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As I wrote this book, I took some creative liberties with the timeline of the story in regards to the Bible editions that I chose. Even though the Bible editions I used were not in print during the time of my story, the verses I chose are in the Bible versions that have spoken to me over the years and have significantly impacted my life. All scriptures in Guitar Ghost were taken from the New International Version or New King James Version. Many of the scriptures I chose have seen me through my own struggles in life, just like with James and Jessie May. My husband was deployed for 14 months to Iraq back in 2003/2004 during which time our daughter was born. We had doctored to conceive and then he left when I was five months pregnant and came back when our daughter was 10 months old. This was a time of great stress and trial in our lives but would become one of our greatest, most impacting and shaping chapters in our love story. I wove some of our own experiences into the book as I told James and Jessie’s love story.

I also mention in the book that Jessie’s mom Patty had a worn, red Good News Bible. This Bible edition also would not have been in print during this time, but I chose it to be Patty’s Bible because that is my precious memory of my own mother and her Bible. I can still picture her with it in her lap as she sat in her salmon-colored Lazy Boy recliner in our living room at the farm. This image brings me great comfort and peace. It is the same comforting presence I wanted portrayed with Patty and her Bible with Jessie May.
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Chapter 1

Just the Beginning
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It was a hot day, typical for mid-September in Alabama. This particular Friday afternoon at Cordova High School, the air felt extremely sultry. The ceiling fans lazily circling above merely teased the air below, not offering the room much reprieve. 

“Class, settle down please,” rattled Ms. Pennysford. Energy and anticipation for the weekend was running amuck with the evident stir of the class. “Seniors! Your attention, please!” She waited, giving them a chance to listen. “Land sakes,” she sighed tossing her hands in the air. “How can senioritis be kickin’ in with y’all already! It’s only September.” Ms. Pennysford had a playful smirk on her face. She was a favorite of many students and seemed to bring students to their potential, building them up to believe in themselves and they learned from her that they can do or be anything.

The final minutes of the clock were ticking away. With tenacity she tapped her ruler on her desk for a bit of order and gave her last instruction for the weekend, “Don’t forget y’all have a quiz Monday on verb conjugation and your Wuthering Heights essay responses are due as well.” She barely got the last words out as the bell rang. The room exploded in a rapid motion for the doorway. “Enjoy the weekend and weather!” her words trailed after them as they bustled out of the room no longer adhering to single-file fashion. The weekend was here.

* * *
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Jessie May was barely half way down the hall when she felt his hand slide into hers. “May I walk you home, Miss Clark?”

“James Theodore, you know I don’t like to be addressed so formally.” His hand in hers made her heart skip faster. Her feet struggled to keep up with the increased pace of her heart. She glanced at him. He looked tall and handsome in his slim, blue jeans. He wore a plaid blue short-sleeved button-down shirt. Everything about him and his looks had charm. She loved his dark brown hair which hung a little tousled over his face – a face she could hardly look at without melting. Bashfully, she let her eyes drop from his gaze. His top two buttons were unbuttoned. His skin tone was strikingly bronzed, still tanned from the summer. It glistened from the afternoon in their stuffy classroom which seemed to accent the definition of his muscle tone. Again she felt her heart rate quicken. Oh, and those eyes. His dreamy brown eyes. Eyes that stared deep into her soul. Eyes that implored her right now playfully waiting for her response. His eyes danced; he was so full of zest...and humor. He broke into a ballad that seemed somehow polished and premeditated. He was always breaking into some song. She never understood how his spontaneous singing could produce such on-the-spot lyrics and tunes. She never told him, but she loved when he sang to her. And he was singing to her right now, in the hallway. With all the other students around them hustling off into their weekend. She blushed. She couldn’t maintain her act of control any longer. Her smile wrapping from ear to ear gave James the answer he already knew. Yes, he could walk her home. 

* * *
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The fall colors amidst the rolling foothills of the Appalachian Mountains seemed to radiate an amber glow that only accentuated the blossoming love of the young couple as they walked hand-in-hand. Without a care in the world, they ambled along the bank of the Mulberry Fork playfully kicking through the dampened leaves on the ground. James stooped down and picked up a rock and skipped it casually across the water. He stopped and took both her hands in his, “Let’s go around through Eden’s Pathway, Miss...” He paused dramatically as if being ever-so-mindful to address her less formally, “Jessie May.” To which he added for convincing purposes - a wink. 

Eden’s Pathway was private, off the normal beat. A path that discretely wound into a lush copse of cypress trees. It was known mostly only to the locals who for years had called the secluded lush grove “Eden’s Pathway” – for it was truly a walk through paradise. The splendor of fall colors was a testament to its name. The colors gave a distinction and depth to the foliage of the grove.

“You know my daddy will wonder what took me so long comin’ home from school?”

“Tell him the truth. You went the long way through Eden’s Pathway. You just couldn’t resist seein’ the colors of paradise this time of year! Besides,” he went on, “it’s not that far out of the way, and it really doesn’t take that long to walk through. I just like it ‘cause it’s private. It’s a secret when we’re in there.”

