







 

More praise for Lisa Tucker’s THE SONG READER

“Ingenious.”

—The Boston Globe

“Tucker turns an engaging premise into a fascinating novel.”

—The Denver Post

“An achingly tender narrative about grief, love, madness, and crippling family secrets. This intoxicating debut may remind [readers] of… Pat Conroy’s The Prince of Tides, but it’s not lost in [its] shadow.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

“[An] engagingly intricate debut… The characters become as real to the reader as they are to [the narrator]… Though brimful of sentiment, The Song Reader never spills over into sentimentality.”

—The Philadelphia Inquirer (Editor’s Choice)

“[An] intriguing and heartwarming tale of family and struggle.”

—Times Leader

“Engaging and bittersweet… a wonderful first novel.”

—Booklist

“Incisive and ultimately startling.”

—Library Journal

“A brilliant, hard-to-put-down novel, Tucker teaches us a life lesson….”

—Memphis Flyer

“[A] sparkling debut… delightful and engrossing.”

—Margot Livesey, author of Eva Moves the Furniture

“Tucker takes the… idea of the connection between music and the mind [and] formulates it into something innovative and emotional… [and] compelling.”

—Santa Monica Mirror

“[The] novel works on several levels… You[’ll] root for Leeann and keep turning pages in hopes that she finds happiness.”

—St. Louis Post Dispatch

“[A] page-turner which features several compelling plots working in tandem… Tucker’s writing presents an enlightening notion of family.”

—Bookselling This Week

“The plot is every bit as fascinating as the premise.”

—Standard-Examiner

“[A] convincing musing on the importance of memory.”

—Santa Fe Reporter

“[T]he book is an anthem to the power of music in individual lives. It’s Tucker’s way of gently encouraging all of us to take a minute and listen to the music of our lives.”

—Ventura County Star

“A novel of remarkable wisdom and tenderness… Every splendid page inspires courage.”

—Kevin McIlvoy, author of Hyssop

“It’s the relationship between the two sisters that makes this a page-turner.”

—The News-Times

“[M]y pick for best book so far in 2003. [A] spectacular novel… surprising, funny, sad, easy to get into, well-plotted, original, and rich in its characters.”

—Culture Dose

“[A] beautiful and bittersweet debut… funny and touching, heartbreaking and wise.”

—Romantic Times, top pick
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This book is for Scott and Miles.

A Love Supreme by way of the A Train,

My two beautiful guys,

You really were waiting in tomorrow.






one


 

I know he’s coming. His sentence was seven years, but after less than three, he’s made parole. Mama sends me the news on one of her yellow stickies: FYI, with the date he’s being released— June 3, 1991—circled several times in thick black pen.

On the phone I remind her of the letter I sent him after Willie was born, explaining I wouldn’t be writing anymore, it was over between us. I talk as though I believe the letter convinced him, and change the subject while she’s still feeling relieved.

For weeks I expect him to show up at the club. Sometimes I peer out into the blackness of the audience, wondering if his eyes are on me, if he is listening. Once, I’m sure I hear him laughing right before the first set and I screw up one of the verses of our big opening number: a medley of oldies we call “Yesterday Once More.” Our keyboard player, Jonathan, frowns and later, grumbles to the other guys that I’m an air- head. He doesn’t like me, none of them really do. Before I came along a year ago, they were the Jonathan Brewer Quartet, no chick singer, strictly jazz. They didn’t make any money as Fred Larsen, our manager, likes to point out. Fred likes money and he likes me just fine.

Fred renamed the band, making me the primary attraction, the name on the marquee and the face in the advertisements. At the time I felt flattered; now I realize this means it will be easy for Rick to find me. And he does, but he doesn’t come to the club. We’re doing a two-week stint in Paducah, Kentucky; it’s the middle of the afternoon on a Saturday in July so hot the blacktop feels soft under my sandals. I’ve been down the road at the drugstore, picking up chewable vitamins for Willie, and as I round the corner, I feel my breath catch as I see him, slumping in a lawn chair outside of my motel room with his head against the green concrete wall. Asleep.

He looks paler, a little thinner, but otherwise the same. His hair is still long with a few curls; he still has a gold earring in his left ear, and he still has the stubble on his chin that’s become the style for guys now but he’s had ever since I’ve known him. Even the clothes he’s wearing are familiar: black cap pushed back a little, tight, faded blue jeans, white T-shirt advertising Lewisville Motor Sports, a place he used to work years ago, before he met me. In a way, I’m relieved—I imagined terrible things happening to him in prison, things that would mark him, change him—but I’m also more nervous.

Asleep, he looks younger, almost innocent. And so much like Willie, that’s what hits me the hardest.

He hasn’t heard me coming, I could still back away, but I don’t. Willie is with my friend Irene for the next few hours and this is as good a time as any. I say his name and he wakes up so suddenly that he bangs his head. And then he rubs his eyes and looks at me.

Instinctively, I cross my arms. When he last saw me, I was so skinny I could hide an ounce of weed in the waist of my junior size five jeans. Having Willie made me fill out everywhere. Now I wear a misses size eight.

He stares at me for a minute, and then he’s standing and mumbling, “Patty, Jesus,” as he reaches for me so quickly that I drop my package.

His skin is hot and sweaty but I don’t pull away. He’s trembling and his voice is soft, telling me he’s missed me so much, please don’t make a scene, he’s violating parole to be here, out of state. But he had to see me, just for a little while. He can’t stay long; he has to see his parole officer back in Kansas City first thing Monday morning.

When I finally step back, I’m shaking too because it has occurred to me that I smell like Willie. And because I know we’re standing two feet from the door to my room, and on the other side of the door is the evidence: diapers, Willie’s clothes, stuffed animals, Ninja turtles, and Matchbox cars.

The thought that Irene and Willie may come back early makes me decide what to do. I pick up my drugstore bag and shove it in my purse. “Let’s go to the coffee shop across the street,” I say, already moving in that direction.

