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For Cesidia:

I’ll be looking at the moon
But I’ll be seeing you.


Poverty, not skin color, is the sin, and the key to the city of God is composed of property.

—WALTER MOSELY,

Workin’ on the Chain Gang


Downstroke

Glancing up through the haze, he saw near his front door a shimmering radiance and wondered if it might not be a spirit, come to welcome him. Blinking the rain from his eyes, he saw it was just the glow from the porch light, filmed with cobwebs shredded by the wind. He lay sprawled in the mud and gravel beneath the bare winter branches of the sycamore—heels splayed, head bare, one arm cocked beneath him like a chicken wing, the other pointed straight up the path toward the house. His hat, knocked free, lay upside down, inches from his outstretched fingers. His clothes, filthy and soaked through, clung to his stone-cold skin. The draining heat, he knew, meant shock. And the pain—it grew so total it stopped being pain at all, more a kind of panic. He had strength to move his head, his hand, nothing more. Bubbles of red saliva formed on his lips. A sensation like drowning took hold.

One bullet had nicked his spine down low; another up high had cut through his lung. A third had carved and twisted through the meat of his shoulder. The exit wounds felt white-hot, and he guessed each one to be about the size of a child’s hand. The blood drained out past his twisted arm into the rain-wet earth and rock.

He wondered if Toby’s girl, the white girl, Nadya, had seen it all from inside the house. So sudden. No warning. Maybe an ambulance was on the way. He strained to hear a siren, at the same time thinking, No matter. Mentally he counted and recounted the money in his pocket—bills, coins—wondering if he had enough … for what, old man?

His mind lost its grip on the present, his thoughts breaking apart. The night’s events got mixed up with scenes from years ago, like snapshots tumbling out of a box. Scraps of remembered sound, too—music, years of it, a river of mindless ditties and intro hooks, ostinato runs and choruses, the refrains surging in crosscurrents like counterpoint, then trailing away.

In time, it came, like a whisper in his mind. Not a sound—more the sound within the sound. That haunting yes—the thing he’d hunted session to session, gig to gig, year after year—the truth of it, the tricky fluid soul of it, driving him slightly mad. Driven mad by music.

He’d sensed it almost every night—real, yes, any fool could tell you that. But so elusive. Too often, after the final set, he’d sat there alone onstage—the big brass ax in his hands, still warm from his breath—puzzling over how, despite every intent and effort, he’d somehow failed to get his talent around it. And so it chased him down a thousand nameless streets to the latest hotel room, horn case in hand, collar high against the wind. He’d left behind the other players at the bar, left behind the woman who’d made a point of hip-sliding up, smiling, saying he was the one she’d watched the whole night—and whose name he forgot almost instantly, long before he forgot that smile, or the spicy-flower smell of her skin all perfumed. And lying awake with a smoke, arm behind his head, he justified his loneliness, this strange madness, by saying it’s an honest business, the pursuit of this sound that isn’t a sound. This beckoning silence. It’s the reason he played, the reason he’d never given up, never just said yes to the woman in the first place, telling himself, “I can live with this.” Never put down the horn and said, “Okay. You win. Enough.”

Like other players he knew, he’d gone so far as to give it a name: The Deep Sweet. And he learned then what a curse it is, to name a thing. For at one and the same time, as it finally feels solid, it somehow also slips away. And so a new word is needed, then another—till one day you’re chasing it down those same nameless streets like a madman jabbering after his own delusions.

And now that elusive, crazy-making thing had come to find him here, on the ground, his life spilling away. It had come to tell him: Rise up. Remember who you are—Raymond “Strong” Carlisle, baritone sax. Veteran of The Basie Brotherhood, The Johnny Otis Revue, Grady Gaines and the Upsetters. Road rocker for the likes of Ray Charles, Lloyd Price, Bobby Blue Bland. Listed on a hundred session sheets beside names like Wild Bill Davis and Thin Man Watts, Eddie Lockjaw Davis, Buddy Tate. Sideman for Gator Tail Jackson and Ruth Brown before their divorce, King Curtis before his murder. Held bottom on the reed sections of who knows how many house bands, pickup outfits, nightclub acts, roaming like a freebooter in cars of every make, buses in every condition—the chitlin’ circuit to the Apollo, Central Avenue in L.A. to the Harlem Club in Atlantic City.

Then finally your own show: The Mighty Firefly Rhythm & Blues Orchestra. Not a juke joint, union hall, Baptist church, or Shriner Temple north of Monterey failed at one time or another to call upon MF R&B—sixteen strong, best sidemen and session guns on the north California coast. Packed dance floor every night. Smell of cigarettes and frying grease in the cramped heat, mingling with payday sweat and thick perfume. All fights called off with the band onstage. Cocktail waitresses rocking their hips while they call out orders at the bar. Bare-backed women in tight skirts and pumps, legs packed into shiny stockings, climbing on top of their tables, lifting their arms to the ceiling rafters to hoot and holler and sing God’s praise for the Devil.

Years of music. And now Toby, accepting the torch. Father and son tied together, a lifeline of music. A lifeline. Toby. Good God, Son, know I loved you. Please know—

The front door to the house burst open. He arched his neck, craning to see. Through the milky haze of the porch light the white girl, Nadya, stumbled toward him.


Part I

Moanin’
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Every black-and-white to be spared had come, seven of the ten on graveyard, drawn in once the watch commander broke the Code 33. Dennis Murchison studied the crowd while his partner, Jerry Stluka, parked their unmarked Crown Victoria as close as he could.

Onlookers gathered in the battering strobes of colored light. Even though the rain had stopped, umbrellas sprouted here and there. On the perimeter, one older couple, decked in bathrobes and slippers, clutched their pajamas to their throats and craned on tiptoe to see.

Murchison and Stluka pulled out their IDs, put the tabs into their jacket pockets so the badges showed, then drew latex gloves from the dispenser on the dash. Stluka, eyeing the crowd, said, “Am I free to assume this officially kicks off Black History Month?”

He was sable-haired, muscular, compact. A build referred to as pyknic, Murchison had learned once doing a crossword puzzle.

“Got any pills you can take, stem the flow for a little while?”

