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“Sharing the stage with Lisa Daggs is always a soulful celebration! I respect and appreciate her dedication to sobriety, and her new book tells the sometimes painfully honest story of rebellion, recovery and finally, restoration. Lisa’s heart for ministry is apparent on every page.”

Russ Taff,

Gospel Music Hall of Famer, winner of six Grammy Awards and fifteen GMA Dove Awards

“In No Turning Back, Regardless, Lisa shares the intimate details of her personal recovery story. Anyone who has been hurt in a relationship or has struggled with an addiction could relate to the deep insights revealed in this memoir. Although life takes unwanted twists and turns, Lisa’s story of redemption and victory reminds us that there’s always hope. Lisa’s deep faith in Jesus provided the ability to persevere, the inspiration for her music, and the strength to rise above difficult circumstances. Having walked with Lisa through a good part of this story, I’m happy that she has shared it so openly and elegantly, and believe it will be an inspiration to all who read it.”

Anthony Albanese MD,

president, California Society of Addiction Medicine

“Behind every star there is a story, but not one like Lisa Daggs’s. From almost total self-destruction to a life of meaning, purpose and transformational love, her thirty-year journey is the path you have probably been looking for if you need some hope, help, or encouragement. If you don’t think you need it, I know you know someone who does. Regardless provides the way for anyone to move out of the shadows of life and into the spotlight of God’s love and authentic relationships. Read it and be amazed at how bad it can get, and how amazing life becomes when the steps of restoration and recovery are full of God’s grace and love, regardless of what you have done.”

Stephen Arterburn,

Founder of New Life Ministries and Women of Faith,bestselling author with more than thirteen million books in print

“Lisa Daggs’s powerfully honest story of traps along the journey and most importantly the hope in the way out is riveting! What a story! What a testimony! I could not stop reading!”

Devon O’Day,

Host of WSM Radio’s Nashville Today, author and hit songwriter
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Foreword


Everyone is a story—a living, walking, morphing story. DNA, environments, relationships, accidents, and choices: all these combine to make us the persons we are. We can’t choose the  combination of chromosomes we  inherit. We have little to say about the circumstances of our conceptions, the place and surroundings of our birth, or our early childhoods. Some relationships are a given; some are chosen. Accidents of physical, psychological, emotional, or spiritual happenings, it seems, either play us for the victim or become true blessings that come unearned and undeserved.

The amazing thing is that somehow, at the point of our surrender to the God Who made us and has been there all along, this Creator takes all we bring—good and bad—and makes “something  beautiful of our lives.” He never has a Plan B. When we turn over to Him our willful control of the things we never controlled in the first place, He transforms these frazzled strands, incredibly weaving them into Plan A, a work of grace so beautiful it takes our own breath away sometimes when we look into the mirror of His love.

Lisa Daggs is a story. She is quite a miraculous story, too, given the fact that some of her choices along the way could have—maybe should have—killed her. Sometimes it takes a lot to get our full attention. But for all of us, what in looking back seems like a random, tangled mess, God is working “for our good” into something unique in all the world. Lisa is a beautiful child with a new heart. She is still in progress, like the rest of us, and there are some areas that are still tender to the touch—but the scars are fading and strong, new tissue is forming where the gashes used to be. What is emerging is a new song that is sweeter, more melodious, and more captivating than ever.

No matter what our personal histories have been, Lisa’s story is an invitation to become a fellow pilgrim, journeying alongside her in this adventure to who we are intended to be. There is joy in this journey because we watch, literally with bated breath, the alchemy of this Savior as He takes the stack of straw we have to offer and turns it into the gold of grace—both received and in turn offered to someone else who may just be hanging on for dear life.

Gloria Gaither

Lyricist and fellow pilgrim






Chapter 1[image: Image] NASHVILLE, ON MY TERMS


From my first breath, all I’ve ever wanted to do was sing. At the center of my plan stood pure determination: I would be a big success. I would be the next big something.

