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Harmony Behind Bars is a story about redemption, second chances, and the transformative power of believing in someone when they can't believe in themselves. It's about the long, difficult journey from trauma to healing, from anger to peace, from isolation to connection.

Ramon's story is fictional, but it's inspired by the real experiences of countless young people who've been failed by the systems meant to protect them, punished rather than helped, and written off as lost causes.

But no one is a lost cause. Everyone deserves a chance to change, to grow, to become more than their worst moments.

This book is dedicated to all the Ramons out there—and to all the Joyes, the Zachs, the Davids, the Erins, and the Jennys who refuse to give up on them.

Thank you for reading.

—Sylva Kanderal

Table of Contents

1. Tampa / Nashville 2015......................................

2. Prague, Czechoslovakia, 1995............................

3. Nashville, 2015................................................

4. Tampa, 2015...................................................

5. Ramon, 2015...................................................

6. Europe, Summer, 2015.......................................

7. Tampa, Fall, 2015.............................................

8. Tampa, 2016...................................................

9. Aaron, 2017....................................................

10.Tampa, 2017/2018..........................................

11.Ramon, 2018 – 2025.......................................

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1


Tampa, Florida—June 2015


[image: ]


Joye O'Reilly ended her impressive presentation at the One Day University conference in Sarasota, Florida. She answered questions from the audience and thanked the host for inviting her to the event. She was one of four speakers selected for the program. The organizers chose an exciting mix of far-flung topics. There were lectures about weather phenomena, movie scripts, electric cars of the future, and Joye's presentation about the psychology of criminal teenagers.

She was glad to finish her lecture before noon and had only an hour's drive to Tampa to get home. In the afternoon, she needed time to listen to the audio recordings she had made during her first contact with Ramon Castillo in prison in Tampa. As a psychiatrist, she was to write a forensic report about him for the next court hearing.

Two weeks ago, Joye saw Ramon for the first time. He was a tall young man with a muscular body and broad shoulders, an antisocial criminal, arrested and awaiting his next trial. A few weeks earlier, out of desperation, he had demolished the sparse furniture in his cell. The table, the chair, the bed, the blanket, and the pillow became a pile of rubble. For this, he acquired new charges, and another trial was scheduled. He was sure to get an extension of his sentence. 

Through the acrylic partition installed for security in the consulting room,   

she saw that his hands and feet were tied with strings. She didn’t like to see that, and the partition was in a way getting better contact with him. She asked him questions, listened to his sparse answers, and tried to better understand his actions.

She used all available methods and her knowledge to uncover the background of Ramon's behavior, but to no avail. He was unwilling to talk about himself, his actions, or the reasons behind them. He sat behind the partition with his head down, stubbornly refusing any eye contact with Joye, talking softly or not answering her questions. She nevertheless made the audio recording, as she always did with every defendant, hoping to get him to speak eventually.

Joye was a psychiatrist who examined teenagers who had gone off the rails and were delinquent, even before court proceedings. She was not allowed to make any mistakes. The forensic report always had consequences for the defendant. Her medical statement influenced the length of the sentence, sometimes even allowing for acquittal with or without therapy.

The judge and the defender had to be able to rely on her medical knowledge and the correctness of her professional presentation. Omitting, overlooking, or misinterpreting an essential detail of the delinquent's life could have disastrous consequences for him.

Ramon was almost eighteen years old and had a considerable string of various crimes behind him. They were not serious crimes for which he had been charged. He had not murdered or threatened to kill someone. It was primarily violent brawls that Ramon was involved in, which not infrequently ended with injuries to some of the participants. 

Joye knew from other records that the first time he spent two months in juvenile detention was when he was ten years old. Before that, he lived at home, but his violent behavior and thuggish demeanor at school became his undoing. He injured a classmate on the playground at break time, knocking out a boy's two teeth without remorse. He never showed any regret for his actions. He received two months of juvenile custody for senseless injuries, which were not the first, and for some other acts.