Her heart fluttered and her breath caught in her throat. She didn’t have long to catch it. He grabbed her hand and began running, not really waiting for her answer. Before she knew it they were lying on the moss-like undergrowth of the trees. Their trees he liked to tell her. Their paradise. As she lay on her side against him – her arm across his chest – she played with the button on his shirt. She seemed completely at peace and lost in tranquil thought. A gentle breeze that barely made its way through the dense thicket lightly caressed their skin. She watched his chest rise and fall. She knew he was watching her too.

After some minutes, he broke her quiet train of thought. “When are you goin’ to introduce me to your parents?”

Losing track of time which happened often when they were together, his question startled her and she hastily got up, “Oh my goodness, my parents! I have to get home! Daddy’s really gonna be drillin’ me now, James Patterson.”

He came to a half kneel. Grabbing her waist, both of his hands wrapped around the small of her back. “But when?” Jessie could feel her knees weaken slightly with the sensation of his touch and she knew she was blushing again. She felt suddenly very warm. “When?” he protested again. “I wanna meet the parents of the girl I love. The girl I wanna marry.” 

“James!” her voice was breathy. 

He leaned in closer to her, “Jessie May, I can’t wait to marry you and be able to do right by you. To have you be mine, completely.” As he spoke the words his left hand dropped to her side against her knee, her bare skin. He gently caressed her leg. Her skin was soft and smooth.

“James Theodore!” She scolded and playfully pushed his hand away. She looked at him squarely and said, “Not yet, but soon you’ll meet my parents. I know my daddy’s not ready.”

“Your daddy? Or you?” he asked with a smirk working its way through the corners of his mouth.

“James! Of course, my daddy! You know how he is!”

“No, I really don’t since I haven’t met the man. So? When?” He stood and looked down gently into her eyes, pulling her closer to him again.

Penetrating her with those eyes she couldn’t resist, “Soon,” she pushed the word out almost out of breath.

He paused for a moment, speaking only with his eyes. “Alright, that’ll have to do. Soon!” he said with a punctuated smile and grabbed her hand as he took off running to hustle her home. 

“Wait!” she said and quickly turned back to grab their school packs. “Remember, James...”

“I know, my little bookworm, the verb quiz and essay homework! Yuck!” And with that, they were off.

* * *
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Robert Clark was a loyal, hard-working man. He had worked as a mechanic at Chuck’s Repair for 28 years. He had started working there the summer before his junior year in high school. He had planned to go to college after he graduated, but the owner Chuck Brown was diagnosed with Multiple Sclerosis Robert’s senior year. Chuck had been so impressed with Robert’s work ethic that he offered for Robert to come on full-time after he graduated and help him manage the mechanic shop. So, Robert had been working there ever since. 

He was a big man with a strong-looking stature. If you would run into him on the street, you’d think he was a man not to be reckoned with, but everyone who knew Robert Clark knew he had a big heart to match his large size. It just wasn’t always apparent in his staunch protectiveness of his three daughters, especially his eldest daughter who happened to be of dating age. 

His youngest daughter Carrie, now eight years old, was somewhat of a daddy’s girl. He never had to wonder what she had been up to because she pretty much stuck close to his side. She was always ready to help with a project and loved getting her hands dirty. She delighted in doing just about anything with her father when he was home. She loved playing games and simply had a zest for life. There really wasn’t anything she didn’t like...well, except picking eggs. She’d do about anything to get out of that chore.

And there was Lydia, the middle of his three girls. She had just turned 14 and was becoming quite the young lady. She was quieter. She did her chores as asked without contest, being quick to finish them so she could find an empty corner and snuggle in with another book. She’d be lost for hours in a book if her father and mother didn’t make her come up for air once in a while.

Robert was chopping wood and had his back to her when Jessie came home. As his eldest daughter at 17 years old, Jessie was definitely starting to test her boundaries, but she always had a way with him. A way straight to his heart through his tough facade. He was protective of her, yes, but with her being the oldest, he had to be. The day was coming when she would leave their nest, and he wanted her ready for the world. He wanted the best for her as only any loving father would.

He knew she was trying to discreetly slip by into the house unnoticed. He stopped his incessant chopping and turned towards Jessie, “Took you awhile getting home from school today?” He raised his eye brow waiting for her to reply.

“Hi, Daddy! Oh, it did, I know! Today was so hot sittin’ in that stuffy classroom, and I kept daydreamin’ about walkin’ through the shade of Eden’s Pathway. So, I took that route home today. I just had to catch the colors of fall before the wind takes it away,” she rattled off her answer giving herself away with her obvious nervous chatter.

“Was he with you?”

She skipped over his question. “Daddy, you should’ve seen Eden’s Pathway today! Seriously, paradise. The reds, the golds, the oranges, and last savored shades of green from the summer.”

“What about brown?” 

Confused, but a little relieved her daddy was following her rabbit trail to distract him, she responded, “Oh yes, and brown. Although,” she pondered out loud, “brown wouldn’t necessarily be my favorite color of the fall splendor. I love all the vibrant other colors. Brown is more the end of the colors for fall.”

