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A SONG FOR THE ROAD

“Fifteen-year-old Carter Danforth is loaded down with guilt, dreams, and his dad’s old Martin guitar. Hitting the long highway between Tulsa and LA may be his best hope or worst decision ever. Author Rayne Lacko takes us on a powerful coming-of-age journey that gets under the skin, calluses the fingertips, and works its way into the heart. A Song for the Road is packed with gritty wisdom, succulent humor, and great music. I’ll be rooting for Carter for a long time to come.”

—CONRAD WESSELHOEFT, author of Dirt Bikes, Drones, and Other Ways to Fly

“A Song for the Road is a brilliant metaphor for life. That Carter Danforth is one determined young man, and as memorable a hero as you’ll ever find. Bravo, Rayne Lacko!”

—ANDRE HARDY, former NFL running back

“Rayne Lacko brings forth the power of music in her inspiring coming-of-age novel A Song for the Road. The protagonist, a teenaged boy, is ‘reawakening all the feelings he was trying every day to hold down.’ Torn between facing his suppressed feelings and pursuing his passion, Carter chooses making music on his own terms. His choice is rewarded with personal healing and new friendships. A wonderful read about the magic of music and creating your own path.”

—HEIDI DANIELE, author of The House Children

“A boy, a guitar, and the open road. In A Song for the Road, Rayne Lacko brings this timeless archetype to full, vivid life as fifteen-year-old Carter embarks on a journey that will define him as an artist, a son, and a man. Beautiful music abounds in these pages—in the story, the language, and the hearts of these well-defined characters. Tune up your six-string, grab a mic, and join Carter as he takes his memorable song on the road.”

—MARK SARVAS, award-winning author of Memento Park

“I really loved Carter’s gentle sweet soul and the magic of his journey. Really lyrical and exquisite moments; I felt really drawn in by its tenderness and charm. Very nicely done!”

—NOELLE AUGUST, author of the Boomerang novels

“His father’s old guitar leads fifteen-year-old ‘Cotton’ Danforth on an emotional journey to reconcile his past and find his future in this sweet story about the power of song to bridge what divides us. Musical teens will love this book. So will any adult who’s been moved to strum a few chords. I only wish it came with a soundtrack.”

—PAM MCGAFFIN, author of The Leaving Year

“A lyrical, absorbing coming-of-age tale, A Song for the Road delights, surprises, and tugs at the heartstrings in equal measure. I fell in love with Carter Danforth on his epic cross-country journey to reunite with his estranged father—and so will you. An uplifting story of friendship, family, and the healing power of music.”

—ANJALI BANERJEE, author of Maya Running, Looking for Bapu, and Seaglass Summer

“Carter Danforth, a gifted teen musician, tugs guitar strings and heartstrings in Rayne Lacko’s entertaining new young adult novel, A Song for the Road. Readers will love this inspiring physical and metaphorical journey of growth and self-realization through the American Southwest.”

—RON BAHAR, author of The Frontman

“Full of heart and soul, A Song for the Road is a beautiful road trip through friendship, self-discovery, and the kindness of strangers. Carter’s story of searching for his father and finding his own musical identity will strum on your heartstrings and make you sing with joy.”

—LISA MANTERFIELD, author of The Smallest Thing and A Strange Companion
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For Joe & Noah. You will always find love at home.


Chapter One

April 1, 2006

CARTER DANFORTH PRESSED THE BLACK INK OF HIS PEN into the palm of his hand. Across the lines and grooves, he wrote a few lyrics of a song he’d call “Hour of Freedom.” His mother was out on a delivery that afternoon, but he didn’t mind taking the Tulsa city bus home from school. If he played it right, he could set his secret plan in motion and still be home by four.

Springtime in Tulsa was wet season, and Carter knew the weather was a gamble. The day before it was hot as a billy goat in a pepper patch. But that afternoon, blasts of cold air circled the heat. Another storm was rolling in.

Stepping off the bus, Carter walked over to Tommy’s Pawn Shop, the second store down from his regular stop. His father’s guitar, a left-handed Martin acoustic, used to sit in the front window display. There was no telling whether Tommy had held on to it or if it already had found a new home.

The pawn shop had one of those old-timey bells that jangled when you walked in the door.

