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That One Bonnie 
Raitt Song
Shinelle L. Espaillat

Sheridan set out, driving a rusted 1999 Ford Taurus she 
called Bertha that had just over a hundred thousand miles on it, 
to race death across the country. Back north. She believed she 

would win. Anyway, New Orleans had not been the panacea she had 
supposed it would be, and in fact, she’d already been packing without a 
plan when Dubby had called.

“Linny’s going, Sher. You want to say goodbye, at least. You gotta 
get back now.” What he didn’t say—didn’t have to—was that he him-
self would not give one single dime to get her there. She ought to go; 
she owed Linny a weeping, apologetic goodbye, but she’d have to make 
it there on her own. She’d pushed her phone into her back pocket and 
stared into the ornately framed hall mirror, frowning at her reflection.

“You are such a cliché,” she’d told herself. This was as true as it 
had been most of her life. She was already, unintentionally, living out 
her security deposit. The landlord had stopped making phone calls and 
started making random appearances. She had five hundred dollars in 
her bank account and nothing left to sell. Bertha had gotten her to the 
French Quarter from New York; it would have to get her back.

It had been the work of two hours to stuff her belongings into 
two suitcases and a box. The furniture all belonged to the landlord. 
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Afterward she had wandered down St. Ann Street toward Café Du 
Monde, hands in her pockets, smoothly slipping around the tourists. 
Though the sun shone, winter still tainted the April day, but the breeze 
off the Mississippi didn’t deter anybody; there was still a long line, still 
a singer leading half the crowd in a rousing performance of “When the 
Saints Go Marching In.” Though she had held onto her New Yorker’s 
dislike for all things touristy, she could not resist the damn beignets, 
and this would likely be her last chance to have a real one. Plus, it 
would keep her full for the first leg of the trip. She decided not to 
bother officially quitting her job. Michele would figure it out when she 
didn’t show up for her shift, and would likely be thrilled to replace her 
with a competent waitress. Licking the powdered sugar off her lips and 
fingers, she swallowed and said a silent goodbye to the city.

She had waited until it was dark to load the trunk and sneak away, 
just like when she’d left White Plains a year earlier. Then, though, the 
only thing in her stomach had been water and half a Snickers bar from 
a hospital vending machine. She’d been too full of excited terror to eat.

The trick to long road trips was to not think. You turned on the 
radio, you kept a stack of CDs for those stretches where you could only 
get old-timey Christian hymns, and you only stopped for gas, snacks 
and peeing. You didn’t focus on the landscape, you didn’t think about 
your destination, or else you would feel your aching limbs giving out 
and your gritty lids demanding to close. You didn’t think, or else you 
wouldn’t make it. 

She made it all the way to Atlanta before stopping to fill up. At 
three a.m., even Hot-lanta slept. She wedged the floor mat below the 
faulty gas-door lever and stepped into the silence. The last time she’d 
really been in Atlanta—she’d avoided it entirely on her way down—
she and Linny had been there for Linny’s bachelorette weekend. They’d 
pub-crawled through downtown, stopping at a random bar. The place 
was starting to fill, but they’d gotten a table near the back, and were 
doing shots of Patrón when some guy detached himself from his group 
and two-stepped over to them.

“Hey.”
“Hey,” Sher responded. Linny just nodded and did another shot.
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“Y’all wanna dance? Both of you, I’m sayin’. C’mon, show me how 
you twerk that!”

He was cute enough. Sher started to rise, but felt Linny’s restraining 
hand on her arm.

“Sorry. Not wasting my moves tonight.” Linny shook her head and 
reached for another shot.

“Who says it’s a waste? I work out.”
Linny sighed. “You’re not ready. You come over here asking us 

to twerk, like that’s the be-all-and-end-all of what’s hot on the floor. 
Someday you all will understand the difference between sex and sensu-
ality. What I can do with these hips goes far beyond a little bump and 
grind. You don’t get it. So you’re not getting it.”

He crossed his arms and stared at her. “Huh! Guess you’re just 
another angry black woman.”

Her eyes lit up with laughter. “You think this is anger?” She gave 
a peremptory wave toward his buddies. “Go on back, Youngblood. Go 
on, now.”

Sher waited until the boy had slunk away. “What was that about? 
You were kind of harsh.”

“Oh, I guess you would have jumped up, just because he called. 
Jesus! You still don’t even know what you’re worth. Someday you’ll get 
it.” She took a sip of her drink. “Anyway, I don’t like kids.”

