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Mama would never let her play so deep in the woods. That was what Kaylee Farmer thought as she poked her way through the bramble patch. She hopped over fallen logs and splashed in the puddles left from the storms the night before. She laughed as a frog croaked and jumped away from her. Another stomp from her pink rain boots sent a water geyser into the air. 

Mama would surely be mad if she knew Kaylee was out playing in the woods instead of doing her homework. But Mama had to cover another girl’s shift at the grocery store, and Lord knew they needed the money. So Mama gave Karlee a kiss and made her promise to be good. Then she rushed out the door and let out a whoop when the old Toyota came to life. They didn’t have the money to get the transmission looked at, so every time Mama started it up, it was a gamble.  Kaylee waved to her as she pulled out of the drive.

Kaylee turned on the television to watch cartoons. When the screen came on, a no signal message appeared. She tried clicking on a few other stations to no avail. Just as she feared, Mama had forgotten to pay the cable bill. She forgot, not that it was cut off. At least, that is what Mama would tell Kaylee. 

That also meant the internet was out, so she couldn’t watch anything or play computer games. She was used to this life by now. With her father gone, Mama was on her own, making ends meet. Kaylee knew better to complain, as it would only make Mama sadder than she already was. Once she got older and could work, she would help Mama out. 

Kaylee decided to try and do some of her homework. While her computer would be helpful, she could at least use the textbook. Mama would be happy with that. Then, if she got it all done, Mama would take her out for dinner at the Dairy Queen since she had nothing to entertain herself with all day.

She opened her backpack and took out the math homework from Mrs. Redbloom’s class. They were working on fractions in class, and Kaylee found that the answers came quickly to her. With Mama being a cashier, she had been able to help Kaylee with all kinds of math work. She was one of the better students in class, which made her proud. Fifteen minutes later, she was satisfied with her work and placed the completed sheet in her folder.

She then took out her science book and read about the ecosystem. The section of the chapter she was supposed to read about was about different plant life in the woods of North America. Her body shivered slightly at the thought, and she turned her attention back to the textbook. Kaylee peered out the kitchen window at the woods in her backyard. She could see the various pawpaws, pine, and oak trees. There were dense shrubs that she knew hid all kinds of creepy-crawly creatures. Spiders, snakes, beetles, and lizards lurked around and ate each other.

After Kaylee finished reading the section and answering the questions on the assignment, she moved on to her favorite subject.

In her history class, Mr. Barker was teaching the class about the Lewis and Clark Expedition. Mr. Barker told them about how the Corps of Discovery had one of the first legs of the journey a few miles away in Louisville. William Clark’s brother George was the city's founder, and the expedition connected to her home, which Kaylee found fascinating. She wished there were still things to discover out in the woods, but she knew everything had already been put on the map. If only she had been born a few hundred years earlier, she could have been the first great woman explorer.

In her textbook, Kaylee read about the brave adventurers crossing the mighty Mississippi River and entering unexplored territory. She imagined she was with them, the thrill of a great adventure and the fear the men must have felt on the unknown trail. She wished she could leave her house and go on her own grand adventure. 

Her mind drifted to the woods again. She closed the book, walked to the back window, and stared into the lush green wilderness. It had rained the night before, the rain-soaked wood was darkened, and the green leaves were more vivid. Kaylee felt a longing in her chest. Her homework was mainly done, and she had nothing else to do. She decided she could reward herself with some adventure in the woods. She looked at the clock and knew Mama would not return for several more hours. Kaylee could do a little exploring of her own and take pictures on her phone to show her science teacher the woods in her yard. Once the internet was back up, she could make a slideshow for her project.

She knew Mama would probably not be happy, but Kaylee was almost eleven years old enough to go to the woods alone. If she got turned around, she would just need to follow her GPS to find her way home. Plus, she would have her phone with her. She would just have to ensure not to burn up too much data, or Mama would know when she saw the cell phone bill.

Kaylee changed out of her pajamas into a hooded sweatshirt and jeans. She tucked her blonde hair under a Louisville Cardinals baseball cap and pulled on her pink rain boots. Grabbing her phone and house key, she locked the door behind her and marched to the tree line. 

