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Laugh

As much as you breathe

And

Love

As long as you

Live

~ Author unknown

Life and the pursuit of happiness has been a serious work in progress for me.

~Phoenix Miller

I’VE BEEN STUCK IN small town life for long enough. Fate has given me an opportunity and I am taking it. Life hasn’t been easy for me, but I am determined to make it better. This chance isn’t just for me. There’s a lot riding on me getting out from under the man I thought I loved, Dallas McGraw. He would hold me back; hold me down, and everything else if he had his way.

I need the world—that world—to know that Phoenix Miller isn’t one to watch her life pass her by with the likes of the lot of them.

Meeting Gideon Hall may be my salvation or my undoing. Only time will tell the truth of his and all of the rest of those who have crossed my path. My hope is that this Kentucky girl survives this run with her sanity and life intact. 
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Chapter 1
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DANVILLE, KENTUCKY - Truck Station

Phoenix

I

had to leave. I need to get out of this God-forsaken town as soon as possible. This is it. This is my chance to get the hell out of this town. It’s the last straw. My life has taken enough turns for the worst. It is beyond time for me to get my ass in gear and have the reins of this steed of my journey in my hands and no one else’s. My chosen steed wasn't a horse.

I couldn't get far enough away on Nightingale, my beautiful horse that’ll I’ll miss. I'd also feel horrible taking her away from all she's ever known. I could’ve taken the bus as I’d planned. I got into a thing with Mr. Jackweasel and missed the last bus that would take me away from the mess that is my life in Danville. 

As soon as I’d gotten the results from my test, I knew. It was as if I had the sign I needed, the one necessary to give me the courage to get the hell out of dodge. My life isn’t going to end in this small town. It just can’t. My heart hurts knowing that I didn’t jump on the opportunity when I originally offered it. I would have had a one-way ticket out of the pressure cooker that has been life on the Stanforth Ranch. The mundane, run of the mill, every day boring way of living on a farm is sickening enough without adding that woman I call mother into the mix. It's the same thing day in and day out on that farm, in that life. I can't do it any longer.

Gran and Gramps will be cheering and awaiting the chance to hear from me once I’m settled into my new life. My dad may be an altogether different story when I’m finally in his presence. He and Aunt Lottie will not be happy with me once they learn the news. Both would rather be part of my escape plan, not part of the aftermath. Clara Miller, now Clara Miller-Hinkley, probably won’t notice that I’m finally gone. She won’t actually bring herself to care. She’s my older sister. I can hear her whiny, snotty voice in all of her infinite “wisdom” clear as a bell as I replay our most recent conversation.

Not wise at all.

“Phoenix Clarissa Miller, Momma would be flipping her good wig if she knew what you were up to. Does he even know that you’re on your way? Does anyone?”

She’s the only one in my family who has any idea I have been planning on leaving. I didn't tell her when it was happening just that it was going to happen. The two of us aren't close. We haven’t been in a long time. 

“Why does anyone have to know I’m going? This is for me, Clara Belle Miller-Hinkley. I’m making a choice to seek out my happiness and no one else’s. Finally, I’m doing something that doesn’t involve a family committee meeting. The committee members weighing in on this decision are comprised of me, myself, and I. Those are the sole parties affected by this choice so those are the only ones who are allowed to give opinions on the subject.”

Those were the last words we said to one another before I left the confinement of the kitchen of our family’s ranch. My next stop had been to kiss my gran and gramps then make my way to the room that would no longer my own once I felt the wind of the door closing behind me as I exited. The smile that crossed my lips then had me doing a little dance into the room. 

Typical of my married, older sister to throw the words of a woman that doesn’t matter one-way or another in my face. She spoke the words as if they were of some significance to me. Clara Belle had been the one who chose to have a relationship with the woman who left us with our “father” for seven years. As far as I am concerned, she could kiss my narrow behind. I’ve told her as much in the heat of the moment.

I have just enough in the back-porch department to grab hold to and say there is something attached. The whole back porch thing refers to my backside. Another deficit mama placed upon me. The blessing of cleavage is what Mary Sue Miller gave me when she passed on her genes. Clara Belle has the full package. She’s receives accolades and accommodations based on the body she rocks even after two children. She works hard to maintain it. Her brown eyes, dirty blonde hair, and long legs are all a gift from her father. The two of us share the same mother, but not the same father. 

