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Part One: Lucas
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It was smoky in the alley behind Bubba Bear’s Bar. The bricked building had blackened windows protected by metal bars. A lone neon sign buzzed overhead, casting a red light over the darkened alley that was barely wide enough for our car. Mama kept it running, which caused clouds of exhaust to envelop us in the tiny space. We were forced to hang out of the opened windows just so we could breathe, but it didn’t help. Mama looked at her watch again, cursing under her breath, thinking I wouldn’t hear. 

“I’m gonna kill that son of a bitch.”

As if on cue, the double metal doors facing the alley slammed open. Daddy stumbled through, carrying his guitar, Nadine, by the neck, which was unusual for him. Normally he kept Nadine safe and protected in an expensive case he’d risked Mama’s wrath to buy.

The doors burst open again and someone tossed said guitar case out after him. It had been beat all to pieces. I glanced at Mama, who surveyed the scene with narrowed eyes.

We had both seen this before.

Daddy still wore a smile when he got into the car. He reeked of booze.

Again... nothing we hadn’t seen before.

Mama put the car into drive and eased down the narrow alley. “So, what happened this time, Lucas?”

“Me and management had a slight disagreement,” Daddy murmured as he rested his head on the headrest. Mama said nothing, but seethed all the way back home. 

We pulled into the drive. “Lacy,” she said through clenched teeth, “why don’t you head to the house. I’d like to have a word alone with your dad.”

Daddy sent me a commiserating glance before he nodded. “Here,” he said, handing me his prized guitar. “Take Nadine.”

I was quick to do so. Like Daddy, I suspected that Mama was about to turn Nadine into kindling over his head.

Either they thought I couldn’t hear them fight or they simply didn’t care, but I knew every single hateful word they had ever uttered to each other. I could practically recite them in my sleep. Mama railed at Daddy how much better off she’d have been if she’d never met him. He’d snap back how much easier it would be to make it in music without a family. She would usually scream, “There’s the door! No one is holding a gun to your head to stay.”

Then the words got a little softer as Daddy crooned that he didn’t want to go anywhere. He’d sing her name and, after a while, she’d chuckle and give in. The sounds would change and I’d turn up the music in my own earphones just so I wouldn’t have to hear what came next.

We lived in a mobile home built in the 1970s. The walls weren’t thick, but the tension that often filled the place was. I’d been hiding behind earphones ever since my Daddy gave me my first pair when I was six, which came with an antiquated cassette player he’d outgrown when he moved on to CDs. I begged him for both the player and his massive cassette library. It had over a hundred cassettes, everything he had collected, and studied, since he was a kid, and to me it was more valuable than gold. 

He figured he would rather give that collection to me than throw it away, and it would keep me safely away from his prized CDs. That was how his bounty became my Christmas gift in 1996. I had been studying the sounds of the 60s, 70s and 80s ever since.

I took the key from the chain around my neck to let myself into the cramped trailer. By 2002, most people called my type of dwelling a manufactured home. But I had been in a manufactured home, so I knew there was a big difference between what I lived in and what some of the luckier kids in the park lived in. Those had fireplaces and spa tubs and decks, not to mention twice the space. They felt like mansions in comparison, sitting side by side with singlewides and funky aluminum travel trailers that made up Friendly Hills Estates, inadvertently creating a class system between the lower classes forced to live there. 

We, sadly, were near the bottom of that particular totem pole, and had been my entire life.

My “house” was a classic 12-foot singlewide. Wind howled through the aluminum siding in the winter, and rain beat down on the flat roof in the summer. We had a back door and a front door, but only the front door had any steps to get inside. They were wooden, weather-beaten and wobbly, without so much as a railing to keep us stable as we climbed the three steep steps.

The kitchen and living room were on one side of the trailer, the bedrooms on the other. I had been into walk-in closets bigger than my room, which was separated by a narrow, shared bath with my parents’. The carpet was brown shag throughout, which was a tad darker than the paneling on the walls. The countertops in the kitchen were olive, as were the appliances. It was 1970 right down to every last velvet painting that still hung on the walls. The furniture consisted of a couch with sagging springs and a recliner that Daddy had positioned right in front of the console TV that had given out ten years ago. A newer, smaller one sat right on top.

The place hadn’t changed much in twelve years. 

My grandmother had willed it to my mother when she passed, just months before I was born. It was the only thing of value she had to give, and she knew my poor Mama didn’t have a pot to piss in. She had just married Daddy, which had broken Mama and Grandma apart in the months preceding her death. They were still estranged when Mama got the call she had been dreading, so no one was more surprised than my mother when she ended up with my Grandma’s house.

She had done everything she could to keep it almost in exactly the same condition since. She hadn’t changed one picture on the walls or one curtain in the windows. There were new things scattered around the place, but they were always in addition to everything else, rather than replacing what was old or broken. 

And they felt just as out of place as the fancy doublewide parked right next door. 

I knew it was important to Mama to preserve how it had been just because she regretted how things had ended. She couldn’t even walk into my room, with its cheerful pink carpet and walls, without bursting into tears. 

I knew she remembered her time as a child there, before things got hard... before things got complicated... before things happened that she couldn’t take back. My Mama often waxed poetic on her impoverished upbringing, telling me the thing she had always loved best was sharing it with her mother.

“It wasn’t much,” she’d tell me as she braided my long brown hair. “But it was still home.”

That was how I looked at that trailer now, despite all the hard times we’d had there. 

I carried Nadine to the back bedroom. Though Daddy wanted to mount his instruments on the wall in the living room, Mama had strictly forbidden it. His music was one of the things Grandma had liked least about him. 

At least that was Mama’s story, backed up with a box filled with letters Grandma had written to Mama the year they were estranged. They had never been sent from what I could tell. I’m pretty sure Mama had never read them prior to her death, but I knew for a fact she read them weekly ever since.

