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To Beatie, Trevor, Todd, Nick,


Samantha, Victoria, Vanessa,


Maxx, and Zara,


To my darling children,


May you be blessed and lucky and happy,


and may you find the right person to love you with all their heart,


and may you love them, with all yours.


With all my love,


Mom / d.s.










Chapter 1


Iris Cooper was small for her age. She looked more like ten than twelve, in her cut-off jeans with ragged edges, a pink T-shirt, and scuffed pink cowboy boots her father, Chip, had bought at a yard sale.


She stood watching the horses tethered under a tree on a blazing hot day in Lake City, Texas, kicking pebbles with the toe of her cowboy boot.


She was humming to herself, as she always did. She could hear music in her head. She composed songs on her father’s guitar, and they sounded pretty good. She’d gone to school in Lake City for four months. She’d been to three schools so far that year. Her father liked to move around a lot, looking for opportunities to make some money. He got tired of the towns they went to pretty fast. He rented a room for each of them in someone’s house, stayed for a few months, and then they moved on. Iris liked it when they stayed in a town with a church. She could sing with the choir, and they were always happy to have her. She could hit the high notes better than anyone else. Once they heard her sing, they let her stay. She could go to the church socials and eat pot roast and fried chicken, potato salad or mashed potatoes. The rest of the time, they lived on fast food, and whatever her father could afford that day, sometimes just a can of beans or some chili.


Her name had been prophetic. She had deep blue eyes, the color of an iris, and a mass of soft blonde hair that framed her face. She wore it in a braid that she could do herself.


Her mother, Violet, had left her and her father when she was two. He never told her, but she’d once heard him say that Violet was killed during a bar fight in East Texas after she left. She and her boyfriend had been at the bar when someone pulled out a gun, shot into the crowd during the fight, and killed them both. She and Chip had a rocky marriage. And when she left Chip, it was easier to leave Iris with him. Iris didn’t remember her, so she didn’t miss her. You couldn’t miss someone you’d never known. But she missed having a mother, like other kids. Chip had grown up as an orphan, living with two unmarried uncles who paid as little attention to him as possible, and made him sleep outside when they brought women home. Chip had left them at sixteen, and never saw them again. He got work wherever he could find it doing odd jobs, and used to ride the bulls and broncos in the rodeo, until he got trampled by a bull and hurt his leg. He walked with a limp now, and his rodeo days were over. Iris liked going to rodeos with him. Sometimes he saw old friends. They lived now from the work he picked up wherever he found it, tending bar, doing carpentry, working on a ranch when they needed extra help. He always found something, and when there were no jobs, they moved on to another town, and started all over again. Iris’s dream was to stay in one town for a long time, like other people, and go to the same school for years at a time. Her father said they’d settle down one day, but they hadn’t yet. They’d been roaming around the small towns in Texas for the last ten years. She wrote a song about it that she played on his guitar.


She was still watching the horses when Chip came out of the house where they were staying, and told her to get in his truck. They were going for a ride. It was an old green truck he’d had for as long as she could remember. It got them from one town to the next, with everything they owned in boxes tied up in the back, a plastic sheet over them, secured with ropes.


She hopped onto the passenger seat, and he got in and started the engine. They drove off a minute later, down a back road in the direction of the town. She never asked where they were going. It didn’t really matter. She watched the cattle and the horses as they drove past them. They stopped at a bar just outside of town. A red neon sign read “Harry’s Bar.” Chip parked and turned off the engine, and looked at her.


“Stay here. I’ll come and get you,” he said, and she nodded, and turned the radio on after he left. He had parked under a tree and the air was still and hot. There was no air-conditioning in the truck, and Iris watched as he limped into the bar. She wondered if he had gone in to have a beer, or if he was looking for work. They’d been eating canned beans again, so she knew he was short of money. If he didn’t find work soon, they’d be moving on again. She hoped they wouldn’t have to. She liked it here. The woman they rented rooms from was nice to her. She had a granddaughter the same age who was bigger than Iris, and she gave Iris her old clothes sometimes when her granddaughter outgrew them. Iris had never had anything new to wear. They got all her clothes at yard sales, secondhand shops, and church bazaars.


Chip Cooper limped up to the bar and glanced at the heavyset blonde waitress. Her hair had black roots, but she had a friendly smile.


“Is Harry here?” he asked her, and she cocked her head toward the kitchen.