After his release, he was placed directly in a children's home. He never came home again. As a fifteen-year-old, he was imprisoned for ten months for violence, beating, and stealing.

It wasn't just Joye who wondered how a boy could commit so many crimes in such a short period. It was also the judges and the previous evaluators who asked the same question - why? Why did a teenager constantly act criminally and bring himself to the margins of society? What led him to endlessly oppose everyone, to rebel, demolish, steal, beat, lie, and defiantly remain silent? It seemed aggression was his survival mechanism. He quickly became known as an extreme case of renitence, stubbornly resisting the will, desire, and instructions of teachers, social workers, and judges.  He showed an enormous propensity to ignore it all. This was also why the penitentiary system relied on harshness and suppression. Unsuccessfully, however.

Reading the court records about Ramon, Joye just shook her head. She thought that with constant repressions, which resembled torture, one could not succeed. There were many unanswered questions, and the real reason for Ramon's behavior was impossible to find. During the earlier examinations, everything possible was checked - his childhood, family circumstances, and time spent in different homes. He was antisocial since childhood, sought out conflicts, was always provoked, and was frequently punished. His entire behavior signaled childhood trauma or abuse, but his parents vehemently denied it, and Ramon remained silent.

This would be the information she hoped for, helping her understand his behavior and provide professional help rather than locking him up in prison again. Joye was a distinguished psychiatrist who, at thirty-five, was a well-known and respected member of the APA (the American Psychiatric Association). Her medical opinions were published in the professional literature, and she authored two books on adolescent psychology.

She steered her red Cadillac SUV into her house's driveway in the early afternoon and saw two cars parked in front of the garage.

Oh no, Matthew, not today, she thought briefly. She needed quiet, and Matthew and his friends were anything but silent. She heard the music the moment she got out of the car.

"Mom, what are you doing here so early?" Matthew looked at his mother in surprise. "I thought you were staying out all day. We wanted to practice for Nashville. You know how important it is for us." The five teens gathered around the pool stopped playing, and their questioning glances slid from Joye to Matthew.

"It's okay, guys. I came home a little early. Would two more hours to practice be okay? I have work to do, too, and I need silence for that."

She liked her son's friends. They were all still high school students and loved music. They were going to Nashville in June for the Country Music Festival. Their group, the Greenhorns, had the opportunity to play at that location. Matt and his friends were excited about the chance and practiced hard for the performance.

Joye made some sandwiches and brought them to the pool with a bottle of apple juice and glasses. The boys grinned at her but didn't stop playing their songs. 

Late that afternoon, when they had all left, Joye sat down at the desk, pulled out her papers, and turned on her recorder. There were the audio recordings of her brief conversation with Ramon. She listened intently and tried to get closer to the young man in her mind. She let the impressions she had formed about him sink deep inside her; she wanted to sort them, analyze them, and activate her intuition, but it didn't work this time. She couldn't find the feeling that so often worked well. She saw nothing, felt nothing; the records were getting her nowhere. She was disappointed. Very often, deep concentration had led her to success. She intuitively sensed what was happening inside most of her patients. But not with Ramon. Her clairvoyant intuitions failed her this time. She desperately needed to understand Ramon and his actions and thought processes. Disappointed, she turned off the recorder. She knew she must try something else tomorrow to understand the guy better.

The next morning, she signed up at the prison entrance. The guard took her to a small room where an acrylic partition stood again in the middle. A table and a chair were placed on both sides of the divider. She looked around briefly and asked him for another room without a partition.

"This is not possible, doctor. He's a dangerous guy. No one knows what he'll do in the next second. The barrier is here for your protection."

Joye needed and wanted to have direct contact with Ramon without a partition. After a lengthy discussion, she reached her goal. She finally got a standard consulting room available for the conversation.