I look back and see him still standing by the door. I know he wants to go to my room so we can be alone. “Patty,” he mutters, but when I turn back around and begin walking, I hear him following me.

At the restaurant we order too much food to distract ourselves from the awkwardness. He sips his coffee and says he doesn’t want to talk about prison; then he asks me questions about my job.

I tell him we’re a cover band, playing pop and rock songs, old and new. I tell him about Jonathan’s original pieces, how beautiful they are, no words, just the richest melodies and a deep, complicated interplay between the instruments, and how if the crowd is small, the group gets to play some of those songs in the last set.

I’m still describing one of the songs when Rick interrupts. “I’ve never heard you talk about music like this before.”

He’s leaning back, looking straight at me. I tell him I’ve been with the band for almost a year; I’ve picked up a lot of the language. I don’t say that nearly everything I’ve learned I’ve had to overhear, since none of the guys will talk to me about music. Jonathan resents me even being on stage when he plays the instrumentals, even though he knows it’s not my doing. It’s Fred’s biggest rule: “The Patty Taylor Band has Patty Taylor on all night.” When I’m not singing, he wants me to shake a tambourine and smile, or dance a little in the tight gowns he has me wear. Once Jonathan complained that having a chick gyrating distracted the audience from his art, and Fred snapped, “You better get over your problem with her if you don’t want to find your ass on the street.”

“I can’t wait to hear you,” Rick says, tapping his fingers. “I always knew you’d be a star.”

I don’t bother telling him that the most I ever make—at the top clubs, the ones Fred has to sweat to get us in—is four hundred dollars a week. I’m hardly a star.

I ask him if he has a job yet and he shrugs. “I’ve only been out a few weeks.” He smiles. “I’ve been busy… busy thinking about you.”

Both of us are finished picking at our food when he lowers his voice and tells me he still has it. One of his friends kept it for him while he was in jail. And he can give me some. He can give me as much as I need.

I know he’s talking about all the money he had: thousands of dollars he kept in a blue duffel bag in the bedroom closet, next to the other bag, the one that said Reebok, which he used to carry his guns. I’m surprised; I figured the cops confiscated all the cash when they tore our apartment to pieces the morning after he was arrested. I stare at the wall behind him and think about what that money could mean for Willie. But then I think what Rick might mean for Willie, and I don’t respond.

“Come on,” he says, and smiles a half smile. “What do I have to do? Stick the money in your hand?”

He’s trying to remind me of the day we met. I look away, pretend to be interested in the old couple who’ve just sat down at the next table—but of course I’m thinking about that day now too.

It was late fall, my freshman year. Mama had gone on another of her drinking binges, and I was sitting on the bleachers of the deserted baseball field, trying to decide where to go. I didn’t have any real friends; I couldn’t bring anyone to my house, knowing how Mama was. I was tired of going to the Baptist church shelter, tired of having to tell them the same lie, that I’d run away, and then be forced to listen to the counselor telling me how worried my family had to be.

By the time Rick came along it was nearly dark. I might have been crying a little. I prided myself on my ability not to cry when Mama threw me out, but this time was different. This time she’d pushed me out the door before I could grab my Walkman. I had nothing to listen to but the sound of my own lonely breath.

He parked his car by first base and walked over and stood in front of me.

“I’ve driven by here three times tonight,” he said. “You haven’t moved. Are you all right?”

I mumbled, “Yeah,” and tried not to look at him. I knew who he was, even though I didn’t know his name. He and his friends had fancy cars and bad reputations; of course they stuck out in a town as small as Lewisville, Missouri. One of the girls at my school said they were a gang of big-time drug dealers, but I figured she was making it up. This wasn’t New York or L.A. Our local paper covered Cub Scout food drives and car washes, not gangs and drug busts.

I heard him exhale. “You need a place to stay tonight.” When I didn’t answer, he opened his wallet and started pulling out twenties. “Go to Red Roof Inn. Debbie works there. Tell her Rick sent you.”

I shook my head, but he stuck the money in my palm and told me to do it. Then he said, more quietly, “I’m not going to hurt you.”

He left before I could give the money back, and I didn’t see him until the next morning, after I woke up in the beautiful Red Roof. I was never sure the hotel was a good idea, but I got cold. It was a few blocks away. I wanted the clean sheets and the TV.

He was waiting in the lobby. When he asked if I wanted some breakfast, I was floored. I hadn’t had anybody offer me breakfast since I was seven years old.

Later, Rick admitted it was partly charity but not just that. He thought my hair was absolutely gorgeous. From the road, when he was driving by, he could see it was blond and very long, way past my waist. And when he saw the rest of me, he thought I was like a girl in a dream he had, a girl he’d always been looking for. To me, he was like the big brother and uncle and boyfriend I’d never had, all rolled into one. Meeting him, I’d finally found my luck.

I wait for the waitress to pour more coffee and take our plates before I change the subject, away from money and our past, back to the band. Rick listens to me talk about the places our band has been. I tell him we’re based in Kansas City, but we’re on the road most of the time, playing hotels and little clubs. I’m in the middle of a story about a wedding we played in Fayetteville, Arkansas, when he tells me he has to know.

I give him a startled glance.

“What did you name him?” He clears his throat. “Or is it her?”

I feel like I’ve just been punched. I was so careful not to be in Lewisville the whole time I was pregnant. I lived in a home for pregnant girls down in Kansas City. I never saw anyone who knew us, or so I thought.

I force a confused look, insist I have no idea what he’s talking about.

“Just tell me the baby’s name, Patty,” he says, his voice urgent, his hands flat on the table. “Please.”

“He’s not a baby. He’s almost two and a half.” I pause before whispering, “William.”

“William Malone,” he says, but I correct him. Willie has my last name. Mine.

“Right,” he says. Then softly, amazed, “I have a son… Does he know about me?”