On display cases were older-timey items: farmhouse pottery, record players, and creepy old dolls with cracked porcelain heads.

The man behind the counter picked at something between his lower teeth with a thick fingernail, appraising Carter. “You’re Sandra Bermejo’s kid, aren’t you?”

“How’s it going, Tommy?” Carter nodded toward him. He’d come for the guitar, but he wasn’t about to up and admit it. Better to play it cool, pretend Eddie Danforth’s old guitar was nothing more than a passing notion.

“Going to buy anything or you just staking the joint?” The man’s solitary interest was cold hard cash, and Carter knew he had just enough to cover the seven hundred fifty dollars Tommy was asking for the guitar.

On a shelf behind the counter were stacked rows of dead cell phones. Carter was pretty sure he was the only kid in ninth grade without a phone. His best buddies Landon and Caleb had had phones since middle school. Carter had a burr under his saddle over not being included in their texts, especially when they spent the better part of a boring school day repeating the punchline of an inside joke he wasn’t in on. Carter’s mom said she’d buy him a phone, “on the very day you need one.” He couldn’t convince her that day had arrived ages ago.

Squinting at Carter, Tommy grabbed a phone from the top of the stack and placed it on the counter in front of him. The hair on his bare arms matched the hair on his head, dark and oily. “All you got to do is take it down to the phone store, kid. You sign a contract and they power it up for you.”

“How do you know—” Carter began as the crack and shatter of a flash downfall of hailstones pelted the sidewalk out front. “How do you know if it still works?” The sudden noise didn’t bother him. He was used to the random piercing cry of his mother’s band saw firing up from her basement woodshop at all hours. She’d made a career out of refinishing vintage wood tables, chairs, and dressers.

“All my goods is hundred percent,” Tommy replied. He scratched the back of his neck, grimacing at the storm outside. “Crazy ping-pong-size balls dropping out of the sky.”

There was only one thing Carter felt one hundred percent about, and that was buying his dad’s guitar. He’d come for the Martin and he wasn’t leaving without it. A phone would have to wait.

A patchwork of TVs lined both sides of the store, most of them on but muted. Several were set to news channels reporting the hail falling right outside the shop. Supercell thunderstorm warnings sped across the bottoms of the screens in red text. Any Okie grade-schooler could tell you hailstorms didn’t last long, and supercell storms only turned into tornadoes about twenty-five percent of the time. But the sky was brewing a dark greenish tint and the winds were howling. Carter figured he’d best get what he came for and head home.

“I’m thinking about upgrading my axe.” Carter tried using the slang word some musicians used for guitar. Carter pretended his heart wasn’t pounding with longing. Above the TVs, dozens of guitars lined the ceiling. Eddie’s guitar had a special marking, an inscription. Not one of those lame, engraved labels some musicians had made up and stuck on. No, this inscription was stained into it, a few shades darker than the guitar’s own mahogany body, like a tattoo or a birthmark. Eddie’s guitar was the last piece of evidence the man had ever stepped foot in Tulsa, and Carter aimed to lay waste to it.

“You still have that Martin left-handed acoustic I saw in here a while back?” Carter tried to act casual.

“I think that old Martin is in storage. Put it away to make room for new inventory.” Tommy checked the time on his wrist-watch. “Look, I got way better ones. Just right for a beginner.”

Tommy waddled over to the guitar display carrying a long metal post with a hook on the end. He used it to fish down a beat-up electric guitar with faded stickers of extinct rock bands. “Name’s Cotton, right?”

His mom had dubbed him Cotton, short for cottontail rabbit. “Mostly ears and legs,” she’d say, like it pained her to witness him sprout up the way he did. He wished her rabbit comparison ended there. “Big brown eyes and hair like cinnamon,” she’d add, mussing up his hair with her work-worn hands. Carter tried to convince her the same description might fit a white-tailed buck and not the bottom of the food chain. Any folks who knew his mother liked to joke, “Cain’t never could change Sandra’s mind.”

“It’s Carter, sir. Nobody but my mom calls me Cotton.”

“How old are you, kid?”

“Fifteen.”

“Dang. Tall as you are skinny, and you still got growing ahead of you.”