“Hmmm, I thought you enjoyed brown the most,” he said with teasing in his voice. “Wasn’t it the color brown you were talkin’ about to your mother of that boy’s ‘dreamy eyes’ that I believe you said you liked so much...or was it ‘chocolate’ how you described them?” 

“Daddy!” she exclaimed clearly embarrassed that he must have overheard a conversation meant just for her mother’s ears. She fumbled through her words, flustered with what to say. “He...that boy...has a name,” she stuttered and stammered a bit trying to regain her composure. “And yes, James and his brown eyes... or chocolate...or...or whatever I said, was walkin’ with me.” 

“You forgot ‘dreamy’. Yes, I do think it was ‘dreamy’ you told your mama,” he said without looking up, but clearly enjoying his own banter.

“You’re impossible,” she gushed as she swung her arms around her father breaking through his gruff outer shell.

“I can’t help it. Your mama told me.”

“That was just for her.”

“Well, I probed her a bit. I figured I needed to try find out more about this boy since I hear he’s courtin’ my daughter.”

“Daddy, you could’ve just asked me.”

“Well, I thought maybe if he really is as ‘dreamy’ as you say, you might actually bring him here to formally meet your family.”

“You haven’t given me much of a choice, Daddy! You don’t exactly make it easy for me to bring any boy around here.”

“Oh? How many other boys do you wanna bring around here?” Robert dropped his voice tone a bit to sound more authoritative. 

“See! Impossible, Daddy!” Jesse looked at her father and shook her head. “There are no other boys. Just James. And you make it difficult to bring him home, you know. Intimidatin’ actually.”

“Well, now I suppose that may be true. But, it can’t just be any boy that courts my Jessie May Clark. He better be of good stock. Needs to have a good head on his shoulders and a focus in life. My stamp of approval is needed. And in order to do that,” he paused with just enough seriousness to speak his mind gently, “I need to meet him.”

“Well, Daddy, we actually were just talkin’ about that on our way home.” 

Her father raised one eyebrow again looking in her direction. He hoped with his stern disposition he could detour his daughter’s ambition. But, it didn’t surprise him that his eldest daughter determined both in spirit and faith with a healthy touch of stubbornness –as he liked to say – should press on. She was more like him than he’d often like to admit.

Without really thinking, she blabbered off an answer, “I maybe...kind of, sort of, possibly already invited him without really askin’ you and Mama.”

“Spit out the details.”

“I possibly invited him this Sunday after church to come for Mama’s fried chicken.” She was making it up as she went, but her daddy didn’t need to know that. “James was so thrilled to be invited.”

“Jessie May, you know you should’ve cleared that with your mama first before invitin’ someone out on a whim like that. You know how your mother likes fair warnin’. She likes things just so when she’s hostin’, everythin’ in place,” he spoke, disgruntled.

“I know, I will next time, Daddy. I’m sorry. Mama will understand. She’s been wantin’ to meet him too. I am just so excited for you both to meet James. I will talk with Mama. If it’s not okay, then I will make up some excuse and tell James we need a raincheck. Please, Daddy? And, just maybe James said he’d bring his mama’s famous pecan pie to go with the fried chicken.” She was going in for the kill. She knew her daddy’s weakness—-pie.

Robert paused clearly wanting his daughter to know he held the authority still. She stared at him, anxious for his approval and answer. 

“Famous pecan pie, huh?” Robert cocked his head. “How come I ain’t ever heard of it before?”

Again her arms swung around her father. She knew she had him. “Ohhhh, thank you, Daddy!” 

“I didn’t say yes.”

“You didn’t say no!” she squeezed her father’s neck. “I know you can’t resist a good pecan pie! As Mama always says, ‘The best way to a man’s heart is through his stomach!’”

“Oh, she does, does she? Hmmph, married 26 years and she thinks she knows me so well!” He tried to hold the upper hand, but knew he didn’t have much of a poker face anymore. Robert reached for Jessie’s hands with his. They were enormous compared to hers and quite dirty from chopping wood. He pulled her into a full embrace, an embrace she had known all her life. It was powerful, but gentle. He spoke warmly, “I just want the best for you.”

She squeezed her father. Yes, she certainly had a way with him. They had a very special relationship. Jessie never doubted her daddy’s love for her and his unconditional love and strength for their family. It grounded her...well, next to her faith in her heavenly Father. She knew she owed all her blessings to God. But yes, in this life, she was so grateful the Lord had blessed her with her daddy, who was her rock. And now she couldn’t wait for him to meet James Patterson, the other man of importance in her life. She just knew he’d approve. She smiled thinking about them both. And with that, she knew she better get ahold of James to tell him he needed to bring a pie because “soon” was indeed just about to happen!

* * *
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James hustled. He was late meeting his buddies. They had agreed they’d meet in the morning at Linny’s Tavern at 9:00. Hustling to meet up with his cronies, he noticed some tables set up along the board walk. A sign read, “We need you!” It was a U.S. Army recruiter. James had his head turned, still reading the sign, when he felt a punch on his shoulder, “You’re late,” his buddy Bobby Ray poked at him. “If we’re goin’ to line up any gig at all, late ain’t gonna get it.” 