“He’s fixing something. He’ll be back in a minute. The dishwasher’s broken. Coffee?” They served lunch and dinner. It was early to start drinking, although some did. Chip wanted a beer, but settled for a cup of coffee while he waited, and drank it standing at the bar. There was a small stage set up at the back of the room, and once in a while they had a live band. The ranch hands liked it, and when they had live music it drew a fair crowd.


Harry came back to the bar ten minutes later, wiping his hands on a rag, and told the waitress he’d fixed the dishwasher. He glanced at Chip. He’d seen him there before.


“Hey, how’re you doing?” Chip asked him. They had an ancient air conditioner, which kept the place only slightly cooler than the temperature outside. “You’ve got a treat in store,” Chip told him. Harry was short and stocky, bald, and somewhere in his fifties. His bar did well. They got a good crowd on the weekends. Chip had noticed that himself, which was why he was here.


“Yeah, how do you figure that?” Harry asked him with a suspicious glance.


“I’ve got a kid whose voice your customers will never forget. She can sing anything they want to hear. She’s just a girl, but she sings better than any woman on the radio. She’ll be a big star one day.” Harry didn’t look enthused at the prospect.


“How old is she?” Harry asked him, and Chip hesitated.


“She’s twelve, but you forget it when you hear her. She can hit the high notes like nobody else.”


“I can’t have a twelve-year-old singing in a bar,” Harry said, visibly annoyed at the suggestion. Pearl, the waitress, grinned and disappeared into the kitchen to load the dishwasher Harry had just repaired. They needed a new one, but he was keeping the old one alive. Harry liked making money, he just didn’t like spending it. Pearl was still smiling at the idea of a twelve-year-old singing at his bar. That was never going to happen. Chip had the wrong guy for that.


“I’ve got her with me, if you want to have a listen,” Chip persisted. “She doesn’t need to hang around. I can bring her in right before she starts, and get her out as soon as she’s finished.” Harry could just imagine some tricked-out kid, wearing an inch of makeup, and dressed like a chorus girl from Vegas, none of which appealed to him at all. He didn’t want every pedophile in Texas hanging out at his bar. He was a decent guy, and ran a respectable establishment. Families came for Sunday dinner, not just ranch hands wanting to get drunk. “Just let her sing you one song, you’ll see what I mean.”


“I can’t hire a kid that age to sing here. It’s not right,” Harry said stubbornly, but Chip looked like he wouldn’t leave until Harry finally heard her. There were no customers at that hour, and just to get rid of Chip, Harry finally agreed to hear her. “Okay. Where is she?”


“Outside, in my truck.”


“In this heat? Are you crazy? You got air-conditioning in your truck?” Chip shook his head, and was already halfway to the door. He was at the truck in a few long uneven strides, with his limp. Iris was sitting cross-legged on the seat, red-faced from the heat and singing along with the music on the radio.


“C’mon,” he said when he opened the door. “I got you an audition.”


“For what?” She looked surprised. She’d sung in churches and at church socials, but never at a bar.


“They have a setup for live music in the back.” He took a boom box from the floor behind his seat, and Iris hopped out, and followed him back into the bar. She was flushed from the heat. Pearl poured her a Coke and handed it to her as soon as she saw her, while Harry stared at her.


“She’s twelve?” he asked. She looked more like nine or ten, and she wasn’t decked out in makeup and sexy clothes as he had feared. She looked like a normal, ordinary kid. “What’s your name?” he asked her in a kind voice.


“Iris.” She smiled at him and took a long sip of the ice-cold Coke, and thanked Pearl for it.


“Your dad says you have a knockout voice.” She looked suddenly shy.


“I like to sing.”


Chip set the boom box down on the bar. “I’ve got the instrumentals she sings to on here. She can sing anything you want. Ballads, country, western. She can sing requests. She knows everything on the radio.” He signaled to Iris to back away a little, which she did. She set the glass down on a table, and Chip turned the machine on. Just before he did, he reminded her to hit the high notes, and she nodded. She got right into the first song without hesitating, an old cowboy song the ranch hands always loved, followed by “Somewhere Over the Rainbow,” which gave Harry a sense of the range of her voice. The next one was a gospel song, and she did as her father had told her. She hit the high notes and held them. Harry and Pearl stared at her. Chip turned the machine off after the third song, and Harry looked at him skeptically. He had guessed what the trick was. She was lip-synching. No child could sing like that and few women were able to. The ones who could were famous.