I feel tears in my throat as all at once I’m remembering when Willie was born. I was alone in the county hospital. My counselor from the home didn’t show up and there was no one else to call; Mama hadn’t even spoken to me since I’d thrown away the pamphlets from the clinic and refused to get an abortion. When the pain got bad, I started screaming for him. Rick, help me. Rick, it hurts. Rick, I need you, please come. The nurse gave me a shot of Demerol and I got confused and thought he was on his way. I asked her, “Is he here yet?” over and over. When the doctor came in, he looked at me as though I was pathetic, slightly nuts. I’d already told them the father was dead; I didn’t want to say he was in prison.

Remembering this is too hard; I can’t sit in this restaurant anymore. I tell him good-bye, and then I’m running between the booths and outside, across the street, back to the place Willie and I call home for now.

“Patty,” he says, touching my elbow. He has caught up with me outside of my room door, and he’s so close I can feel his breath on my hair.

“Go away,” I stammer.

“You don’t want that.” He turns me around to face him; his hands are on my shoulders. “You don’t want that,” he says again, looking in my eyes as though he’s willing it to be true.

I don’t pull away when he gathers me in his arms and whispers, “I love you.” I know he means it. For so many years, his love was the one thing I could count on, the one thing I knew would never change. And he let me get closer to him than anybody ever had; he let me see him be weak. Only I knew that he sobbed for fifteen minutes when his best friend got his throat cut in a bar fight. Only I knew that he fell on his knees and screamed to God for help when I was standing on the rail of the Lewisville River Bridge, about to jump, because I couldn’t live without him and I couldn’t stand our life.

After a while a businessman drives up in a dusty Plymouth. He’s fiddling with his bags, trying not to stare at us. Rick lowers his voice and says, “Let’s go in your room. Just for a few minutes,” and I put in the key as an answer. But before I open the door, I look at him, remind him this is just for a few minutes, and he nods.

The hotel room is small and cramped with ugly, square furniture, but the mess of Willie’s toys and clothes make it seem softer, more colorful. His little blanket is lying in a heap on the floor between the bed and the dresser. Rick picks it up, quickly passes it over his face, inhales, before setting it on the dresser. Mama bought the blanket and Willie’s favorite stuffed animal, the green beagle with the blue-and-white cap he sleeps with while I’m at work—even though she didn’t want me to have Willie. She was holding the presents when she showed up at the hospital when Willie was two days old. She’d joined AA; she said she was there to take us home.

“He’s beautiful,” Rick says, as he fingers a picture of Willie and me that sits by the bolted-down television. “He looks like you.”

I know that isn’t true but I don’t say it. I’m sitting on the edge of the bed, watching him. He’s moving towards me and I know he will touch me if I don’t stop him.

Mama used to say that Rick and I were nothing but a physical attraction—this was whenever she was sober enough to remember who he was. She was wrong, but the physical attraction was undeniable. Even after three years of living together, we still fell on each other pretty much every time we were alone.

He’s kneeling in front of me; his hands are resting on my hair. He’s mumbling, “You look so good,” and he’s leaning forward, but I’m telling myself I’ll stop him before it goes much further. But I don’t stop him as he puts his lips on my neck and down to my shoulders and then down lower, giving soft kisses through my shirt to my breasts. After a while his hands are moving on my thighs; he whispers, “This is my dream,” and I realize I’m losing the will to stop him. Then I hear Willie’s laughter and I go rigid. He and Irene are at the door.

“Shit,” I mutter, and jump up. My hands are straightening out my shirt and shorts; Rick is standing too.

“Well, hey, it took you long enough,” Irene says, when I throw open the door. “It sure is gloomy in here,” she adds, walking to the blinds and pulling them open with a screech. She spins around and sees him but he doesn’t look at her. He’s too busy watching Willie, who has run over and is hanging on my leg.

I pick him up and he feels heavy, sleepy. I ask Irene if he had a nap and she shakes her head. “I drove him all over town, but he never conked.”

“Mama,” he says, and buries his face in my shoulder as he points his little finger at Rick. They have the same eyes, eyes so big and brown and soft they seem to absorb you when you look at them.

After a minute, I snap on the TV and set him in front of it. When I introduce Rick to Irene, she walks over and sticks out her hand. “So you’re Willie’s father,” she blurts out, and I want to kick her, but Willie doesn’t notice.

Rick nods and shakes her hand but he doesn’t say anything. He stands with his arms crossed while Irene smiles and talks and tries to figure him out.

“Well, I guess I better go wake up Harry,” Irene finally says. Harry is her boyfriend, our bass player. It’s three o’clock in the afternoon; as usual, the guys in the band stayed up all night jamming. Irene calls herself a day person and she likes me because I am too—now that I have Willie.

When we get to the door, I thank her for taking care of Willie, but she grabs my arm and pulls me outside. “Wow, Patty,” she says. “He’s really something.”

While she’s telling me how cute Rick is, I’m looking through the door, trying to see what he’s doing with Willie. I don’t feel annoyed with Irene though. She’s a good friend; six nights a week, she sits in my room and watches Willie while the band plays. She tells me she doesn’t want to come to the club anyway, she’s sick of music. She also says she’s tired of being on the road with Harry, that she’s going back to Kansas City soon and get herself a nice place, settle down, find a real job rather than making jewelry for peanuts like she does now. I listen but I know she isn’t serious. Irene adores Harry. She says he’s the only man who can make her laugh even when she’s furious.

“I guess this is a lot for you to deal with, honey.” She’s squinting now, worried. She knows Rick was in jail but she doesn’t know why. At some point, she thinks to ask if I need her to send Harry over to throw him out. Harry is six-three and weighs at least 250 pounds. Irene calls him her gangster boy because he’s black and he’s from New York.

“You know Harry won’t really hit him,” she whispers, “but he can look the part.”

I tell her no, I don’t need that, and she pats my arm. She says to give a yell if I need anything at all.