She’d shared them with me on my tenth birthday, to connect me with the grandmother I never knew. I think it was her way of getting back at Daddy, since he’d spent that birthday, like so many before it, away playing at a bar rather than spending the day with us.

Grandma’s words rang even truer the more disappointed either of us became.

“You can’t trust a musician, Jules,” Grandma had written. “They’ll break your heart. And then where will you be?”

Despite the dire predictions, Daddy had never bailed, though I’m sure at times he wanted to. My Mama had been pissed practically since the day I was born. I didn’t remember her ever being happy. She didn’t sing. She didn’t smile. She just barreled through each and every day with grim purpose. She was always darting between the two or three jobs she had to hold down so she could pay the rent for the trailer park, keep the car in running condition and keep me in new clothes for school. When she was home, she was stressed out, cussing Daddy up and down a blue streak in fights that, just like our depressing trailer, never really changed. She was always pissed that he had been fired, again, and would force her to get another shift or another job or another man, again. 

She tried to connect with me, but I knew I reminded her a lot of Grandma. I looked just like her, as evidenced by all the photos packed into album after album. The sticky white pages no longer held the plastic film in place, but the old photos with cardboard backs would stick like they were bonded with cement. 

I never knew when the photos were taken or with whom, so that meant I only got half of the story, the part I could see. 

My curiosity piqued when I found all the photos where my musician-hating grandma danced in darkened bars, hanging off the arms of just about every guy in the band. She sang and she danced, which sounded a lot more fun to me than working in some restaurant or truck stop.

Mama didn’t have much to say about party girl Grandma and shut any question down about it when I asked. “She was young and stupid, like everyone eventually is,” she would say before she’d slam the album shut on Grandma, who sported little miniskirts back in the day, her hair teased almost to the ceiling.

Late at night, after Mama had gone to bed (or gone to work) I would sneak an album back to my bedroom and fantasize about the secret life Grandma must have led. Laverne Spencer was clearly a part of Austin nightlife from the iconic 1960s, singing backup on stage or dancing for the band. There were pictures of her with up-and-coming musicians who eventually hit it big. There were pictures of her on that stage by herself, lost in the glorious music to which she bore witness. 

Since I loved music from the day I was born, I was so jealous of her I couldn’t see straight. Sometimes I’d grab a hairbrush and sing all the hits from the late 60s in my bedroom, crooning to my mirror to emulate her photos. I couldn’t think of anything more exciting to be up on that stage. I would pretend I was meeting the biggest acts in the world. “Oh, thank you, Mick. Of course I’d love to sing backup for you on your new album.”

It felt silly but it also felt right. I felt plugged-in to my destiny, even though it was such a fantastic destiny to consider. It became my secret world I had to hide from everyone. Even my friends wouldn’t understand. I’d sing to myself and no one else. I just knew everyone would think it was some huge joke that some trailer trash kid wanted to be a superstar.

“You? Want to be a singer? You can’t even read in front of the class!”

“What are you supposed to wear for your videos? A couple of bandages for those mosquito bites on your chest?”

“Yeah. Go be a rock star. Maybe you can last longer than a week at a club, unlike your dad.”

Mama thought my passion came from Daddy, which only made her resent him more. “Don’t fill her head with foolish dreams, Lucas,” she would say. 

“The only foolish dream is the one you let slip away,” he’d respond before he gave me a reassuring wink.

He was the only one who understood.

But, to save us both some hassle, we never indulged our love for music in front of her.

Honestly, some of my favorite memories of my dad came about when he was unemployed. He’d pick me up from school and take me to the park. We’d swing right next to each other, singing some of his favorite tunes.

Those memories of my Dad always made me smile.

So, while I was pretty sure Daddy got canned that night, I looked forward to the time we’d spend together in the coming days. I’d memorize a new song from one of his prized tapes and surprise him after Mama left for work the next day.

I had just slipped under my blanket when the door banged open to the mobile home.

It was about to get ugly.

“Get off my fucking back, Jules! I’ve got it covered.”

“Oh, right,” she sneered. “Which of our possessions do you want to pawn now? You might as well take this ring,” she said right before I heard something metallic hit the floor. “Although I don’t think you’ll get anything out of it. It’s been worthless to me for the last thirteen years.”

“Jules,” he said in that softer voice to placate his angry wife.

“Don’t Jules me,” she snapped. “You know we have to pay the registration on the car, get the brakes fixed, get a new fridge, and Lacy is going to start middle school in a month. How the hell are we supposed to buy her school clothes?”

“I told you I have it covered,” he repeated. “I was talking to this guy at the club...,” he started, but she was quick to cut him off.

“Talking or drinking?” she asked. “And was it really a guy? Or another girl?”

It got quiet for a minute. “You want to live in the past, that’s fine. But I told you then and I’ll tell you now. Mistakes or not, if you’re in it for me, I’m in it for you. I love you, babe.”

Mama had no response to that. I heard her stomp down the hallway and slam into her bedroom.

When I woke up the next morning, Mama had left early for work and Daddy was curled up on the sofa, asleep. Quietly I made him some scrambled eggs and toast, which I served to him as he brushed the sleep out of his eyes. “Hey, Lil Bit,” he said with a smile. “Come give your old dad a hug.” 

I let him draw me into his lap. The way he rested his head against me, I knew that he had a massive hangover headache. This, too, was not new. “Eat something, Daddy,” I said. “You’ll feel better.” 

He kissed my forehead before he reached for the plate. “You take good care of me, Lil Bit. You’re going to make a fine wife someday. Just not too soon,” he added with a wink. “Wait till you’re 30. Just to be sure.”