“Where you going, Miss Kaylee?” called out Mrs. Porter. She lived two houses down. A retired school secretary, she often sat on her back porch smoking cigarettes and sipping coffee. Kaylee thought she was a nice enough lady, but she had the sharp look of a woman who spent her whole life with schoolchildren and could sniff out when they were up to no good. Now she was the neighborhood watchdog, always watching for trouble. 

“I’m just going to look for some leaves and stuff for my science class. We’re learning about forests. I want to find some cool stuff to show my teacher.” Kaylee figured a half-truth was better than a lie. She didn’t want to spend her time talking to Mrs. Porter about her problems. She tried to escape to the quiet of the woods for a while.

“Well, you be careful. Don’t go climbing over any rocks. They’re liable to be slick as snot from the rain. Those things stank, not to mention Mama would throw a fit. And I heard another storm is rolling in later, so don’t go too far.” Those things stank, not to mention Mama would throw a fit. t ring in the air. While it was a neat trick, Kaylee didn’t think she would take up the habit.

“I’ll be careful, I promise. I’m only going to be out here for a little bit.” Kaylee waved and entered the trees. The leaves crunched and squished under her feet. The late fall air made her smile as she trudged through the vegetation.

Kaylee’s mind drifted as she walked through the woods, the rhythmic crocking of the frogs reminding her of the last time she had gone hiking with her father. Her dad was a huge outdoorsman and loved nature. It was one of the reasons that he bought the house that Kaylee and Mama lived in. Several game trails were not too far in the woods; sometimes, deer would appear in the backyard.

Kaylee inherited some of her love of nature from her father. They would take many adventures on different hiking trails several weekends a year. Their last trail had been to the Cumberland Gap. After hours of hiking uphill and across streams, they rested at the top of a hill. Kaylee, Mama, and her father looked at the woods around them and the rolling hills in the background. Her father smiled as he hugged them both and said, “Now, girls, if heaven looks like this, I’m not going to be mad about it at all.”

Three months later, he was gone. The cancer was an aggressive type of brain cancer. He had been getting headaches but had thought he was simply stressed from work. Mama drove him to the emergency room when he got a bad nosebleed. The tumor was too deep to operate on. They tried chemotherapy, but it did little to help. Then one day, he didn’t wake up from bed. The pressure from the tumor triggered a stroke. Kaylee liked to think that he didn’t feel any pain in the end.

After that, things went wrong. Dad was the real money-maker of the family with his construction job. Mama helped out working at a grocery, but it barely made ends meet. While they got a partial payout from his pension, Mama was still behind on bills. Kaylee often knew it was not the money but just Mama being lost without Dad. Mama had mentioned a few times when Granny came by when she didn’t realize Kaylee was listening and that she was thinking of selling the house. But the market wasn’t the best, and if she could find a second job, she could probably make things work.

Kaylee hated the idea of moving, especially as another frog hopped out of her path. The woods were her happy place. Ever since Dad died, she was drawn to the woods more. Sometimes, even though she knew she imagined it deep down, she could feel his spirit near her. In this place of peace, the pain of his loss and Mama's struggles were nonexistent. She could lose herself in her private world.

Kaylee saw two squirrels munching on nuts on a log. She smiled as she took her camera phone out slowly. She didn’t want to startle them with her presence, so she brought the screen to focus on the two brown animals. One turned a nervous eye to the movement and stopped mid-chew. It studied Kaylee for a moment as if determining if she was a threat or not. It seemed satisfied with its investigation and continued chewing. The clicking noise of her camera button caused the two to flee, but Kaylee was happy with the resulting photo.

“I got a good one today, Dad,” Kaylee whispered. She wiped away a tear that welled in her eye. She tucked the phone into her pocket and continued walking. She could probably explore for another hour before she must make her way home. Kaylee had mainly stuck to the familiar trails she had traveled dozens of times. She did not venture too far off, so it would be easy to find her way back.

Kaylee spotted a strange-looking orange fungus growing at the foot of a beechwood tree a little bit off the trail. She had never seen it before and thought it would be something she could ask her teacher about or find online if the internet was back up at the house. She walked towards the tree. The fungus looked like thin gelatinous layers. They reminded Kaylee of pancakes, which reminded her that it was getting close to lunchtime. She decided to snap a quick picture and head back to the house. 

