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				PART I

			

			THE STORY BEGINS…

		

	
		
		
			
			
				BROTHER

			

			Nearly nine decades. A long lifetime.

			Hard to believe that it was sixty years ago I wrote a song called “Funny How Time Slips Away.” Wrote it when I was only twenty-seven, and I really didn’t know what I was talking about. Except I did. As a kid, I was only imagining a romance that had gone sour. As it turned out, my imagination was pretty good. Little did I know that one day I’d wake up and realize I have enough memories to fill a shelf of books. I’ve written a few books before, but there’s one that passed me by. Probably passed me by ’cause the heroine is too humble to demand attention. The heroine is my sister, Bobbie.

			Bobbie’s got the best story in our whole family. But to tell it right, I needed Bobbie by my side. I needed Bobbie to tell it herself. It’s our good fortune that Bobbie has agreed. Without my sister, I’d never be where I am today. I’ve always needed her.

			I was born restless. Born curious. Born ready to run. And I did. Started running at an early age. Kept running, stumbling, getting back up and running some more. Would have run into complete ruin if it hadn’t been for my first and best friend, Bobbie. If I was the sky, Bobbie was the earth. She grounded me. Two years older, she also protected me.

			She was there at the very beginning and remains with me, on- and offstage, to this very day. There’s no stronger or longer or steadier relationship in my life. Our stories are intertwined as only sibling stories can be. Many a time she’s mended my broken heart. Many a time I’ve tried to mend hers. In the Nelson family, high drama comes with the territory. Crazy twists and turns began in our childhood and never stopped. Good breaks and bad breaks, triumphs and tragedies.

			
			My bond with Bobbie is a testimony to the healing power of family. Ironically, perhaps, our bond was born out of the collapse of our original family. It could have been devastating, except I was a toddler when it happened. I have no memory of the actual event.

			But for Bobbie, it was different.

		

	
		
		
			
			
				SISTER

			

			Willie and I had always lived with Dad’s parents, Alfred and Nancy Nelson. I was not told why. I liked the arrangement because our grandparents were kind and caring. But I was also comforted by the knowledge that my mom and dad lived right next to us. Willie and I saw them every day. My parents rounded out my world. So to see that world fall apart scared me to death.

			I was a little girl when my grandparents told me that my mother and father were leaving Abbott, the little Texas town where Willie and I were born. Not only were they leaving us, they were leaving each other. My father had another woman. None of this made sense to me. It just brought on a torrent of fear.

			It happened in a flash. There was no preparation. I remember seeing two cars parked outside my grandparents’ house. My mother came in to kiss me goodbye. My dad did the same. All they said was that they were going away. That’s it. Then they were gone.

			I was three years old.

			I didn’t know about “going away.” No one “went away” in our world. We all stayed in Abbott.

			A woman named Lorraine was waiting in my father’s car. He was going away with her. My mother was going away in another car.

			
			I was hysterical, screaming and crying my little eyes out. I held on to my father’s shirt, held on to my mother’s blouse, held on to both of them so tightly that my grandfather had to drag me away screaming.

			He took me to the bedroom I shared with Willie, closed the door, and locked it. The click of the lock was a dagger through my heart. I sobbed until I couldn’t breathe. It didn’t seem right. It wasn’t fair. I had no say-so in the matter. How could that be?

			I wept for hours. It felt like life was over.

			No mother, no father. It can’t happen just like that.

			I can’t remember the words they said. I’m sure they tried to explain, but none of the words mattered. What mattered was that they were leaving, and I knew that nothing would ever be the same.

			Willie, only six months old, had been crawling around the house. When he saw me crying, he stopped. He was a happy spirit, but he sensed my panic. He looked at me with worry in his eyes. He’d never seen me break down before, not like this. I picked him up and held him in my arms.

			“Don’t worry, little brother,” I said.

			He knew only a few words like “mama” and “dada.”

			Now he said something I hadn’t heard before.

			“Sister,” he said, though it sounded like itta. As he spoke, he smiled. His smile got to me. I was able to stop crying.

		

	
		
		
			
			
				BROTHER

			

			We were isolated. I know that now, but I didn’t know it then.

