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Prologue

DENNY

I MARRIED MY daddy. Everybody said so, but I wouldn’t listen. I thought Will Culpepper hung the moon, with his skinny gangster hips and his half-cocked smile, the strand of black hair like a comma separating the clauses of his steel-blue eyes. I was hell-bent on having him and nothing would have kept me back, not even a big Day-Glo skull and crossbones in the middle of his forehead, which, come to find out, he did have, one that everybody in the world could see but me. But by the time the smoke from the fire-works had cleared, it was too late, I was Mrs. Will Culpepper, and I guess I’m Mrs. Will Culpepper still, although I’m doing my best to put as much distance between him and me as I can, as fast as I can. Even now, I can feel him out there in the dark like an unseen hand, his nimble, guitar-picking fingers poised to reach down and pluck my speeding pickup off the blacktop, lift it straight up out of the East Texas piney woods and set it down five hundred miles behind me, back in Tennessee.

The rain that’s been chasing my tail all the way from Little Rock finally catches up with me, and I flip on the wipers and hit a button to send the windows whirring down, and the cab fills up with old familiar smells, wet pine and wood smoke, everything green and sopping with early spring. The road spools out ahead of my headlights like a loop of black satin ribbon, glistening and treacherous, which is how I’m feeling myself pretty much exactly, and I’ve got Lucinda Williams in the tape player, a cassette Daddy gave me last year after he was finished going through his latest and, according to him, final broken heart. I’ll be as good as Lucinda someday, once I get a few more years under my belt, a little more gravel in my voice. Pretty soon I’ll be writing my own heartbreak songs. For now, it’s enough to hear her sing Did you only want me for those three days? like her voice is coming out of a jagged tear in the middle of her chest and know that somebody, somewhere once hurt as bad as this and lived to tell about it. It’s funny, in a way, her singing about getting screwed over by some guy, when anybody with two ears can hear what a warrior she is, how righteous and strong. My guess is the guy couldn’t handle it, couldn’t keep up. But maybe I’m projecting, and who can blame me? Someday, I’ll be able to hear this song without it making me think about Will Culpepper. He’ll just be a song request shouted out from the back row, a track on a CD I hardly ever listen to anymore.

Daddy’s going to kill me. He’s going to stand there laughing his ass off and saying, I told you so, Denise, and then he’s going to kill me.

To which I’ll say, If you’re so damn smart, how come you didn’t stop me?

But I know the answer to that one. There was no stopping me. There never is. In fact, I think the reason I’ve done as well as I have in the music business and Daddy a little, shall we say, less so, is that I come at things head-on, with all my guns blazing, and I don’t quit until I’ve either gotten what I want or decided I don’t want it anymore.

“He’s a hoodlum,” Daddy said shortly after I married Will, and I laughed because I thought he meant petty crime and Will wasn’t a criminal, at least not the regular kind. It might’ve been easier if he had been; he might be in jail somewhere instead of sitting up in our condo in Nashville, dialing and dialing my cell phone like he did for five whole hours until I finally threw it out the window, watching it bust apart in a thousand plastic pieces on Interstate 40. He might be locked up, and I could at least hope for a clean getaway and some peace. But they don’t put folks in jail for stealing hearts. Imagine if they did—Will Culpepper would have plenty of company, my own daddy included, before he stopped drinking and came back to Texas and Lucy and settled down, on lifetime parole.

Taillights appear up ahead like red animal eyes in the dark, and I swing out to pass an 18-wheeler with Illinois plates, switching my wipers on high to catch the dirty spray kicked up by his wake. He toots his horn as I slide back in front of him, flashes his lights, and I flash back and lift my hand, a good old southern-style adios-see-you-around. Ever since I passed Texarkana, there’s hardly anybody on the road, it being too late and too nasty for ordinary folks to be out and about, only a few semis headed down to Beaumont or Houston and girls in pickups on the run, heading home, getting ready to face the music.

A scattering of lights is coming up on the horizon, the twenty-four-hour fluorescent blaze of Orson’s Texaco, and I tap the brakes and move into the right-hand lane and put on my blinker for the exit. Mooney, Texas, population 990, two of whom, at least, I’m counting on to rescue me tonight.

This is only the second time I’ve been to the new house, but it’s easy to find since it’s right across the highway from the old one, on a two-hundred-acre parcel of land that used to belong to a farmer, Mr. Bates, who got sick of trying to hack a living out of sorghum and corn and put the whole spread up for sale and moved to Florida. There are three houses on it now: the old Bates place standing empty out near the road, a tumbledown handyman’s cottage, and the new house Daddy built back in the trees, a big, beautiful timber-frame cabin with a wraparound porch and the master bedroom full of floor-to-ceiling windows, so that Daddy and Lucy can sit up in bed in the mornings and see nothing but water and sky. There’s a lake—an overgrown pond, really—out front, with a pier and an old rowboat that my little brother, Jude, likes to fish from and, for a few days every spring and a few more in the fall, a pair of cranes who stop off on their way to and from their winter home down at the coast, or so the story goes. Cranes, in case you don’t know, mate for life, and Daddy claims that just hearing about them from Mr. Bates was enough to make him decide, right there on the spot, to buy the land and build this house. It felt like a blessing to him, and who knows? Maybe it was. He and Lucy seem happy—different from how they were before, more low-key, more careful with each other. But one thing I learned early on, in my family, happiness is not a place where any of us feels at home for very long. It’s probably some kind of miracle that I got to hang on to what I had for as long as I did. By Farrell standards, I’m way past due.

