroline complained.

      Travis’ eyes as blue as a prairie sky softened. He leaned in and kissed her cheek, then her lips.

      "I can't help it, Caroline."

      "Find a way to help it. I wasn't worried about today before, but now I am with all your staring and ogling."

      Travis pulled her in for another kiss. His lips were soft and Caroline swore she could smell magnolias on his skin. His cropped blonde hair was just wet from a shower and he smelled like cinnamon and Axe deodorant. Caroline straddled his lap and ran her hands over his head and his neck, burned red from the strengthened sun on his morning run before work.

      She didn’t want him to stop kissing her but they had already wasted enough time. These morning romps had become their morning ritual of late. They were just old friends, going for a small drive in his car. That was how it started at least. Now, they kissed and kissing lead to other things. Caroline slipped into her clothing, hoping that her bun could be twisted into its former glory. Travis stuck the last hairpin in.

      "Before we leave, let's just have one more round," Travis suggested, his eyes wandering to her breasts as he helped her fix her hair one last time.

      Caroline succumbed easily to his suggestions. He kissed her and then pushed her back up against the seats. The door handle dug into the middle of her back, but Caroline didn’t care. Travis spread her legs wide and undid the zipper to his cop uniform, pulling his hardness out again. His member was large and thick, throbbing with anticipation before he even pressed the tip up against her silky dripping entrance.

      Even if this was their third round for the morning, heat never subsided between them. Travis thrust every inch between her legs with one stroke and Caroline moaned as she accepted his firm pulsing cock between her legs. He pinned her hands over her head, pressing them into the window. He plunged into Caroline deeply, making love to her in the back of his police car until she screamed in pleasure and the windows fogged up.

      Her toes, raised in the air, traced the fog on the window and pressed up against the back window, sliding across the condensation as Travis grunted while pounding her. It was a good thing no one really came to this part of town. Travis knew all the good spots — chalk it up to him being the starting quarterback at their high school and having plenty of girlfriends to take out into these abandoned fields.

      Once Caroline finished in a loud, euphoric climax, Travis erupted between her legs causing her to shake and tremble as his seed filled her slippery honeypot.

      Once they finished for the third time that morning, Caroline buttoned his shirt and help him tuck it in his starched blue pants. Travis Montgomery grinned. He loved their morning ritual. And Caroline? Well he had always loved her. Since they were teenagers, they had been best friends. When Caroline went to college, Travis was convinced that she would never come back. Now, he worried that Caroline was trapped in this town, like he was, and he regretted ever wishing that this smart brown-skinned beauty would return. Old Town didn’t deserve a woman like Caroline, Travis thought. He kissed her forehead again, unable to resist giving her one last nervous peck despite her warnings.

      "You're way too pensive in the morning. Lighten up. I'm already going to have a hellish day at work," Caroline complained, smacking Travis's shoulder with a teasing expression on her face.

      Travis grinned and rolled his eyes, countering her complaint with one of his own.

      “I’m going to have an even more hellish day.”

      “What, the Old Town hooligans going to egg another old lady’s house?”

      “You know what I mean, Caroline," he said.

      "Right. It's our dear mayor’s first day on the job."

      "Speaking of which, I had better get you to work. You button up that shirt,” he commanded.

      Caroline liked when he made demands like that. As a police officer, Travis was used to to telling people what to do. And since he became an officer, it was a welcome change. When they were kids, Caroline ran the show. It was nice that Travis grew up to be such a good leader. People really looked up to him — and not just because his daddy was sheriff Montgomery. Travis carved out his own respect in town.

      Caroline had an ulterior motive for asking him to drive her to work. It wasn’t just that their morning romps were some of the few things she still looked forward to. It wasn't just because Travis was smoking hot with a perfect toned body that he diligently maintained. It wasn’t even the fact that his sky blue eyes were filled with such soul, and that his Southern manners made her feel like all hope wasn’t lost.

      There was something else that she wanted from him today. It was almost hard to admit to herself that she needed anything from Travis. When Caroline first left for college, she was convinced that she didn't need anyone in this town, least of all Travis. Now, Caroline needed her old friend more than ever, especially since she had taken that job in politics hoping that she would be able to make a difference in Old Town.

      Travis drove Caroline from the black side of town, the only safe place they could meet and canoodle like that, across the train tracks to the center of town where the mayor's office stood with the imposing dominance of a castle in a feudal kingdom. To be a mayor of a town that small may not seem to be such a big deal to you or me. In towns like Old Town, the small town folks with the gumption for it find power and cling to it with the tenacity of despots in small foreign nations.

      Travis offered to stop at Dunkin' Donuts for coffee. Caroline declined. She'd been trying to quit coffee for sometime now with limited success. Travis stopped anyway and the smell was tempting enough that Caroline ordered a decaf. Travis was amused with her latest attempt at good health and he teased her about her “water coffee”. He noticed that Caroline didn’t seem to be her usual chipper self. She was still outspoken, true, but there was a faraway look in her eye, like she had something on her mind. It must be something going on at work. Ever since the mayor won the election, Caroline had been acting strangely.

      "Are you going to bother telling me what's on your mind or will I have to guess?"

      "I need your help, Travis,” Caroline confessed.

      "I know. That's why am driving you to work."

      "I need more than that. You know my opinions about Mayor Buchanan. It's a total mistake to let him assume power. We have to do something."

      "Buchanan won the election fair and square, Caroline. I don't know what you expect me to do.”

      “Ask your daddy for help,” Caroline insisted.

      Travis continued, ”Daddy helped Buchanan's campaign. He worked on it as sheriff! He's not going to help you prove the man cheated his way into office. I don’t think my daddy would be involved in a conspiracy this big, quite frankly.”

      “Well, I know that there has been wrongdoing and I'm going to prove it no matter what it takes."

