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Praise for Velva Jean Learns to Fly
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“Who would have thought that a young woman’s adventures in World War II would capture my attention—and keep it? Velva Jean pulled me into her story and wouldn’t let me go, from her comical and sometimes humiliating trip to Nashville, the city of her dreams, to the first time she grabs the throttle of a plane and soars. We see her get her wings and fly through wartime danger, intrigue, suspense, and even sabotage. This gripping, heartwarming action-adventure tale stays with you long after you turn the last page.”
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—Nancy E. Turner, award-winning author of These Is My Words
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For John Ware, 
who helped give Velva Jean her wings, 
and who always encourages me to fly 
And for Mom, as ever 
And in memory of Mabel Rawlinson, 
Betty Taylor Wood, and the thirty-six 
other WASP who lost their lives 
in the line of duty




I was happiest in the sky . . .
 Think of me there and remember me.

—Cornelia Fort, January 1942
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~ 1941 ~

When the shadows of this life have gone, 
I’ll fly away. 
Like a bird from these prison walls, I’ll fly, 
I’ll fly away.

 

—“I’ll Fly Away”




ONE

Ever since I was a little girl, I knew that singing at the Grand Ole Opry was my life’s dream. Now I was driving myself from Alluvial, North Carolina, to Nashville, Tennessee, in my old yellow truck and I was planning to sing the whole way. I began with “The Unclouded Day” and from there ran through my favorite hymns before I started in on the mountain folk songs I was raised on and, finally, songs I’d written myself.

Yellow truck coming, 
bringing me home again. 
Yellow truck going, 
I’m on my way . . .



I’d decided that when I got to Nashville I was going to drive straight to the Opry before I went anywhere else, before I even found a room to rent or a place to work. I wanted to touch the building where Roy Acuff and the Smoky Mountain Boys had been discovered, and where I knew I would sing someday. I might even kiss the building, depending on how dirty it was.

On my way to tomorrow 
and dreams come true, 
leaving my yesterday . . . 



The day was bright and blue, and the sun beamed down on the old yellow truck and on my arm hanging out the window. I’d kicked my shoes off long ago. I wanted to feel the pedals under my feet.

I’m driving this truck to Nashville, 
home of dreams come true . . .



I was writing a new song as I drove with one eye on the road, the other on the rearview mirror. The mountains—my mountains, the ones where I was born, where I was raised, the one named for my mama’s people, the one where I’d lived with Harley Bright after we got married, the ones I’d just up and left hours before—were slipping away.

where I’ll wear a suit of rhinestones 
and play a guitar made of jewels . . .



Just east of Sylva, I turned off the Scenic and onto Route 23, and I saw the first sign for the Balsam Mountain Springs Hotel a mile or so later. I tried not to remember my honeymoon, back when I was sixteen and had never been anywhere and had to rely on Harley Bright to take me places. I tried not to think about an orchestra under the moonlight, about the night Harley made me a woman, and the morning after when I looked at myself in the mirror and decided I really didn’t look any different after all.

I tried not to think about Harley coming home tonight from the Little White Church, expecting his supper, expecting me. I tried not to picture him walking in the door and not finding me—that first moment when he realized I was gone really and truly, and not just to my sister’s or to Granny’s. I tried not to think about what might happen if he found out where I was and decided to come looking for me.

It was August 22, and the air was still heavy with summer. In my rearview mirror, the mountains were full and green. I sang till I almost couldn’t see them anymore, till I was surrounded by new mountains, strange mountains, ones I didn’t recognize. And then, just before the very tip of Fair Mountain disappeared, I pulled that truck over to  the side of the road and got out. I left the engine running because I wanted to hear the rumble of it while I stood there with my back to it, looking off toward home.

I stood with my hands on my hips and stared at Fair Mountain and tried to imagine what everyone was doing at this very minute. It was still morning, but barely. Granny would be out on Mad Maggie, her mule, off to deliver a baby or tend to a new mother. My granddaddy, Daddy Hoyt, would be gathering plants for his healings. Ruby Poole, my sister-in-law, would be fussing over baby Russell and giving him his morning feeding. My oldest brother, Linc, would be rounding up the cattle or working in the barn. Sweet Fern, the oldest of all of us, would be cooking something and shouting at Corrina to stop teasing her brothers. Harley would be at the Little White Church.

My other brothers, Johnny Clay and Beachard, were off somewhere, just like me. Beachard was working on the Blue Ridge Parkway—we called it the Scenic—the new road that stretched across the mountaintops from Virginia to North Carolina, right up to the border of Tennessee. But Johnny Clay could be anywhere. He might be in California by now. He might even be in Mexico, running far, far away from home and the man he almost killed.

I stood there and blinked at the mountains. A stranger would have thought they all looked the same, but I could tell them apart from here: Devil’s Courthouse, Witch Mountain, Bone Mountain, Blood Mountain, Fair Mountain. Fair Mountain was mine.

I stood there a long time, very still. I almost stopped breathing. I felt myself start to fade into the air, into the road. I lost track of my feet and legs and arms and hands.