I turn in off the blacktop at the county marker and follow the snaky, red-clay road through a dripping canopy of tall pines. I’d forgotten how dark it gets out in the country, true dark, no streetlights or city glow, nothing but my high beams tunneling through the trees. So dark, in fact, that I overshoot the drive and have to back up, my tires spinning for a second before they gain traction and send me rocketing forward again, splattering my truck as high as the hood with thick, red East Texas mud.

As the house takes shape in my headlights, black on black, I ease up on the gas and switch to my running lights. Of course everybody’s in bed, like decent people everywhere. A hundred times I thought about calling to say I was on my way, to wait up for me. I just never could make myself do it, couldn’t seem to come up with the words. And there’s the matter of my cell phone, smashed to bits back on I-40.

But there’s a light on in the little house, the old handyman’s place, and all of a sudden I recall Daddy telling me that he’d been working all winter to turn it into a studio. It’s been a couple of years since he made a record, and to tell the truth, he hasn’t got the greatest reputation anymore back in Nashville. He burned a lot of bridges. That was in his drinking days, though, before he and Lucy got back together, and I remember him telling me when he first moved back down here that he didn’t care if he ever wrote another song.

I reach down and eject Lucinda, and then it’s just the throaty rumble of the pickup’s engine and, down under that but almost like it’s keeping time, the hammering of my heart. You think of your family as a bunker, a place to hole up and lick your wounds. But it’s not like a business deal; there’s no contract promising their support, no money-back guarantee. For the first time since I jumped in the truck back in Nashville, I feel really sorry for what I’ve done, that I couldn’t just have a quiet little breakdown but have managed somehow to turn it into a free-for-all, dragging folks behind me every which way. I don’t know what I’ve got to say for myself, to Daddy or to anybody. No idea at all.

Then the door of the little house swings inward and there he is, silhouetted by the light behind. I know I better identify myself—he’s got a shotgun in the closet, and no reason to recognize the truck—but my mouth is so dry I can’t even swallow. Wouldn’t that make a great headline in the Nashville Scene? “Country singer shoots daughter in case of mistaken identity.” On the other hand, it might solve a few of my more pressing problems.

I cut the engine, finally, and push open the door. Lord knows, I must look like hell, nine hours on the road with no real break, just five-minute pit stops to buy Cokes and Mars bars, to gas up and pee. The light pours out from the little house like melted butter, and I hope to God it’s the light of forgiveness, but I can’t tell, it’s been the longest twenty-four hours of my life, and I’m not sure anymore what’s real and what’s not.

I walk around in front of the truck, into the light, and let him get a look at me: Here I am, your baby girl, the apple that fell so far from the tree, that rolled five hundred miles and back again. I haven’t cried since I left Nashville, but at the look on his face, a sob fills my throat, and just as I’m wondering if it’s too late to change my mind, to turn around and get back on the road and just keep driving to someplace nobody knows me, where there’s nobody whose life I’ve turned to crap, he takes four long strides off the porch and into the yard and I fall forward into his arms, breathing him in in big, greedy gulps, sawdust and varnish and soap and something else, one shadowy bottom note I’ve spent my whole life chasing, and the tears come then, enough for the whole past fifteen months as he holds me against his chest, his hard brown arms a refuge, a throttlehold, and the light shines all around us and the rain just keeps coming down, as soft and noiseless as a baptism.

LUCY

“The subject of our program today is ‘Love and Fear.’”

Dr. Phil turns to the camera with his patented look, a half smile and a little hitch of the eyebrows meant to convey that, for all his smarts and his success, he’s still just a regular Joe like you and me.

“Please welcome my guests, a clinical psychologist from Boston, Massachusetts, Dr. Norman Stiller, and from Mooney, Texas, Mrs. Lucy Hatch.” The studio audience applauds. I lean over and whisper into Dr. Phil’s ear, and he nods and adds, to the camera and the audience, “Lucy Hatch Farrell.

“Now, Dr. Stiller, you’ve written a book on this topic, out this week, am I right?” Dr. Phil just happens to have a copy here, and he holds it up. “Why don’t you tell us a little bit about your premise?”

The psychologist clears his throat. He’s small and rotund, with a pale bald head, gold-rimmed eyeglasses, and a suit that probably cost more than most people who aren’t doctors or TV personalities earn in a month.