      "Ever heard of the phrase you catch more flies with honey than with vinegar?"

      "I'm not trying to catch any flies. I'm trying to get rid of them,” Caroline replied stiffly.

      "You know what I mean Caroline. This town is old-fashioned. Traditional."

      "You mean it's segregated and racist?"

      "There you go again with that race stuff."

      "It's not a race stuff, Travis. It's my life. And Buchanan is going to make that life and the lives of other people like me way worse when he assumes power."

      "How can you know that for sure? All that stuff on the campaign was just him mouthing off. He’s a proud, old Southern family. You are judging him before getting to know him," Travis replied.

      Caroline's cheeks changed color to a deep mulberry, something Travis only recently started to notice. Caroline’s cheeks only changed color when she was upset. She had been struggling with this new job at the mayor’s office and Travis knew that. The past few weeks had only gotten worse as the inauguration date approached.

      From the moment Buchanan won the election, Caroline had it out for him. She believed that he cheated his way into office, but Travis couldn't tell if this were one of her liberal notions gone rogue or if there was actually something to it. She had proof, she said — skewed polling data and mysterious envelopes disappearing as the unbiased reviewers counted votes.

      Travis tried to reason with her at least, “If you want to make a real change in politics, you have to work from the inside, Caroline."

      Caroline didn’t answer him and scowled. Travis offered her an apologetic smile which did nothing to wipe the frown off Caroline’s face.

      Travis put on his hat and sunglasses before continuing, “Don’t be angry with me. You know I'm trying to help you."

      "If you were trying to help me, you would prove that Mayor Buchanan cheated his way into office."

      "Come on, Caroline. You can't ask me to do that. I took an oath. I'm a police officer."

      "I used to think that not all cops were gun toting idiots, but I'm starting to see that I was completely wrong," she snapped, knowing it would hurt him.

      Caroline got out of the cop car outside the mayors office and Travis knew that it would be foolish to follow her when she was that angry. She would have no problem making a scene and then of course he’d be standing there screaming at her in the middle of the street and people would see and then tongues would wag.

      As Travis said, the town was traditional and there was nothing traditional about the sheriff’s son getting involved with a brown-skinned girl from the wrong side of the tracks.

      “Have a good day at work!” Travis called to her.

      Caroline flipped him off and went inside, her perfect shape hugged in by her pencil skirt and her bun piled high on her head without a strand of hair out of place. Travis couldn’t stop staring at her slim waist, and her nice big butt. That woman really was something.
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      Caroline's face twisted into a perfect scowl as she stomped up the stairs to her office. The morning light on Travis’ tanned shoulder and the mischievous look in his eye as she kissed him and touched him in the back of his car could almost cause her to forget that he was a cop. Travis! A cop! The entire idea was unfathomable.

      As the star quarterback and valedictorian for his year — he was two years older than Caroline — he’d had so much potential. Caroline always thought he should have gone to college. His daddy gambled away his college fund and Travis kissed dreams of Ole Miss behind in favor of the police academy.

      Travis had no idea what he had done to upset Caroline as she walked away from him. If she had his help, that would at least have made things easier on her. Today would not be an easy day. Before Mayor Buchanan, Caroline had the notion that working at the mayors office would allow her this great grand opportunity to change politics in her town.

      She believed what Travis did at first. Caroline, through her work in the mayor’s office, got the well on the other side of the tracks cleaned up so the water that she and her family members drank was no longer toxic. Still, there were plenty of problems within her community and one of the biggest ones was that the factory in town refused to pay black workers the same amount as the white workers.

      Just when her department had been well on its way to some semblance of equality, an election year sidled over the hill. Caroline was so certain that Mayor Alexander would win another term that she’d never considered the impossible. Along came Mr. Buchanan with his landslide victory unheard of in Old Town’s entire history. Caroline was shocked and shaken. She suspected foul play but of course, she was the only one. Most people in the office were only mildly disappointed, if not outright gleeful.

      Caroline suspected that they didn't even mind Mayor Buchanan despite all the liberal notions many of them professed. Of course they didn’t want off the books segregation, but no one in her office lived on the “wrong side” of the tracks and none of them would let their kids date a black person. They just believed in equality, they didn’t do anything about it.

      None of the changes Mayor Buchanan made would affect them directly. It was her people she had to worry about, the people on the wrong side of the tracks who drank dirty water from a contaminated well for decades before Caroline stepped up and made it a priority.

      All the work Caroline had done would be completely unraveled by Mayor Buchanan. And Caroline couldn't have that. She took action that any normal principled person would take. There was no telling how her boss would react to what she had done. It was only a matter of time before everyone found out. Only a matter of time…

      Caroline organized her desk during her first hour at work. Then she replied to text messages from Chase Owens and Bud Landry, two more high school friends. Most of Caroline’s old girl friends had kids now and they cared about three things: Bibles, guns, and babies — none of these issues concerned Caroline as much as clean water for her people, fair pay for the factory workers and the future of all the people in Old Town, especially the black people.

      As the blondes and brunettes piled into the office, no one bothered to stop into Caroline’s office to see how she was doing. She emptied her cup of decaf in the bin and walked over to the coffee machine to strike up some casual conversation with Shiloh Reid and Loretta Calloway.

      As soon as Caroline entered the room, they stopped their conversation and plastered uncomfortable smiles across their faces. Loretta squeaked in a suspiciously high voice, “Hey Caroline.”

      “Hey, how was your weekend.”

      “Oh, it was okay.”

      “How’s Anna-Mae doing?”

      “Same old, same old.”

      “Great.”

      “Uh huh!”

      Shiloh finally chimed in, “Caroline, can I ask you a question?”

      “Yeah. Sure.”

