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Prologue
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Once when we all had a quiet moment, when no one was demanding anything of us and our punitive chores were completed, we sat and watched the sky turn from deep blue to mauve and turquoise.


A sparrow landed on the top rail of the horse corral and tapped about for a moment before settling and staring at the three of us. Teal was the first to notice.


“I wonder,” she said, “if birds who live in cages ever wonder why they are in cages.”


Robin looked at her as if she were going to say something sarcastic to her and then she looked at the bird and her face softened.


“I suppose we could pretend to be confused about that ourselves,” Robin said. “Couldn’t we, Phoebe?”


“What do you mean?” I asked. “I’m not confused. I know I don’t belong here.”


“Phoebe, we’re all so good at lying to everyone else, we’re even good at lying to ourselves,” Robin replied.


Teal smiled.


“She’s right, you know.”


“No, I don’t know.”


“Well, I’m telling you, Phoebe. We don’t need to be told or shown why we’re like caged birds. We each know why we’re here.”


“I know why I am. Let me tell you,” Robin said.


And then she began . . .




PART ONE
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ROBIN
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Jerked into the Night
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“Wake up, Robin!” I heard my mother say. I felt myself being rocked hard.


At first I thought the rocking was in my dream, a dream so deep I had to swim up to consciousness like a diver from the ocean floor. Each time my mother shook my shoulder, I drew closer and closer to the surface, moaning.


“Quiet!” she ordered. “You’ll wake Grandpa and Grandma and I’ll have my hands full of spilt milk. Darn it, Robin. I told you what time we were headin’ outta here. You haven’t even finished packin’,” she said.


My suitcase was open on the floor, some of my clothes still beside it. Mother darling had insisted I not begin until after I supposedly went to bed last night. My mother said I couldn’t bring but one suitcase of my things, and it was hard to decide what to take and not to take. She needed everything of hers because she was going to be a country singing star and had to have her outfits and all her boots and every hat as well as half a suitcase of homemade audiotapes she thought would win the admiration of an important record producer in Nashville.


I sat up and pressed my palms over my cheeks, patting them like Grandpa always did when he put on aftershave lotion. The skin on my face was still asleep and felt numb. My mother stood back and looked at me with her small nose scrunched, which was something she always did when she was very annoyed. She also twisted her full lips into her cheek. She had the smallest mouth for someone who could sing as loudly as she could, but most women envied her lips. I know that some of her friends went for collagen shots to get theirs like hers.


Everyone said we looked like sisters because I had the same petite features, the same rust-colored hair, and the same soft blue eyes. Nothing she heard pleased her more. The last thing she wanted to be known as was my mother, or anyone’s mother for that matter. She was thirty-two years old this week, and she was convinced she had absolutely her last chance to become a singing star. She said she had to pass me off as her younger sister or she wouldn’t be taken seriously. I was sixteen last month, and she wanted everyone, especially people in show business, to believe she was just in her mid-twenties.


Although I was closer to one of her idols, Dolly Parton, than she was when it came to breasts, we did have similar figures, both being a shade more than five feet five. She always looked taller because she hardly ever wore anything but boots. She wore hip-hugging tight jeans most of the time, and when she went out to sing at what she called another honky-tonk, she usually tied the bottom of her blouse so there was a little midriff showing. Grandpa would swell up with anger, his face nearly breaking out in hives, or just blow out his lips and explode with biblical references.


“We taught you the ways of the righteous, brought you up to be a churchgoing girl, and you still dress like a street tramp. Even after . . . after . . . your Fall,” he told her, and swung his eyes my way.


That’s what I was in his way of thinking: the Fall, the result of “the grand sin of fornication.” Mother darling had been sexually active at the age of fifteen and had me when she was only sixteen. Grandpa, despite despising the situation as much as he did, would not permit even talk of an abortion.


“You abide by your actions and pay for your sins. It’s the only path toward redemption,” he preached then, according to Mother darling, and preached now.


I remember the first time I was arrested for shoplifting. The policewoman knew my grandparents and asked me how I could behave so badly coming from a solid, religious, and loving home. Wasn’t I just a self-centered ingrate?


I fixed my eyes on her and said, “My mother didn’t want me. My grandparents forced me down her throat, and she never stops throwing that back at them. How would you like living in such a solid, religious, and loving home?”


She blinked as if she had soot in her eyes and then grunted and went off mumbling about teenagers. I was just barely one. It was two days after my thirteenth birthday and the first time I was arrested. I had shoplifted a number of times before, but I was never caught. It amazed me how really easy it was. Half the time, if not more, those machines that are supposed to ring don’t; and the employees, especially of the department stores, don’t seem to care enough to watch for it. I practically waved whatever it was I was taking in front of their faces. Many times I threw away whatever I took almost immediately afterward. I couldn’t chance bringing it home.


Grandpa placed all the blame on Mother darling, telling her she was setting a very bad example for me by dressing the way she dressed and singing in places “the devil himself won’t enter.” He would rant at her, waving his thick right forefinger in the air like an evangelist in one of those prayer meetings in large tents. He made me attend them with him when I was younger, claiming he had to work extra hard on me since I was spawned from sin. Anyway, he would bellow at Mother darling so loudly, the walls of the old farmhouse shook.


Grandma would try to calm him down, but he would sputter and stammer like one of his old tractors, usually concluding with “Thank goodness she took on your mother’s maiden name, Kay Jackson. When she goes singing in those bars, I can pretend I don’t know who she is.”


“You don’t have to pretend. You don’t know who I am, Daddy,” my mother would fire back at him. “Never did, never will. I’m writin’ a song about it.”


“Lord, save us,” Grandpa would finally say and retreat. He was close to sixty-five but looked more like fifty, with a full head of light brown hair with just a touch of gray here and there, and thick, powerful-looking shoulders and arms. He could easily lift a fully grown Dorset Horn sheep and carry it a mile. Despite his strength and his rage, I never saw him lift his hand to strike my mother or me. I think he was afraid of his own strength.


My grandparents owned a sheep farm about ten miles east of Columbus, just outside the village of Granville. The farm was no longer active, although Grandpa kept a dozen Olde English Babydoll sheep that he raised and sold.


Before she went anywhere, Mother darling would practically bathe herself in cologne, claiming the stench of sheep and pigs permeated the house. “It sinks into your very soul,” she claimed, which was another thing that set Grandpa on fire, the farm being his way of life and his living. Mother darling had the ability to ignite him like a stick of dynamite. Sometimes, I thought she was doing it on purpose, just to see how far he would go. The most I saw him do was slam his fist down on the kitchen table and make the dishes jump so high, one fell off and shattered.


“That,” he said, pointing to it and then to her, “gets added to your rent.”


Ever since Mother darling quit high school and worked in the supermarket and then began to sing nights with one pair of musicians or another, Grandpa insisted she pay rent for her and for me. It wasn’t much, but it took most of her supermarket salary, which was another justification she used for her singing, not that she needed any. She was convinced she could be a big star.


I knew she was saving up for something big. Suddenly, she was willing to work overtime at the supermarket and she took any singing gig she and her partners at the time could get, from private parties to singing for an hour or so in the malls in Columbus.