If your dream is to be a movie star, you move to Hollywood. If you’re a singer, you move to Nashville. It’s the city of unlimited optimism. Everyone wants to make it big in Music City, USA. The bus station is packed with girls in cowboy hats, sheet music and lipstick tucked into purses and duffle bags. Half the people in the airport are dressed in black, carrying a guitar. It seems like every dishwasher, store clerk, taxi driver, and bellman is working on a demo, singing in clubs, or moonlighting in a band. The line of hopefulness forms in Nashville. It stretches around the block and extends halfway to Mississippi. But I was determined to emerge from the pack and make it big.

To pay the bills I worked as a waitress. I worked at a TGI Friday’s in Sacramento, where I grew up, and the job transferred straight across when I moved to Nashville shortly out of high school. One night after my shift ended, a bartender named Buddy, the head kitchen manager, Ambry, and my friend, Belinda, went with me out back of the restaurant to shoot the bull and unwind. It was close to 1 a.m., summertime, and we sweltered in Nashville’s humid night air. We sat on a brick planter near a side street. The area was flanked by office buildings, another restaurant, and a funeral home. It felt pretty safe.

Out from the shadows stepped two men. They strolled up to us, hands in pockets. One was tall, about six feet, the other a little shorter. They just looked like average guys.

“You know anybody who’s still serving food around here?” one of them asked.

“Try Tony Roma’s across the street,” I said. “If you hurry you can still make it.”

Suddenly two nickel-plated guns flashed in our faces. The first man grabbed my arm and jammed his pistol in my ribs. The other man wedged his under Belinda’s jaw. “We don’t want anything to eat,” the first man said, “but you’re all going to take a walk with us.” They started pushing us down the street.

The men began their inventory, still on the move. “Give us your jewelry,” said the first, his hand like a vice on my arm.

We started taking off whatever we had. They rummaged through my purse and yanked out my tips from the night, about $150 cash. Everyone else handed over money, watches, and jewelry. Belinda worked for Kay Jewelers. She took off an expensive necklace and gave it to the men. I wasn’t going down as easily. I had just bought a Toyota Celica off the showroom floor and clutched the keys tightly in my hand, hoping they wouldn’t notice. This was our hard-earned stuff they were taking.

“Look—why don’t you just get a job?!” I said.

“We do have jobs,” said the man gripping me. “We’re your local robbers.”

I know now it was foolish not to keep my mouth shut. After about twenty yards they herded us off the main street and down an alley. The anger I felt instantly morphed into fear. Out in the open, I doubted if they actually would have pulled the trigger. It was a robbery, yes, but at worst it meant a lost car. Back in the alley, all was dark. Horrible thoughts raced through my mind. We were going to be raped. Maybe shot. Probably both.

Abruptly, we heard a screech and a crash. It’s hard to fully explain the randomness of the moment. Apparently a car, seemingly by chance, had careened out of the Tony Roma’s parking lot and collided with a parked car. The noise made our heads jerk around. From the alley, we could see steam rising from the first car’s crumpled grill. It was all the jolt we needed.

The men with guns were gone in an instant, fleeing what was bound to become a scene. The crashed car squealed its tires, trying to back up and free itself from the parked one. Our robbers sprinted to the end of the alley and leaped over a fence.

I started chasing down the alley after them, screaming, “Hey! Give us our stuff back!”

I have no idea what I would have done if I caught them. Suddenly realizing how recklessly I was behaving, I darted behind a tree, peeking out to glimpse their car as they were taking off. It was a station wagon. A green Dodge Monaco with a discolored passenger-side door. I recognized it from the shape of its trunk.

We filed a report that night. The police asked us to return the next morning and leaf through mug shots.

At first light I phoned my mother. “You’ll never believe what happened,” I said.

“Tell me,” she said. Her voice quavered.

I told her.

“Lisa—what time did the car accident take place?” she asked. “The one that prompted the men to run away?”

“It was about 1:20,” I said.

“Lisa,” my mother said. “Last night I was completely fast asleep, and the Lord woke me up with a start. You were heavy on my heart—far more strongly than usual. I walked to the other bedroom, got on my knees, and began to pray for your safety. When I finished praying I looked at the clock. It was 11:20 p.m. in California—that’s 1:20 a.m. your time.”