      Caroline filled her “Girl Boss” mug with some coffee as she waited for Shiloh’s question.

      “Do you wash your hair?”

      “Huh?”

      “I heard a rumor that black people don’t wash their hair. Is that true?”

      “Shiloh!” Loretta hissed.

      “What? I want to know if it’s true or not. My daddy says that ni— black people don’t wash their hair.”

      “I do wash my hair. Thanks for asking.”

      Caroline’s jaw clenched. She hastened out of the room, a flush of anger rushing to her cheeks. She had to deal with “innocent” little inquiries like that at work all the time. First, it was folks saying she was so articulate, meanwhile she was one of three people in the office to have a degree! Then, there were comments on her hair, her body, her ass, and her skin tone. She had to field questions about whether she tanned, why her butt was so big and whether or not her hair was clean. The nerve!

      Caroline was sick of having to educate people. Most of them lived in the same town as black folks all their lives but they’d gone out of their way to be separate. Now, they acted as if Caroline owed them an explanation, as if she was the one who had chosen to be an outsider. Caroline hated that urge to feel as if she had to prove them wrong about her.

      Why did she have to be the representative for all black folks everywhere? Why couldn’t she just be Caroline Coulson?

      After her failed attempt at reaching out to her coworkers, Caroline braced herself for Mayor Buchanan’s arrival and the arrival of her department head, Augusta Abernathy. Caroline sighed and sipped her fresh cup of coffee. So much for quitting. A message from Chase popped up on her phone.

      
        
        Chase [image: hammer]: Hey, how’s work?

        Caroline:	Shitty. Ready to start the revolution.

        Chase [image: hammer]: Haha. Hope I can see you later.

        Caroline: After work drinks?

      

      

      Before Caroline could wait for Chase’s reply, the familiar sound of Augusta’s heels clicking across the linoleum sounded throughout the office. Caroline gulped another swig of coffee and smoothed her shirt, subconsciously checking her bun in anticipation of her boss’s arrival.

      Caroline could hear her boss getting closer. Augusta stopped Loretta and asked her to bring a copy of the building lease downstairs to accounting, then she asked if we were out of coffee. There was still plenty, Loretta said, and that bought Caroline some time as she waited patiently for her day to get a whole lot worse. Augusta stuck her head into Caroline’s office after filling up on coffee. Her Southern drawl filled the room with its sonorous depth.

      “Why hello sweet heart, how are you?”

      “Doing well, Mrs. Abernathy.”

      “That’s good to hear. Don’t forget to drop by my office this afternoon for that sweet tea recipe I promised.”

      “Yes, Mrs. Abernathy.”

      She winked and Caroline let out a sigh of relief. She hadn’t seen it yet then. Either she hadn’t seen the paper yet or somehow she was okay with what Caroline had done. Wishful thinking, Caroline.

      She tapped her worn heel anxiously against the ground and clicked open the New York Times to try to distract herself with an article about immigration in America. Caroline heard Augusta asking Shiloh to get the newspaper downstairs. Her minutes were numbered now. Caroline sighed, staring at the mustard yellow walls that had surrounded her since she started working in politics.

      The wall color hadn’t been changed in over forty years, much like everything else in the office. This isn’t where Caroline thought her career in politics would end up, and now she might have put an end to it before she even started. Maybe Travis was right and work was better done from the inside. But inside, the wallpaper was peeling, and standing up for the truth could put you at risk of getting fired.

      Caroline watched Shiloh walk past her office and called her name.

      “Shiloh, wait!”

      “Yes?”

      She raised an eyebrow as if to say ‘how dare you’ and tapped her heels in frustration in my doorway.

      “Are you going downstairs to get the paper?”

      “Yes.”

      “Before you do that… could you…um… could you help me fax this.”

      Caroline picked up a random piece of paper off her desk.

      “You want me to fax a letter from Crazy Eye Jim?”

      “Uhhh yes. I need to fax it to… The Standard.”

      Shiloh picked up the paper as if Jim’s conspiracy theories were contagious.

      “Sure. I’ll fax it over. But there’s a reason we call him Crazy Eye Jim. What could the paper want with this letter?”

      Caroline shrugged, desperate to look aloof, “No idea.”

      Shiloh took the letter to the fax machine and Caroline peered out of her office and snuck to the stairs so she could run down and get the paper first. She couldn’t keep Mrs. Abernathy’s eyes off of it forever, but Caroline figured she could at least stall. Before she made it down the steps, the office building cleaner Josefina stopped her. Caroline always made time to talk to her.

      “Why good morning Meez Coulson,” she said with her heavy, Puerto Rican accent.

      Caroline sighed and leaned against the railing. She couldn’t be rude to Josefina. Josefina made her this spicy soup when she was sick last winter that cleared her flu right up. Caroline grabbed her shoulders and hugged the portly Puerto Rican cleaner.

      “Good morning, Josefina, how are you?”

      “My back is hurting but you know, I thank God everyday for my life.”

      “How are the kids?”

      Caroline’s heart sank as Shiloh passed them on the stairs, on her way to grab the morning paper with her ponytail bouncing merrily behind her. Caroline missed her chance to get ahead of Mrs. Abernathy. Josefina noticed Caroline’s distracted gazing and she asked, “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah. Yeah, I’m okay.”

      “Miss Coulson, I know you have difficulties in this office but you are the only girl here who bothers to say hi to me. You may be the only one to know my name. Don’t worry if you don’t get along with these people. They are not good people.”

      How did Josefina always know what to say to cheer her up? Caroline thanked her, spoke about her kids for a second and snuck back upstairs to her office. She just reached the door when Mrs. Abernathy called, “CAROLINE!”

      Her shrill voice rung out throughout the office. Caroline held her breath hoping that she had misheard her. Then, Mrs. Abernathy called her name again and there was no mistaking the sound.