Stluka inhaled through his teeth, a hard, thin whistling sound. “Yeah. Keep ’em with the antiwhining tablets. Want one?” He stretched his glove tight. “Who’s I-C?”

“Holmes.”

Stluka cackled. “Sherlock!”

Murchison took stock of the faces swinging their way. Young men mostly, some with eyes like stones, full of what-the-fuck and who-are-you. “Once we get inside the tape, do me a favor. Lay off the Sherlock bit. Think you can do that?”

Stluka groaned. The pain of it. “Seems to me we could stand to lighten up a little. Get a sense of humor. You want, I could call him Maid Marion like they used to down around Dumpers substation.”

“Oh yeah. That’ll work.”

“Hey—you want to be treated like one among equals, you take the damn chip off your shoulder.”

“Whose shoulder? I’m the one asking.”

Stluka made a little wave to suggest further discussion was beneath him. “I’m ready. You?”

They got out of the car and eased their way through the crowd from the back, checking faces. Murchison noted a player or two, known thugs, but that was hardly strange. They lived up here. One guy gripped an open Mickeys, talking smack into a cell phone. Others had their dogs in tow, pits and rotts. The animals strained against their chain leashes, sniffing the air. They’d caught the scent of the victim’s blood.

Hennessey, who had the hill for patrol that night, stood in the middle of the street, ducking under one neighbor’s umbrella as he jotted down her words. The woman wore pink sweats beneath a yellow slicker, bare feet in flip flops, her hair coiled meticulously into French braids.

Murchison came up, placed a hand on the officer’s arm, and said quietly, “Hennessey Tennessee, toodle your flute.”

The man was big, Irish—priestly eyes, wastrel grin. “Murch, hey.” He nodded toward the woman under the umbrella. “Detective Murchison? Marcellyne Pathon.”

She had high cheekbones in a round, childlike face. Behind thick horn-rims her brown eyes ballooned. She shook Murchison’s hand. Her skin felt warm, her palm damp, not from rain. Nearby, a few young toughs in the crowd drifted back, far enough not to get dragged in, not so far as to leave earshot.

“She lives across the way.” Hennessey pointed with his pen. Two little girls stood holding hands in the window, silhouettes, peering out at their mother. “Says she heard the shots, they woke her up, but—”

“Didn’t see nobody.” It came out quick. She adjusted her glasses. “I went to the window, you know, looked out, but—” A shrug. “All dark out here, you know?”

“Your children hear anything?” Murchison nodded toward her house.

Like that, she stiffened. “No, sir. All of us, the girls, too, we gone to bed already. Got church tomorrow.”

“How about a car? Hear one? See one?”

She took in a long, slow breath, thinking it through. “No, sir. Don’t remember no car.” Her eyes held steady behind the Coke bottle lenses.

“Any voices, shouts, an argument?”

“No, sir. It was the shots, like sudden. Just them. Rest was real quiet. Especially for a Saturday. The storm, I figure.”

“Mr. Carlisle hard to get along with?”

She recoiled just a little, as though accused. “How you mean?”

“Just trying to get an idea of who the man was, Marcellyne.”

Her face relaxed a little, and she gave the question long consideration. She seemed conflicted. “What Mr. Carlisle was, was big—know what I’m saying? Spoke his mind. Stand back when he did, okay? But he was no trouble. I can’t say nothing about him hurtin’ nobody.”

“The other neighbors. Any tension?”

Nearby, one guy with a dog craned to listen in. Hennessey edged over, herded him and his animal back.

“Not with me. Not with folks I know.” Her eyes skittered around. Her voice quavered. “Have to ask them, I suppose.”

Murchison nodded, glanced around at the nearest faces. Eyes fled his gaze. “Okay, Marcellyne. Great. Thank you. I’ll get back in touch if I think we need some follow-up, okay?”

He didn’t wait for her reply, but drew away, at the same time pulling Hennessey with him, turning him so their backs faced the crowd.

“This is your usual area up here, am I right?”

Hennessey shrugged. The polyester shoulders of his uniform beaded with rain. “Normally, yeah. Sure. Trade off from time to time—Brickyards, Dumpers—but I know the lay of the land pretty good up here.”

“Look around. See any strange faces?”

Hennessey didn’t have to look. “Here and there. But you know how it is. You’re not a fuckup or his family, I don’t know you.”

From far back in the crowd, a voice shouted, “Pig white po-po motherfuckers!”

Murchison didn’t bother to look. “You’ve got your Polaroid in the trunk?”

“Checked it out beginning of shift,” Hennessey said. “Sure.”

Murchison made a pressing gesture with his finger, the shutter button. “Don’t wait, okay?”

Murchison joined up with Stluka just beyond the yellow crime scene tape, strung in a semicircle to keep the crowd back. An ancient sycamore loomed over a tall fence of rain-streaked dogtooth redwood that rimmed the property. A second ribbon of tape festooned the fence like bunting. A uniformed officer named Truax manned the gate, clipboard in hand, keeping the entry/exit log.

Murchison took a moment to survey the neighborhood. St. Martin’s Hill shared the same high bluff overlooking the river as Baymont, the two neighborhoods divided by a shabby panhandle known for trade. St. Martin’s was generally considered the better locale, working-class and stable, but the spate of foreclosures since the shipyard’s closing had changed that.

Quicksilver mines once threaded the hill, part of a rim of upcroppings known extravagantly as the Sierra de Napa according to some old survey maps. Below, the Napa River flowed out from the salt marshes into San Pablo Bay. Only the western slope of the hill had been developed; the backside gave way to a broad, weed-choked ravine, former site of several sleeper mines. The ground remained too toxic from mercury for home building.

From this side of the range, though, on a clear night, glancing south from the bluff headlands, you could see San Francisco glimmering in the distance, like a wicked dream. Northward, beyond the salt flats, lay vintner paradise, the Napa Valley, with its thousands of acres of fretwork vines and the hundreds of tons of silt load they sent downriver. You could hardly head a boat upstream anymore except at high tide. An ecological disaster, those vineyards, but the yuppie-come-latelies couldn’t love them enough.