“Yeah.” Carter folded his long, lanky arms across his chest, anxious to find the guitar and get out of there. “I passed six foot by my fourteenth birth—”

“Let me tell you something, Carter.” Tommy put on his salesman’s voice. “It’s smarter to start on electric. The strings are thinner and closer to the neck. It’s easier to play chords.”

“I’m looking for an acoustic, the Martin in particular.” Carter was getting impatient, and the howl of the storm outside wasn’t making him feel any easier. He knew the guitar so well he could recite its catalog description. “Dark mahogany, satin lacquer finish, Martin brand. Looks like it came right out of the history books.”

Tommy moved along the line, taking down a few acoustics, a Seagull, and then a Larrivee. Carter shifted on his feet, uncertain whether Tommy was messing with him. He shook his head when Tommy pulled out a Taylor Big Baby with a blonde Sitka spruce top.

“I just want the Martin 000-15M. Do you have it?”

“You know the model number?” Tommy sniffed, wiping his nose with the back of his hand. “Someone’s done his homework.”

In his pocket, Carter made a fist around his money. He’d heard enough of Tommy’s deals to know he took in pawned items at ridiculously low rates, then sold them to others as though they were part of the national treasure. The more Carter showed he wanted that Martin, the more expensive it would become.

“You say you put it in storage?” Carter also had witnessed his mom bartering over broken antique furniture at weekend flea markets. He tried using her lingo. “Let me take it off your hands. It’s just wasting space, I reckon.”

“Everything I sell is hundred percent,” Tommy repeated but reached for his keys to unlock the storage door in the hallway behind the sales counter. “Hold on, kid. I might have already moved it.”

Tommy flicked a light switch inside the doorway and disappeared. Carter went through the guitars hanging on the ceiling again, making sure his dad’s Martin wasn’t right in front of him. Various news shows flickering across the wall of TVs broadcast one shared and repeated message: warnings of supercell thunderstorms, accompanied by footage of an F5 tornado in Moore back in May 1999, one of the worst tornado outbreaks in Oklahoma history. Eddie’s guitar wasn’t there. He was pretty sure he’d have felt its presence anyway.

Tommy returned shortly with a couple of Martins, old but still good-looking, and set them on the counter. Carter looked them over, then shook his head.

“Left-handed,” he said, pulling his left hand from his pocket and holding it up, the money he’d brought still clenched in his fist. When he realized what he’d done, heat crept up his neck, reddening his face. Carter plunged his hand deep into his pocket.

It was too late, Tommy had seen the cash. Carter could tell by the way his eyes lit up.

“Burning a hole in your pocket, ain’t it?” Tommy grinned, his teeth as yellow as his fingers. “How’d you come up with that kind of cash?”

Carter narrowed his gaze at the man. He didn’t want Tommy to mention the money next time his mother came around to junk hunt. “I earned it helping out my mom in her woodshop.” Carter told him a bit of the truth. Tommy looked doubtful, so Carter stretched the truth a little. “And from doing gigs,” he added, tossing a loose wave of his hair carelessly to one side, “with my band.”

Tommy squinted at Carter, unsure whether to believe him. “Well, you came to the right place. Waste of money shopping retail. Everything I got is one of a kind, you know what I’m saying?”

The wind outside pushed against the glass storefront, rattling the bell over the door. The lights flickered overhead. Carter swung around, wondering if the door was going to hold. The sky had grown darker, even though it was just past three. Angry hailstones battered the pavement. Tommy scratched at the roll of fat circling his middle section and surveyed the empty store.

“Shop’s closing early,” he said. “Why don’t we make this quick? C’mon, pick one and get out of here, kid.”

Carter was sick of people telling him what he couldn’t have. His father sold off his Martin guitar along with Carter’s future when he left Oklahoma. As long as Tommy was holding on to proof of that fact, Carter’s past was in the pawn shop owner’s greasy hands.

Tommy coughed. “What’s that, sulfur?”

Carter realized he’d been holding his breath. He sniffed the air; it smelled bitter and smoky, like someone just lit a match the size of a bow rake handle. It was hard to breathe. With a flash and a roaring sound, they both dropped to the dirty tile floor. The thunder sounded like a freight train had barreled off track and was crashing through the heart of Tulsa. The shop lights went out and the TVs fell silent, and the glowing electric alarm clocks died on the shelves.