      Sheepishly, Caroline walked  through the door of her office and Mrs. Abernathy slammed the newspaper on the table, removing her reading glasses and scowling before she spoke.

      "Do you have an explanation for me?"

      Caroline couldn't bear to look directly at the headline. She knew what they wrote about the mayor, and knew that the so-called anonymous source would be easily traced back to her.

      “Mrs. Abernathy, you have to believe that I didn't do this on purpose."

      "Caroline, I've known you long enough to know that you aren't thrilled about Mayor Buchanan. But to do this… You leave me no choice."

      "Are you sure? I'm sorry. I'm really sorry this time. I took it too far and I realize that now."

      "You should have never leave this information first place. What were you thinking?”

      "I was thinking that nobody was going to do anything."

      "Nobody was going to do anything because you have no evidence of these claims."

      "It's obvious isn't it? The polls were never in his favor. All of a sudden he wins by a landslide.”

      "What you're suggesting is some kind of conspiracy theory and it's unfounded. Caroline, you've done a lot of great work around here but I have to wonder… Do you still want to work at the mayor’s office or are your politics going to keep getting in the way?”

      That was how it always was in the office. Either Caroline’s politics were getting in the way, or she was doing the bidding of everyone around her. Mayor Buchanan’s victory had turned everyone.

      Before, they were liberal and ready to be activists for the community. Now, they were content for Old Town to return to tradition — a tradition they’d claimed to want to change. Caroline balled her hands into fists and responded to her suggestion sternly.

      “Mrs. Abernathy, I don’t want to stop working here. I’ve made a real difference around here. I’m valuable to this office.”

      “Miss Coulson, my dear sweet doll, you and I both know this shift in power will be a big change for you. This newspaper article doesn’t inspire a lot of confidence that you can keep your head on your shoulders while working here.”

      “With all due respect Miss Abernathy, I believe I can keep my head on my shoulders. If I leave, there’s not another qualified person in Old Town who can do my job.”

      Her green eyes widened as she pursed her lips and sighed.

      “Well sweetheart, what do you think I ought to do? Word will get out that someone in the office leaked this story, and Mayor Buchanan will want to know who.”

      “You don’t have to tell him it’s me.”

      “I can’t lie to my boss, Caroline,” Mrs. Abernathy gasped, her hand rushing to the silver locket around her neck.

      “Can’t you edit the truth?”

      “It’s too late. You’ve already showed that you won’t be loyal to the office. How can I ask the other employees to trust you with classified information after this?”

      “Are you firing me, Augusta?”

      “Bless your heart, dear. I’m not firing you. We’re discussing the status of your employment. Like I said, the mayor will be expecting me to do something.”

      “By something, you mean firing me.”

      “Sweet heart…”

      “Fine, Mrs. Abernathy, I’ll go.”

      “Bless your heart dear, I’m sorry to hear that you’re quitting,” she said, much too quickly before standing up and wrapping Caroline in a hug that smelled like moth balls and Werther’s Original candy.

      Caroline’s arms hung limp. She pulled away from Augusta Abernathy and with head held high, walked out of her office. Loretta and Shiloh were waiting on the other side of the door and they pretended like they weren’t listening in.

      “Hi Caroline, is everything alright sweet heart?” Shiloh asked.

      Loretta kicked Shiloh and she squeaked, but didn’t pursue her line of questioning. Caroline walked past them with her head held high, fighting back tears. They’d heard all of it. They knew she was getting fired for what she’d done and despite Shiloh’s fake concern, Caroline could sense they were overjoyed.

      Travis warned her that all my attempts to make this town better would only stir resentment. Caroline didn’t want to believe him. She looked around at the mustard walls and an odd pang of sadness coursed through her. She’d always known getting fired was a possibility, but not so unceremoniously.

      Caroline thought we were all better than that. Loretta brought her an old box with a missing panel on the bottom, taped together by duct tape, grinning from ear to ear as she asked, “Do you want me to help you pack, darling?”

      “No. I’ve got this.”

      “Suit yourself.”

      Shiloh chimed in, “Caroline, I know the black church might be hiring an accountant. Maybe you’d like a job better on your people’s side of town.”

      Loretta nodded, her smile still plastered on her face.

      “Shiloh’s right, sweet heart. I mean, this job is kind of complicated.”

      Caroline slammed her box on the desk.

      “What’s wrong sweetheart?”

      “Stop. Calling. Me. Sweetheart.”

      “Bless her heart, I think you’ve offended her, Shiloh,” Loretta said, although it sounded more like a sneer to me.

      “I’m not offended,” Caroline grumbled, fitting a photo of her and Caleb into the box and stacking her Howard University paperweight on top of it.

      Shiloh reached into the box and grabbed the paperweight.

      “Howard University,” she said snickering as she placed it back in the box, “Where the hell is that?”

      “It’s a school for colored people,” Loretta said, “It ain’t very good, ain’t it?”

      “Please, keep my university’s name out of your mouth,” Caroline breathed.

      She’d be out of here soon and there was no need to take Loretta or Shiloh’s cruelty to heart anymore.

      “I’m sorry, what did you say Caroline?”

      “I said, don’t you talk bad about Howard University, thank you.”

      Shiloh shrugged, “I was just being accurate. I mean, it’s not a good school.”

      Caroline the handles of her box and tried to leave the office.

      “Uh uh, not so fast,” Loretta said, a smile on her face.

      “I’d like to leave, Loretta.”

      “You can’t leave,” Shiloh chimed in, “‘Cause we’ve heard a rumor and we don’t know if it’s true.”

      “Please, just move out of the way.”

      Loretta leaned in, her eyes glimmering with twisted delight as she asked, “Is it true you’ve slept with Travis and his friends — all of them at the same time?”