			Abbott, population four hundred, is a tiny farm community in Hill County halfway between Dallas and Waco. Bobbie was born January 1, 1931, and I made my appearance April 29, 1933. We were babies of the Great Depression. My father’s folks had come to Texas from Arkansas. One of their daughters, Clara, had died young, and their other daughter, Rosa, had moved to Aquilla, close to Abbott. My grandparents, always wanting to be close to their children and grandchildren, followed Rosa to Texas.

			My dad, Ira, was a car mechanic. He was also a fiddler and guitarist who played in barrooms on the county line where drinking was legal. Texas was funny like that. In certain counties, booze couldn’t be served, but in other counties it could. Our dad liked to drink. In my growing-up days, most of the men were drinkers. That was normal. Also seemed to be what it meant to be a man. Dad’s drinking never got in the way of my loving him. He was a great guy who just wasn’t ready to be a parent. He and Mom married when they were sixteen. His folks saw that the young couple couldn’t properly take care of Bobbie and me. That’s why my grandparents took us in.

			
			For as long as I can remember, Bobbie and I called them Mama and Daddy Nelson. They anchored us, raised us, and kept us—or at least tried to keep me—on the straight and narrow. They never said a bad word about our mother and father, but I knew that Mama and Daddy Nelson didn’t approve of their son’s drinking. He loved his parents, but he loved his whiskey and he was gonna live his life the way he wanted to. My grandparents didn’t hide their feelings—they warned me about the dangers of drinking—but they also never tried to keep my father away from me or Bobbie. When he moved to Covington, only twenty-five miles from Abbott, he remained part of our lives. Every time he showed up in Abbott, tipsy or sober, we were happy to see him. Our mother went off in a different direction.

		

	
		
		
			
			
				SISTER

			

			I believe my brother’s happy-go-lucky personality stayed happy-go-lucky because he wasn’t traumatized by the shock of our parents’ departure. He was too young to understand what was going on. But the trauma got to me.

			Unlike our father, our mother didn’t remain anywhere even remotely close by. As a girl, I was deeply affected. All girls crave their mother’s company. Making the abandonment even more painful was the fact that my mom, Myrle Greenhaw, was an amazing woman. The sound of her sad but sweet singing voice has never left me.

			Mother was of Native American heritage, three-quarters Cherokee. Strikingly beautiful, she was also a modern woman. She carried a miniature talisman of the Buddha in her purse. She wore pants, bobbed her hair, dealt cards, loved dancing, and smoked cigarettes—all things Abbott women of that era were not supposed to do. She was fiercely independent. Texans looked at her as a Mexican, and when she moved to Oklahoma she was seen as an Indian. In Abbott, she was scorned for her ethnic appearance.

			All this I learned from Mildred, our cousin who lived with us. Mildred was twelve years older than me and very close to our mother. It was Mildred who explained that in our little town Myrle was isolated and considered an outsider. Even if her husband hadn’t fallen for another woman, she may well have wanted to flee a place where she was never accepted.

			
			She went first to Oklahoma and then to San Francisco before finally settling in Oregon. Every year or two she’d take a Greyhound to Abbott for a couple of weeks. Those wonderful visits are etched in my mind. I adored my mother. She had a steely strong personality. She had firm opinions. She was also funny and, like Willie, unpredictable. She possessed a get-up-and-go energy that lit up a room. Her confidence was contagious. She made me feel that women could do whatever they wanted. Social restrictions or taboos didn’t intimidate her.

			People have asked whether I was angry because she left us. The answer is no. Maybe that’s because Mama Nelson was all the mother I needed. I did see Myrle Greenhaw as my mom, and I appreciated her. When I later started in with music, she asked me to play for her and praised me to the sky. It would take me many years to realize the positive influence she had on my life. Though I didn’t see her often, I felt her presence even in her absence.

			I gleaned another insight into my mother when Dad’s parents took me to Arkansas to visit their family. Willie was still an infant and too young to come along. That’s when I met my maternal grandmother. She was a tiny full-blooded Native American, an exquisite dark-skinned woman with a spiritual aura. She held both my hands and looked deeply into my eyes. The wordless encounter was profound.