Before she walks across the parking lot, she turns back and gives me another worried look. I shrug like this is no big deal. I can handle it. I can handle anything.

When I get back into the room, Willie is lying flat on his back, sound asleep. The TV is off and the air conditioner has shut down; it’s so quiet I can hear Willie breathing. Rick is sitting next to him, lightly stroking Willie’s fine blond hair. Blond hair is the only thing Willie got from me, and Mama says it’s bound to darken before he’s much older. Willie’s eyebrows are dark already, like Rick’s.

“He’s so little,” Rick whispers, and smiles. “It’s hard to believe he’s two.”

I tell Rick his birthday was back in February, but I don’t talk about what it was like that day: miserable and raining and nothing like what I’d hoped for him. We had to make five hundred miles by six o’clock in order to have time to set up for the gig; Willie had to eat his birthday cake in the van. I told Willie we’d go to McDonald’s for dinner as soon as we got into town but then there wasn’t a McDonald’s, at least not on the main drag. Harry tried to cheer him up, told him Burger King was better.

“This is no ordinary hamburger shack, Willie,” Harry said. “It’s a palace. We’re in the presence of the Supreme Lord. The Burger Duke? No. The Burger Prince? No. The Burger Master himself. The Burger Emperor. The most holy, Burger King.”

Willie looked confused but he laughed because Harry was grinning and wearing a cardboard Burger King crown. When he opened his toy though, he started crying again. It wasn’t a Hot Wheels like they had at McDonald’s, it wasn’t even a toy to his way of thinking, it was just a coloring book.

Poor guy, I thought, as I pulled him on my lap. The only things he wanted for his birthday were a Happy Meal from McDonald’s and a tricycle. He got the tricycle, but he hadn’t been able to ride it yet; it was packed in the back of the van between Dennis’s drums.

Later that night after the gig, I sat in our hotel room, drinking a beer, making a list of my accomplishments on the back of a napkin. I was desperate to convince myself that I was doing all right. That I was making a life for Willie and me, even if it wasn’t perfect. Even if it wasn’t close to perfect.

One: I hadn’t touched any drugs, not even weed, since the day I found out I was pregnant. Two: I’d worked hard and completed my GED before Willie was born, so he’d never have to feel like his mother wasn’t good enough. Three: I’d been there for him day in, day out for two years. Four: I’d supported the two of us.

I wrote down the number five but I was stuck; no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t think of anything else. I was near tears; I’d planned on a list of at least ten accomplishments. As I drank another beer, I stared at number four—supporting the two of us—wondering if it was the reason I was drawing a blank, if it was messing up my list the same way it had messed up Willie’s birthday.

Rick is still running his fingers through Willie’s hair. “You like all this traveling?” he says, looking around the room and then at me. “You always said you wanted to stay in one place. A home.”

I did say that, Rick is right. I didn’t even want to leave our first apartment, run-down though it was. He made me move to the new complex outside of Lewisville, so we could have a dishwasher and air-conditioning. I cried when his friends came to load up the furniture.

Of course he remembers that, but now I tell him the traveling isn’t that bad. Then I shrug. “I don’t have a choice.”

It feels true. No question, it was worse the first year of Willie’s life. Even though Mama had stayed sober and turned into a surprisingly good granny, it was still hard. I worked nights as a dishwasher while Mama stayed with Willie. My feet ached all the time, my breasts leaked milk, and my take-home pay wasn’t even a hundred and twenty a week. But then I saw Fred’s ad in the Kansas City Star, and I got up my nerve and went to the audition. By the time I told him about Willie, we’d been rehearsing for two months and were ready to hit the road. He frowned and shook his head but he didn’t complain. I decided not to tell him that I wouldn’t turn twenty-one for another month. According to the press release he sends out to the clubs, I’ve been singing professionally for five years, I studied vocals at the University of Missouri, and I won a singing contest in Kansas City while I was still a teenager.

Only the last thing is true. I did win that contest. Rick drove me to the auditorium and he sat in the front row. I’d been nervous all morning, but as soon as the piano started, I forgot everything but the music they’d given me to sing. It was a wonderful Gershwin song, “I Loves You Porgy”; I just wanted to do it justice, get it right. And I did get it right, I knew that when I hit the last note perfectly and the applause started, loud and furious, like a thunderstorm waking me from a dream. I was smiling, bowing. I felt alive.

All the contestants were supposed to wait in the hall while the committee decided the winner. I was standing down a little bit from everybody else when Rick came up. He hugged me and said how proud he was, but then he took my hand and pulled me around the corner and down another hall.

“I have to go back.” There was no one around but still I whispered. “Rick—”

“Watching you… I can’t wait.” He pushed my hand on the crotch of his jeans. “Feel that?”

Before I could object, he pulled me inside a janitor’s closet and shut the door. I was still sweating but I shivered when I felt the cold steel bucket with the dirty mop against my leg.

I could hear the loud laughter of one of the other contestants, an older girl named Elizabeth. They all seemed to know each other—most of them were friends, taking music classes at the college. When one of the guys had asked where I studied, I told him the name of my old high school. Then he asked me the name of the music teacher, and I found myself stammering like an idiot. I’d dropped out in the middle of freshman year, before I could try out for chorus.

“I don’t belong here anyway,” I said softly, more to myself than to Rick. He was kissing my neck. His response was a groan.

By the time I heard them announce my name over the loudspeaker, I’d forgotten that I cared. Rick heard it too and put his hand over my mouth. “Keep it down,” he said, and laughed. “What will they think if they hear their little contest winner doing this?”

Afterwards, Rick went with me to pick up the certificate and the five hundred dollars I won. I was leaning against him when one of the judges asked what I was going to do with the money, if I would use it to further my singing career.

“She’ll probably buy crap for the apartment,” Rick said. He was smiling. “That’s what she does with the money I give her.”

I didn’t say anything. I felt ridiculous, but it was true. Whenever I got any money, I ended up spending it on our place. It seemed like there was always something else we needed: spaghetti strainer, soap dish, laundry basket, welcome mat. Always one more thing and then our place would be a regular home.

