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Chapter One

 


If she’d ever seen a ghost, it had been at
Tootsie’s, the famous Tootsie’s Orchid Lounge down on Broadway in
the heart of Nashville. Tessa Owens slouched in a chair and sipped
her drink beneath pictures of some of the country music legends
that used to patronize the bar. Last time, she drank too much and
swore she saw Patsy Cline. Her friends howled with laughter at the
idea since everyone knew Patsy was Tessa’s idol, and no one else
believed she might’ve seen a ghost.

“Girl, you’ve got to get
over your hillbilly bullshit,” Jed, her guitar player and best
friend, told her. “Nobody believes in ghosts but those idiots
hunting them on TV.”

Tessa did, though, and so had her granny.
Her late grandmother claimed to have seen images of their deceased
kinfolk more than once. But Tessa learned when to keep her mouth
closed and not let her Ozarks raising show. She said nothing else
about Patsy’s ghost or what she thought it might mean for her own
singing career. As if he read her thoughts, Jed asked, “Did you
ever hear anything about performing here?”

“Nope,” Tessa said as she
shook her head. “I sent the e-mail with all the info and an MP3
file but no one’s responded yet.”

“They will,” Carin, one of
her small circle of pals, said. “You’re too damn good for them not
to give you a shot.”

“Yeah, Tess, you’ve got
star quality,” Jeb added.

One review, a tiny mention
buried in the entertainment pages of The
Tennessean, said she did, but it’d been
more than a year ago. Tessa spent days working as a desk clerk at
one of the hotels downtown and nights singing whatever gig she
could find. Over the seven years she’d been in Nashville, Tessa
sang anywhere possible. She’d done brief gigs at a number of small
bars, sang at mall events, company picnics, a couple of adult
birthday parties, and in the park. Her one CD single, a reprise of
an old Johnny Horton tune, one of his lesser-known numbers, “Take
Me Like I Am,” earned some airplay but not enough to boost Tessa
onto the national charts.

Twice she performed as a Patsy Cline
impersonator, decked out in a dark wig and vintage dress. Some
people swore Tessa owned some of Patsy’s power and smoky, sultry
quality. When Tessa trotted out some of Patsy’s biggest hits like
“Crazy” and “Sweet Dreams,” audiences erupted in applause.

“Maybe,” Tessa said. “If
not, I can always head home, get a job at the chicken plant, and
buy me a double-wide trailer.”

Her friends burst into laughter but she
wasn’t really joking. None of them understood where she came from.
Jed hailed from Memphis so he grew up on barbecue, blues, and
Elvis. Carin came from down Shreveport way, more crawfish than
cornbread. Staci and Nathan were both Nashville natives, born and
bred with country music in their blood. Valerie came from
Connecticut, from the world of commuter trains and the kind of
snobbery some called class.

Tessa called the Ozark Mountains home,
hailing from the southwest corner of Missouri, just a notch north
of Arkansas. A slight twang flavored her voice, an accent different
than those from Kentucky or Tennessee, so her buddies ribbed her
about being a hillbilly. She never told them, but in her heart,
Tessa was redneck to the bone. Sometimes she dreamed of recording
her own songs, poignant lyrics about home that she scribbled on the
back of napkins. Her melodies echoed the rugged, rocky hills and
captured the sound of the wind through the trees. So far Tessa
lacked enough confidence to sing her music because she was afraid
no one would understand or appreciate it.

“Let’s have another
round,” Nathan hollered, but Tessa shook her head.

“No thanks,” she said and
held up her half-full glass to show she didn’t need
another.

“Aw, c’mon, just one
more,” Jed teased. “Tomorrow’s Saturday, you can sleep
late.”

If she didn’t, they’d all fuss so Tessa
changed her mind. “Okay, order me another Bacardi and Coke. I need
to go to the ladies’ room, though, so let me out.”

Carin and Valerie shifted so she could slip
out from beside the wall. Tessa navigated her way through the noisy
crowds to the restroom and waited until she could enter a stall. On
her way back, she paused to let several people pass and as she
waited, she looked across the room. A man caught her eye and she
stared, intrigued by a sense of familiarity. He wore bib overalls
over a plain blue chambray shirt, and he was old. Except for a
fringe of graying hair around the edges, he was bald, and he stared
at her but didn’t smile. Cold shot through her body and she
shivered. Tessa would know his somber face anywhere, but he didn’t
belong here.