“After extensive research,” he says in a sonorous voice, “my conclusion is that every feeling we human beings experience, therefore every action we take, is motivated by one of two things: love or fear. What’s more, the two are mutually exclusive. What that means is that if you love something, you cannot fear it, and vice versa.”

“Bullshit.”

The camera swings toward me. Nobody looks especially shocked that I’ve just used a cussword on national TV, but then nobody seems to care that I’m sitting in front of a camera and a live studio audience in my nightgown, either.

I look out at the audience. It’s mostly women, mostly middle-aged, with haircuts and outfits two or three years out of style. They’re looking at me, waiting to hear what I have to say. I’m one of them—me, a wife and mother from a little town on the edge of nowhere, not these men with their college degrees and their book deals, their hand-tailored suits.

“Are you married, Dr. Stiller?” I ask.

He peers over the top of his glasses at me. “I am.”

“Any kids?”

“No.”

I know exactly what I’m going to say. If this guy had kids, he’d understand that love and fear go hand in hand. Having kids means giving up the chance to live your life unencumbered, to sleep soundly, sealed off from the world, at night. Even when they’re grown and gone, they tug at you; you feel their disappointments and their agitations churning around you like the air before a storm.

That’s when I see her, right there in the front row, with her blazing red hair and jeans with the knees ripped out, her worn-out cowboy boots.

A door slams, and I bolt upright in bed, my magazine falling to the floor.

“Denny?” I say.



CHAPTER 1

Denny

OVER AT THE big house the porch light snapped on, and I lifted my face out of Daddy’s shirtfront to see Lucy silhouetted against the yellow rectangle of the open door, barefoot in a white cotton nightgown with her hair hanging loose around her shoulders. I couldn’t help but think of the first time I’d landed in Mooney, when I was just fourteen, left by my mama on the doorstep of a man who hadn’t claimed me since I was six. It was Lucy who answered the door that day, buck naked except for a bedsheet, her face swollen with sleep and, it turned out, about three months’ worth of my little brother, Jude, though nobody, not even Lucy, knew that at the time. Her hair had been just like this, wild and uncombed, a dark reddish-brown shot through with strands of copper and gold, and in spite of having every reason in the world to hate her on sight, something inside seemed to pull me to her, to crave getting lost in her musky scent and soft curves.

“Oh, my Lord,” she said, rushing down off the steps and into the yard. She took my face between her cool hands and looked into my eyes so hard I had to look away. “For heaven’s sake, you’re soaking wet,” she said. “Get inside, both of you. I’ll put on some tea.” That’s Lucy for you, in a nutshell. The whole world could be coming down like Judgment Day and she’d be filling the kettle, getting out the Celestial Seasonings.

I followed her through the door and down the hall, Daddy bringing up the rear. He pulled out a chair for me at the table, and I sank onto it and looked around the kitchen, still strange to me with its stainless-steel appliances and tile floors covered with scatter rugs, acres of granite countertop. Only the table was familiar, carried over from the old house. Daddy’d made it himself, years before, out of fine blond wood. I would’ve put my head down on it right then and there if I could have. I don’t think I’d ever felt so tired in my life, the kind of tired where you’ve kept going and going, like the Energizer Bunny, till all of a sudden you sputter to a stop and realize you’re out of juice.

“How about I scramble up some eggs,” Lucy said. “Or would you rather have pancakes?” Already her head was in the pantry, getting out the tin canister of flour, the Crisco.

“I hope you realize what an honor this is,” Daddy said. “I’m lucky if I can get her to make pancakes once a year.”

“You’re lucky all right, mister.” Lucy’s voice was matter-of-fact, but Daddy grinned and leaned over and kissed her behind the ear, and she smiled a small, secret smile. It took me straight back to the first summer I’d spent with them, when I’d felt like an alien stranded on the Planet of Love. But there was something comforting about it, too, an ease between them that was missing the year before, when I’d come home dragging Will Culpepper by the shirt collar like a prize I’d won at the craps table in Vegas. I didn’t resent Lucy and Daddy’s happiness anymore, not like I had when I was too young to know how rare such a thing was, that when you found it you had to fight for it, hang on till your fingernails bled. He nipped teasingly at the back of her neck, and she swatted him with a dish towel. “Go find your daughter something dry to wear. Honey, is your bag in the car?”

“I didn’t have time to pack.”

“Well, run upstairs, Ash, and fetch her something of mine. And a couple of towels. The good ones, not those old things you dry the dogs with.”

For a while the only sounds were the drumming of rain on the metal roof and Lucy’s wooden spoon clacking against the side of the yellowware bowl as she stirred baking powder into flour. I sat back and let the truth of the moment sink into me: I was home. Not that Will couldn’t touch me here, but he’d have to go through Daddy to do it. And through Lucy, who could be just as tough in her way, though you’d never guess it to see her in her white nightgown with her hair down her back. I watched her cut Crisco into flour with the tines of a fork, really putting her shoulders and back into it. She looked different from the last time I’d seen her—softer around the edges, the sharp planes gone out of her face. It occurred to me that this was what life, and love, did to you, tossed you around like a piece of driftwood, and depending on where you landed, you could end up hard and twisted and pitted, or buffed to a silky, sand-smoothed sheen.