Ramon entered the room accompanied by two burly guards. He looked defiantly at the floor. His hands and feet were bound. As she saw it, she knew the wardens’ action was utterly wrong. But it was an order from the authorities to tie Ramon up because she didn't want the partition.

"Ramon, Doctor O'Reilly will write a protocol for the court. You must answer her questions."

Halfway, Ramon raised his shaved head and looked at Joye. He shook his head, his dark eyes becoming slits as his gaze pierced her.

"Not that bitch again. I've already said everything," He responded irritatively and aggressively.

Joye looked at him. She had to do her job, no matter how unpleasant it was. Since she was working as a forensic psychiatrist and Ramon was now one case, she had to write an expert opinion about it. She had to focus on her tasks, regardless of whether she agreed with the circumstances. Nothing would work without questions and answers. She looked at him intently. All her thoughts connected to him.

Head tilted down, hands behind his back, nearly six feet tall and powerfully built, Ramon stood in a yellow jumpsuit before her.

At that moment, her intuition was back. In a split second, she saw him as a small child. It was a sequence of events that had shaped Ramon's life. She got the information she couldn't get yesterday. She did not hesitate a second. She was sure of her intuition and trusted it one hundred percent. She knew he was abused as a child, rarely hugged or comforted. Physical closeness made him uncomfortable as a teenager. She could imagine that he secretly believes, like a lot of her other young patients, that he was “bad” and “unwanted.”

"No one is going to beat you, and no one is going to give you a cold shower, Ramon. You don't have to be afraid anymore." Joye spoke softly and firmly.

Despite his bound feet, Ramon jumped straight toward her as if stung by wasps. In that exact second, the watchful guard grabbed and held him back. Ramon's dark eyes glowed and widened as he pressed his lips together. His whole body was tense.

"How do you know?"

"I just know. Nobody told me anything. I just felt it," Joye replied calmly.

"Are you a witch? Nobody knows anything about me. Forget that."

"Why would I forget the truth? We have to work together today, Ramon, and I want to present an accurate protocol to the court. I need your help to do that." Joye put some papers on the table.

"This is a multiple-choice test. Please mark your answers, and then we'll talk about it." She slid the sheets across the table to him, along with a pencil, and demanded that the security guy remove the restraint from his hands. This again required a special permit. Finally, Ramon sat, uninterested, in the chair opposite her, staring off to the side and not moving.

Joye stood up. The guard looked to her and, with a motion of his head, signaled he could force Ramon to answer the test. She raised her hand, and with a slight movement, she slowed down the overseer and came closer to Ramon.

He glanced up at her, and after a while of defiant silence, he picked up the first sheet, looked again at Joye, and began to read to answer the test. It took him a while to make the first cross; then, he put the pencil aside.

"It's nonsense; I don't want to do it."

"That's too bad. You'd help me a lot to write the right thing about you. Shall I explain the questions to you?" Joye asked diplomatically. She guessed his gaps in education and that his trouble was not reading what was printed but understanding it. She didn't want to humiliate him in front of the guards. Ramon nodded. Joye read aloud, explained the questions, and he ticked off the answers. Some he ticked quickly; some he didn't know or didn't want to answer. In the end, Joye put a faint smile on her face, brought the papers together, and stowed them in her bag.

"May I ask you something personal?"

Ramon just shrugged his shoulders and snorted without looking at her.

"What do you like, Ramon? What brings you joy?" She paused. "I know it's hard to find an answer. You've been locked up way too much in different institutions. But what if you could think of something that would bring you joy?"

He sat before her, head bowed low, and remained silent.

"Too bad, it was just my curiosity, nothing else. Everyone has desires, dreams, and ideas. I thought you were no exception."

He shook his head, then broke his silence.

"If I dream about anything, it's singing. About something like this." He leaned back on the chair, took a deep breath, and began to sing loudly, in a full voice, "Granada, Land of My Dreams."

"My God, where did you learn that? That's fantastic. Plàcido Domingo couldn't do it better," she marveled.