His best buddies – and band members – stood staring at him. There was Bobby Ray who had no qualms about bluntly speaking his mind. And thinking he was finer than frog hair split four ways, he easily had the biggest ego of the group.  Then there was Nathaniel who always kept the group on an even keel. He had a laid-back temperament and was perceptive and sensitive to others. And finally, there was Ricky James who just kind of followed the gang and did whatever they wanted. He was about as easy-going as they came. They referred to Ricky James as RJ so that there wouldn’t be any confusion between him and James. 

“Okay, okay, sorry guys, I’m late,” he tossed his hands up in the air. “Did you see if Linny is there yet, so I can go talk to him?” James was the leader of the group.

“I saw him behind the bar wipin’ down glasses when I walked by. He seemed kind of crabby,” Ricky said.

“I got this, RJ!” James said with a wink and shrug of one shoulder. “Be right back.”

He entered Linny’s Tavern. “Hey Lin, what’s up?”

“Just cleanin’ up last night’s mess to get ready for tonight’s,” Linny grumbled as he continued to dry glasses and hang them on the rack above his head. 

“Say, I thought I’d pop in because a couple of weeks ago when I ran into you fishin’ you mentioned possibly playin’ one day here and givin’ my band some exposure,” James said.

“Yeah, what about it?” Linny didn’t look up from the glass he was polishing with his white terrycloth. 

“So, how about today?”

“Kid, I said some day.”

“Yeah, so why not today? Today is some day, ain’t it?”

“Today?” Linny asked with skepticism.

“You won’t be disappointed,” James poured on the charm.  “Neither will your patrons. We’re good, Linny. You’ll see. And so will they. They’ll be beggin’ you to have us back,” he paused with the look of youthful determination. “Give us a chance? Today.”

Linny could already see the tenacity in James’ eyes and knew he wasn’t going to give up easily. And truth be told, he also knew his pub could use a new act. Anything that could draw new customers. He was curious what this persistent kid had to offer. 

“Alright, you get from 2:00-4:00 today.”

“2:00-4:00?” James had a disappointed look on his face, “Lin, that’s like yarn-barn time.” Linny gave him an odd look. “You know... just the ladies. Broads and Bridge time!” James really wanted the prime time of the evening. The thrill of playing in the tavern when all the locals flooded into the pub for a little happy hour...when it was packed.

“You’re underage, kid. Take or leave it,” was the only response from Linny. 

“Lin, I’m 18. I turned the end of August.”

“Yeah, well your other three hoodlums aren’t. So like I said, take it or leave it. That’s the time I’m offerin’...today.” He said the last word with emphasis. A corner of Linny’s mouth lifted a little with a smile. He liked the kid whether he wanted to admit it or not.

“We’re good, Linny. Really good. It’d be good for business.”

Linny knew the potential of that to be true, but he held his ground. Whether he liked the kid or not, he was going out on a limb and wanted to make sure it was in fact good for his business. “You may be good, but you’re underage. That’s the time I got for you to play.”

James could see that Linny was not going to budge on the time...for now anyway! So, he conceded and put out his hand to shake Linny’s, “Deal! We’ll come in at 1:00 to get set up and warm up a bit. You won’t regret this, Lin. Thanks!” He waved to Linny over his shoulder and headed out the door to let his band know the plan.

* * *
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When James came out of Linny’s Tavern, his buddies were leaning against the wooden fence rail waiting to hear if they had a gig or not. James tried to keep a straight face and remain stoic, but he wasn’t very good at hiding his excitement. A smile began to stretch across his face.  His friends knew that grin. He had struck a deal.

“We get to play today, boys!”

“That’s awesome!” Bobby Ray said excitedly. “I’ll have to let my mama know I won’t be home for supper! She’s makin’ catfish and hushpuppies tonight and my granny and pawpaw are comin’, but I can miss for this. This is great!” 

“You’ll be home for supper. We play 2:00-4:00,” James said.

“What? That’s when the ladies play Bridge.” The disappointment was evident in Bobby Ray’s tone. “Linny wouldn’t give us anythin’ else? I mean, I love my mama’s catfish and all, but I wanna play prime time. 2:00-4:00 is nothin’.”

“Yeah!” the other guys started chiming in. 

“Hey, it’s not nothin’. It’s somethin’ and it’s just the start...for today,” James said giving them a wink. “They’ll hear us and word will spread fast. Linny will be askin’ us back. For the evenin’ gig. I could see it in Lin’s face, but he’s checkin’ us out, fellas. We have to prove ourselves first. And trust me, it’s not goin’ to take much to convince him. He’s ready for somethin’ new and we’re it, boys!” He let out a whoop! “Wait ‘til he hears us! I told Lin we’d be back at 1:00 to set up, so let’s meet back here then.” 

They talked with an excited buzz a bit longer before deciding they better get going if they were going to be back after dinner. “Hey, y’all go on ahead. I’ll hook up with you at 1:00.” The recruiter’s booth that first caught his eye wouldn’t quit invading his thoughts. Ricky, Bobby Ray, and Nathaniel each gave him an inquisitive look.