It was less than a week after the concert when Rick and his friends were arrested during a heroin deal. And then, at the end of the month, my period didn’t come. For a long time, I winced whenever I thought about the possibility that Willie had been conceived in a janitor’s closet. Later I felt like maybe that Gershwin tune had something to do with it. Like one of my eggs came down, ready and happy, because it heard that gorgeous music.

“I can’t believe he’s real,” Rick is saying, touching Willie’s pink, dimpled knee. “Our kid.”

Rick leans down and lightly kisses his forehead. After a minute, he sits up straighter, reaches for my hand, brings it to his lips. Whispers that he loves me. That he has to have me with him again. Me and Willie too.

I stand up and motion for him to follow me into the bathroom. When I shut the door behind us, I tell him it’s time to leave now. He starts to reach for me but I back up against the wall. As he comes closer, I tell him I can’t be with him anymore. I’ve changed. And when he grabs me anyway, pressing his body against mine, licking my ear, I pull away and tell him a lie. I say there’s somebody else now, I’m sorry. Then I whisper that if he doesn’t leave, I’ll have to call the cops.

He drops his arms; the anger passes across his face so quickly that most people wouldn’t see it. Then he slumps down on the toilet and puts his face in his hands. He stays there for a while, and I’m trying not to look at him, trying not to notice the slight movement of his shoulders that means he’s crying.

Finally, he stands up and leaves without saying a word. I lock the door and collapse in the chair by the window, barely able to breathe. It isn’t until later that I realize he took it with him. The picture of me and Willie.






two


 

Rick & Patty Forever. When he spray painted that on an abandoned barn, he was twenty-three; I had just turned sixteen. He wanted it to be a surprise; he wouldn’t tell me where we were going as he drove up Highway 29, towards St. Joseph, all he said was to keep my eyes open. It would have been hard to miss. The letters were ten feet tall, two feet wide, black on dusty white, and the barn was on top of a hill, right next to a billboard advertising a Howard Johnson’s.

He parked his car on the shoulder of the highway and we took off running straight up the hill, him pulling me to go faster, faster, like he thought if we got enough speed, we would leave the earth, go right to the clouds. He was panting and out of breath as he grabbed me in his arms in the doorway of the musty barn. “If I could, I’d write it everywhere. On the sky, on the leaves, on the side of Mount Everest.”

I’ve heard that every couple believes they’re the first to discover love. Irene says it’s part of the magic, the feeling that you two have something no other lovers have ever experienced. I know what she means, but I don’t think it applies to Rick and me. Rick didn’t think we discovered love. Words like discovered and thinking had nothing to do with it. The two of us were like waves slapping against a beach or death from a gunshot wound to the head: inevitable, unchangeable, just so. “We have to be together,” he would insist if we fought, and especially if I hinted at leaving him. “We need each other like normal people need air.”

No matter how angry I was, I always found this strangely comforting. This was what a family was supposed to be, I thought. People you were stuck with. People who couldn’t get rid of you because you left a bowl in the sink or forgot to do the ironing or “gave an ugly look” or “dressed like a stupid little slut.”

Mama had thrown me out for the last time back in March. Rick wanted me to move in with him and there was no reason not to. I was over at his place all the time anyway. And she didn’t really care. I was a fool to keep calling her and telling her I was fine.

We’d been living together for eight months when we got “married” that day in the barn. We’d been drinking all morning; when he first told me he’d decided it was time for us to exchange vows, I laughed and said, “To have and to hold, for richer, for poorer, something, something, the end.”

“No. Do it right.”

“Okay,” I said, still giggling. “From the beginning. I, Patty, do take you, Rick, to be my not-really-wedded husband.”

He grabbed my wrist. “You think this is a joke?” We were sitting on the ground; he brought his face close to mine. “You think I’m kidding?”

“No. I didn’t mean—”

“Because to me, there is nothing funny here. This is deadly serious. You understand?”

I sat up straighter and told him yes, I understood. After he let go of my wrist, I rubbed it against my jeans, but casually, as though I had an itch. It felt raw and sore, bruised already, but I didn’t want him to know. Whenever Rick hurt me, even if it was only an accident, he insisted on hurting himself too, only worse. Often he would punch his chest and thighs, over and over, hard enough to leave marks the next day, as I pulled on his arms and pleaded with him to quit. Finally he would, but only when we were both shaking and sniffing, licking salty tears from our lips, ready to collapse into each other and take comfort for what had just happened to us.

It seems strange now that it always felt like something that happened to us—like a car accident or a tornado or any other act of fate—rather than something he caused.

Rick meant it when he said he was serious. He wanted the traditional vows from start to finish. The only change he made was ending with “forever” rather than “till death do us part.”

“Death will never come between us,” he said, tracing the outline of my face with his fingertips. “If one of us dies, the other will too.”

He knew how important this was to me. I’d told him many times how worried I was that he would die and leave me alone, the same way Daddy did.

After we said everything, he reached into his jeans pocket and pulled out a beautiful diamond ring. I was choking back tears as he slipped it on my finger because I finally understood that he’d planned all this: the ring, the wedding in the barn with the last word of the vow, the most important word to us both, spray-painted on the outside wall.

“I’ll never stop loving you,” I whispered. “Forever.”

“Forever,” he repeated, as he lifted my hair and eased me backwards to the floor. It was filthy and uncomfortable but I didn’t complain. His hands were pulling off my clothes, beginning to explore my body, which he knew so well. Better than I did.

After a while he closed his eyes, but I didn’t. I wanted to see him; I wanted to burn this into my memory. It wasn’t a real wedding; still, I thought it was the high point of my life, that I would never be happier.

 

Highway 29 is the quickest way to Omaha, where we’re booked for the next three weeks. Today we’ll have to drive past that barn and I’m nervous, though I know it’s silly. It’s been weeks since I saw Rick in Kentucky, and he certainly won’t be at the barn. Even the graffiti is probably painted over, or at least faded in the weather and wind.