"Bullshit, you don't have to make fun of me.“ Ramon just shrugged his shoulders.

"I certainly don't. I admire your magnificent, strong voice. Did you ever get lessons anywhere as a kid? Or did you play an instrument?" Joye was unstoppable. She intuitively felt that music was the way to reach him and touch his inner being, heart, and soul. She, within a fragment of a second, supposed music was the place where he felt human. She wanted to use this knowledge. 

At the same time, he withdrew into himself again; he didn't want to sing anymore. But then he said he had yet to have any lessons, would like to play the piano or guitar, and had heard the song a few times in a children’s home. He suddenly provided a bunch of information that Joye hadn't expected.

She moved her chair closer to him, making the guards nervous.

"Do we want to get into a business together?"

Ramon glanced at her briefly, and she could read the answer in his eyes. Distrust.

"Well, no deal then. The court proceeding will take place in about six weeks. I'll come by again before then. Until then, I want you to think about your future. What do you want to do later? You are barely of age. You have no job, no education, no money, no home. It sounds bleak, and it is, but there's a way around that, too—a better way than to end up in jail again and again. Think of your dreams. Living your dreams is the greatest adventure there is. Believe me. We'll talk about it later."

Joye gently placed her hand on his shoulder and left the room.

Ramon felt her tender touch for hours after. It was the only gentle, sensitive, and equally kind encounter he had ever had.

Back in his cell, Ramon sat down on the concrete floor, leaning his back against the wall, and closed his eyes. Joye's knowledge of his childhood stirred up many memories. Memories that were so cruel and he had masterfully repressed were now flushed back up to the surface. He suspected that Joye meant well to him, but he trusted no one, including her. He was puzzled about how she had gotten the information about his childhood, whether his mother had told someone about it.

He remembered very well when the brutalities had begun. He was maybe four years old, playing with cars, when his bad-tempered father had gone after him for the first time, beating and shaking him. Ramon still hears Dad's yelling and his own screaming in his ears. The beatings had hurt so much. And he was crying, and his father grabbed him under his arm, took him to the bathroom, and gave him a cold shower. Ramon couldn't cry anymore. He just sobbed and slumped in the bathtub, panting for air. Then, his father let go of him. His mother watched, but she did not protect her little son. To this day, Ramon has not forgiven her for that. He was at the mercy of his father's anger and tantrums for years until he first spent two months in juvenile detention and then was placed in a children's home because of his aggressive behavior at school. He learned only violence, harshness, beatings, and punishments in childhood. He never got help or love. The absence of love was his real wound.

––––––––
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A few days later, the flight from Tampa to Nashville took less than two hours. Soon after landing, Joye, Matthew, and his friends checked into the Hilton Hotel. Later that afternoon, the Greenhorns had their first gig.

When they got the room keys, Joye asked, "Shall we explore the city and have lunch downtown before you play? Meet me in the lobby in half an hour?"

All five boys grinned enthusiastically. The expectations were high, the city promised a lot, and the first big performance was the highlight of their young careers.

It was a sunny day, just lunchtime, and Broadway was full of people and music. They strolled down the street, looking for a suitable restaurant for lunch. The boys stopped at every place, listening to and commenting on the music. Everything was fascinating to them, and it was very different from Tampa. They were captivated by the town’s gripping atmosphere.

They got a table at Legends Corner, ate lunch there, and listened to three musicians playing country music.

"Wow, they are good." Bill moved his head in rhythm with the song. The teenagers had almost forgotten the time.

"Shall we go a little further? Do you want to see other places?" Joye's suggestion was accepted with a bit of hesitation. The music there was so good. They strolled down to the river and took Broadway up the other side. Repeatedly, they stopped in front of the windows, opened doors, and listened to the music. The Greenhorns were in high spirits.

"In this street is the Johnny Cash Museum," Joye told them, pointing down the side street. "We can go there tomorrow. But now, let's go. We must hurry; you'll be playing in two hours.” 

