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With the raw power of The Lovely Bones, the magical enchantment of Garden Spells, and a haunting and unvarnished beauty all its own, this Southern fiction debut novel from Anna Michaels has garnered first-rate praise.

THE TENDER MERCY OF ROSES

A Featured Alternate Selection of the Literary Guild and Doubleday Book Clubs

A Delta Magazine Top Five Pick

“I devoured this thrilling page-turner, absolutely hooked until the final scene, then went back to read again passages so lovely I wanted to savor them more fully. Now I’m spreading the word—this one is a treasure!”

—Cassandra King, author of The Same Sweet Girls

“Like the most healing of our dreams, Anna Michaels slowly unfolds a heart-mending story. The Tender Mercy of Roses moves in and out of the unseen places of the soul, exposing a magical story. Surprising wisdom startles the reader in the midst of a narrative both lyrical and powerful.”

—Patti Callahan Henry, New York Times bestselling author of Coming Up for Air

    Book reviewers, rodeo lovers, and esteemed bestselling authors all adore

The Tender Mercy of Roses

“The Tender Mercy of Roses is an unforgettable story told with astonishing skill and clarity by a truly gifted writer.”

—Pat Conroy, author of The Prince of Tides

“When I picked up The Tender Mercy Of Roses, I sure wasn’t expecting to find a story of intrigue, suspense, romance, and rodeo! But with her wonderful style of storytelling, Anna Michaels weaves all the elements together, along with a healthy dose of Cherokee Indian mysticism and lore, to present an unforgettable book.”

—Fresh Fiction

“A stellar debut . . . full of strong, memorable characters caught up in both the spiritual and temporal aftermath of murder. . . . Michaels succeeds in creating a novel that is simultaneously gritty and lyrical, mystical and grounded.”

—Alfred Hitchcock Mystery Magazine

“[A] story so moving and lyrically written that it sometimes seems like a dream.”

—Delta Magazine

“The Tender Mercy of Roses is an enchanting blend of the supernatural, mystery, and Southern charm. Anna Michaels’ debut novel has magical moments of insight that took my breath away!”

—Mary Alice Monroe, New York Times bestselling author of Beach House Memories

“Suffused with Native American mysticism and the pervasive scent of Cherokee roses, this promising first novel, with its lovely, flowing prose, uses a crime-fiction plot to frame a nuanced character study.”

—Booklist

“The spiritual qualities of this book make it hard to put down. . . . The connection between nature, animals, and the human spirit is palpable and will make readers second-guess their place in the world.”

—Romantic Times (4 stars)

“What impressed me most was the rodeo. . . . There’s an electricity there that Michaels captured perfectly. I could feel it all, like I was there. She nailed it. . . . The characters that inhabit the pages jump out and drag you in. . . . Pony is especially brilliant. Her voice is spot on: unrefined and confident and distinctly rodeo. The rest of the characters seem like old friends. . . . They felt like family.”

—Eve’s Fan Garden
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In memory of
Mama (Marie Westmoreland Hussey),
who taught me the music of words, and
Daddy (Clarence T. Hussey),
who taught me the magic of nature.
And always to my magnificent
Unicorn.
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I believe much trouble and blood would be saved if we opened our hearts more.

—Chief Joseph, 1840–1904
WALLOWA BAND, NEZ PERCE
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NEAR THE TENNESSEE-ALABAMA LINE

It don’t take no high school education to figure out I’m in a pickle.

First off, there’s cow shit on my boots. Dirty boots is a sign of a shoddy upbringing. Since I mostly brought up myself, I can guarantee you I ain’t no low class woman.

I ain’t no fool, neither. The good Lord give me plenty of brains, then shoved me out of the womb a-buckin’ and a-rarin’. I come into this world with my eyes wide open and I ain’t shut ’em in twenty-six years. I aim to see what’s coming my way, and if I don’t like what I see I’ll dodge or run or dig in my spurs and beat the living shit out of it.

But I sure didn’t see this coming. How did this happen? Did I blink? Is that how I ended up flat on my back in a bunch of piney woods not being able to feel a thing, not even my own skin and bones? I’m laying here with my eyes wide open under one of them cloudless skies the good Lord strews through Alabama in the summertime and I ain’t got a single urge in my brain. Not even to get up and saddle my horse.

Since I can’t figure out no reason for all that, I might as well lay here till the good Lord gives me a clue.

Now, I ain’t no religious nut, but me and God come to a understanding thirteen years ago.

I was setting in Doe Valley Baptist Church listening to the preacher shout, “The road to redemption is straight and narrow,” after which he passed around the collection plate. Dollar bills began dropping like faintin’ goats. Then Brother Lollar commenced hollering about tithing, which is just a fancy way of asking poor folks to part with their butter and egg money. Twenties began drifting into the plate, and it looked to me like the road to redemption was paved with greenbacks.