He had to get out there. Seemed like every time he thought his plans were coming together, something or someone got in his way. Even the weather had it out for him. His mother would be home soon, and there was no bringing Eddie’s guitar back in that rain. Shouting to Tommy, “I got to go before the storm gets any worse,” Carter rose to his knees, fixing to leave.

“Boy, you ain’t going nowhere.”

Lightning flashed, illuminating the faces of the creepy dolls on the shelves. The bell over the entryway rattled. The front doors blew wide open, blowing the aging pottery off the shelves. The rows of hanging guitars slammed together on their hooks, then tore clean off the wall when the display bracket collapsed. The guitars’ hollow-wood bodies cracked and groaned, hitting the floor. Their heads poked in every direction from a crumpled heap. Chunks of ceiling tiles and roof shingles, and all the junk in between, dumped on the mess, crushing what was left of the guitars. A blast of rain and howling wind ransacked the pawn shop, sending pieces of smashed pottery skittering across the floor toward Carter. He covered his head as Tommy’s lumpy body careened over the counter like a sack of wheat. Tommy grabbed Carter’s arm and hustled him back toward the storage room.

“Tornado” was all he said, the word swollen and distorted, like it took up too much room in his head.


Chapter Two

CARTER HUSTLED TO FOLLOW THE MAN INTO A storage room with painted cinderblock walls. A small emergency light attached to the ceiling gave the tight space just enough light to make out shapes of old furniture, trunks, and boxes, but sucked the color of out of everything.

“Don’t touch anything, kid. I’m warning you.”

Tommy lit a shaky cigarette. When he exhaled, the smoke gathered and swirled in the grayish light. Rain beat against the cracked rectangular window with a view of the parking lot out back. Carter didn’t care to spend any longer than necessary in the cramped storage space with him.

Adjusting to the dim light, he spotted his father’s guitar immediately, hanging next to the door. Carter froze, trying to still his racing heart. Clearly, Tommy knew exactly which guitar he’d come looking for, and was only holding out to make Carter beg for it. A desperate customer meant bigger bucks in the bartering world.

Removing it carefully from its hook, Carter ran his hand over the smooth body, examining it. Not a spot of dust on it, like it’d been polished up for a big sale. The price tag was gone, but everything else was exactly the way he remembered it.

“That the one?” Tommy asked, flipping through a stack of vinyl records.

“Might be,” he stammered, his gaze flashing to the storm outside the little window. The guitar’s back, sides, and top were solid mahogany, the wood grain surfaces mirroring one another like an open book. The strings attached to the body with a traditional maple bridge plate and a thin saddle Carter knew was made from real bone. The fourteen-fret neck had matching mahogany. Carter’s fingers nearly sensed the vibration of the guitar’s history, songs plucked and strummed on those very strings.

He held it so Tommy wouldn’t see the inscription of tiny dark brown serif letters just below the pickguard: “Creativity, Victory, Heart, and Discipline.” Those four words had mattered to his father, enough to have them custom-stained into the guitar. The inscription was as valuable to Carter as the guitar itself, proof his father once had some good in him.

“It’ll do,” he said, trying to be casual, his back turned to Tommy. “I’ll give you seven fifty for it, no more.”

“It ain’t for sale, kid.” Tommy laughed a cold laugh. “Already have a buyer.”

Carter couldn’t be sure if Tommy was bluffing. “How much are they offering for it?”

“Nine fifty.”

Carter swallowed hard, thinking about how long he’d hated knowing his dad’s guitar was still in Tulsa, but he wasn’t allowed to play it. He thought about how hard it had been to save. The old coffee can he used as a piggy bank had weighed as much as a sack of hammers, but when he’d counted all the loose coins and random bills from chores and a faraway aunt on birthdays, he’d only cleared three hundred dollars. On weekends, his mother taught him to fix everything from the torque converter to the flywheel on her truck, but she wouldn’t pay him for it. She said if he hoped to drive the old beast one day, he’d best know his way around the engine. He watched where she kept her savings, though. He knew all about where she hid her money. It was cash she wasn’t going to spend on him—and certainly not on his dad’s old guitar. She probably wasn’t even going to spend it on herself. His mom wore the same dusty work clothes day in and day out. Born and raised on a scratch of desert north of Reno, Nevada, she didn’t fuss with getting her hair and nails done. Even when the roof leaked last winter, she’d refused to pay to hire anyone. She went up there and fixed it herself.