Then one night, she slipped into my room, closing the door softly behind her. She stood with her back against the door and looked like she had won the lottery. Her face was that bright, her eyes seemed full of fireflies.


“We’re leavin’ this trap tomorrow night,” she said in a voice just above a whisper.


“What? To where?”


“I’ve got a job in Nashville with a three-piece band my old boyfriend from high school, Cory Lewis, runs. He’s the drummer and they lost their singer. She ran off with a car salesman to live in Beverly Hills, which I’m sure was just an old tire which will go flat before they get close. Not that I care. It’s become an opportunity for me. We’re going to play in places where real record producers go to listen for new talent.”


“Nashville?”


“You don’t make it in country music if you don’t make it in Nashville, Robin. Now here’s what I want you to do. Quietly pack one suitcase. It’s all I got room for in the Beetle.”


Mother darling had an old yellow Volkswagen Beetle that looked like someone with a tantrum had kicked and punched it for hours. The car was rusted out in places so badly, you could see through to the road beneath, and it had a cracked window on the passenger’s side.


“But isn’t Nashville very far away?”


“If you attended class more often, you’d know it’s only a little over four hundred miles from here, Robin. Four hundred in actual distance, but a million in dreams,” she added.


“That lawn mower you drive won’t make it.”


“Just shut your sewer mouth and pack,” she ordered, losing her patience. “We’re leavin’ at two this mornin’. Very quietly. I don’t want him on my tail,” she said, nodding toward Grandpa and Grandma’s room.


“How long are we gonna be there?” I asked, and she shook her head.


“Girl, don’t you get it? We’re leavin’ here for good. I can’t leave you with Grandpa and Grandma, Robin. Believe me, I wish I could, but they’re too old to be watchin’ after you, bailin’ you out of trouble every week. And it’s now or never for me. I’m gettin’ nowhere singin’ in the honky-tonks here. It’s nothing for you to leave the school, so don’t make like it is,” she warned. “You’ve been suspended a half-dozen times for one thing or another. They won’t miss you when the new year begins and you’re not there,” she reminded me.


“And don’t try tellin’ me you’ll miss your friends, Robin. Those nobodies you hang out with just get you into more trouble. I might be savin’ your life the same time I save my own. Be sure you’re quiet,” she said.


Despite her bravado, Mother darling was still frightened of Grandpa.


“If we’re lucky, he won’t realize we’re gone until it comes time for him to collect his rent. In his mind that was a way of imposin’ penance on me for havin’ you. Pack,” she ordered, then opened the door quietly and slipped out as fast as a shadow caught in the light.


I couldn’t help but admit surprise at her courage. For as long as I could remember, she talked about picking up and leaving Granville. But it was certainly one thing to talk about it and another to actually do it. Despite Grandpa’s monthly rent and his ranting and raving about saving our souls, we had a home. Grandma cooked our meals, and even though Mother darling and I were supposed to do our share of the household chores, Grandma usually did them for us. She had them to baby-sit for me when I was younger so she could pursue her music career, even though Grandpa thought it was “coddling the devil” to perform “half-naked” in “slime pits.” He talked so much about the devil and hell that I used to believe he had been there and back. One of these days, I thought, he will bring out some pictures to show me tortured souls.


When the farm was active, he tried to get Mother darling to work, feeding and caring for the variety of sheep he raised, as well as miniature Hereford cattle. On purpose or not, she was more trouble than value to him, always wasteful when she was shearing. He finally gave up on her, which couldn’t have pleased her more. By the time I was old enough to be of any use, he was retreating from the business and there wasn’t much to do. He let all his help go.


Anyway, after she had awoken me, I splashed some cold water on my face and finished packing. Of course, she had promised to buy me a whole new wardrobe when we got to Nashville and she had earned big money in the music business. I couldn’t deny she had a nice voice and looked pretty up on a stage, but it just seemed so unreal to think of her as actually making records and being on television or singing in front of thousands of people. I didn’t tell her that. Nothing would set her off as much as being told she didn’t have what it takes. Actually, I envied her for having some sort of dream at least. The only thing I looked forward to when we left was a cup of strong coffee.


She was at the door fifteen minutes later.


“Ready?” she asked.


I had the suitcase packed and closed and I was sitting on my bed with my eyes closed. I was falling asleep again, hoping it was just a dream.


“I’ve already got all my things in the car,” she whispered. “C’mon, wake up, Robin.”


Impatient, she picked up my suitcase. It was obviously heavier than she expected.


“What did you take?”


“Just what I needed,” I said.


She grimaced and led the way. Grandpa always kept his hallway lights low to save on electricity. The weak illumination, the heavy thick shadows following along the wall, all made me feel it was still a dream. It was mid-July, but nights and mornings were cold to me. I shuddered, wrapped my arms around myself, and followed Mother darling down the fieldstone walkway to the car. A partially overcast night sky provided minimum starlight. The whole world looked asleep. I felt like I was sneaking into a painting.


The car doors complained when we opened them, metal shrieking. Mother darling started the engine without putting on the lights and drove slowly down the long driveway. I was still in a state of disbelief, groggy, my eyes half closed.


“Good riddance to this,” she muttered. “I’m gettin’ out. I’m gettin’ away, finally.”


I turned and cuddled up as best I could with my head against the window and the top of the seat. I couldn’t crawl into the rear because she had her guitar there resting on a pillow she wouldn’t let me use. Nevertheless, despite the bumps and turns, I fell asleep.


I woke up to the screaming shrill sound of a tractor trailer as it passed us by on the highway. We were already on I-71 South heading toward Louisville. The driver in the tractor trailer sounded his horn again.


“Donkey,” Mother darling called him. I groaned and sat up straighter, stretching my arms.


Suddenly, it all came back to me.


“I thought I was dreaming,” I told her.


She laughed.


“No more, Robin. Dreams turn into reality now,” she vowed.


I saw the road signs.


“I don’t see why we have to go to a place where people call people Bubba and Sissy,” I complained. Mother darling knew how much I disliked country music. I told her it was soapy and full of tears.


“I told you—it’s where you have to go to make it in country music,” she said.


“Country music. You’ve got to chew on straw and be barefoot most of the time to like it.”


She practically pulled off the highway, jerking herself around to yell at me.


“You’d better keep that stupid opinion to yourself when we get there, Robin. People in Nashville have been known to hang rock-and-rollers like you by their ears for less.”


“Yeah, yeah, right,” I said.


“I don’t see how you can afford to make fun of anyone anyway, Robin. You’re sixteen and you’ve already got a criminal record. You should be happy I’m takin’ you to a place no one knows you. You’ll have a chance to start new, make new friends.”


“Friends. You never liked any of my friends and probably never will, no matter where we live. In fact, you never liked anything I’ve done.”


“What are you talking about now?”


“When I was in that school play in seventh grade, everybody else’s mother or father was there, but not my mother darling. My mother darling was strumming a guitar in some sawdust-floor saloon instead.”