They were standing near an intersection. On the opposite corner, a crowd was waiting for the green light. Joye's wavy red hair caught the attention of one of the waiting men.

Joye? Could it be her? What is she doing in Nashville?

Aaron Black hurried across the street in her direction, carefully hiding behind a couple. Not sure if the red-haired woman was Joye, he became curious and followed the group until they disappeared into the Hilton.

In his miserable life situation, just out of prison, he had much time but nothing else. He stood in front of the hotel for a while, wondering how to find out if it was Joye. He remembered, last time he saw her was nearly twenty years ago in Prague. But this woman has hair as Joye had in Prague then. Asking at the reception was the only option. He quickly ran his finger through his hair, which often resembled a bird's nest, and took his sunglasses off. He wanted to make a good impression at the hotel. Then he entered the lobby... but he didn't have to ask.

The whole group rushed out of the elevator at the moment. Two boys had guitars; one was carrying a violin in a case.

Aaron stared at them in surprise. They were musicians, and Joye was with them. He was sure. It was her. He put on his sunglasses, casually hooked his thumbs in the pockets of his jeans, and unobtrusively followed the group.

They played at a small restaurant in downtown Nashville. The place was packed, and the crowd was loud and energetic. Mostly, younger people were sitting sociably at the tables, drinking beer. When the Greenhorns took the tiny stage and played their country music, hardly anyone noticed them. The table conversations had taken priority, and the music had been assumed as background. It was Matthew, with his violin, who eventually drew the guests’ attention to the Greenhorns. The group played well and earned applause and laudatory whistles at the end.

Joye sat at the bar, just at the corner, not far from the stage. She ordered a glass of Chardonnay and listened to the music.

She was slim and tall. She had a lush, long, striking red mane that fell to her shoulders in hundreds of ringlets and very fair skin with freckles. Her eyes had a golden honey hue that made them look almost liquid. There was always something elfin, delicate, and fragile about her. She wore jeans and a white blouse that evening. Over her shoulders, she put on a grey cashmere sweater. She tamed her hair with a simple clip at the nape of her neck. Only a few curls framed her delicate face.

The Greenhorns played for an hour without a break. It was the first opportunity for the five boys to show what they had learned and could do. Matthew played violin and harmonica, two of his colleagues were guitarists, one played keyboard, and one was the drummer. And they gave everything they could and played some really good country rock.

"They're not bad. Do you like the music?" Joye turned and looked at a forty-year-old, bespectacled man sitting at the other side of the corner of the bar. He had been watching the Greenhorns the whole time.

Joye smirked and nodded. "Yeah, I like the way they play. And so do the guests. The boys deserve the applause. It's certainly good for them."

"The violin player is excellent. He could go far if he took music seriously. Excuse me, I want to talk to the guys." He briefly glanced at Joye, smiled kindly, waved goodbye to her, and headed toward the stage to the Greenhorns.

Joey remained seated, her fingers clutching the stem of the wine glass, and her gaze followed the action in front of the stage. The Greenhorns, all talking simultaneously with the bespectacled man, were excited and loud. Joye grinned. From a distance, she could easily see how they had listened to him and then enthusiastically responded. She didn't know what they were talking about, but it was clearly about their music, and she suspected they were getting a proposal that had caught the teen's interest.

„Hello, Joye, is it you?"

Joye turned the barstool around in the direction of the voice.

"Aaron?" she stuttered, stunned and caught unaware. "What are you doing here?"

"I could ask you the same thing. How are you?"

Joye, who could hardly hide her surprise, smiled a little no more than politeness demanded. "I'm accompanying the young musicians who just played."

"I listened to them, too. They're good. A group from Tampa. Is it true? Are you from there, too?" Aaron Black wanted to know.

Joye listened to his voice; her memories were immediately awakened. The voice was just like it was back then—buttery, seductive, and magical. But there's nothing behind it but lies. He is an eloquent jackal, a figure from the tarot cards. Her intuition was aroused, nevertheless. Aaron was the last person she would expect to see here or want to talk to.