“Uncle Calvin,” she
whispered but no one heard above the raucous din. Her uncle, a man
she’d never liked and considered to be meaner than a cornered
rattlesnake, offered a nod in acknowledgment. Then he melted away,
his form shifting from solid three-dimensional to a faint shadow,
then into nothing at all.

First Patsy Cline, now her least favorite
uncle. Tessa shook her head, distressed by the experience. There
wasn’t any doubt Patsy was dead but last she’d heard, Calvin Bates
remained on the top side of the grass. Memory flickered and she
stopped in the middle of Tootsie’s. For a moment, Tessa saw her
grandmother as she rocked on the front porch and told ghost
stories.

“I knowed he was dead soon
as I laid eyes on him,” Granny told
her. “There I was at the county fair in
July and I seen my boy clear as morning. He wore his combat
fatigues but there was blood around his chest, and I knew he
must’ve got killed over there in Vietnam.”

Her eldest uncle, Stan, died at An Khe back
in 1968, the same day if you allowed for the time difference, when
Granny saw him at the fair. Everyone said Tessa inherited Granny’s
gift. Uncle Calvin must be dead. There wasn’t any other explanation
for seeing his ghost. Tessa wrapped her arms around her torso,
freezing cold with dismay. Back at the table, she picked up her
drink and downed it with one gulp. “I’ve got to go,” she muttered
to her friends.

“What’s wrong?” Jed asked
but she didn’t answer as she headed toward the entrance.

He caught up with her and grabbed her arm.
“Tessa, what’s wrong?”

“I don’t know,” she said
as she faced him. “I think my uncle must’ve died. I need to call
home and find out.”

Jed’s lips smirked as if he might laugh but
he didn’t. Instead, he paled as understanding dawned. “You think
your uncle died? Why? Wait. Don’t tell me. You saw his ghost.”

“That’s pretty much it,”
Tessa said. “Go on back to the table. I’ll call you
later.”

He stared at her, shaken by her claim, then
shrugged his shoulders. “Okay, if you want me to go, I’ll go. Keep
in touch, babe.”

Tessa nodded and pushed through the crowd
toward the door.

Outside, the wind—cool for
late May—enveloped her with a rush and she sighed. Tessa pulled her
cell phone from her pocket but it rang before she began to dial.
The familiar strains of the Green
Acres’ theme song blasted into the night
as Tessa took the call.

“Teresa Lou,” her mother’s
voice said across the miles from Missouri. If she hadn’t already
seen Uncle Calvin, Tessa would’ve known something serious happened
because her parents only used her full name in times of tragedy or
major trauma. “I’ve got something to tell you.”

“Who died?”

“It’s Uncle Calvin,
honey,” her mom said. “He passed away just a little while ago. You
need to come home for the funeral.”

“Mom,” Tessa
protested.

Her mother wielded the one thing certain to
cut her objections down. “Aunt Vernie wants you to come, baby. You
know you’re her favorite. She’s set the funeral for Monday
afternoon but we’re doing the visitation and all at the house on
Sunday.”

She wanted to refuse but Tessa didn’t. When
she was a little girl, Aunt Verna kept home-baked cookies in the
cookie jar just for her, and she always bought little trinkets in
town for her favorite niece. As a teen, whenever she needed an ear
or shoulder, her aunt provided one. Without any kids of her own,
Vernie doted on Tessa and her brothers, but Tessa most of all. Her
rambling old farmhouse felt as comfortable as worn-out blue jeans,
just as long as Uncle Cal wasn’t there. Feeling as trapped as a
coon that the hounds put up a tree, Tessa sighed.

“All right, Mama. I’ll be
there.”

Emotional blackmail accomplished what reason
couldn’t. After promising to let her folks know when to expect her,
Tessa ended the phone call and trudged to her car. She shouldn’t
drive, not after two Bacardi-and-Cokes, but her apartment was just
a few blocks away so Tessa did it anyway. Inside her tiny
apartment, a studio flat in the basement of an old house not far
off Music Row, she collapsed onto the sofa which doubled as a bed.
Packing and preparation for her trip home could wait until morning.
She needed sleep now, but the last thing Tessa did before crashing
was set her alarm clock for an early rising.