      “I asked if I could leave,” Caroline replied, raising her voice.

      Unfortunately, her attempts to be assertive only attracted the attention of other folks in the office, which hadn’t been her intention exactly. Two other girls gathered around, pretending not be listening and then Corbin peeked out of his office, peering behind his coke bottle glasses and watching the scene unfold.

      Shiloh and Caroline moved to block the door. Caroline dropped her box, her cheeks flushed a deep mulberry color.

      “We aren’t going to let you leave until you tell us the truth. Did you fornicate with them?”

      “I don’t believe it,” Loretta sneered, “Travis is much too smart to shack up with a girl from that side of the tracks.”

      “Loretta? Can I ask you something?” Caroline asked in a saccharine voice.

      “Sure thing, sweetheart.”

      “Why are you such a raging bitch?”

      Loretta gasped and Shiloh stepped in front of her, fists balled up.

      “What the hell did you just say to her?”

      “I asked why she was such a raging bitch. Do you have an answer?”

      “You watch your mouth you dirty little charity case!”

      Caroline heard Shiloh gathering the wad of spit in her mouth but by the time she opened her mouth to respond it was too late.

      Pthewww!

      The ball of spit flew out of Shiloh’s mouth and directly into Caroline’s as she opened her mouth to protest. Caroline spat the nasty wad of spit on the ground and screamed.

      “You bitch!”

      A rage unlike any other came over Caroline. She screamed and reached for the Howard paperweight. Caroline lobbed the heavy object at Loretta’s head. Loretta ducked. Caroline swung hard at Shiloh next.

      “You spat in my mouth you dirty little hoe!”

      Caroline grabbed her hair, yanked it out of Shiloh’s perfect, tight bun, crunching the hairspray as it unraveled and pushed her up against the wall, slapping her hard. Shiloh had brothers and she knew how to brawl better than any of them.

      She pushed Caroline off and kicked her in the shin, her heel causing a run in Caroline’s stockings that ripped them off her legs. Caroline screamed and Loretta grabbed her hair, pulling her down to the ground. It was two against one now.

      “Get off of me!”

      Shiloh dug her knees into Caroline’s chest and balled up her fists ready to punch Caroline in the mouth. Loretta pinned her arms down and Corbin finally yelled, “Someone call security!”

      Augusta Abernathy heard the commotion and came out of her office.

      “Mighty Jesus, what in heavens name is going on here!”

      She fanned herself but never told Loretta or Shiloh to stop. Shiloh punched Caroline in the face. Her jaw throbbed and she wrestled her way out of her ex-coworker’s grasp. As Caroline fought Loretta off, Shiloh grabbed her hair, ripping it out of its bun. Then she grabbed onto Caroline’s blazer and ripped the seams down her spine. Surrounded at all sides, Caroline’s attempts to stand up for herself quickly proved futile.

      Her heart fluttered with relief when building security approached.

      “Help! Help me!”

      The security guards walked straight up to her and linked arms beneath Caroline’s as her legs thrashed out in front of her.

      “Hey! Why are you holding me down! They attacked me.”

      “Be quiet, ma’am,” one guard said in a heavy, Southern drawl.

      Caroline thrashed again and the guards lifted her off the ground, dragging her out of the office without her box of things. Caroline could already hear the gossip before the security guards even set her on the ground outside. Tongues would wag about everything under the sun. The guards set her down outside and Caroline screamed at them, “What about my stuff upstairs?”

      Loretta and Shiloh emerged outside the mayor’s office holding Caroline’s box. They tipped it upside down onto the sidewalk and dropped it outside.

      “Oops,” Shiloh taunted with a smirk on her face.

      “Good luck finding a job, sweetheart,” Loretta called.

      They laughed and turned around, entering the Mayor’s office. Humiliated, Caroline got on all fours and picked up her pictures, documents and paperweight, stuffing whatever she could in a haphazard pile in her box. The new mayor’s car pulled into the lot as she finished packing her box. Buchanan exited his car, dressed in a white suit with his silvery blond hair slicked back with gel. He puffed his chest and stepped over her possessions, entering the office without acknowledging the fact that she was on the ground.

      Caroline picked everything up and stared up at the large columns and giant oak double doors. Fired. She’d been fired and Travis would probably only say “I told you so”.
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      The Old Town Whiskey Plant was on the white side of town, two miles away from the mayor’s office. From the mayor’s office, you could see the pillars of steam and smoke rising from the stacks. Bud and Chase both worked at the factory and since they’d moved to the day shift for the week, Caroline could go see them during lunch.

      Now that I have no job, she thought morosely, I have plenty of time to see Bud and Chase in the middle of the day for lunch. It was a mediocre consolation prize.

      Caroline hated being on this side of town when she didn’t have to work. She’d lived here for most of her life, except the years she’d gone to college, and she still didn’t feel at home on Bud, Chase and Travis’ side of the tracks.

      Caroline walked down the street from the mayor’s office into the residential area. The Buchanan’s lived in an old white plantation house and hanging from the flagpole was a large confederate flag flapping ostentatiously in the breeze, a proud declaration of Buchanan’s slave-owning heritage. Caroline shuddered as she walked past the new mayor’s house.

      Rich and poor white folks alike lived on this side of town. That’s how Bud and Chase came to live so close to the mayor. Their parents had as much money as Caroline’s — maybe less. But they were allowed to buy on this side of town. Caroline’s parents would have never been permitted the same privileges.

      Caroline remembered admiring their homes when she was a little girl and didn’t know any better. Back then, she was so easily impressed by their towering houses. She always used to wonder why nobody on their side of town could have a big house like Sheriff Montgomery or Mr. Buchanan, who at the time had only been a small business owner, and not the mayor.