Before she could even confirm his question, Matthew stormed toward the bar.

"Mom, we're going to play later today. The man is an artist manager, and he's taking us to another venue. I'll come to the hotel later."

"Matt, make sure it's not too late."

"Oh, Mom, I'm not a child anymore." He gave her a fleeting kiss on the cheek, turned to Aaron, his dark blue eyes twinkling as he nodded goodbye, and ran back to his group.

She looked after Matt and then turned back to Aaron. She knew his question in advance. 

"You have a son, Joye?"

"Yes, I have. There's nothing unusual about that. And how about you? Married, father of five?"

Aaron raised his brows and grinned wryly.

"Neither, nor. I have no kids, and I've been divorced twice. It never really worked out. And where's your husband?"

"I'm here alone with Matt and his friends." 

"You have hardly changed. You're as pretty as you were back then in Prague." Aaron moved closer to Joye. His dark blue eyes slid down over her face.

She knew that look too well—half sleepy and sexy. Just as his hair was expertly tousled and very sexy. You've hardly changed either, Joye thought. At first glance, he seemed still like a delightful, lovable, charming weirdo who was equally disorganized, irresponsible, and lousy, who never grew up. But she knew him well.

Her gaze stopped at his washed-out, thin T-shirt, whose neckline was tattered. He wore worn jeans and ancient sneakers that belonged in a garbage can rather than on his feet. He had a large, striking watch of fool's gold on his wrist. Just like back then, you have no money. I can smell your poverty. Working never suited you. It all went through Joye's mind immediately. She remembered his disparaging remarks about labor well.

"Why did you disappear from Prague then, Joye? I looked for you everywhere."
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Chapter 2


Prague, Czechoslovakia—Twenty Years Earlier, 1995
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Jack O'Reilly read an advertisement in "Teacher's Newsletter" that immediately appealed to him: a job teaching English in Prague. Why not do something different? Why not escape from this boredom and experience something new? He didn't think long. He sent his application right away.

Jack lived in Charleston, West Virginia, with his wife, Brenda, and their daughter, Joye. He was a high school English teacher, and Brenda was a photographer. She worked for the local Herald Tribune.

He was a forty-five-year-old, wiry, nervous, and slim man who was always looking for change. He criticized a lot and was often unhappy. Brenda had not had an easy time with him, but she had grown accustomed to tolerating his whims. She knew him well: whatever was urgent and very important to him today would become less important tomorrow, and the following day it would be replaced with something new, suddenly equally urgent. Jack was constantly seeking new, exciting challenges. Working in Prague felt perfect to him. Such a change appealed to him and helped him reach new heights mentally. Jack loved that idea very much.

He decided to apply for the job without consulting his wife. It never occurred to him that she might disagree with his plans to leave Charleston and live in Europe for a few years. And as far as he was concerned, Joye had no say. She was only sixteen.

When a positive response arrived a month later, he briefly informed his family. It was a done deal for him, and he expected no questions or backtalk.

Brenda was shocked. She had never imagined living anywhere but Charleston. She was born there. She loved the city and had her friends and family there. Trips to the beautiful, forested Appalachian Mountains had been some of the best experiences of her life. She knew little else and felt no need for change.

"I can't do this, Jack," she said. "Forget the idea or go alone."

Brenda looked for every possible argument to convince Jack to stay in Charleston. To no avail. Jack had made up his mind, and his decision was, in his mind, binding on his family as well. Joye refused to imagine leaving her school, her friends, and everything she knew. Jack prevailed.

﻿
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Mid-August 1995
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And so, in mid-August, Jack, Brenda, and Joye landed in Prague.

The new international school was in Prague's Old Town, in a privileged location and easily accessible by public transport. The O'Reilly family had drawn great luck with their accommodation. They found an apartment in downtown the city, just around the corner from the famous Wenceslas Square.