****

Most mornings she woke to music but this
time, Tessa set it to blare like a car alarm. The sound roused her
and she brushed her hair out of her face. Remembering why she was
awake, she splashed through the shower and packed. She made one
quick call to the hotel to let them know she’d miss work for the
next few shifts. By eight thirty, she headed out the door with bags
in tow. Since her beat-up Chevy required gas and she needed coffee
just as much, Tessa headed for the nearest convenience store a few
blocks away. Fueled and caffeinated, she headed west at straight-up
nine o’clock, on the old two-lane highway.

Life in the fast line might appeal in
everyday living, but when she drove Tessa preferred what she
considered “real” roads, the ones cutting through the heart of
America. She enjoyed the changing sights along the way, the old gas
stations, the closed fruit stands, the empty home places. On
traditional highways, Tessa allowed her mind to drift, which was
impossible on the interstate where huge trucks roared around her
with dizzying speed.

The old highways yielded some of the best
mom-and-pop cafes, the occasional flea market with a real treasure
or two and the kind of people who inspired Tessa’s songs.

As she drove, Tessa calculated the hours
between here and home. Eight hours, probably closer to nine with
minimal stops, ten if she paused for lunch or to stretch her legs.
She popped a favorite CD into the player and sang along as the
strains of rockabilly filled the car. Her Chevy ate up miles of
gray pavement as the morning passed and the sun lifted higher into
the sky.

Two hours into the journey, she hit Paducah,
Kentucky. Since Tessa hadn’t eaten breakfast, she wheeled into a
Dunkin’ Donuts. She took her cup of coffee and two frosted cake
donuts and drove to a big park on the northern edge of the city.
Above the picnic table where she took a break, squirrels chattered
and birds sang. After Tessa washed a little sticky icing from her
hands and used the bathroom, she called her mom.

“I’m on the way,” she told
her without preamble. “I should be there in six or seven
hours.”

“That’ll be around six
o’clock tonight,” Melissa Owens said. “Do you want me to keep
supper for you?”

The last thing Tessa wanted was to sit down
to a meal. She’d be frazzled and ready for a shower. “No, but
thanks. I’ll grab something on the way.”

“Where are you now,
honey?”

“Paducah,” she replied.
“But I’m fixing to leave.”

Already, just over a hundred miles out of
Nashville, her speech shifted toward childhood patterns. Amazed and
almost ashamed she reverted so easily, Tessa ended her call and
motored ahead. The bridges on US 62 and US 60 crossed the
confluence of the Ohio and Mississippi rivers. Tessa craned her
neck to catch a better view but she couldn’t see much, just the
wide waters of both rivers spreading out below her. Once over the
mighty Mississippi, she entered her home state but she had no sense
of coming home.

The rich bottomland lacked
the rugged, rocky hills of her Ozarks, and when she paused for gas
in some little town, the fresh air she inhaled lacked the right
aroma. Tessa motored onward, sunglasses in place, as her mind
overflowed with memories. Her straight blonde hair floated in the
breeze from the open car window, and although it’d be a tangled
mess by the time she made it home, she adored the freedom. The sun
baked her left arm but she wouldn’t burn, she’d tan. Aunt
Verna, Vernie to
one and all, always offered her unconditional love. Later, she
always scrounged up change so Tessa could ride the miniature
merry-go-round in the Wal-Mart lobby. In the summer, Tessa spent
every night she could at her aunt’s place. While Uncle Cal went out
coon hunting and drinking until all hours of the night, she and
Aunt Vernie curled up on the couch and watched movies together.
They always had fun, until Uncle Calvin came home.

Tessa could be sorry he died, for her aunt’s
sake, but she didn’t care. She didn’t like the man. As long as she
could remember, he treated her as a nuisance. He never teased her
like her other uncles did or told her she looked pretty. Uncle
Calvin glared at her through the hazy smoke of his ever-present
home-rolled cigarette and called her down every time she giggled or
laughed. Once, hungover from a long night’s drinking, he backhanded
her because she turned a somersault across the front porch.
Afterward, Tessa steered clear of him as much as she could. At
holiday dinners or family gatherings, she stayed distant and spoke
to him no more than required. By the time she’d grown up, Tessa
realized he treated her aunt poorly as well, but Vernie wouldn’t
talk about it or dare complain.

“I made my bed,” she’d
say. “Now I gotta lie in it.”