Later that morning my three friends and I returned to the police station. We were separated so we couldn’t influence each other and told to look through pictures. We each identified the same men. An officer gathered us back together. His face was grave as he recounted information about the men. Ten days earlier they had robbed two couples in the same location that we had been robbed, at the end of the alley. The men had shot and killed one of the husbands. Easily, it could have gone the same way with us.

Two weeks later I was heading for a club, still fresh from the whole robbery ordeal. I was just driving down the street when I spotted a green station wagon with a discolored passenger-side door. I slowed for a closer look and saw one of the men who’d robbed us. His was a face I’d recognize anywhere. It was just a glance but our eyes locked: the devil and I. Waving his hand, he motioned me over. A fear grabbed me like never before. My foot did this weird thing on the pedal, just tapping and trembling. Struggling against my own body, I finally accelerated up the street, not looking back.

Some time later, when I was sure I wasn’t being followed, I stopped in at another club and phoned the police. I was afraid to leave. I kept looking over my shoulder. I don’t remember how long I stayed, but it’s a safe bet that I turned to alcohol, my close companion—and a lot of it that night—for self-medication.



I had accepted Christ as a young girl, but I had drifted far from the faith and security of my childhood. Deep within my soul was an ache so wrenching it threatened to tear me apart. Somehow I had convinced myself that the only time I felt good was when I was loaded.

At the Nashville Friday’s I crafted a drink called the Daggwood, named by bartenders in honor of my last name, not the cartoon character. Dagwood Bumstead never would have been able to stomach such a drink. The drink was comprised of Absolute Vodka on the rocks with a splash of cranberry juice and two quartered, squeezed lemon wedges. Liquid fire—that’s how a Daggwood felt going down. Normally, one shot equals one ounce. Each of my signature beverages contained the alcohol content of three drinks, and I regularly downed three to four Daggwoods in an evening—the total equivalent of twelve shots. I’d be pretty lit but I’d still carry on.

Cocaine was everybody’s favorite, and it became mine too. When you’ve got cocaine everybody wants to be your friend, and while it’s in your pocket it creates a sense of false power. A group of us would head back to my apartment, I’d locate my bag where it was hidden, chop it up on a huge mirror, and we’d all gather around. My presentations were often creative. Sometimes it was dumped out in a big X. Sometimes in huge parallel lines. A favorite was a huge inverted furrow that stretched from one corner of the mirror to the other. These were enormous amounts too, not the pencil lines you typically see on TV. For us, a yardstick-sized stretch of coke was common. We’d hand out straws to everybody and announce in giddy voices: “Okay, ready, set, go!” Everybody would race to the center, snorting it up like fleshy vacuum cleaners.

At first the coke sizzles in your nose, then it hits hard. The drug blasts inside your brain, an immediate shot of adrenaline. Instantly everything’s up close. You’re hyper-alert to your surroundings. You’re not hungry they way you are with pot, so cocaine is always a popular drug with women trying to stay skinny. You move fast. Talk fast. You’re immediately on the chase. And you can never get enough. You always want more. You want to snort the first mound, then snort another. A little line is never enough to satisfy.

Oh, it’s a glamorous life, all right. Usually no one can find a straw, so someone pulls out a dollar bill and rolls that up. You don’t want to ruin any more money than you have to, so everyone passes around the same bill. The bill is wadded up and dirty from being jammed in some guy’s pocket, and germy from all the hundreds of unwashed hands that have touched the bill before you. After a few passes the bill grows soggy from everybody’s snot. But you keep snorting.

Then the coke is gone and everyone is sad, even in the midst of the high. You can’t waste one precious speck. So everyone licks their fingers and rubs them on the mirror to get up all the dust. Soon the mirror is slimy soon from everybody’s saliva, but you keep sticking the same fingers in your mouth.

Then you sit there with your leg tapping, or you pace around the room, laughing hysterically, and you feel this familiar warm trickle running down the inside of your nose. It’s the same bloody ooze you’ve tried to stop before and soon it’s a gusher. Coke penetrates your membranes, eating away the lining of your nose. Your body tries to heal but you keep throwing poison in it. Blood vessels get too big and keep bursting. Several times I had to rush to the doctor to get my nose cauterized.