They had just two weeks to get to know Prague a little before the new school year started.

Amazingly, it was Joye who had been the first to catch up. At the school, there were kids and teens from all over the world, as well as local teenagers. They were the children of the nouveau riche Czechs who, after the collapse of communism, quickly discovered and skillfully exploited for themselves the profitable businesses that often operated on the margins of legality. The economic opening attracted many foreign companies to Prague; the families and children came with the managers. For the first time, Joye met young people speaking foreign languages. It was a significant enrichment for her, and she enjoyed it. English was spoken at school, and the second language was Czech. Joye quickly felt comfortable at the school.

Brenda was satisfied, too. As a photographer, she discovered the countless beauties of the famous city and soon sent a photo reportage to the Herald Tribune's editorial office in Charleston.

Jack was in his element, hyperactive, and present everywhere. Prague was precisely what he needed—a big, exciting city, new school tasks, and new perspectives. He was thrilled. A new, intense life in Prague replaced his boredom in Charleston.

Everything would be very nice for him if only his heart didn't bother him. He often had chest pains and breathed heavily, but the discomfort disappeared when he calmed down. He didn't tell Brenda anything. He went to a doctor but didn't follow his advice or take any medications. Jack was firmly convinced there was no health problem - just a little stress. The doctor had to be mistaken.

When Brenda found a job as a photographer at the Academy of Film, the O'Reilly family's world was perfect. She was surprised at how quickly she adapted to the new. She didn't speak Czech, but at the Academy, speaking only English wasn’t a problem. It was a significant relief for her. And for shopping, she went to big shopping centers where she did not have to speak. She enjoyed the new work, which was more versatile than taking simple photos for a newspaper.

At the academy, Brenda was challenged. She did photojournalism reporting with local film and music stars for Czech and international magazines, and she became a member of a production team that published her photos on the emerging internet.

﻿
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Several Weeks Later
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"Tomorrow, the rock group Mistral is coming to the Academy for a photo shoot. And guess what, Joye?" Brenda asked her daughter one evening. "The drummer is an American. Would you like to come? Working with the group will be interesting, and meeting a fellow countryman is not bad either."

Joye shrugged her shoulders a little. She now knew several Americans who lived in Prague. They were all young and funny, looking for adventure, and she liked to go out with them in the afternoons. The evenings she had to spend at home. Her parents agreed on that. She was too young, just over sixteen, and they wouldn't let her go out in the evenings.

After the political change in Czechoslovakia, life in Prague was exhilarating, full of interesting discoveries and fun. The young Americans knew this and gladly spent a year or two in a strange but interesting country. They worked a little as translators or private English teachers to earn money. Aaron Black, the Mistral's drummer, came to Prague for some adventure, entertainment, and cheap living costs.

With the help of some assistants, Brenda photographed the group and then the individual musicians. Afterward, a journalist came and recorded interviews. After two hours, the photo shoot was over.

Joye watched her mother at work and was surprised by the high level of professionalism her mom demonstrated. At the end of the session, before saying goodbye, Brenda introduced her daughter to the musicians. Five men were between twenty and thirty: three Czechs, one German, and one American, Aaron Black. He approached Joye and made stupid, primitive remarks about her hair.

"What do you have on your head, little girl? I've never seen hair like that before. Or is it a wig?" He tried to be witty, but he ultimately failed.

"Aaron, my daughter is of Irish descent, and hair like that is highly prized in Ireland. You don't have to make stupid jokes. They're upsetting and offensive."

Brenda turned away from the group. The musicians just shook their heads at Aaron's embarrassing comment and looked for a way to the exit. Aaron glanced at Joye. She had her back to him and ignored him.