			Mom’s father made whiskey not far from where my father’s folks lived. Outlaws were his best customers. My mother would complain about his bootlegging business. She said she hated liquor, but eventually she began drinking herself. I never knew why. In those days, kids didn’t ask those sorts of questions.

			
			Mama Nelson’s dad—my great-grandfather—was William Smothers, who rode a horse and buggy throughout northern Arkansas as a music instructor. He taught singing. He was frail and bedridden during our visit, but strong enough to point to the bureau so I could admire an old photograph of him as a young man with coal-black hair and a huge handlebar mustache. On the bumpy trip home in a borrowed Model T Ford, Mama Nelson reminisced about her own childhood, during which her brother died real young from alcoholism.

			Back in Abbott, we had a pack of Old Maid playing cards, but there was no betting. Drinking and gambling were off-limits. Mama and Daddy Nelson were determined to keep us away from that world. That well may have been the underlying reason they took us under their charge. I have no doubt our father loved us. He had a special love for Willie, as did his second wife, Lorraine. But in watching my grandparents watching my dad, I knew they saw something that frightened them: a dark side. They were committed to saving us from that dark side.

		

	
		
		
			
			
				BROTHER
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					Bobbie, Mama Nelson, and Willie in Abbott

				
			
			Mama and Daddy Nelson gave Bobbie and me two gifts that saved our lives: love and music. Music and love were one and the same.

			Just looking at him, you wouldn’t see Daddy Nelson as a music man ’cause he was a blacksmith, big and burly, strong as a bear but gentle as a kitten. He spoke only when he had something to say. Fewer words the better. I’d go out to his shed and watch him sling that heavy anvil like it was light as a feather. Standing with the fire blazing behind him, he pulled out burning-hot metal that he hammered into horseshoes and precision tools. Farmers all over Hill County came to buy from him.

			
			His skill supported our family. Music supported the family’s soul.

			It was music in our home and in our church, the Abbott United Methodist. Mama and Daddy Nelson were both students and teachers of music. They were so serious about learning—and making sure we learned—that they ordered books from Chicago showing us the “shape note” method where “do re mi fa so la ti” each had its own symbol. Our earliest musical training was rooted in religion. We were taught music as a form of worship, another way to praise the Lord. Sure, I had a rebellious nature—I’ve always been a handful—but I never rebelled against God. When Mama and Daddy Nelson told us that just as God had created us, God had also created music, I believed them. Early on, music became my passion. The truth, though, is that I was never a musical prodigy. Not even close.

			Bobbie was the prodigy.

		

	
		
		
			
			
				SISTER

			

			I see her hands as clearly today as I did eighty years ago. They are the hands of Miss Bertha May, who played the piano at our church. I sat right behind her and watched in wonder. She played all the familiar hymns we loved to sing. I loved watching her fingers fly over the keys. I watched her form the clusters of notes that I’d later learn were chords. I watched her, in short, make magic.

			Mama Nelson saw my fascination with the instrument, and so did Miss Bertha. It wasn’t long before they let me sit at the piano to see if I could play what I heard. I could. The piano felt like a friend. The instrument responded to my touch. It always had a friendly and inviting feel. It was thrilling when I formed a melody, not through instruction, but by instinct. What was that instinct? Why did I feel such familiarity with this piano? I didn’t know then. I don’t know now. All I know is that it came effortlessly.

			“You’re blessed,” was all Mama Nelson said.

			I was excited by that discovery, but no more excited than Mama and Daddy Nelson. Of all the talents they could have wished for their grandchildren, musical talent was the one that meant the most. When they saw I had natural ability, their encouragement doubled. At first I worried a little that Willie might be jealous. The truth is that he had nothing to worry about. Willie was born secure. He got as much a kick out of seeing me play piano as anyone. There was never any tension between us. Still isn’t.

			
			Even as a little boy, Willie was sharp, but he couldn’t be contained. He was so eager to run off that Mama Nelson had to tether him to a pole. I always had to keep an eye on him, chase him down and bring him home. He could be anywhere, hanging with his buddies or wandering to far-off places. Willie was never afraid of getting lost. Willie was never afraid of anything. He was a born explorer. My job was to find him before he got into trouble.