“Okay,” he said cynically. “Great performance. Now let’s see what she can do without the music on.” He was sure that they would beat a quick retreat after that, and Chip didn’t look happy. She sounded better with the music, but he gave Iris the nod and she sang three more songs a cappella. Her voice was even stronger without the music. She had a voice that filled the entire room, and she hit high notes like he’d never heard before. Chip was right. Iris sang like a grown woman, but she was this slip of a girl, who didn’t even look her age, and had a voice that ripped your heart out. Harry and Pearl stood mesmerized. Iris clearly wasn’t lip-synching. Chip was right. She could sing anything, and hit the high notes like no one else.


“Your customers are going to go crazy when they hear that,” Chip said, and Harry looked at her intently. He liked how clean and normal she looked. No makeup, no artifice, there was no suggestion of sex about her, and she still had the body of a child. Little girls dressed up like women and trying to be sexy made Harry uncomfortable, and he didn’t want any part of that. There was nothing suggestive about her. She looked like an ordinary little girl.


“Have you had singing lessons?” Harry asked her, still amazed by what he’d heard, and Pearl handed her another Coke.


“No, I’ve just been singing all my life. I sing in church choirs sometimes, when we stay somewhere long enough,” Iris told him. There was no way her father could have paid for singing lessons, but she didn’t say that because it would embarrass him. “I listen to the radio a lot.”


“She knows all the hit songs,” Chip intervened again. “So what do you think?” he asked Harry.


“I think you have a prodigy on your hands.” The contrast between the way she looked and the way she sang was utterly incongruous, and he didn’t know how people would react, particularly since she was so small and looked so young.


“Why don’t you try her for a couple of nights? I guarantee your customers will be begging you to get her back.” It was entirely possible after what he had just heard. Live entertainment was hard to come by. They had to rely on the occasional cowboy band, or a group passing through on their way to somewhere else.


Harry turned to Chip and asked him, “What did you have in mind?” At night there were two waitresses, Pearl and Sally, and Harry tended bar. It was a small operation, but a profitable one. The ranch hands left pretty good tips when they drank. The food was decent and he had a loyal clientele. The cook came in at night. Harry made lunch himself.


“Six nights a week, twenty-five a night.”


“Weeknights are slow. Maybe Thursday through Sunday,” Harry countered.


“Five nights at thirty bucks a night,” Chip said, “and she gets to keep her tips. You won’t be sorry. And weeknights won’t be slow if she’s singing.”


Harry wondered if Chip might be right, and he felt sorry for Iris, with her father dragging her around bars to have her sing, at her age.


“You’ll keep an eye on her so no one hassles her?” He looked at Chip sternly, and he nodded. “We’ll try it for a week and see how it goes. If people love it, she can have the job, five nights at twenty-five a night.” That would give them five hundred dollars a month, which would make a big difference for them. It was easy money, and Harry could afford it.


“And I’ll get her in and out. She can wait for me in the truck.” It sounded like a miserable life for a kid her age, but she didn’t look unhappy. While the men were talking, Pearl offered her a piece of peach pie with vanilla ice cream on top, and Iris stared at it hungrily. She sat down and gobbled it up immediately, and took the plate out to the kitchen. The equipment was old, but the place was clean.


Chip had a beer before they left, and told Iris to wait for him in the truck. She left quietly after thanking Harry and Pearl. After Chip left, Harry turned to Pearl and shook his head.


“That poor kid. He’d have her singing in a coal mine if it made him a buck. But her voice is a gift from God.”


They’d agreed that she would go on at nine o’clock and do a full set. She would be starting in two days, on Wednesday.


“What if they don’t like what I sing?” Iris looked at her father nervously as they pulled up at the house where they were living for now.


“They’re going to love you. And you’re going to be a big star one day. Don’t forget that. What are you going to wear?”


“My blue dress.” It was the only nice dress she had, and she rarely got a chance to wear it. She had a pair of sandals to go with it. She wore that when she sang in church.


“You’ll make some money on tips too.” Chip was smiling, pleased with himself. They needed the money, and this could be the start of her singing career. The possibilities were endless. He’d been waiting for this moment for years. She had found her voice at six.


“They’re nice,” Iris said, thinking of Harry and Pearl, and the peach pie and Cokes.


“So is the money.” Chip grinned broadly, as they got out of the truck, and Iris went to check that her blue dress looked all right. She was nervous about singing at the bar, but she liked the idea too. As long as she got to sing, everything would be okay. Singing always fixed everything and made her happy.


On Wednesday night, Chip drove Iris to Harry’s at eight-thirty. They got there in ten minutes, and he told Iris to wait in the truck, just as he had told Harry he would. Once inside, he sidled up to the bar, and had a beer with a whiskey chaser. By the time he finished, it was time for her to go on.