      Now that Caroline was older, she no longer admired towering antebellum houses. She wasn’t envious of these people, she was angry.

      As Caroline stared at the Buchanan house, paying not one lick of attention to where she was resting her feet, she tripped on the raised part of the sidewalk and her box flew through the air as she screamed and landed knees first on the pavement. Her Howard paperweight rolled into the street, underneath one of the cars parked street side. Caroline got up, dusted off her pants and winced. Her knee hurt badly. She leaned against the giant magnolia tree whose roots had pushed up the sidewalk and caused her to trip. Caroline exhaled sharply, catching her breath as pain surged through her knee. Then a loud screeching sounded near her ear.

      Caroline screamed and pulled away from the tree as she noticed the giant cicada sitting on the trunk, buzzing merrily in her ear. Her surprise knocked her over again and this time, Caroline landed on her butt. A gust of wind blew most of her papers out of the box and she scrambled to her feet, racing after what she could. It was too late for most of the papers and Caroline couldn’t even get her hands on the paperweight that rolled beneath the car. She raced for the box. There was still about a mile and a half to go until she got to the factory and without a car, Caroline would have to trek down there carrying her stupid half-broken box.

      As she passed the library, the houses started getting smaller, and smaller. Caroline passed the Owens house, where Chase, his brother Zachariah and their family lived for three decades. Mrs. Owens was home, working in the kitchen with her auburn hair in a right mess around her head. Caroline’s box gave way about 3/4 of a mile away from the factory. The bottom split and everything from her desk fell into the street.

      “Damn!” She hissed.

      There was nothing she could do about the box or her possessions. Caroline let out a defeated shriek. Her possessions were strewn everywhere and there was nothing she could do about it. Racing after the remaining papers and letters from constituents wouldn't help. Pleading with God for mercy wouldn't help either.

      Caroline slumped her shoulders and continued her walk towards the factory. As she got closer, the smell of toxic waste filled Caroline’s nostrils. Old liquor, worn leather, and chemical exhaust filled the air. The boss met Caroline at the entrance and hollered over the sound of machinery in the back.

      “CAN I GET YOUR NAME AND ID MISS?”

      “Miss Coulson.”

      “AH! ARE YOU HERE TO SEE CALEB COULSON?”

      “Not today, I’m here to see Bud Landry.”

      “Bud Landry? I’ll go look for him.”

      When the boss heard Caroline's name, his attitude changed. His face turned into a downright scowl when she said that she was looking for Bud. He wasn't as friendly and helpful anymore. He wandered off to the back of the factory and Caroline could hear him yelling nondescript words followed by Bud Landry’s name.

      The boss returned to the front desk and informed Caroline that Bud was out back having a cigarette. Caroline thanked him and wandered around the back of the factory. She heard Chase’s distinct laugh first, and as she rounded the corner, both boys were leaning up against the corrugated metal walls of the plant. Caroline hadn’t expected to see both of them together, but it was just as well that she did.

      “How you doing sweet cheeks?” Bud called, with his low, Southern drawl.

      Bud was the biggest of the boys. He was 6’3” tall with thick brown hair that he always wore down to his shoulders because he was too lazy to get it cut. Bud had a big linebacker’s body that was surprisingly toned. In high school, they’d called him “Beefy Bud”.

      Buds’s work boots were covered in mud and he wore camel colored Carhartt pants, a stained white t-shirt and a Carhartt jacket. He flicked his cigarette butt into the mud and stomped it out. Chase still had half of his cigarette to go. Caroline coughed and gave him a stern look as she approached.

      “What are you doing here?” Chase followed. His hair was a light mousy brown color, and it was cropped short. Chase’s eyes were cornflower blue. Chase had a big beard for a country boy that was a copper color on account of his Irish grandma.

      “I got fired today. Travis was right. I shouldn’t have stuck my nose where it didn’t belong.”

      “Whaddyou mean they fired you?” Bud said, slow and lumbering as he scratched his head, “You done went to college and everything.”

      Chase widened his stance, adjusting his cowboy hat and flicking his cigarette out.

      “C’mon over here and give Chase some sugar,” he said, widening his arms for Caroline to give him a hug.

      She was reluctant at first, but resisting Chase was pointless. He’d only tease her and tickle her and get her in a hug anyway. He’d wipe the frown off her face like he always did. Caroline nuzzled into Chase’s embrace and buried her head in his chest so his beard prickled against her forehead.

      “Why I oughta punch the bastard who fired you,” Bud threatened, “Now tell me who it is.”

      “It’s Mrs. Abernathy!” Caroline said, “You can’t punch her.”

      Chase glared at Bud and shook his head. Bud loosened his fists and sighed.

      “Fine. If I can’t punch Abernathy, then I oughta get somebody.”

      Caroline pulled away from Chase and before she could move and inch, Bud yanked her over, lifting her as if she were weightless and setting her on the ground after giving her a big old Bud Landry squeeze. When he set her down, Caroline pressed her fingers against Bud’s chest.

      “No, no, no. Don’t punch anybody. It’s my fault. I spoke to the paper and Mrs. Abernathy saw today’s headline.”

      Chase’s eyes widened, matching the sky so perfectly, as his cheeks turned scarlet.

      “Does Travis know what happened?”

      “I tried to warn him this morning but he didn’t listen.”

      “Jesus Christ, Caroline. He’s going to be madder than a wet hen when he hears it.”

      “I know. I know. I’m an idiot.”

      “Wait what does the paper say?” Bud asked, scratching his head again, his cheeks turning as red as his neck.

      Chase and Caroline exchanged awkward glances. Bud couldn’t read. He’d left high school after freshman year to work at the factory and help his daddy on the farm and if he’d ever known how to read before, he’d forgotten.