I just about resigned myself on the spot to eternal damnation. Then lo and behold the preacher waxed eloquent about a option called endowments.

Now, I had two of them suckers setting on my chest. I knew on account of my science teacher. The week before he’d invited me to his house to look at the stars through his telescope. While I was on his back porch trying to find the man in the moon, he sneaked up behind me, told me I was “well-endowed,” then proceeded to try to feel both of ’em. I run back into the kitchen, grabbed the nearest weapon and whacked him over the head with his own corn bread skillet. He’s the one ended up seeing stars.

Be that as it may, setting in the Baptist church with sweat rolling into my endowments, I figured that finally me and redemption might make a nodding acquaintance.

As soon as the shouting was over, I asked the preacher how I could use the gifts nature bestowed on me for the Lord. After he got his jaw back in the right place, he laid his hands on my head and prayed for “the soul of this pitiful, unfortunate orphan.”

I ain’t no orphan—I got a daddy—and I sure as hell ain’t pitiful. I walked out and marched myself back up Doe Mountain and never looked back.

Daddy found me sulking in the hayloft. “Pony,” he said to me, which is my name on account of being so little everybody said I reminded them of a Shetland pony, “ain’t no use fumin’ at God. He didn’t see fit to give you no riches, but He give you a brain and plenty of grit. What you do with it ain’t up to that preacher, it’s up to you.”

Me and God had us a understanding that day. I promised if He’d understand why church was gonna be nature from here on out, where ain’t no bird nor tree ever looked down on me, I wouldn’t never let Him down about using what He give me. I reckon God was okay with that bargain, because I done proved my daddy right a million times over.

Now, I ain’t what you’d call a woman of the world, but I done traveled a good bit and seen how things is north of the Mason-Dixon line. And let me tell you, I ain’t seen nothin’ I can’t handle if I set my mind to it.

I try wrapping my mind around laying here stiff as a poker, but don’t nothing come to me except the scent of Cherokee roses—seven star-white petals, seven tribes of displaced Cherokee, the tears of a grieving nation turned to flower. I feel a rushing across my skin like the flow of cool blue water, the kiss of greening spring winds, the brush of a starling’s wing. Right before my eyes a wall of roses springs up in the piney woods, blankets the trees, swings from the branches and covers the ground.

This ain’t happened but once in my life—the day I kicked free of my mother’s womb, the day she died. His heart split in two, my daddy took his chain saw and cut down my mother’s climbing Cherokee roses. She was Morning Star and she’d planted them roses as a reminder that half the blood running through her veins was Cherokee. Daddy raved through the woods like a madman till there wasn’t nothing left standing but him and the trees stripped of scented vines.

Satisfied there wasn’t a single rose left to remind ’em of his loss, he marched out of them woods with tears streaming down his face. The midwife laid me in his arms, a screeching bundle of kicking wildfire. When he turned back around to show me that we was starting over—just me and him—ever’ one of them Cherokee roses had sprung back to life.

As I watch now, the Cherokee roses start dancing, a-swinging and a-swaying like a wild wind’s shaking ’em. But the air is so still you can’t see nothing move except them roses, not even the wind over a eagle’s wing.

My heart strains upward, trying to rise, and rose petals drift down and cover me like snow, like stars, like the tears of my ancestors.

I figure I must be dead.

If that’s the truth, there ain’t nothing I can do about it. I might as well hang around and see what happens next.
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    The walls between us are as high as the mountain ranges.

—Chief Dan George, 1899–1981
GESWANOUTH SLAHOOT
COAST SALISH, BAND OF THE
TAKIL-WAUTUTH NATION
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DOE MOUNTAIN, TENNESSEE

Titus Jones stood in the middle of his tobacco patch, lifted his hoe from the hardscrabble earth and listened. What he was listening for, he didn’t know. Pulling a blue bandana out of the left back pocket of his faded overalls, he took off his straw hat and wiped the sweat from his face.

Nothing stirred, not even a crow’s wing. He glanced toward the flock of pesky birds that had landed earlier in the blackjack oak high up on the ridge above his fence line, and that’s when he knew what he was listening for.

Five minutes earlier the mountain had bustled with sound—the soft hum of sweat bees seeking a place to light, the skittering of field mice along the edges of the fence line, the mocking call of the blue jay. Now there was nothing. Just Titus and the mountain and the silence and the ever-present scent of Cherokee roses.

