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Blessed Poison

 


Another hard day and you’re running for
the shelf

For that little bottle of pills that
makes you feel like yourself.

Whatever it takes to dull the pain,
whatever it takes to kill the shame.

I’ve watched you circle the drain for
so long.

I’ve got no love left though I know
that it’s wrong.

Disgusted by your sight and sick of
your presence,

I’m thinking of the future while you’re
dying in the present.

 


Everybody tells me I’m
blessed

But my blessings have all been
poisoned.

Behind my smile they can’t see how I’m
stressed,

Because my blessings have all been
poisoned.

 


Those same demons that haunt you chase
after me,

Inside of my head, tormenting
constantly.

I don’t reach for a bottle or vial to
make myself right;

I deal with the voices that bombard me
at night.

 


All around me strangers offer easy
solutions,

A simple way to escape the
strife,

To kill my spirit in order to save my
life.

Just a taste of sweet, blessed
poison.

If I take that escape then I become
like you.

That’s one thing I swear I’ll never
do;

I don’t want your sweet, blessed
poison.

 


Every night I lie awake in
bed.

I console myself from those things that
I dread.

A daily battle to keep myself
sane,

Because you’re the poison I can’t get
out of my veins.

 


Everyone tells me that I’ve been
blessed

But my blessings have all been
poisoned.

Sweet, blessed poison.

One day I know that I will fail the
test

Because my blessings have all been
poisoned.

Sweet, blessed poison.

 



Prologue

 


For all of Danielle Regan’s young
life, there was music. Music and people. Music and laughter. Music
and yelling, but always music. Always.

It all seemed to revolve around her
parents. There was her dad, Big Rick Regan. Nobody ever called him
Rick…it was always Big Rick. He was tall and stocky, quick with a
joke, and a constant flirt, with a laugh and a temper as big as he
was. He was a giant to little Dani, and she cherished the few times
that they had alone together.

Dorothy was her mom and she was the
hostess, roaming from person to person, filling glasses and plates
and scurrying Dani off to bed when it became “adult time.” She was
always cold and distant.

When the music stopped and the people
went home, her parents would fight and Danielle would retreat to
the solace of her room and her collection of blues records to drown
out the screams.

Luckily for Dani, that wasn’t often.
There was always somebody at the house, usually musicians. Jam
sessions would break out at all times of the day or night, and
people would usually play and drink and whatever else they did
until they finally passed out where they sat.

That was Big Rick’s job, as she
recalled; taking care of musicians. It seemed to little Dani that
it was a tough job, and one that required a lot of his
time.

They lived in a big house at first,
with plenty of room for everyone. It seemed that every night
somebody new would put her to sleep by singing or playing an
instrument. Later she would see them on TV, but back then she only
knew them by appearance.

Her favorite was The Funny Looking
Man. He was soft spoken with a nice smile, and never seemed to be
mad at anybody. She liked to hear him sing, and would often have
his voice in her head for days. She wished that he would trade
places with Mom, but he never stayed long; he liked to be with the
adults.

In the beginning, it was fun. She
would sneak out of bed and watch the adults laugh and drink and
smoke and do other things that she knew she shouldn’t see. Someone
would start singing and soon everyone else joined in. It seemed
like the perfect life.

Soon though, they had to move to a
smaller house, and then another and another. The neighborhoods got
rougher and the people stopped coming around. Eventually, the music
stopped and left only the yelling. Big Rick started staying away,
although Dani never blamed him.

Mom started dragging her to church and
talking about the devil. Big Rick had the devil. Dani wondered if
he was the one who took the music and the house and the people
away. Mom said the devil was in the music and took all of Dani’s
records away.

Dani cried for days. Now when Big Rick
did come home, nothing could drown out the screams and the breaking
dishes and the nasty names. She would just climb into bed and pull
the covers up over her head and imagine that the people still came
around, but no one never came.

By the time she was eight she knew
what all of the boxes in the hall meant when she came home from
school. It was time to move, but if their house got much smaller,
someone would have to start sleeping outside. Mom told her that
they were leaving for good this time, and were going to live with
Grandma and Grandpa in some town she could barely
pronounce.

She didn’t want to leave. Austin had
always been her home, but Mom wouldn’t listen. The devil was in
Austin. Secretly, Dani wondered if the devil was in Mom, but she
would never dare say that.

On her last night in Austin, Big Rick
knocked softly on her window so as not to wake Mom. Dani went to
the window and found him in tears. He didn’t seem like Big Rick
anymore. He was skinny and looked sick. He didn’t laugh anymore.
She didn’t like to see him like this.

He pulled her out of the window and
sat her on the grass. It was cool from an evening rain and the
smell still hung in the heavy air. He held her and hugged her for
the longest time, never saying anything.

Finally, he put her back in the
window. He put a hand on her cheek and said “I’m sorry.” She never
knew why, but Dani started crying. All Big Rick could say was “I’m
sorry,” and then he left, and Dani knew he wasn’t coming
back.

She never told Mom because she didn’t
want to risk Mom’s anger. In the morning, they loaded up the car
and drove away. Dani sat in the backseat and watched until the very
last images of Austin vanished on the horizon. Mom kept telling her
that everything was going to be better now. Dani didn’t believe
her. Nothing would ever be better.

Mom drove on regardless of how badly
Dani wanted to stop. Soon the red and blue and yellow wildflowers
on the side of the road quit following and the hills flattened out.
Then the grass stopped too, and there was nothing but dirt and
twisted sticks for trees that Mom called mesquite.

Dani began to wonder if Mom was going
to drive all the way to the ocean, or maybe to the end of the earth
itself. But finally, she stopped driving. They had reached Grandma
and Grandpa’s house, in a town called Chaparral.


Chapter One

 


Chaparral, Texas sat where the rolling
South Plains butted up against the desert of the Permian Basin.
Danielle’s grandpa described it as being “a spit’s distance” from
New Mexico. Mom described it as a shithole.

Chaparral was an old oil field town
clinging to life now that the oil boom had gone bust. As a result,
many of the town’s stores were closing and people had begun leaving
for the city. It got so bad the town even lost its Dairy Queen, a
staple of life in small Texas towns.

Danielle had never seen Grandma and
Grandpa in person because they refused to go to Austin to see their
daughter. The devil was in Austin, as she well understood by now.
It didn’t take long for Dani to realize that they didn’t get along
with Mom that well either, so maybe it didn’t have anything to do
with Austin. The devil, however…that was a different
story.