      “I told The Old Town Standard that there was reason to believe Buchanan bought his vote and I shared poll statistics that our office was never supposed to release.”

      “You really think that bastard won from cheating?” Bud asked, leaning in curiously.

      “Yes, I do. I know it in my heart, Bud.”

      “Well you was doing the right thing.”

      He yanked Caroline in for another one armed hug that nearly squeezed the life out of her.

      “Thanks, Bud.”

      “I don’t want to talk about getting fired anymore. When Travis finds out, it’s going to be a shit show.”

      Chase pressed his hand to Caroline’s shoulder and a shiver traveled down her spine.

      “That’s fine.”

      “Oh… There’s one last thing I guess,” Caroline said reluctantly.

      “What is it?”

      “Something Loretta and Shiloh said.”

      “Did those uppity princesses say anything to you?” Bud asked, his hands balling into fists again.

      “No… I mean… Yes. But don’t you get me in any more trouble than I’m already in,” Caroline replied.

      “Oh, I’m going to lose my temper,” Bud growled through gritted teeth.

      “Calm down, Bud,” Chase replied, calming down his oldest friend, “What exactly did they say to rile you up?”

      “They asked if all four of us had done it — you, me, Bud and Travis.”

      Chase and Bud exchanged worried glances.

      “What did you say to ‘em?” Bud asked, turning brighter red than before.

      “I didn’t say anything, I’m not stupid!”

      “We shouldn’t listen to rumors around town,” Chase mumbled.

      “I agree, we shouldn’t,” Caroline whispered, “But… did either of you tell her.”

      “No!” Bud and Chase answered together.

      “Cross your heart?”

      “Cross my heart,” they replied in unison.

      Caroline released a sigh of relief and relaxed the tension in her shoulders.

      “Nobody knows.”

      “Unless Travis talked,” Bud suggested.

      “Travis is more likely than any of us to keep it quiet,” Chase defended his absent friend.

      “We have to be careful from now on,” Caroline insisted, “I took a risk and now I’m pretty sure I’m on the mayor’s black list.”

      “We wouldn’t want anyone using this against you, or Travis. Got it,” Chase replied.

      “If they don’t keep quiet, I’ll deal with them.”

      “Right. Well, what’s new? I don’t want to keep talking about this,” Caroline sighed, exasperated from her awful day at work.

      “Can’t talk for much longer, sweet cheeks. We gotta get back to work.”

      “How’s the union coming along?”

      “We’re making progress,” Chase said.

      “I wish you boys luck. I’d better go back home and tell my family we’ll be eating grits and sugar every night for the rest of the year.”

      “Caleb’s still got this gig, don’t worry, Caroline. Everything will be okay.”

      Caroline wished she could believe Chase. She said goodbye to the boys and agreed to meet them after the factory shift and after Travis got off work — around 8 p.m.  Caroline walked home, remembering what happened the last time the four of them got together.

      The experience had been wonderful, terrifying, shocking… and had changed the way she thought about the three men entirely. They’d become her boys then… her redneck alphas…
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      Chase and Bud watched Caroline as she disappeared out of sight, her hair falling out of its bun and draping down her back in a mess of thick black curls.

      “That girl’s got gumption,” Bud declared.

      “Does your dumb ass even know what that means?” Chase teased.

      Bud punched him in the shoulder and Chase pretended it didn’t hurt. Bud’s hands were the size of a trashcan lid, thick and callused from chopping wood since he was big enough to hold an axe up.

      “I know what it means,” Bud insisted, “She’s also the prettiest girl I’ve ever seen.”

      “I reckon you’re right about that. C’mon let’s get on the floor before the Boss pitches a fit.”

      Bud and Chase walked back onto the factory floor. Earplugs. Safety glasses. Gloves. Then they got to work lifting, sanding, pushing buttons, moving bottles, hammering open old oak casks of whiskey and doing whatever it was the boss needed from them until their shifts were over.

      It was always dark by the time the day shift ended. The night shift came through, skinnier and more doped up than the day shift. These days, around half the workers had track marks on their arms and more than half of those didn’t bother cleaning up the blood that spilled out when they missed a vein. Old Town hadn’t always been that way and Chase wasn’t happy with the way it was now.

      He wasn’t the type of guy to like stuffy office politics though. Chase organized from the ground up and in the factory, he was fixing to organize a union of workers — the first union that allowed both black and white folks to join.

      Bud was the union’s first member and even if he couldn’t read and his understanding of politics wasn’t too good, Chase thought Bud was a great member to have since everybody liked Bud Landry, and the guy had a heart of gold anyway. He’d defend those he loved with his life — including Caroline, who all of them loved, especially Chase.

      She was the one who’d given him the courage to learn about organizing the community, activism and working class power. Chase didn’t realize that he wasn’t doomed to repeat the life his daddy had until Caroline. Part of why he was doing all of this organizing and union making was for her.

      After work, Bud went home to help his daddy on the farm for a couple of hours and Chase drove from the factory to the station where Travis sat down doing paperwork at his desk.

      “Officer Montgomery!” Chase boomed, “May I talk to you for a second.”

      Travis rose, a smile plastered on his face, his blond hair still neat and slicked back from the morning. The old friends hugged each other and Travis ushered Chase into the back room. The sheriff was out on duty and Travis used his father’s office when there were conversations he wished to keep private. Considering what happened the last time he saw Chase, Travis sensed privacy would be important, and he was right.

      “What brings you over here so late? I thought we weren’t meeting ’til 8.”

      “It’s about Caroline.”

      “What’s she gone and done.”

      “Nothing… nothing… Only, she got fired today.”

      Chase hoped to mitigate Travis’ reaction. If he got too upset, he’d tell Travis to cool it and spare Caroline his reaction. Travis didn’t understand their need to always be stirring up trouble in Old Town.