Harry told him to bring Iris in through the kitchen. The stage was set up for her with a microphone, and Chip plugged in the boom box for the instrumentals.


When Harry saw her walk in, in her little blue dress the color of her eyes, he wondered what he was doing and if he was crazy. No one saw her arrive. He dimmed the lights, and got up on the stage himself and said that he had a surprise for his customers. They had a special guest with them that night, Iris Cooper.


She hopped onto the stage when Harry stepped down and smiled at the people finishing dinner and standing at the bar. Her father turned on her music. No one knew what to expect, and then she started to sing. She sang a few country songs made famous by well-known singers, moved into ballads, and some show tunes, sang a couple of current hits, and closed with a gospel song that had everyone applauding as soon as she finished. People were stunned by what they’d heard. She bowed and thanked them, and suddenly looked like a girl again. It was as though she morphed into an adult when she sang, and then turned back into a child again when it was over. She grinned from the stage, and said, “See y’all soon!” then hopped down and disappeared into the kitchen, where Pearl handed her a plate of meatloaf and mashed potatoes to take back to the truck with her.


“You were fantastic!” Pearl whispered to her. “They loved you!”


“It was fun, and thank you for dinner,” she said, before scampering back to the truck with the plate. Harry had left a bowl on the stage for people who wanted to leave a tip for her. Several people got up and dropped a dollar bill or two in the bowl. People talked about her for the rest of the night, and Harry grinned at Chip when the performance was over.


“She’s a winner,” he said to Chip.


“What did I tell you?” Chip said smugly. “She’s going to be big one day.” It seemed like a distinct possibility after listening to her for a whole set. “She can play requests on my guitar if you want her to.”


“They loved it.” Harry was beaming, still surprised.


Chip hung around the bar for an hour, and then went out to the truck where Iris was listening to the radio. She had finished the dinner Pearl had given her and taken the plate back into the kitchen. She’d had fun singing for their customers.


“How was it?” she asked her father when he drove her home.


“Pretty good,” he said. “Don’t forget to hit the high notes. They always love that.”


“I did.”


“You can go higher,” he reminded her, and she grinned.


“I’ll do it tomorrow,” she promised.


“You should bring the guitar too, in case they want you to play requests.” She nodded. This was going to be fun. It already was.


By the end of the week, everyone was talking about the amazing kid singing at Harry’s, and people were coming just to see her. All the tables were filled on Saturday, after her Friday night performance. She had made five dollars in tips the first night, eight on Thursday, ten on Friday, and sixteen on Saturday. Her father said he would keep the money safe for her, so she gave it to him.


On Sunday night, still feeling a little crazy for having a twelve-year-old singer at the bar and restaurant, Harry hired her for five nights a week, at the twenty-five dollars a night they’d agreed on. His customers loved the performance and people were asking him about Iris. He said she was just a very talented kid. They agreed with him.


Iris raked in the money for the rest of the summer. It slowed down a little in the fall, when people stayed home more and the weather cooled, but she still filled the house every weekend, and had increased business on weeknights. Harry asked Chip if it would be a problem on school nights, and he responded that Iris did her homework before she came to work, and could sleep in the truck after she performed.


Pearl had made Iris a new dress by then. It was a plain navy blue dress. Her father had let her use some of her tip money to buy a pair of plain black leather flat shoes. Nothing sexy or too grown up. She looked beautiful in her new dress when she sang with her long blonde hair down. She was a pretty little girl and Pearl said she would grow up to be a beauty. Chip had been a handsome man before he’d started looking so dissipated from too much hard living. And she’d seen in an old photograph of her mother that she was beautiful. Chip had thrown the photograph away. Iris had none of her mother.


They stayed in Lake City until Christmas, when Chip decided it was time to move on. He wanted to try their luck in a bigger town, where he thought there would be more opportunities.


Iris was sad to leave. She loved singing at Harry’s, and Pearl and Sally, the other waitress, were so good to her. Harry was nice too. She’d have to go to a new school again when they moved to a new town. But Chip promised her he knew what he was doing. They’d make more money somewhere else.


Pearl made her a black velvet dress before they left. It had a white satin collar, and Sally gave her a headband to go with it, with little pearls she had sewn on it herself. Iris looked like Alice in Wonderland when she was onstage, and she sang like Barbra Streisand, or any of the big stars in Hollywood.


Pearl, Sally, and Harry had tears in their eyes on her last night, and Pearl hugged her tight. Iris had tears running down her cheeks when she left. She knew she’d never forget them.