A still breeze picked up, and Kaylee looked at the sky. The storm Mrs. Porter had predicted was coming. Kaylee guessed she had enough time to return to the house as no storm clouds were overhead yet. But the sky in the distance was turning dark, and it looked it might be a big storm. She turned to return to the trail, but something in the air made her stop.

It was a strong smell that reminded her of stale urine with a sharp chemical smell. It reminded her of when her cousin showed her how to solder a motherboard, and the plastic melted with the hot metal. He was a computer repairman, and Kaylee thought it might be a cool career to get into. She liked computers and video games, and putting them together looked like a fun job.

Kaylee felt pulled to the smell's origin, though it took her further off the trail. She convinced herself that she just had to walk in a straight line, turn around, and return to the trail. If the source was too deep, she would abandon her search. She could mentally note it and return later to find it. There could be something to discover in the woods, after all.

She walked for thirty minutes, and the smell became more robust. There was definitely something strange in the woods. Her heart began pounding in her chest. Her pace slowed as she approached what appeared to be a clearing. 

She peered around an oak tree and saw a camper with several trash barrels around it. A black pickup truck sat not too far away. The barrels were full of pharmacy bags, pillboxes, and soda bottles. The chemical smell made her eyes water; it was so strong. She noticed on the ground spots that looked as if the grass had been burnt. She heard the soft hum of a generator and saw several fans facing outward through the windows. That was the source of the smell. Kaylee found that odd, as fans were supposed to blow air inside. 

Kaylee knew that it was time to go and go quickly. She took her phone out with shaking hands and snapped a few pictures. She knew something was not right about this place. She would show them to Mama. She would know what to do.

The door of the camper swung open, and two men stepped out. They both wore what looked like gas masks and pulled them off as they exited. One was younger with long black hair and a goatee. He was skinny and had a sullen look on his face as the other man followed him out. The other man was older with a potbelly and bald head. He was hollering at the other man but in a hushed way. The way someone wants to shout at someone, but they don’t want other people in the room to hear.

“Jake, we got to get more of those batteries. Just go to Costco and get the biggest case they got. If we want to break even this month, we still have a lot of cooking to do.” The older man dug in his pocket and took out a wad of money. “Here, this should cover it.”

“I’ve already been to the two in Louisville this week. They might remember me,” The one called Jake replied. “I can either drive all the way to Lexington, or I’ll have to make several stops. But I’ll need cash, too, so there aren’t many card transactions. ”

“Well, goddammit! Do I have to think of everything, kid? Run up to the Wal-Mart in Shepherdsville and get as much as you feel safe. That will at least finish this batch. We’ll get more tomorrow.” The older man pressed the money in his hand. “Hurry back, though. The rains are coming, and I don’t want to close the windows while we cook. Plus, you know how much I hate driving in that shit.”

Jake took the money and walked toward the pickup truck. Kaylee subconsciously began backing away from the tree. Not watching where she was going, she tripped over a fallen tree branch. A nearby chipmunk was startled and bolted, disturbing the leaves. It bounded toward the two men, and Kaylee’s heart stopped.

The older man’s head snapped at the noise. Kayee’s red ballcap made her stick out in the green. His eyes locked onto her, and he sneered, exposing crooked yellow teeth.  He pointed in her direction. “We got a visitor, Jake. Get her!”

Jake hesitated momentarily as if he could not believe someone had come upon their hiding place. Kaylee took advantage of the hesitation and got to her feet. Like a scared deer, she bolted back to the trail. Breath heaving, Kaylee barreled through the brush. She dared not look back, afraid her pursuer was hot on her trail. She could hear him shouting.

“Stop, girl! I just want to talk to you! I ain’t gonna hurt you!”

Kaylee wanted to believe his words. What harm could she do?  She was just a kid, after all. Perhaps she could explain, say she didn’t mean to spy on them. She’ll even delete the pictures she took and swear not to tell anyone.

It might work; she was just a kid, after all.

But she kept running. She could see the trail up ahead. Once she reached that, she would practically be home free. If not, she was pretty sure she could outrun these guys back to the neighborhood.  Someone may even be hiking too, and they would protect her. 

She scanned the woods as she ran but saw no one around. It was just her and Jake trying to catch up.

Then the ground came rushing up to meet her. Another tree root. She was rushing and too scared to watch where she stepped. She felt the sharp pain as her head hit a rock. The world began to spin, and she felt herself start to lose consciousness. Her right ankle screamed out in pain from where she had tripped. It may have been broken, but her mind was a fog.