The club is a prime location, Fred says. Much better than the little supper clubs we’ve been doing for the last few months. It’s a new room for Fred, and he picked us over all his other bands because he has so much faith we won’t screw up. That’s what he told me; he told Jonathan we better not screw up if we planned to keep eating.

We left Quincy, Illinois, this morning. We’ve been on the road for hours, but when I ask Jonathan if we can pull in at the next exit, he frowns. It’s only three o’clock, not time for dinner, but Willie is hot and cranky; I know he won’t nap unless he eats something. He only took two bites of the grilled cheese sandwich I ordered him for lunch. He wrinkled up his nose and said, “Yuck,” and then he got distracted by Irene and Harry, who were laughing and pointing at their food as if they agreed.

Irene and Harry don’t have to deal with Willie’s whining if he’s hungry. They always ride by themselves in Irene’s Honda. Dennis and Carl ride in Carl’s Camaro, and Jonathan leads in the van. He lets Willie and me ride with him because he doesn’t have a choice; I don’t have a car. It’s the one thing in the world I want, bad. I almost had enough cash saved for a down payment, but then Willie got an ear infection last spring that took three doctor’s visits and three different expensive antibiotics to kick.

Jonathan rarely speaks to me, but sometimes he’ll talk to Willie, mostly grunting acknowledgments of Willie’s attempts to babble to him. It’s easy for him to ignore us. We sit in the back of the van; the equipment is crammed behind us so tight I can feel the PA system pushing on the seat whenever Jonathan hits the brakes. He usually has the radio on: classical, or jazz whenever he can tune it in. A talk show if all else fails. Anything but the pop stations.

Jonathan hates even the word popular. Popular means sellout, and of course he sees me that way too, since I only sing pop songs. I want to tell him you can’t sell out if you’ve never been in, but I doubt he’d understand. He’s twenty-seven, but he’s already been playing professionally for ten years. He considers himself a real musician, an artist. He thinks his compositions deserve to be recorded by a big-name jazz label and played all over the country.

His music is beautiful. Even Fred recognizes how talented Jonathan is. He’s admitted that he became the quartet’s manager two years ago because he didn’t have a choice; Jonathan blew him away at the audition, and he couldn’t say no. And he tried hard for them for a while: he got them into clubs, even got them a spot at a big-name jazz festival in Kansas City. But there was never enough money and finally Fred gave them his standard speech: I’m not in this for charity, I have a house to pay for, a family to feed, and then the punch line—he’d hired a singer. Everybody grumbled a little but Fred said he was sure they were mainly relieved. They were damn near starving; they’d taken to sleeping in their cars, in the van; Harry had to borrow from Fred once to replace a string on his bass. At least they would have food now, a place to stay, cash in their pockets. Later, Fred would get the quartet into a top-notch recording studio, he promised, and send out demo tapes to his many connections out west.

Whether or not Fred really has big-time West Coast connections, he does know everybody who is anybody in music around here. If you get on Fred’s bad side, so the rumor goes, you’ll have to move a thousand miles to work. Carl and Dennis didn’t want to move. Harry and Irene didn’t either. They figured a gig was a gig. They were happy with the idea of a demo; they were ready for some success.

Only Jonathan objected. He quit, after saying he’d rather flip burgers than do cover tunes. Somehow Carl and Harry talked him into coming to the first rehearsal, but for the next week, there was a lot of whispering, secret meetings, frantic calls to Fred. Often I ended up sitting on my stool for an hour or more, waiting for them to come back or for Fred to tell me I could go home, the rehearsal was canceled. I never asked any questions; I was afraid of causing trouble and having to go back to the restaurant and beg for my dishwashing gig.

It took me a while to accept that my big opportunity was someone else’s big disappointment. In Jonathan’s mouth, my name was like a curse word—Patty Taylor, the chick singer who came along and ruined everything. Fred said I had a lot of guts because I didn’t break down with all this hostility, but he was wrong; I did break down. Sure, I held it together at work and even at home. Willie still had to be cared for, and Mama was griping at me constantly about what this job would mean, taking a baby on the road; I didn’t want to give her anything else to complain about. But every day, driving back from rehearsal in Mama’s Ford, I would turn up the radio and scream and cry and carry on like I was a candidate for the nuthouse. I was so damn lonely. I felt like all of me ached for someone to touch me, love me. Or like me, at least. Smile when I walked in. Say a friendly hello. Anything.

If I had a car now, I couldn’t scream because of Willie, but I could cry a little if I felt like it. And maybe I wouldn’t feel like it, maybe I’d be fine if I could accomplish this one simple thing—stopping to get my son food—without having to deal with Jonathan’s disapproval.

“It won’t take long,” I say, looking at the back of his head. He has black hair, already flecked with gray. It’s thick, long, and always messy. Irene says he’s trying to look like Beethoven— not the composer, the dog.

When he doesn’t respond or move, I say, “All right, I’ll get something to go.”

“I wanna go in,” Willie stammers.

“That’s fine,” Jonathan says, glancing in the rearview mirror. He shrugs as if to say, there’s no rush, what’s the big deal?

Now I’m glaring at the back of his head. I’m absolutely positive he frowned, but I’m just as positive he’ll never admit it. He doesn’t want anyone to think he’s uptight about getting to Omaha in time to set up and do a sound check tonight, in case there’s any problem. He’s a perfectionist about work, but he has to act cool. Musicians are always cool; it’s an unwritten but absolute law.

“Let’s go, buddy,” I say, as I unhook the strap on Willie’s car seat. Jonathan has pulled into the first truck stop off the exit. As usual, he doesn’t think to come around and open the sliding door of the van, even though it’s awkward and difficult to push from the inside.

He still hasn’t moved from his seat, and I ask him if he’s going in.