I said nothing as I studied him. It was clear he regretted he hadn’t followed that advice. I retrieved the aspirin from the kitchen cabinet, bringing him a glass of water to wash it down. He lay back down again after he finished his breakfast and slept almost until noon.

If Mama was there, she would have had a conniption.

To offset any blowups, I decided to clean the house, just to help Mama out. I worked quietly as Daddy dozed, cleaning the kitchen and the bathroom thoroughly before I turned my attention to detail work, which included taking all of Grandma’s old knickknacks from the curio cabinet where they were housed and cleaning them one by one. 

It always made Mama happy to see them sparkle and shine.

I reorganized the videos and the CDs on the entertainment center, which always made me feel better. The more perfect and organized things got, the more manageable life felt. I decided to get on my hands and knees and clean out the lower cabinets in the kitchen. I saw something gold and gleaming just under the stove.

It was my Mama’s wedding ring. 

With a sigh, I took it into Mama and Daddy’s room, placing it in the music box with the dancing ballerina inside.

That lovely trinket had likewise come from Grandma, as did what few pieces of jewelry remained.

“It’ll be okay,” Daddy said from the doorway.

I looked up at him. “I know,” I said, though I really didn’t.

“Hey, I’ve got an idea. Let me shower and change and then you can help me with the set list for my new gig.”

“You have a new gig?”

He nodded. “I tried to tell your mama last night but she was too angry. It’s huge, honey. This could be it. Why don’t you fix us a snack or something?”

“Okay,” I said immediately as I jumped to my feet. 

I had just finished the grilled cheese sandwich when Daddy joined me back in the living room, Nadine in hand. He sat in the recliner as I served him. “How do you feel about getting into the fair free this year?”

I was beside myself. Most years we couldn’t afford to go, even with the free ticket I got from school. Mama and Daddy couldn’t afford to spend what little precious money we had on rigged games, expensive fried food or rides. It seemed rather pointless to pay for their tickets to just walk around watching everyone else have all the fun. “I’d love it, Daddy. But how?”

He started strumming on his guitar. “Your old dad will be singing at the fair,” he sang. “And my whole family gets to be there,” he added with a wink as he sang the rest of his pitch. “Come along, we’ll sing a song, and we’ll both be big stars at the fair.”

I clapped my hands and laughed. He was silly but I sure loved how he dreamed big. It always made me feel better when I did the same. “You’d really let me sing with you, Daddy?”

“Are you kidding?” he said. “I’ve wanted to get you on stage since you were five years old, but your mother would have had my head on a stake if I ever took you into some seedy bar.” He reached for his sheet music. “So, which song should we sing?”

I stared at him, stupefied. “You’re serious?”

He nodded. “A friend of mine needs a guitarist for her band. These are some of the songs she gave me to learn.”

She, I thought to myself. “Was it really a guy?” Mama had so astutely challenged the night before. “Or another girl?”

Daddy went on, jazzed about his oh-so-brilliant plan. “I figure you can learn the backup of one of them and then we put you on stage. You’re gonna put butts in the seat, baby girl,” he said with another wink, before he started tuning his guitar.

“But I’ve never been onstage before.”

He shrugged. “Nothing to it but to do it. You’ve got a voice. You’re cute as hell. It’s not rocket science.” His brown eyes met mine. “You do want to sing with your old dad, dontcha?”

I softened. Like I would deny Daddy anything. “Of course.”

“Good,” he said. “Now pick one.”

I picked the Skynyrd song and we practiced until about a half-hour before Mama was due home. Daddy quickly cleaned away all evidence of our rehearsal, which by that point included about three empty beer bottles on the coffee table. He escaped to the bedroom to get cleaned up while I started on dinner. It always made Mama happy when there was a hot meal on the table when she got home.

She walked in before Daddy reemerged. I was putting the dishes onto the table as she dumped her purse on the table by the door. She offered me a tired smile. “What smells so good?”

“Spaghetti,” I answered. It was one of several dishes I knew how to make at the grand old age of twelve.

“Sounds good,” she said before she glanced over the living room. “Where’s your dad?”

“Getting cleaned up for supper,” I said.

She sighed as she took the dirty apron off of her uniform. Without another word she disappeared into the bedroom.

They stayed in the room for a long while, which wasn’t surprising. I knew she was still mad. I took it as a good sign that, even with their elevated voices, I didn’t hear anything smash or break from the other side of the trailer. 

As I sat at the table in front of a plate of food I couldn’t yet eat, I cupped one hand to my ear, held up a spoon and sang softly the parts I had learned for Daddy’s song. 

I had just started round three by the time they came out of the bedroom. She had changed out of her work clothes into jeans and a T-shirt. As she got closer to the table, I saw that she had put her wedding ring back on her finger. 

She was quiet, though, as Daddy rattled off all the great things about this new gig. I noticed he was reluctant to mention the colleague in question was a girl. It didn’t appear Mama was any more eager to clarify. Instead she listened silently as she nibbled on her food. 

Finally, Daddy lowered the boom. “I’m thinking about putting Lacy onstage with us.”

Mama shook her head immediately. “No way.”

“Why not? It’s not some bar. It’s the fair. Hell, most years she doesn’t even get to go.”

“And how much of the fair do you suppose she’ll see while she’s working for peanuts on stage?”

“It’s music,” he said. “Not work. And she loves it. Don’t you, Lil Bit?”

My stomach dropped. I wasn’t sure I wanted to be dragged into this conversation. Not with the way Mama’s eyes hardened when she turned to me. I shrugged my shoulders. “It could be fun,” I said as I lowered my eyes.

“It’s a pipe dream,” she corrected. “Nothing has happened in thirteen years and it’s never going to happen,” she said to Daddy. “The longer you put off growing up and joining the real world, the harder it is for all of us, including Lacy. Don’t go blowing smoke up her behind about how great it is or how wonderful it will be. It’s a dead end. And you know it.”