Grandma was short and plump, with gray
hair that she kept in a constant perm. She waddled a little when
she walked, and her chin folded in a way that made it obvious that
she had false teeth. She wore thick glasses and had a flighty
voice. She made sure to never be seen without her hair and makeup
done, and she always smelled of perfume and lipstick.

Grandpa was tall and lean with
thinning gray hair. He tried to look serious, but his blue eyes
gave away a mischievous character. He was a sloppy dresser who
didn’t give a damn what anybody thought. He was also friendly and
generous and almost universally liked about town.

Danielle took immediately to them both
and they both fawned over her, albeit in very different ways.
Grandma liked to dress Dani up in pretty dresses and makeup and
style her long brown hair. Then she would go to the beauty shop and
stay there all day while all the other old ladies, of which
Chaparral had a large supply, would fawn over her as
well.

Grandpa liked to take her in the
garden with him, where they would eat ripened tomatoes off the
vine. Sometimes he would take her out in the field across the way
to teach her how to shoot and she got pretty good at shooting
jackrabbits with Grandpa’s old .22 rifle. She also learned how to
keep his old Ford pickup running, and Grandpa took advantage of her
skinny, nimble fingers to retrieve dropped bolts from tight
spaces.

In the early days things were great.
Mom was working two jobs. When she wasn’t working, she was usually
asleep or out with a guy, so Dani seldom saw her. Instead she hung
out with her grandparents or rode Mom’s old bicycle all over
town.

As summer ended a new family with a
girl Dani’s age moved into town three streets over. Grandma
arranged a meeting between the two girls. It didn’t take long for
them to become friends.

Brooke Farmer was the opposite of Dani
in every way. Brooke was slightly heavy with golden hair, pale blue
eyes, and fair skin. She was sunny and fun loving and talked a mile
a minute. Brooke helped bring Dani out of her shell, and soon they
were tearing up the town on their bicycles, running through
people’s sprinklers, or darting from one piece of playground
equipment to the other in the city park.

On Sundays, they both sang in the
church choir. Brooke imagined herself a singer and she would belt
it out loud and proud. However, it was Danielle who caught the
attention of the choir director. Getting Dani to loosen up enough
to sing a solo in front of the congregation was an almost
impossible task. Once she did, Danielle felt a thrill at performing
that would change her life.

After church both families would
congregate at Grandma and Grandpa’s for a big lunch. Everyone
except for Mom, who would go off with her latest boyfriend and stay
gone until it was time for work. Nobody missed her. Everyone feared
her razor tongue and her mad ravings.

#

Dani would learn that things never
stayed the same for long. Her grandparents were spry and
fun-loving, but they were old and age caught up fast. One day
Grandma didn’t feel well enough to get out of bed. Soon, she
couldn’t. Grandpa had to take care of her, and the strain began to
wear on him.

Word soon spread through the town.
People would tell her that they were praying for her grandparents.
Dani decided that it couldn’t hurt. She stopped by the church at
least once a day, hoping God would hear her better from
there.

Winter came and it brought bitter, icy
cold north winds that Dani had never experienced in Austin. By now,
the stress of taking care for Grandma had become too much, and
Grandpa was also ailing. Mom had to stay home more to care for
them, and the stress brought the devil out in her. Danielle and
Brooke now played almost exclusively at Brooke’s to avoid bothering
Dani’s grandparents.

As Grandma got sicker, the only thing
that soothed her was Danielle’s singing. So she would sit on the
end of Grandma’s bed and sing church hymns, singing louder to
overcome the coughing spells until Grandma fell asleep. She slept a
lot now, and Dani knew what that meant.

Grandpa still had a little fire in
him. He sat her on the bed and taught her how to play his
harmonica. He would tell her stories of growing up in the
Depression and fighting in World War II. She tried the best she
could to tend to his tomatoes and keep the lawn watered, but she
didn’t have his green thumb. The tomatoes never came up and the
grass quickly turned brown in the late spring heat.

Surprisingly they both made it to her
ninth birthday. Grandpa arranged for a friend to buy her a new
bike, and he forced himself out of bed long enough to watch her
ride it. He was doing fine until Mom yelled at him and forced him
back to bed. Sometimes, Dani thought, she really hated her
mother.

#

The first time death touched Danielle,
she was on her way home from school. She and Brooke saw the
ambulance go blazing by them. By the time they ran home, Grandma
was gone.

The church was packed with mourners
for the funeral. Danielle wasn’t among them; she was in the choir.
She didn’t want to sing…she wanted to be there with Grandpa to hold
his hand and reassure him. Instead, Mom sat next to him and ignored
him the whole time.

Dani’s heart broke as she watched him,
his body racking with the sobs and coughs. Like her father a year
earlier, he didn’t seem so big now. He was shrunken and frail. She
started to get down from the stage and go to him, but a glare from
Mom broke that urge.

It came time to end the service with
Grandma’s favorite song, “Amazing Grace.” Danielle hated the song,
but she would sing it for Grandma. Only when the music started and
it came time, her voice wasn’t there. It was overcome by the
sadness. Luckily, Brooke quickly jumped to the rescue, taking the
solo while Danielle darted off the risers so no one would see her
cry.

Music. It had always made things seem
better, but it had failed her this time.

#

Mom put Grandpa to bed and left for
work. Danielle sat on the porch and stared intently into the
distance. She was looking southeast, towards Austin, towards home.
Only it wasn’t home anymore. This tiny town in the middle of
nowhere was home, and in a way she was fine with that.

She was suddenly aware of a presence
beside her.

“That’s a long old prairie
out there,” Grandpa said. His voice was shaky and his breathing
labored. “Long way from Austin.”

Danielle jumped up and helped him to
the porch swing, and when he sat, he grabbed her arm and pulled her
down beside him. His arm wrapped around her shoulders and pulled
her in close. She kept her head down, not wanting to look into his
fading eyes.

“You had a little letdown
today. Grandma would be mighty disappointed in you.”

She couldn’t help but look up at him
then. The thought of disappointing Grandma made the tears come
again. He wiped them away with a wrinkled finger.

“Now there,” he said,
pulling her even tighter. “Life beats on everybody, young ‘un. When
life starts beating you down, you’ve got two choices. Your mom, she
runs away. She always has. That’s why she’s so
miserable.”