In daylight, you looked west across the river to the Mayacamas Mountains, the interim distance greened with tidal wetlands riven by waterways—China Slough, Devil’s Creek, Dutchman Slough. As a boy, Murchison had water-skied those sloughs with his older brother, Willy, breaking an arm once, his brother losing teeth, prelegal teens anesthetized with beer. Once, they’d traded chugs from a fifth of Four Roses bourbon—paint thinner with food coloring, basically—filched from a passed-out fisherman snoring in his boat.

The brothers had hunted together, too, looking for ruddies and stiff tails flying in to feed in the tidal pools, jackrabbits darting in and out of the fennel and coyote bush on the salt marsh levees, pheasant flushed out of the artichoke thistle around Five Brooks. Up near Dutton’s Landing they’d helped buck oat hay for pocket money. After dusk they snuck into The Dream Bowl storeroom and helped themselves to a beer or two, then traded belches while the spinning tower light at the Napa Airport mesmerized them and they talked about girls they knew.

A lifetime ago, all that. As of 1972, Willy survived only in memory; you’d find his name etched in black granite among fifty-eight thousand others on the Mall in D.C. What hunting Murchison got to now concerned men. From time to time, he still felt the need for anesthesia.

He turned his eyes back to the immediate surroundings.

St. Martin’s laid claim to being one of the few genuinely integrated neighborhoods in town, though halfheartedness more than high-mindedness deserved the credit for that. Haywire zoning had let in the low-rent apartments, and they were nests of trouble. Absentee rentals were a blight. This had driven out a lot of the whites, and almost all the ones left behind worked in the building trades, cast adrift by the shipyard closing, traveling hours up and down the valley now for any work they could find.

In truth, the racial tensions in town were a good deal less edgy than you’d find in dozens of other places, though that didn’t mean they didn’t exist. Just because people intermingled didn’t mean they mixed. The same held true for the force. Murchison got along with Black cops all right, or he had before being partnered with Stluka. Now he was an enigma, but he couldn’t do much about that without undermining his partner, a cardinal sin the way Murchison saw it. Loyalty was a duty, not a bond. Besides, he knew only too well that getting along isn’t friendship. And you didn’t have to wonder much what secret feelings remained at work beneath the surface of things—on the force, among ordinary people.

As for the folks who lived up here, they did well to know their neighbors beyond hello, regardless of race, and the ones they did know owed that familiarity to trouble—a men’s rehab center trying to get zoning for ten additional beds; or the duplex owners who’d phonied up a permit request, then painted the house in clown colors when the Planning Department turned them down. Here and there, you did still find a family who’d lived in the same house for decades, but now their children were taking over the property, hoping for a little of that inflation windfall so key to the California dream anymore.

Being close to the panhandle, this particular street was mostly Black, though scattered here and there in the crowd Murchison caught a white face. He’d be interested in Hennessey’s Polaroids. Be interested in which faces Marcellyne Pathon could identify, which ones she couldn’t. Which ones she wouldn’t.

Across the panhandle in Baymont, things got worse. Up top there was a reasonably decent neighborhood called Home in the Sky, built by a man named Jameson Carswell, a local legend—only Black developer the town had ever seen. In the fifties and sixties he’d built almost all the new homes owned by African Americans up here, then formed his own finance company to loan out mortgage money when the local banks refused, hoping to ruin him. A fierce loyalty remained among the older home owners over there. Old folks, they remembered.

Almost everything below that one neighborhood, though, despite the stellar views, qualified for Section 8. More than shacks, less than houses, they were old federal housing units left behind by World War II, now with add-ons and renovations grandfathered in decade after decade. Shabby apartment buildings and four-room prefabs set onto concrete slab pretty much finished the picture.

Patrol units seldom ventured over into Baymont for so much as a barking dog except in teams of three. Narrow winding streets snaked downhill among eucalyptus trees and Monterey pines so ratty and thick with duff they almost qualified as tinder. At the bottom, where the panhandle ended, the streets on that side converged with those from over here on St. Martin’s—it was the only way in or out of either neighborhood, another relic of the federal housing plan. Traffic bottlenecked down there every morning and every night. A renovation plan was in the works, but that had been true for thirty years.

Beyond the low stone wall demarcating the Baymont and St. Martin’s Hill communities, twenty-five acres of vacant navy row houses sat empty. They’d been targeted for condo conversion—a contractor had the plans approved for 250 town houses, model units were due for completion early next year—but then cost overruns for heating and electrical upgrades halted work, or so they said. Meanwhile the project just sat there, inviting the worst.

To the south along the river, the warehouse district began. Boxcars tagged with graffiti turned to rust in the rail yards. Piles of pumice and concrete powder, heaped along the loading docks, sent gritty dust clouds sailing through town, ruining paint jobs and prompting asthma attacks.

The night trade down there, among the warehouses, made the action up here on the hill look like church. That’s where you found the lion’s share of meth labs and crack houses and shooting galleries—if you found them. They roamed spot to spot, week by week, to avoid crackdowns, and even with federal HIDTA money, the force had yet to build up the manpower to do much. Bangers ran roughshod, and where they didn’t the bikers did, the two sides negotiating truces only money could explain.

Beyond that lay Dumpers and the rest of southtown, absentee rentals again, a lot of Section 8. Live there, you inhaled mold through your walls and looked out at the street through metal bars. What you saw, more than likely, day or night, was hookers working twists along the side streets off the truck route. Come morning, if you ventured very far outside, you had to watch your step to avoid the spent rubbers.

The whole town had started to backslide when the first big wave of parolees came back to town, trying to reclaim what parts of the street trade they’d surrendered when they’d gone inside. Crime rates were ticking upward again. Six murders already this year, first week of February. Six murders and fifteen fires, in an overgrown town. A community in transition, some bow-tied consultant hired by the mayor’s office had called it.

Turning back to the murder scene, Murchison had to peer over the tall wood fence just to see a rim of roofline. The upper tip of an addition appeared near the back. Raggedy plum trees flanked the yard.