His mother’s savings just sat there, doing nothing and helping no one. Carter wanted to put an end to the guitar that once promised him a future in music. If he was never going to play the Martin again, no one would.

So he took the money.

It was just enough, added to the savings in his coffee can, to buy the guitar for seven hundred fifty dollars. And now Tommy wanted an extra two hundred?

“I can give you seven fifty, right now.” Carter was firm but his voice had lost color. It felt like there was a ball of something scratchy at the back of his mouth. Carter cleared his throat, but the ball grew scratchier.

His guilty fingers felt clammy around the damp bills, all his mom’s savings, in his pocket. It wasn’t enough to buy the guitar. Stealing it was plainly the dumbest, most selfish thing he’d ever done.

“Sorry, kid. Nine fifty’s the best I can do.”

Would destroying the guitar guarantee him sweet payback if he had to steal from his mother to do it? He pictured himself smashing it with a hammer, the way he’d wanted to a thousand times since his dad left. No, he couldn’t go through with it. He’d put back all her money before she found out and—

He’d let go of his father. Let go of the guitar.

“I don’t want it,” Carter said, unable to tear his eyes away from the instrument.

Tommy placed the Martin in an old guitar case and leaned it against the wall. Black and dusty, the case seemed like a coffin to Carter’s only hope. But there was no way of getting any more money. He’d already taken what wasn’t his.

Rain pummeled the parking lot, the sky swirling with blue-black clouds. The howling wind picked up and thunder broke high above them. Carter cowered, ducking against the cold cement wall. It sounded like the storm was directly overhead. “Most of the time thunder plays a trick,” Tommy assured him, taking a drag of his cigarette. “It sounds close, but it’s miles away.”

Carter leaned into the wall to steady himself. He figured his mom must be back home by then and wondering why he wasn’t. She was in the habit of pitching a duck fit when he wasn’t back in time for dinner. It’s not like he had many places to be on the best of days, but a tornado was a whole new level of worry. “Hey, Tommy? Would it be okay if I called my mom?” His heart was pounding something awful. “I don’t want her to worry.” He was plenty worried himself.

“Yeah. Make it quick.” In the small room, the rectangular light of a cell phone’s lit screen appeared before him, shaking in Tommy’s fist. The screech of bending metal cut through the darkness. “Sometimes the bark is worse than the bite.” Tommy tried to make sense of the noise. “You know, reverberation.”

“Thanks.” Tommy must be coming unhinged, Carter thought, as he dialed his mother’s cell. That storm was just getting started.

“Hey, Carter.” Tommy kept talking, too unnerved to button his lip. “Everything’s going be okay, you hear?”

He pressed the phone against his ear, listening. His mother didn’t pick up. Everything was far from okay, he reckoned.

Debris blew about the parking lot in the screaming wind. Carter held the phone closer to his ear and covered the other with his free hand. In the distance, he could hear the grainy scrape of breaking brick and a loud crunching whine of metal crushed against metal. This wasn’t any seasonal rain shower. It was a full-on tornado. He just wanted to be home. He looked at the black case holding his father’s guitar and cursed ever having held the thing, ever having loved it. It’d brought him nothing but bad luck. He wished he didn’t care about music, wished his father leaving didn’t matter.

Carter pressed his body against the cinder-block wall. The cool, solid concrete felt safer. And permanent, he hoped.

A deafening noise cracked overhead. Carter slid down to the floor, burying his head under his long arms. He held his breath and closed his eyes, afraid the ceiling might collapse, crushing him and Tommy like the heap of guitars.

There was no going out in that mess. Guitar or no guitar, he was stuck. Carter pictured his mother in her basement workshop, her hair tied in a bandanna, sawdust on her forearms above her work gloves. He redialed, entering her number slowly and deliberately. She made it home from her delivery, he repeated to himself. But she wasn’t answering her phone. He dialed again, pressing the phone back to his ear and listened to it ring and ring until it went to voice mail.