Through half-open eyes, she saw the figure of Jake standing over her. He had a scared look in his eyes. A few moments later, the other man trotted beside him, sweating and breathing heavily. He had a look if irritation which changed to what may have been a concern when he was her on the ground.

The older man knelt down, examined Kaylee, and said, “You alive, girl?”

Kaylee mustered a groan. Words wouldn’t come to her. She wanted to scream. To get up and run away or fight back. Her body and mind would not connect, and she lay helpless.

“Okay, good.” The bald man wiped the sweat from his forehead. “Jake, bring her with us. Then we’ll figure out what we’re going to do.” 

Kaylee felt lifted up, and Jake cradled her in his arms. It reminded her of how Dad would carry her to her room when she fell asleep on the couch. It was gentle and comforting. She pressed her aching head on his shoulder. “I’m sorry, Daddy. I shouldn’t have played so deep in the woods.”

“Shh. You just rest yourself now.” The voice wasn’t Dad’s. It was younger. There was a shakiness to it when he spoke. Kaylee wanted to be afraid, but she was so tired. She took his advice and let consciousness slip away. Hopefully, she would be home before Mama got home. She was going to be so mad at her.
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Everett Ogle sipped his coffee and smiled. The sunrise over the Smokey Mountains was his own idea of heaven. The sun cut through the mist, and the rolling mountains were shades of blue and grey. The trees were a vivid green from the rains the night before.  It was peaceful this time of day, and he leaned against the wooden railing of the rented cabin he and his wife had spent the previous evening. It had taken a lot of coaxing to get Everett to leave town. Shila had insisted on a weekend getaway from all of the hard work he had been doing. 

Everett protested that he couldn’t afford to take time off, that there was too much work. He had a caseload that never seemed to get any smaller. The cases would not solve themselves, and Everett hated leaving work unfinished. It was the curse of being a dedicated detective and one of the best on the force. But Shila had been insistent, and when he saw he had over two months’ worth of vacation time to burn, he couldn’t argue any further. 

Luckily for Everett, he was a team player with the other detectives. When he mentioned Shila’s insistence on taking a weekend off, Lawrence and Proctor were more than happy to take some of the work off his hands. With no other excuses, they packed up the car and drove the four hours to the hills of Tennessee.

Even as he gazed at the rolling mountaintops, his mind wandered to the cases he left at home. He needed to give a deposition in a drug case in a week. He knew that he had all his facts straight. It was an open-and-shut case. The perp had been caught with a trunk of drugs from heroin, cocaine, meth, and marijuana. The guy didn’t deny his guilt, which Everett thought was wise. If he played his cards right, the perp might get a reduced sentence and a chance to turn his life around.

Everett was so lost in thought that he didn’t notice Shila walking up behind him. She wrapped her hands around his waist and leaned her head on his shoulder. “It sure is a beautiful sight, isn’t it?”

“It sure is. I forgot how peaceful it is out here.” Everett took another sip of his coffee and wiped drippings from his mustache. There had been fewer gray hairs the last time he had been in the mountains. He knew he wasn’t getting any younger but was still bothered by the small reminders.

“See, I told you this was a good idea. You work hard, and you deserve this. We deserve this. After the year you had last year, you need to take a break. Even if it is only for a few days.” Shila kissed Everett on the cheek. Everett couldn’t think of a good reply, so he downed the rest of his coffee. He kissed Shila back and then walked back into the cabin. He rinsed the mug out and then placed it in the dishwasher.

“So, you hungry,” he asked as he dried his hands with a dishtowel. They had gotten food the night before to have a nice romantic dinner. But the grilled steak and leftover potatoes would not be that great breakfast. Maybe for lunch if they didn’t stop somewhere in town. What he really wanted was an old-fashioned country breakfast.  “I wonder if that pancake house we ate last time is still open. It was pretty good.”

“Well, if it ain’t, I’m sure we can find one in town. Pancakes and moonshine were two things that were never hard to find in the Smokey Mountain region. Lord knows there are enough of them around here.” Shila laughed as she retrieved her purse from the recliner she had sat it on the night before.

Everett had consumed plenty both in his time. Being a distant relative of some of the original families in the area, Everett and his parents came down several times a year to visit family. He got up to all kinds of mischief in the woods with his cousins. 