To either side, beyond the fence and the trees, two Queen Anne Victorians stood dark. The Victorians counted among about two dozen in this part of town, one of the reasons it bore the nickname Heritage Hill. In contrast to Homicide Hill, which it also got called from time to time. The Victorians were impressive despite long neglect—steep-hipped roofs, cross gables, spindlework. One had a veranda in front and a Palladian window on the top floor. The other had a tower and a widow’s walk. More to the point, they both stood empty. There’d be no neighbors on either side coming forward with eyewitness accounts.

Murchison approached the gate. Stluka, already there, leaned against the fence, trading wisecracks with Truax.

“Just slammed it down,” Truax said. “This green gunk. Said it had bee droppings in it, I kid you not. Bee droppings, not honey.”

“There a difference?” Stluka shook his head, leaned down, and spat. “Health food. It’s God’s way of being passive-aggressive.”

“The two Victorians.” Murchison pointed at one house, then the other. “Anybody check them inside?”

Truax shook his head. “Inside, no. But they’re secure. Doors all locked. Holmes sent me and Hennessey over to check both out first thing. No windows broke, except those must’ve got broke before. They’re all boarded up tight.”

“I still want both taped off. They’re part of the scene till I let them go.”

“Yeah, sure.” Truax flipped to a blank page and wrote it down.

“And back people farther away, across the street and beyond the Victorians, both directions. Neighbor said she didn’t hear a car, but just in case there’s rubber out here, I want to be able to find it.”

Truax puffed his cheeks. “Gonna need bodies.”

“Call it in. Blame me. There’s OT in it if anybody whines.” He pointed again at the Victorians. “You said boarded-up windows. Remind me—we get calls on work site thefts up here? Lumber, tools, paint?”

Truax shrugged. “Don’t look like much work got started yet.”

Murchison took out his notepad. “I’ll check. And fires. Unless I’m wrong, there were fires up here.”

“Been fires everywhere,” Truax said.

“I realize that.” Murchison kept writing. “Jerry, we’re gonna want to check property rolls, find out who the owners are, bring them in for a talk. See if they had words with the vic.”

“Yeah,” Stluka said, cracking his back. “Don’t forget to remind me to remember that.” He showed his badge to Truax, so he could log the number. “Let’s bop on in, see what Sherlock’s got.”
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The halogen lights, erected just inside the gate, lit things up like a stripper’s wedding. Five yards in, the body lay sprawled along the gravel path, covered with a plastic drape. The hands and feet stuck out from underneath, already bagged by the evidence tech. The bags made it look like the dead man had washed up in his own front yard, with jellyfish attached.

Holmes crouched close to the body, as though to defend it. Beyond him, spaced evenly across the yard, three patrolmen in rain slickers walked shoulder to shoulder, one small step at a time. Near the house, two others, one with a metal detector, checked the bushes.

The house was painted blue, a low squat cinder block structure like the kind used for rest rooms at the beach, except this one had windows and a front door. Flat roof, dry-rotted eaves, cheap metal windows pocked with rust. Behind it, the addition, made of wood plank and with a pitched roof covered in tar paper shingles, stood slightly higher and wider than the front. The effect was that of two completely different structures, trying to mate.

Seeing Murchison and Stluka, Holmes rose, rubbing his legs to get the blood flow back. At full height, he had three inches on Murchison, towered over Stluka. His slicker barely covered his knees.

Holmes had played basketball locally, starring in high school, then got lost in the rotation at Fresno State. Murchison, who’d been something of a local star himself fifteen years earlier—football, strong safety—had followed Holmes’s career. He was ugly in the way that paid off for an athlete and a cop. He scared people: bony head, itty-bitty ears, nose like an ax blade. He had thick-lidded eyes that seemed both sleepy and pitiless. Especially when he looked at Stluka.

“I was going to hoist the tent. Keep all this dry. But the rain?” Holmes glanced up at the low clouds sailing inland. “Soon as I got here, pretty much stopped. Got to work.”

“Got storms lined up halfway to Hawaii, Sherlock.”

Murchison flinched at the nickname. Holmes, eyes steady, just nodded.

“Not the way I heard it,” he said. “All clear.”

Stluka uttered a throaty laugh. “Got yourself a real future with the weather bureau.”

Murchison cut in. “Rain starts again, the tent goes up. Till then, we’re here, let’s get it done. Holmesy, take us through it.”

Rio Mirada had eighty-five police officers. Only fifteen were Black, none were detectives, and only one was on track to change that. Sgt. Marion Holmes. Stluka, a refugee from Newton Precinct in South Central—the infamous Shootin’ Newton—found nothing at all amiss in the numbers. But the current chief was a job hopper, more politician than cop, and he saw elevating Holmes to detective as a way to make his mark here before moving on. Holmes got more latitude at crime scenes than others assigned In-Charge. It rankled some on the force. Stluka, for starters.

Holmes pointed at the body with his pen. “Victim’s known as Strong Carlisle. Raymond’s his given name. It’s his house here. Musician, headlined an outfit called The Mighty Firefly. Big band R&B, they do dances, Juneteenth, the festival and Shriner circuit. Once upon a time, man played with Ray Charles, King Curtis, Bobby Blue Bland—”

“Bobby Boo who?” Stluka rocked on his heels, sport jacket open, hands deep in his pockets. “I mean, am I supposed to know who that is?”

Murchison said, “We’ll finalize the music appreciation aspect of this later. That all right?”

“Just a question,” Stluka said.

“Understood. Holmesy?”

Holmes drew a line in the air between the gate and the body. “Gunshots from the rear, looks like three hit. Techs’ll test the jacket for powder, but from the entry wounds alone I’d say close-range, probably ten feet or less. Exit wounds are big, real big, maybe hollow-points. Could be we’re talking a .357, a .44—”

“You don’t guess caliber from exit wounds,” Stluka groaned. “Jesus.”

Holmes locked eyes again. “I’ll pass that along to the ME, Detective.” Turning back to the body, he went on, “There’s no casings, so revolver most likely. Got the guys here checking for spents.”

Murchison’s mind began to drift as Holmes crouched down beside the body again and got deeper into the detail, the science of it, the stuff that so impressed outsiders but didn’t change the fact the situation basically reduced to: Old guy got shot in the back by somebody who ran away.

“What time we looking at?” he asked finally, snapping back to it.