“I’ll wait for them,” he says, meaning Carl and Dennis. They were right behind us on the highway, but they haven’t pulled up yet. Irene and Harry have; I look over at the Honda and notice Harry lying back in the passenger seat, sound asleep. Irene smiles and waves, but she doesn’t open the door. She never risks waking Harry; she wants him to sleep as much as possible so he’ll be rested for the gigs.

About ten minutes later, Willie and I are sitting at a booth, waiting for our food. He’s in a booster seat and talking a mile a minute. His feet are thumping against the bottom of the table; already he’s managed to dump all the silverware onto the floor.

Jonathan slumps down facing us, and shrugs when I ask what happened to Dennis and Carl. “I guess they decided to go on,” he says, opening the slick plastic menu. “Carl knows Omaha. They’ll find us eventually.”

For some reason, Willie decides to stop talking now. The silence between Jonathan and me feels awkward, though it’s only a continuation of the last five hours in the van.

Jonathan crosses his arms and looks out the window. I open my purse and pull out the Chloraseptic. My throat is bothering me a little and I want it to be okay before we open tomorrow night.

After he orders, Jonathan opens his book and starts reading. He never goes anywhere without a book. I’ve heard him telling the other guys they have to read such and such; it’s so deep, cool, fascinating.

I have a book to read myself, but I don’t want Jonathan to know about it; he might laugh at me. It’s called Jazz for Beginners, and I’ve been carrying it around for the last few months. It helps me figure out what he and the guys are talking about.

Sometimes it shocks me how little I know—and not just about music. Jonathan can name a bird that flies by, he can compare one tree to another, he can talk about history and religion and politics and the news. A few weeks ago, I overheard him say that he’s teaching himself Spanish, just for the heck of it. He carries around books on the solar system, on math, on sculptors and painters. Pretty much every minute that he’s not playing or composing, he’s learning something.

Of course Jonathan would never think of talking to me about the book he’s reading. I don’t feel bad until the waitress comes with our food and smiles, asks if I need another soda, if I need anything. Her eyes are full of pity, and I realize she thinks Jonathan is my husband, Willie’s father, and that he’s clearly ignoring both of us. Before I say no thanks, we’re fine, I make a point of smiling and opening my diaper bag, grabbing a magazine. I don’t want her to think I’m pathetic. I’m not pathetic.

I have no interest in the magazine though. Also, it seems rude to read while I’m eating with Willie, even though he isn’t talking; he’s watching Jonathan and looking around at the other people in the truck stop. And eating his hamburger, thank God. He hasn’t even objected to the mayonnaise slathered all over the bun, though he usually calls it “ick” and won’t take a bite until I scrape it off.

I’m halfway through my salad, still thumbing through the magazine, when I realize Jonathan has put down his book and is looking at me. Then he says, “Thinking about cutting your hair?”

The question comes as such a surprise, I give Jonathan a sideways glance, wondering what he’s up to. But he nods at the magazine, open to the hairstyle page, and the look on his face is neutral, like anybody making polite conversation. Maybe even a little interested.

“I might,” I say slowly.

When he asks why, I notice he still has the same mild, polite expression on his face. So I tell him that I’ve had it long since I was fourteen and I think I’m ready for a change. “Plus, it’s so heavy,” I say, pulling it up with my hand. “It’s too hot for summer.”

Willie whines that he’s hot too and I pick up a napkin to wipe him off. He’s been dipping his french fries in ketchup and it’s smeared all over his fingers and running down his mouth to his chin.

“But if you do cut it,” Jonathan says, “you might regret it as soon as it gets cold.”

I say, “True,” and glance out the window but my lips have moved into a smile against my will. It seems like a miracle: Jonathan is being nice to me.

After he takes a bite of his sandwich, he points to the magazine and says, “It’s good to see you studying the problem.” He’s smirking now, barely able to contain his laughter. “I’m sure a decision as important as this requires extensive research.”

I want to kick him, but mainly I want to kick myself. I’m such a fool.

When I don’t reply, he says, “All right, we don’t have to talk about hair,” leaning his head to the side, still smirking. “What would you rather discuss?” He reads from the magazine cover. “Glamour makeup in ten minutes? Or maybe the hot new fashions for fall?”

What I want to say, what I have to bite my top lip to keep from saying, is “No, let’s talk about why you’re an asshole.” But I can’t let myself fight with Jonathan. I tell myself it’s immature, but I know there’s another reason. I’ve never mentioned it to anyone and I try not to dwell on it too much—it messes up my confidence.

The truth is, I only sound good because of Jonathan. With him backing me up, I can cut this gig. But if he quit or, God forbid, if Fred fired him, I’d be exposed as what I really am. Competent, yes, but weak in certain areas. Definitely not the power singer I’m supposed to be.

Fred hired me because he was impressed with my range and depth, my ability to belt out whatever music he put before me. My problem, as I found out when we started playing six nights a week, was that my voice was inconsistent. By the third night, my lungs were hurting and sometimes I got into trouble. I had too much vibrato when the tune was supposed to be clean, or worse, I couldn’t hold the high note without taking a noticeable breath, leaving a nasty silence in the middle of what should have been the climax.

But Jonathan would cover for me. He’d use his keyboards as a distraction, an enhancement, whatever it took. And he made it look like it was supposed to be that way, like I was singing perfectly. After almost a year of playing together, we’re so in sync that sometimes he seems to know what I need before I do. I’m always careful not to look at him then; I’m afraid I’ll get confused, think it means more than it does. He’s just being a professional, doing what’s best for the band.

“We don’t have to talk at all,” I say, after I tell Willie to eat up. My cheeks are burning; I want to get back in the van, on the road.

“I was just joking, Patty,” he says, leaning back, replacing his smirk with a small smile, lowering his eyes so they’re half-open, clearly bored. He’s back to being cool.

I can’t resist blurting, “No, you weren’t. You think my magazine is stupid and so am I. But that’s fine. I don’t care what you think.”