Other snatches of memory flitted through
Tessa’s mind quicker than the changing scenery outside the window.
Catching lightning bugs down by the creek at dusk with her
brothers, wading through the cold waters, listening to the
grown-ups play guitars on the front porch, and waiting for the
school bus in all kinds of weather were just a few of the images,
like still photographs in her head. She recalled the delightful
aroma of baking ham or frying chicken in her mother’s kitchen and
the way her daddy always came home from the chicken plant in his
black rubber boots. Her pink room, made for a princess, served as
her haven from the outside world.

Thinking of old times revived high school
memories, too. She’d been a homecoming queen candidate once, but
she wasn’t crowned. Tessa acted in every play possible, sang in the
school choir, and also signed up for agriculture classes. At the
annual county fair each summer, she showed a calf. By the time she
headed out to Nashville, Tessa owned her own horse, a pretty little
dappled mare named Skydancer. Tessa rode in a few rodeos and
practiced barrel racing in the north field. At one time she planned
pro-rodeo to be her fallback career in case singing didn’t work
out. Now, she hadn’t been on a horse in longer than she could
pinpoint.

It was then Lucas Rowlands sneaked into her
head like a midnight thief. Her conscious effort to block him out
failed and he took over her recollections, banishing the rest away.
Tessa saw nothing but Lucas. Sunlight brought out the highlights in
his otherwise brown hair, and his deep blue eyes, brighter than the
sky, crinkled with laughter in her mind. She recalled walking down
a wooded path with him, his hand wrapped around hers. His arm
around her waist steadied her as the trail narrowed, and he kept
her from falling to the deep ravine below.

Images flickered past in a virtual photo
gallery, one after another—Lucas in a tuxedo at prom, holding her
tight as they danced a slow number, passion burning in her blood
like fever. Tessa and Lucas rode in tandem on horseback to the old
swimming hole. They dived into the deep water, colder than February
snow, and screamed. Her hands clutched his naked body and he
grasped her against him. “You won’t drown, honey girl,” he’d
whispered and now, driving down the highway, his voice resonated in
her mind.

Tessa lifted one hand from the steering
wheel to wipe away a stray tear. Lucas and Tessa were together
through high school and during her two years of junior college in
Neosho. If he hadn’t gotten into his patch of trouble and then
wrecked his truck during a high-speed chase with the local
deputies, they might’ve been married. The idea horrified her,
scared the dickens out of her, and yet she liked it on some level,
too. If they had married, though, she wouldn’t have gone to
Nashville. She would be just another country wife, working
somewhere and raising a few kids along with a little hell.

Last time she saw him, he’d been in the
hospital. Two deputies were on duty outside his room so he wouldn’t
bolt, even though he’d suffered such serious injuries he couldn’t
get out of bed. Tessa spent hours in the emergency room and twice
as many in a waiting room down the hall, waiting to find out if
he’d be okay. Tears she refused to shed now clogged her throat
until it hurt as she remembered walking over to the bed.

Lucas stared up at her, his eyes bluer than
usual, dark with pain. He’d been so pale, his face so bruised her
heart broke into pieces, and she’d bent down to kiss his mouth but
he turned away.

“I hear you’re leaving,”
he said, his voice husky from being so hurt.

“You know I am,” she
replied. One of her cousins on her daddy’s side invited her up to
Nashville and she accepted the offer. Nashville was her dream, her
shot at the big time. When she shared the news with Lucas, she
thought he’d celebrate with her, but he hadn’t. He walked away from
her without another word, headed down to a little liquor store,
robbed it, and drove away at a sedate pace. When the law caught up
to him, he’d sped up and almost eluded them when he missed a curve
and crashed.

“Good-bye then,” Lucas
said.

“Come with me,” she
whispered. “I’ll wait until you heal.”

He shook his head back and forth. “I can’t,
but you go on, go.”

“I love you,
Lucas.”

“It ain’t
enough.”

They were the last words he’d ever spoken to
her.

Tessa pulled over at a little ice cream
stand in some tiny town to get her emotions under control. She
couldn’t drive with her hands shaking, her heart aching, her eyes
blinded with tears.

I can handle going
home, she thought, but I don’t want to see Lucas.

The funeral was Monday, and on Tuesday she’d
be on her way back to Music City.