“Dispatcher got the nine-one-one ’round midnight. Caller was a neighbor, said shots woke her up.”

“Marcellyne Pathon.”

“That sounds right. By the time she got to the window, nothing.”

“Told me the same thing just now.” Murchison glanced toward the gate, wondering whether the crowd outside had grown larger or thinned out, whether anyone had come up to Marcellyne and threatened her, told her everything she didn’t see.

“EMTs got here inside of twelve but too late regardless. Did a hat dance all over the scene, messed up any chance you had at shoe prints. All that just to confirm Mr. Carlisle’s no Lazarus. He means to stay dead. Lost too much blood and lost it too fast. Probably got a lung clipped, maybe both. Want a look?”

Murchison nodded, then crouched beside the body and tightened the fit of his gloves while Holmes removed the drape with one quick pull. As the victim appeared to him, revealed in an unintentional flourish like the culmination of a magic act, Murchison suffered an instantaneous series of fleeting regrets, intimations so momentary they could hardly be said to exist in time at all.

First, he pictured his wife and daughters, and feared for their safety. He’d felt this a lot lately, blamed middle age, the suspicion he’d somehow turned helpless: poor husband, bad father, weak man. Second, he indulged an inkling that life and death shared more in common than anyone knew, more like left and right than before and after. Third and last, he felt a disquieting sort of envy, wondering what it would feel like, to lay down that sword and shield.

The victim lay faceup, turned at the hip, like someone had tried to roll him over then stopped with the job half done. One arm reached forward, the other lay flung to the side. The feet were splayed a way you never saw in life, no matter how heavy the sleep. The face was long, narrow, with dark freckling across each cheek. A salt-and-pepper goatee. Deep eye sockets. Teeth, lips, and tongue all moiled with blood.

Murchison pulled up the pant cuff to check lividity. It was strong already, given the blood loss, leaving the skin an ashen purple-gray. The pant leg was mud-spattered, everything was. He drew the cuff back in place, smoothed it down. A little respect.

The man’s chest was a pulpy mangled knit of fabric and skin. Despite the damage the shots had caused, you could tell from his clothes that this had been a proud man: tailored sport coat, natty red shirt with a black silk vest, gray pleated slacks. A black beret had been knocked off his head; it lay a few inches from his hand, upside down. His hair still wore the crease where the hatband had pressed into it.

The blood pooled beneath him had begun to dry. Hard to know how much he’d lost. There’d be a lot in his lungs, too, Murchison figured. He checked the gravel to see if a slug lay loose there. “After they take him away,” he told Holmes, “let’s check underneath.” He had to hope the coroner’s people would have the sense to undress the man carefully, check to make sure a spent bullet wasn’t knocking around inside his shirt somewhere.

“Interesting position,” Murchison said, gesturing to the body. “Paramedics roll him?”

“No. Found him like that.”

Murchison glanced up, puzzled.

“There was a girl here when the patrols first arrived. She was shook up bad, could hardly get her words out. Got the idea she’s the one turned him over, tried mouth-to-mouth. Knees were muddy. Had blood all over, her hands, clothes. Even the eyelashes and hair. Like the vic coughed it up in her face.”

Murchison winced. “This girl, how old?”

“Late teens. Twenty tops.” Looking up at Stluka, Holmes added, “Pretty little white girl.”

The taunt ricocheted around the yard. Cops looked up, Black and white both. Stluka grinned, but his eyes were cold. “Love the one you’re with.”

Murchison said, “This girl, she’s where now?”

“ER. Like I said, she was nonresponsive when we arrived. Just sitting up there on the porch, staring at the vic. Like a trance. Clawing at her arm, fingernails bloody. Inside of her arm, skin was tore up in shreds. Paramedics had their hands full just getting her to stand up. Took her off to get treated and tranqued.”

“She see it go down?”

“Don’t know. Like I said, I barely got a word—”

“Barely,” Stluka said. “Come on, what’s ‘barely’ mean? She say something or not?”

Holmes did a little shoulder roll. The sleepy, pitiless eyes came on. “Yeah. Matter of fact, she did. She said, ‘I’m sorry.’ Said that a lot.”

Stluka let his jaw sag. “Sorry? Fucking Christ, Holmes, how you know she’s not involved?”

Murchison said, “You got a man at the hospital with her?”

Holmes let his stare linger on Stluka. “Not yet. Needed the bodies here.”

Stluka shook his head. “Ah, Christ.”

“Get one. Call it in as soon as we wrap up.” For your sake as much as hers, Murchison thought, turning back to the victim. The pant pockets were turned inside out, the contents placed into evidence bags. “What’s missing?”

“Nothing, looks like,” Holmes said. “This stage, don’t see robbery. Somebody just came, pushed the gate open, pow. Then booked.”

Stluka dislodged a snarl of phlegm from his throat. “You checked inside, right? Secured the house.”

“Yeah. First thing. Yeah.”

“Relax, Sherlock, it’s a fucking question.”

Murchison snapped his fingers. “Hey, boys and girls?” He gestured for Holmes to cover up the victim. “Back to the pockets.”

Holmes drew the drape back across the body. “Wallet still in his jacket, fifty-two bucks and change inside. ID, credit cards. Untouched.”

“Okay.”

“Paper sack there? Got a pint inside. Sent another patrol unit, Gilroy, to canvas the liquor stores downtown, see what the counter help might remember.”

“Good. Too bad it’s Gilroy, but good. Anything else?”

“There’s a son,” Holmes said. “Showed up while I was securing the scene.”

Stluka shot a glance at Murchison.

“He didn’t get in here,” Murchison said.

“No. No. I heard the commotion at the gate, went out. Got a little wild, you know? Son went kinda crazy. But I settled the young man down. Told him he had to stay outside.”

“Okay, Holmes. Okay. That sounds good.”

“He’s a musician, too. The son. Coming home from a gig.”

“He went crazy. How?”

“Upset, scared. Talked tough a little bit, said we couldn’t keep him out. But I explained it to him. He sorta just caved in on himself then. Went all still, then boom, took a dive.”

“Look real?”