Suddenly I could hear that truck. It was saying, “Get back in, Velva Jean. Come on. Let’s keep going.”

Yellow truck coming, 
bringing me home again. 
Yellow truck going, 
I’m on my way . . .



I turned around and walked to the truck and climbed back inside. I pulled out into the road, and as I started on toward Nashville, I didn’t look in the rearview mirror again. I just stared straight ahead till I could breathe.

 

By the time I crossed the Tennessee state line, I’d stopped singing. I felt like I’d been driving for days, but it had only been hours, and I still had miles to go. I thought I would never get to Nashville, not in five years.

I pulled into an Esso station in Calderwood. The attendant shuffled when he walked and went slow as could be, as if he had all the time in the world. He looked at me funny and then leaned past me and kind of peered in the cab of the truck like he was looking for something or someone. He said, “Afternoon, ma’am.”

“Afternoon. Could you fill it up please?” I counted out my money from the coin purse that held every penny I had in the world—$121.11. It suddenly didn’t seem like much.

“Yes’m. Sure thing.” He frowned, looked past me at the empty seat, and then shuffled over to the gas pump.

As he filled up the tank and then cleaned the windows, I pulled out the map and looked at the line I’d drawn from Devil’s Kitchen—which wasn’t even a dot on the page—to Nashville. It was a long line. It was miles and miles long. Why hadn’t I noticed how far it was when I was setting out?

I thought, Velva Jean, maybe you should just turn back, girl. You got no business being on this road by yourself. You’re a married woman. You got a home and family. What are you doing out here in this great big world?

I sat there for a moment and really thought about this. The attendant said, “Where you headed?”

I said, “Nashville.”

“Where you coming from?”

“Up near Waynesville.” I picked a town he might know. “Over in North Carolina.” I felt a stabbing in my heart as I said it. For the first time in my life, I was in another state. I was in Tennessee. I was getting farther and farther from home and from everyone I knew in this world.

He narrowed his eyes, and then he nodded. “Well,” he said. “You got a long way to go.”

 

I passed the hitchhiker east of Loudon. He was young and dusty with a crew cut and a bag over one shoulder. He held his thumb out like he expected everyone in the world to stop, like that was all it took. He waved at me as I drove on past, turning to stare at him. I wondered if he was a murderer or a thief or a person in search of his destiny, like me. I tried to picture myself hitchhiking, thumb out, suitcase and hatbox at my feet, waving to everyone going past.

There wasn’t another soul on the road for a mile or two, but I rolled up my window just the same. I wondered if there were thieves who hid in the bushes, waiting to jump out at single lady travelers. I hoped I didn’t see another person till Nashville.

 

I drove till just after seven o’clock, and then I pulled into a town called Sparta and found a motel. In an hour the sun would set and the sky would turn black, and I wanted to be off the road before then. The motel parking lot was empty except for my truck, which made me feel like the only person in the world, next to the manager, who asked me to fill out a card and pay cash up front before he handed me the key.

I went into the room and turned on all the lights, every single one, because it made me feel less alone. I carried in my suitcase and my hatbox, and then I stretched myself out on the bed and opened the Esso map and figured out how much farther I had left to go.

Afterward I got out the little card Darlon C. Reynolds had given me—the one with his address and telephone number—back when I recorded my songs for him in Waynesville the time Johnny Clay and me went to audition. By now I knew those numbers by heart. Then I unpacked my framed picture of the Opry.

There was a telephone in the lobby of the motel. The man at the desk said I could use it as long as I paid him for the call. I stared at it for the longest time, and then I picked up the phone and asked for a  long-distance operator. When she came on the line she said, “Where are you calling to?” Her accent was thicker than mine.

I said, “Deal’s General Store in Alluvial, North Carolina.”

She said, “Asheville?”

I said, “Alluvial.”

She said, “What’s your name, please?”

“Velva Jean Hart.” I left off the Bright without thinking.

She was quiet for a minute, though I could hear a shuffling of papers. And then she said, “Hold, please, dear.”

The word “dear” was enough to do me in right then and there. I couldn’t even think about Nashville and all that lay ahead to do—finding a job, a place to live. What if Darlon C. Reynolds didn’t remember me? What if the Opry didn’t want girl singers who also played mandolin and had run away from their husbands without a word of good-bye? I blinked the tears back in.

In a moment there was a flat, loud ringing on the line. It rang five times, and then a voice, thin and crackly, on the other end said, “Deal’s.”

The tears sprang back. The operator said, “Velva Jean Hart calling from Sparta, Tennessee.”

“Velva Jean!” It was Coyle, the oldest Deal boy. He said to someone, “It’s Velva Jean!”

I started crying then and couldn’t stop. I said, “Coyle?”

He said, “Velva Jean, is it really you? Where you at, girl?”

I said, “Tennessee! I’m in Tennessee.”

Coyle whistled. Suddenly the phone crackled and I heard a woman’s voice. “Velva Jean?”

“Sweet Fern?”