Chapter Two

 


At Springfield, Tessa grabbed a burger, too
hungry to wait until she made it home in another hour and a half.
It was after five o’clock, so rush-hour traffic filled the streets
as she wound through town and followed Sunshine to where it became
Highway 60 again. People heading home from the larger city to the
bedroom communities clogged the road but the farther west she
headed, the lighter the surrounding traffic. By the time she rolled
through Monett, just a few other cars and trucks shared the
highway. At Neosho, she headed south onto old Highway 71, ignoring
the four lane new edition west of town. As Tessa headed toward the
county, things became increasingly familiar.

With each mile driven south, the trappings
of modern civilization thinned until by the time Tessa exited the
highway onto the paved road, she traveled through country as remote
as any remaining in the United States.

Tessa slowed and rolled down the window. She
inhaled the fresh air, overlaid with the sweet scent of wood smoke
from someone’s chimney. Above the adjacent field she watched a pair
of red-tailed hawks ride the currents. White clouds dotted the sky
like pieces of fluff, and the sky itself radiated a rich shade of
blue. In distant pastures cattle grazed and behind everything the
rugged hills stood tall. The lighter spring green yielded to the
deeper green of summer as the season shifted. One or two now
sported cell phone towers, and Tessa chuckled with the realization
technology made it into these hills. Time didn’t stand still, not
even here. Sometimes it just felt that way.

When a chicken farm loomed ahead, she
remembered to roll up her window before the rank stench of manure
filled her nostrils. Even through the glass, she caught a whiff of
the foul smell and shuddered. Hills slanted toward the road as it
narrowed. Along the way, she passed more than one small church. Two
were the classic white frame style, but one, larger than the
others, rose tall and solid with red brick walls. When the road
tilted downhill toward a small creek and a rickety bridge, Tessa
was almost home.

At the curve, she passed the small cemetery
where Uncle Cal would soon lie. Then the road flattened out for a
few miles. After she passed the bright yellow Dead End road signs,
the road descended into a valley and the pavement ended. On the
flat valley floor, a brick ranch-style house squatted among cow
pastures. Behind it sat a metal prefabricated barn. Maple trees
framed the house and barbed wire behind everything made a
barrier.

“I’m home, sweet home,”
Tessa muttered as she wheeled into the driveway. A dog barked
somewhere inside the house and another answered from the yard. The
insistent yip-yap of her mom’s latest Westie mingled with the
deeper tones of her dad’s coon dogs out back. From here, Tessa
looked down the road where her brother Ted lived in a brand-new
mobile home, and to the original farmhouse, a big two-storied frame
home where Aunt Verna lived. The entire valley once belonged to her
grandfather and was divided into parcels after his death. A little
further south, her uncle Peter lived in another ranch-style house
built in the late 1960s.

The Owens clan owned this end of the road,
always had, and probably always would.

“Teresa!” her mother
called moments before she appeared in the front doorway, hair in
pink curlers. “Is that you?”

“It’s me,” Tessa shouted
back, waving. Her given name sounded odd, and normally her mom used
it only on formal occasions. Tessa left it behind when she moved,
along with her patent leather Mary Jane shoes, her high school
yearbooks, and her baby dolls.

Her mother grabbed her and smacked a kiss
onto her cheek. Tessa inhaled the long-remembered scent of Tabu
perfume and toted her bags down the short hallway to her childhood
bedroom.

Everything still bloomed pink, from the
bedspread to the drapes, and even the walls. Her high school
bulletin board remained in the same spot on the wall, and pictures
of Lucas remained tucked into the corners of the dresser mirror.
Tessa put her luggage on top of the cedar chest beneath the front
window and sighed. In here, she became sixteen again, awkward,
gawky, and uncertain. Before she lost any sense of self gained in
the years away, Tessa returned to the living room where her parents
waited, her dad watching a football game on television, her mother
peering at a book of crossword puzzles.

“So there’s nothing
tonight, right?” Tessa asked.

“No, not until tomorrow
after church,” her mom said. “Are you going to the service with
us?”

“I doubt it,” Tessa
replied. “I’m tired, all that driving from Nashville. It’s a long
way.”

With the remote clutched in his hand, her
dad glanced over. “Sleep in, baby. There’s no reason you have to
come listen to the preacher. He’ll have enough of a captive
audience at Calvin’s funeral on Monday.”

Always a daddy’s girl, Tessa grinned.
“Thanks. I think I’ll grab a shower now and head to bed. I know
it’s not late but I’m worn out.”

“Go ahead,” her mom said.
“We’ll see you in the morning.”