“You need a bigger audience. More tips,” Chip said, as he drove out of town. “We’re heading for Houston. This was only the beginning. You’re going to be a big star one day . . . just keep hitting those high notes.”


She nodded, but couldn’t speak. She was too sad about leaving. Harry, Pearl, and Sally were the only family she had ever known. But her father had bigger dreams. He had a gold mine in his hands and he knew it. Harry worried about what would happen to her now, with a man like Chip as a father, who wanted only to exploit her. If she were to become a star one day, she had a long, hard road ahead.










Chapter 2


They hung around the Houston area for a few years, far enough outside the city that Chip could always find a bar where they’d let Iris perform. She was an oddity for the bars they found, a curiosity, but once they heard her sing, they would hire her. They’d stay for a few months, and then Chip would get the itch to move on. Iris went to a new school every time they got to a new town. She made a few friends, but not many. She knew they’d be leaving again soon, whenever her father got bored or heard about what he thought would be a better town with a better place for her to perform. He wasn’t particular about where he let her sing, and once they heard her, the bar owners’ objections melted like ice cream in the Texas sun. She was too good to pass up and their customers loved her. She still missed Harry, Sally, and Pearl, and dropped them a postcard from time to time. It reassured them. Harry would look at the cards she sent and shake his head.


“They moved again. That guy can’t stay in one place for six months.”


When she was sixteen, they went to Austin, which Iris loved. Chip didn’t. It was too polished for him, with a university, and too sophisticated. He liked the dusty cowboy towns, which were more familiar. But the money was good in Austin, and Iris was finally looking more grown up, so seeing her perform in a bar wasn’t as shocking. They figured she was a college student. She was still small, but she was starting to look more mature.


Her act stayed as clean as it had been when she was twelve. It was all about her voice, and the songs, and more and more she performed the ones she’d written. She wrote the lyrics and the music, and the messages were strong. She could nail a ballad like no one else, sing some old Elvis songs, newer hits, and country when the audiences requested it. Fame hadn’t found her yet, but her talent dazzled everyone who heard her, and her father exploited her liberally.


Chip gave her pocket money, kept the rest and drank most of it. Sometimes she helped herself to some of the tips before he got his hands on them, but she never gave him a hard time. He was capable of some serious nastiness if he’d been drinking, and threatened to kick her ass. She grew up believing it was how most men behaved, with a few exceptions. She had no pie-in-the-sky dreams about wanting to buy expensive things. She would have just liked to stay in one place for a while. She had gone to eleven schools to get through high school. They stayed in Austin for nine months, the longest they’d been in any town. They spent a few months in Arizona, and then moved to Nevada for her senior year of high school. She got her high school diploma in a town fifty miles outside Las Vegas, after living in four towns before that.


There was a method to Chip’s madness. By Iris’s eighteenth birthday, he wanted to start booking her into nightclubs in Las Vegas and aim for the big time. Her beauty had reached full bloom by then. Her father had to keep a close eye that none of the men in the audience hassled her when she finished the set and left the stage. She wore simple clothes when she sang, usually black jeans and a black sweater, or a plain black dress, and she looked like an angel with her long blonde hair, exquisite face, and big blue eyes. As always, she wanted to highlight the music and not herself. Chip was convinced that a good promoter would know what to do with the raw material and turn her into a star. She’d been singing in bars and roadside restaurants for six years by then.


Chip got his wish when, two months after her eighteenth birthday, he booked her into a bar on a back street of Las Vegas, and a manager’s scout happened to hear her one night and gave Chip his card. The bar owner had pointed him toward Chip when the scout asked to speak to Iris after her performance. “Her father handles everything.”


The scout told Chip he worked for Billy Weston. Chip had never heard of Weston, and the scout told him his boss was always on the lookout for young talent. He recorded Iris with his cellphone that night, just to give Billy an idea of what he’d heard. Despite the poor quality of the recording, her voice soared, as it always did, straight up to the high notes. She’d taken some singing classes while she was in high school, and her delivery was more professional. Her voice had only gotten stronger as she matured. The high notes were easier for her than ever, and the songs she wrote were powerfully moving, with more sophisticated arrangements, all of which she did herself.