Sweet Fern was my sister, ten years older, who’d been left to raise me and my brothers after Mama died and Daddy went away.

“Where are you?”

Even though Sweet Fern and I never did get on well, the homesick feeling I’d been swallowing ever since I left rose up again and made my throat freeze so that I could barely say “Sparta, Tennessee.”

She said, “Why didn’t you say good-bye?”

I said, “Because I never would have left.”

Sweet Fern got quiet at this, and then she said, “You be safe, Velva Jean.” And I could hear the tug in her voice. Then Mr. Deal was on the line, and then Jessup Deal—the youngest of the Deal boys—and then Hink Lowe’s daddy, and finally Ruby Poole, who’d just walked in with baby Russell. She said, “Velva Jean, are you wearing your lipstick?”

I said, “Every day.”

She said, “Listen, you be careful and just know that all of us up here are rooting for you. We can’t wait to see what you’re going to do.”

I said good-bye then and hung up the telephone and paid for the call and went on back to my room. I lay down on the bed and looked at my Opry picture. I imagined all the songs I’d sing, and then I started in on them, one by one, until I sang myself to sleep.
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I wasn’t far past Watertown, where Highway 26 got ready to merge with Highway 70, when the truck started wobbling. I drove on, hanging tight to the wheel, and suddenly the truck veered off toward the roadside, and I had no choice but to bring it to a stop under some trees. I was shaking as I sat there, checking all my windows and the rearview mirror for hitchhikers.

I took a breath and got out of the cab. The truck was leaning over to the right, looking as worn out as Elderly Jones—the old Negro who lived in Alluvial—without his cane. That front tire was flat as a quarter. I stood there in my bare feet and said all the bad words Johnny Clay had taught me. Then I sat down on the side of the road and said, “Well, Jesus, I hope you’re happy.”

Jesus and me hadn’t been on good terms for years, ever since he took my mama away, made my daddy leave, and got me tangled up with Harley Bright, my husband—moonshiner’s son, tent preacher, and the most unspeakable man I ever did meet.

I sat there, dust in my hair, gravel poking me about the legs and bottom like mean little pinches, and told Jesus exactly what I thought of him for letting this happen. I said, “Lord, all I asked from you when  I started on this trip was that I make it to Nashville safe. I didn’t ask for a recording contract once I get there. I didn’t ask for a job or money past what I got saved up. I didn’t even ask you to help me find a decent place to sleep. All I asked—the only thing, after all we been through, and good gracious knows that’s a lot—is that you let me get there without anything happening to this truck.”

The more I talked, the madder I got. I felt a slow burning under the collar of my dress that was growing right up the sides of my face. I felt mad at everyone who was driving a car that wasn’t giving them trouble.

From nearby a voice said, “Are you all right there, honey?”

A car had pulled off to the side. A man was behind the wheel, and a woman—I guessed it must be his wife—leaned out the window. They were my daddy’s age. The man wore a hat, and the woman wore glasses and white gloves.

I said, “No, ma’am, I’m not.”

The woman said, “Are you out here by yourself?”

“Yes’m.”

She said something to her husband, and then he leaned around her and stared at me. The woman smiled a smile so kind it nearly started me to crying again. She got out of the car, unfolding herself as stiff and careful as a paper fan. I heard a door slam, and her husband walked around the car to stand beside her. He said, “Let’s take a look at that tire.”

We watched as he kneeled down beside it, shaking his head. The woman said, “I’m Myrna Dover, and that’s my husband, Franklin.”

“I’m Velva Jean.”

“That’s an unusual name, but pretty.”

“Thank you.”

She said, “Do you have a husband, Velva Jean?”

I was surprised at the question but tried not to show it. I wiped my nose and smiled my most polite smile. “Not with me.”

Her face clouded up, and I could tell she thought he had died. She took my hand and looked up toward heaven and said, “You poor dear.”

I said, “Oh he’s not dead. He’s in North Carolina.”

Her mouth popped open. She looked like she was deciding how  she felt about this. “What are you doing out here by yourself?” Her voice took on a hard tone. I thought she sounded just like Sweet Fern.

I said, “I’m going to Nashville to be a singer.”

She glanced behind me, to the truck, her eyes going from my suitcase to my hatbox to the map, which was still unfolded and lying across the seat. She said, “How wonderful.” But her mouth pursed up a little, like she had just sucked a lemon, and she looked at her husband as if by looking at him she could hurry him along.

He sat back then, resting his wrists on his knees, and said, “You got a spare?”

I shook my head. Johnny Clay or Danny Deal must have used it long ago and never replaced it, if the truck had even come with one in the first place. Why hadn’t I thought to get a spare? In all my planning and checking of oil and lights and brakes, I never once considered it.

He said, “I don’t think ours would last you very long.” We all looked at the car and the tires, which were smaller than the tires on the truck.

 

We drove for a mile before we saw a service station. It rose up along the side of the road, the only building except for a couple of tiny houses set off nearby. I had put my shoes back on, and now I wiggled my toes, which felt boxed up and hot.