Pulled by forces he didn’t understand but had learned not to question, Titus left his hoe in the middle of a tobacco row and walked toward the split-rail fence that separated his farm from the deep woods that belonged to the mountain. All of it did, really. He’d learned that from Morning Star. The land belonged to the universe. He was just a caretaker, that’s all.

He’d learned other things from his beloved wife, as well—the magic of roses and totems and signs that would tell you everything you needed to know if you practiced the art of stillness and listening with your heart.

He was listening now, and he was listening hard. As he approached the fence, the roses came to life. He couldn’t have told you how or why, but the flowers started glowing, sending beams of light so powerful the white petals looked like deep snow under a blazing sun. Scorched by memories, blinded by pain, it was all Titus could do to remain upright.

What fresh hell did the roses have in store for him? He knew it would be useless to cut them down. He’d tried that when Morning Star died, but roses with a message refused to be destroyed.

Undefeated, Titus shook his fist at the roses. “You ain’t beat me yet.” His voice cracked apart like heirloom china smashed with a hammer. In his heart, he knew. He knew. Still, he defied the roses. “Bring it on. I can take whatever you got.”

Transfixed, he saw a wolf emerge from the roses. Pure white, the kind not found on this mountain or any other save for the frozen confines of the Arctic Circle.

Pony’s totem.

The wolf stared at him with beaming yellow eyes, his message so clear Titus could see a new pathway opening beyond the wolf and the trees, even beyond the sky, a path that spoke of harmony and bravery and freedom. But it also spoke of loss and death, the passing of a remarkable soul from the earth.

Titus understood the wolf’s message as few men could, understood because he had loved and learned from a Cherokee woman, because he lived with a mind wide open. Staring into the eyes of the wolf, Titus would have given his life to be like the rest of the world, dismissive of events that couldn’t be explained, blind and deaf to miracles.

But he understood how you could be transformed in a twinkling from joy over the birth of your child to despair over the death of your wife, and how the roses you’d cut down only a moment earlier could spring back to life when your red-faced, squalling daughter was placed in your arms. And when she wrapped a tiny fist around your finger and hung on, you knew: it would be just the two of you from that moment till the end.

A story foretold by all the signs. If only you knew how to look.

From the direction of the stables, the Appaloosa whinnied. With a stillness born of living in harmony with nature, Titus watched as the wolf turned his majestic head toward Pony’s horse then vanished. As the Arctic wolf slipped through the ominous jungle of roses, the petals flew loose and covered the ground—an elegy in white.

The wind picked up, then, crying and howling his daughter’s name, lifting Titus’s thinning gray hair and chilling his bones, though it was summer and already hotter than any northeast Tennessee summer in his memory. The weight and sorrow of the signs broke Titus, drove him to his knees. He joined his voice to the wind, pleading for God to strike him dead.

Under a sky so hot and cloudless it felt like a burning blue bowl turned over your head, there was a tiny sound, like the cracking of a nutshell. But it was not a black walnut or a Southern pecan that made the sound. It was Titus Jones’s heart.

Pony was dead and there was no mercy left anywhere in the world.

•  •  •

HOT COFFEE, MISSISSIPPI

In Hot Coffee, where blueberries grow when folks said it wasn’t possible—they’d never survive the Mississippi heat—there’s a feeling along the twelve-mile stretch of Highway 532 that anything can take root and blossom. Even hope.

The feeling is so pervasive, it attaches itself to blueberries, seeps into coffee, dives deep underground to permeate the aquifer that supplies drinking water. In farmhouses and businesses loosely connected by the legend of an 1800s inn that was the last stop for travelers going to Mobile, Alabama, it’s possible to dream with your eyes wide open.

Possible for everybody except Jo Beth Dawson.

On a blue and gold summer morning, while fairies sipped dew from the cups of wood violets and sleepy-eyed citizens ate blueberry muffins with their morning cup of coffee, never knowing the dark java was the source of hope taking root in their bones, Jo Beth lay in her narrow bed under the covers, hating the sun. Soon the intense light would make it impossible for her to hide in the deep caverns of sleep.

She pulled the sheet over her head but the insidious sunlight crept under the ill-fitting trailer door, slid through cracks in the Venetian blinds, and pierced the percale.

There was only one place left to hide. Holding a head already pounding from last night’s encounter with Jack Daniel’s, Jo Beth stumbled into the kitchen and searched her cupboard. Scotch, vodka, Kentucky straight bourbon whiskey, Baileys Irish Cream. All her old friends were there, all of them empty.

Dragging out the garbage can, she stood in her bare feet smashing bottles. Bits of colored glass flew over the rim of the can and rained over the floor like heartache. Jo Beth didn’t even flinch when the shards pierced her skin. What were a few drops of blood on her feet compared to the river of blood that drenched her soul?