Hank Miller is her proud father and the man to whom I was pawned off when she left us. He adores me and treats me as if I’m his own when company is around. When the doors are closed, Hank lets the truth of his feelings out. Gran and Gramps, Lucille and Harvard Stanforth, live in their own home just on the other side of the chicken coop at the south side of the farm. When they’re in the house, Hank is the perfect father. Otherwise, I’m non-existent. As my grandparents have gotten older, they’ve had me spend more time with them. Most times, they simply go on over to the house. My feeling is they know how their only daughter's husband feels about me and refuse to allow him free access to tear me down. 

I’ve been the victim of verbal abuse ever since that fatal day my mother said she’d had enough of being browbeaten by her farmhand of a husband. I was seven when she left and fourteen when she returned. The loss was great. An even greater loss was the little hexagon necklace she’d given me and my sister. It was the last good thing from her. I cried myself to sleep the night I lost it. She’s been working seven years to get back into my good graces. It’s been a tumultuous relationship ever since the day she returned.

With all of that going on who wouldn’t want to leave that life far behind? Even if no one else would, I’m ready to do so. I’ve reached my breaking point. Twenty-one was the perfect age to say I needed a fresh start. Too bad, it took almost two more years for me to get up the courage to set my plan in motion.

My actual father, Raymond Camden, left some time ago. He was run out of town when people learned about the affair between him and mama. He’d run a successful bar before he handed the keys to the business to the manager and left town for good. Business had started to go bad because no one wanted to believe that my mother lied about her marital status before she and my father became involved. I, for one, hadn’t believed it to be anything less than the truth when the story reached my ears.

Mary Sue admitted it once after my father had stopped by to see me. With tears in his eyes, he tucked me in and told me goodnight for the last time ever. I hadn’t known who he was at the time, but I remember the interaction. He’d spent quite a bit of time with me over the years. I even have pictures. The charm bracelet and necklace he gave me became my most prized possession when I learned the truth of my heritage. 

Over the years, he’s written me letters and apologized for not being able to take me with him when he’d left me with tears in my eyes. When I was old enough, I got a mailbox down at the post office. I needed some place to receive the letters that were hidden from me as long as they had been.

Years had passed before I learned the truth of whom my father was and about his letters that he’d written to me. I didn’t know Hank wasn’t my father until those letters clarified things. The only reason I knew about the letters was my gran. She asked me an out of the blue question. She randomly asked me if I’d read the letters from my daddy then asked if I had written back yet. I open faced stared in confusion for a moment. My grandparents watched me closely. The glint in her eyes told me she knew I didn’t have a clue what she was referring to at the time.

My inquisitive mind found the floorboard where my “father” hid his stash of nudy girl magazines and lube—hated when I learned what that was for—and sure enough, there sat a bundle of letters in the back corner under it. The photo of my real father brought tears to my eyes. I hated that I’d forgotten how he looks or our connection. I’d screamed out in frustration for not knowing there was someone else in the world who cared about my life. 

Staring at the photo, my fingers traced the line of his strong jaw, his full lips, broad nose, and wide eyes. The photo captured a moment where he was smiling. It was labeled “A rare moment where your daddy is smiling.” There were so many photos in other envelopes and birthday cards. None of them were open. They were all just bundled together. The birthday cards had money in them, so did the Christmas cards. By the time I finished reading the last letter, I’d counted sixty-five hundred dollars. He’d sent money just in case I wanted to start saving for college. Every letter asked me to come and see him whenever I was ready.

I’d been too afraid to do anything almost four years ago. Eighteen years old and leaving, the only place I knew was a scary thought. I was also stupidly in love. In all honesty, when I learned about all of the letters and the money, I didn’t know what to do. I told no one. I just sat down and wrote my first letter to the return address. Gran had been the “go-between” for a few months until she suggested I get the box. After another few months passed, I got the nerve up to take one of my breaks at the Swirl & Curl Diner to call the number he sent with one of his responses to my long overdue return letter. His wife had to take the phone that day because he was so overwhelmed with emotion upon discovering who was on the other line. 