"Sorry, I certainly didn't mean to," Aaron said before leaving the room. It wasn't his intention to hurt Joye or laugh at her. He found her very attractive because she looked so unique. He liked her. It was only his would-be funny comments that went wrong. He knew that and was annoyed with himself. In front of the Academy, he said goodbye to the group and waited for Joye. He wanted to apologize. Whether she came with her mother or alone, he tried to make up for the bad impression he had left earlier.

She exited the building alone through the tall wooden doorway and headed for the nearby tramway stop.

"Joye, wait, please. I want to apologize. I was wrong, and I didn't mean it. I'm sorry."

"It's okay, forget it. My hair is just striking, and I live with that." She looked at him kindly, and her honey-colored eyes sparkled. "There's my tram; I have to go. Take care," she said as she waved goodbye to him and boarded the tram. With a quick leap, Aaron also jumped into the tram just before the door closed.

"We have the same way," he grinned, half apologetically. Joye looked at his hair and snorted.

"So, before you made some pretty stupid comments about my hair, I could say the same about yours. What do you have on your head? A bird's nest? When was your hair last seen water, shampoo, and a comb?" She looked at him challengingly.

"Well, please understand me now correctly. I wash my hair daily but comb rather little, or rather never. I just run my fingers through my wet hair, and that's it. Are you satisfied with the answer?" He smirked, and his dark blue eyes rested on her face.

"Yes, the answer explained a lot.“ She winked at him.

"Can I buy you a coffee or ice cream?"

She shook her head. "I have a math test tomorrow. I still have to study."

"What are you doing here anyway?" Aaron was curious, and Joye explained.

"Well, tomorrow, then, after the math exam, we can meet in front of the Orloj, the town hall clock."

﻿
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The Following Months
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It wouldn't be their only meeting. In the coming months, Joye attended several Mistral concerts, went to the movies with Aaron, and saw performances in the avant-garde theaters Semafor and Laterna Magica.

Brenda reluctantly agreed to Joye's meeting with Aaron. She did not have a favorable opinion of him. She judged him to be a superficial, not serious, but handsome man who sought adventure, and the word responsibility was foreign to him. Brenda's picture of Aaron was very accurate. She could not even guess how close she came to her thoughts about his character. She feared he would take advantage of Joye's naïveté and hurt her.

Jack left her in control of Joye and her friends. He was fully occupied with his constantly new ideas, which he wanted to realize in the school. And with his heart, too. He never talked about his pain, and masterfully, he suppressed all worrying thoughts. He only saw to his tasks at school, which brought him joy. He wanted to do a lot for his students, and something like a heart condition did not fit into his scheme of life. He ignored his heart problem as much as he could.

Joye loved her new turbulent life and felt emotional chaos in her heart. Her life in Prague was far from Charleston's calm, orderly life, but it opened her to glimpses of other cultures. The theaters, concerts, going out dancing, and all the new friends opened her up to a glimpse of different cultures.

And there was Aaron, too. He exerted an uncanny attraction to her. But simultaneously, when she was with or thought about him, she felt something dark, black, nightmarish around him. She repressed the negative. She didn't want to acknowledge the dark, cold, and oppressive. It was something special, not at all ordinary, in him, and he radiated that. A mix of an aloof, somewhat quirky musician and a charming, witty, often sassy or cynical, twenty-five-year-old man. It was a crazy combination that was very attractive and sexy to many women. Joye was no exception. Nor was she the only one who visited him in his apartment.

He had a modest place to stay in a shared apartment in an old patrician house in Žižkov, a Prague neighborhood. Like so many other houses, this house, forty years after being seized by communists, had been returned to the original owners in a pitiful, desolate condition. Most owners had temporarily rented out the apartments as shared flats to raise money for essential repairs. They were large, spacious apartments with high ceilings and stucco. Most of them had four or five rooms, a shared kitchen, and a single common bathroom – just as they had been built at the beginning of the twentieth century.

Aaron had found a room in such an apartment. From his window, he saw the gray house across the street, whose facade still bore the fifty-year-old gunfire marks from World War II. His room was rather dark and sparsely furnished
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