As Tessa rooted through her bags, the pink
room grated against her nerves. If she could hang on for two days,
she’d be out of here. She hung onto the thought as she padded down
the hallway in her bare feet. Along the walls, pictures of Tessa
and her brother Ted told a story from babyhood to graduation. The
images of the past irked her, and she stuck out her tongue at her
third grade school picture. She’d hated the ringlet curls her
mother brushed into place and lacquered down with hair spray, but
right now Tessa loathed her senior portrait even more.

It revived memories of
Lucas because he’d gone with her to the portrait studio. Until
Lucas grinned at her and made a few wisecracks, she hadn’t been
able to summon a smile. Without his presence, she wouldn’t have
grinned. So forget him.
He must’ve moved far away by now. Tessa almost
asked her parents but she didn’t. Deep down, she enjoyed her
ignorance.

A long, steaming shower refreshed her and by
the time she’d dried her hair, her parents were in bed. Tessa crept
down to the kitchen and made a sandwich. Although her mother
wouldn’t approve, she carried a glass of milk back to her bedroom,
drank it, and curled up in bed. She didn’t wake until late morning,
and once roused, Tessa remembered why she’d come home.

****

The aroma of coffee lured her to the
kitchen. She managed to drink two cups before her dad’s big Cummins
diesel Dodge pickup pulled around to the back of the house. Her dad
stepped out, dapper in one of his Western-cut suits and his best
boots. Tessa’s mom wore a black skirt with a plaid jacket but what
stunned Tessa was her brother Ted. Ted, who she hadn’t seen in
anything but overalls or camouflage since he turned fourteen, came
out of the backseat of the truck in Dockers and a button-down
shirt. He caught sight of her and grinned.

“I heard trouble was
back,” he joked. “Sorry it took death to drag you back from
Nashville.”

“Well, at least it was
just Uncle Calvin.” Tessa didn’t mince words as she held open the
screen door to let her family into the house.

“Tessa!” Her mother
squawked but her dad laughed.

“Leave her be, Melissa.
She’s just saying what we all think, probably even
Verna.”

If Tessa’s memory wasn’t faulty, Verna would
agree most of all.

“Pete,” her mother began
then shook her head. “We don’t have time to fuss. Tessa Lou, aren’t
you ready? We’ve got to be at your aunt’s by one.”

“I can be dressed in a
flash.”

“Then do it.”

Until she saw her family dressed up, Tessa
planned to wear decent jeans and a nice blouse but she changed her
mind. If Sunday best was required, she’d give them what they
wanted. The black slacks and the rose-colored blouse with ruffled
sleeves had been what she planned to wear to the funeral, but she’d
figure something else out before tomorrow. Since most of the folks
would see her for the first time since her departure, Tessa made an
extra effort as she put on makeup and spritzed on too much
perfume.

“Will it be mostly family
today?” she asked.

“Vernie asked all the
kinfolk to dinner,” Melissa Owens replied. “After everything else,
I imagine a lot of people will show up to pay their
respects.”

“I don’t know why Aunt
Verna didn’t have it at the funeral home,” Tessa griped as she
headed out to the truck. “I’m surprised she isn’t having them drag
Uncle Cal out to the farm for this.”

Her parents exchanged a long glance and
Tessa frowned. “What?”

“Oh, she is,” her father
said. “Damn fool notion if you ask me but Sister didn’t. Vernie
does as she pleases, always did.”

It took a minute more to sink in. “Uncle
Calvin’s going to be laid out at the house?”

Horror crawled along her spine worse than a
spider but her mom nodded. “Yes, sugar, that’s right. Verna wanted
things done the old-fashioned way.”

“I’m surprised she didn’t
insist on washing and dressing him herself,” Peter Owens muttered.
“Or ask us to dig a grave out in the field.”

Beside her, Ted put a finger to his lips.
“Let’s just get it over with,” he suggested. “We’ll be done with
all the nonsense by supper.”

“Thank God,” Tessa said
and no one else spoke again until they reached Aunt Verna’s
house.

****

Driving less than a half mile down the road
seemed decadent but Tessa made no complaint. When they pulled into
the long drive, Tessa stared at the familiar farmhouse tucked into
a tight valley. Hills wrapped around it like a lover’s arms. Most
things shrink in memory but the old house seemed to have grown. She
half expected to see Uncle Cal leaning against one of the porch
support posts, unfiltered Camel on his bottom lip, severe crew cut
flattening his head into a square. When her grandfather still lived
here, she remembered how she ran across the wide grassy lawn to the
porch. He would scoop her up into his arms and toss her high into
the air. His hands never really let her go, but it felt like she
flew, laughing all the time.