“Yeah. Damn good if not. Eyes rolled back, legs went. Had to use smelling salts, bring him around. Came to, shot up, and spewed his supper out front in the gutter.”

“Anybody else with him?”

Holmes shook his head. “Walked up alone.”

“Walked—from where?”

“Never got that far with him. He was still fending off the little blue tweeties when I planted him in a car. He’s down at the station now. All yours.”

Murchison looked around the yard one last time, collected his thoughts. Older man, dressed sharp, a musician of some note, ho ho. Shot in the back, his own front yard, left to drown in his own blood. And a white girl, trying to save him, failing, perching herself on the doorstep while she clawed at her arm till the skin was gone. A real human-interest story, if anyone bothered to tell it.

“I’m ready to go inside, check the house.”

Holmes said, “One last thing? The son, he IDed the girl.” Holmes checked his notes. “Nah-dee-ya … Lah-za-rank-o. Think that’s it. She’s his girlfriend.”

Murchison took out his pad and pen. “Spell it.”

Holmes obliged. A little mischief flickered in his eye. “Could be one of your people, Stookles.”

“Don’t call me that.”

“What is it—Po-lock? Slo-vock?”

“You hear what I just said?”

“You want, I can call you Cap’n Cracker, like they do around Dumpers in southtown.”

Murchison couldn’t help himself, he laughed. “Okay, that’s it, enough. We got one body here. My guess is that’s our quota.”

“Tell you what, Sherlock—”

“Let it go, Jerry. Holmesy—the son, he say anything else about this girl?”

“Yeah. Yeah. Said she was with the vic earlier tonight, drove him home.”

“From?”

“Club in Emeryville. Place called the Zoom Room. Where the son was playing.”

“But the son,” Stluka said, getting into it again, “he didn’t need a drive. He walked.” He looked back and forth, Murchison to Holmes. “It ain’t just me. That doesn’t make sense.”

Holmes slapped his notepad against his leg. “Like I said, he’s down at the station.”

Murchison checked the time. “Okay. Holmesy. I got Truax calling in for more bodies. Connect with him. Get somebody to help Hennessey out there with the neighbors. Not just the crowd. Door-to-door, I don’t care what time it is. Anybody has a story, get the particulars, then call me. Get a guy who’s done some major accident work—Crawford’s good, wake him up, blame me—have him check for rubber out on the street. Get a man over to the hospital, right outside the girl’s door. She doesn’t leave. Nobody in the room but hospital staff. I want first crack. We good?”

Holmes put his notepad in his slicker pocket and headed out. Murchison watched him go, loping like a giant through the gate.

“Talk about the high priest of half-assed.” Stluka picked up the dead man’s hat, checked inside. “Shoulda put a man with the girl down at the hospital first thing.”

•    •    •

The house felt less gloomy inside than out. It was cluttered, dust motes sailing in the lamplight, but somebody’d put out the effort to make a home. To the right of the entry sat a cramped dining room, with an old oak table and chairs. To the left was the living room. A lumpy sofa sat against the far wall. Above it, family photographs covered almost every inch of plaster. Murchison went close, checked the faces.

“Anybody we know?” Stluka asked, meaning perps and players.

Murchison shrugged. “Come look.”

The pictures seemed to be of family and friends. Three generations from the look of things: a matriarch, then the victim and his siblings, and after that nephews and nieces and others further removed. Murchison assumed the son was there—should have asked Holmes for a description, he thought—then shortly found the photograph he’d been hoping for.

Raymond Carlisle and a younger man stood side by side, each carrying a horn case. The victim was taller, a fact accentuated by his reedy build. He was darker, too, his skin a deep coffee color, with the spatters of dark freckling across each cheek Murchison had noticed outside, just as he noticed again the salt-and-pepper goatee, the deepset eyes. In life, they’d perfected the man’s intensity.

In contrast, the son, if that was who this was, looked studious. He had short-napped hair, and it set off his angular features, which resembled the victim’s. His skin was lighter, a reddish cinnamon color, and he wore a pair of rimless spectacles. Behind the glasses, his eyes conveyed warmth, not heat. But there was wariness in them, too. This young man, early twenties from the look of him, was no hothouse flower. He had a strength about him, and his bearing suggested an easy grace tinged with formality.

“Think I found the son,” Murchison told Stluka finally, easing aside so they both could look.

Murchison took note of Stluka struggling with his disbelief. The word musician conjured a distinctly different image in this town, given names like Pimp-T Junior, A. K. Hype, Treacherous Bo. The Violence Suppression Task Force had recently pulled in two rappers from Baymont tied to a statewide bank robbery gang who had laid out their entire MO on a locally pressed CD. The mastermind producer of the local rap scene was himself a major player in the crack trade who was currently sitting in jail, awaiting trial for placing a bomb outside the south county courthouse, hoping to destroy evidence in a third-strike prosecution that would put him away for life. The FBI had just helped out in the arrest of a group of failed rappers who called themselves Pitch Black Night, tied not only to drugs but six murders in the area. The granddaddy of them all, though, was a rapper named Master DePaul. He was the man who kicked off the turf war between Baymont and Dumpers that reached its peak body count in 1994. The city’s reputation still hadn’t recovered. Given all that and more, the general feeling on the force remained: if you were local, Black, and musical, you merited a watchful eye.

“Care to comment?” Murchison asked, standing back to take in the whole wall.

Stluka gnawed his lower lip, thinking. “Squeaky type, looks like. The son I mean.”

“Yeah, but I was thinking more generally. These look like working people, church people.”

“Spare me, Murch. Pictures lie.” Stluka turned away, took in the rest of the room. “Every fuckwad in the world’s got a snapshot somewhere makes him look harmless. And that’ll be the one the family fawns off on the media when it’s crying time.”

There was a piano in the room, piled high with sheet music. Stluka drifted toward it as Murchison pulled back the curtain at the window. Unless this Lazarenko girl had been waiting, she most likely went to look only once she heard shots. Like Marcellyne Pathon. And saw nothing. The glass was filthy. Given the clouds, the rain, the sparse streetlights on the block, it would have been dark in the yard, nothing but an amber porch light strewn with cobwebs.

“Well now, looky here,” Stluka said behind him.