That had been their last Thelma-and-Louise trip. They’d gotten 
back to White Plains on Saturday, Linny married Dubby on Sunday, 
and within the week, Sher had been on her way to her freshman year 
at Albany, to what she assumed would be the start of her music career.

It took three minutes and fifty dollars to fill Bertha’s monster 
tank. No other cars drove into the station, and Sher never saw a clerk 
inside, even though the lights were on. She wondered if she should slip 
in and steal a Caramello. She could technically still afford to buy it, 
but now her account was down to four hundred and fifty bucks, and she 
thought it prudent to conserve where possible. Still, she decided against 
both the theft and the chocolate, though she knew Linny would have 
counseled otherwise.
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The day was bright and clear by the time Bertha creaked and 
moaned her way up the mountain range that straddled the border 
between North Carolina and Virginia. Sher’s heartbeat accelerated 
with the car, echoing the panic she’d felt on the way down. It had been 
dark and icy then, and she’d been driving nonstop for nearly seven 
hours, when suddenly she’d sledded around a slender curve into a fog 
that swallowed her whole. The sudden blindness cut off all sense of 
control and she’d slipped into a skid, back end swerving into the next 
lane. She did a full three-sixty before she began talking herself down, 
Linny’s voice in her head: shift into neutral, turn into the spin, easy on 
the brakes now, slow, slow, straighten out, shift back to drive. You got 
it. You did it. You’re done. For a moment, though, she had embraced 
the chaos, the possibility of disappearing forever behind a dark cloud. 
That would have been easy.

But no fog obscured the view up the mountain this time. The land-
scape presented itself in sharp clarity: frosted evergreens against the 
sky’s vertigo-blue backdrop. She struggled to breathe. The seatbelt was 
too tight at her neck. Her eyes burned. Linny was dying.

She pushed on the radio. Christian rock. She started to reach for 
a CD, but changed her mind. She could tell them how she’d turned to 
Jesus in her hour of need. She crossed the Virginia border to the boom 
of a Mary Mary power anthem. She wished she could be like Dubby 
and believe. Then maybe he would forgive her. Though Linny was open 
and obvious about her lack of religion, and Dubby didn’t seem to care. 
To her knowledge, he’d said nothing at all about Christian compassion 
when Linny had refused Sheridan’s last, most desperate request. 

Her last semester at Albany, she’d gotten an off-campus apartment 
with a few other voice majors. Within two months, two of them had 
left school altogether to tour with their respective bands, and Sheridan 
was faced with potential homelessness. March in Albany was not the 
time to be sleeping on a park bench. There were no available rooms 
on campus. Her last roommate was local anyway, and moved back in 
with her parents over Spring Break. When Sheridan gave in and called, 
Linny had laughed.

“You are such a cliché.”
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“Thanks. That’s helpful.”
“Well what did you expect? I told you not to pick such a flaky major 

in the first place. You’re really surprised that your flaky musician friends 
flaked out on you?” 

Sher was glad that Linny couldn’t see her rolling her eyes, and 
adjusted the phone so that Linny couldn’t hear her sigh. “Okay. But 
will you help me?”

“Help you do what? What? Do you want me to track them down 
and make them move back in and pay the rent?”

Sheridan knocked her head softly against a wall and came away 
with a dusting of paint chips on her forehead. “I just need to get 
through the end of May. Please. I just need a few thousand to get 
through the next couple of months.”

“A few thousand what?”
“Linny. Do you want me to beg?”
“No. Begging is going to do you zero good in life. You have to make 

things happen for yourself.”
“I don’t need a lecture. I need money.”
“Oh. Well, you called the wrong number. You meant to call an 

employment agency.”
“Linny!”
“Sheridan! Who told you to move off campus anyway? You had 

financial aid to cover the dorm. You would have been fine. But no, you 
were in such a hurry to be an adult, to live your own life on your own 
terms with your own rules. This is what that looks like. So. What’s your 
plan to get out of this?”

“My plan was to call my family and ask for help!” Panic iced her 
stomach. 

“That’s not a plan. Here’s a plan. Get a job and pay your rent. 
Simple, straightforward. Also, quit trusting everybody to keep their 
word and don’t take on anything you can’t handle by yourself.”