“Of course you don’t,” he says, and he sounds mad suddenly, although I can’t imagine what I’ve done.

“Well, why should I?”

“Exactly. You’ve just started out and you already have your own band. Why should you care what I think?”

I put the magazine back in the diaper bag, out of sight. “It’s not my band. You run the rehearsals, Jonathan, you decide the sets. You decide everything.”

“But you’re the attraction. The product. You’re the one Fred is grooming for bigger things. And in the end, you’ll get the prize.” He stands up and grabs his check off the table, hissing, “Most likely to succeed in an anti-intellectual, art-hating world.”

Even Willie is surprised at how mad Jonathan seems. He points with a french fry at the register where Jonathan is handing money to the waitress, and asks if Jonathan is leaving without us.

I’m wondering the same thing, but I tell Willie no. And I force myself not to worry as he drinks the rest of his milk and we head to the bathroom. I have to pee, that’s all there is to it. Even if we do get left at a truck stop in God-knows-where, Missouri.

As we walk up to the van, Jonathan is sitting motionless in the driver’s seat, staring out the window. When we get in, he doesn’t say a word, he just starts the engine, turns on the radio. Willie is asleep less than five minutes after we hit the highway. I stare out the window, read the billboards, and try not to think about what just happened.

When we finally pass the barn about an hour later, it takes me by surprise; I’d forgotten all about it. It has been painted over, white, and it still looks fresh, like it hasn’t seen one hard winter yet. But as we get closer, I think I see the graffiti peeking through the paint, like a shadow. Maybe it’s real, maybe the barn needs another coat, but I doubt it.

It’s only in my mind, I think, and my eyes start stinging. My stupid mind, which wanted to respond to what Jonathan said about me being a product but couldn’t think of anything to say other than “I am not.”

What I wanted was to defend myself. To scream that I know what he thinks and he’s wrong: I do care about music; I’ve wanted to be a singer my entire life. When I was in the seventh grade, my teacher called Mama and told her I had talent, I should get lessons. Mama never even considered it. “Keep it down in there,” she would yell if I was singing in my bedroom and she had a hangover. When she was drunk, she would laugh at me. “Who do you think you are, Judy Garland?”

Seeing the barn is the last straw; I feel hot and so depressed I can’t imagine making it through the next hour, much less the rest of the drive. The classical piece on the radio isn’t helping: the cello sounds lost, lonely, heartbroken. I tell myself I’m just having a bad day, but it doesn’t change my mood. I force myself to look at Willie, to think, I’m Willie’s mother, that’s important. And I have a job, a good job I worked hard for. We’re making it, the two of us. That’s enough for now. It has to be.

We’re still forty miles from Omaha when Willie wakes up, but I don’t mind amusing him; I need the distraction. I tell him we’re going to a new place. A new hotel. Maybe they’ll have cable so he can watch the Pooh show on the Disney channel.

“I don’t wike the van,” he says, after a while. He reaches around like he’s trying to adjust his diaper. “It makes big needles in my butt.”

He’s picked this up from Harry, who always jokes that his butt is the only part of him that gets any sleep on the road.

I laugh, even Jonathan laughs a little, so Willie says it again. He loves to see everybody around him laughing, happy. And he wants all the guys in the band to like him. Of course he does; they’re the men in his life. My poor baby. They’re the closest thing he has to a father.
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Willie is the only one who keeps his good mood when we get to the club and discover we aren’t getting hotel rooms. Free lodging is part of our contract, but some club owners have found a way to cut costs: they put the band in a house, or worse, a trailer.

Irene is nodding while Willie is telling her how fun it will be to wake up in the morning at the trailer and watch cartoons together. But then she turns to me and says, “A prime location? This dump? What is Fred smoking?”

The three of us are slumped on stools at the bar, watching the guys unload the equipment. The stage is in the corner on the far side of the room, and it’s so small the amplifiers won’t fit. Jonathan says to put them on the floor; we’ll have to run the wires tomorrow. Carl complains there are only two spotlights and one of them is burnt out. Dennis is fussing about the setup for his hi-hat. Harry is shaking his head.

The trailer is a few miles from the club; all we’ve been told is that it has three bedrooms, each with two twin beds. The club owner, Mr. Peterson, said it will easily accommodate a five-person band. But we have seven people; Irene and Harry usually get their own room, so do Willie and I. Even when we get four rooms, we have occasional grumbling from Carl and Dennis, who don’t see why they have to share while Harry gets the extra private room simply because he has a chick. Sometimes Jonathan ignores them, sometimes he offers to give one of them his room, but they never take it. They say he deserves the space because he’s the leader.

“I wish I had enough cash for Harry and I to stay somewhere else,” Irene says, after pouring herself a soda from the bar. Mr. Peterson told us to help ourselves to anything except liquor. For liquor, we have to start a tab. Willie has helped himself to a package of crackers and three glasses of Sprite. He’s not that thirsty, but he likes to watch me pull out the nozzle of the soda sprayer.

By the time we get to the trailer, it’s after ten and all I want is to get Willie to bed. “What room do I take?” I ask Dennis, since he’s right next to me. He doesn’t answer, so I look at Jonathan and say, “I really don’t care. I’ll take the smallest one. Whatever.”

He doesn’t answer either. Fine. I go down the hall, dragging our suitcases and Willie’s toy bag, pick the first room I come to and snap on the light. It’s beyond ugly; it looks both nondescript and glaring, the way things look when you’re fighting off nausea. The twin beds are Early American and the spreads are pale green with nubs; the floor is covered with cheap indoor/outdoor carpet. Two of the drawers on the small chest against the wall are missing their handles. Of course there’s a painting over the bed. Every place we stay has a painting. Ocean scenery is popular, so are tropical forests. But never the sights we can see from our windows: a flat field filled with corn, or a muddy lake, or a truck stop on a slab of concrete plopped down in the middle of nowhere.
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