Daddy said nothing as he scooted back his chair and headed to the fridge for another beer. I noticed the more they fought, the more he drank. And of course the more he drank, the harder they fought. I shrank down in my chair, opting to hunker down until the storm passed.

He landed with a thud into his chair. “You know what, Jules? I don’t think you’re scared it’s a dead end. I think you’re terrified it’ll actually work out. Because then you’ll have to face the fact that you gave up on making your own dream come true. Why don’t you tell her the truth?”

Mama glared at him. “I told you. It’s in the past.”

Daddy turned to me. “I met your Mama onstage, Lil Bit. She was a singer, just like your grandma.”

“And,” she interrupted, “I had to give it up, just like your grandma.” Her eyes were cold as ice as she stared at him. “Someone had to pay the bills once I got pregnant.”

“Stop being a martyr, for fuck’s sake. Like you couldn’t have gone back after she was born.”

“When?” she demanded. “When I was breastfeeding? When I was working two jobs just to make ends meet? I was a mother. I needed to be home with my child. Face it, Lucas. I grew up and you never did.”

He rubbed his eyes with his fingers. “I’m so sick of this broken record, Jules. You gave up and I never did. And you know it.” He rose from his chair and grabbed his keys.

“Where are you going?” she said as she hopped up to chase after him.

“I’ve got rehearsals,” he told her. “See you when I see you.”

He slammed out of the house. I knew that Mama took notice that Daddy hadn’t grabbed Nadine for these rehearsals. But neither of us said anything. Instead we picked at the food neither one of us was hungry enough to eat anymore. Finally she helped me clear the table and wash the dishes. I glanced up at her. “Did you really sing, Mama?”

She sighed as she dried a plate. “Yeah,” she finally admitted. “Your grandma didn’t want me to,” she added. “God, she threw a fit. She swore up and down that some smooth-talker would leave me pregnant and alone, just like she was left with me.”

My eyes widened. It dawned on me in all our conversations about Grandma, no one had ever mentioned my grandpa. I figured he died before I was born. She was older, it just made sense.

We dried our hands and she led me to the sofa, where she opened a photo album on our laps. “You know your grandma, Laverne,” she said as she pointed at the pictures. “She was barely two when her daddy, my grandfather, went off to war in ’42. Her mother, my grandmother, had to go to work to support the family, and Mama started cleaning houses in her neighborhood for some extra money. Granddad never came back from the war,” she said. “Which meant my mother and her mother had to take care of each other. When my Grandma died in ’63, I think Mama went a little crazy, doing all the things good girls weren’t supposed to do. She got a job as a go-go dancer, she drank, she caroused... she dated a lot. And she sang,” she added. “Boy, she could sing. Like a nightingale. And she loved every stinking moment in every dive bar from here to Houston and back.” Mama smiled absently. “She even got a gig on a casino boat on the Mississippi. She was fearless.”

Mama sighed. “But then she met my Daddy. She never said much about him that didn’t include some cautionary tale. He was good looking, of course. He was a singer, of course. He swept her off her feet, of course. And then he left her the minute he found out she was pregnant with me. He wanted her to get some back-alley abortion but she refused. She took it as a sign from the universe that she needed to settle down. To grow up.” Mama touched one of the pictures of her mother holding her as an infant. “She was thirty when she had me. We struggled for everything we ever had. I knew she felt like it was her fault. That she wasted so much time on some pipe dream that could never really come true.”

I laid my head on her shoulder. Her voice was gentle as she went on. “Your Daddy has big dreams, honey. Much bigger than he can ever realize. He wants to be a star, but look at him. He’s spent more than a decade chasing this wild goose. Here he is in his 30s, no closer to a future than he was at nineteen. It’s a lottery very few people are destined to win. Honestly, I don’t think I want to meet the people who do. You have to sell everything in exchange for crumbs. Your soul. Your sanity. Your body,” she added with a stern look. “I just don’t want you repeating the same mistakes I made, or my mother made. Be smarter than us. Let the dream stay exactly that... a dream. Because it’s not going to come true, honey. And trust me, you’re better off.”

Her words were soft and soothing, but my soul collapsed under the weight of her pessimistic advice. I cried myself to sleep that night, and not just because Daddy hadn’t come home.

He showed up while Mama was at work the next day. He wore stubble on his face and I could smell perfume on his clothes. I locked myself in my room and wouldn’t come out again no matter how many times he urged me to rehearse with him.

Maybe Mama was right. Maybe it was time to let the dream die.

It took almost a whole week before he managed to coax me out of the house, down to the park where we loved to play. He sat on the swing beside me. “Still mad at me, huh?”

I glared at him. “I’m not stupid. I could smell that other woman’s perfume on your clothes.”

He shrugged it off. “Don’t be silly. Suzanne’s a hugger, that’s all. You’ll see what I mean when you meet her.”

“I don’t think I should.”

His eyes narrowed as he glanced at me. “Why not?”

I knew I couldn’t tell him the truth. If I told him Mama had talked me out of the dream, into giving up, that it would just start another fight. And I really didn’t want him going back to that woman. If I could stop it, I should. I started to swing. “I don’t want to be up on that stage in front of everyone. What if I freeze?”

He smiled as he swung too. “Nah, being on stage is the safest place in the world. Nothing bad can happen to you. You’re up there, in the spotlight, with all these people looking up at you, loving you, believing in you,” he added. “It’s the best place in the whole world.”

“Shouldn’t that be with Mama and me?” I challenged. He looked chagrined as he faced me.

“Why do you think I want you both on stage with me so badly, Lil Bit? Then my life would be perfect. Our lives would be perfect.”

I sighed. He did make it sound wonderful. “I would like to go to the fair,” I offered softly.