The redeeming moment in the midst of our highs—ironic as the surroundings were—was that time and time again, something spiritual was brought up in conversation. Someone would mention going to Sunday School when she was a kid, or how once she prayed at summer camp, or how a neighbor lady used to give her cookies and tell her Bible stories on a flannel graph. It was such a crazy scene: we’d sit in our desperation, fried as we were, and talk about God. Surely there had to be something that was behind everything—someone who dreamed it all up and started it all. Surely there was a reason for life. Surely there was some place good to go to when we died. Sometimes I was so high I didn’t remember the next day who I had been talking to.

When I relive those scenes now, there’s a trembling I can’t cease in my body. Once, in the midst of all the drugs and booze and snot, I received a card from my mother. “Dear Lisa, God’s love is always there,” she wrote. “There is no place you can go to get away from Him. There’s nothing you can do that makes it so you can’t come back to Him. He will always extend His love to you.”

It was one of those cards you want to get from your mother but you also wish you hadn’t received. You know it’s truth, but the truth makes you so uncomfortable you could scream.



I was convinced that Nashville was my promised land. I wasn’t leaving.

Home for me became the area known as Music Row. Centered around 16th and 17th Avenues South, along with several side streets, Music Row is widely considered the heart of Nashville’s entertainment industry. Walking down the street you see sign after famous sign: United Artist Towers. RCA. MCA. Capital Records. SONY. SESAC. ASCAP. BMI. You see record labels, publishing houses, licensing firms, recording studios, writer rooms, radio networks, radio stations.

I pounded the pavement, knocking on doors, pitching demos, holding listening sessions, always longing to run into somebody who knew somebody who could help me climb a notch. In the middle of Music Row, displayed as a symbol of all I hoped to achieve, sat Starstruck Studios, Reba McEntire’s company, with its helicopter pad on top and cast iron horses rearing up out front. And then there was the temple of all I worshipped, the Ryman Auditorium, the mother church of country music, the original site of the Grand Ole Opry.

There were just enough glimmers of hope to keep me going. Plenty of big names stopped by at Friday’s. Glen Campbell was a regular. Bryan Adams dropped in whenever he came to town. I served Huey Lewis, Lorrie Morgan, Marty Stuart, Waylon and Jessie Colter, Wynonna Judd and her mother Naomi. One day a legendary jazz and R&B artist whom I’ll call John, four decades my senior, sat down in my section of the restaurant. My breath caught in my throat. I hurried over to take his drink order.

“Orange juice,” he said, his voice sultry. At least, that’s what I thought he said.

He smirked deeply when I returned with the beverage.

“That’s not what I ordered, honey—I said I want some of yo’ juice.” He ran his eyes down my legs. Reddening, I took the drink back.

We chit-chatted throughout the meal. I was a singer, I told him. I had some songs. John handed me his phone number when he went to pay his bill. He was staying at the Spence Manor, he said, an old hotel down on Music Row.

I’m a smart girl, I thought. I can work this and not get into trouble. At 1 a.m. I finished my shift, clocked out, and headed for the nearest payphone.

“Who’s this?” said the voice over the phone.

“It’s Lisa,” I said, “Lisa Daggs. We met at the restaurant tonight. You said you might listen to some of my songs—remember?”

There was a long pause. “Nah, I’m really not feeling too well tonight. Maybe some other time—”

“Please, sir,” I stammered. “Can I bring you something? Some aspirin maybe?”

Another long pause. John cleared his throat. “Well, maybe just a couple of Sprites,” he said.

I bought two Sprites then headed to the Spence Manor. Lightly, I knocked on his door. No answer. I knocked again, a bit louder. Still nothing. Gingerly, I leaned the Sprites against the door and left. At least he would know I had come by. The next day I called him again. This time he was much more direct. “Yeah, why don’t you swing around sometime today,” he said. I gathered my briefcase, cassettes, and portfolio, and hurried over.

I was passionate about music. I wanted this icon to know this—he was a man of many connections. My specialty was country/blues with a rock edge. It’s the music of life and relationships, love lost, love gained. It’s feel-good, feel-bad, feel-with-me, let’s-go-out-tonight music. I’ve been told I sound like Bonnie Raitt, Trisha Yearwood, Wynonna Judd, maybe even Barbara Mandrell. I have an alto voice—lower than most women. It’s full, too. Clear and bold. I’m not quite five feet, five inches tall if I stretch, and music execs would often say things like, “Where’s this big voice coming from such a little body?”