Danielle didn’t quite get what he was
saying, but she nodded slightly. Grandpa pointed at her. “Now,
you’re gonna run into trouble in your life. Everybody does. You
promise me that you’re not gonna run away like she does. You’ve got
to stand your ground and fight, no matter how bad it seems. You
think that I got to run away when we were fighting those Japs in
WWII?”

“No sir,” she
whispered.

“Soon I’m going to go to be
with Grandma. You know that, right?” She nodded yes. “Now, you’re
gonna have to stand in that choir and sing that song. And you’re
gonna want to cry like you did today.” He put his finger under her
chin and brought her gaze back up into his. For a moment, those
eyes were alive again, full of fire and mischief. “When that
happens, you stand your ground and you sing. You sing louder and
prettier and better than you ever have. You sing right straight to
heaven, and I promise you, we will hear you. You do that for
me.”

“I will,” she whispered. “I
promise.” Three weeks later, she did just that.

#

With Grandma and Grandpa gone, things
got worse around the house. Mom’s temper got shorter, and instead
of running off to spend time with her boyfriends, she started
bringing them around the house. In order to stay gone as much as
possible, Dani started spending more time at Brooke’s
house.

When summer came the Farmer family
loaded up their van and headed for Florida where Brooke’s
grandparents lived. Brooke was going to spend the entire summer
there and they invited Danielle to go along. She begged and pleaded
with Mom to let her, but it was no use.

Mom had a new job now; a steady eight
to five job that left Danielle at home with plenty of time to
explore. One day while digging around in a closet, Dani discovered
a box of old records. Curious, she took them down to the den, where
Grandpa’s record player sat neglected in the corner.

She didn’t recognize any of the names
but she didn’t care. Dani just wanted hear some music. She would
spend hours spinning those records. She didn’t like them all but
she enjoyed having music around the house again. She would dance
and sing without a care in the world all day. At least until five
o’clock started creeping around. That was when Danielle had to put
them up and make herself scarce.

Until the day she lost track of time.
Danielle was dancing and didn’t hear Mom pull into the driveway.
She came in the door and went ballistic immediately. “What the hell
is this?” she screamed.

Dani, caught red-handed, stammered to
come up with an answer. “It’s just....” She was out of breath and
scared, desperately searching for the words that would get her out
of trouble. “They’re Grandma and Grandpa’s. I found them in the
closet.”

Mom stormed over and ripped the record
off the turntable, then marched over and slapped Dani across the
face with it. The record broke in half and a jagged edge cut Dani’s
cheek, drawing blood.

“This is devil music and I
won’t have it in my house.”

Dani put a hand to her cheek and felt
the blood. Tears began to well up in her eyes. In that moment her
knees felt weak, and all she wanted to do was to melt away. Then
she remembered what Grandpa had told her, and a surge of anger
raced through her.

“If that’s devil music,
then why did Grandma and Grandpa have it? Were they devil
worshippers?”

Mom pointed half of the broken record
at Danielle’s face. “Don’t get smart with me, girl. These records
are going in the trash.”

“Don’t do that,” Danielle
answered. “Give them away, don’t throw them out.”

“I won’t pass this scourge
on to someone else. Now gather up these records and throw them out.
Then clean yourself up…you’re getting blood everywhere.”

“No,” Danielle answered.
“There’s nothing wrong with this music.”

Mom’s rage was barely contained. She
leaned down until she was nose to nose with Dani. Her voice was a
razor. “Don’t question me again, little girl. Do as I say. Get that
devil music out of my house.” She turned and started to storm out
of the room.

“There’s only one devil in
this house,” Danielle blurted out. “And it’s not in the
music.”

Mom stopped in her tracks. “What did
you just say?” she asked without turning around.

Dani shook all over, but she also felt
exhilaration sweeping through her. “I think you heard
me.”

Mom beat her mercilessly after their
little exchange. It was the first time she had felt her mother’s
full wrath, and it was terrible. Danielle, though, felt she had
earned a small victory. She had stared down the wicked witch and
lived to tell the tale.

#

Once they hit high school, Brooke and
Danielle began to drift apart. Brooke had lost weight and gotten
contacts. She started hanging out with older girls and wearing
revealing clothes. She was a natural flirt anyway, but with a
better body she began to enjoy all kinds of attention from the
boys.

Dani did everything she could to hide
herself and her body. She immersed herself in the school choir,
where she could escape in the music. Her talent was undeniable and
she soon became the star of the choir.

Shortly after her sophomore year
started, Mom began dating the manager of the local supermarket. His
name was Sean McClain, and Dani took an immediate dislike to him.
He was average by all measure, barely six foot and skinny, with
dishwater blond hair and a sorry attempt at a mustache. His skin
was blotchy and his eyes bugged a little bit, but Mom was totally
taken with him.

She began talking about the three of
them being a family and how Sean would be the father Danielle had
never had. He seemed like a nice enough guy, one of the few that
didn’t leer at her every chance he got. Still, there was something
about him that Dani didn’t like.

Later that fall, Brooke confided in
Dani that she had taken the ultimate step and lost her virginity to
her new boyfriend, a preppy senior named Trent. Brooke believed
that they were in love. He was going to Stanford and was going to
take her with him. He was going to be a big shot lawyer and she
would be his trophy wife. Danielle thought she was being
naive.

#

On an unusually hot October afternoon,
Danielle was walking home when she noticed a group of five older
boys congregating around the mailbox of an older black man. The old
man stood just inside his fence, begging for the boys to give him
his mail.

They stood there shouting insults and
taunting the old man. Finally, they started slinging his mail at
him like Frisbees, laughing each time one of the envelopes smacked
into the old man.

“Why don’t you dickheads
leave him alone?” she yelled out. She dropped her backpack off her
shoulder so that she could swing if she had to.

“Are you gonna stop us?”
one of them asked. Another started to size her up. “I bet she would
be more fun.”

“I bet if you try I’ll kick
you in the nuts so hard that they’ll tickle your
tonsils.”

The boys started to laugh and walk
towards her. Dani realized that she may have bitten off more than
she could chew. At least they were ignoring the old man, who stood
in his yard holding onto his fence and shaking.

The boys were getting closer to
Danielle, taunting her. “Little girl wants to play with the big
boys. Let’s have some fun.”

Danielle tightened her grip on the
strap of her backpack and got ready to swing. She was ready for
whatever happened next, but instead the boys turned and ran
away.

She looked over her shoulder. The
sheriff was driving up the street towards them. He pulled up next
to her and rolled down his window.

“What’s going on
here?”