He grinned. “That’s my girl. Let’s go home and practice.”

It took another week to convince Mama. The alternator went out in the car, which meant she couldn’t refuse any money, even the meager pittance he had been promised filling in with a tribute band at the fair. She finally agreed that I could join him for one song, “just to get it out of her system,” she said. I knew from the look on her face she was secretly hoping I would fail.

The thought terrified me. I practiced relentlessly with Daddy every single day until school started. Then we would practice at night, which usually drove Mama from the room. Finally she started picking up more night shifts just so she didn’t have to endure it. That freed Suzanne, a big, brash, redhead with a southern drawl and way too much makeup, to come over nightly to rehearse with Daddy long after I went to bed. I ignored the giggles and the noise from the other room courtesy of my headphones and cassette tapes I had used to practice.

Finally October arrived and we began rehearsals on stage. “Come on, gal,” Suzanne would smile as she pulled me center stage. “You got the pipes. Let ‘er rip!”

The first time I heard my voice from the speakers, I nearly dropped the microphone. It sounded so foreign, like it belonged to someone else altogether. My voice shook as I tried it again. I noticed that people working hard around us to set up the sound system and the seating would stop to hear me, causing me to trail off like a lame-o. 

“I know what you need,” Suzanne said as she rushed off the stage. When she came back, she held up a red, white and blue sequined outfit in the design of the Texas flag. It had a fringed miniskirt and a bodice with spaghetti tops. “Isn’t this just the cutest? They’re going to eat you up when they see you.” She took me by the hand and dragged me to the trailer out back where we could change. “This is the best part,” she winked as she stripped out of her T-shirt. She wore no bra to contain her massive breasts, so they swung free as she reached for the blue gingham button-up shirt to round off her own denim miniskirt and boots. Though she had no shame, I had to look away until she was properly dressed. She tied her shirt off at the waist, showing her trim, toned and tanned abdomen. “You go out on that stage and you can be whoever you want to be. No one gives a damn as long as you look good and sound good. It’s up to you to create the illusion. After that, you’re bullet-proof.”

She painted her lips ruby red as she preened in front of the mirror, teasing her red hair even higher. She pulled me closer and applied a soft pink lipstick to my lips and gold liner around my eyes. “You’ve got something special, sweet pea. You’re going to have a lot of people try to tell you that you don’t, but they’re just jealous. That’s why you have to believe in yourself more than anyone else. Don’t you ever let anyone else take control of your dream. You hear?”

I nodded, even though I suspected that she was talking about my mom. What had Daddy told her all those nights they had cozied up to each other on our old, broken down couch?

The closer we got to our show at six o’clock, the more nervous I felt. I had hoped Daddy would comfort me, but he was already in the zone, tuning his guitars (Nadine and Mabel,) as the band performed a sound check while the seats in the audience filled. I fidgeted in the back as I watched the people find their seats. Suzanne must have seen me, because she decided we all needed to have a group prayer before we started the show. Like I wanted to be even more visible before I really had to. Still, no one said no to Suzanne. Everyone huddled together right in front of the drums as she loudly conducted our prayer. “Dear Lord, thank you for this opportunity to do the thing that we all love the most. Thank you for your continued blessing as we entertain these lovely people. And be with our Lil Bit as she takes the microphone for the first time. Let us kick some ass, Lord. Amen.” Benny, the drummer, who had remained in his spot, added a rim shot of his own.

It was definitely the strangest prayer I had ever heard, but some of the whistles and applause we got from the audience showed their approval.

Suzanne took center stage at the microphone. “How y’all doin’?” she hollered to the sparse crowd. They all responded, but it was a lackluster roar from a very small crowd. Suzanne glanced over at Bill, her bassist, with a nod. “I want to start our show today with our national anthem. We’ve gone through some stuff this past year, but we’re still standing. Because these colors don’t run, do they?”

That got an even louder response. 

Her voice carried over the fairgrounds, drawing more people towards us. “I want every single American here today to stand on your feet, place your hand over your heart and sing along with our newest member of the group, Lacy Abernathy.”

My eyes widened as I realized that everyone in the band had turned to me. I had wanted to shake my head and deny this request, but I was rooted to the spot.

“Seems our Lacy is a little shy. Let’s show her some encouragement.” Everyone started to clap, which only made my stage fright more acute. I sent a helpless look to my Daddy. “There’s nothing to it but to do it,” he mouthed.

I gulped hard as my feet carried me to the microphone. My voice cracked the minute I opened my mouth. A few people down front snickered, but several older folks nodded at me to encourage me. I cleared my throat and tried again. I wasn’t even sure I could remember all the words, as it was a song I never really practiced. The notes were coming out all sharp or flat, and I was sure I confused several verses. But the audience was right behind me as I sang. They sang along with me, which made it better.

Daddy was right. The stage was a safe and magical place. 

I missed the note at the end, but so did almost everyone within earshot. But it didn’t matter. We were proud Americans with something to prove. What better way to do that than singing an impossible song off key?

By the time we were done, each and every seat was filled. Suzanne started the show with a song I had not yet rehearsed, so I tried to escape off stage. She wouldn’t hear of it. She dragged me back and we shook our fannies to the beat, dancing together to the delight of the crowd. I stayed on stage through all eight songs, singing along when they played a tune I knew. The applause was thunderous as we ran off stage. The crowd clamored for an encore, so we gave them one.

Before we took our final bow, Suzanne introduced each of us. Daddy held my hand and helped me bow for the audience. He kissed my hand before he applauded for me, which the crowd loved. 

In fact I felt nothing but love as the show ended and we stepped off stage. Daddy swooped me up into a massive bear hug. “You did it, baby girl,” he said. “My superstar.”