“Damn, you never let me forget that, do you? I do the best I can, Robin. It’s not easy bein’ a single mother, and my parents never helped us all that much. You know Grandpa took my money, even though he condemned me for the way I earned it. You know what he says, ‘There’s no such thing as dirty money, only dirty people.’ He’s been punishin’ me ever since I got pregnant with you,” she reminded me.


“You should have run off and had an abortion. I wish I wasn’t born anyway.”


“Yeah, right. That’s easy for you to say now. Bein’ a girl out there alone in the world is no picnic with or without a baby, and it’s not been a picnic for me livin’ with my parents and hearin’ Grandpa complain about you all the time, blamin’ me for every stupid thing you do.”


“Don’t worry, Mother darling. I’m not complaining about your not leaving me back there with them. I’d probably have run off anyway.”


“I don’t doubt it. I know I’m savin’ your life takin’ you with me, Robin. The least you could do is be a little grateful and very cooperative. And another thing, I don’t want you callin’ me Mother darlin’ anymore. I know you’re just bein’ sarcastic ’cause of that book Mommie Dearest. Besides,” she said, “I told you how I have to present myself as bein’ younger. From the day we get to Nashville, until I say otherwise, you’re my younger sister. Always call me Kay.”


“That won’t be hard,” I said. “It takes more than just calling someone Mother for her to be a mother.”


“Oh, you’re so smart.” She thought a moment. “Actually, I like that. It’s a great first line for a new song: It takes more than calling someone Mother for her to be a mother,” she sang. She looked at me. “Thanks.”


I shook my head and stared at the floor. She turned on one of her country music stations and began to sing along. The happier she was, the angrier and more depressed I became. This wasn’t my dream life; it was hers. I was like a piece of paper stuck to the bottom of her boots. She couldn’t shake me off, and I couldn’t pull away.


The road streamed ahead. She saw only promise and glory. I just saw a strip of highway going to nowhere, which was where I had been.


Why did she ever name me Robin? I thought. She should have called me Canary.


I’m just like one: trapped in a cage.


All I had to do was tell her and she would turn it into another song.




2


Getting to Glory
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I fell asleep again, despite Mother darling’s singing. When I woke this time, I had to go to the bathroom. She moaned about it.


“We’re almost to I-65. Can’t you put a plug in it?” she whined.


“I have to go now!” I screamed.


Reluctantly, she turned into the first road stop, complaining about the time we were going to lose. I didn’t understand why she had to get to Nashville so fast.


“Where are we going to live when we get there anyway?” I wanted to know.


“We’re going to live with Cory. He has a two-bedroom apartment, and it’s not far from where you go to school,” she told me.


Two bedrooms? I thought. She and I weren’t going to share one. That was for sure.


“How do you just go and pick up again with someone you haven’t seen in years?” I asked her.


She stared ahead, looking for a place to park. I thought she wasn’t going to answer.


Then, when we stopped, she turned to me and with steely eyes said, “You do what you have to do to move ahead in the business, Robin. Cory knows people now and besides, what are you worrying about? I’m the one sleeping with him, not you.”


“Who don’t you sleep with?” I mumbled. “That’s why you never could tell who my father was.”


It was the only explanation I knew. From what I could put together, she had been at some wild party and actually had gone to bed with three different boys. She was either so drunk or hopped up on something, she didn’t know who was first and who was last. Some wild sperm had seized upon one of her eggs and brought me into this world. Like Grandpa paraphrased, “The sins of the mother rest on the head of the daughter.”


“I heard what you mumbled, Robin. Don’t be so smart,” she said, turning off the engine.


I got out, slammed the door behind me, and went into the restaurant and to the bathroom. I heard her follow me into the bathroom. I could never mistake the clip-clop of those boots on tile.


“Thought you could wait until the precious exit,” I said to the closed stall on my way out. She didn’t reply.


I went to the shop. As I stood there looking at newspapers, magazines, candy, and other things, I remember feeling like I was floating in space. I didn’t think I’d miss Grandpa and Grandma, but at least I had a home with them. Where were we really going? Did Mother darling really believe I would be better off in Nashville, or was I just like some old suit of clothes, stuffed in a bag and dragged along? She had made it crystal clear to me that she didn’t want me to call her Mother. How much easier would it be if she could just drop me off on her way to a new life.


Back in the car, after we drove off and were on the highway again, I pulled the entertainment magazine out from between the sections of newspaper. She watched me do it and nearly turned off the highway again, jerking the car and hitting the brakes.


“Did you steal that? Did you? Did you put that magazine in the newspaper first and then just pay for the newspaper? I know your tricks.”


“No,” I said, but she fixed her eyes on me like two small spotlights and scrunched her nose.


“You’re lyin’, Robin. I can always tell when you do. Are you ever goin’ to stop stealin’? Don’t you know you could have gotten me in trouble, too, back there? And me on the way to Nashville. How do you think I would be able to explain that? Sorry, I couldn’t make the audition because my daughter shoplifted a magazine and we were arrested on the way.”


She continued to drive.


“Why do you do these things?” she asked, but mostly of herself. “Maybe my father is right. Maybe people do inherit evil.”


“Who did you inherit it from then?” I fired at her.


She glared at me for a moment.


“I don’t think of what I did as so evil, at least not as evil as my father does. I was young and into stupid things like drugs and alcohol and I was very frustrated livin’ in that house and bein’ told that everythin’ I liked and everythin’ I wanted to do was bein’ inspired by Satan.”


She turned back to me, glancing at the magazine again.


“I’m warnin’ you, Robin. If you get into trouble in Nashville the way you did back home, I’m not goin’ to come your rescue. I won’t want anyone, especially people in the business, to know I gave birth to a petty thief. Do you understand me?”


“You already told me you’re going to pretend you’re my older sister, didn’t you? No one will blame you for giving birth to anything.”


“Don’t be so smart. Oh damn,” she said, grimacing. “I was hopin’ we would have a nice trip and you would be as excited about all this as I am. We’re startin’ a new life!”


“You’re starting a new life,” I corrected.


She sighed and shook her head again.


After a moment I took out a pack of cigarettes and lit one. She spun around even faster than before.


“Where did you get those?”


I shrugged.


“You stole them, too, probably. My God, the trouble we just missed. Didn’t I tell you I don’t want you smokin’ around me? Didn’t I tell you how bad it was for my throat, my voice? I can’t chance strainin’ it, not now. Stop makin’ me shout!”


“I’m not making you,” I said.


“Throw that cigarette out the window!”


I took one more defiant puff, rolled down the window, and flipped the cigarette out.


“Throw out the whole pack,” she ordered.


“The whole pack? But—”


“Throw it out, Robin. Now,” she said, and I did.


Then I sat back with my arms folded and pouted, until we both heard the police siren and she looked in the rearview mirror and exclaimed, “Oh no!”


As she slowed down to pull over, my heart began to pound. Had I been seen back at the store?


“Now you’ve gone and done it,” she wailed. “I’m ruined before I even begin.”


The state trooper got out of his vehicle and sauntered over to my side, moving his hand in a circle to indicate I should roll the window all the way down.


“Let me see your license and registration,” he ordered Mother darling. He looked ten feet tall to me and broader than Grandpa.