“Linny please. If . . . if you don’t have it, maybe you can ask Dubby—”
“I didn’t say I don’t have it. I said I’m not giving it to you. Or at 

least I’m saying it now. I worked hard for my money; I’m not just giving 
it to you to fix all your mistakes.”
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“Okay, okay. Then lend it to me. I’ll pay it back.”
“With what? When? When you hit it big in the music industry?” 
Sher felt this was unfair. She had stopped expecting fame and 

splashy success; hitting it big wasn’t likely, but she did think she could 
carve out a small space for herself. Maybe she would never be a Top 100 
recording artist, but she could write songs for those artists. She could 
be like Bruno Mars, before he became Bruno Mars. She just needed to 
finish school, and then her real life could begin. “I know it will take me 
some time, but I swear, I will pay back every dime, as soon as I finish 
school and get a job, I—”

“You still sound like a kid. What do you mean, ‘as soon as you finish 
school?’ You can’t wait until you finish.”

“I don’t have time; I have so much work for school!” Her legs 
wobbled, and she dropped to her knees.

“You need a job now. Your rent is due now. You were always like 
this, always running to me to fix everything. And then what happens 
when you finish school? Where are you going to live if you don’t have 
a job? Did you think about that at all?”

“I . . . I thought I could come home until I was on my feet.”
“Oh. Well that’s news to me. Look, you can’t really think of this 

as your home; this is me and Dubby’s home. We live here, we pay the 
bills. This is a place to visit. I’m not a bank and I’m not your personal 
problem solver. I’m not responsible for you. You have to grow up.” She 
wasn’t shouting. She didn’t sound angry at all. If anything, she still 
sounded amused. 

Sher lay on her stomach, pressed her face against the rough carpet 
and stopped trying to not cry. She could see the dust bunnies beneath 
the couch, and a shoe she’d been searching for since they moved in. 
“Please, Linny. I need help.”

“Come on now. Pull yourself together. You’re not going to die. Take 
a deep breath. Get up and go do what you have to. You can do this.”

Sher had pressed END and pushed the phone away. She curled her-
self into a ball. In truth, she hadn’t been surprised. Even when they were 
younger, Linny had not been a rescuer. Sher gave herself five minutes to 
be heartbroken, to grip the carpet and let sobs rip her throat.Then she 
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forced her breathing to slow, so that she could distinguish the scent of 
dust from the scent of old pizza crust. So now she knew that help was 
not coming, and probably neither was death. She sat up and brushed 
the crumbs off her cheeks. She would pack only what she could carry. 
She would crash on dorm-room floors. She would become fashionably 
thin. And she would visit career services. Linny could go to hell. 

And she hadn’t even laughed at the irony when, just before her 
graduation, Dubby called to say that Linny was sick, that the Tylenol 
she’d been ingesting like candy for years to combat headaches had 
damaged her liver, that she’d been silent about the pain for so long 
that now they couldn’t hope her body would heal itself. They needed 
Sher to come home and get tested, to find out if she was a match. She 
didn’t laugh, but she told Dubby he’d have to pay for the gas and tolls 
to get her there.

She pulled into Westchester Medical’s visitor lot, put the car in 
park, closed her eyes and rested her head on the wheel. She needed 
a minute. The radio played Bonnie Raitt, and Sher decided to listen 
through to the end of the song. She didn’t know what she would say. 
‘I’m sorry’ would be insufficient, and also maybe not exactly true. She 
was sorry that New Orleans had not healed her. She was sorry that 
Linny was dying. She was sorry that it was her fault that Linny was 
dying, but still, she couldn’t exactly say that she was sorry that she had 
left. She thought maybe Linny would know this and would call out the 
lack of sincerity in any apology Sher had to offer. She pulled on a sweat-
er and headed inside. She’d been so cold the last time she was there.

She’d been shivering, despite the extra blankets the nurses had 
layered over her. Dubby had laid a concerned hand on her brow.

“Sure you’re not coming down with something? Maybe we better 
have them check. Last thing we need is you getting sick now. How do 
you feel? You feel sick?”

“No. Just cold.”
“You sure?” His eyes warmed with concern she pretended was for her.
“She’s fine Dub. It’s just nerves.” Linny didn’t even look in Sher’s 

direction. “You’ve got to let Sher and me get some sleep. I’m surprised 
the nurses haven’t come to kick you out already.”
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He’d smiled at her. “They love me.” He’d gone and held her hand. 
“You love me too.”

“Jesus, you’re mushy. Go on, go home.”
Dubby had chuckled, shaken his head, and kissed her forehead. 

“See you in the morning. Night, Sher.” He waved over his shoulder 
toward Sher’s bed. He’d reached the door when Linny called out to 
him.

“Dub!”
“Yeah?”
“I do.”
“I know.” He’d winked, turned out the lights, and left.
Sher had continued to shiver and clutched the blankets tighter 

around her neck. She shifted to her right side, then her left, then to 
her back.