Franklin Dover got out and talked to the station attendant, gesturing with his hands so that I knew he was describing my truck and what was needed. Mrs. Dover and I sat in silence. At some point she said, “You need to be careful out there.” She was looking straight ahead, through the window, out at the trees and the road.

“Ma’am?”

She said, “You probably got folks worrying about you.” It was a question.

“Yes.”

There was a fat little smack against the windshield. And another. Rain.

She said, “Well, make them worry as little as you can. There are hitchhikers and strangers and all sorts of hooligans who might not be so kind. You let your folks know you’re safe by staying safe.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

It started raining harder—an end-of-summer storm, the kind that came in fast and left fast, washing everything clean.

We sat, not talking, the rest of the time we waited. Mr. Dover came over to the car and tapped on the window. Mrs. Dover leaned over me to roll it down. He said, “It’ll be seven dollars for the tire.”

I opened my coin purse and counted the money. He turned around and handed it to the attendant, and then I watched the attendant count my money that I’d worked so hard for. I thought, I should buy a spare tire while I’m at it. What if another tire goes flat? What if I’m out there on the road, all by myself, far away from a service station or anyone that can help me, and something goes wrong? Seven dollars was a lot of money. If I handed over seven more dollars for another tire, I might as well just hand over my entire life savings.

Then I thought, Dammit! I can take care of this myself. And as I thought it, I suddenly believed it. I could take care of it myself. Hadn’t I been doing everything myself for the past few months? Not just the cooking and the cleaning and the looking after my husband’s daddy and my own husband, but teaching myself how to drive and how to learn an engine, and writing songs and even recording two of them. When Harley nearly died in the Terrible Creek train wreck and then stopped his preaching, it was me that kept us fed, with help from his daddy, and it was me that had to get Harley up off the settee and make him start working again.

I thought: I need to get out of this car. I need to get back to my truck. I am going to change that tire.

I looked in the side mirror and back down the road we’d just driven. You couldn’t see the truck anymore but it was back there, and suddenly I was desperate to get to it. In my head I heard a voice—faraway but firm: “I need to do this on my own.” And when I heard it, I felt the truth of it down in my bones. I didn’t need Harley or anyone else to help me change a tire. I could do it myself.

I opened the car door. Mrs. Dover turned to look at me. I got out and shut the door and leaned in the open window. I said, “Thank you, ma’am. Y’all have been awful kind.”

Then I turned to Mr. Dover and said, “If it’s all the same, I’ll be taking my tire. I’ve troubled you enough, and I can take care of this from here on out.”

The attendant said, “Looky here, you need a jack and a lug wrench?”

I wasn’t about to tell him that I didn’t know what either of those things was. “No, sir,” I said. “I do not.”

And that was how I found myself walking in the late-summer rain, down a gravel road, just a few miles east of Nashville, somewhere near a place called Watertown, chin up, mountains fading in the distance, wheeling a tire I’d bought with some of the money I’d earned and saved myself so that I could keep on going.

 

The truck manual didn’t say anything about where the jack and the lug wrench were kept. I went over every inch of that truck until I pushed the seat forward and found them behind it, slid underneath. The jack looked like an enormous black bird. It was heavy and shaped like a strange, flattened S. The lug wrench was a steel lever bent at each end—one going up, the other going down. There was a funny-shaped, six-sided hole the size of a quarter at one of the ends.

It’s like a puzzle, I told myself. I was good at puzzles. Didn’t I almost beat Johnny Clay at putting together a puzzle once, back when I was eight and he was ten and Mama was still alive? I came so close to beating him that afterward he didn’t speak to me for a week.

I lay the jack and the lug wrench down on the ground by the tire, and then I dug through my hatbox until I found How to Drive and Man and the Motor Car, the books I learned to drive by. I read through, page after page, until I figured out that the jack needed to be placed under the front axle. I put it just where I thought that was, and just where it needed to be, but it didn’t look right compared to the picture in How to Drive. I got down on my knees and moved it forward an inch and then back an inch and then right back to where I’d had it in the first place. Then I stuck the jack handle into the “rotary mechanism” at the bottom of the jack. All that time the rain came down, down, down.

Next I studied the tire—the wheels were wire, the yellow paint chipped, the hubcaps scuffed and dented. My poor old truck. It looked  like I felt—banged up here and there, scraped and scarred, but still running strong.

The book said something about removable hubcaps. I pulled, gentle as my mama’s touch, at the hubcap, afraid to break it. When it wouldn’t come off, I sat down and yanked at it with all my might. It flew off and sent me backward into the dirt, which was now turning into mud.

There were five lug nuts underneath where the hubcap had been. I picked up the lug wrench and fit the hole over one of the nuts. I turned it hard as I could until I felt it give a little. Then a little more, a little more, a little more—until I had all five off.

The old tire practically fell in on itself then. I pulled it off and threw it aside, and then I rolled the new one over and lifted it into place. One by one, I screwed in the lug nuts, and then I popped the hubcap back on and cranked the jack until the truck was all the way on the ground again.