Mother darling hurried to dig it all out of the glove compartment and her purse. It took a while, and all that time, he stood there glaring at me. I’m caught again, I thought sadly.


He took the license and the registration.


“Where are you going?” he asked as he read it.


“To Nashville, Officer. I’m a singer and I have an opportunity to improve my career. My daughter and I are goin’ to start a whole new life,” she continued. I thought she was pathetic, trying to sound so sweet and innocent.


He didn’t smile.


“Do you realize,” he began, looking more at me, “that you could start a serious fire tossing lit cigarettes out of the window and into the dry grass back there?”


“Oh,” Mother darling said, obviously relieved I wasn’t being arrested for shoplifting. “Yes. I mean, no. I didn’t realize she had thrown a lit cigarette out the window. I thought she had snuffed it out. Didn’t I tell you to do that first, Robin?” she demanded with a face full of steam.


I looked at her without answering. He would have to be a very stupid policeman to buy that, I thought.


“We’ve had some serious fires here recently, and with the drought and all . . .”


“Oh yes, Officer. You’re absolutely right. We weren’t thinkin’. You know how two young women can git sometimes. We were listenin’ to music and talkin’ because we’re so excited about startin’ a new life.”


“Umm,” he said. “I really should cite you for this.”


“We don’t have much money,” she wailed. “Just enough to get ourselves goin’. I swear we won’t do anythin’ like that again. Will we, Robin?”


“No,” I said dryly. “Never again.”


He nodded.


“All right. You watch it, and watch your speed. I notice your right rear tire is too worn. You had better get that changed soon.”


“Oh. It’s so like me to neglect my car. But,” she said, flicking her eyelids, “I never neglect my men.”


He finally laughed.


“I’ll bet,” he said. “Have a good trip.”


“Thank you kindly, Officer,” she told him.


I could have puked, but I swallowed hard, closed my eyes, and pressed my lips shut.


“Okay. Good luck in your career. What’s your name in case I hear about you later?”


“Kay Jackson,” she said. “And you will hear about me.”


He broke a smile, tipped his hat, and returned to his car.


Mother darling released a hot, trapped breath.


“There,” she said, satisfied with herself. Let that be a lesson to you. If you’re nice to people, they’ll be nice to you. Especially men,” she added, and started away.


“If you’re so nice to them, how come you never had one ask you to marry him?” I asked.


In my heart of hearts, I thought the reason was really me. Most men didn’t want to marry a woman who had a child to raise, and as I grew older, that became more and more a problem. I used to have nightmares in which Mother darling did decide to marry someone, but only if I remained with Grandpa and Grandma. She would come to me in the dark dream and say, “You can’t expect another man to take on the responsibilities of raisin’ someone else’s child, now can you, Robin? I’m sure you understand.” I’d wake up as she was leaving the house, and for a long moment, I would wonder if it hadn’t happened. The dream was usually that vivid.


“What makes you think no man has asked?”


“You never talked about any,” I said.


“Plenty have, but I can’t pursue a singin’ career and keep house, can I? And what if he wanted more children, huh? What would I do, hold a baby in my arms and record songs? I don’t need a marriage. I need a break in the business,” she declared.


She looked at me.


“I’m not sayin’ marriage is bad or nothin’, Robin. It’s right for almost all other women. Someday, I hope you find a good man. It’s just not for me,” she said. “Remember that song I wrote: ‘I’m not the marryin’ kind, so don’t go bendin’ your knee for me,’ ” she sang.


“I remember. I’m just trying to forget it,” I muttered.


“You’re goin’ to be sorry you said all those mean things to me, Robin. Someday, you’re goin’ to be lookin’ at me up on the stage of the Grand Ole Opry and be sorry you ever made fun of me and country music. At least it’s honest; at least it’s from the heart and not like that rap talk or bangin’ and screamin’ you think’s music.”


I closed my eyes and tried to sleep again. She was quiet and then, as we drew closer to Nashville, she began to get very excited. She found some new radio stations and sang along whenever she could.


I opened my eyes and looked at the beautiful day, one of those days when there are just a few scattered soft puffs of cloud against the aqua blue sky. An air force jet began to trail a line from one horizon toward the other. I imagined I was in it, just sailing toward something blue.


“Oh, I can feel it,” Mother darling cried. “I can feel the changes comin’, Robin. Can’t you?”


“No,” I said, but I said it sadly. I really wished I could feel what she felt. She was glowing with expectation. Would I ever be that radiant with happiness?


She ignored me because she was concentrating hard now on the directions Cory Lewis had given her to a section called Madison. Either he had left out something or she was confused and I wasn’t much help. Finally, she pulled into a gas station and got better directions. About a half hour or so later, we made a turn down a residential street and came upon Garden Apartments.


“We’re here!” she declared, pulling into the parking area. Cars were parked under carports. She found Cory Lewis’s apartment number and pulled in behind what I imagined was his red pickup truck. For a moment she just sat there, smiling. “We made it,” she said. She took a deep breath and added, “The rest will be easy.”


I raised my eyebrows. Maybe it wasn’t so good to have high hopes and dreams, I thought. Without them, there’s no disappointment, and if there was one thing that described my life, it was disappointment with a capital D.


We got out of the Beetle. She said we should find Cory first and then bring along our things.


“He’ll help,” she told me.


The apartments looked seedy to me. The stucco was stained and discolored after years of rain. On some of the balconies, I saw old furniture, rusted exercise equipment, and sick-looking plants. The walkway through the complex was cracked and chipped and, at one point, gouged, with a chunk of the cement gone. There was a swimming pool, but it was empty and there wasn’t anyone around it. As we passed it, I looked down and saw all sorts of garbage at the bottom, including what looked like a little child’s tricycle.


Cory Lewis’s apartment was on the second floor, number 202. Mother darling, still smiling from ear to ear with excitement and expectation, pushed the buzzer. I didn’t hear anything. She pushed it again.


“Maybe it doesn’t work,” I suggested.


“Oh.” She knocked, but there was still no sound from within. I knocked harder, practically pounding the door.


“Robin!”


“Well, maybe he has the radio on. Doesn’t everyone in Nashville have the radio on?”


She scrunched her nose and then the door finally opened and we looked in at a tall, lean man with a thin nose and thin lips. He had what looked like a two- or three-day beard, stiff enough to sand off paint. His light brown hair hung listlessly down the sides of his head to his shoulders, where the split ends curled. Dressed in a black T-shirt with the faded words Bulls Are Always Horny and a pair of jeans, he stood barefoot and looked like he had just woken up. His blue eyes were glassy. I saw he had a small scar just under his right eye. It had tiny spots in it like it had been created with a dinner fork.


“Cory, it’s us!” Mother darling was forced to declare because his face hadn’t recorded any recognition yet.


“Whaa . . .” He ran his hands over his eyes and blinked. Then he smiled. “I’ll be damned. So it is. Kay Jackson herself,” he cried. “Never thought you’d do it, Kay. We was just thinkin’ about lookin’ for another singer.”


“You’d better not,” Mother darling said. “I told you I’d be here, and I’m here.”