“I was just thinking about you,” she said. “And here you turned up. What do you think about that?” She glanced back at me over her shoulder. I tried but couldn’t quite get my smile muscles to work.

“Where’s Jude?” I asked. My little brother—half brother, if you want to get technical about it—was famous for sleeping like the dead, but the smell of Lucy’s pancakes would usually bring him running.

“Sleeping over at his cousin’s. Lily orders him around like a slave, and he moons around after her like a sad-eyed puppy. I’m not sure it’s healthy.” She shook her head and smiled. “But I guess you always worry about your babies. No matter how big they get.”

Without warning, tears filled my eyes, and I ducked my head, hiding my face with my hair. Not quick enough, though. Lucy set down her spatula and pulled up a chair right next to mine and put her arms around my shoulders. “Oh, honey,” she said as I leaned into the sweet-smelling warmth of her. You had to hand it to Lucy; she’d bring you out of the rain, mix up pancakes and fetch dry towels for your hair, let you cry into the front of her nightgown, but she’d never tell you everything was going to be all right or any of that horseshit.

“Ssh,” Lucy murmured, running a hand over my hair as the kettle started to whistle. “You just sit and get warm, drink your tea.” She poured me a cup and set it in front of me, and I lifted it to my face and breathed in the earthy, minty aroma, another smell that reminded me of home.

Daddy came thumping back down the stairs, dumping a mess of towels and clothes in the middle of the table, and started pawing through it all, bringing out a blue satin negligee, one of Jude’s Little League jerseys, finally a flannel shirt so old and worn it held only the merest suggestion of plaid. “That,” I said, recognizing it as one of his, a thing he’d owned since time immemorial, and he slid the sleeves obligingly over my arms, tugging the collar tight around my neck, then grabbed a towel and began to rub my head with it. “Ow!” I cried, causing Lucy to look back over her shoulder.

“Ash, for goodness’ sake. Try to be a little gentler.”

I closed my eyes, listening to the batter sizzle in the skillet as she put it over the flame, inhaling the sweet aroma as it began to cook. Under his breath Daddy started to sing: Across the Red River where the sweet water flows…

Maybe this was the main trouble between Will and me, that our ideas of human comfort were so different. For me, it didn’t get any better than a warm kitchen when it’s raining outside, somebody rubbing your head with a towel and crooning old cowboy songs in your ear. Whereas Will needed—well, whatever it was, I didn’t know, and I doubt I could have given it to him if I had. Of course, I couldn’t see that when I met him. He was a master of disguise, Will Culpepper. He was that fancy fly at the end of a fishing line, twisting and twirling under the bright water, calling out, Here, little fishy, fishy. He could fool even the wiliest old carp, I swear. Though, come to think of it, he hadn’t fooled my daddy for a second.

Then Lucy was slapping down a plate of pancakes in front of me, setting out the Blackburn’s syrup and a little pitcher of melted butter. She shook a gingham-checked cloth napkin over my lap, stuck a fork in my hand. I blinked, turning it this way and that in the light, like a cave person who’s never seen such a thing and can’t quite get the hang of what it’s meant for. I felt a flush of shame at the sight of their faces, all full of concern. For the past three years I’d spent most of my nights looking out over smoky, crowded rooms, and I thought I’d seen every kind of want there was. Folks came to hear me sing about the things they couldn’t say, about hurt and anger and love gone wrong. I was proud to do it. I was, as my real mama, Marlene, was fond of reminding me, beholden. But I hadn’t known till now how bad I needed somebody to look at me without wanting a thing. I sawed off a bite of pancake and put it in my mouth, letting the sweet dough and syrup mingle on my tongue.

“I’ll have some of those, while you’re at it,” Daddy said to Lucy.

“You would.” But she was already setting a plate in front of him. She poured herself a cup of tea and sat down at the table, and for a few minutes the only sounds were the clicking of forks against stoneware and the soft drip of rain off the eaves outside. Daddy cleaned his plate in about half a minute and held it out for a refill. Lucy made a little face, but she got up and poured more batter into the skillet.

“Eat,” she said, nudging me with her foot under the table. “You look like a strong breeze could carry you off.” I guess I’d lost some weight over the past few months. It seemed like every minute I wasn’t onstage I was talking into some radio or newspaper guy’s microphone, or signing autographs at some county fair or the parking lot of some small-town Wal-Mart, or on the bus heading from one of those places to another. I went to bed without supper plenty of times.

