
Recuerdos....
Bett Butler still remembers the morning they delivered the dusty old upright 
piano, badly in need of tuning. Three years old at the time, she immediately at-
tempted to imitate what she heard around her: the crazy mix of musical treasures 
her father scoured from second-hand stores, platters serving up Billie Holiday 
and Beethoven, Ernesto Lecuona and Louis Armstrong, Willie Nelson, Ray 
Charles, the Platters, the Andrews Sisters. The living room became a refuge from 
the smoggy Houston air that took her breath away, a magical place where imagi-
nation soared on sound.

She made her stage debut at age four, on a family vacation, in a swank nightclub 
in Mexico City. Bett still remembers the room: the noir glow of blue and violet 
lights, the elegant heads bowed in intimate conversation over icy cocktail glass-
es, the mammoth grand piano, black and shiny as a limousine. She played òBoo-
gie Woogie,ó a piece sheõd heard her older sister practice for piano lessons, to 
a rousing ovation. (She still blesses the tolerant trio of tuxedoed musicians who 
invited her onstage that night.) But the pleasure came as much from the place as 
from the applause; it was a place of magic and mystery and sophistication, like in 
the old movies she loved to watch at the Santa Rosa Theater.

As Bett grew older, that sense of place was also fed by the stories she voraciously 
read. Her father had started teaching her to read before kindergarten, using 
reprints of the same readers he had learned from decades ago in a one-room 
schoolhouse in deep East Texas. The family had a modest but determined 
library: beefy, faux-leather-bound encyclopedias with quaint drawings, short 
stories by Guy de Maupassant and OõHenry, the complete works of Shakespeare 
and Edgar Allan Poe, Aesopõs fables and the bizarre tales of the Brothers Grimm. 
Her conservative parents closely monitored the movies she was allowed to see, 
but she snuck steamy paperbacks like Orwellõs 1984 and Ayn Randõs The Foun-
tainhead off the top shelf when they werenõt looking and devoured their exotic 
contents in secret. A natural night owl, she would read with a ÿashlight under the 
covers long after her parents had gone to bed.

As a teenager, Bett spent hours prowling the libraries and art museums in 
downtown Houston, savoring the fragrance of moldy books and drinking in the 
rich colors of Gauguin and Degas while her mother, a genealogist, did research. 
Her bedroom and furniture were painted in those colors, sea greens and blues 
and brilliant oranges, and a print of Renoirõs Girl with a Watering Can hung on 
her wall. Her grandmother, who had dropped out of þnishing school to marry a 
man who worked on Gulf Coast oil rigs, took her to the ballet and theater. She 
discovered the low end of the FM dial, the college and public radio stations that 
played Charles Mingus and Stan Getz and Billie Holiday and ÿamenco and the 
drummers of Burundi. She was also beginning to make money as a musician, 
singing at banquets and weddings and writing and performing gospel music for 
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