I sat back—hands and face muddy, hair wild and wet from the breeze and the rain, fingers aching, arms scratched—admiring my new front tire, which was now, thanks to me, attached to the truck. An automobile drove by and honked its horn. I thought, What a sight I must be. I wished Berletta Snow or Oderay Swan—who Harley called “good Christian women, close in touch with the Lord”—could see me right this minute, sitting in the mud like a wild mountain heathen, just like one of the Lowes, who were always filthy and ridden with mites.

I stood up then, brushing myself off, and picked up the old tire and dropped it into the bed of the truck with a thud. Then I swung back up behind the wheel and looked at myself in the mirror. There was dirt on my cheeks and a leaf in my hair, which dripped water like I’d just gone swimming in Three Gum River. My face and dress were wet. My lips were their own dull pink color again. I threw the leaf out the window and rubbed at the smudges on my face and patted some of the rain off as best I could. Then I opened my hatbox and pulled out a shiny gold tube, shaped just like a bullet. I painted my lips as neat as I would paint a picture. Magnet Red—“very new, it’s very red. A dashing red.”

In my new life I was going to wear lipstick all the time.




TWO

On Saturday, August 23, I drove into Nashville. Right away it was the biggest, noisiest city I’d ever seen. I said out loud, “You done it, Velva Jean. You got yourself all the way here.”

I stopped at the first filling station I came to and sat there catching my breath. When the serviceman walked up, I rolled down the window and smoothed my hair. I said, “Can you tell me how to get to the Grand Ole Opry?”

He stared at me like I’d been blown in on a windstorm, which was probably exactly what I looked like. He said, “Where you comin’ from, miss?”

I said, “North Carolina. I just drove 346 miles.”

He slapped the side of the truck, not too hard, but like he was clapping. He said, “Congratulations.”

I said, “Thank you.”

He said, “Welcome to Nashville.”

I said, “Thank you. It’s awful good to be here.”

 

The Grand Ole Opry broadcast out of the War Memorial Auditorium, just next to the state capitol, downtown. It looked, with its six fat columns, like it should have been someplace far away and exotic, like Greece. It was the dressiest place I’d ever seen—like something on a postcard.

Nashville itself was fancy. The buildings were tall and grand and joined together side by side, all the way down Church Street, as far as the eye could see. There were red-and-white and green-and-white striped  awnings at every storefront and streetlamps that already glowed a little even though the sun hadn’t set. The sidewalks were filled with people. Trolley cars rattled past. There were men preaching outside taverns and music halls, and men and women standing on curbs or up on truck beds, playing the guitar, the banjo, the fiddle. Most everyone was singing. Music was everywhere. All those years of dreaming of Nashville, and I realized I couldn’t have thought up this place if I’d tried.

I parked the truck on Third Street and walked past all the places I’d read about in magazines and heard tales of: Shacklett’s Cafeteria; Candy’s Inc., with its windows full of sweets; the old Princess Theatre, which showed movies and a vaudeville stage show; Harveys department store; the Tulane Hotel. There were jewelry stores—glittering with gems of all shapes and sizes, and not rough uncut gems from the mountains but shiny ones set in rings or necklaces—sandwich shops, bakeries, eye doctors, a hat cleaner. Krystal, where they made cake doughnuts in the front window. La Vogue Beauty Salon, where the women from the Opry got their hair done. I stood at the corner of Fifth and Church—called St. Cloud’s Corner because of St. Cloud House, a hotel that had been there since the Civil War—and breathed it all in.

Then I walked over to the War Memorial Auditorium and the Grand Ole Opry. I pushed through all the people going this way and that and walked right up to the Opry building and pressed my hand against the side of it. The stone was cool and smooth beneath my palm. It had a heartbeat. I could feel the life in it, feel it breathing, or maybe it was my own pulse.

I’d just driven all those miles in a truck I’d learned to drive without any help from anyone. I’d pumped my own gas and changed my own tire and smiled at the things folks said about me being on my own, without a husband. I thought coming here was either the foolhardiest thing I’d ever done or the best.

I leaned up against the building and closed my eyes and felt the stone pressing into my skin, holding me up. I was all alone in this world—no mama, no daddy, no husband. I didn’t know where my brother was, and I’d left my family far behind. I didn’t have anything  but an old yellow truck, a suitcase, a hatbox, and a mandolin. But here was the Opry, right where I could touch it.

There was a sign on the door of the War Memorial Auditorium that said: “Tickets now required: twenty-five cents.” This was because the show was so popular that everyone wanted to see it. Even as I stood there, folks were walking up, pushing past each other and me, going inside, dressed in pretty clothes, clean clothes—the men wearing hats and starched shirts, the women wearing hats and dresses, nicely pressed. I noticed a smart-looking girl hurrying through the crowd. She wore red, red lipstick, and she was hatless. Her brown hair was cut in a bob that hugged her chin, and she carried a purse the color of tomatoes. She was a giant girl, fat as Harley’s mama, but pretty. She looked like she must be from Atlanta or New York. She walked by me and dropped a fifty-cent piece in my hand.