I started cutting my pancakes into squares and pushing them around on my plate. I was thinking about something Ty, my manager, had said to me a couple weeks earlier, about how relationships were supposed to be about balance and compromise, two words Will Culpepper wouldn’t know the meaning of if you hit him over the head with a dictionary. I would have been happy cooking pancakes for Will—not that I knew how to make pancakes, but still—in exchange for his rubbing my head with a towel or singing in my ear. But none of those things was going to happen—not now, not ever. We were both too selfish, according to Ty. We both wanted to be the person up there on that golden chair, riding above the crowd on the shoulders of the adoring minions while they hoisted their spears and waved palm fronds in our wake. Neither one of us was cut out to be a spear carrier or a frond waver. Doomed from the start.

Finally I gave up and set down my fork. Lucy reached over and covered my hand with hers, and we sat like that for a minute or so, then she squeezed my fingers and stood up and ran the sink full of soapy water and set the batter bowl to soak.

She wiped her hands on a dish towel, then turned and cupped a hand under my chin. “You want to sit up awhile and talk?” I shook my head. I was so tired the words were just running around in circles in my head. “Okay, then. There’s clean sheets on the bed in your room. Towels in the hall cupboard. Come by and see me at the shop tomorrow, all right?” I nodded, and she bent and kissed my forehead. “You,” she said, laying a hand on Daddy’s shoulder. “Don’t keep her up all night.”

“I thought I’d show her the studio.”

“That studio will be there in the morning.” Daddy smiled and winked at me, and Lucy sighed in a loud, dramatic way. It was a losing battle—the day birds versus the night owls—and she knew it. “I mean it, Ash. One hour, tops. Mrs. Humphries is expecting you first thing tomorrow, don’t forget.”

“Night, babe,” he said, and squeezed her hip.

“I’m serious. If you’re not upstairs in an hour, I’m coming out there and dragging you to bed.”

“Is that a threat or a promise?”

He raised his face so she could brush her lips against his, then she stood there a second looking down at him, her eyes holding his. I used to think I could read the looks between the two of them, but it wasn’t so easy anymore. Maybe the looks had gotten more complicated. Or maybe it was that I understood now firsthand how nobody really knows what’s going on inside a relationship besides the two people in it. “One hour,” she said again, and slipped off up the stairs.

Once Lucy was gone, quiet seemed to gather like fog, drifting down from the ceiling and settling thick and heavy around our shoulders. The rain had let up, and all I could hear was the steady tick of Daddy’s fork against the edge of his plate, the hum of the big stainless-steel icebox. He mopped up a puddle of syrup with the last bite of pancake and popped it into his mouth.

“Well, Denise,” he said, dabbing his lips with a corner of his napkin. There was no place to hide from the look in his eyes, and I thought he was going to pin me to the mat right there about me and Will, but, “You gonna eat those?” he asked finally, gesturing at my plate. I shook my head, and he got up and scraped the leftover pancakes into the trash and put our plates in the dishwasher. “So, how about it?” he asked. “You ready to hit the hay, or you want the grand tour first?”

“The tour,” I said, getting to my feet and spreading the damp towel over the back of the chair.

I followed him across the yard through a soft mist and in through the door of what used to be the hired man’s cottage, back when the Bates family owned the place. It was an impressive setup he had out there, professional. The soundboard was first-rate, and his Martin and Gibson guitars sat in racks alongside a seafoam-green Fender Telecaster and a beautiful maple mandolin. There was an ugly plaid couch with sagging springs I recognized from the old house, along with a beat-up coffee table that held stacks of notebooks and CDs and a jelly jar full of the wildflowers that grew along the edge of the pond in springtime.

I wandered through the room, my pulse pounding, and touched the tip of one finger to the glossy surface of the Martin. I thought back to a few nights before I’d left Nashville, when Ty had taken me to see a movie about the songwriter Townes Van Zandt. Somebody—one of his musician friends or ex-wives, I couldn’t remember who—had talked about how tough Townes had been on the people who loved him; and sitting in the darkened theater, I’d felt like I understood, not what it was like to love someone like him, but to be him, torn between wanting a regular life, a home and family, and at the same time driven by music to the point where it canceled out everything else. It was no wonder he’d drunk himself stupid, sniffed glue, shot smack; it was a miracle he’d made it to fifty. It scared me to death, but at the same time I knew how it beckoned, that life, calling you into a dark place where nothing mattered but the words and the notes in your head. I wanted to sink down on that couch and pick up a guitar and fall headlong into the darkness, into the place the music came from. The place I could forget about Will, and Ty, everything I’d left behind.

I looked over at Daddy, fooling with the flowers in the jelly jar, stirring up a little cloud of yellow pollen. “So, have you started writing again?” I asked.

“Not really. Just messing around.”

“I want to hear it.”

“I’m not sure I’ve got anything worth hearing.”

“Got to start somewhere,” I said.

“Tomorrow, maybe,” he said. “After I get back from Mrs. Humphries’s.”

“Sure.” I didn’t say what I wanted, which was to ask him why was he wasting himself on the likes of Mrs. Humphries. Talent to burn, this beautiful little studio, and here he was, just like before he’d gone to Nashville, remodeling kitchens for small-town biddies. But I kept my mouth shut; I wasn’t exactly in a position right then to call a spade a spade.