“Those assholes were
messing with that old man. They took his mail and were throwing it
at him and calling him names.”

“And you decided to take
them on?”

“I had to do something to
get them to leave him alone.”

He started laughing, a deep belly
laugh that made her think of her dad. “You best be careful picking
fights like that. I know those kids. I’ll have a little talk with
their parents, and I bet we don’t have another problem.” Then he
leaned over into the passenger seat and pointed a finger at her.
“But you had better watch yourself, jumping into the middle of
something like that. Those boys could have hurt you. Or
worse.”

“I’ve taken worse than they
can give.”

“I’m sure you have,” he
answered. They both knew what she was talking about. “Those boys
may not have been satisfied just to beat you up. Watch yourself.”
He rolled up his window and drove away.

She walked up to the house and into
the man’s yard. His mail was scattered everywhere, and it was clear
that he wasn’t going to be able to pick it up. She quickly gathered
the envelopes and presented them to him.

“Thank ya, sugar,” he said
in a raspy voice. “Thank ya so much.”

“You’re
welcome.”

He was a tiny man, bald and wrinkled,
with a face that showed he had seen a lot life. His eyes still had
the crackle of life in them. In that way, he reminded her of
Grandpa.

“Why don’t you let me get
you in the house?”

He chuckled and patted her arm. “I’d
be pleased. Ain’t had a pretty girl pay no attention to me in a
long time.”

His house was small and dusty and full
of junk. She didn’t want to touch anything, and stepped lightly to
avoid stepping on anything.

“Sorry ‘bout the mess,” he
said, sounding embarrassed. “Don’t ever have company, and not in
much shape to clean. Get my meals from the church every evening, so
I don’t need to cook.”

It’s okay,” she said, trying not to
show her disgust. She knew that he couldn’t help it, but it was
still gross. He pulled away from her grasp and headed down a short
hall. “I’ll be right back. Don’t go nowhere.”

She didn’t want to stay any longer
than necessary, but it would be rude to bolt now, so she stood in
the living room and looked around. There was one corner that was
clean. In that corner, sitting on a stand with a wide berth, was a
red and white guitar. She had seen guitars like that before. She
had seen The Funny Looking Man play one like it.

She strolled over and looked at it
more carefully. The name was branded on the head of the guitar:
Stratocaster. She took her index finger and strummed the strings
along the neck.

“I see you found Ole Red,”
he laughed, plopping down into his dusty green recliner. “Me and
Ole Red go back a long way. What’s your name, darlin’?”

She dropped her fingers away from the
guitar and turned. “Danielle Regan. I live over on
Roadrunner.”

“Kel Shepard, nice to meet
you.” He held out a wrinkled hand and she took it. “Regan, huh?
Like Ronald Regan, the president?”

“I guess,” she said
uncomfortably. “It’s spelled different though. I’m sorry about
those guys today.”

He waved her off. “Don’t worry ‘bout
them fools. They don’t even know why they do what they do. They
just think they bein’ cool. Not like in the old days. Back then,
fellas really hated and they came real. You had to be scared back
then. Now people just like to be bullies. They don’t bother me
none.”

“I guess you’ve seen some
pretty bad times in your life.”

“Seen my share,” he nodded.
“Seen some bad things, met some bad people.” He made a motion with
his hands like he was brushing himself off. “I let it roll off.
Prefer to think ‘bout the good times. Lots of good people too.” He
leaned forward. “Let me tell ya a secret.”

She found herself leaning in closer,
like she was about to receive some vital piece of
information.

“Some of ‘em is white!” He
laughed and leaned back in his chair. He was clearly pleased with
his ability to hook the girl. “Some black folk won’t say that. I
will. Lots of good people out there, you just can’t tell by
lookin’. Gotta get to know people, ya know?”

“Yes I do.”

He looked over her shoulder at the
guitar. “You like Ole Red? Go get him and play him a bit. I don’t
mind.”

Dani suddenly became very nervous. “I
couldn’t do that. I don’t know the first thing about
guitars.”

“Well, you ain’t gonna
learn nothin’ by sittin’ there. Go get it.”

“Sir, I really
couldn’t—”

“Sir,” he laughed heartily.
“I ain’t no sir. You call me Kel.” He leaned forward and patted her
knee. “Let me tell you somethin’ ‘bout guitars. They got souls,
just like people do. They need to be played. I can’t do it no more.
Old hands just can’t. But Red there, he needs to be played. So go
get him and give it a try.”

She was curious, and felt a strange
pull to the instrument. She remembered when she was a kid watching
her parent’s parties, she had always been drawn to the guitar
players. The Funny Looking Man had played guitar. Of course, she
knew his name now. He was a star.

She got up and retrieved the guitar,
and was surprised by how heavy it was. She came back and plopped
down on the couch. She was incredibly self-conscious. Kel just
laughed at her.

“Quit bein’ so shy. I can
tell by lookin’ that you’re a hurricane. You got a whole ‘nother
you just dyin’ to get out. Go on, let loose.”

She let out a slow breath, wishing
that she didn’t feel so uncomfortable. She should have never come
in here, she thought. But it was too late now. She put her fingers
on the strings and strummed. A horrible noise came from Ole
Red.

“Whoo boy, you don’t know
anything ‘bout a guitar, do ya?” He struggled up out of the
recliner and slid over to the couch beside her. Then he took her
left hand in his and placed her fingers on the strings. “You gotta
put ‘em right above the frets there…make sure you’re on ‘em good.
Like this. Now strum.”

She did and it sounded much better.
“There you go. Now all you gotta do is practice.”

“I’m sure that there’s more
to it than that.”

“Not really. First you
learn the basic chords…that one there was an A. Once you learn your
basic chords, you’ll just kind of pick up the rest. It comes
natural. I tell you what. You come by every day after school and
practice, and when you get really good, I’ll give him to
ya.”

“Sir...Kel, I couldn’t take
your guitar.”

“Nope,” he said, holding up
his hand. “He’s not mine. Not no more. He’s done picked somebody
else. He likes you. You can’t argue with that. Some people are just
destined.”

Danielle began to stop by Kel’s house
every day on the way home from school to practice. He showed her
all the tricks, starting with the basic chords. By the end of the
third day she was playing her first twelve bar blues.

She also started cleaning his house
and cooking for him. Spending so much time alone had forced her to
fend for herself, and she was already turning into a fine cook. One
day while she was cleaning, she came across a box of old blues
records.