I stared at it and then started laughing. That girl thought I was some sort of less fortunate, a down-and-out in need of help. Granny had told me the cities were full of them. I held that coin tight in my fist and then opened the door and followed everyone inside. I walked up to the box office and bought one ticket. My hair was a mess, my dress was dirty, my shoes were making squish-squish sounds as I walked, like they might come off my feet and stick right to the floor. But my lips were painted bright as rubies.

 

I sat straight up during the show, rigid as a post, and listened to every word, every note. Down on the stage, all the musical acts I’d grown up hearing on Saturday nights on the radio—Pee Wee King’s Golden West Cowboys, Bill Monroe, the Possum Hunters, Minnie Pearl, the Missouri Mountaineers—stood around the WSM radio microphone playing their most famous songs.

The auditorium was beautiful, with a grand, high ceiling that looked like an enormous gold-and-white checkerboard and a chandelier that hung down in the center. I sat up in the left balcony, but what I really wanted to do was to climb down into the audience and jump onto the stage and sing my heart out.

And the stage—that was something else. It was a ten-foot circle of dark wood that looked like magic to me. Even from the balcony, you  could feel the history of it, like everyone who’d stood there had left a piece of themselves behind.

When Judge George D. Hay, dressed in a black suit and black hat, cigar hanging out of one corner of his mouth, said into the microphone, “Now put your hands together for Roy Acuff and the Smoky Mountain Boys,” I felt a thrill going through me from my feet to the top of my head. Judge Hay was the program director of the Opry. On the air he was called the Solemn Old Judge, and he chose everyone who sang on the show.

I wondered if just seeing Roy Acuff, even from way up here in the balcony, would send me into a swoon like some woman from a movie or an old-timey novel like the ones Ruby Poole read when Linc wasn’t around. I leaned forward and rested my arms on the railing. I wondered if Roy Acuff might see me in the audience, seated up here above the stage, just like Harley Bright had noticed me in the congregation of that first revival, the one he preached on the banks of Three Gum River, when I knew that one day I would marry him, when I thought I’d just been saved for the second time. Just in case, I sat up straight and tried my best to look regal in spite of my matted hair and dirty face. I was hoping Roy Acuff would see past the dirt and see the Velva Jean who could be clean and shiny and pretty in spite of freckles and too-wavy hair.

Roy Acuff was as tall as Harley. He sang “The Wabash Cannonball,” “The Precious Jewel,” and then “The Great Speckled Bird,” which was my favorite. He was skinny and handsome, with thick and wavy black hair and a sweet face that looked like he’d just scrubbed it with soap and water. It was the kind of face that seemed to be smiling even if he wasn’t. I wanted to kiss him, and just the thought of wanting to do such a thing made me clap my hand over my mouth and laugh like someone who had lost all sense.

This was one of the nicest moments I had ever had. I had done so much to get here, to this seat up in the balcony. I didn’t know where I was going to sleep or how I was going to earn money. I didn’t know the first thing about starting my new life as a singer. I missed my family. I missed Fair Mountain. But at this moment I didn’t miss Harley. Instead I sat there and thought about all the things I had done to get  there, to that very seat. It was funny what you could do in twenty-four hours. You could start the day in one place, married to a man you sometimes liked but most of the time didn’t, and you could end the next day in another place, far away, a single woman chasing her dreams. I thought there was some kind of miracle in that.

After Roy Acuff finished his last song, Judge Hay shuffled back to the microphone. As the Smoky Mountain Boys started playing soft in the background, the judge—around his cigar—said:Nothing to breathe but air, 
Quick as a flash ’tis gone; 
Nothing to fall but off, nowhere to stand but on . . .

 

Nothing to sing but songs, 
Ah well, alas! alack! 
Nowhere to go but out, nowhere to come but back.





I sat there for a long time, until the auditorium cleared out and one of the ushers told me to go. He was an itty-bitty boy with bright red freckles. I said, “I’d like to speak to Judge Hay, please.” I stood up and I was taller than the boy by half a foot.

He said, “Sister, you and about a thousand other people.”

I thought, Really? Well that’s fine, but he’ll see me, just you watch. Outside the night was alive and bright, the streetlamps glowing like lightning bugs, the people talking and singing and walking arm in arm, the streetcars jangling up and down. I stepped out into the middle of it.

I decided to walk around back of the building because maybe Judge Hay wouldn’t want to be in this crowd with so many people wanting to talk to him, and maybe there was a door back there that he could leave from. The building was a long way around but I followed it, over the sidewalk and then, when that ran out, the grass and the dirt. There were men standing out back, smoking cigarettes, and talking in low voices. Every now and then one would laugh, a great booming sound.

I walked up and said, “I’d like to see Judge Hay, please.” I tried to  look like I knew what I was doing. I stuck out my jaw a little, just like Johnny Clay always did when he meant business.

They stared at me like I was a haint. I could tell they didn’t know whether to be rude or nice. Finally one of them said, “He’s already gone on home, little lady.”

I said, “Are you sure he ain’t in there?”