“Mama, it’s me, Cotton. Are you home? You okay?” He wished he could tell her where he was, but she’d freak if she found out he was in Tommy’s pawn shop with all her savings. “Um, I’m fine. Really. I’ll be home as soon as the storm passes. I love y—” The call dropped, cutting him off. “Why isn’t she answering?” he asked, as though Tommy’d have any clue.

“You got to keep trying,” he said. His voice seemed rougher in the darkness. “She’ll answer, I know it.”

Outside the window, Carter watched a garbage can in the parking lot stumble a few feet, then fly away. He handed the phone back to Tommy. “Right after you call your family.”


Chapter Three

THE STORM BATTERED THE PAWN SHOP ALL NIGHT. With nothing but hope and worry duking it out in their heads, Carter and Tommy didn’t catch a wink of sleep.

The next morning the sky was dirty and gray, blotting the sun. It was still raining, but the thunder had let up. Carter and Tommy stood on the sidewalk in front of the pawn shop, neither of them speaking. Ambulance and fire engine sirens whined in the distance. Car alarms droned from every direction.

Through the long hours trapped in the pawn shop, they hadn’t talked much about anything aside from the weather, but the storm gave Tommy the presence of mind to sell the guitar to the closest buyer offering immediate cash, rather than waiting on a better deal. Carter had handed over all his money, stuffing it into Tommy’s meaty palm in the darkness. Gripping his father’s guitar in his arms at last, Carter had hoped the emptiness of losing his dad would be over. Smashing the Martin was supposed to help him move on, become whatever a boy became when “rock star” was no longer an option. Funny thing, though, Carter had wished he could play it that night, hear the strings quiver with life. But he hadn’t dared to take it out of the case, not when the wind wouldn’t let up. Carter knew an F5 tornado could pick up speeds as fast as three hundred miles per hour. He was afraid the ceiling might peel off and disappear into the eye of a passing funnel. He’d already lost his dad. He didn’t want to lose the guitar. Again.
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CARTER was itching to get home. He was worried about his mom. She hadn’t answered her phone all night. He stuffed the receipt for the guitar in his pocket.

Tommy stared across the street at a crumpled Toyota hatchback wedged in a tea shop’s window frame as if it had been thrown like a Frisbee. They were lucky to be alive, not a scratch on either of them. Pulling his gaze from the wreck, Tommy shut the pawn shop’s front doors, securing them with an old bike lock wrapped around the door handles, even though the shop had a gaping hole on one corner where the roof fell in the night before. Half of Tommy’s merchandise was trashed.

“Get on home,” Tommy said with a grunt, sending the boy on his way. “What do you take me for, a babysitter?”

Carter hesitated a moment, trying to meet Tommy’s eye, but the hatchback had reclaimed his attention the way only a car wreck can. “Thank you, Tommy,” Carter said. “Sorry about your store,” he added, throwing his arms around the big man in a solid hug. Surprised, Tommy thumped Carter awkwardly on the back and released himself, folding his arms across the roll around his middle. “Go on, now. Your ma is probably fixing to wallop you for not getting home last night.”

Gripping his fingers tightly around the guitar case’s handle, Carter took off running from Tommy’s pawn shop, north on the sidewalk to Ballata Avenue, his street. The guitar weighed him down, wobbling and thrashing like he was dragging it against its will. He tried tucking it under one arm and then the other. Finally, he grabbed the handle with one hand, and hugged it to his chest with the other. Dodging loose roof shingles, fence posts, twigs, and branches, Carter forked right into his neighborhood without slowing to catch his breath. His house was four blocks down.

Carter stopped short, coming to a hard halt, and stared. The homes he passed every day on his way to school, many a hundred years old or more, were nothing more than piles of rubble. The booming crashes of the night before, the sound he’d imagined was a freight train running off-track, wild and untamed through the middle of Tulsa, must have chosen his neighborhood as a crash pad.

The truth was plain: his neighborhood was demolished, flattened, wiped out. Carter stared, uncomprehending. Where houses once stood he could only imagine people, the neighbors who occupied them. They all got out, he told himself. Plenty of warning on the news, they had to have gotten out in time. He couldn’t bear the idea he might be standing in a graveyard. But what about his house, he wondered. What about Mama?