Glancing at the clock on her kitchen wall, she tried to judge whether the liquor store would be open, but the edges of her vision blurred. Did that signal a need for glasses? A hangover? At forty-eight, it could be either. More than likely both.

She thought about throwing on a trench coat and driving to Bob’s Package Store to wait for the door to open, but she didn’t want to add to the talk. Hot Coffee’s newest resident sighted on the hottest morning in June wearing nothing but a full-length coat and her underwear. Only six weeks in a podunky town you’d miss if you blinked, and already she had the reputation of being eccentric, unsociable and stark raving mad.

Which was fine by Jo Beth. She didn’t put down roots. She was a turtle, traveling with her home on her back, a 1968 Silver Streak camper-trailer bought dirt cheap after her divorce and held together with baling wire and determination. A pity you couldn’t do the same thing with a life. Or maybe a blessing. She hardly knew the difference anymore.

Jo Beth shrugged into a T-shirt then grabbed a pair of denim shorts and tried to get into them standing up. She ended up perched on the edge of her mattress, a skinny-legged migratory bird ready to take flight at the least change in climate. When her cell phone rang, she almost fell off the bed.

If she continued fooling around with Jack Daniel and Tom Collins every night, she was going to have to turn the ringer off. Fumbling among the empty potato chip bags and candy wrappers on the end table—last night’s supper—she plucked the phone and checked the caller ID. Maggie. The only friend she had left in Huntsville, Alabama. Maybe in the whole world.

“Jo Beth, in case you’ve forgotten, the rodeo starts day after tomorrow.” Maggie never said hello. “When are you coming?”

“I can’t come.”

“You promised.”

Maggie had known her for twenty years. She should know better than to trust Jo Beth. People who made that mistake ended up dead.

“Jo Beth? Are you still there?”

“I’m here.”

“You can’t avoid Huntsville forever.”

She had for ten years, and she saw no good reason to go back.

Except one. Maggie was the only person who had stood up for her when everything she had was stripped away—her gun, her badge, her honor, her pride.

“I’ll be there, Maggie.”

Jo Beth’s promise sucked all the air out of the trailer.

Huntsville—the city of her disgrace, a city of accusations, ghosts, and severed ties.

The rodeo—her history, her love, her long-lost safe harbor, full of forgotten dreams.

When she was a child the rodeo had been home to Jo Beth. Her grandfather, Clint Dawson, had organized a vanishing breed—the American cowboy—into the first professional rodeo. It symbolized the father she’d barely known (a rodeo cowboy), the grandfather she loved, and all the sawdust stories of her childhood turned to stardust because Clint Dawson made her believe in miracles. If a bowlegged, one-eyed cowboy could wrestle to the ground a steer so mean daffodils forgot to bloom the year it was born, Somebody in Charge could bring her daddy home so she’d have a regular family. If a rodeo clown in baggy britches and floppy shoes could outrun a bull as big as the four-bedroom house on Madison Street where her mother sang in a kitchen smelling of gingerbread and Maxwell House coffee, then Whoever Was Up There could put a baby sister in her mother’s belly so Jo Beth would have a little girl to play with, someone better than her phantom friend, Grace, who rarely suggested games and vanished so completely in chairs, people tended to sit on her.

Sometimes her mother cried in that house, though. Once when she’d been eight, Jo Beth had asked her why. And Cynthia Wainwright Dawson, displaced Boston blue blood who’d left dreams of Juilliard for a rodeo Romeo named Rafe Dawson, had looked at her with eyes as sad as faded pansies, eyes that held the story of a man who’d promised her the moon then given her a child to raise by herself.

“Because that’s what adults do, Jo Beth.”

Rejecting her mother’s sorrowful viewpoint, Jo Beth grabbed two cookies and went back into the yard to resume her game of cowboys and Indians with Bob Houston. He was her best and only friend, partly because he lived next door, but mainly because Jo Beth was such a tomboy the neighborhood girls didn’t want to play with her.

A few Madison Street mothers tried to push their daughters into playing with her till Jo Beth overhead Mrs. Claude Upton refer to her as “poor little rich girl with a no-good daddy.” Though she had been only six at the time and hadn’t seen her daddy in two years, Jo Beth lit into Mrs. Upton like one of the wild bulls Rafe Dawson used to ride at the rodeo.

“You take that back! If you don’t I’ll have my granddaddy hogtie you behind a mean bull and drag you all over Tupelo.”

Then she’d spat on Mrs. Upton’s Etienne Aigner shoes. Jo Beth didn’t cry till she got home.

The truth was she didn’t have a clue about her daddy. He was mostly absent with the rodeo the first four years of her life. And then he took off for good.