“Yeah, but you been tellin’ me that for some time now.” He turned to me. “And this is . . .”


“Robin Lyn.”


“I like to be called just Robin,” I said quickly.


“Whatever you like, sweet thing. Well, I’m sorry to say the place ain’t exactly in prime condition, Kay. I had the boys here last night playin’ cards until three in the mornin’. I didn’t get a chance to clean up or fix up the other bedroom yet.”


He stepped back and we gazed in at the small living room. The coffee table was covered with empty beer cans and a pizza box in which two dried pieces remained. There was a bowl with cigarette butts in it and various articles of clothing scattered over the sofa and the two easy chairs, each with thick arms and what looked like holes burned into them by dropped ashes. Pieces of newspaper were scattered about, and I saw what looked like a racetrack form under the table.


“What the place needs badly is a woman’s touch,” he said. Before Mother darling could say it, he flipped his forefinger at her like a pistol and added, “Make a good song.”


She laughed.


“Still the same old Cory. Well,” she said philosophically. “We didn’t expect it would be a picnic right from the start, now did we, Robin?”


“Never that,” I said dryly.


“Why don’t you go back to the car and start getting our things,” she told me. “I’ll help Cory get organized and then maybe he can come out and get the heavier pieces.”


“That’s a good suggestion,” he said. “It’s been a while since I was organized.”


I started away.


“Oh,” he said, looking out the door after me. “I forgot. Welcome to Nashville.”


“Thanks,” I said, and walked on.


I wished I could just keep going and never stop.
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Settling into Nowhere
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If ever I felt lost or out of place at Grandpa and Grandma’s in Granville, it was nothing compared to how I felt at Cory Lewis’s apartment. At least at my grandparents’ home, I could find space for myself, escape to my own music, into my own little world. Living in this apartment, I knew what bees must feel like in a hive, I thought. Nothing was mine. Nothing was truly private, and everyone’s conversation was buzzing in everyone’s ears whether he or she wanted it or not.


Besides the fact that my room was about one-third as big as the room I had at the farm, the real problem was, there was only one bathroom and because it wasn’t very big either, I had to keep most of my things in my room. I could see that the only time I would have any real privacy was when Mother darling and Cory had to go to the garage owned by Del Thomas, one of the other musicians, to practice and prepare their music. At least for a good part of those days, I would have the apartment to myself, not that there was much to do in it. There was only one television set and Cory wouldn’t pay for any cable or satellite reception, so the set was able to show only local stations pulled out of the air by a rabbit-ear antenna. Some improvement to the life we had, I thought. At least Grandpa had cable and I had my own television set there.


Mother darling saw it in my eyes.


“This is just a temporary residence for us, Robin. As soon as I start makin’ big money, we’re gonna have a place of our own.”


“By then I’ll be on social security,” I said, and she came as close to slapping me as ever.


“It would help,” she said, standing in front of me with her hands on her hips, “if you would be a little more encouragin’. I’m doin’ this for both of us.”


“Right,” I said.


Cory watched our little arguments with a wide, stupid grin on his face. Most of the time he wouldn’t say much. He would just shake his head and go, “Robin Lyn.”


“I’m Robin,” I shouted at him. “Not Robin Lyn.”


“Heck, girl, most of the girls I know here got two first names.”


“I’m not from here.”


“Right. You’re from a bigger, more sophisticated town,” he said, and laughed. Mother darling laughed too. It wasn’t long before I felt like it was me against them. She sided with almost anything he said or did.


For my part, I couldn’t see where he was so connected and important in the music business. If he knew so many influential people, why was he living like this and why didn’t he have another singer, one with more experience or fame than Mother darling? I couldn’t believe how much hope and faith my mother was putting in him. From what I could see, he didn’t even seem as successful as the musicians Mother darling played with back in Granville. It was as if she was blind or just didn’t want to see. I actually felt sorry for her, but it wouldn’t be long before I would feel sorrier for myself.


In fact, I felt sorry for her the very first night there. Cory called his two other band members and told them to come over, supposedly to talk about their music and hear Mother darling sing and play her guitar. She got as nervous as a hen. It was as if she was already auditioning to play the Grand Ole Opry.


“What songs should I choose? Which ones do I do best?” she asked, more of herself than to me as she flitted about the small apartment, going from the room she was sharing with Cory to the bathroom and back, barely concerned at all about my room and how I was adjusting to this.


She paused once to say, “Oh, you have a view of the street from here. That’s more interestin’. We’re lookin’ out on the courtyard.”


“Right. I’ll spend my time watching cars go by,” I said.


“There’s nothin’ to stop you from fixin’ this room up any way you want,” she said. “Cory said that would be just fine. He was only usin’ it to store things and occasionally let someone sleep over when he had too much to drink or somethin’. I’m not sure what shirt to wear. I’ve got that one that sparkles like the Electric Horseman. Bet that would be good, huh?”


I didn’t answer. I just continued to take my things out of my suitcase and put them in the drawers of the rickety, old, chipped, and faded dresser. After I cleaned out the spilled tobacco and gum and other junk, that is. The closet was crowded with Cory’s clothing, cartons of sheet music, six pairs of old boots, and a guitar with broken strings.


“Where am I supposed to hang things?” I asked.


“Oh, hell,” Cory said, overhearing me. He rushed in, scooped up clothes, lifted them off the rack, and threw them in the far left corner of the room. “Don’t matter if this stuff’s hangin’ or not. The closet is yours completely, Robin Lyn,” he said with an exaggerated stage bow.


“Robin,” I said sharply, and he laughed. He had already opened a bottle of beer. It seemed he didn’t move without one in his hand. I noticed a tattoo on his right forearm. It was a picture of a heart split in two with tears dripping from it and the words My Heart Cries for You underneath. He saw me staring at it.


“You can read it better like this,” he said, turning his arm so I’d have a better view.


“Why would you put that on your arm?” I asked, grimacing.


“Oh, didn’t your mother . . .”


“Sister,” Mother darling corrected from the bathroom where she was fixing her hair. He laughed.


“Sister, I mean, tell you I once had a song on the charts called ‘Broken Heart’?”


“No, she left out that little detail,” I said.


“Kay Jackson. You never told her the important guy you’re working with?”


“Oh yes, she told me that,” I said. He sucked on his beer bottle and then smiled.


“You want to see the rest of the song?”


I didn’t, but I could see it was important to him.


“Sure.”


He opened his shirt and there were two lines tattooed on his chest with that broken heart between them.


Each time it beats a beat,


My heart will cry for you.


He took his shirt off completely and showed me his back, where there were two more lines tattooed.


Each time I see your face,


My heart will cry for you.


He turned back to me, undid his jeans, and lowered them and his briefs almost to his private place. Another two lines were on his abdomen.


When I see your hand in someone else’s hand,


My heart will cry for you.


Then he turned around and dropped his pants and briefs to his knees. There across his buttocks was tattooed:


Until the very end of time,


My heart will cry for you.


He pulled up his clothes and turned around to sing some more of his song.


“So take me back and hold me tight and never let me go.


Please mend a heart that’s torn in two,


A heart that loves you so.”