Kel smiled as he flipped through the
box, reading off the names as he went. B.B. King, Muddy Waters,
Howlin’ Wolf, Albert King. “This is music, right here,” he said.
She was sitting on the arm of his recliner, looking over his
shoulder. “Real American music. Real black music. Not that boom
boom stuff the kids listen to now. Come right off the plantation.
We took it out of the delta and to the cities, and the white kids
fell in love with it.”

Danielle smiled as she watched Kel
trip back in time. “Man, I remember those days, in the early
sixties, when the British kids got everybody interested in our
music. Gigs were easy to come by back then. Every bar wanted its
own black bluesman.” He flipped through some more. “This guy, Buddy
Guy. I played with him a few times. You ever heard of Jimi
Hendrix?”

“Of course,” she answered.
“Who hasn’t?”

“Buddy was Jimi before
Jimi. Hendrix took his whole bit from Buddy. Notice I didn’t say
stole? We all borrowed from each other. The blues is a community.
We all give and we all take. That’s how it works.”

She took the record from him and
inspected it. “I recognize some of these. Stevie Ray plays some of
these.”

Kel shook his head. “Stevie
who?”

“Stevie Ray Vaughan. He’s a
blues guitarist out of Austin. He used to hang out at my parents’
house when I was little, before he made it big.”

“Never heard of him.
‘Course, I don’t really listen to music anymore.”

“If my bit….” She caught
herself. “If my mother would let me have music in the house, I’d
bring some over. She thinks music is the devil’s tool.”

Kel laughed hard at that. “I’ve seen
lots of devils. They ain’t in the music. Somethin’ I learned a long
time ago. We all got a devil. Some people control it, some can’t.”
He put the records back in the box. “You got a way to play
these?”

“Yeah. Mom hasn’t thrown
out Grandpa’s old record player yet. She thinks that she can sell
it and make some money. I can listen when she’s not
around.”

“Then you take these and
give them a listen. You’ll hear what I’m tryin’ to teach
ya.”

The guitar had reawakened her interest
in music. Brooke’s parents bought her a Walkman, and Brooke’s mom
set about the tedious task of recording all of Kel’s blues albums
onto cassettes. She would hide them all under a loose floorboard in
her closet to avoid Mom’s periodic inspections. She started doing
odd jobs for other elderly people in the neighborhood, and used the
money to buy cassettes at the local truck stop. She would buy
anything that peaked her curiosity, and what she didn’t like she
would trade with the kids at school.

She brought her Walkman over to Kel’s
one day to introduce him to Stevie Ray Vaughan. Kel listened
intently, nodding his head and moving his fingers like he was
playing along. After a while he took off the headphones, smiled,
and said, “That’s the blackest damn white boy I ever
heard.”

At home, things were starting to
improve. Sean was having a positive effect on Mom. Her temper
flared less often, and she seemed to be happy for the first time in
her life. There were still occasions when Mount Dorothy would
erupt, but they were fewer and farther between. That had an
unexpected downside for Danielle, as Mom started insisting on
having more family time. Danielle had become used to coming and
going as she pleased. She found dinner time and mandatory family
nights strange.

For the first time in her life, things
were calm. She had friends, a hobby, and some sort of family life
at home. She even found herself taking a liking to Sean after a
while. She confided in him about her secret stash, which he swore
not to mention. Things were good.

#

Days before Thanksgiving, Brooke came
over while Danielle helped Mom put away groceries and asked
Danielle if they could talk. She could barely control her
excitement. Danielle excused herself from her chore and took Brooke
to the bedroom.

“What’s going on?” she
asked as she closed the door. Brooke was beaming from ear to ear,
and just short of actually bouncing as she stood there.

“Trent and I are going to
have a baby,” she announced. “Isn’t that great?” She bounded over
to Danielle and hugged her more fiercely than ever. She pulled away
when she realized that Danielle wasn’t returning the hug. “Aren’t
you happy for me?”

“No,” Danielle replied.
“You’re sixteen. You can’t even drive yet. What about
college?”

“Who cares?” she spat back.
“All I want is Trent, and now I’ve got him. We’ll be together
forever.”

Stunned, Danielle pushed past Brooke
and sat down on her bed. “Did you get pregnant on
purpose?”

Brooke shrugged with a faint smile.
“Maybe I didn’t take all of the precautions I should
have.”

“Oh my God,” Danielle
answered, burying her face in her hands. After a long silence, she
looked up at her best friend. “And what does Trent think of all of
this?”

Brooke sat down on the bed next to
Dani. “He’s in a little bit of shock right now. He didn’t have much
to say, but he’ll come around. You’ll see.”

“What about your
parents?”

Brooke shrugged. “They don’t want to
admit that their little girl is a woman now. They’ll just have to
live with it.” She rubbed her belly and smiled again. “Mrs. Trent
West. I like the sound of that.”

The next few weeks became a struggle
for Danielle. Word of Brooke’s pregnancy got around quickly.
Chaparral was a conservative town with few cases of teen pregnancy.
Brooke became infamous.

Danielle wanted to stick up for her
friend when people said nasty things about her. On the other hand,
she felt that Brooke was making a huge mistake and that she
deserved to be derided for getting pregnant on purpose.

She was thankful for the Christmas
break. She hoped that the time off would allow things to cool down.
Mom and Sean decided to go all out for Christmas. Danielle hadn’t
had a real Christmas since her first year with Grandma and Grandpa.
She looked forward to having a Christmas like the ones she heard
about from the kids at school.

It was a nice Christmas, even if the
temperatures hovered in the low 50s and the closest snow was a
hundred miles away. She loved decorating the house, and Sean took
them all caroling at a local retirement home. For the first time,
Mom actually complimented her on her voice. Danielle was getting
used to having a real family.

Sean was a devout Christian and
suggested that they attend a midnight church service. Danielle
didn’t object, despite her own religious doubts. The Baptist church
was filled with people when they got there and seats were going
fast. Danielle stood beside her mother, both of them wearing fancy
Christmas dresses, when she heard a commotion. She started picking
her way through the crowd, standing in the main aisle until she
found the source.

It was Brooke, dressed in her
Christmas best, her belly starting to pooch ever so slightly. She
went from row to row, trying to find a seat, only to have people in
each row dismiss her.

Danielle watched the scene with
sadness, her heart breaking as Brooke’s tears began to flow more
with each rejection. Sean finally found them a space in the very
last pew. Brooke saw Danielle and they locked eyes. Mom was pulling
on her arm to get her to sit down as the service was about to
start.