			Yet for all his wanderings, he had the patience to sit down and write beautiful poems. That’s what set him apart and made us realize there was something different about him. His creative talent was there from the beginning. He was good with rhymes. He could make up metaphors before he even knew the meaning of metaphors. His talent was natural. And his drive to express himself was exceptionally strong. We all were amazed by his way with words.

			He was less interested in formal musical training. On the other hand, my grandmother saw that I was willing to learn to read and write music. Our text was the hymnbook. Our at-home instrument was a pump organ. The first song I mastered was “Jesus, Lover of My Soul.” That was my gateway to the kingdom of music.

			Every Sunday, while Mama Nelson had us in church, where she taught Bible class, Daddy Nelson stayed home. I never asked him why. I was curious, but like I said, we were raised not to question our elders. I never doubted my grandfather’s faith, though, especially because of his love of gospel music. The first time I heard live music outside of our church was the day Daddy Nelson took me to Hillsboro, the county seat, to hear a gospel concert.

			
			The Hill County Courthouse looms large in my imagination. It’s where I experienced tremendous joy and even greater pain. The joy, in the form of music, came first. The building itself is magnificent. For country folk like us Nelsons, it might as well have been a magic castle. Built at the end of the nineteenth century, the structure is three stories high with a seventy-foot clock tower on top. It’s a fancy piece of architecture, highlighted by long columns and an exterior of white limestone that gleams under the burning Texas sun. Inside there’s a maze of marble-floor hallways leading to four separate quadrants—courtrooms, a law library, offices for the country officials, and a large auditorium.

			I was five when Daddy Nelson first took me to the concert. Willie, then three, was too young. It was exciting to be alone with my grandfather. We didn’t have a car and took the interurban, a primitive electric railway system that linked little towns across the state. It took only twenty minutes to get to Hillsboro. I’d seen the mighty courthouse before but had never gone inside. When we arrived, the auditorium was already filling up. Daddy Nelson found us seats in the first row. He knew I wanted to be close to the piano player, Miss Martha, who took musical accompaniment to a level I had never heard before.

			It was a performance of quartets. Some of the groups—like the Stamps Quartet—were famous. Others were not. But not a single one failed to thrill Daddy Nelson and myself. We knew many of the hymns, of course, but to hear them rendered in precision close harmony added to their allure. I focused on Miss Martha because, unlike Miss May from our Methodist church, she had a bigger sound and more explosive technique. Our church held a few dozen people. The auditorium held a few hundred. Her piano sounded like a full orchestra. Her chords were more complex, her rhythm more pulsating. During that single concert, she showed me the power of the piano.

			
			I was transformed.

			I felt even more transformed when Daddy Nelson did something I never expected. In addition to the quartets singing from the stage, certain people from the audience were selected to lead a sing-along of one of the familiar hymns. That meant, along with Miss Martha, setting the tempo and then waving your hands like a conductor. Before I knew it, my grandfather picked me up and placed me on the stage, where I faced the crowded auditorium. Don’t ask me why, but I wasn’t scared. I knew the song and didn’t hesitate to conduct the audience, who got a kick out of seeing a little girl performing like a grown-up. I especially loved the lyrics that said…

			
				You remember songs of heaven

				Which you sang with childish voice.

				Do you love the hymns they taught you,

				Or are songs of earth your choice?

				Will the circle be unbroken

				By and by, by and by?

				There’s a better home awaiting

				In the sky, in the sky.

			

			Later in life I’d think about that choice, but on that afternoon in Hillsboro I wasn’t thinking at all. I was breathing in the voices of what felt like a chorus of angels. I fully expected to float off the stage and fly around the auditorium. It was a heavenly moment.

			
			A few weeks later, Daddy Nelson went to Mr. Kiplinger’s general store in Abbott and put $5 down on a $35 old upright German piano that he brought home.

			“Play till your heart’s content,” said my grandfather. And I did.