I started sifting through the CDs on the coffee table. He had Willie Nelson’s tribute to the songs of Cindy Walker, a Rodney Crowell I hadn’t heard. I picked up Sweet Old World and held it up for him to see. “I listened to Lucinda all the way down here,” I said. “The one you sent me.”

“I had a feeling that would come in handy sooner or later.”

Next thing I knew, my face was wet with tears, and Daddy was crossing the room double-time to scoop me up in his arms. “Oh, baby girl,” he said. “It’s all right. It’s all right.”

“No, it’s not,” I sobbed. That was just a lie people told you, to keep you from jumping off a bridge or shooting up the post office, to keep you buying their brand of liquor and popping their pills.

“I know it seems that way now. But this is the bottom of the pit, okay? Just keep telling yourself that. This is the worst night, but every one from here on out will be just a little bit better.” I laughed, hiccuping into his shirtfront. “What?” he said.

“Did you learn that in AA? Because, no offense, but it sounds like pure grade-A bullshit to me.”

“I guess it does. But you’re young, and you’ve got the whole world on your side. There’s no way you’re getting sidetracked for more than a day or two, tops, by the likes of Will Culpepper.”

I lifted my face and looked at him. He’d walked through the fire a time or two himself, my daddy, and that journey was laid out plain in the lines on his face, deeper than the last time I saw him, his salt-and-pepper hair now mostly gray.

“You want to hang out here awhile?” he asked. “There’s stuff to munch on in that cupboard, and a hot plate if you feel like another cup of tea.”

“I’ll stay, if it’s okay.”

“Hey, mi casa, su casa,” he said. I rolled my eyes, and he smiled. He could be so corny sometimes. “I can keep you company if you want,” he said. “But maybe you’d rather have the place to yourself.”

I thought about it. There was so much I wanted to say, so much I needed to hear. But I felt stupid with exhaustion and the weight of what I’d done, and the words I needed bobbed around in my head like little balloons, drifting just out of reach.

“You go back in,” I said. “Lucy’s waiting on you.”

He stood looking down at me, his eyes so black they seemed to be all pupil. For a panicky second I wondered, not for the first time, if he could see more of me than what was on the surface. What sweet relief it would be to hand over all my secrets, let somebody else clean up after me. But I needed some time first to take it all in, to figure out how I felt about things. I went up on my toes and kissed him on the cheek, and he gave my shoulders a quick squeeze and stepped away.

“Don’t stay up too late, okay? You need your beauty sleep.”

After he was gone I put Sweet Old World in the CD player and turned it on low, then switched off the lights and stretched out on the couch. I could still feel the highway moving under me. My insides felt jangly from the road and the caffeine, and the minute I closed my eyes the old movie started up, in surround sound and Technicolor. The frames were all jumbled, though, the faces blurring from one scene to the next, Will’s into Ty’s and then back again as I wrapped Daddy’s soft old shirt around me and let myself fall into the cradle of Lucinda’s voice, let it lift me up and bear me gently, like a leaf upon water, into sleep.



CHAPTER 2

Lucy

I CLIMBED BACK into bed, pulling the sheet up to my chin, watching the rain track down the window glass, listening to its steady ping against the metal roof. I used to love the rain, loved any kind of wild weather. But I was a different person then, a person without a thing in the world to lose.

For nearly six months now, Ash and Jude and I had been quietly rebuilding what we’d started eight years back, before we went to Nashville and things turned sour, before Ash and I separated and then, after many slow, hard months, reconciled. We’d talked about having another baby, had spent the first several weeks after he was home from rehab making fervent, unprotected love before I came to my senses. A baby was not the right thing for us. I couldn’t have said why, only that I’d recognized it in some instinctive, female part of me. Now finally, tonight, I knew.

Before long I heard the front door open and close, the soft tread of feet on the stairs. I sat up as Ash came into the bedroom, his boots in his hand.

“Hey,” I whispered.

“You still awake?” He set his boots beside the rocker in the corner and pulled his T-shirt over his head.

“Waiting on you.”

He dropped his shirt on the chair and I held out my arms and he moved into them, stretching his body, still in socks and Levi’s, the length of mine. Through the layers I felt the heat of his skin as he kissed my hair, my temples, my eyelids, finally my mouth. I’d been planning to talk to him about Denny, but as I brought his hand inside the unbuttoned neck of my nightgown, I decided that what had seemed so important a few minutes before could wait. He lifted his hips and I reached between us to undo the buttons on his Levi’s, and he stood and skinned them off as I threw back the covers and pulled my nightgown over my head. There had been nights, once the baby-making frenzy ended, when we’d lain together in this bed and touched and kissed each other for hours, learning our way back to each other after nearly a year apart; but this would not be one of them. Without overture I took him in my hand and guided him into me, and we both gasped at our readiness, at the first hard thrust of connection. For a blessed few minutes my mind was a blank, my body answering Ash’s in that age-old call-and-response.