We reached the trailer and he left Suzanne and me to change. She had slipped into a robe as I started to wipe off the makeup. She shook her head, encouraging me to keep up the illusion for just a while longer. “You’re a star, honey. Don’t ever let them forget it.” She grabbed her purse and withdrew two twenties. “Here,” she said as she handed me the money. “You’re a professional singer now.”

I was floating on air as I exited the trailer. Daddy looked at the money in my hand. “And that’s how you do it,” he grinned. “That crowd loved you tonight, Lil Bit. Loved you. Wasn’t it everything I said it was going to be?”

I indulged him with an absent nod. “Was Mama here?” I asked. I really would have liked for her to see how successful it was, how good it was... that it didn’t have to be bad at all. 

“She had to work,” was all he said.

I nodded.

“Hey,” he said as he held my chin up with his hand. “I’ve got a great idea. Benny loves roller coasters. Why don’t you go with him and ride some rides for once.” He straightened before I could answer, spotting Benny where he smoked a cigarette nearby. “Hey, Benny,” he said, calling the 17-year-old over to where we stood. Benny had long black hair and was skinny as a rail, with enough nervous energy to power half of Austin. “My baby girl here has never been on any of these rides.”

“We can fix that,” Benny promised with a smile. “You haven’t lived until you’ve thrown up upside down.”

I glanced back to Daddy. “Aren’t you coming?”

“I will,” he promised as he kissed me on the forehead. “I just have to change first.” He studied my face for a moment. “My beautiful, talented baby girl. I’m so proud of you.” Before I could say anything, he trotted up the steps to the trailer.

It dawned on me that Suzanne was still in there, probably still in her robe.

My new companion didn’t give me any time to dwell on it. “Hey,” Benny said as he pulled me from the trailer. “Let’s go eat something deep fried and spin on something scary till we puke.”

It was almost closing time when Daddy and Suzanne caught up to us. I was carrying a massive pink bear that Benny had won for me at the ring toss. It barely fit in the backseat with me when we drove to the diner to pick up Mama. 

There were bags under her eyes as she slumped in the passenger seat. I knew she was dead tired. She’d worked double shifts for at least two weeks straight. She caught a glimpse of me in the rearview mirror, her face hard as she spotted the stage makeup I still wore. “So. How did it go?”

Daddy glanced at me too. I knew he wanted me to share our enthusiasm and our success, but it almost felt like a betrayal to prove her wrong. “It was good,” I finally answered, keeping it short and sweet. “I wish you could have been there.”

Her sad eyes fell away from mine. “Me, too,” was all she said.

She was asleep by the time we made it back to the trailer.
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Chapter Two



[image: ]




Mama never made it to the fair to see us perform. Nor did she make it to many of the other gigs we got, with Suzanne and without, over the next two years. She met Suzanne exactly once, which seemed to be enough for both of them. It was a well-known secret by then that Daddy was having an affair. But he was getting constant work, which helped ease the financial burden, giving them one less thing to fight about.

It didn’t make Mama or Daddy any closer or any happier. But after two years of earning my stripes on stage, I couldn’t help but wonder if that was really kind of her fault. If Daddy had said it once, he had said it a hundred times. If we were there for him, he’d be there for us. He was ready to try if she was. But the more work we got together, the more Mama froze him out, to punish him for setting me down the road to ruin.

It was hard to take her dire warnings seriously. Her life didn’t have to be mine. I wouldn’t make the same mistakes she made. Hell, I was still a virgin and had never really been kissed. I was all about the music, as anyone who actually spent any time with me could attest. Sadly, that wasn’t Mama. The more successful we got with the music, the more she distanced herself from the both of us. As the years crawled by, that was getting harder and harder to forgive.

So what if she had a shitty marriage? Did that give her some kind of pass to become a shitty mom?

I found myself leaning more and more on Suzanne myself. She had a teenage daughter that she had to share custody with her first husband. When Barbara Jean, or BJ, was in town, I was at their three-bedroom home almost every weekend. We bonded like most teenaged girls do, over boys and school and shared dreams for the future. BJ didn’t sing, she was more into cheerleading, and she would teach me some moves I could use on the stage.

She was the best friend I’d ever had. So when I had my first crush at school six months ago, she was the first one I called. She promptly declared that we should have a party so that I could get a little closer to the object of my affection. BJ was the life of the party and completely boy crazy. It seemed unthinkable to her that I was already fourteen and never been kissed.

I’d never met anyone I’d wanted to until I sat next to Christopher Witt at a pep rally. He would lean in close to talk to me so that I could hear him over the band and the cheerleaders. We traded numbers and he had called me almost every night since. We clicked instantly over music and he was endlessly fascinated that I was a singer who routinely performed on local stages, even those dark and gritty dive bars Mama had warned me about. 

And Mama had no use whatsoever for Christopher. She said there was nothing a sixteen-year-old boy would want from a silly fourteen-year-old, except to get me into bed. She tried to put a stop to it immediately. She knew when she met him that he was nothing but trouble. He was tall, blond and beautiful, with eyes so blue I thought I might actually plunge right into them like a sparkling pool. 

I said as much to BJ, who decided to take matters into her own hands. She organized a pool party. Suzanne generously offered to spring for it, even though she and the rest of the band were heading to Dallas for an overnight gig. Since BJ was a more mature and responsible sixteen, both Daddy and Suzanne felt they could leave the house – and me – in her hands.

I was both titillated and terrified. BJ squashed such fears with the contents of a liquor cabinet Suzanne had conveniently forgotten to lock. I had taken two shots of hard liquor by the time the first guests began to arrive. The house and back yard filled with people that only BJ knew. They brought more booze and blasted all the new pop music over Suzanne’s expensive sound system. 

BJ dragged me to her room, where she tossed me a couple of swimsuits that she had outgrown. Like her mother, she was curvy and unafraid to show it. She had a throng of male admirers, and had already gone all the way with one of them.