“I’m going to get Brooke,”
she whispered.

“No you’re not,” Mom said
adamantly. “We won’t have that tramp sitting beside us in
church.”

Dani pulled her arm away from her
mother. “Yes, I am. Nobody else will let her sit.” Brooke stood
feet away watching the drama unfold with hope in her eyes. Danielle
took another step away when she felt another hand on her shoulder.
She looked back at Sean, who shook his head.

“Not tonight, Dani. Don’t
do this tonight. For me, for your mother, for God; don’t do this
tonight.”

“Don’t you think that God
would want someone to let her sit down?”

“If he does, then someone
else will let her sit. Now please, stop.”

Danielle looked back at her friend. As
the realization that she wasn’t going to get a seat set in, Brooke
rushed out the back doors, crying hysterically. Danielle kept
waiting, hoping that Brooke would come back. She never
did.

Dani didn’t talk on the way home,
choosing to go straight to bed. She tried to enjoy herself the next
morning, but her thoughts kept drifting back to Brooke. She was
kicking herself for not standing up for her friend.

She would have gone to her that night,
but Mom insisted that she help with dinner and then it was straight
off to bed. She went to Brooke’s the next day only to be told very
rudely by her parents that she was gone for the day. Over the next
several days, she tried to call, but Brooke never
answered.

Dani woke up early on New Year’s Day.
She had always liked New Year’s; it gave her hope of better things
on the horizon. She went outside to breathe in her first breath of
the New Year. She decided to go to Brooke again.

After getting dressed, Dani jumped on
her bike and rode to Brooke’s. The sun was shining bright and it
almost felt like spring. She was confident that she could repair
things with Brooke, and she swore to herself that she would never
again let a friend down.

As she turned the last corner to
Brooke’s house, her heart dropped. There was a For Sale sign in the
front yard by the curb, and the house was clearly
deserted.

The man next door was standing on a
ladder removing his Christmas lights. “They’re gone. Just packed up
and moved in the middle of the night.”

Danielle stood stunned, staring at the
house that had been more of a home to her than her own. She
couldn’t believe that Brooke was gone.

It’s my
fault, she thought. If I had stood up for her, fought for her, they wouldn’t have
left.

By the time she got home, Mom and Sean
were sitting anxiously. Dani walked into the house emotionally
exhausted. Mom stood just inside the door. Sympathy wasn’t her
strong suit.

“That’s what happens to
girls who—”

Dani wheeled and stuck a finger in her
mother’s face. “Don’t you dare finish that sentence. Don’t
dare.”

The old Mom started to rise up and
Dani was ready for a fight, but Sean interceded.

“Dorothy, sit down. This
isn’t the time.” He put a hand on each of them and pushed them away
from each other. Dani looked down to see his hand on her
breast.

He caught it and pulled his hand away
with a blush. “I think that your mom is trying to say that God has
a way that he wants us to live, and if we don’t follow God’s
plan—”

“Doesn’t God also talk
about not judging people? About love and forgiveness? Where is all
of that?” Sean dropped his eyes to the floor. She stepped closer to
him, but her eyes were locked on her mother’s. “It’s funny. People
like you always want to thump on that damn book and tell people how
to live their lives, but the most important lessons in there are
the ones nobody ever seems to learn.”

She stormed off and thankfully, nobody
followed.

#

Kel could tell the second she walked
in that Dani was upset. She started cleaning immediately, not
bothering to talk to him. He didn’t say anything, just sat and
watched TV and let her work. Then she fixed him his favorite
dinner, soup and grilled cheese sandwiches with iced tea. She set
the TV tray in front of him with a thud, put the food down, and
started for the door.

“Sit down, young ‘un,” he
called out sternly. He’d never taken a tone with her before. “You
can’t come in this house and ignore me. Sit down.”

She stood at the door with her back to
him, fuming, then slowly turned around. “I’m not really in the mood
today.”

“You got problems? So what?
That make it okay to be rude to me?”

“No,” she answered like a
scolded child.

“Now grab that guitar, sit
down, and do your practice.”

“I’m not in the mood,” she
said, drawing out each word for effect.

“I don’t care,” he shot
back. “My daddy didn’t want to be no sharecropper, but he did it.
Just ‘cause you got problems doesn’t mean that you get to shirk
your responsibilities. It doesn’t give you a reason to
quit.”

“I’m not quitting,” she
said with exasperation. “I just need a couple of days
off.”

“No,” he answered firmly.
He pushed his TV tray aside and struggled to his feet. “You walk
out that door like this and I’ll never see you again.”

“That’s not
true.”

“Yeah it is. You got an
important lesson to learn right now. It’s not about the guitar,
it’s about life. You got a problem and you’re tryin’ to run away
from it. Once you start runnin’ you’ll spend your whole life
runnin’.”

Dani was getting more frustrated by
the minute. “It’s just a guitar lesson.”

“No it’s not. Sit
down.”

She saw that she was fighting a losing
battle. She trudged over to where Ole Red sat on his stand, still
hooked up to an old amp she had dug out of a back room. She sat
down and got ready to play.

Kel reached out and grabbed her hands
to stop her. “Now,” he said as he sat back down. “My daddy didn’t
want me growin’ up to be no sharecropper like him. So he made me
learn the guitar. He told me that when you got problems, that’s the
best friend to have ‘cause it won’t judge ya, and when you don’t
wanna talk, it’ll talk for ya. So you got problems,
right?”

“Yeah,” she
muttered.

“Don’t tell me. Don’t talk
about it. Play it.”

Dani shook her head. “What do you
mean?”

He leaned over to her. “I mean, let
the guitar do the talkin’ for ya. You set your fingers and just let
go. Quit thinkin’ about it, quit feelin’ sorry about it, and let
go. Play with your heart, let all your anger and sadness out
through the guitar.”

Danielle began to play, concentrating
more than ever, still not understanding what he wanted.

“No, no, no. You’re trying.
Close your eyes and play.”

“I am playing.”

“No, you’re trying. Forget
about lessons and technique and all of that garbage. Don’t worry if
it’s good. Just play. Talk through the guitar, pray through it, cry
through it. Get all of those bad feelings out. If you don’t,
they’ll poison you. I’ve seen it happen. You’ve got to learn to let
go.”