On the heels of the good memory came
another—the day of her grandpa’s funeral. It rankled. Although
Tessa’d been seven, she remembered it well, especially the heavy
rain that packed them all onto the broad porch after the graveside
service. Adults and kids alike crowded into the space with the rank
smell of damp wool in their noses. A pungent odor of mothballs
wafted from the “good” clothes, too. Uncle Cal scratched a match
against the heel of his calloused hand and lit his smoke. Over the
babble of voices, he looked at her grandmother, a tiny little woman
they all called Granny, and barked, “Well, Sarah, I’m surprised you
didn’t get the sin eater out here for ol’ Jake.”

Granny bristled as she glared at her least
favorite son-in-law.

“Jake didn’t need his
services,” she snapped back, her broad hill dialect sharpening some
of the words. “I reckon you will, though, unless you want to smoke
cigarettes with the devil.”

Tess stared at the porch from the truck
until her dad called her name. From the frown creasing his brow,
she guessed he must have said it more than once.

“Tessa, get down. What’s
wrong with you, girl? You look like you’ve seen a
ghost.”

“No ghosts, just
memories,” she told him and took his hand to make the long step to
the ground. Thinking about that day, twenty years gone now, sent
creepy-crawlies down her back. As a curious child, she begged until
someone explained what sin eaters were and what they did. Her
great-uncle Buck’s description of the sin eater—usually some old
recluse who ate the food laid out with the dead to consume their
sins—gave her nightmares for the next two years.

“Well, now, there’s my
Tessa come home from Nashville.” Aunt Verna’s voice distracted her
from her reverie. Tessa’s aunt stood framed by the double front
doors of the large house. In a navy blue dress with white collar
and cuffs, Vernie looked like a stranger. Her bouffant hair must’ve
been done at the beauty parlor on Saturday. The lines in her face,
etched deeper than spring plowing, were softer than she remembered.
“Come give your old aunt a hug.”

Tessa bounded up the stairs and wrapped her
arms around Verna. Her aunt’s familiar fragrance, a combination of
White Shoulders perfume and Marlboro cigarettes, evoked the
past.

“I’m sorry about Uncle
Calvin, Aunt Vernie.” Tessa wasn’t, but it was the right thing to
say.

“Thank you, honey. You’re
about the only one to say it. Come in, come in.”

The ancient wood screen door screeched as
Verna opened it and the spring twanged when it shut, both noises
familiar from long ago. Tessa stepped into the wide, long room and
stopped short at the sight of so many people. Their collective
voices slowed into a hush, then fell silent as Tessa saw Calvin’s
casket parked against the north windows of the room with a space
between it and the curtains. The lid remained open to reveal his
body.

“This is Tessa,” Aunt
Vernie announced as she slung an arm around her shoulders before
the assembled crowd. “Y’all remember my niece. She came home to be
here for this.”

Everyone talked at once as they exchanged
hellos and howdy-dos but their voices blended into a babble she
couldn’t understand. Some of the faces seemed familiar, but Tessa
struggled to recognize people she must’ve known all her life. One
face stood out to her, one she could identify easily—Lucas
Rowlands.

Peter Owens joined his older sister and
daughter. “Tessa, maybe you ought to pay your respects now.”

His valid suggestion faded away as she tried
to deal with Lucas’ presence. In a few minutes, she’d do the right
thing and go look at Uncle Cal’s body, but Tessa needed to know
something first. “What’s Lucas doing here, Daddy? I thought this
was just for family and friends.”

“He knew your uncle, same
as everyone here,” her father said but he wouldn’t meet her eyes.
Tessa’s temper smoldered. They weren’t telling her something, and
she’d bet a dollar or more that whatever it might be she knew it
involved Lucas.

Unless she wanted to make a scene, Tessa had
no choice but to walk across the hardwood floors to stand beside
her uncle’s casket. As she looked down on his body, Tessa decided
he resembled a department store mannequin. In death, his
ever-present scowl vanished but its absence didn’t make Calvin
handsome. “Uglier than homemade sin,” Tessa whispered, soft enough
so no one else could hear.