Chip called Billy Weston the next day, and Billy was waiting for his call. He promised to come and hear Iris himself. He came the next night and went crazy when he heard her, only spoke to Iris briefly, asked her a few questions about the material she sang, and made the deal with her father. Chip was only too happy to make the deal with Weston. As her self-appointed agent and manager, Chip cosigned a contract with Weston for five years for a touring deal on the road. Weston said he had groups touring all over the country. Chip didn’t bother to check him out. The money looked good to him. He told Iris about it when he got to the house where they’d rented rooms. He had cosigned for her as an opening act on national tours, with the possibility of being the main feature for the last two years, if Weston felt the audience’s receptivity and her performances warranted it. He made no solid promise to feature her, only to use her as an opener onstage before bigger bands. She was the teaser before the main event came on. He handled mid-range performers, and arranged tours to smaller cities around the country. He assured Chip verbally that her accommodations would be comfortable and she’d be treated well. He said the artists he represented were like his children and Iris would be one of them. Many of them were discovered on the road and went on to stardom from there. He didn’t mention any names, but his promises were good enough for Chip.


Chip all but forced her to sign the contract, since she was eighteen and had to sign too. It sounded like a hard life to her. And five years of touring sounded like a lifetime. It was the life she had been living for years, with even shorter stays. She wanted to stay in one place for a while, and was hoping to audition for some of the big casinos, but she needed an agent for that. Her father had no connections to get her in. Chip said this was the next big step to stardom.


She signed the contract with Billy Weston with some misgivings, but her father convinced her that this was a phase she’d have to go through, as an opening act. He said that everyone did it, and there was a one-sided escape clause, which would allow Weston to fire her if he chose to, but she couldn’t quit. She signed it, and left on her first tour a week later, in the Deep South. Weston hadn’t told them that they would travel from city to city in a beaten-up van with another unknown act, that she would have to go on whether sick or not, that they would drive for fifteen- and twenty-hour stretches between towns, crammed into the ancient van, with the stench of sweat and unwashed bodies, and often drunk and drugged-out musicians recovering from the night before. When they spent the night, they were booked into the cheapest motel in each town, or had to get in the van as soon as the equipment was loaded right after a performance, and drive straight through the night and the next day to reach the next spot an hour or two before they went on, with no time to rehearse. It was a grueling, brutal life, and they played in filthy third-rate venues. She worked for a relatively low salary, with an insignificant raise at the beginning of each year. She got a small portion of each check to spend, the rest was sent to her father, as Chip had arranged, so he could save it for her.


Most of the time, there was an atmosphere of camaraderie among them, in their misery, but occasionally tempers ran short and the men got into fights. Injuries were of no consequence, and they had to go on anyway, or not get paid, or were even penalized for it if they couldn’t perform. Tours were twelve weeks long, with two weeks at home in between, if they even had one.


Her father floated around while she was on tour, and most of the time, she didn’t even know where he was. He checked in from time to time, and she discovered later that he was spending her money, not saving it for her as he was supposed to. At the end of her five-year contract with Billy Weston, she didn’t have a penny. She’d had a few brief romances of no consequence with members of other bands. She learned early on that the men in that world were unreliable and the romances brief and disappointing. The women stuck together and became adept at protecting one another from the drunks who hit on them after the shows.


She felt that she had wasted her time and her talent for five years. They kept her as an opening act for four of the five years, and finally put her on as a feature for the last year of the tour, in the frigid Northwest in the dead of winter. They were the worst five years of her life. She had no money to pay a lawyer to try and break the contract. Her father didn’t care.


When the contract ended, she flew back to Las Vegas with a little money she’d saved on the road to pay for a room in Vegas until she found work. She was determined to audition at the casinos this time. She had some experience under her belt now, with five years of tours, and as she made the rounds, she heard from other talent that Billy Weston was well known for exploiting young performers, abusing them in the worst ways possible. He wasn’t respected in Las Vegas. She needed an agent, but didn’t know how to find one. Her father was a bad joke. Weston sent him her paychecks, and he’d cashed them all at bars where they knew him, and spent the money. She had nothing to show for five years on the road.


There were waiting lists of highly experienced singers and musicians for the casinos, and Iris put her name on the list. It took her three weeks to locate her father when she got back. He finally turned up, and got her a gig in a halfway-decent bar where he knew the owner and spent a lot of his time when he was in town. It was a stopgap measure until she got a better job, and she had some new songs she’d written that she wanted to try out.


The audiences loved her songs. Her material just kept getting better. The only time she was happy was when she was singing. When she sang, she didn’t care where she was. She had learned to become oblivious to her surroundings. It was just her and the music, and her voice soaring high above the crowd.