“Don’t make us late,” Bobby Ray said, knowing James and his shenanigans all too well.

“Yeah, come on, Jimbo,” Nathaniel razzed him, “we gotta get all our stuff together and eat yet. We can’t be late for our first gig.”

“Guys, I got time,” his words were drawn out with his laid-back southern accent. “We don’t have to be back until 1:00. There’s somethin’ I wanna check out.” Ricky, Bobby Ray, and Nathaniel stopped simultaneously as they each noticed the object of James’ gaze. 

This time Ricky was the first to speak, “James, don’t. We know what you’re goin’ over there to check out. And we know you. You can’t leave us. We’re just takin’ off and gettin’ good. Our band needs you. We still need our bass guitar player, too, and you said you’d help us find one. And without you...well, this band ain’t a band without you.”

“RJ...guys,” James reassured all of them, “I’m not leavin’ the band. I’m just checkin’ things out. Haven’t you boys been payin’ attention to the news?” His buddies were staring straight at him.  “Things are escalatin’. That Gulf of Tonkin thing that happened about a month ago has changed things. And now that I’m 18, I might be needed. President Johnson’s already been authorized to put boots on the ground.”

“But why not wait? See if you’re drafted?” Nathaniel asked casually.

“My cousin Jacob is 18,” said Bobby Ray, “and he said there’s no way he’s goin’ to Vietnam. He said he’s goin’ to live with my daddy’s sister. She married a guy from Canada and lives somewhere in Vagina or somewhere like that.”

Ricky, Bobby Ray, and Nathaniel laughed.

“That’s Regina! And I don’t find that funny at all,” James was not amused. He didn’t find their crude humor or making light of the situation amusing in the slightest. “That’s a draft dodger, by the way, and it’s illegal. I’m not a draft dodger.”

“We know you’re not,” Nathaniel said smoothingly. “I don’t think Bobby Ray was implyin’ that about you, just tellin’ about Jake, that’s all. And, I was just askin’ my daddy about it since I’m turnin’ 18 next month and he said there are ways to legally defer bein’ drafted. He said there’s a waiver thing we can do since we are farmers. I wouldn’t have to go because our occupation is essential to the country. And when I was askin’ him about you, James, since you turned 18 already, he told me that you probably could get deferred, too, since you wanna go to college to become a teacher.”

“And that’d be legal, by the way,” Bobby Ray jabbed with a hint of sarcasm as if to imply that James wasn’t the only brains in the group.

“Look, I love you boys. You’re like brothers to me...the brothers I never had,” James responded. He took in a deep breath, “I know you don’t understand, but now that I’m 18 I just feel I need to do my part. I don’t know...it’s more, I wanna do my part.” He paused with an intentional seriousness that was rare for him. “I can’t turn away from that,” his expression lightened again. “Besides, guys,” he paused as a grin grew across his face, “maybe that’s where I’d find our bass guy!” he said jabbing RJ in the ribs playfully. 

“Come on!” Nathaniel tilted his head like a dog does when you speak to it. Now it was his buddies who were not the least bit amused.

James went on trying to convince them. “You were right, RJ, thanks for remindin’ me. We do need a bass. I’m our lead vocals and guitar. Bobby Ray, you’re great with the piano. Nathaniel, you got drums. And RJ, ain’t nobody can beat you on the fiddle or your voice for harmony, but you were definitely right – we do need a bass guitar. And we haven’t had any luck findin’ one here, fellas. Maybe it’s time I start lookin’ elsewhere. You never know, I might just find one in the army, boys!” With that he gave a firm retaliating punch to Bobby Ray’s arm. He gave them no time for rebuttals as he took off calling back over his shoulder, “See you at 1:00 and don’t be late, dopes.” He raised his fist high in the air, “We got us our first gig, boys!” 

* * *
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As James walked up to the tables set up for the recruiter’s booth, he stared intently at the sign now that he was closer to read it fully. 


We need you. Your nation needs you. President Johnson needs you.

Sign up today and go make a difference in this war where YOU ARE NEEDED!






There was another guy there and the recruiter was talking with him. James recognized the other guy from school, Hank Timball. He was a senior too. He wasn’t in any sports, but his body physique sure said otherwise. He had a frame that looked ready for the military. He was a smart kid, but James really hadn’t talked much to him. James approached the booth off to the side table. The recruiter was handing Hank a clipboard telling him to fill out the form and that he’d take care of the rest. The recruiter noticed James the same time as Hank and both glanced in James’ direction. Hank gave a small head nod. James reciprocated with a nonverbal hello.

“Lookin’ to sign up too?” the recruiter asked wasting no time. Any lad that the recruiter didn’t have to beckon over was already a “yes” in his book. 

“I can wait for you to finish with Hank,” James responded.

“Here, you can read this while you wait,” the recruiter said handing James a pamphlet. The pamphlet had a picture of Uncle Sam pointing straight at James with the words “I Want You For U.S. Army. Enlist Now.” James started to skim the pamphlet and, before long, Hank was gone. The recruiter’s full attention was now turned to James. They took their time visiting. The recruiter was in no rush. He was very polished, knowing exactly what to say to rally James’ pride and patriotism. James didn’t know how long they actually stood there talking, but as he walked away he had a proud smile on his face and his head held high. 