The only true thing Rafe Dawson had left her was the Legend of the Wisdom Keepers. Sitting on the edge of her bed, he’d explained the magic of trees and rivers, stars and flowers, birds and animals who were more than they seemed, who appeared in unexpected times and places, who knew things ordinary mortals could not, who would tell you their secrets if you invited them in.

“The Wisdom Keepers will watch over you, Jo Beth.”

Her daddy had told her good night, kissed her on the cheek, then walked out the door. That was the last she’d heard of him, except for an occasional card, until his death at fifty.

Still, she’d pushed pity aside in pursuit of the so-called normal life—college and a career. When she joined the police academy, her mother got a great deal of satisfaction out of telling the neighbors that her tomboy daughter had matured into a tough woman who could handle anything with a gun.

Her mother had been wrong. Jo Beth’s facade hid a tender heart burdened by the need to keep everybody around her safe. After she started police work, the souls of the accusing dead started to collect over in Huntsville, falling like pollen she couldn’t get rid of no matter how hard she scrubbed herself. They were the hard cases, the ones where she arrived too late to a distress call or couldn’t put together a strong enough case to convict. For a while, she’d clung to a life raft made of memories of her grandfather.

“Jo Beth, your daddy’s got a bit of wanderlust,” he used to say. “But I’m here and your mama’s here and we’ve got the rodeo. A girl who has all that and a red cowboy hat, to boot . . . why, the world’s your oyster, just waiting for you to find the pearl.”

Hope in a red hat. Clint Dawson had given both to her on her tenth birthday.

On her eleventh while she ate hot dogs and drank Pepsi, while Cherokee girls with bells on their skirts danced at the head of a rodeo parade, Clint Dawson dropped dead.

The newspapers said he died with his boots on. They said he was a legend, one of the last true American cowboys.

They said nothing about the scared child who had to be rescued by a cop with red hair and freckles on his hands. They made no mention of the little girl who had sat in the police cruiser while strangers paged Uncle Mark, her loss turning to a river of silver tears.

But while her mother had made an art of holing up in dark rooms waiting to drown, Jo Beth learned that if you pretended everything was okay, you could swim in tears. You could float on their aching surface and hardly notice that underneath, deep in the shadows, lurked unspeakable things. Horrors whose names you’d discover one by one after you were grown, after it had all vanished—the grandfather with candy and optimism in his pockets, the father with his wild ways and big dreams, the mother who couldn’t drown in tears but found a lake near a place called Witch Dance on the Natchez Trace Parkway to do the job.

Her mother’s death had shocked Jo Beth at the time, though when she thought about it later, she knew it shouldn’t have. The Dawsons lived in extremes—Rafe in Never Land, Cynthia on the edge of a precipice, and Clint in the clouds. Even the way they died was extreme—her father in the middle of a river, her grandfather in the middle of a rodeo parade, and her mother without witness at a place where no grass grew because legend said witches had once danced there.

There was no middle ground for the Dawsons. Jo Beth was living proof.

Faced now with the choice of returning to the ghosts of Huntsville or letting down the only person who could look at Jo Beth and still see something worth saving, she couldn’t breathe.

Jo Beth plunged through the front door, leaned against the silvery shell of her movable home and sucked in air. But it wasn’t a fresh breeze that swept through her hair and coated her skin, twined around her feet, wound up her legs and buried itself in her heart. It was the scent of roses.

There were no flowers in this godforsaken trailer park. Why bother? The people who ended up here were not looking for beauty and permanence. They were looking for a rock to crawl under.

Shading her eyes against a sun so bright it bleached everything in its path except souls, Jo Beth scanned the uneven pavement, the scrawny pines that pushed through the cracks, the overgrown banks of the creek that rarely had water because of recent drought. High on the creek bank a rose bloomed, white with golden center, a single blossom so fragrant the scent brought Jo Beth to her knees.

The only thing she still believed in besides the oblivion of vodka was the omens of the Wisdom Keepers. Bad ones.

That was not just any rose, but a symbol of the Trail of Tears—the legend of the Cherokee Nation forced to leave their rich green lands in the Southeast and embark on a killing journey across the Mississippi Valley, the tears they’d shed for their fallen touching the ground and turning to roses.

Kneeling in the trailer park with her face pressed into the dusty pavement, Jo Beth tried to pray. There was only one hitch: she didn’t remember how.
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Titus left his fields at dusk and walked toward the split-log cabin he’d built with his own hands, built with love and hope and the timber from the high mountain ridge. Built for Morning Star.