      “Fired?! Did she go ahead and do what I specifically asked her not to do?”

      “I know you’re mad at her, but it ain’t her fault completely.”

      “It’s Caroline. Of course it was her fault. She can’t just leave well enough alone,” Travis uttered in frustration.

      Heat rose to Chase’s cheeks.

      “Hey, watch the way you talk about her.”

      “Sorry. Sorry, I’m just frustrated. I know how much that job meant to her.”

      “She asked for our help,” Chase pointed out, “and we didn’t give it to her.”

      Chase was surprised he was the even-keeled one in this conversation. Usually, he left that up to Travis. Chase was the firecracker; Travis was a soothing campfire. Travis sat on his father’s desk and tapped his fingers against a stack of papers.

      “She’s going to get us into trouble, isn’t she?”

      “Ain’t she worth it though?” Chase replied with a grin.

      Both men thought of the last time all four of them had been together. They thought of Caroline, naked, shared amongst the four of them, heaving and moaning in the throes of pleasure as they caressed her skin, touched her cheek and kissed her as they made love in a filthy, twisted pretzel of passion.

      “Damn right, she’s worth it,” Chase replied, a grin spreading across his face.

      “We’ve got to think of a way to help her out, okay? Whatever she asks,” Chase insisted, noticing that Travis had gone off into his own world again.

      “What if we can’t give her what she wants? You ever consider that?”

      “Nonsense.”

      “I’m serious Chase. Caroline likes to stir the pot. She could piss off someone dangerous in this town and then what? Do you really think the three of us can protect her if she gets on the wrong side of Tommy Lee Buchanan?”

      “We have to protect her,” Chase insisted, getting closer to Travis and staring his friend right in the eyes.

      Chase could get frustrated with Travis’ obsession with playing by the rules. He could look injustice square in the face and he’d still have that reasonable, calm look on his face. Chase thought Travis might be suited to be president one day — if he could ever get to college.

      Travis would always rub his chin and run his hands through that golden blond hair of his and he’d say something infuriatingly rational and pragmatic. Chase was a firestorm compared to Travis, who was an immovable wall of both strong morals and aggravating conformity.

      “I’m not saying I won’t protect her,” Travis answered, stewing in frustration of his own with Chase’s insinuation that he cared about Caroline any less than he did, “I’m simply saying that not everything that happens is in our control.”

      “You know Caroline, she won’t let this go. So what do you say?”

      “Fine. I’ll do what I can to help. Whatever she wants.”

      “Good. Thank you.”

      “Why didn’t Bud come with you?”

      “He’s getting drinks and smokes for tonight.”

      “8 p.m. right?”

      “Yes,” Chase replied with a nod, “8 p.m.”

      If there was one time Travis could break out of that rigid cop brain of his and actually unwind for a second, it was when it came to Caroline and the dangerous game the four of them had just started playing. At least Chase could be reasonably certain that Travis wouldn’t mess things up for them tonight. Caroline could just as easily close herself off to the whole arrangement if she thought they weren’t on her side.

      Sweet Caroline…

      Chase tipped his had to Travis and left him at the station. He drove over to Mr. Landry’s plot of land, two miles past the factory. Bud Landry’s father owned a lot of land which he would have farmed better if he hadn’t fallen prey to the pills like half the fathers in town. He could still work at least, but he was behind in maintaining some of his land, including the place where the four of them met.

      Chase pulled out his flashlight and trekked across the field to the large barn which all the farmers would be repairing later in the summer. Chase pulled the barn door open and the scent of hay, dust and mulch filled his nostrils.

      “Hello? Bud?”

      “I’m up here!”

      Bud raised the lights in the barn even higher. He sat up on the barn loft, a lit cigarette between his lips as his feet dangled off the ledge.

      “You talked to Travis?”

      “Yes, I did.”

      “Is he gonna help?”

      “He says we’ll do whatever Caroline wants.”

      “You reckon she’ll ask for much?” Bud asked.

      “Naw, knowing Caroline, it won’t be much.”

      “I brought beer and blankets,” Bud chimed excitedly.

      “Get down here you big bastard and we’ll sort it all out. I want it to look nice for when Caroline gets here.”

      “This barn ain’t exactly the Motel 6,” Bud commented.

      He jumped down from the loft, landing on both his feet with a loud thud that shook the floorboards.

      “It ain’t the Motel 6 but we can do our best to make it pretty.”

      Bud directed Chase toward the blankets and he pulled out the old Apache blankets, rolling them out so they covered the floor. Bud lit two kerosene lamps since the generator could only sustain an hour or so of light before everything would go dark again.

      “Hand me one of those beers.”

      Bud handed Chase a beer and cracked one open for himself.

      “Goddamn, it’ll be good to unwind tonight.”

      “Caroline might not be up for it,” Bud pointed out, “You know women. If she ain’t happy, we ain’t getting laid.”

      Chase chuckled, “You really think Caroline is like other women after last week? Shit. She’s special.”

      “Yeah. She’s special. You think one day she’s gonna choose one of us?” Bud asked.

      “Not unless we make her.”

      “You don’t think any of us would do that, right?”

      “I think we’ve made it perfectly clear we’re okay with sharing,” Chase replied, patting Bud on the back.

      “Now don’t you worry,” Chase added.

      Travis showed up at the barn next. He hadn’t changed out of his uniform and he was overdressed compared to Bud and Chase who wore their clothes from the factory — muddied boots, Carhartt pants and plain white t-shirts. Bud’s neck was scarlet from his evening work in the sun with his daddy.

      “You boys getting started drinking without me? I ought to put you under arrest.”

      “Heyyy! Travis! Come over here and join us,” Bud slurred.

      He could handle his liquor better than most but it hit him quicker than most too. With flushed cheeks, he
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