He was standing beside the piano, holding a purse in one hand, an ID in the other. Shaking the purse, he caught sight of something inside. “Get that.”

Murchison glanced in, spotted the wallet, took it out.

“There a driver’s license inside?”

Murchison checked. “Yeah.” He read the name. “This doesn’t match what Holmes told us outside.”

“Nadya Lazarenko.” Stluka showed Murchison the loose ID he’d found first. “She’s all of nineteen.”

Murchison checked the other ID. “This one says she’s Stephanie Waugh, twenty-one.”

“Ta-da.”

Murchison checked the photos. The faces were similar, not identical. Probably a friend’s license. He dropped the wallet back into the purse. “She’d need phony ID to get into a club where her boyfriend’s playing.”

“The Zoom Room.” Stluka grinned. “It’s still deception, Murch.”

“So’s just about everything else at that age. She’s our only shot at an eyewitness so far. I’m not going to bag that up and log it till I know it means something. Let the defense blow its own smoke.”

Stluka sighed. “Fair enough. For now.” He dropped the other ID in and set the purse back down beside the piano. “Join me for a stroll?”

He turned and headed down the hallway. Murchison followed, watching as Stluka checked in every opening he passed—linen closet, laundry hamper, bathroom shelves—sniffing at things like a disgruntled critic lost in the bowels of some minor museum. He lifted pictures, checking behind for wall safes. Kicked the baseboards, listening for hidey-holes.

They came to two bedrooms at the end of the hall, and Murchison supposed the son had been using the smaller one. There was one bed, a twin, covered with an old Hudson blanket. The desktop was neat. Stluka pulled open a desk drawer, peeked inside, then shut it again.

“Can we agree this room looks undisturbed?”

Murchison inspected the closet. The clothes hung straight, shirts stacked tidily on the shelf above, shoes lined up like little soldiers on the floor below. Not many. Not enough. Inside a plastic bag he found a turtleneck and denim overalls, hightops, and socks. All stuffed in together, like laundry, and small. A woman’s. The girl had changed here, but no sign of staying.

“He doesn’t live here. The son, I mean. His being here, it’s short-term. And the girlfriend.” Murchison set the bag back down, nodded toward the narrow bed. “She doesn’t sleep over.”

Stluka considered it. “Maybe she’s a Thoroughbred, sleeps standing up.” He pointed across the hall. “Or she spends the night with Daddy.”

“You think?”

“I try not to make up my mind about people till they’ve had a chance to disappoint me.”

The furniture in the larger bedroom across the hall was Sears-quality, decades old. No conspicuous sign of disturbance, just day-to-day carelessness. Worn slippers lay askew beneath the unmade bed. Drawers sat open, revealing nothing valuable or shameful, just old clothes, folded and clean. An old dusty TV sat atop the highboy.

Stluka opened the closet. “Here’s where the guy’s money went.” He fingered the sleeve to a silk suit jacket. “Snazz ’n’ pizzazz. Show Man.” He dropped the sleeve, turned around. “Whereas this.” He gestured toward the room. “Dressed with flash, lived in trash.”

It was something routinely said of junkies. “You think?”

“No, we’d have seen more signs by now. Expression just leapt to mind.” Stluka looked around again, shivered with disgust. “This guy got laid, he did it somewhere else. Unless he was paying for it.”

Murchison checked the closet after Stluka, noted he was right: the quality of the wardrobe outpaced everything else in the house by far. Not surprising, Murchison thought, remembering the clothes on the body and what Marcellyne Pathon had said. He was big. Somebody with the guts to call his band The Mighty Firefly had to have style—thus the nickname, one supposed. Strong.

“ARF,” Stluka said behind him.

Murchison turned, saw Stluka holding a prescription bottle, studying the label. “What the hell is ‘ARF’?”

Murchison took the bottle from him. “Acute Renal Failure.” He checked the other bottles on top of the bed stand. They were the usual garden-variety post-op brew: antibiotics, painkillers, some Halcion for sleep. They rested atop a checklist titled “Nephrectomy: Expectations after Surgery. Convalescence.”

“Our victim only had one kidney.”

“I think that’s the least of his worries right about now.”

“Dates on these scrips, I’d say it came out about two months ago.”

“You going somewhere with this?”

“Holmes found a bottle in a bag beside the guy. He’s putting it away, with one kidney.”

“Unless his doctor killed him for being a crappy patient, why do I care?”

Murchison shrugged. “Thinking out loud.” He crouched down, opened the bed stand drawer. “Well, well, what have we here, Mr. Carlisle?” Among reading glasses and ear plugs and Kleenex packs sat a snub-nosed .38, black metal with a brown wood grip. Loose shells rattled around in the bottom of the drawer. Careless old fool, he thought. He lifted the weapon, showed it to Stluka, then put it to his nose, shook his head. “Thing hasn’t been fired in forever.”

“Ah, piss.” Stluka pulled back the bedcovers, checked beneath the pillows, found a Walkman but no second gun. “Bag the damn thing anyway. Give it to ballistics, let them confirm the obvious. Remind us what geniuses they are.”

Murchison pulled an evidence bag from his pocket, shook it open, dropped the gun inside and then the cartridges. “Victim felt a need to keep a gun by his bed.”

“In this neighborhood, come on. Wouldn’t you?”

Checking the drawer again, Murchison found a photograph inside. An old one. He took it out. The face didn’t register with the others he’d seen in the living room. A woman, in her mid-twenties or so. She had long hair drawn back with combs, setting off her eyes and smile. On the back he found an inscription: Dear Raymond—With the warmest of hearts—Felicia. The script, it was perfectly feminine. You could almost smell her perfume.

“Think we found the secret sweetheart.”

Stluka took the picture from him, checked it front and back. “This thing’s twenty years old, minimum.”

Just then, the heater came on, erupting from the cellar with a sound like thunder. Warm air that stank of mildew began pouring through the wall vents.

Stluka shrank away from it. “I am really beginning to hate this case.”

Murchison took the picture back, studied it one more time, then slipped it into his pocket. “Ideas?”

Stluka cracked his knuckles. “Maybe it’s me, but I sense friction between the father and son.”

“Style, you mean?”