* * *
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James knew Jessie would be coming into town to drop off her mama’s eggs. She did every Saturday. He sat down on the curb just outside Pugsy’s Grocery to wait for her. When he saw her coming, he got so excited he jumped up and hustled out into the street to greet her. He didn’t even look for a car. “Jessie May!” he took her in his arms.

“James!” she squealed, “You’re lucky a car wasn’t comin’! You’re worse than Carrie Grace! And you better be careful or you’re goin’ to break the eggs! My mama would have your hide, James Patterson! What’s got into you?” She sensed his excitement and was all too curious.

“We got ourselves our first gig!”

“What? That’s great! Oh my goodness! When? Where?” She was excited now too.

“Today!” he exclaimed.

“Really? Today?” Surprise showed on her face. She was so proud of his musical talent and so thrilled to see his band finally getting its start.

“Yeah, we play at Linny’s Tavern. He agreed to let us come in at 2:00 to play for a couple hours. Get some exposure. I know it’s not the best time, but it’s a start, Jess!”

“Oh, that’s great, James! I’m so happy for you! Tell the guys that too! I wish I could be there, but there’s no way Daddy would let his girl sit in a tavern alone.”

“It’s okay, Babe, I know you would be there if you could. I’ll sing you our songs later,” he picked her up off her feet and raised her up in his arms hugging her.

“James, the eggs!” she squealed with laughter. He made her so giddy.

After he put her down, she looked at him and sighed, “I have good news for you too.”

“Oh, you do?” he said with an inquisitive grin. “What is it?”

“You get to meet my parents sooner rather than later.”

“That’s awesome. When?” 

“Um, like maybe tomorrow.” 

“Seriously! Tomorrow? Oh Jess!” he went to pick her up again, but she just shook her head and playfully wagged her finger at him, protecting her basket of eggs.

“Yes, after church for dinner. And I maybe told my daddy you offered to bring somethin’...like your mama’s pecan pie,” she said sheepishly.

“Jessie May, what am I goin’ to do with you?” he laughed, pausing momentarily. “I don’t think we need to worry about your mama gettin’ my hide. It’ll be my own!”

“Sorry, James, I know. It just kind of came out. I was nervous.”

“It’s okay, Jess. I’ll be there tomorrow...with the pie,” he shook his head, “if my mama doesn’t skin me first.”

* * *
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“Robert, please help me get this stuff picked up and put away,” Patty said. “Land sakes alive! I can’t believe that girl! Invitin’ people over without first okayin’ it with her mama.” She shook her head mumbling as she tidied the kitchen. “If you could take care of this, please; I can’t have this stack of old newspapers clutterin’ up my cookin’ space.”

“Yes, yes my dear,” Robert chuckled to himself being careful she didn’t notice lest he strike an unwanted nerve with his wife. She always did a wonderful job of hosting. But after being married for 26 years, Robert would tell you this about his wife – she pole vaulted over mouse turds. He’d often tell her that. He’d tell his wife not to sweat such small things. He rubbed his chin. He thought he’d remind his wife of that now, but just as he turned to open his mouth...

“Carrrrrrie! Did you bring this mud in here?” Patty shrieked, pressing her hands firmly on her hips. She stood there staring with disgust at the dirty floor by the back door that went to the chicken coop. 

Well, on second thought – Robert reconsidered – if he knew what was good for him, he’d better just get to this pile of newspapers he had said he would put away. He slid the pile of newspapers from the back corner of the table. Why didn’t he just throw these papers away when he was done readin’ them? Patty had been asking him that for years and he’d always told her, “Because there might be somethin’ I missed.” Truth was, he never went back to read them and now, each one was old news. Patty was right; it was a cluttered mess. He scooped the pile up and walked over to the garbage to toss them out. The top paper was from the first part of August. He scanned over a heading, “Johnson Antipoverty Bill Approved in House, 228-190, But Foes Balk Final Vote; Critics Repulsed.” Robert half grunted. He couldn’t help but balk himself, “I’ll still somehow be scrapin’ the bottom of the barrel tryin’ to make ends meet.” And with that, he tossed the papers in the garbage and set to helping his little clucking wife before the next shriek was his own name.
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Chapter 2

Dinner Guest
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––––––––
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Sunday Jessie could hardly concentrate on the sermon at church. Her stomach rolled with anticipation. James was coming for dinner. She felt badly, but she couldn’t focus on anything but James. The fact that he finally was going to meet her family made her squirm inside with excitement. He was meeting her family! Her thoughts raced in her head. Her daddy. Oh, she should have prepared James more for her daddy. Though Jessie knew he was harmless, just protective, he could sure give a different impression to others. Matter of fact, often a very cold and unwelcoming impression. But if she was going to become Mrs. James Patterson someday, she needed to get this over with. She heard Pastor Mark clear his throat and begin closing his sermon: “For I know the plans I have for you, declares the LORD. Plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future.” 