He smiled at this, but only on one side of his mouth. He said, “I’m sure.”

One of the other men said, “On his mama’s grave.”

The first man said, “Shut up, Otis.” But he didn’t say it mean.

I thought their accents were funny—like ours but not as thick. Maybe a little more twangy, like an out-of-tune guitar string. I stared hard at the back door, like I could see through it—like maybe I could see if Judge Hay was really in there or not.

The first man said to me, “Honest, honey. He’s really gone on home.”

I said, “Thank you.” As I turned away, they stayed quiet, and I knew they were watching me or watching each other till I went away. Just before I rounded the building, they started talking again.

Back out front, I lost myself in the crowd. I thought I would walk along for a bit and pretend I was on my way somewhere, to someone, that somebody was waiting for me, that I knew where I was going. The night was clear and warm, and it felt good to be a part of something.

Even if I hadn’t got to talk to Judge Hay, I was in such a good mood from the Opry that I felt bad over scolding Jesus about the flat tire. As I walked down Church Street, I thought: Dear Lord, I’m sorry for getting so mad. It’s just that things are hard and I’m out here alone in this world, and it was tough enough leaving home for here without something happening to my truck. I wished for maybe the ten thousandth time that I had the patience of my mama or Daddy Hoyt.

I told myself I’d walk the length of Church Street—down one whole side and then back the other—looking for a rooming house or hotel, somewhere I could sleep just for that night. Folks were walking in and out of soda shops, five-and-ten-cent stores, and movie theaters.  They all looked fine and handsome, the men wearing hats, the women wearing hats. At the corner of Church and College Street, I saw the smart-looking girl from the Opry—the girl that had given me the fifty-cent piece—hurrying through the crowd.

I followed her, thinking I would give her money back. She was probably my age, maybe a few years older, and she wasn’t wearing a wedding ring. Other than me, she was the only girl walking by herself, and there was something about her that seemed brave and free. She was exactly who I wanted to be in my new life.

I lost sight of her now and then, only to find her again seconds later. Two old men stood on the sidewalk playing the banjo and the guitar. Just past them a short lady in overalls was singing her heart out, a hat at her feet. Every now and then someone would throw money into it as they walked by. I tried to stay closer to the girl with the purse. Two blocks later she turned down Fifth Avenue.

She walked faster than me, and I knew how to walk fast because Johnny Clay had the longest legs and practically ran when he walked, and I always tried to keep up with him or even beat him. This girl was taller than I was, but my legs were almost as long.

Fifth Avenue was just as busy as Church Street. People talked and laughed and ate popcorn and peanuts out of bags. I thought that it seemed almost like a carnival. I passed a hat shop, a dress shop, a shoe store. I expected the girl with the purse to stop at one of them. We passed a tobacco shop, the Orange Bar, Rex Theatre, the Fifth Avenue Theatre, and the Arcade, which was majestic and beautiful and full of shops and restaurants. I almost forgot about the girl and turned in, but I kept going.

Suddenly the girl stopped. She pulled a cigarette from her purse and lit it with a lighter that gleamed silver in the dark. She stood there, the cigarette to her lips, inhaling and blowing out delicate rings of smoke. I pulled up short in front of her, and before I could say a word, she said, “Why are you following me?” She sounded like Katharine Hepburn.

I took fifty cents out of my change purse. “I wanted to pay you back.”

“No offense, honey, but you look like you could use it more than me.”

I stared down at my clothes. I looked just like one of Hink Lowe’s sisters, the ones Sweet Fern called mountain trash. I said, “It’s money I earned myself. I’ve got more. Please take it.”

She threw the cigarette on the ground and crushed it with her heel. She took the fifty cents from me, dropped it into her purse, and then pulled out a stick of gum and tore the wrapper off. She stuck it in her mouth, and then she offered me one. I took it from her without opening it.

She said, “Where’re you from?”

“North Carolina. I just got here. I left home yesterday.”

“What are you doing here?”

“I’m a singer.”

“Where are you staying?”

“I don’t know yet.”

She blew a bubble and then sucked it right back in. She said, “Come on, then.” She marched off through the crowd, and I followed her until we stopped suddenly outside a place called the Lovelorn Café. The downstairs windows were bright and warm—inside, customers sat in booths or at the counter. Upstairs there were four or five more levels and the windows were smaller, more narrow. It was a great big house, right there in the middle of the city. She marched on in through the front door.

I stood there on the street, studying the house—there was music coming from inside. I walked up to the window and looked in. Suddenly I felt all alone again. I thought, if someone saw me standing here, staring in this window, they might think I was a beggar needing some food. I thought “lovelorn” was the perfect word for how I was feeling.

The door to the café swung open, and the girl stood there chomping her gum. She said, “Well, come on. You don’t want to sleep out there, do you?”

Inside there was an oriental woman, soft as a dumpling, clearing tables, and a man with a trim black beard tipping back on a chair, writing things on a pad of paper.

The girl said, “Look what I found.” She turned to me. “Meet Nori  and Crow Lovelorn.” She turned back to the Lovelorns. “Mind if she stays with me?”