The second night she presented her new material, a manager’s scout came to see her backstage after the show. The owner of the bar had called him. She was twenty-three years old and had a small dressing room, even though she was a seasoned performer by then after five years on tour, one of them as a featured act. She wasn’t interested in what he had to say, after years under contract to Billy Weston. He’d called her several times to get her to sign on again, and she didn’t return his calls. She knew better now, and what a liar he was. Her father had sold her to Weston like a slave. She wasn’t going to fall into the same trap again. She had learned a lot about the business, the hard way.


She had made a few friends, but Weston shuffled the groups around, matching up opening acts with featured performers, and they rarely went on tour with the same people. It was hard to stay in touch with anyone. They all moved around too much. She’d dated one singer and a few musicians, and eventually learned her lesson about that too. Most of them just wanted someone to sleep with during the tour. Many of them were into drugs, which she wasn’t. In the end, she just stayed in her hotel room, which she shared with one or two other women, wrote songs in her spare time, and concentrated on her music. She’d never had a serious long-term boyfriend. Her brief relationships had gone nowhere except in and out of bed, with no promise or substance for a future. It was impossible to maintain a serious relationship the way they lived.


They were all drifters, and many of them were younger than she was. Billy Weston was a master at exploiting young people, some of whom had real talent. He treated them like so much cattle. Some of them just walked away from their contracts and disappeared, and went back to wherever they came from, and gave up music. Only the hardiest and most dedicated stuck with it. Iris refused to let him beat her down. There were road managers who went with them, who were usually sleazy guys trying to hit on the girls. She managed to stay away from them too. It was a seedy world, with some of the worst elements in it. She rose above it with her music. She had no friends, no money, and no idea where her father was when she first got back. After checking with Weston’s office, Chip knew when she finished her contract, and he found her in Vegas and got her the job at the bar, where the scout heard her sing, and waited for her after her second set. She was twenty-three years old, and still looked like she was in her teens. She had a freshness and innocent look about her that didn’t exist in the world she was in. But she was willing to endure anything to stick with her music.


The scout’s name was Earl Drake. He said he worked for Glen Hendrix, which was a name she’d heard. He was supposedly a step up from Billy Weston. Drake said he managed talented artists for quality tours, and it was a short step to stardom and the big leagues in Vegas after that. Iris already knew how hard it was to get on the inside track in Vegas, unless one had a powerful agent. The bottom-feeders were plentiful and easy to find, and the reputable agents and managers impossible to get to, unless you had connections, which she didn’t. She knew no one in the upper ranks of her business, and was at the mercy of everyone she worked for, with no one to protect her. Earl Drake reminded her that she needed another “layer of experience” before she could get to the top. Sometimes she thought about just giving up, and getting a normal job somewhere, like others she had known who’d done that to escape the tours, but she couldn’t live without her music, and didn’t want to give up. She’d spent eleven years singing in bars, and terrible places all over the country. She didn’t want to waste that. She had been paying her dues for years, and still hoped that one day it would pay off. She knew she had the talent, what she needed now was luck. The scout left her with his card, and told her that if she wanted to be a big star one day, she should call them. Glen Hendrix could help her get there. She didn’t trust them.


She had lunch with her father the next day. He was living with a woman he had recently met, who was a stripper in a second-rate bar off the Strip. She told him about meeting Earl Drake; she had no one else to talk to. She had long since lost faith in her father, and neither trusted nor respected him, but he was the only living relative she had, and he had an opinion about everything. Once in a great while he was right. He offered to make the deal for her, and she looked at him and almost laughed, except that it wasn’t funny.


“Yeah, and take ten percent off the top for yourself and spend the rest you were supposed to save for me, like you did last time, Dad?” She’d been eighteen then. She was grown up now and knew better.


“I was acting as your agent,” he said righteously. “That’s what agents get. I could have taken twenty.”


“You spent the rest,” she reminded him. “All of it. You cashed the checks, you told me so yourself.”


“I never lie to you. I had some heavy expenses. And work’s not as easy to find as it used to be.”


“Maybe if you didn’t drink so much, you’d find work a little easier.” He’d lost a number of jobs because of his drinking.


Chip encouraged her to sign on with Hendrix. She’d save some money, since he had blown all of hers, and he said he’d heard Hendrix was a class act. Iris doubted it. Her father wouldn’t know a class act if he saw one. She thought of calling Earl Drake, but she didn’t want to.