		

	
		
		
			
			
				BROTHER

			

			Bobbie’s gift was a source of pride for all of us. She was studious about music. I loved music as much as anyone, but “study” and “Willie” are two words that don’t fit together. At the same time, I had an itchin’ to play. I’d been writing these little poems and had a funny feeling that the words were supposed to be attached to music.

			Then came that sunny day when a package arrived in the mail. Don’t wanna sound overly dramatic, but this package changed my life. I opened it up and there it was—a brand-new Stella guitar. Mama and Daddy Nelson, being the beautiful people they were, figured I needed an instrument of my own. So they did what everyone did back then. They got hold of a Sears & Roebuck catalog and found what they were looking for. I wanted a guitar because three of the people I admired most in the world could play: Ernest Tubb, the Texas Troubadour; my father, Ira; and Daddy Nelson himself. Besides, eighty-eight keys were fine for Bobbie but way too many for me. Six strings seemed just ’bout right.

			
			I knew the guitar had a voice. I knew that box of wood could sing. And I knew by holding it against my chest, it was hearing my heart. It became part of me.

			My first heroes were all guitarists. I’d wander down to West, a town six miles south of Abbott, to the Best Movie Theater, where on the big screen were the men I idolized: Roy Rogers, Gene Autry, Tex Ritter, Lash LaRue. Not only were they straight shooters who never failed to bag the bad guys, but they also rode their way through the world singing pretty songs like “Happy Trails to You” and “Back in the Saddle Again” while accompanying themselves on guitar. I also took careful note that their pretty music was usually aimed at pretty girls who looked up at these cowboys with love in their eyes.

			Something else in West got my attention and helped widen my world: the Czech community. In Abbott, Mexican families lived across the street from us. We worked the fields together in fellowship and harmony. Never was a racial incident. It was a blessing to be brought up without prejudice. The Czechs who’d settled in West provided still another outlook on life. They spoke with foreign accents, they attended the Catholic church, and, much to my liking, they drank beer. When it came to any kind of booze, the Methodists, Baptists, and Church of Christ constituents of Abbott said no, no, no. Dancing was also frowned upon. So to encounter a people who liked to get buzzed on beer and party with polka bands was great fun.

			
			Mama and Daddy Nelson subscribed to the church teachings and were strict supervisors. At the same time, they knew that Sister and I were natural-born performers. They were keen on us honing those skills. In my case, they saw my feeling for poetry. Rather than read one of my own poems—which were all about puppy love—they arranged for me to recite a spiritual verse at a revival meeting in a nearby town.

			Sunny day, picnic food, good folks praising the Lord. Wearing my white sailor suit, hand-sewn by Mama Nelson, I began losing my nerve. Hadn’t ever spoken to a big crowd before. Started picking my nose until my nose got all bloody. Blood on my jacket, blood on my little trousers, and me standing at the podium trying to recite this poem I’d written: “What are you looking at me for?…I got nothing to say….If you don’t like the looks of me…you can look some other way.”

			From then on, my buddies called me Booger Red. Never was my favorite nickname, but what could I do? I guess it fit.

			My outlook on life was pretty rosy. I saw Daddy Nelson as the strongest man in the country. Saw Mama Nelson as the sweetest woman on God’s green earth. The earth behind our little house yielded tomatoes, turnips, lettuce, and green peas. We had a couple of hogs and a few calves. Always enough to eat. No money but lots of love.

			And of course lots of music. Bobbie’s busy learning four new songs a day on the old upright. Mama Nelson’s singing her heart out. Daddy Nelson’s teaching me how to pluck those six strings. If that isn’t enough, we have a little Philco radio that’s pulling in stations everywhere from Shreveport to Chicago: Here’s Benny Goodman and his big band from the Roseland Ballroom playing “Sing, Sing, Sing.” Here’s Bob Wills and His Texas Playboys with “San Antonio Rose.” The Ink Spots are crooning “If I Didn’t Care.” Coleman Hawkins is blowing “Body and Soul.” I love it all. Swing makes sense, honky-tonk makes sense, jazz makes sense, it all makes me happy, works me up or calms me down—sometimes both at the same time—firing my imagination and soothing my jittery soul.