Carter sprinted home, rain pelting his wet hair against his forehead. On some lots, a garage held its ground. As though nature had played some twisted lottery, a short row of four or five homes stood untouched, humbled witnesses to the carnage around them.

As he neared his house, Carter slowed, blinking away the rain from his eyes. It seemed all right. Only the front door hung open, held in place by just the bottom hinge.

“Mama!” Carter yelled, taking the front steps in twos. “I’m home.”

Carter pulled the front door straight, leaning it against the jamb. He stepped inside, trying to make sense of what he saw. Half the house was gone. Rain fell on the living room carpet, soaking it. Rubble lay everywhere, as if a junkyard had exploded. The staircase, a wet, creaking heap, no longer led to the second floor but to the endless gray, crying sky.

“Mama, where are you?” he yelled again, his eyes scavenging the shards of bent drywall, broken picture frames, and filthy furniture, ripped and soaking wet. The steps to his mother’s basement workshop were buried in rubble, maybe five feet deep or more. Carter squeezed his eyes shut, regret bitter in his mouth. It was a dumb mistake, praying all night that she was down there, he told himself. Now he was sure she got out. She had to be okay. He squeezed the handle of the guitar case in his palm, guilt stabbing him in the gut. He nearly doubled over from the pain. Trying to steady himself, he grabbed on to his mother’s carved wooden headboard, jutting out over soggy cardboard boxes that had been in the attic. Where the dining table once sat, a mattress cowered on top of the neighbor’s motorcycle, a Yamaha V Star, wrapping it like a tent. Carter had taken a handful of lessons on the bike after he’d earned his learner’s permit. It was no good now. The front wheel bulged to one side, the fork tubes bent like broken limbs. Carter brushed away hot tears with his wet arm. The salty, bitter taste of his snot ran down his lip. Getting his bearings, he tore into the mess, calling out, “Mama! Mama!”

Carter found a strength he didn’t know he had, hauling away rubble covering the stairs to the basement with his bare hands. With the back of his arm, Carter wiped at the sweat beading across his forehead and dug away the filthy remains. When he came across an old box of baby blankets and onesies his mom had kept, he used them to wrap his hands, scratched and bleeding from digging. The song he’d written on his palm the day before, “Hour of Freedom,” was nothing more than a distorted smattering of black ink.

Half-afraid he would find her dead, half-afraid he wouldn’t find her at all, he begged her to answer him. “Mama, I’m sorry I was late,” he sobbed, grimacing at the gassy stink in the air.

The rain wouldn’t stop. Carter had to find a place to hide the guitar. The stainless-steel kitchen sink and a good portion of the Formica countertop had survived the storm. Carter cleared out the pots and pans and cleaning supplies beneath and hid the guitar there to keep it dry while he continued his search. An over-sized flashlight, the old kind with a six-volt lantern battery, hung on what remained of the kitchen wall. Carter hoped the battery hadn’t died. Pulling it from its magnet, he tried the switch. A bright light cut through the dust and rainfall.

When he finally got the basement door open, he nearly flung himself down the stairs, shining the light into the darkness.

She wasn’t there.

He bounded back up the stairs. Carter stumbled out of his broken home into the street. With all his strength, he barreled his voice across the deserted plain of rubble and debris. “Mama? Sandra Bermejo! Mama!”

The wind blew hard across the open field of downed houses. The air felt loud in his ears as he strained to hear his mother’s reply to his calls to her.

She didn’t answer.

No one answered. There was no one around, in any direction as far as he could see. That was good, he decided. Everyone had been evacuated. She was somewhere safe, with the others. He just wished he could tell her he was okay, too.

She would come back, of course, to look for him. He remembered one time when he was just a knee-baby, wandering off at the shopping mall. Eventually, she found him pitching a duck fit, sticky with tears and hungry enough to eat the north end of a south-bound polecat. “Carter Danforth,” she’d scolded him, dropping to her knees to scoop his whole body into her arms, “next time stay where I can find you.”

Carter returned to his house to wait. He kept his ear tuned to any sound falling between the moans of the wind and the downpour of rain, watching the horizon for the telltale dark funnel of an oncoming tornado.