Eloise, my father’s new wife, sounded just as choked up, but she stayed on the phone until he could come back to the line. By then, my break was over. We had to end our call. We’ve been regularly talking since that day. Every day that I’d worked for that first few months, I spent my breaks on the phone. Betty practically tore my head off when she got her phone bill. My father sent the money to cover it along with a cell phone for me.  

Mary Sue wasn't happy when she learned I had a cell phone. She had questions galore about the thing. When I either ignored her or refused to respond to her inquiries, she began probing her “goody two shoes" snitch. My sister has never failed to miss an opportunity to get into our mother’s good graces.

I don’t have that particular affliction. My lips are sealed tighter than a squirrel’s cheek around a nut. The fortunate thing for me is the fact that Clara Belle wasn’t in on that part of my secret.

Now that I think about it. Mary Sue probably does know I’m heading out of Kentucky. Secret be damned with C.B. I should’ve thought of that before. Oh well. It’s too late for them to do anything now.

I don’t know how long I’ve been at the truck stop. It can’t have been long because I haven’t had enough time to take in my surroundings or give the area a good once over. All I know of this place is quite a few people have used it to escape and never return. My hope is that it’s not because they’re lying in some ditch, poorly dug hole, or tied up in some torture chamber.

“That’s right, Kentucky, scare the ever-loving-shit out of yourself before you even start on this journey. Bless your heart. If you’re doing this, put your big girl panties on and get your fanny in gear.”

I’m getting ready to step forward to look around the truck stop when a question out of the darkness startles me.

“All right, Kentucky, where ya headin’?”

At the sound of a deep, masculine, somewhat bottom-of-the-barrel-of-whiskey type of voice, I jump and turn. I nervously twist the Texas charm on my bracelet as my gaze roams up, up, and still further up to reach the eyes of one of the tallest men I’ve seen in all of my twenty plus years of life. I’ve been told my eyes look like the waters of Tahiti. I would love to find out for myself. It’s one of the places I want to go after finally seeing my father again.

Not the point here, Kentucky.

His eyes are as clear as the tumbler the liquid they remind me of would be poured into when I look into them. If I weren’t in the predicament I find myself in, then I would be trying to knock back a few shots of whiskey to get over my nervousness. The air is charged between this “tall drink of water” and me. I feel rather parched as I open my mouth to respond. The voice that rings loud and true with words that flow freely shock the hell out of me because I don’t expect them. I speak them, but I had no clue those words would slip through my lips.

“How do you know I’m going somewhere? How do you even know my name?”

Amber ... maybe brandy eyes—I haven’t decided just yet—dance, as he chuckles before pointedly looking at my patch worked duffle bag. Next to it is the small suitcase I’ve owned since I was a small child not tall enough to stand higher than a mare’s belly. Those eyes move up to meet mine and I have to tell myself to pull back. His eyes are rich and earthy much like the muddy ground I spend so much time digging through and working over in the garden behind the house. Looking at those honey-toned beauties; shimmering like the amber of a grand bottle of whiskey clues me in to why I have a sudden urge for the drink.

My proverbial carriage is going to go flying out of control if I let my steeds get too far ahead of themselves. His looks—scruffy chin from a five o’clock shadow, dark hair, perfect teeth, and the build of a man who understands the meaning of hard labor—just about bowl me over every time I take a moment to take in all of him. Several times in the last few minutes, I’ve done this.

The Golden-Boy-All-American-Jackweasel, Dallas, has nothing on this man. I’m glad about that factor. My hope is the city of Dallas will be better than anything the male named Dallas ever could be. The voice of the man is wrapped around my very definition of self and has woven its way into my center in so many ways it ain’t even funny.

Shut it down, Kentucky.

“The duffle on your hip is a telling detail. Most folk aren’t around this area unless they are here for a specific reason. One is to spend some time in the back portion of the cab of the truck for money. Two, they need transportation somewhere. The fact that you just referred to yourself—unless you were speaking to someone I couldn’t see—gave me your name.” He gives me a once over and I have to remind myself that I have a purpose. It isn’t to become person number one. “Now, if I’ve answered satisfactorily will you kindly offer up the answer to my question?”