He laughed.


“I couldn’t get the whole first verse on me. Well, what’cha think?”


For a moment I had to convince myself I had seen what I had seen.


“What I was thinkin’,” he continued, gulping some more of his beer and not waiting for me to respond, “is I might have the woman I love tattooed with the rest of it. Then, whenever we stood naked together, we would have the whole song between us. Huh?”


He looked at Mother darling and then at me and burst into laughter.


“Look at her face, Kay.”


Mother darling did, and then she laughed, too.


“Let’s call the boys and tell them to come over earlier. We want to get this thing goin’.”


He looked at me again and sang, “My heart will cry for you.”


Then he put his arm around Mother darling and went out to the living room to call his fellow musicians.


If anyone’s heart’s crying, I thought, it’s mine.


Before the musicians arrived, I left the apartment to explore what looked like it would be my new neighborhood for some time to come. Down on the lower level, in front of the apartment closest to the street, I saw a girl who looked about my age, with licorice black hair tied in a ponytail. She was sitting on a lawn chair and seemed to be singing to whatever was coming through her earphones. She wore a T-shirt with the sleeves torn off to her shoulders and jeans. I thought the T-shirt was splattered with red paint, until I drew closer and saw the red dots were all connected to form a pair of lips. Underneath it read, Don’t Give Me Any Lip.


When we made eye contact, she took off her earphones.


“Quién está usted?”


“Excuse me?”


“I asked you who you were in Spanish. That’s what I’m doing with these earphones, learning Spanish.”


“Oh.”


“So?”


“What?”


“So who are you, or is that a secret?”


“My name’s Robin Taylor,” I said, making sure to leave out the Lyn. “My mo . . . sister and I are staying with a friend for a while.”


“Quién?”


“What?”


“I thought you might have figured it out by now. Who? Quién? Get it?”


“I don’t speak Spanish,” I said sharply. I was just going to keep going, but she leaped out of her chair.


“Neither do I. That’s why I’m studying it.”


“Why?”


“I’m going to run off to Mexico and live on a beach and drink tequila and not care what time it is, ever,” she vowed. I guess I looked pretty skeptical. “I am!” she insisted. She looked back at the front door of her apartment. “I’m tired of my stepmother telling me what to do, what to wear, what to eat. My father never says anything. She’s got him wrapped around her you-know-what.”


This time I smiled.


“Quién está usted?” I asked, and she broke into a wide smile.


She had a round face that made her dark brown eyes look too small. Heavy boned, she looked a good twenty pounds overweight. It gave her a more matronly look, especially with her big bosom and wide hips. I imagined that when she said her stepmother was telling her what to eat, she was trying to get her to lose weight.


“Mi nombre es Kathy Ann Potter. And I’m warning you now, don’t call me Pothead,” she said with a face bracing for a fight. Then she smiled again. “So, who is your friend?”


“Friend?”


“Who are you and your sister living with?”


“Oh. Cory Lewis.”


“The vampire? That’s what my stepmother calls him because he’s out all night and sleeps all day.”


“Musicians usually do,” I said, “and so do singers. My sister is a singer in his band, or will be.”


“Peachy keen,” she quipped. “Where are you going?”


“I don’t know. Just for a walk.”


“Forget it. There’s no place to go around here. You’ve got to get into the city. You wanna go to Stumpin’ Jumpin’ with me and my friend Charlotte Lily tonight?”


“What’s that?”


“A dance club. You got to be twenty-one, but we can get in. Lots of college boys go there.”


“Twenty-one? How are we going to pass for that?”


“Charlotte Lily’s sister’s boyfriend is one of the security guards. Lots of kids under twenty-one get in.” She glanced at her watch.


“Can you meet me here in about an hour? We’ll take the bus and meet my best friend, Charlotte Lily, downtown by the Tennessee Fox Trot.”


I smiled in amazement. Talk about someone making friends fast, I thought. For all she could know, I was a serial killer.


“Well?”


“An hour?”


“You need more time to dress?” she asked. “You’re not going out in just a pair of jeans and a shirt like that with sneakers, are you?”


“Oh, no. What do you wear to this, what did you call it, Somethin’ Jumpin’?”


“Stumpin’ Jumpin’.” She smiled. “Something sexier,” she replied. “It’s very hot.”


“What’s the other place? What did you call it, Tennessee Fox Trot?”


“Oh, the carousel at Riverfront Park.” She tilted her head with suspicion. “For people coming here to be in music, you sound like you don’t know anything about Nashville.”


“I don’t,” I said. “Except it’s the home of the Grand Ole Opry, where my sister intends to sing.”


“Oh, sure, her and about two million others,” Kathy Ann said.


“She might make it,” I muttered. Funnily enough, I could be critical and skeptical about Mother darling’s chances of becoming successful, but I didn’t like anyone else being that way.


“I hope she does,” she said without much emotion. “Well, you going or not? I have to call Charlotte Lily and let her know, make sure it’s all right with her, too.”


“What kind of a place is this?”


“Fun with a capital F,” she replied. “Are you afraid of fun?”


“Terrified,” I said dryly. “Okay, I’ll see you in an hour.”


I went back up to the apartment. Mother darling was dressed in one of her outfits and was picking on her guitar. The bathroom door was closed with Cory obviously in there.


“I’m going out with a friend,” I told her.


“What? You have a friend already? How could you do that? You just walked in and out of the apartment.”


“She lives here, too. She was just downstairs.”


“Great. Where are you goin’?”


“Riverfront Park. They have a carousel.”


“That’s it?”


“I’ll just learn about the city and then I’ll know where to go myself,” I told her, and went to pick out something to wear from my meager wardrobe. In the end I decided to borrow one of her western blouses and do what she did, tie it at the bottom and show some midriff. Cory was still in the bathroom.


“I want to fix my hair and put on some makeup, but I don’t have a mirror. What’s he doing in there?” I asked loud enough for him to hear. Just then there was a knock on the door and Mother darling let in Del Thomas and the third musician, a man named Ernie Farwell, who was way over six feet tall, with long arms and a long neck. He had dirty blond hair as messy as Cory’s and dull brown eyes with lids that looked poised to shut. Del was the neatest of the three, with well-trimmed dark brown hair and a trim beard. I thought he had an intelligent look, and I would soon see that he was the most serious of the three when it came to their music.


Mother darling introduced herself and then me. Cory finally emerged from the bathroom. While they talked, I fixed my hair and put on some makeup.


“Where’s she goin’?” Cory asked Mother darling. She told him. “Who’d you meet?” he demanded as if he had become my legal guardian.


“Her name’s Kathy Ann Potter.”


“That fat girl? Didn’t know she did anything but listen on her earphones and eat and smoke dope, I bet. Mother’s a looker,” he told Del.


“Thanks for the rundown on the neighborhood. Let’s get busy. We’ve got a lot to do,” Del said dryly.


“Sure.” Cory turned to Mother darling. “You gonna let her go out lookin’ like that?”


She looked at me hard, turning her eyes into two steel balls of cold threat.


“Don’t you get into any trouble here, Robin. We don’t know a soul, except Cory.”