After, we lay side by side, the ceiling fan cooling the sweat that had gathered on our bellies and thighs. He reached down and pulled the sheet over us, and I rolled onto my side away from him and he wrapped his arm around me and tucked his knees into the backs of mine.

“Lucy?”

“Hm?”

He fitted his chin into the notch between my neck and shoulder. “Are you wearing your diaphragm?”

The rain had started up again, a light patter against the metal roof. I sighed and muttered something wordless, pulling his arm tighter around me, and turned my face into my pillow. It was easier feigning sleep than to tell Ash the truth—that there would be a baby in this house, but not the way he thought, and sooner than he knew.

         

IN THE MORNING I was dressed and out of the house before dawn, Ash still in bed with the covers over his head. Denny’s bed hadn’t been slept in. I crossed the yard past her truck and eased open the door of the studio. Lucinda Williams sang softly from the speakers, the one about walking the line to prove her love. In the darkness I could just make out Denny asleep on the broken-down old couch, her face mashed into the pillow. Oh, child, I thought, what you know about walking the line is nothing; it hasn’t even begun.

I drove up the farm-to-market road through stands of pine, past far-off farmers on tractors in fields hazy and golden in the early light. Downtown Mooney was still locked up tight, the courthouse square empty but for the usual handful of pickups and work trucks around the café. The case could be made that this was pretty much as lively as downtown Mooney got anymore. There were a few holdouts—the True Value, the machine shop, Orson’s Texaco, the café.

No such thing could be said of Faye’s Flowers. Though my boss, Peggy Thaney, had finally taken full retirement, she still owned the place her mama had started from scratch, and Peggy’d always claimed that as long as there was a breath in her body or one person left in town who could remember ordering their Easter wreaths and anniversary bouquets from her mama, Faye’s would carry on. I got nervous, though, every time I thought about the bypass that had taken the highway a dozen miles west of town, along with the new superstore chains that were springing up along it like toad-stools after a rain. Every Friday when I sat down to do the books, my hands shook on the computer keyboard, and I had to go straight home afterward to take a BC powder and lie with a wet washcloth over my eyes.

I found myself turning into my sister-in-law Geneva’s driveway, knowing she’d be up with their new baby, Emmalee. My brother, Bailey, had been working on a housing development up near Naples, and his truck was already gone.

I let myself in without knocking. As I made my way toward the kitchen I could hear the radio playing quietly, smell coffee brewing. “Gen? It’s me.”

I crossed the threshold and found her sitting at the breakfast table in a ratty chenille robe, spooning oatmeal into Emmy’s open mouth. I smiled at the sight of them, my big, blond sister-in-law with her hair going in a dozen different directions and Emmy grabbing for the spoon and crowing, her black-almond eyes disappearing into a fat-cheeked grin. I leaned over to kiss the baby and hug Geneva’s neck.

“Don’t look at me,” she said. “I’m a mess.”

“But a good mess.”

“The coffee’s made. Pour me some while you’re at it, would you?”

“I wish I knew your secret,” I said, reaching into the cabinet for mugs. “Is that child ever not in a good mood?”

“Ha! You haven’t seen her when she’s hungry at two in the morning. I’m surprised you haven’t been able to hear her screaming out at your place.”

“Daw!” Emmy declared as Geneva grabbed a facecloth and wiped oatmeal off the baby’s chin.

I set a cup of coffee in front of her and pulled out a chair. “Everything set for the party?” They’d been back from China with Emmy for three weeks, and it was time to introduce her to her new hometown.

“I guess. I thought I’d run up to Wal-Mart later on and pick up a few more things for the goody-bags. Want to come?”

“Can’t. Work. Anyway…”

She looked up at me, the spoon poised in midair. “Ork!” Emmy complained.

“What?” Geneva said, narrowing her eyes at me suspiciously. “What’s going on?”

Geneva was my best friend, but I couldn’t tell her what was really on my mind that morning. First, it was only a hunch, not a fact. Second, I hadn’t decided how I felt about it. Third, the subject of fertility was a subject we only danced around, even now that Jude was seven and Geneva was herself the proud adoptive mother of two. My unintended pregnancy just after her sixth miscarriage had thrown our relationship into a tailspin I wasn’t sure at the time we’d recover from; I couldn’t stand to think about how she might take the news of Denny’s.

“Denny showed up last night around midnight, looking like ten miles of hard road.” I got up to top off our coffee. “That damn Will Culpepper! I saw this coming the minute I first laid eyes on the man. I just knew he’d wind up leaving footprints all over her heart. But I’ve got a feeling this isn’t just—”

A noise like stampeding elephants had started at the far end of the house, and seconds later Jude and Lily burst into the room, Jude wearing his SpongeBob SquarePants pajamas, Lily in a nightshirt patterned with red number 8’s and the squinty eyes and cocky grin of Dale Earnhardt Junior.