		

	
		
		
			
			
				SISTER

			

			Willie and I played all sorts of games. Let’s Pretend was my favorite. We pretended to have a magic carpet. All we had to do was step on this tattered piece of cloth and—whoosh!—we were flying up in the sky beyond the clouds to the other side of the moon.

			It was a silly game that became an important game, a way for me to protect my little brother from the trauma we experienced in 1939. As an adult, I look back at the year and now realize earth-shattering world events occurred. Germany invaded Poland, marking the start of World War II. America began developing plans for an atomic bomb. Two monumental movies—Gone with the Wind and The Wizard of Oz—captivated the country. Willie and I saw them both at the Best Movie Theater in West. Yet our awareness was fixated on just one thing: Daddy Nelson became sick.

			“What’s wrong with him?” I asked Mama.

			“Pneumonia,” she said.

			I didn’t understand the word. I didn’t want to understand it. I just knew it was something bad. That something went from bad to worse. Daddy Nelson couldn’t get out of bed. This was remarkable because nothing had ever stopped this man from doing his work. One day he seemed like the healthiest man on earth, a force of nature. The next day he could hardly move. Within a week’s time, I realized what was happening. I was seeing it with my own eyes. Daddy Nelson was dying.

			
			During his last hours, he called me to his bedside. I still hadn’t absorbed the reality of his condition. I still assumed he’d get better. But hearing Mama Nelson sob and seeing the concern on the face of Doc Simms, the physician who’d brought me and Willie into the world, shattered my illusion. Daddy Nelson could barely talk. And when he did, he whispered so softly I had to put my ear to his mouth to understand him.

			“Play me a song, Bobbie,” he said. “Play ‘I’ll Fly Away.’ ”

			I went to the piano and, as I played, Mama Nelson and Willie found the strength to sing along.

			
				Some glad morning when this life is over

				I’ll fly away

				To a home on God’s celestial shore

				I’ll fly away

				When I die, hallelujah, by and by,

				When the shadows of this life have gone

				I’ll fly away

				Like a bird from prison bars has flown

				Just a few more weary days and then

				I’ll fly away

				To a land where joy shall never end

			

			So great was my grief that I blocked out the details of his funeral and burial. All I can remember is Mama Nelson keeping us close to her and me keeping Willie close to me. Our grandfather loved me with all his heart, but his relationship to his grandson was on another level. They were incredibly close. Alfred Nelson was the most important man in Willie’s life. Our father, Ira, for all his good qualities, was no one we could count on. Daddy Nelson was the opposite. He supported us emotionally and financially; we couldn’t imagine the world without him.

			
			His sudden death at age fifty-six reverberated in two separate ways, one worse than the other. We had to face death itself. Willie was six, I was eight, and we presumed everyone would live forever—especially Daddy Nelson, who seemed indestructible. The second shock, the one that frightened us most, was the real possibility of losing Mama Nelson, even though she remained alive. Authorities made it clear to our grandmother that we might have to go into a foster home or, even scarier, be forced into separate homes.

			The reason was made clear: Mama Nelson didn’t have the means to support us. Our father and mother were living their own lives and in no position to reclaim us. The county was legally obligated to protect us. They knew we were not supported by our biological parents. As long as Daddy Nelson was alive, the authorities didn’t think twice about our welfare because they knew that he made a living. Now that our grandfather was gone, they questioned our grandmother’s ability to house and feed us. Daddy Nelson’s blacksmith work was our only source of income. With two young children completely dependent on her, how could Mama Nelson possibly get by?

			For weeks, I was a basket case. The minute I saw the authorities, I grabbed Willie and said, “We gotta hide.”

			“Why?” he wanted to know.

			“You don’t have to know. You just have to listen to me.”

			We hid in a ditch behind our house while men in suits questioned Mama Nelson. We stayed out of sight until the authorities left. A couple of times when I heard voices raised and thought people were actually coming to get us, Willie and I scampered into the fields and hid in the corn and cotton. They weren’t going to take us away from Mama Nelson. They weren’t going to separate me from my brother. I’d never let that happen.
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