She took a deep breath and closed her
eyes. It was odd at first, but as she thought about her friend
starting over somewhere else, spurned by the one person who should
have had her back, she began to drift away from everything else.
Her fingers took on a life of their own and danced along the
strings. She wasn’t even listening; she was just
playing.

She drifted along that way like she
was in a trance, losing all track of time. By the time she opened
her eyes and stopped playing, darkness had fallen outside. Kel sat
in his chair, eyes closed, nodding gently. “Child, child,” he
finally said. “You are something else. I don’t think I’ve ever
heard nothin’ like that before. You have got a talent as sure as
you’re sittin’ here today.”

She got up and put Ole Red back. Her
hands and fingers burned, but she felt as though a thousand pounds
had been lifted off of her shoulders. “Thanks,” she said shyly. She
headed to the kitchen, got a Coke out of the fridge, and plopped
down on the couch.

“What was all that ‘bout
anyway? I ain’t never seen you mad like that before. You’re kinda
scary when you get like that.”

She grimaced at the thought. “Sorry.
Controlling emotions isn’t something my family is good at.” She
stood and paced, the whole sorry affair clouding her mind again.
“My best friend moved away. She got in trouble and I didn’t stand
up for her. The goddamn town turned on her and I just stood by and
let it happen.”

Kel sat and nodded, thinking it all
over. “Thing about small towns, people are pretty small minded.
What’d she do?”

“She was pregnant, her
boyfriend dumped her, all the kids at school were making fun of
her. Even the people at the church turned their backs on
her.”

“And you?”

Dani took a long drink. “She knew that
I didn’t agree with what she’d done.” Then she paused. Kel let her
sit there and think about it. “I didn’t do what I should have
done,” she finally said. “I didn’t stick up for her. I should’ve
had her back.”

“Ain’t nothin’ you can do
‘bout it now,” he answered. “You just gotta learn from your
mistakes. Be there the next time a friend needs you.”

“I guess so.”

He started chuckling. “You kids,
always wantin’ to grow up so fast. I learned a long time ago ‘bout
that sex. It’ll get ya in trouble quicker’n anything.” He took a
drink of his tea. “Back when I was younger, I had me a band with
this boy named Johnny Dale. We were livin’ in Baton Rouge at the
time. Johnny was a real good lookin’ boy and he didn’t have to work
too hard to get him girls. He’d set his sights on a couple and he’d
take the first one willin’ to go and I’d get the leftovers. Johnny,
he didn’t think too much of girls, just thought they were there for
him to have fun with. He wound up gettin’ this little gal pregnant,
and her daddy didn’t take too good to it. One night we were in our
apartment; I was asleep in my room and he was with this new girl in
his. The first girl’s daddy broke into our place and took to
beatin’ Johnny with a Louisville Slugger. You know what that
is?”

“A baseball bat,” she
responded.

“Finest baseball bat they
make,” he corrected. “Well, he was beatin’ Johnny, who couldn’t
really defend himself too good, and that fella broke that bat off
at the handle. So he took it and jammed the jagged edge right into
Johnny’s heart and killed him. I came in there and saw all that
blood, and right then I decided that my sexin’ days were over. And
sure enough, I didn’t touch ‘nother woman ‘till I got married, and
ain’t touched another one since.”

Danielle shook her head in disbelief.
“You’ve got a story for every occasion, don’t you?”

“They’re all true,” he
defended. “Ain’t got the smarts to make stuff like this
up.”

They sat in silence for a while.
Danielle was thinking about Kel’s story and Brooke and her mom. It
all added up to one ugly picture. She finally decided to change the
subject. “I don’t guess that I knew that you were
married.”

“Yep,” he said between sips
of tea. “Near thirty years. That’s how I stayed here all of these
years.”

She leaned forward, put her elbow on
the arm of the couch, and rested her chin in her hand. “How did you
wind up here?”

“That’s a good story. I had
me a blues band, and after the Brits came over here ‘round ‘64,
they got people interested in the blues again. Every club had to
have a real life Negro blues band. Times were good. Then it all
just dried up. People lost interest and it got real hard to find a
place to play.

“About ‘71 we had us a
regular spot in this ratty little Austin club. Then it burned down
and we was out of luck…no job, no money. A friend of mine said he
knew ‘bout this club in Las Cruces that needed a band, and he made
a call and got us the gig. So we piled in my old station wagon and
headed west. Damn thing overheated just outside of town here. I was
able to get it into town, and that’s as far as that thing ever went
again. So we were stuck, had no money at all, no way out. This
fella ran an oil field outside of town and he needed a reliable
hand. He had a couple of guys more interested in drinkin’ and
fightin’ than workin’. He said if I’d show up every day and work
hard, I could have the job.

“I was only gonna do it for
a little while, but I met this girl working in a coffee shop over
on Sagebrush Trail, and that was it for me. Married her as soon as
she’d have me, and we settled right here in this very house and I
never thought ‘bout leaving’ again.”

“That’s sweet,” she said,
and drained the last drink of Coke. “How did she die?”

He waved her off. “Doesn’t matter how
or why. I figure God needed her back and that was all that
mattered. I figure that one day soon, God willin’ and if I’ve been
a good enough person, he’ll need me back and then we’ll be together
again. Till then, I just do the best I can.”

Danielle got up and walked over to
him. “I hope he doesn’t need you any time soon, because I need
you.” She leaned over and gave him a peck on the cheek. She tasted
the tears that were wetting his cheeks.

“You see what you made me
go and do?” he said, wiping at his eyes. “You get out of here and
go home.” Danielle chuckled and headed for the door. Just before
she left, Kel called out.

“Danielle.”

She turned to look at him. He paused,
searching for the words. “I love you, gal.”

She smiled back at him. “I love you
too.”

#

Things returned to normal after that.
Spring brought her sixteenth birthday. Kel gave her his old pickup
to drive, although she had to put in a lot of work to get it
running again. The thing was almost as old as she was and all the
paint had rusted away, but it was a set of wheels. In order to
afford the upkeep, she had started working at a local greasy spoon
called Hud’s Hut.

By now, months of practice had made
Danielle solid on the guitar, and she would spend much of her free
time in school writing her own lyrics, then would race to Kel’s to
work out the music. He loved to sit out on the porch in the
evenings and listen to Danielle play while he rocked in his
swing.

By late May, the heat was getting
oppressive. Her truck didn’t like the heat and it took a lot of
work to keep it running. One Saturday, after spending the better
part of the afternoon working on the truck, she came inside the
house to get a snack and cool off.

