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      The bus hits a pothole, and I jerk awake.  I can’t believe I fell asleep on a two-hour bus ride, but I’d been exhausted.  The sign says Whiskey Run, and I smile at the quaint looking town.  It looks like the bus is going to drop us off right in the middle of downtown.

      The driver stops, and I get up, waiting for the others to get up too, but then discover that I’m the only one getting off at this stop. Maybe I should have picked Jasper. It was the same amount of money, but I liked the name of this town better.  Obviously, my instincts are not very good if a busload of around forty people are going to Jasper instead of Whiskey Run.  I grab my bag, thank the bus driver, and take a step off the bus.  There’s another sign in front of me, and I almost get right back on the bus. It says Whiskey Run, Home of Blaze Whiskey.  Picking the town that makes my father’s favorite whiskey is definitely a bad omen. But before I can change my mind, the doors shut behind me, and the bus takes off.

      I don’t have any money and don’t know what I’m going to do.  I’ve never had a cell phone, and I left most of my things behind except grabbing a few changes of clothes and my toothbrush. All I know is I need a shower and would love some food, but the first item of business is to find a job.

      I walk toward the center of town and stop to stare up at the Sugar Glaze Bakery sign. I do know how to bake so maybe, just maybe, they could be hiring.

      I inhale deeply as I walk in, and my stomach grumbles at the same time.  The woman behind the counter smiles real big at me, and I automatically smile back. “Hi. Uh, my name is uh, Heather. Can you tell me if you’re hiring?”  The fake name sort of just comes out.  I may have the police looking for me and if I use my real name, they’re going to find me fast.  I obviously didn’t think this through though.  How the heck am I going to get a job with a fake name?

      “I’m sorry, sweetie. We’re not hiring.”

      I smile and thank her.  I turn to walk out the door and she stops me. “Try over at Red’s Diner. They may be hiring.  Ask for Violet.”

      “Great. Thank you so much.”

      I walk down the sidewalk and spot the diner.  It’s a decent size restaurant and looks to be busy.  All I can do is hope and pray they’re hiring.

      I swing open the door, and the bells above the door ring.  It seems like everyone in the restaurant turns to look, and I barely stop myself from running back out the door.

      “Have a seat anywhere you can find one,” a woman at the counter hollers at me.

      I walk up to her.  “Excuse me, are you Violet?”

      She looks at me as if she’s trying to place me.  I could tell her to give up, there’s no way she knows me. I’ve never been out of Mutton Hollow before. I’ve definitely never been to Whiskey Run. “Yeah, I’m Violet.”

      “Hi. I’m Heather Bates.  I went to the Sugar Glaze Bakery to apply for a job but they weren’t hiring. They suggested I come here.”

      She’s about to tell me no. I can feel it, heck, I can see it in the downturn of her face. “Well, Heather, it’s nice to meet you. Have a seat. What can I get you to eat?”

      I look at a woman’s plate down the counter from me. I can almost feel my mouth watering. It pains me to say it, but I do it anyway. “Oh, I’m not going to eat.”

      But Violet doesn’t seem to like my answer.  “I’ll be running around, and it will actually make me feel less guilty during our talk if you are eating than just sitting here waiting on me.  What about a burger and fries?” Before I can even answer her, she asks another question. “You want everything on it?”

      I stare back at her, unsure of what to do, but my goodness a hamburger sounds good right now. “Uh, no onion.”

      “I got it.  And a milkshake too?  You like strawberry?” she asks as she writes it all down on the pad in her hand.

      I nod, and she walks away to put the order in. “I’ll be right back,” she says over her shoulder.

      I look around the restaurant.  I haven’t been in one since I was sixteen, and it doesn’t seem like things have changed a lot.  I look around at the people all laughing and talking.  Scanning the room, I stop on a man that is eating by himself just a few booths away.  He’s handsome. Probably the most handsome man I’ve ever seen. Mid-thirties and I’m assuming a cowboy by the hat he’s got on the seat next to him.  I raise my eyes from the brown Stetson, wanting to get just another look and my eyes find that the owner of the Stetson is staring back at me. His eyes are a light blue, but they seem to darken as he stares back at me.  I slam my mouth shut when I realize it’s hanging open and turn real quick to stare at the plastic mat in front of me.  I pick up the napkin and start tearing it into tiny pieces—anything to keep myself from looking at him again.

      Eventually, Violet joins me.  “So what are you doing in Whiskey Run?”

      Honest. I need to be honest with her, well as much as I can be. “I’m looking for somewhere... to live.  I needed to move, and I ended up here.”

      “What kind of experience do you have?”

      I shake my head. “Not any. I wasn’t allowed... I never had a job before, but I’m a fast learner and a hard worker.”