After she figured she’d stood long enough to
pay her last respects, or bid the old bastard farewell, Tessa
stepped back and her dad nodded approval. “Go ahead, girl,” he told
her. “It’s almost time to get things ready.”

From the kitchen Tessa caught the delicious
smell of food and sighed. “I’m ready for dinner,” she said.

“We’ll get to dinner soon
enough,” Aunt Verna said. “Come on, Tessa.”

With a nod, she moved away and noticed most
people shifted position. A strange undercurrent swirled through the
room, and Tessa sensed fear mixed with an odd excitement. Lucas was
nearby and he was staring at her.

“Hello, Lucas.” Her voice
came out hushed, like school kids whispering in a library. “It’s
been a long time.”

Lucas Rowlands grinned with a naughty smile
she remembered very well. He looked the same, over-long brown hair
lit with blonde highlights, dark blue eyes, and a lean build. “I
hear you’ve been living up to Nashville all this time,” he
said.

“I have,” Tessa replied.
“I live there now.”

His eyes locked on her face and she couldn’t
look away, mesmerized by his steady gaze.

“Guess you ain’t famous
just yet.”

Face to face, toe to toe, she remembered
more than she wanted. His presence, his physical proximity exuded
power, so much so the fine hairs on her arms came to attention.
“No,” she said, her voice husky. “I’m not. What are you doing these
days, Lucas?”

“I do as little as
possible,” he said with a sassy grin. “I raise cattle and more than
a little hell at my granddad’s old place. I live in the old house
and mostly do what I want.”

That sounded like Lucas, she thought. “Are
you married?”

“Nope, and I don’t plan to
get that way. What about you, darlin’? Do you have a husband and
kiddies in a little house over there on the Cumberland
River?”

He stood close, heat radiating from his skin
as it moved over her in waves. Tessa grew too hot, overheating so
much she thought she might faint. His questions irked her, though
she couldn’t say why.

“No,” Tessa said. If she
didn’t get some fresh air now, she would pass out. She stepped
forward and prepared to head for the back door. Luke took her hand
instead and kept her in place.

“Where are you going? We
haven’t had time to catch up or talk about old times.”

His voice affected her like cheap strawberry
wine with a giddy rush powerful enough to tilt her off balance.

“I need some air,” she
whispered. “I’ve got to go outside.”

Lucas put his arm around her. “Let’s go
then.”

He pressed through the crowd with a fake
grin plastered on his face, exchanging a few nods and howdys. She
allowed him to take her through her aunt’s kitchen, aware the women
putting out food stared as they passed. In the backyard, Tessa
staggered over to a plastic lawn chair and sat. Cool breezes flowed
down the hills behind and she inhaled deeply. After a few minutes,
she sighed.

“Better?” Lucas sprawled
in a chair across from hers and watched with a frown she might’ve
once believed came out of concern.

“Yes, thanks.”

“What the hell happened in
there? You didn’t use to be such a wimp.”

“No.” Funny she could sing
on any stage, hobnob with some of the remaining greats of country
music, talk with today’s chart toppers, handle the meanest drunk in
any bar, attend any event, and never lose her cool. But come back
to the hills and she lost it in her aunt’s house, among her own
folks, thanks to Lucas Rowlands. “I’m okay now, though.”

He offered a hand so she could rise and
Tessa accepted it. Before she had time to think, Lucas drew her
into his arms like a spider catching a fly and put his mouth down
over hers. She struggled, protested until his heat fired her and
ignited all her old passions. Tessa kissed him back with the same
unholy fire. Sweet little charges of electricity ran over her
sensitive skin, and when his tongue entered her mouth she would’ve
squealed aloud, except she couldn’t. There wasn’t space to make a
sound.

Pleasure from his mouth
expanded lower and spread heat through her in waves. A dim sense
Tessa should protest and push him away hovered at the edge of her
consciousness, but everything felt too damn good to stop. His lips
evoked the past, stolen kisses and heady delights she recalled much
too well. If someone, she never could be sure who it was, had not
thrust their head out of the back door and called,
“Lucas, it’s time,” Tessa might’ve let him do more than kiss her there in the
backyard, with her kinfolk and most of the rural community steps
away. The reality check jarred her back to consciousness as he
released her.

“I’ll see you later,” he
said with a playful swat at her rear as he vanished into the
house.

Tessa watched him go, divided between
longing for more kisses and anger that she’d let her guard down so
easily
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