It’d been over a day since he last ate. All Carter had left of his kitchen was the sink and a vivid recollection of the meals his mom had fixed there: barbeque pork, biscuits, and corn, and sweet peach pie. At that point, a ninety-nine-cent burrito from a gas station sounded pretty good. Carter thought again about the money he’d stolen. And spent. He didn’t have a dollar in his pocket.

Carter wondered whether any of the chemicals his mother used in her workshop were flammable. He couldn’t leave the house in case she came looking, but he worried the whole pile might go up in flames. He paused to look to the sky. The rain continued to fall hard, the clouds a battalion of firefighters.

Maybe she was at a friend’s, in a cellar hidey hole, or had stayed with a client after her delivery. Isn’t that what had happened to him? He’d found a safe place where she couldn’t even imagine. He had to keep searching.


Chapter Four

BY EVENING, THE NEIGHBORHOOD HAD GROWN DARK, darker than he’d ever seen. The streetlights could have blown to the next county over for all Carter knew. There were no porch lights on; there were no porches. No golden lights glowing from quiet houses, where families sat around tables eating dinner. No flicker from TV screens. Just darkness.

Carter grabbed the guitar from under the kitchen sink and sheltered himself in the basement. He wondered if his dad knew, if somehow he’d gotten word about the Oklahoma tornado from the news. He wondered if he ever thought of him and his mama.

His dad had a new life some fourteen hundred miles away in Santa Monica. Carter wondered if his new wife’s daughters, Scarlett and Aurora, were better at being his kids than he was. He supposed if they weren’t, his dad would’ve come back by now.

Rain fell down the hardwood stairs with a sharp splat, pooling under the door into the dank workshop. Bracing the lantern between his shoulder and chin, Carter balanced the guitar case over two sawhorses and slipped out the instrument and hugged it to him. It would have been smarter to leave the guitar in its case to protect it.

He stroked the length of the guitar’s familiar shape, running his hands around the curved sides, to the heel of the body, then up the neck, bumping over each fret. At the headstock, Carter traced his fingertips over the Martin & Company logo. Established 1833, it read. If the Martin company could weather nearly two centuries, maybe Carter could endure another night not knowing when he’d find his mother.

When he was little, his dad used to sit him on his knee and hold his hands to the strings. The 000-15M Martin was similar to smaller, 1940s-era mahogany guitars, his dad had told him. It had a balanced sound, and Carter found it comfortable to play, even though it was left-handed and he wasn’t. Eddie believed playing left-handed had been integral to making Jimi Hendrix a star, and Carter’s daddy used every notion, gimmick, and trick to make people sit up and take notice of his “boy wonder.”

Carter wasn’t the musician he once was, not by a long shot, but he’d retained a fair bit and could even read music. He tried a few chords. The mellow vibration in the tight space shook Carter with astonishment. He tried to lengthen the chords, draw out each note. He remembered his dad telling him, “There are about a million ways to play a quarter note.” As though his daddy were there with him, as if no time had passed, he recalled his words. “You have to tease it out, sometimes thick, other times swinging soft and low. I like it with a quick grind at the tail.” His dad had told him to repeat one ordinary word, over and over. Anything—motorbike or chopper, it didn’t matter. Just repeat a word enough times and it starts to bend and warp, it loses meaning. Quarter notes can be handled the same way, he’d explained.

Rhythm and timing: those were his mom’s secrets to sanding and polishing a piece of wood to perfection. After Dad sold the Martin and moved out west, she said, “You’ve got good eye-hand coordination. You were born to work with your hands.” Then they got wind that Eddie had married another woman with not one but two potential “wonder kids,” and it was clear that he was never coming back. Carter gave up believing he was born to make music.

An ache pounded in his stomach; longing raked at his ribs. I’m just hungry, he thought, but it hurt him enough to put the guitar away. Maybe it wasn’t worth it. Stealing from his mama was plain stupid, and look where it got him. The best thing he could do was take the guitar back to Tommy in the morning and get his mother’s money back. He’d pretend he never took it or spent it. They were going to need the money now anyway, to find another place to live.
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SOMEHOW sleep found him.
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