“Mama!” Jude cried, and climbed into my lap. I pulled him close and buried my nose in the top of his head. His red hair was darkening by the day, and his bare legs dangled, his feet almost touching the floor. He sat back heavily against me, still sleepy enough to endure my arms around him, my little kisses and words of endearment. He was a piece of work, this son of mine, prone to fits of wild euphoria and deep blue melancholy. Babies are nothing but blank screens; you can’t imagine them growing up with flaws and complications. It’s a wonder to watch them come into their own, their true selves taking shape beneath the smooth skins and soft bones, to admit that there are some things that, no matter how hard you work or how much you pray, are just plain out of your control.

Lily marched over to the pantry for a box of Frosted Mini-Wheats, and Geneva rose to get-out the milk and juice.

“I don’t want to go to school,” Jude whined into the front of my blouse.

“How come, baby?”

“I want to stay here with you.”

“I’m not staying here. I’m going to work, and Aunt Geneva’s got stuff to do. But guess what? Later on I’ve got a surprise for you.”

He lifted his face and looked at me, his brown eyes liquid and trusting.

“When you get home from school today, somebody special’s going to be there,” I said.

“Santa Claus?”

Lily shot her cousin a dark look across the breakfast table. “This is April,” she said. “Santa Claus is December.”

“Dale Earnhardt?” Jude glanced shyly at Lily, who scowled and dug her spoon into her cereal. With her crisp black bob and stern demeanor, she was as serious as her new little sister was sunny. Bailey’s nickname for her was the General.

“Dale Earnhardt is dead,” she said scornfully.

Jude’s voice quavered. “No, he’s not. He’s on your shirt.”

“That’s Dale Junior, dummy,” Lily said. “And he’s not at your house. No how, no way. He’s at Talladega, for the qualifying.”

Geneva and I exchanged a look, amused and long-suffering. I wondered, not for the first time, if God hand-chose our offspring for us or if he just reached into some big washtub and plucked them out and flung them at us randomly, for his own amusement.

“Don’t say ‘dummy,’ Lil,” Geneva said.

“I’ll give you a hint,” I told Jude. “It’s somebody who’s related to you. Somebody you haven’t seen in a long time, who sings on a stage in front of big, big…”

“Denny!” he shouted, sliding off my lap, jostling the table so hard the cereal box fell over. He started to dance, waving his arms and legs, chanting, “Denny, Denny, Denny!” He darted around the table; I reached for him as he shot past, but I wasn’t quick enough.

“Jude! Where are you going?”

“To get ready for school, so everything can hurry up and be over with and I can go home and see Denny!” He ran off down the hallway.

“What do you say, Lil?” I asked. “You want to come out and see Denny after school? Maybe sleep over tonight? Or have you got a hot date with Junior?”

She cocked her head and considered this like a CEO mulling over whether or not to buy out some multimillion-dollar corporation. “Sleep over,” she said.

I polished off my coffee and stood. “That okay with you?” I asked Geneva.

“Are you kidding?”

“I’ll pick up you and your cousin at Aunt Dove’s after work, okay?” I said, leaning over to kiss the top of Lily’s head. “Maybe we can get your uncle Ash to fix us some burgers on the grill.”

“You are coming early tomorrow, right?” Geneva asked as she carried Emmy to the front door to see us off.

“What time does it start, again?”

“The invitations said six, but I could use you around four, if you can swing it.”

I reached out and cupped Emmy’s ivory cheek with my hand. Happy and fed and grinning her toothless grin, she looked like a little Buddha.

“For you, baby?” I said. “Anything.”

         

I UNLOCKED THE shop as the sun crested the treetops, figuring I had two hours of peace and quiet, tops, before Audrey came in. Not that I didn’t love her like a daughter—which is to say with equal measures of tenderness and vexation. But in less than three weeks she’d be graduating from Mooney High and, the very next afternoon, marrying her boyfriend of two years, Joe Grissom, at the VFW Hall, and I feared not just for Audrey’s sanity but that of everybody whose lives she touched in the meantime.

I’d put on the coffee and was checking the cooler when I heard a key in the back door lock and Audrey came bursting in. Her hair, four inches of dark roots tipped by two inches of platinum, was spiked out in three or four different directions, her eyes rimmed with thick purple liner. Her T-shirt bore the faded image of a poster for a concert by Big Brother and the Holding Company, whose singer, Janis Joplin, had been dead and buried nearly two decades before Audrey was born. The silver stud she’d worn in her navel for the past couple of years was gone, replaced by a tiny winking diamond—her and Joe’s version of an engagement ring.

“Take a look at this,” she said breathlessly, dumping an armload of magazines on the counter.

“Why aren’t you at school?”

“Please. Do you really think they’ll be taking attendance this close to graduation?”

“Well, yes, I think they might. Aren’t you already in enough—”

“Here,” she said, flopping open a copy of Martha Stewart Living. “Isn’t that the most gorgeous thing you ever saw in your life?”

Against a backdrop of ivory satin, a disembodied hand clutched a bouquet of bloodred roses, each velvet bloom a study in symmetry
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