His wife had been a beautiful, educated Cherokee woman so full of spirit she’d shunned a job in the sciences to follow in her mother’s footsteps and embrace the joy of being a rodeo dancer with bells on her skirt. That Morning Star had taken a chance on a broken-down cowboy who could no longer ride the bulls was a testament to her courage. That she had loved him was an outright miracle.

When Titus stepped onto his front porch, the Redbone hound lifted his head and wagged his tail.

“Hello, Dog.” Titus always returned the hound’s greeting. Loyalty should be honored.

Inside the cabin, the scent of honeysuckle and roses greeted him. Morning Star had loved flowers and always kept the cabin filled with whatever was growing in the fields and woods. Gifts from the mountain, she’d called them.

After she died, Titus kept it up. Not one day passed that he didn’t kneel in the dirt, give thanks for Morning Star, then bring the beauty she treasured inside.

Some folks called him foolish. He guessed he was.

Titus hung his straw hat on the peg inside the door then walked down the hall to wash up. As he passed Pony’s room he was not surprised to see the door standing open, though it had been shut tight for three days, ever since she’d left for Alabama wearing her boots and her spurs, her Stetson hat and her courage.

She was sitting on her bed on a Cherokee diamond patchwork quilt—a shadow, a vision, an unexpected and tender mercy.

“Pony?”

She turned her face toward him, her long black braid swinging down her back, her blue eyes alight with the fierceness that had always been inside her. Around her, the air pulsed like a beating heart.

Ain’t no use cryin’, Daddy.

He put his hands to his face, amazed to touch tears. When he looked at the bed again, Pony was gone.

Titus walked on down the hall, his bones heavy with truth.

•  •  •

When you leave home, even if it’s just to go to the Piggly Wiggly for a loaf of bread, it’s possible to become somebody else. It’s possible for regret to fly out the window like a blackbird and something wonderful to fly back inside and perch on your shoulder. Something with yellow wings that sings a song you heard in childhood but thought you’d forgotten.

As Jo Beth drove east, the song grew faint, and when she crossed the Alabama state line it stopped altogether.

She didn’t dare pick up the phone and tell Maggie she couldn’t come after all, that she couldn’t face what lay behind her and was afraid of what lay ahead. When she’d still believed in marriage and answered prayer and her own ability as a police detective to keep crime from taking root in Huntsville as fast as shopping malls and McDonald’s drive-throughs, she’d told Maggie every thought that entered her mind.

But that was before her thoughts turned so dark they grew claws and teeth. That was before they got so fierce they would eat you alive if you brought them out in the open.

Gripping the wheel of her Dodge Ram pickup, Jo Beth hurtled doggedly toward her destination, pulling her house behind her. You never knew when you’d need to turn tail and run. Besides, she was staying in a trailer park twenty miles north of the city.

The city was the last place she wanted to be, even if she wasn’t going to the police station where ghosts of people who died under her watch would be hiding behind doors and floating on the ceiling and perching under the rims of toilets.

Was it possible a few hours of good barrel racing and bull riding would take her mind off the wrongfully dead? Was the rodeo still a nexus for silver dreams you could stick in your pocket and hope that burst in your mouth like cinnamon candy?

After Clint Dawson died, Jo Beth’s mother had refused to take her to the rodeo.

“The rodeo will only break your heart,” Cynthia had said.

After Jo Beth was grown, she’d gone anyway, sneaked off to Jackson, Mississippi, with a group of friends from the police academy. She’d gone with the fragile faith she could recapture all she’d lost—magic and the grandfather whose boots were so big they could straddle a river and never get wet.

When she found out about it, Cynthia had cried so long and hard, Jo Beth had never gone back to the rodeo. Not until long after her mother’s suicide. Until long after the souls set up housekeeping with her. Until she was desperate.

She’d gone alone. At the time, she’d been holed up somewhere on the Mississippi Gulf Coast. Where, she didn’t remember, nor did it matter. All that mattered was finding out if the little shiver she still got in the fall was true, the shiver that came when the first frost turned everything in its path shining and silver—mailboxes, trees, front porch steps, even dogs that stood still too long. Everything looked whitewashed then. Clean. A world temporarily frozen before it took a deep breath and started over.

As the road had flattened out, she’d stopped at a cowboy store outside San Antonio to buy boots and a red hat. At the rodeo, sitting in the third-row seat of a packed arena while sawdust turned incandescent and cowgirls turned to stars, a girl no bigger than a sliver of soap had turned rodeo rules upside down.

Jo Beth could almost believe in redemption. Was it possible the tragedy collecting on her like green scum on dead water was not her fault?

Now she barely remembered the details of that long-ago rodeo. She’d pushed it far back in her mind, deep into a corner where bones lay scattered and demons prowled under waxing summer moons.