“Hey-ey-ey-ey,” John said as he opened his hotel room door. He wore a baby blue silk robe. “Make yourself at home. I’m just getting ready for a meeting. Here, have a seat over on the bed.”

I sat down. “Sir, uh, I was hoping you could listen to a few of my songs.”

He took my cassettes, set them on the coffee table, and went into the bathroom, leaving the door open. “Yeah, sure,” he said. “Tell me again what you do?” He squeezed toothpaste on his toothbrush and ran water into the sink. I blabbed away. I watched him brush his hair, lather his face, shave, then pat his face with a towel. Still blabbing, I must have been glancing to my right—around the room, the open suitcases, the hotel lamp, the TV in the corner—because when I looked back at him, all I saw was the baby blue silk robe. This time the robe was open and he was standing in front of me. He nodded.

There’s such power when you’re singing on stage. Everybody’s watching you. You’re the center of attention. You think you must be special because they’re all standing there, clapping, whistling, cheering. You feel so important. That’s certainly not how I felt in front of this renowned performer. I felt scared, small, foolish. As if he really wanted to hear my music.

I tried to sound nonchalant, like this sort of thing happened every day. “Uh, I just remembered I need to phone a girlfriend,” I said. “You mind if I use your phone?” I pretended to call someone then made an excuse to leave. I struck the elevator button repeatedly, just wanting to put it all behind me. The next day I related the story to a few girlfriends at Friday’s. “Why didn’t you go for it?” one said. “That was your big chance. If you’d had his kid, you would have had it made.”

I didn’t want to make it in the business like that. I had made a lot of compromises in my young life already, but I would never lie down for a contract. At least I had promised myself that.

Nashville is a city of huge hopes. Nashville can also become a city of huge disappointments. After a few years there, I classified myself as a working musician, although I still kept my day job—I was a bartender now, not a waitress anymore. Regularly I sang in studios for other people, mostly songwriters who wanted their music demoed for other artists. I performed at a lot of open-mic nights at clubs. Critics applauded me for my “crystalline voice and warm, natural rapport with audiences.” I continued to go to different record companies and have them listen to my music. I was in a girls’ four-piece vocal band called Heartland. We performed at a variety of gigs, including one big break where we sang at the Nashville Palace stage—at the time, one of the largest, coolest clubs in the city. There were some successes, but I certainly hadn’t arrived at the place I wanted to be. In my honest moments I knew my life wasn’t turning out the way I had dreamed it would. My strategy of pure determination was letting me down.

I couldn’t shake an underlying feeling that there had to be more. Again and again in my mind, I replayed the night of the robbery and my mother’s prayer. Though it would be years before I’d truly come to understand the length and depth and breadth of God’s love for me, I found myself remembering that incident when I wondered if God cared for me. Even when my life was undone, God’s steadfast faithfulness never let me go.

For some reason, for some greater purpose, God wanted me alive.






Chapter 2[image: Image] WHEN I STARTED DANCING


So why was God was keeping me alive?

You’ve got to understand a bit of a person’s history to know why she’s the way she is today, so I want to take you back and tell you some of the stories about where I came from that mark me, for better or worse. To me, it’s always been a wonder I was even born in the first place.

My parents had two children before me, Larry and Tim. Tim’s birth gave my mother a lot of problems. Doctors warned my parents about trying again, but Mom really wanted a girl. One day when she was about three months pregnant with me, Mom was hanging clothes on the line and clutched her abdomen, doubling over from the pain. Dad was at work. A neighbor rushed her to the emergency room. “Early labor,” a doctor said, and put her on strict bed rest from then on. More problems in the pregnancy were soon diagnosed. Doctors detected a lack of oxygen in my tissues and organs. They were sure I was going to be born a “blue baby,” a condition in which not enough blood circulates through the body. The survival rate for blue babies at the time was about 50 percent. I could have gone either way. As my due date approached, medical staff prepared blood transfusions for me, expecting the worst.