Ah yes, Jeremiah 29:11 – one of her favorite scriptures.  She really hadn’t heard any other part of Pastor Mark’s sermon, but this caught her ears distinctly. She could always hear when God was speaking to her. His timing in nudging her was perfect. Surely God knew the plans He had for her...especially now as all she could think about was her family meeting James Patterson, the young man she wanted to marry. Yes, plans to give hope and a future indeed. She smiled. The service was coming to a close and that meant one thing to her. 

James was comin’ to dinner!

* * *
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The knock on the door shouldn’t have startled her. She had been waiting for him to arrive since they walked in the door from church. She tried to be helpful in the kitchen for her mother. However, the knife in her hand peeling potatoes seemed foreign.  She just couldn’t keep her focus. She was giddy and chatty with her mother. When the firm knock reverberated on their front door, announcing the arrival of their guest, she jumped and quickly set down her knife. She called out loudly. The whole house heard her—-she would get the door. Had they lived in town, the whole town of Cordova would have heard her excited proclamation. She raced to the door, stopped abruptly, swept back the hair across her forehead and tucked it behind her ear. She took a deep breath to calm herself and opened the door. There he was, handsome as ever, still wearing his Sunday best. His brown hair was slicked off to the side, not his usual tousled hair. And there were those eyes staring back at her. Those gorgeous brown eyes. Those dreamy eyes. She almost giggled to herself as she quickly recalled her conversation with her daddy Friday after school. She couldn’t believe her mama told her daddy that.

“You look beautiful, Miss Clark,” his voice snapped her out of her thoughts. “I mean, Jessie May.” He gave a smile and a quick wink which eased her anxious soul. She loved his humor and comfortable personality. He leaned forward and whispered in her ear, “You take my breath away.” 

There it was, her heart racing again. He smelled yummy. She wanted to drink in more, but she stepped back and with a long breath to regain control, she replied, “Thank you, you clean up pretty well yourself, Mr. Patterson.”

“Now, why is it that you get to call me Mr. Patterson, but I cannot call you Miss Clark?” he asked teasingly. 

“Because, you can’t get used to callin’ me Miss Clark...I won’t be that for long.” She gave a playful smile. James loved that about her. In all her seriousness, there was light-heartedness about her. He leaned in again, gave her a quick hug and then snuck a little kiss on her lips softly and stepped inside.

He was carrying the pecan pie in his hands. Clearly, his mama hadn’t skinned him after all.

* * *
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Jessie’s mother was adding the last heaping tablespoon of flour to a bowl of cream. She was just about to make her gravy. She began to gently whisk the contents in the bowl when James walked into the kitchen behind Jessie. “Mama, this is James, the young man I’ve told you about. James, this is my mama, Patricia, but you can just call her Patty. Everyone else does.”

“It’s very nice to meet you, Miss Patty.” James held out his hand to shake Patty’s.

Patty wiped her hands on her apron and shook James’ hand, “It’s very nice to meet you as well, James.” Jessie’s mother spoke with a welcoming, soft and genuine tone. James nodded respectfully. She continued, “I’ve heard such nice things about you from Jessie May. And thank you for bringin’ the pecan pie, somethin’ else I’ve heard good things about.” She smiled, “You can just set it on the counter and go on ahead in the livin’ room. Robert and Carrie Grace are in there right now playin’ a game of Dutch Blitz. Carrie Grace is hopin’ we’ll play that after dinner, so she’s tryin’ to brush up on her playin’ skills with her father! So go on in, I’ve got things under control in here. Lydia Ruth is out pickin’ eggs, and when she’s done, she can give a hand in here. So go on now before I change my mind and put company to work!” Patty smiled and flicked her wrist in the direction of the door to shoo them out.

Jessie glanced over her shoulder to James as she walked through the hallway just before entering the living room. James was grinning. He didn’t show any inkling of nerves. She wished she could say the same. Jessie felt her stomach roll. She wanted to stop and give James a crash course in the do’s and don’ts of meeting her father. Why hadn’t she thought to do that until now? She could hear her sister rattling away about who-knows-what with her daddy while they played their game. She was glad Carrie was in the room with her father. She was a chatterbox. And when she introduced James to her daddy, Carrie would be the ice breaker for sure. This time Jessie would be grateful for Carrie’s nonstop chatter. 

“Hi, Daddy,” Jessie greeted her father upon entering the room. “I’d like you to meet a special friend.” She seemed to emphasize the importance of James being special to her with her introduction so her father would hopefully take the hint and go easy on him. Robert stuck out his hand. A firm handshake was something her father always said would tell a lot about a person. If they didn’t give a firm handshake, he took that as a bad sign right off the bat.

James without any hesitation, firmly gripped Robert’s outstretched hand and giving him full eye contact replied, “Very nice to meet you, Mr. Clark. I’m honored to have the acquaintance of your daughter and to finally meet her family.”

“Sit down,” her father motioned to the chair beside the couch. “Tell me about yourself.”

Here we go, thought Jessie. Geez, Daddy, let him get in, take his coat off, get comfortable a bit, a few casual conversation starters...but noooo, instead, drill him right away. Let’s just get right to it.