The way she had described it made my fantasies of Christopher even naughtier than usual. I couldn’t imagine doing some of the things she told me that she did. 

“When it’s with the right person, it’s the most natural thing in the world.”

I sure hoped so. It wasn’t like I was gunning to lose my virginity. But after six months, Christopher had vaulted into the ideal. He was sweet and good looking, smart and funny. His parents had just bought him a brand new car, but he never looked down on me for living in a trailer park. In fact, he thought it was amazing that I’d still pursue my lofty dreams.

His voice was in my ear every night, which gave me some pretty R-rated dreams. Just thinking about that body made me flush all over. I ended up taking two more shots to give myself the courage to kiss Christopher for the first time, something I hoped would happen during this party.

By the time Christopher got there, I was feeling no pain. BJ linked arms with the both of us to herd us out to the crowded pool. I wore a pair of shorts, which BJ stripped in no time flat before she pushed me into the pool in my skimpy two-piece.

Christopher jumped in after me. When his arms wrapped around my waist, I thought I might literally pass out. Christopher Witt was holding me! I could feel every contour of his body, for real this time, and not just in another fevered daydream. He had made me feel things I had never felt before... from the first time he held my hand, to the first time he whispered my name over the phone. When he held me in that pool, I grabbed his shoulders and held on tight. It only made him chuckle. “Afraid of the water?” he asked softly.

I shook my head but my jaw shivered. He dunked me immediately. “How about now?” he asked as he looked at my lips. “What are you afraid of?” he asked softly.

I wanted to recite some iconic line from a cheesy romantic comedy, but I couldn’t speak. I licked my lips and tried desperately to regain my control of speech. It was a losing battle. I gasped as his head tilted toward mine. His warm mouth covered my lips and I felt fire race through my veins as his tongue gently invaded my mouth to deepen the kiss. He held me even tighter as he lifted away. “I’ve been waiting to do that for six months,” he said with a grin.

“What took you so long?” I asked with a brave tilt of my chin.

He shrugged as his eyes swept over my face. “You know. You’re young.”

“I’m not that young,” I protested. He wasn’t convinced. 

“You’re young,” he repeated as he started to pull away. “I’m out of my mind to even be here with you. Your mom will have me by the balls.”

I felt cold the instant he let me go. If I didn’t act fast, he’d leave me entirely. “She won’t say anything. She lets me live my life my way,” I added the lie bravely. “I’m a star after all.”

His eyes swept down over my wet skin, exposed by the tiny bikini top I wore. I had filled out a lot in two years. I spilled right out of that top. It drew him back to me, taking me into his arms again. His hand slipped down to cup my ass in his palm. “You should perform for me, Lacy,” he said.

“You want me to sing for you?”

His lips lingered by my ear. “I want you to do everything for me.”

I trembled violently in his arms. He took me by the hand and pulled me from the pool, where he wrapped me in a towel so big I nearly got lost inside of it.

He led me inside, through the throng of people neither of us recognized. We went first to the den, but it was occupied with several couples either dancing to music or making out on the sofa. The kitchen and the first two bedrooms had the same. Finally we escaped into Suzanne’s master bedroom. It was as loud as she was, with zebra print on the bed and a faux fur rug on the floor. He hopped on the bed. “This is more like it. Like being lost in the jungle,” he added with a grin. I attempted to join him on the bed but he shook his head with a smirk. “Uh uh. You promised me a show, remember?”

“Really? You actually want me to sing for you?”

“Why not?” he shrugged. “I’ll pay you if you want. A song for a kiss.”

The soft way he spoke made my insides melt. “Okay,” I said softly before I clutched the towel tighter and started to sing.

After a few minutes, he stood to join me. He pulled the towel from my clinched hands, letting it fall away from my shoulders. He took me into his arms to dance slowly as I sang. I felt his body come alive against me, which made me lose my place in the song. “Sorry,” I muttered.

“For what?” he wanted to know. “For being beautiful? For being talented? Don’t ever apologize, Lacy. You’re exceptional.” He brushed the backs of his fingers along my arms. Goose bumps erupted over my flesh. “Finish your song.”

I shuddered and he held me closer. I could barely think as his hard-on arched toward me. I looked into his eyes as I finished, my voice trailing off as I watched his supple mouth inch toward mine. This time I deepened the kiss, which made him shudder against me.  His hand curled behind my neck to pull me closer. Before I knew it, we had inched toward the bed. He landed on top of me as we fell together.

He explored my mouth liberally and I responded to each and every kiss. When his hand cupped my breast, I gasped but didn’t move away. I knew we were off the rails, but it felt so good to be touched, to be held... to be loved.

It dawned on me it had been a long time since either of my parents had even given me a hug. They were too embroiled with their own drama. And Daddy, well most of the time he was probably here in this bed with Suzanne instead of at the trailer with us.

That thought hit me like a bucket of ice cold water. I shot up, wrenching myself out of his arms. “What’s wrong?” he asked when I sprang off the bed and grabbed the towel.

How could I explain it to him? “Oh, nothing much. We’re just in the love nest my dad shares with his mistress. No biggie.” The thought gave me a case of the willies something fierce. I didn’t want to know anything about my parents’ sexual exploits. It was enough that I knew they no longer made any noise whatsoever from the bedroom, even fighting.

All I could say was, “I’m sorry,” but then I cringed. He had just told me never to apologize. I darted from the room before I could apologize for apologizing.

I caught up with BJ by the pool. “I gotta go,” I said.

“But I thought you were going to spend all night.”

I thought about Christopher, half-naked on Suzanne’s bed. I shook my head. “Not anymore.”