She asked some of the musicians she knew what they’d heard about Glen Hendrix, and some of them said he was okay. He organized domestic tours in the United States and some in Europe and Asia, and she might get opportunities that she wouldn’t otherwise. After five years on the road to every miserable small town in America for Weston, she wasn’t enthused. The contracts were long, and some performers didn’t stick it out for all of it and just disappeared, but most were intimidated enough to stay until the end, which gave tour managers a flock of long-term slaves to exploit and keep their tours moving.


But the job at the bar ended, the good casinos had no openings, and she had no way in, and no money. After two months of waitressing and doing odd jobs, she called Earl Drake and signed with Glen Hendrix, for another five-year contract, at a better rate than she’d had from Weston. Hendrix only wanted her to be an opening act for six months, until she proved herself, and then she would be a featured act, with a backup band he’d provide for her. It sounded hopeful, and she told her father about it when he dropped by the restaurant where she was still working as a waitress until she left on tour. She sat down with him during a break for a cup of coffee, and he ordered a beer, as usual. He started drinking beer at breakfast, and added a whiskey chaser to it at night, as he always did.


He was stunned to hear that she had signed a contract without him, and even more so that she had her own bank account, which he had no access to.


“I’m still your agent,” he reminded her.


“Not anymore, Dad. Those days are over. I can’t afford to have you clean me out again, while I work my ass off on tour.” Her face was still innocent, but her eyes were wise now. She’d learned a lot about life in five years on tour.


“I started you on your career,” he said, instantly irate. “You’d be nothing without me. You owe me big-time for that. I’ve been your manager for eleven years, and now you’re trying to screw me!”


“You’ve got it ass backwards, Dad,” she said quietly, not wanting to make a scene at the restaurant. “You screwed me out of every paycheck for the last five years. You never even gave me my tip money when I worked at Harry’s when I was twelve.”


“We needed that so we could eat,” he said, indignant.


“And so you could drink,” she said under her breath, and he looked at her in a fury. He’d been counting on cashing in on her next job, and if she went on tour. He needed the money. He always did. He had sold his truck and was even driving the car of the stripper he was living with.


“Are you going to give me a percentage of what Hendrix is paying you?” He put it to her bluntly, and he forced her to be equally so.


“I can’t, Dad. You’re not my manager or my agent. You’re just my father, and you’ve been cashing in on me since I was twelve. I’m twenty-three, and I don’t have a penny to my name. I need to save something to live on when I finish touring for Hendrix. I can’t come home to an empty bank account again.”


“And how am I supposed to live?” he said, outraged.


“I don’t know. You’ll have to figure it out, and do what you always did, get a job here and there. He’s not paying me that much, and I need it too.” The concept that he should be taking care of her was totally foreign to him. He barely fed her when she was a kid, he never bought anything for her, except old clothes at a garage sale or Goodwill. Harry and Pearl and Sally had been better to her than her own father had ever been.


“So that’s it? You’re cutting me out? You set up your own bank account and you think you’re hot shit?”


“I’m twenty-three, Dad. I’m an adult,” she said. He left no doubt in her mind that his only interest in her was in exploiting her, as he had for half her life. He had made her sing for her supper, literally, nearly all her life, and he wanted it to continue forever, and thought she owed him that.


“You’re a bitch, just like your mother,” he said fiercely, as he set down his empty beer bottle with a bang on the table. “Watch out you don’t end up like her, dead in a bar fight in some shit town somewhere.” She could have said the same to him, but didn’t.


Iris was a profoundly kind person, the lyrics of her songs reeked of it, she had turned out to be honest and moral, hardworking, and a good person, in spite of everything she’d seen with him, and all the slimy characters she’d met with him, and since. None of it had touched her. Her integrity had remained intact. Her father never had any. He was a user to the core. He saw her as an opportunity and someone he could take advantage of. He wanted her to become a star, so he could cash in on her big-time then. He stood up and looked down at her, sitting at the small restaurant table. “Don’t come whining to me if you need something or get into trouble. You think you don’t need a father, well I don’t need a daughter who’s ungrateful for everything I’ve done for her. You’re on your own,” he said, turned his back on her, and walked out of the restaurant without looking back. But she knew only too well that she had always been on her own with him. It was a terrible feeling having him walk out on her. She was still young and she did need a father, just not one like him. He was the one person who should have protected her, and instead he wanted to exploit her more than anyone else and already had.


She bussed her cup and saucer, threw away his empty beer bottle, wiped off the table with a damp rag, and went back to work. She wondered if she’d ever see him again. Maybe not, now that she wouldn’t give him a free hand with the money she made. He was entirely capable of abandoning her completely if she served no purpose for him. She had to take care of herself. She always had. Nothing had really changed.
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