I pretend to ponder the request for a moment as I adjust my duffle on my shoulder. His glancing at it made me nervous and caused me to pick it up.

“I’m heading to Texas, Dallas to be more specific. You’re right about the ride. I’d be happy to pay since I want out of this place as soon as humanly possible and my last ride left without me.”

The smirk returns to his rugged face and he adjusts the cap on his head. The fit of his cap doesn’t hide the slight curl of his hair. Tendrils of hair peek out of the sides and back. It’s a welcome sight. I’ve loved curly hair for a long time. Jack-weasel doesn’t have one curl on his head. I probably should’ve taken that as a sign that I had no business being with that man, but I didn’t.

“Well, isn’t this your lucky day. I’m heading to Dallas. I feel I have to forewarn you; it may take a few days as I have stops and a trailer transfer to make. If that’s fine by you, then Kentucky, you have yourself a ride to Dallas.”

He nods his head and taps the bib of his cap before delivering a smile that could make rain clouds dissipate. I fold my arms over my tank top covered chest before squinting at him. Does it matter how long it takes? That’s the question I need to ask myself before answering him. My goal is getting out of Kentucky. Should it matter that it’ll be a few days before I get to where I’m heading?

Not one bit.

“You’ve got a driving companion, Mister ...” Purposely dragging out the last word, I hold out my hand while waiting for him to answer my unspoken question.

“My name is Gideon Hall, Ms. Kentucky. My friends call me Bass. There’s a story behind the name. I can tell it while we’re on the road. Just wanna rectify something real quick. I’m assuming you aren’t married. I’d certainly hope the case would be that you weren’t. If you were I’d expect your other half to be not far behind you especially if he knew you were out here alone. Unless it’s a wife or girlfriend I should be on the lookout for as I load up your thangs?”

It’s my turn to smirk as I shake my head. I appreciate that he adds that addendum to his question. I follow this stranger toward a beauty of a rig. I’ve seen my fair share of eighteen-wheelers. The truck itself isn’t what gets my goat. No. What gets to me is the detailed artwork surrounding the cab. It speaks volumes about the man who drives it.

Gideon opens the door for me. As I move to climb into the cab of his truck, I take the opportunity to answer his question.

“I don’t expect a spouse to follow us because I don’t have one. I have my reasons for my exit. That’s all I’ll offer up for right now, Mr. Hall.”

As he walks around the front of the truck, I snap photos of all of the information that I can find on this man. I’ve already taken a photo of the front of the truck, details of the artwork on the sides, and the plate number listed in one corner. All of those things are sent off to my closest friend, Tessa.

Tessa was the one who dropped me off at the truck stop. We’d spent the day together. I promised her I’d keep her updated along the way as I traveled. I also said I’d stay as safe as I could. I don’t how well she is going to handle the whole hitchhiking thing. She wasn’t too thrilled about it when I brought up the idea in the car earlier, but oh well. I should be fine. I may be a youngin’ but I’m not completely clueless. Someone is going to know every move I make if it’s in my power to do so.

I watch my potential captor. No, my driver and riding companion as he loads my stuff into the truck. Inconspicuously, I snap a photo or two then send those off to Tessa as well. My journey begins today. Not in the way, I expected it to, but it’s a start. It begins with my heading out of the state with a total stranger. At least I’m on my way to Dallas.  
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Chapter 2
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DANVILLE, KENTUCKY - Truck Station

Phoenix

S

ome part of me should feel guilty. This is what I’m pondering as I settle into my seat in the cab of this man’s truck. I feel as if a piece of me should feel guilty about the fact that I know this man’s full name. He only knows a nickname that my close friends, along with my Daddy, call me, but I don’t. I’m not some spring chicken freshly hatched on the farm. He doesn’t get to know who I am. Besides, I can’t run the risk of him being familiar with my last name and trying to talk me out of what I’m about to do. He’s in Danville. There’s always a chance for some sort of connection.
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