The man set his chair legs back on the floor. He had a wide, beaming smile. He said, “As long as she can stand you.”

The woman kept on stacking plates. Her hair was shiny black in the light. She said, “You look like you could use a bath. Gossie will show you where it is.”

 

Back through the kitchen of the Lovelorn Café there was a staircase leading up and then up again and up, up, up. The girl was already huffing her way up them, two at a time.

I climbed up the first flight of stairs and passed a parlor with a piano and a sitting room right across from it. The second flight of stairs took us to a small landing, the size of a closet. There were two doors on either side, right across from each other. A light shone out from underneath one of the doors, and this was the one the girl pushed open.

The apartment was tiny but warm. The girl went on in and sat down on the settee, which was worn and old but comfortable. She took up a cigarette and lit it and stuck her chewing gum in an ashtray. There were movie magazines spread over the coffee table, a rifle propped against one wall, and the head of a buffalo hanging between the two narrow windows that looked down on the street.

When she saw me in the light, the girl said, “Jesus H. Christ. You look like you’ve been run over and back again. You shouldn’t be walking around Nashville at night.”

I said, “My truck is parked up there on Church Street.”

She said, “It’ll be all right till morning. What’s your name?”

“Velva Jean Hart.”

She nodded like she thought this was fine. “I’m Beryl Goss. But please don’t you dare call me Beryl. My mother played a cruel joke naming me after her father. Can you imagine? At least I wasn’t named after my father’s father, or I would be Virgil Bartholomew. Call me Gossie.”

For a big girl, she moved fast and talked fast. She got up and poured herself a drink from a bottle of gin. She poured me one too and handed it to me before I could say no. “It’ll warm you up.” I stared at the glass  and she laughed. “Oh, come on. Don’t tell me you’ve never taken a drink.”

I remembered the time Johnny Clay and me stole the moonshine from Harley’s own daddy—the moonshiner—back when we were little, after Mama died and Daddy left us with Sweet Fern, and we were running wild and doing every bad thing we could think of. I could still feel the burn of the liquor on my throat.

I said, “Once.”

She laughed at this and said, “Well sit down and tell me everything. You can drink it or not, it’s up to you.”

I sat on a rickety antique chair with a round red cushion and balanced the glass on my knee. I said, “What do you want to know?”

She said, “Start with why you look like this and what you’re doing here.”

So I did. I told her the whole story, trying to shorten it up so she wouldn’t have to sit there for hours. I told her about Mama dying and Daddy leaving and the Scenic being built right through our mountains, and Harley the delinquent and Harley the preacher and Harley the husband, and how he turned on me and so many others, and Johnny Clay running away and my dreams of Nashville and the Opry, and Danny Deal and the train wreck that killed him and the yellow truck he left behind and how I taught myself to drive it, and how one morning I just got in that truck and drove away.

Afterward I took a drink, a small one at first and then a bigger one. The gin burned going down but not as much as the moonshine. I sat there blinking the tears—tears from the sting of the alcohol and the sting of my story—out of my eyes.

Gossie let out a long, low whistle and lit another cigarette, her fifth since I’d been talking. She said, “Sweet Mother of Jesus, girl. You’ve been through it.”

I said, “Yes.” The tears were gone. I took another drink.

“Your freedom’s hard won.”

I liked the way that sounded. I thought it sounded just right.

She said, “Mine is too.”

I waited for her to tell me her story, but when she didn’t I looked around the room. I said, “This is a nice apartment.”

She said, “It’s pretty ugly actually. But it’s home.” Then she stood up and stretched her back and said, “There’s a second bedroom, but it’s no bigger than a drunkard’s wallet. I’ve got a bunch of stuff stored in there but we can move it.”

I said, “I can just sleep here on the settee.”

“For tonight maybe, but you’re going to need a room.”

Then she was already in that second bedroom, talking to herself and moving things around. She started singing “Happiness Is a Thing Called Joe” at the top of her lungs. She couldn’t carry a tune in a bucket, as Granny would say, but it didn’t seem to matter. She came out of the room, her arms filled with books, clothes, a large pair of rain boots, a helmet, a fishing rod, and said, “Well, come on in here, Mary Lou, and grab an armful.”

I said, “My name’s Velva Jean.”

She said, “I know that. But everyone needs a nickname,” and then she went back in and kept singing.

[image: 004]

August 24, 1941

 

Dear family,

This is just a note to let you know that I made it to Nashville safe and sound. I’ll write more soon, to tell you about how I went to the Grand Ole Opry already to hear Roy Acuff sing and how I made a friend. Her name is Beryl Goss, but she goes by Gossie, and she’s twenty-six years old. I’m going to be her roommate in an apartment above the Lovelorn Café. This morning I parked my truck right outside the front door, where I can keep an eye on it, but Gossie says as far as big cities go Nashville isn’t dangerous—not like Boston, where she comes from.

I miss you all like crazy. I’m happy to be here, but you’re too far away.

I love you,

Velva Jean
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