She stood in front of the open
refrigerator, enjoying the cold air as much as anything else, when
she was aware of someone behind her. She turned to find Sean
standing behind her, close. Uncomfortably close.

She was wearing a stained white tank
top, which clung to her tightly, and a pair of cutoff jeans that
showed plenty of leg…and she had plenty to show.

Sean looked her over like a lion
eyeing a piece of meat.

“You know,” he said
quietly, edging even closer to her. “I’ve been thinking about you a
lot since Christmas. You know that was an accident, but I believe
we both felt something then.”

Danielle backed up until her back was
against the fridge. His arms went on either side of her, boxing her
in. “You’re sixteen now, seventeen in a year. That’ll make you an
adult in Texas.”

“Yeah, I’m aware of that,”
she said. Her eyes darted around the kitchen, looking for something
she could use if this went too far.

He began to stroke her hair with his
right hand. “Your mother is a fine woman, but nothing like you.
You’re so young and sweet and innocent.” He moved his hand down to
her shoulder, then down her arm. He closed his fingers around her
wrist. “I could teach you a lot of things. I would treat you right,
not like your mother has done.”

She tried to work her arm free of his
grasp. “I’m really not interested, Sean. That would be creepy.
You’re….” She had to swallow hard to force herself to say it, but
she did. “You’re like a father to me”

“I’m glad of that,” he
said. He was face to face with her now, his grip on her tightening.
“But I could be so much more.”

Quickly, he let go, grabbed her face
with his hands, and brought his lips to hers. He moved his hands
down and began to fondle her, keeping the kiss locked. She strained
to push him away, but he was stronger than she gave him credit for.
She pushed away enough to tell him to get off, but he wouldn’t
listen. He began trying to tear away her shirt as he kissed her
again. It was sloppy and wet, and she could feel his spit on her
lips and chin.

“What the hell is
this?”

He broke the contact and spun around.
Danielle slumped against the fridge, gasping for breath and staring
daggers at him. Mom had come in from a day of shopping and caught
him. Now he was done for sure. Danielle thought that, for the first
time, Mom’s temper was going to work to her advantage.

She stormed into the kitchen towards
them. Sean put up his hands and began to back away, looking
terrified. She drew back her open hand and brought it down across
Danielle’s face, screaming.

“You little tramp! How dare
you?!”

The force of the blow sent Dani to her
knees. She looked up just as her mother brought another wicked hand
down on her. The tears came instantly from the pain. All she could
blurt out was “Me?” before another slap came down.

“You just can’t stand it,
can you? You trifling whore! You can’t stand for me to be
happy!”

Danielle grabbed the kitchen counter
and pulled herself up. Sean stood over to the side, frozen in
disbelief. Dani felt hurt, violated, and angry. Mom loaded up
another slap.

Danielle lunged forward, wrapping her
hands around her mother’s neck and driving her back into the door
jamb on the other side of the room. Her mother’s last slap died
weakly on Danielle’s back.

Dani looked down into the face of her
mother. She was so old, wrinkled, and gray before her eyes. Her
eyes lost that fire and rage now. She was short and prone as
Danielle held her there, plastered against the door frame. She
could squeeze the life out of her mother so easily, and they both
knew it. Dani leaned in until the tips of their noses
touched.

“If you hit me again, so
help me God, I will kill you where you stand.” This was no threat,
and Dorothy Regan knew it. She slumped in her daughter’s hands and
Dani let go, watching her slide all the way to the
floor.

The devil was dead. She was just a
tired old woman after all. Yet, she still had a bit of fire in her.
She looked up at her daughter, with torn clothes and red cheeks and
eyes still filled with tears, and managed a snarl. “Get out of my
house. Get out and never come back.”

“Gladly,” Danielle spat
back. Sean was on all fours now, crawling over to Mom like a lost
puppy. She didn’t feel anything, no shame or regret. There was
nothing left in Danielle’s heart for her mother. “You two losers
deserve each other.”

Dani moved in with Kel, sleeping on
his couch because she refused to kick him out of his bed. A week
later, she went back when she knew they would both be at work to
get her things. She found the house boarded up, with a For Sale
sign in the yard, and Danielle’s things in boxes by the dumpster in
back. Her mom was gone, and Danielle couldn’t have cared
less.

At sixteen and soon to be a junior in
high school, Danielle Regan was, for the most part, on her own. She
worked two jobs in the summer, at the restaurant and at the local
pool as a lifeguard. When school started she dropped the lifeguard
bit, but picked up double shifts at the restaurant on the
weekends.

She quit going to church completely
and dropped out of the choir. She played volleyball and basketball
and made varsity. Late in her junior year, the straight A student
assumed the lead in the race for valedictorian.

In her free time, she played guitar
and wrote songs. She shuttled Kel to his doctor’s appointments and
kept the house in order. He warned her that she was pushing too
hard, that she would burn out, but she kept on. That’s what strong
people did, she told herself…they kept going.

#

When her senior year began, Danielle
was ready to finish it strong. She felt that she owed it to Kel and
Grandma and Grandpa. She was going to be valedictorian. She was
going to rule the school. She would leave an impression that no one
in Chaparral would ever forget.

Early in the year, Chaparral High had
a big volleyball game against one of the best teams in the state. A
win would be huge for the program and Danielle wanted to deliver
it.

She hurriedly fixed Kel a snack and
set it on his tray before she left. He wished her luck and she
rushed out the door. As she drove to the court, she couldn’t
believe how good she felt. Finally, it seemed that everything had
come together for her.

She was a monster on the court that
night and the Lady Chaps rolled. Afterwards, she joined her
teammates for a celebration dinner of burgers and shakes at Hud’s
Hut.

She came home late, but she was sure
Kel would understand. As she walked in the door, she dropped her
gym bag on the floor. Kel was sound asleep in his chair. She looked
at him in his recliner and thought about how lucky she was to have
met him. He hadn’t touched his snack she had fixed him.

She started to take the tray away when
she realized that something wasn’t right. Danielle instantly
recognized that feeling welling up inside of her. Hesitantly, she
reached out to touch Kel.

She pulled back instantly. Despite her
best efforts, tears began to flow. “I guess God finally wanted you
back.” She didn’t know what to. She wanted to scream and throw
things…she wanted to cry. Then, in a moment of clarity, she knew
what she must do.

She retrieved Ole Red from his stand
and plugged in. She sat at Kel’s feet and took a moment to wipe the
tears from her face. Then she and Ole Red played the
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