BJ gave me a hug, which oddly comforted me more than Christopher’s. She grabbed a cover-up and her keys while I slipped my clothes over my wet swimsuit. I was home within the hour. The trailer was empty, no surprise. I changed into my favorite jammies and crawled into bed with a romance novel I could barely read now that I had kissed a boy for real. 

Every word reminded me of Christopher. I felt like an idiot that I abandoned him like I did. He probably chalked it up to my being young. What he really meant was that I was a virgin, which made me a virtual baby in his world. And maybe he was right.

I took off my T-shirt top, revealing just the lacy bra underneath, before approaching the mirror. I queued up a sexy song, which I began to sing to my reflection. The harder I tried to be sexy, the more ridiculous I looked. I was about to throw the brush through the mirror when my cell phone rang. It was Christopher. 

“Everything okay?”

I looked around my room. I was alone, half naked and there was no way we’d get caught if I invited him over now. And I wanted to invite him, but the words wouldn’t come. “It’s complicated,” was all I could say. 

“Yeah,” he sighed. “I figured it might be.”

It immediately made me feel bad. So what if I was a virgin? That was a condition I could easily change. Just one evening and I’d join the ranks of other kids my age, who had enjoyed doing the nasty before their sweet sixteen.

I wasn’t the first fourteen-year-old to contemplate having sex. I knew I wouldn’t be the last. Why was I allowing myself to be defined by some arbitrary number? I was much older than my years. Hell, I was even on birth control to help regulate my painful crams and heavy periods.

At least that was my mother’s official story. I suspected there was a part of her that didn’t trust me around all the male musicians. She was playing defense now, to protect me from the mistakes that she and my grandmother both made. 

It was easier and cheaper to pay for birth control than diapers.

I turned my attention back to Christopher. “I’ll make it up to you,” I promised, even though I had no clue whatsoever what I was promising.

“Just sing to me,” he suggested softly. My voice softened as I complied. I glanced in the mirror, awed at the transformation taking place right in front of me. Gone was the awkwardness and sheer cringe-worthiness. Singing for Christopher made me sing like a woman. In fact, it was like another person altogether. It was a powerful feeling that stuck with me for days afterward, even after Daddy came home.

I guess that was why I finally mustered the courage to confront him about his affair with Suzanne upon his return. As luck would have it, he provided a golden opportunity as we were on our way to rehearse for another gig.

“Once we get into Southern Nights, we’re gonna be golden,” he said happily. That was his newest holy grail. The owners of Southern Nights were star-makers, so one good set there and all of Austin knew who you were. More than one had made the transition to a national stage, courtesy of Ty and Gaynell Hollis, the owners of the club. “No more dive bars. No more getting paid peanuts. It’s only champagne and roses from here on out, baby girl.”

I nodded as I considered my words carefully. “Champagne and roses for everyone?” I asked. “Or just Suzanne?”

He slid me a sharp look. “What does that mean?”

“I’m not an idiot, Lucas,” I said, calling him by his given name at his request. After I grew out of the novelty “isn’t she cute” kid phase, he decided that I needed to craft a more mature, professional image. Calling him “Daddy,” apparently didn’t fit into this new branding. “I know you’re sleeping with Suzanne.”

He nodded as he turned his attention to the road. “Heard that from your mother, I suppose.”

“Yeah, right. More like through the wall.” He couldn’t face me. I forged on. “Look, whatever, okay? Your marriage is between you and mom. But don’t you think it’s only right you pick a side? Why stay with Mama if she doesn’t make you happy?”

“I love your Mama,” he said softly. “That has never changed. But you live with her, too. You know how hard she makes it to love her. She’s been isolating me for years. She doesn’t support my dreams, even if she spends the money it makes, no questions asked. Suzanne...,” he trailed off. “Suzanne is my friend. My colleague and support. It’s because of Suzanne I can stay with your mother. She simply fills the needs that your mother refuses to.”

“And how is that fair to her?” I demanded.

“How has it been fair to me?” he shot back. “I told her forever, better or worse. I’ve never beat her. I’ve never left her. I’m still here. For both of you,” he added. He sighed and took my hand. “Do you really think she’d let me see you if I left her for someone else? Think about it, Lacy. If I decided to run off with Suzanne, she’d never let you come with us after that. Not to rehearse. Not to perform. Do you know how much it would kill me if we couldn’t sing together anymore? We’re partners, you and me. And there’s nobody I love more. Nobody,” he repeated with emphasis.

I fell silent. I hadn’t thought about it like that. Maybe he was simply sticking it out so he wouldn’t lose me. I knew he wasn’t wrong. If he had left us for Suzanne, for the music, there would be no way she’d ever let me see him again. She’d rip me away from my own dream to ‘protect’ me. I knew that because she threatened it on a weekly basis.

“Your grades slip below a B, you can’t perform anymore.”

“You get in trouble with school, you can’t perform anymore.”

“You don’t maintain your chores and responsibility, you can’t perform anymore.”

“Music is the reason I lost your dad. You can’t perform anymore.”

He pulled into the country club parking lot, where we were supposed to perform. All of Austin’s elite, including the Hollises, were coming together in one spot for a charity benefit. It was our “golden ticket,” he said. We had a week to polish and make it perfect, and then maybe, just maybe, Mama would see it wasn’t a waste of time or a stupid pipe dream.

Then, just maybe, she could be the supportive wife that Daddy needed, so he wouldn’t need to stray.

One thing was certain. I didn’t want to lose the music. It had always been my safe haven, and that was never truer now.

Daddy turned to me. “Don’t give up on me, Lacy. And I won’t give up on you. I promise.”

I nodded and let him pull me across the seat for a rare hug. “Hey, listen. I got a big surprise for you,” he said as he pulled away. “Doyle Quinlan is going to check out our rehearsal today. It’s not quite Ty Hollis, but I bet he’ll call next once he gets wind of Doyle’s interest.”
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