What she did remember was this: just when she’d rediscovered the magic, she’d seen Lucky Lou Lewis topple from his bucking bronco and be dragged from the saddle horn until there was nothing left of him to identify.

She’d never been to another rodeo.

Until now.

Still, she wouldn’t call Maggie to say, “I’m turning around, going back home.” Maggie was the one human connection Jo Beth hadn’t severed, the one real thing that kept her from falling off the edge of the world.

So she pressed forward on the two-lane roads, keeping a careful watch on the speedometer and a lid on her feelings. She was in Alabama, where anything could happen.

Snuggled in the foothills of the Appalachian Mountains, the state is a land of deep caves and steep ravines and red clay colored by the blood of fathers and brothers and sons too young to bear arms fighting for a lost cause. Hope can get buried so deep in Alabama, it can take three generations to dig it back out.

But it’s also a land rampant with beauty and promise where the great American bald eagle keeps watch over the rivers, wild canaries turn treetops gold during migratory flights, and redbirds decorate cedars at Christmas then in summer fly under your front porch to share a sip of your sweet iced tea. It’s a land where the scent of gardenias and lilies of the valley and Confederate jasmine overflowing gardens in wide-spot-in-the-road towns like Red Bay and Hamilton and Russellville can get under your skin, take root between your shoulder blades and sprout into wings.

Today it was not wings Jo Beth found as she drove through the scattered towns of north Alabama, but dread.

She navigated the hairpin curves with caution. Accidents meant written reports by the highway patrol. And reports meant her name being sniffed out by newshounds who still remembered her.

She’d been in her mid-thirties when the fourteen-year-old boy had plunged over the railing at the mall and smashed to pieces for no reason at all. She’d been the one sent to save him, then watched, horrified, as his blood bloomed at the feet of unsuspecting shoppers. Huntsville newspaper banners had screamed Detective Jo Beth Dawson Under Investigation. A vicious whispering campaign had hammered at her conscience. She hadn’t needed newspapers and gossips to tell her she was at fault. Just as she’d been when Bob Houston had barreled down an ice-covered hill on a metal garbage can lid, skidded across Highway 45 and plowed into the path of a Peterbilt rig.

She was the one who’d said, “Let’s go sledding.” She was the one who stole two large metal garbage can lids and talked her best friend into sneaking off to the steep hill near St. James Catholic Church.

“Come on, Bob. We only get ice once in a blue moon.”

There’d been headlines then, too. Tupelo Teen Dies in Freak Accident. Nobody had blamed Jo Beth. And she’d been too young then to think of ways to punish herself.

The difference between fourteen and thirty-three is that you know how to drown yourself in a bottle.

By the time she was thirty-eight, Jo Beth had lost everything—job, husband, friends, even the remnants of her family. Her disgrace had been splashed across every newspaper and TV screen in the South.

That’s when the unquiet souls had started roaming at will. As she hurtled closer to the city of her disgrace, Jo Beth hunched her shoulders against impending doom.

Just outside Russellville, she stopped at an Exxon station to stretch her legs. After she’d filled up with gas and paid with a credit card at the pump—blessed anonymity—she dialed Maggie’s number.

“Mags, I’m here. I made it to Alabama.”

“I knew you could. When will I see you?”

“Tomorrow morning. Early.”

“I’ll be waiting with blueberry muffins and a big grin.”

Easy for Maggie, who had lots to smile about. An adoring husband, two teenage boys who chose sports and academics over nose piercings and punk hairdos, a roomful of third graders who thought she walked on water.

Jo Beth had met Maggie when she was a rookie cop, assigned to talk to Maggie’s elementary students about law and order. Before Jo Beth and idealism had parted company. Back when she was somebody else.

The person she had become, exposed on the hot asphalt of the gas station parking lot, climbed into the cocoon of her Dodge Ram. Her stomach rumbled but she didn’t even consider going inside for a bag of potato chips, an Almond Joy, a cool strawberry ICEE. She was too close to Huntsville. Somebody might remember.

Reaching into the cooler on the floorboard, she pulled out a bottle of water and headed east.

Fifty miles from Huntsville the first soul landed between her shoulder blades with the plop of an overripe plum. She hunched forward, trying to shake it free, but it sat there growing heavier with every mile. The second soul attached itself at the city limits. The third struck with the force of the Saturn V rocket rising over the city’s skyline.

It was dusk when she pulled into Sleepy Pines Campground. The internet called it “a bucolic setting where whispering pines and a clear, running brook guarantee a haven of peace.” Jo Beth didn’t care about printed hype. She’d selected the site based on the allure of nature and the fact that it was on the Tennessee line, where the souls of the Alabama dead shouldn’t have found her.