“Who says he has a soul?” I quipped, and the three men laughed. “I need some money,” I added.


She got up, went to her purse, and gave me a twenty-dollar bill.


“We have to watch our budget, you know,” she said. “Be home by eleven, and I better not hear about you smokin’ no dope, Robin.”


“Right,” I said.


“Robin Lyn,” she called after me. She always added my middle name when she wanted to emphasize something.


“Robin Lyn,” Cory chorused. “Don’t you sin.”


I shut the door on the laughter behind me and hurried down to Kathy Ann’s apartment. She was already out and waiting.


“Don’t you look killer,” she remarked. She herself wore a silk ruffled sleeveless blouse with a collar deep enough to show the cavernous promise of her cleavage. I thought she had gone hog-wild with makeup, too heavy on the eye shadow and thick on the lipstick. Her skirt was nearly a mini, and she didn’t have the legs for it. They were short and stubby, with bony knees. She reminded me of a young girl who had snuck into her mother’s bedroom to play grown-up.


“C’mon,” she said, grabbing my hand and tugging me toward the street. “I told Charlotte Lily about you, and she’s anxious to meet you.”


We started toward the bus stop and then broke into a run when a bus pulled up. Kathy Ann didn’t seem to notice the way other passengers looked at her.


“Here,” she said, handing me a college ID. “Tonight, you’re Parker Carson and you’re twenty-one.”


“Why do we need this? I thought you said we could get in.”


“Just in case,” she said. “You have to flash something so Charlotte Lily’s sister’s boyfriend doesn’t get into trouble.”


I shrugged and put it in my shirt pocket.


“Now tell me all about yourself,” she said, sitting back and looking like a five-year-old about to hear a bedtime story, “and don’t leave out the sad parts.”


I made up a story, claiming Mother darling, who was now known as my older sister, and I had lost our parents in a plane crash. The more elaborate and far-fetched I was, the more Kathy Ann believed and enjoyed the story. I went into how we had to live with our grandparents, who were both old and feeble, with no memories, and how Grandma had set the house on fire accidentally in the kitchen one night. They were both now in homes, and we had left to start a new life in Nashville.


“Wow,” she said with envy, “you have had an exciting life already. You’re going to love Nashville,” she added when I had mentioned my concern about moving here. “You’ll see,” she promised.


With all the lights, people, and music, downtown was more interesting than I had anticipated. We went directly to the park and to the carousel where Charlotte Lily was waiting for us. She was quite the contrast to Kathy Ann. Tall and stylish in her cowgirl’s hat, red fringed-sleeved shirt, and laminated black jeans and black boots, I thought she was pretty enough to be a model. She had long, light brown hair parted in the middle and brushed down, hazel green eyes, and features as petite as mine and Mother darling’s, only with a dimple added to her right cheek. She looked me over quickly.


“Hi,” she said, and glared angrily at Kathy Ann. “You’re nearly twenty minutes late.”


“We left when I said we would,” Kathy Ann whined. “I can’t help it how long the bus takes.”


“C’mon,” she ordered, and marched ahead of us.


We caught up, and she looked at me again.


“Where are you from?”


“Granville, near Columbus, Ohio.”


“Why did you come here?”


“Her sister’s in a band and someday will be singing in the Grand Ole Opry,” Kathy Ann bellowed.


Charlotte Lily smirked.


“What about your parents?”


“Her parents were killed in a plane crash when she was only five.”


“What did you do, Kathy Ann, get her whole life story in ten minutes? Be careful,” she warned me. “Her picture’s next to the word gossip in the dictionary.”


“It is not!”


“What’s it next to then, Pothead?” Charlotte said, laughed, and impulsively crossed the street.


“I thought you said she was your best friend,” I told Kathy Ann as we caught up.


“She is. She’s very popular and she can get us into Stumpin’ Jumpin’,” Kathy Ann reminded me.


“Maybe it’s not worth it,” I told her.


She looked at me as if I was crazy.


“Give me a cigarette,” Charlotte ordered.


“Oh, I left them home,” Kathy Ann said. Charlotte stopped walking and glared at her.


“What? I told you not to forget.”


“I know,” she said mournfully.


“You smoke?” she asked me.


“Yes, but I don’t have any cigarettes on me at the moment.”


“Terrific.”


I looked at the drugstore just down the walk.


“Give me five minutes,” I said, and headed for it.


“Five minutes?”


They followed me in. I located the cigarettes quickly, but picked up a box of tampons I actually did need. I checked out the mirrors, watched the clerk behind the counter, and then picked up a pack of my favorite menthol cigarettes, shoving it into my blouse. Then I paid for the tampons and walked out, the two of them standing at the door.


Charlotte watched me take it out of my blouse.


“Here.”


“I thought something would ring if you did that,” Kathy Ann said.


“Obviously not,” I said.


“Why did you steal them? I saw you have enough money to buy them,” Charlotte asked.


I shrugged.


“I’ll save my money for something I can’t steal,” I told her, and she smiled.


“C’mon,” she said. “I think we’re going to have a lot of fun tonight.”


Kathy Ann’s face brightened.


“She likes you,” she said, as if the queen had just granted me permission to live in Nashville.


If it’s that easy to win friends here, I thought, maybe I’ll have a good time tonight.


Charlotte Lily offered me one of the cigarettes from the pack I stole for her. I took it.


“I want one too,” Kathy Ann said.


“You don’t get any. Punishment for forgetting,” she told her, smiled at me, and continued on. Like a whipped puppy, Kathy Ann remained a few steps behind us all the way to Stumpin’ Jumpin’.


I was in Nashville and if Grandpa saw me now, I thought, he’d have me at a prayer meeting in the morning.


Too late for that, I told the voices inside me.


Maybe too late for a lot of things.
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Getting into a New Groove
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On the exterior Stumpin’ Jumpin’ looked almost like another one of Mother darling’s honky-tonks. There was a blazing red neon sign over the two large black metal doors, at either side of which stood two human bulldogs. Each looked like a football linebacker, with thick necks and shoulders that made Grandpa’s look puny. Charlotte Lily exchanged some sort of greeting and message with her sister’s boyfriend through their own eye and head signals and then turned to us and said, “It’s a little too early. We have to go in when there’s a good crowd. We’re less conspicuous if we do it that way,” she explained. “C’mon, we’ll visit Keefer for a while.”


“Who’s Keefer?” I asked when I saw that Kathy Ann was very pleased by the suggestion.


“An old boyfriend of mine I toy with from time to time. He works in an auto body shop.”


“His father threw him out of the house,” Kathy Ann said.


“I believe it was by mutual consent,” Charlotte Lily told her.


“His father beat him up, didn’t he?”


“I swear, Kathy Ann, you still don’t know anything about men, do you?”


“Why?” she wailed as we turned a corner into a side street.


“Why? You don’t remind a man of a time when he looked a fool or lost a fight. Sometimes I wonder if you learn anything being in my company. She’s still a virgin,” she told me.


“So am I,” I said.


“Sure, right. And there really is a Santa Claus. Oh, good, Keefer’s at work,” she announced. “The light’s on in the shop, and he’s the only one who would be working now.”