      The man from the booth gets up and puts the hat on his head. I can see him without even turning my head, but I try to keep my eyes trained on Violet.  I can’t help but wonder if he’s heard our conversation.  I chance a look at him and right then, I know he has. There’s definitely pity on his face. And I hate pity.
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      I came into town because I’m sick of my own cooking.  I burn toast and everything else.  Well, I am over it. I needed something besides butter noodles, especially since the last time I made those I burned them. I swear I can still smell them in my house.

      I’m eating the apple cinnamon Blaze cake that Red’s Diner is famous for when the woman comes in.  She’s definitely not from around here.  I’ve never seen her, but how I know for sure she’s new is that everyone in their booths turn to look at her and not one person says hi.  In Whiskey Run, everyone sort of knows everyone, so she’s definitely an outsider.

      She’s nervous, and even though she looks clean, she’s still rumpled.  Her jeans are short, like maybe at one time they fit her, but not really now.  She’s beautiful in a sweet kind of way.  She’s small, probably doesn’t even come up to my chest.  And she’s young. Really young from the looks of her.  But of everything, it’s her eyes that capture me. She has the most defeated look on her face.  I want to look away, but I can’t.  I listen to what she and Violet are talking about and find out she’s needing a job.  I’m not worried. I know Violet Jennings.  She takes in everyone and everything and does anything for this town.  There’s no way she’ll turn down the woman, not when it’s so obvious how much she needs the help.  I walk up to the counter and I’m captivated by the woman. It’s like I can’t take my eyes off her.  She’s pretty, and just one look at her brings out every protective bone in my body.

      I do my best to ignore the woman sitting at the counter.  I hand my card to Violet. She’s looking between me and the woman, and I know I should be worried by the look she’s giving me.  “How you doing tonight, Brett?”

      “Good,” I grunt, thinking the faster I get out of here, the better off I’ll be.  But when I make the rough sound, the woman jerks and wraps her arms around her middle.

      I frown as I look at her. Oh hell no. She’s scared too.

      “Hey, Brett,” Violet starts. I drag my gaze from the woman and look at her.  “Are you still hiring for a housekeeper and a cook out at the ranch?”

      I shake my head side to side quickly. I know exactly where she’s going with this, and I don’t want any part of it.  “I never was hiring.”

      But in true Violet nature, my negative response doesn’t even stop her. “Well, I can just imagine how long it’s been since it’s been cleaned.”

      “I clean it.” I shrug.

      “You’re a rancher. You don’t have time for that.  Well, my friend here is new in town and she needs a job.  Unfortunately, I don’t have any openings, but I talked to her and I think she would be perfect for what you’re needing.”

      I’m about to tell her no, just as the woman in question jumps up. “I can’t... I can’t go to his ranch.”

      I watch her closely.  She really is scared.  I clench my fists at my side, wondering who in the world has hurt her and where the asshole may be right now. “What’s wrong with my ranch?”

      The woman blushes prettily. “Nothing. I’m sure it’s a fine ranch.”

      I snort. “It’s not. It’s falling down around me. But you’d have food and shelter. You would just have to cook for me and two other guys. Maybe clean a little bit.  I won’t be able to pay you a lot, but you’ll get room and board too.  And you’ll be safe. No one will bother you there.”

      The woman was shaking her head, ready to say no the whole time I was talking—until I said the word safe.  It’s then she stopped shaking her head.

      “But I don’t know you,” she half whispers.

      Violet jumps in, and it’s almost like I forgot she was even standing there. “I can vouch for him. He’s sort of grumpy, but he’s a good guy. He wouldn’t hurt a fly.”

      She seems to be weighing her options. She pulls her shoulders back and lifts her chin.  “I don’t know how else to say it, but I have to ask. Have you ever hit a woman?”

      I jerk back, this time fully offended. “Fuck no. I’d never raise my hand to a woman, and I’d never let it happen around me either.  I promise if you come work for me, you won’t have to worry about that.”

      Eddie the cook walks up beside Violet and hands her a to-go bag and a Styrofoam cup.  She hands them both to Heather. “Here you go, honey.  Have Brett bring you to come see me the next time he’s in town.”

      The woman looks at the food in her hands, up at me, and then at Violet. “How’d you know I’d need it to go?”

      Violet just shrugs her shoulders, but I catch her knowing look.  “I wasn’t positive, but I was pretty sure.”

      She thinks she’s matchmaking again.  She’s been known around these parts to set a couple up before, but she’s definitely lost on this one.  I’ll help the woman out and give her a job, but that’s it.

      “All right, you ready... I don’t even know your name.”

      She looks up at me. “My name is Emma... Uh, Heather.”

      I’m confused, but I just nod.  “All right, let’s go grab your stuff. See you, Violet.”
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