“Yes, sir, what would you like to know?” James didn’t seem a bit frazzled by Robert’s direct and immediate interrogating approach. 

“Your family, tell me about them. Jessie May tells me you just turned 18. What do you plan to do with your life? What are your plans after high school?”

Gosh, Daddy, why don’t you just ask him if he plans to be a loser in life? Or more specifically, does he plan on ruinin’ your daughter’s life or in what way could he possibly intend on makin’ it better? Certainly, that would be much more direct and less beatin’ around the bush, Daddy. Jessie took a breath. She waited, wondering how James would respond.

Carrie interrupted. She wasn’t waiting for his answer, “You didn’t introduce me, Jessie May!” And again, Carrie didn’t wait; she just introduced herself, “I’m Carrie Grace! I’m so excited because we’re goin’ to play Dutch Blitz together. I’ve been practicin’ and I wanna beat you. Daddy said I have to be polite, but beatin’ isn’t bein’ rude. It just means I am better at it than you. But we don’t have to play right away. I can take you and give you a tour of our house. My bedroom is pink and I have new curtains. I helped Mama make them and helped Daddy hang them up. They have pink roses on them. I can show you our yard too. I’ll show you the chickens...but I won’t show you how to pick eggs. I don’t like that. They peck your hands when you try to take their eggs.”

He smiled at Carrie and stuck his hand out to meet her too, “Pleased to meet you, Miss Carrie. Jessie May has told me lots about you and that you’re very good at games. And yes, I’d love to see your curtains you made. I bet they are better than any Fancy sells at her Mercantile!” Carrie proudly smiled back. “When I’m done visitin’ with your daddy, I’ll take you up on that tour,” he winked at her. Carrie—quite pacified—nodded happily. Then he turned his attention back to Robert. He seemed to sense that Robert was in no rush and was waiting for a complete answer—-who he was, where he came from, what he wanted to do with his life. So, James cleared his throat and began by going into a full account of his whole family. 

“Well, Mr. Clark, my mama is Rita and she’s married to my step-daddy John. They got married about three years ago. My daddy, Bennett, died when I was seven. He had cancer of the pancreas.”

“I’m sorry to hear that, son.”

“Thank you, sir. I don’t remember a whole lot about him, but I know he was a good man. My step-daddy is a nice enough man; he makes my mother happy and that makes me happy. I’ve probably given him a bit of a hard time, but we get along and I’m glad he married my mother. We live in town right behind Golden Valley Baptist church, if you know where that is?” Jessie’s father nodded, his expression remaining straight and focused. James continued casually, “My step-daddy is an insurance agent. He works with Fleck’s Insurance. I think it’s his eighth year there. And my mama, she works at Pugsy’s Grocery in their bakery. That’s where she’s perfected her pecan pie and I think you’re goin’ to enjoy your dessert today, Mr. Clark.” He looked over at Jessie – a little wink and then grin of satisfaction on his face. She knew he was banking on the old adage Jessie had shared with him that her mother always said...the best way to a man’s heart is through his stomach. But he didn’t know her father. This only worked for her mother.

“I love pecan pie. It’s my favorite!” Carrie to the rescue again. 

Thank you, God, for my little sister. Jessie couldn’t help but smile at her sister.

“What’s your favorite?” Carrie wanted to know, her impulsive curiosity getting the best of her.

James smiled so warmly at Carrie it made Jessie’s heart melt. He leaned forward with both elbows on his knees, his hands folded, and turned towards Carrie to give her eye contact again, “I love pecan too. That’s my favorite. I guess we have somethin’ in common.” Carrie’s grin reached ear to ear. Fully satisfied with his answer, she looked over at her daddy and smiled.

Robert smiled back at his youngest daughter and then pressed on, “And how about you, James? Tell me more about you.”

“Yes, so to finish with my family first,” Robert wasn’t the only one who wasn’t in a hurry. James wasn’t intimidated in the least and he liked talking about his family. “I have only one siblin’, an older sister Elizabeth, she’s 21 and married. She and her husband moved to Birmin’ham. I guess they wanted more city life than country livin’. They don’t have any children and I’m not sure they wanna have kids. So, I’m not an uncle, but I’d like to be. I love children and hope to be half as good of a family man as you some day.” He looked over at Jessie and subtlety winked at her. 

Jessie’s father turned his head and looked right at her. Robert was no dummy; clearly he knew the implication of James’ wink. Jessie squirmed a bit in her chair. James had better stop that winkin’ of his or it might just get him in trouble with her father. And further, flattery would get him nowhere with her father.

James continued, “As for me, sir, I like school. I’ll graduate with honors and I plan to go to college. I’m thinkin’ about becomin’ a teacher and maybe goin’ on and teachin’ at a university. I love English and music, so I think I’d like to teach in the arts. I play in a band right now, and just yesterday we played our first gig at Linny’s Tavern.” James broke his eye contact with Jesse’s father and looked over at her. She smiled at him. The look on her face showing her pride and support always reaffirmed him. He loved that she shared his passion for his band and loved to hear him play. Although hearing about playing at Linny’s Tavern, a bar, did not seem to impress her father at all.
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