We entered through a side door. A young man was working on a car fender, the sparks flying from his welding torch. There was a radio blasting country rock music. The shop was lit by a half-dozen white neon lights. Next to the car that the young man worked on was a vehicle with its rear end bashed in, a taillight hanging by wires as if the accident had just occurred.


“He hates it when I sneak up on him,” Charlotte Lily told me with an impish grin. Then she did just that. She walked up beside him, waited a moment, looked back at us, and with her hands around her mouth, shouted, “Keefer!”


He jumped to the side, the torch nearly turning at Charlotte Lily, who then screamed.


“Damn you, Charlotte Lily,” Keefer shouted at her after lifting his mask off his face. There was a streak of grease down his right cheek. “I told you a hundred times that’s dangerous. You nearly got fried.”


Charlotte Lily regained her composure.


“Oh, fiddlesticks, Keefer. You’ve become an old fuddy-duddy at the ripe old age of nineteen.”


“Right,” he said. He still hadn’t noticed either Kathy Ann or me. “What’s up?”


“I wanted you to meet our new friend. She just moved here from . . . where you from, Robin?”


“Granville, Ohio,” I said.


Keefer turned to me, and for a long moment, we just gazed at each other. He had a strong, square jaw with firm lips, dark eyes, and hair the color of a crow. Although his hair wasn’t really long, it looked wild and untrimmed, but somehow, it wasn’t unattractive. There was something very natural about it.


“Like what you see?” Charlotte Lily asked, and followed her question with her short, thin laugh.


He tilted his head and looked at her, the side of his mouth lifting just slightly as he squinted.


“What are you up to now, Charlotte Lily?”


“Nothing. We’re going to Stumpin’ Jumpin’ and thought we’d stop by and see how you were doin’ first, Keefer,” she said with a voice dripping maple syrup.


“Right,” he said, and wiped his hands on a rag before walking toward me and Kathy Ann. “You really her new friend?” he asked.


“We just met about twenty minutes ago,” I replied. He smiled at my honest and exact reply.


“I’m Keefer Dawson.”


“Robin Taylor,” I said.


He held out his hand, looked at it, and then pulled it back because it was thick with grime.


“You don’t want to shake that if you’re going to Stumpin’ Jumpin’.”


“You wanna go with us?” Charlotte Lily asked him. “We can wait for him to clean up, can’t we, girls?”


“Oh yes,” Kathy Ann said quickly.


“You’d even take him along dirty,” Charlotte Lily told her, and she withered quickly, even stepping back.


“No, thanks. I’ve got to finish this car tonight. Promised Izzy I’d have it ready for paint in the morning. You here for good or what?” he asked me.


“I think both,” I said, and he laughed. “I’m with my sister, who came here to be in a band. She sings.”


“Parents let you move off?”


“They were killed in an airplane crash,” Kathy Ann volunteered.


“Oh. Sorry.”


“It’s okay. It was a long time ago. We’re all the family we have now.”


“I know the feeling,” Keefer said. “It’s like my parents went down in a plane.”


“Keefer lives here,” Charlotte Lily said, obviously enjoying our warm conversation.


“Here?”


“In the back,” he said. “I have a small apartment Izzy lets me have. It’s all one room, nothing special.”


“I’m going to the bathroom,” Charlotte Lily declared.


“Don’t do nothin’ bad in there,” Keefer warned. He looked serious. I waited until she went in and then asked him what he meant by that.


“She’s been known to light up a joint or two or sniff some snow. All I need is Izzy to think I let something like that happen in his place. Ain’t that right, Kathy Ann?”


“Yes,” she said obediently.


“Where do you live?”


“She lives in my complex, upstairs, in Cory Lewis’s apartment,” Kathy Ann answered for me.


He shrugged.


“I don’t know him. So, are you a singer, too?”


“Hardly,” I said.


He laughed.


“You’re probably the only one in Nashville who would admit it.”


Charlotte Lily emerged from the bathroom, apparently having gone in only to check on her makeup.


“Don’t worry,” she said when he glared at her. “I didn’t do anything that would get you in trouble.”


“That’s a surprise. Well, I gotta get back to this car,” he said, more to me than to Kathy Ann and Charlotte Lily.


“Sad when a young man like that is more interested in working on a car than being with us, isn’t it, girls?” Charlotte Lily teased.


He looked back.


“I don’t get many arguments from my cars,” he told her. “And they appreciate what I do for them.”


“Oh, you poor sad boy. Someone done your heart in good. Put that torch to work and mend it,” she told him, laughed again, and sauntered back to the door. “Let’s go, girls, unless you’d rather stand there and watch Keefer make love to a fender bender.”


I glanced back at him. He had his mask on and turned the torch back on. The sparks were flying again.


Not sure myself why I was so reluctant about it, I followed Charlotte Lily and Kathy Ann out of the shop.


“You don’t want to get yourself involved with him,” Charlotte Lily lectured as we started back toward Stumpin’ Jumpin’. “He’s a loser from the get-go. Quit school, has no family anymore, and never does anything with his old friends. That’s one boy you look at and know that what you see is what you get. Now,” she said, turning toward the dance club, “let’s see if we can entice a few of those college boys. They know what fun is. After all, what’s the point of being young if you’re going to waste it on being responsible, huh?”


She laughed at herself and looked at Kathy Ann, who smiled widely and then glanced at me for approval. I shrugged.


“I don’t know if I’ll ever be considered responsible,” I said, “young or old.”


She liked that.


“Yes, we’re going to have a good ole time of it tonight. If you listen to us and watch us carefully, Kathy Ann, you might even lose your virginity,” she said, and laughed again.


Kathy Ann looked to me, but I walked ahead, still thinking about the way the sparks flew around Keefer Dawson.


There was a long line at the entrance of Stumpin’ Jumpin’, but Charlotte Lily took us around on the inside of the crowd, and when we approached, her sister’s boyfriend glanced at our fake IDs and just stepped out of the way. Kathy Ann looked excited enough to explode.


The moment we entered, the music washed over us like an ocean wave. The dance hall itself was a long, dark room with sofas and tables and drapes, giving the impression you were in someone’s house, except that there was a large dance floor and to the right a long bar with a half-dozen bartenders, all with black cowboy hats, black suspenders holding up jeans, and no shirts. They were all well-built, good-looking men. The bar was already jammed, mostly with what looked to me like college-age women flirting with the bartenders. Small spotlights combed through the dancers as the beat grew quicker and the volume of the music was turned up another notch or two. It was very hard to hear anyone talk, but no one cared, even though people sitting side by side at the bar were literally shouting at each other.


Waitresses in cowgirl outfits and fancy, glittering boots took orders from those seated on the sofas. We were just standing, drinking it all in, when suddenly Charlotte Lily saw someone she recognized.

OEBPS/images/9780743482370.jpg
(
AI\\DREWS®
i

New York London Toronto Syndey Singapore








OEBPS/images/common.jpg








OEBPS/images/title.jpg
(
AI\\DREWS®
i

New York London Toronto Syndey Singapore