She drove through the campground entrance and reconnoitered the area, a habit she hadn’t been able to shake since her academy days. Selecting a spot with plenty of shade, she started backing her Silver Streak. And that’s when she heard it, a small thumping sound no louder than the whisper of angel wings.

Across the fence, a wall of Cherokee roses swooned, like somebody dying, like somebody trying to tell Jo Beth to turn around and run.

She eased her trailer forward then sat in the cab of her pickup, sweating, dreading to see what she’d backed over.

It didn’t make any sense to be terrified of lost souls prowling in the purple shadows between sunset and sunrise. The dead can’t put a bullet through your heart or slit your throat. What did make sense was being terrified of unseen things that could pounce on you, even if you were in a bucolic setting, peace guaranteed.

She reached for a flashlight and her gun—no longer police issue—then stepped into the dusk and a nightmare of roses. Behind her camper, white petals were piled high as snowdrifts.

And underneath was the shape of a body, nothing showing but tiny boots, silver spurs, a glimpse of red cloth. A small arm?

Automatically Jo Beth pointed her weapon and swept her flashlight into the darkness.

“Who’s there?” Nothing answered her but silence and the scent of roses. “I’ve got a gun and I know how to use it.” She pulled back the hammer.

A white wolf appeared through the wall of roses. Transfixed, Jo Beth listened to his chilling ululation. As it echoed through the campground, every star fell from the sky till nothing showed in the deep black night except the thin light of a cold blue moon.

The wolf watched her with eyes that knew secrets, and she stared back with eyes that had seen too much.

She didn’t want to be sucked into legends that reminded her of the past—her grandfather filled with Native American lore from a beloved Oglala Sioux nanny, her father with his Wisdom Keepers. She didn’t want to know what the wolf could tell her about a body covered with roses.

The pull of the wolf’s eyes was strong, but she refused to invite him in. Instead, she stared him down until he vanished.

Dropping to her knees, she carefully raked at the rose petals. A young woman’s pale face emerged, blue eyes staring at nothing, lovely features twisted by the cold hand of death.

“My God.” That face. Those blue eyes, staring at her. Begging. Pleading.

Jo Beth jerked backward, landed among rose petals. Sweat poured down her face and she couldn’t stop shaking.

She knew her. She knew the victim.

Or did she?

She’d felt the same way about every victim on every case she’d worked. In her heart, she knew them all, knew the fifteen-year-old teenager who had wanted to be a ballet dancer, knew the old man at the shoe shine stand who had wanted to retire to Florida and live with his grandson, knew the young housewife who had wanted to have children, even if it meant getting artificially inseminated behind her husband’s back.

Jo Beth’s first instinct was to run. Then long-buried detective instincts pushed to the surface and she focused on the victim.

So young. So very young.

Who could have killed this girl? Why? What mysterious forces had covered the body with roses? Except for souls of the dead who wouldn’t stay put, Jo Beth refused to believe in mysterious forces. She refused to believe in magic and second chances and Arctic wolves in Alabama.

The only way to stay safe was to believe in nothing except what you could see, touch, smell and hear. To avoid attachments. To invite no one in.

But the pull of this young woman sucked Jo Beth in. She put her fingers on the slender neck where the pulse should have been. The flesh was cold and stiff. She’d been dead awhile, probably several hours.

Jo Beth jerked her hand away. After all these years, what right did she have to be thinking like a cop? She’d left Huntsville under a cloud of suspicion so cold and dense it had blocked the sun and caused birds to migrate out of season.

She knew what she should do, what she had to do. Just report the body, then leave.

But something was calling to her from the moon-cold earth, singing to her in a voice like a river, chanting in tongues as ancient as the hills.

Placing her hand over the victim’s eyes, Jo Beth closed the lids. And as she did, the prayer passed to Clint Dawson from his nanny rose to her lips, spilling into the death-still night.


OEBPS/images/chcommon.jpg







OEBPS/images/common.jpg






OEBPS/images/titleimage.jpg
z# TENDER
MERCY of
ROSES

ANNA MICHAELS

G

GALLERY BOOKS

New York  London  Toronto  Sydney ~ New Delhi










OEBPS/images/f0005-01.jpg
F#e WALLS
BETWEEN 2
==

Present






OEBPS/images/chcommon1.jpg
=





OEBPS/images/9781439181010_cover.jpg
“An unforgettable story ... by a truly gifted writer.” —PAT CONROY

the
TENDER
IVIEESREC
i
REGESEE®S

a novel

‘An enchanting blend of the supernatural; myster
and Southern charm.” —MARY ALICE MONROE