“Sheridan. Could you quit all that? I’m trying to sleep.”
“How can you sleep? Aren’t you nervous?”
“No. You shouldn’t be either. You get to live no matter what.”
“You don’t know. There could be complications.”
“Please. It’s just a piece of your liver. You’ll be a few pounds lighter, 

you’ll walk out of here, and you’ll live a full seventy years.”
“So will you. Well. Maybe like fifty, but still.”
“Assuming I don’t reject it.”
“I wouldn’t be shocked if you did. You reject everything.” This 

was true. All Sher’s life, Linny had rejected everything and everyone, 
except Dubby. 

“Yeah. I know. I know it.” She sat up and turned on the lamp, but 
she looked out the window rather than at Sher. “I know it. And I know 
how you—you just don’t want to do this. I know what you’re thinking.” 
She’d nodded her head and tightened her jaw.

“I just—I’m scared.”
“Well, grow up. This is your decision. Nobody’s making you do this. 

You make your own choices and you live your life the way you want 
and you deal with the consequences.” She’d turned the lamp off again. 
“I’m going to sleep.”

Sheridan had lain in the dark, shivering. She thought about the 
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life ahead of her, tethered to Linny by blood and organs, with Linny 
tethered only to Dubby. She could hear the rush of her own blood, the 
beating of her own heart, the scream in her own brain, as if everything 
inside her wanted to escape her skin. She fought to breathe, but tried to 
stay quiet in the struggle, lest she disturb Linny. She couldn’t stay here. 
But if she didn’t stay, she could never go home. Then she’d remembered 
that “home” was Linny and Dub’s place, that once her recovery time 
was up and Linny was more or less on her feet, they would begin to 
nudge her out. They were complete without her. 

She’d tossed back the covers and leapt out of bed. She’d pulled on 
her sweatpants and waited for Linny to complain about the noise, but 
Linny said nothing. When she was dressed, Sher had stood by the door 
and waited. She did not believe that Linny slept. Shifting from one foot 
to the other, she’d pressed her hand against her heart and tried to slow 
her breathing down and think. She had twenty dollars in her wallet, and 
a hundred dollars in Bertha’s glove compartment. She just needed more 
time. She could hole up in a motel somewhere, by herself, just for a few 
days, just to think. But a hundred and twenty wouldn’t do it. There was 
nobody to ask for a loan—or a gift, anyway. What should she do? What 
would Linny do? Linny kept secret money hidden in almost every item 
of clothing she wore, and almost nothing in her purse, because “screw 
muggers.” Sheridan willed her breaths to slow as she begin to search 
Linny’s clothes, pulling folded cash packets out of random pockets and 
crevasses, keeping her eye on Linny’s still form. Not bothering to count, 
she had stuffed it all in her waistband and backed toward the door. She 
just needed a few days. But when she’d climbed behind the wheel and 
hit the highway, she had kept going, past Yonkers, past the Bronx, past 
New Jersey, stopping only for gas and pee breaks.

She got her visitor’s badge and walked quickly toward Linny’s room. 
You didn’t run in hospitals, she knew. Dubby waited outside the door.

“Hey, Dub—”
“You’re too late. She’s gone.” He glared at her, hate dripping down 

his cheeks, then pushed past her, his shoulder roughly knocking her 
aside as he strode down the hall.
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She stood, shivering, staring at the closed door in front of her, 
trying to breathe. But no. The hell with Dubby; she had sped halfway 
across the country to beat death, and she was going to win. She opened 
the door and walked in, ready to demand that Linny acknowledge her. 

Linny lay silent and still. There were no beeping machines, just 
Linny in the narrow bed and nothing moving at all. Sher walked closer, 
close enough to touch the skin of the closed eyes, to whisper in the ear.

“Linny?” She pressed her cheek against Linny’s cheek, let her tears 
run into Linny’s hair. “Mom?” Linny had never answered to that name, 
never once in Sher’s memory. Hearing it should have been enough to 
force a response. But nobody could force Linny to do or be anything 
she didn’t want. Sher climbed into the bed and wrapped an arm around 
Linny’s neck. “Mom.” She closed her eyes and wished she could offer 
her explanation, now that she realized what it was. It was just like the 
song said.

She couldn’t make Linny love her. She couldn’t make Linny’s heart 
feel something it didn’t. In the final hours there, in the dark, Sher could 
lay down her heart, feel the power of what could have been. But Linny 
wouldn’t. u