I surprised them all. “Ilene, we got our girl,” said the doctor to my mom when I was born. Nurses put away the blood transfusion equipment. I was completely healthy.

I was also full of determination. I’d need plenty of it later on, but as a kid it was almost more than I could handle. At eight months old I climbed out of my crib, eager to get a running start at the world. I fell on my head and blackened both eyes. The doctor instructed my mom to keep me up all night because I had a concussion. Black coffee would do the trick. Mom filled my bottle with the bitter stuff. I slurped it up. I’ve wondered as an adult if I have a gene that predisposes me to crave all things chemical. But even that would not have excused the things that were to come.

At age three I had loose blonde curls that fell to my shoulders. In spite of my strong streak, Mom describes me as a happy, compliant child. I gave hugs and cuddles to everyone I met. One day at the grocery store I had wandered off after a man commented to my mom about how darling I was. She frantically left her grocery cart and went on a sprint to find me. When she ran out the front door of the grocery store he was handing me to a woman in his car. Mom yelled, “What are you doing?!” His response, “I just wanted to show her to my wife!” I have often wondered where my life would be today had he succeeded.

My mom said I never met a stranger, and it is still true to this day! Every time I opened my mouth I was singing. My parents attended a small church in Madera, California, where we had moved shortly after I was born. The year I was three they held a “Daggs Day” at our church. Even though Dad wasn’t there much, we were all well enough known to warrant a special Sunday named in our honor. Dad sang in a men’s trio on Daggs Day. Mom sang in the choir. Larry, age twelve, read a poem. Tim, five, rang the church bell. I sang my first solo. They pulled the piano bench up to the pulpit mic and I climbed on top to reach it. I still remember all the words to the song. I perched one hand on my hip, pointed the finger of my other hand, and chirped out:

I love to go to Sunday School,

And I love to sing my song.

I have a way to bring them in,

Listen and I’ll tell you how.

Tell ’em on the highways, tell them on the byways

Tell ’em that you’re their friend.

Tell ’em the church is open

They’re welcome to drop in.

Sing just a little bit, talk just a little bit

Throw in a smile or two,

Heavy on the howdy do,

For the Lord is a-countin’ on, the Lord is a-countin’ on, the Lord is a-countin’ on you.

About two hundred people were in the pews that morning. They erupted in a standing ovation. I was a roaring success. At age three, I was on my way.

It wasn’t all smooth sailing. A few weeks later we were all in the car on the way home from church. As we rounded an intersection in heavy traffic, I was fiddling with the door handle. The door flew open, sending me flying out into the street. I bounced and rolled, a tiny blonde ball of human road kill. Dad slammed to a stop. Everyone jumped out, sure I was a goner. My brothers yelled. Bystanders screamed. Dazed, I stood up, clutching the hem of my dress. My mom grabbed me and kept running her hands all over me, checking for bruises, cuts and broken bones, incredulous that I was still in one piece. An eyewitness told her our car’s back tire had been just inches from my stomach.

A few years later it happened again. My mom and dad were both working then, and a neighbor lady watched me after school. One day as she drove me home the back door flew open as we rounded a corner—even though this time I wasn’t touching the handle at all—and I bounced out of the moving car. It’s almost unthinkable that I’d fly out a moving car twice as a child. This time I hit my head, scraped my back along the pavement, and ended up in the gutter. The neighbor lady screeched to a stop, scooped me up, scraped and bleeding, and raced me to my parents’ house. Everyone was screaming. The woman who lived across the street tore into the lady who watched me. “What were you thinking? What were you thinking?” she kept repeating. They checked me over for broken bones and cleaned up my back. No one could believe that—again—I had walked away from the accident, virtually unharmed.

Years later I’ve thought it an ironic twist that I landed in the gutter. It wouldn’t be the last time.



Despite my accidents, much of my childhood was filled with tenderness. I loved church and Sunday School. I loved the songs and hymns, the Bible stories, the people of all ages who crouched down to my level in the foyer to hug me or shake my hand after service was over. The cross, the grave, the resurrection—it all sounded good to me. I don’t remember exactly where I was or what I prayed, but I know my decision was real. Following my mom’s leading, I opened my heart to Christ and vowed to follow Him always.