And when he got older, his grandpa Delmar let him in on a family trade that was not precisely legal then. They sat at the old copper still, watching his grandfather turn corn into alcohol and put it in mason jars. That first sip burned and made Everett cough. But with practice, he and his older cousins develop a taste for the clear stuff. 

Everett locked the door behind him, and he and Shila walked down the porch to the car. He drove slowly down the long narrow drive. The one thing he didn’t like about visiting the mountains was the narrow roads. In town, the roads were wide enough for at least two cars to pass, but once in the woods, the roads were wide enough for only one car. Drivers had to be careful as they never knew if there may be an oncoming car right around the corner. Everett remembered almost getting run off the road by a passerby gunning it down the hill. 

He sighed in relief when they got to the main road. There was no head-on collision today. He turned left into town. Shila had picked a cabin that began on the other end of the town's main road. At least they would avoid many more touristy spots in town to start. There would be plenty of mini-golf courses and shops advertising rustic crafts. At the moment, the Ogles were hunting for a plate of flapjacks. 

They pulled into a small restaurant called the Little Pancake Shack. The red building with its white trim looked promising. They entered the glass doors and passed the waiting area's gumball machines and leather sofas. The waitress, a younger woman with curly black hair, greeted them with a smile. “Just two of ya’ll?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Everett replied. The waitress then led them to a table with a tablecloth printed to look like old newspapers. The walls were decorated with old advertisements for Borax soap, Dr. Pepper, and other household items. The sight made Everett smile. His grandfather loved collecting that stuff when Everett was a young boy. He wondered if some of the antiques were donated to the restaurant after the old man had passed.

“What you thinking about getting?” Shila asked as she looked at the menu. Her eyes lit up when she found something she liked. “Oh, I know what I’m getting. Some blueberry pancakes and sausage. That sounds so good.”

“It sure does.” Everett always loved when Shila would get a childlike smile on her face. Her eyes would dance with a youthful light, and he remembered when they had first met in college all those years ago. Much has changed since then. “I think I’m going to have some strawberries on mine. And some bacon. And grits.”

Shila chuckled at him. “You got yourself quite the appetite this morning. I guess you earned it after last night.”

Everett felt his cheeks redden. They had a passionate night after their dinner. It was another thing that made the weekend worth the drive. With all the distractions of life, they had been neglecting that part of their relationship. It was good to know they still had it. He gave his wife a wink. “Well, I think we both did.”

They cut off their laughter as the waitress came to take their order. Everett sipped thoughtfully from his coffee cup. His mind drifted to work and home. He glanced at his watch. About time for roll call and checking in before going over his caseload. Then there might be another call. And he wondered if Proctor remembered getting results from the lab for one of the cases they were working on.

“Stop,” Shila said sternly. He blinked and focused on her. She gave him a pleading look with a hint of worry. She reached across the table and took his hands. “We promised, no worries about work. The others will be fine. Those cases aren’t going anywhere, and no one will ever say you neglect your duties. If they really need you, they will call. Until then, please, just be in the moment with me.”

Everett squeezed her hands and gave her a reassuring smile. He knew it would be a lie to say that he would not wholly take his mind off work. He was never completely away from the job. But he could at least hide it better. “I’m sorry. You’re right. The guys know what to do. And it is too nice a day to worry about anything.” 

“Good, so what do you want to do today? I thought we could visit some of the outlet stores. We can do some Christmas shopping. I’d like to get Lori and Charlie something to look after the kids this weekend. Lord knows they will have their hand full with five teenagers instead of the two.”

Everett shrugged a response. No one forced his sister-in-law to take the kids. Truth be told, Jamie was seventeen and responsible enough to care for herself and look after her younger siblings. But Shila was insistent that there be some adult around. Shila’s mother had shared some stories of her wilder teenage years.  Shila was probably worried that history would repeat itself and they would come home to the aftermath of a house party. 

Everett remembered the party girl that his wife was before they were married. They had met at a house party that a mutual friend was hosting. He was struck by her beauty. He liked the sound when she laughed when someone made a joke. She could hold her own taking shots and had the attitude of a girl that could handle herself.  He finally had a moment to introduce himself when she got another beer from the keg. He must have charmed he with his lame jokes because she didn’t turn away and go back to her friends.
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