I never wanted sins to collect in my life. Anytime I became aware of the slightest wrongdoing I’d pray that Christ would forgive me. I worried that if I died and I hadn’t confessed all my sins up to date I wouldn’t go to Heaven. I’d pray and pray, always desperate for mercy. About the time I became a Christian I joined the community swim team. Freestyle and breaststroke were my favorites. They taught us to get up on the blocks, get on our marks, grab the box, crouch and go, then extend our bodies and reach for the other side of the pool. I loved the feel of the water, the unrestricted movement in the pool. All my friends in the neighborhood joined and we raced together. I got a lot of second- and third-place ribbons, but I always wanted the blue.

For some reason all the rest of the girls on the team had better-looking swimsuits than mine. At least that’s how it seemed. We all wore the same red one-piece Speedos. One day in the changing room I spied Susan Taylor’s swimsuit lying on a bench. Glancing around to make sure no one was looking, I stuffed it into my swim bag. Susan’s mother came to our house that night. Did I know anything about her daughter’s suit? I swore I didn’t. The swimsuit was mine—over and over I insisted—but Mom knew she hadn’t bought that suit for me. She handed it over to Susan’s mother, apologizing on my behalf. I stayed in my lie, never conceding the truth. I wasn’t proud of it. Even at age seven I knew what truth was.

Trouble has a way of bursting out of you, circling your life, and coming back into it. When I was in fourth grade, we lived across the street from school, and every day I went home for lunch. Once when I came back to school after lunch was over, I spotted my best friend Tammy doing hand claps with another girl:

Miss Mary Mack, Mack, Mack,

All dressed in black, black, black

with silver buttons, buttons, buttons,

all down her back, back, back…

I couldn’t bear the thought of Tammy having another best friend. I was her best friend. So I pushed the other girl out of the way and took her position in front of Tammy. I’ve always had an insecure streak. My teacher, Mrs. Slater, found out about the pushing incident and called me up in front of the class. She was very straight-faced, with short hair and a big curl up front that vibrated with every step she took. I was a “very mean girl,” she announced. I was “very, very bad. Horrible. Awful. Wicked.” She picked me off the ground and shoved me into the side of the classroom’s piano. “How would you like it if I pushed you?” my teacher snarled. My eyes were as big as silver dollars. Tammy ran out of the class in tears, back over to my house across the street—it frightened her so much she had to hide. We found her later in our trash can, the lid clamped tightly down.

Whatever childhood troubles came my way, I always found refuge in music. It was always there, welcoming, never disappointing, always joyful. I sang all the time—in my bed at night, in front of the mirror, in a grade school operetta called Mulligan’s Magic. I joined the school choir and band as soon as I was allowed. Mom bought me violin and viola lessons. But what I really wanted was a piano. A piano is everything to someone who loves music. With a piano, you can fly.

One day at recess I looked across the street to our house and saw a huge moving van out front. I left the game of Four Square I was playing with my friends and stuck my nose through the chain-link fence at the school’s edge. The movers set down a ramp right up the front steps to our house. Out from the truck they wheeled it: a beautiful, caramel-wood, upright piano. My parents didn’t see me, standing where the bikes were parked by the fence, but I knew that piano was for me.

I started lessons immediately. Plunking around was always a lot more fun than practicing a lesson, and I found I had a knack for creating the sounds I wanted to hear. Soon Mom announced that she wasn’t going to remind me to practice my lessons anymore. From then on, it was mostly musical self-discovery. Mom and Dad had a huge collection of hip, bluesy, vinyl records and eight-tracks: Tony Bennett, Dusty Springfield, Burt Bacharach, Ralph Carmichael. I devoured them all. One Christmas after we had moved to Sacramento, our church hosted a huge singing Christmas tree downtown at Memorial Auditorium. In addition to the singing tree were a lot of special acts. Two friends and I sang a trio one evening, and a picture of us made the newspaper, all with our mittens and scarves on. I loved the intensity of the night, the nerves and anticipation beforehand, then the warmth of the bright lights, the height of the performance, the affirmation once the song was all over. I loved it all.
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