“Everything in Its Proper Place versus I Do What I Want—Try and Stop Me.”

“The vic looks like a character,” Murchison agreed. “Headstrong. Daddy likes his drama. Son seems the dutiful type. And the girl?”

“I’m not sold on her being uninvolved. Not yet.”

“Interesting.” Murchison granted Stluka his instincts, which as a cop were often solid. His faults as a human being, those you had to deal with as they came. “And it’s not just that the son’s a neat freak, or that he’s only here short-term. It’s strange. He’s made an effort to clear a space for himself, but there’s no real stake in it.”

“I’m here. Don’t push it.”

“Yeah.”

“And I’m still hung up on this thing about him walking. There’s a piece missing. He didn’t walk thirty miles home.”

Murchison headed for the door, glancing around one last time. “Check out the rest of the house?”

In the kitchen, a coffee mug lay in the sink, two cold tea bags shriveled inside it.

“Smell that?”

Stluka was already square with the next doorway. “I smell a lot of things. Pick one.”

Murchison lifted the cup, sniffed, made sure. “Brandy, I think. Alcohol for sure.”

Stluka closed his eyes, palms pressing his temples. “Murch, I got it. Okay? The guy was a lush.”

“Bear with me.” Murchison opened cabinets, peered in. He found the brandy bottle. The cap was sticky but loose, like it had just been reopened after sitting awhile. “The father had a bad enough drinking problem it cost him a kidney. The son’s here to play caretaker. How long? Depends on how good a patient the old man is. Eight weeks of convalescence, he’s already at it again.”

“You think they fought about it.”

“From the picture we saw, the son’s no loser. He looks smart. And he’s got himself a girlfriend, his own career. But he hauls himself up here anyway, to live in this dreary old hole.” He nodded toward the cup in the sink. “Now this. Old man’s mixing it in his tea, which is either some kind of homebrew cocktail or he was trying to hide it. And that means, yeah, maybe they fought about it.”

Stluka stared back from the doorway, giving it thought. He blinked like a cat.

“You’re the one brought up friction,” Murchison said.

Stluka waved his hands in mock surrender. “I confess.”

“I mean, given the neighborhood, the way he died, I wouldn’t say this was a family deal. But in here—”

“Tells a different story, yes it does.” Stluka tapped his hands against the door frame. “Wrap this up?”

The next doorway opened onto the addition. Mismatched chairs and music stands rested in haphazard clusters. Bookshelves, crammed with sheet music, lined one wall. The other three were covered with egg crate foam. The craftsmanship was shoddy—below, the rug buckled and curled at the edges, never tacked down; above, the ceiling lacked several acoustic tiles.

Stluka clasped his hands atop his head. “This guy had a real knack for unfinished business.”

At the back of the room, a gold banner with black lettering hung from the ceiling, draped wall to wall:

STRONG CARLISLE & THE MIGHTY FIREFLY
MF R&B

It dawned on Murchison, finally, what the curious name was code for: Mother Fucker. He felt the spirit of the dead man in that house a little more profoundly. Strong, they called him. Big, Marcellyne Pathon said. Cagey and sloppy and stylish and wild. With an ambivalent son and a twenty-year soft spot for a sweet-faced woman whose picture he hid away.
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Toby Marchand sat alone in one of the police station’s two cinder block interview rooms. He was still dressed in the clothes he’d worn onstage that night: gray serge suit, white Oxford shirt, Nino Mori necktie. He smelled of sweat, some of it rank from fear. His mouth tasted sour from vomit.

The memory came unbidden. Turning the corner, seeing too many people out and squad cars parked helter skelter in the street, strobe lights spinning. Feeling the bottom drop out of his stomach. Running up, pushing through the crowd—he got recognized, got ignored—reaching the gate, only to be hammerlocked by the cop standing there, told he couldn’t go in. Shortly after, told why.

The images froze in his mind. Then the next moment he half expected his father to storm through the interview room doorway: Howling abuse. Ready to raise hell. The delusion brought to mind amputees complaining of pain in phantom limbs.

He’d been in the practice room, straddling a wood chair, reaming his trombone slide with a cleaning rod coiled in cheesecloth. Five o’clock, already twilight. His father charged in barefoot. His trouser legs flapped against his calves, shirttails sailing behind as he strode forward. He carried a large mug in one hand. The other hand rose up from his side, and a long bony finger sliced the air.

“Hey, boy wonder—yeah, you—eyes front.”

Toby ignored him. Established habit.

“You gonna tell me what the fuck’s goin’ on? Or you want, I can guess. I’d love to guess.”

Toby puffed his cheeks and sighed. “May I infer from your bellowing that your health is sound?”

“I’ll bellow all I goddamn please. Got a fourteen-year-old white girl out there has the nerve to think she’s some kind of fucking nurse.”

From beyond the doorway leading back to the kitchen, a tiny female voice: “I’m sorry.”

“I want somebody’s face in my business, I’ll call my sister.”

Removing the cloth-wrapped rod from his slide, Toby inspected it for bits of flaking brass. The cheesecloth smelled of Slide-O-Mix.

“Not fourteen. Nineteen. Nadya is nineteen.”

“Like hell she is. That girl’s a virgin. I can hear the skinny-skin snapping like a snare head when she walks across the room.”

Toby glanced up, his eyes a warning. “I seriously doubt that.”

“You speaking from personal experience?”

Toby uttered a soft begrudging moan. “Unh-uh. You’ll have to try harder than that. Meanwhile, back to the point, she’s nineteen.”

“You better pray to God she is, junior.”

Toby opened the carrying case for his horn, placed the slide and the main assembly down into their velvet bed, and snapped the clasps shut. “Remind me, O ancient one—this the Jack Johnson speech, or the Chuck Berry speech?”

“Given I still say she’s fourteen, it’s the Chuck Berry speech. And good for you, child prodigy, to know there’s a goddamn difference.”

Toby rose from his chair. “Yes, well—”

“Jack Johnson went down because his woman was white. Not because she was young. Chuck Berry, that girl was young. And white. So yes, dear boy of mine, this is the Chuck Berry speech.”

“Marie is only six years old,” Toby sang quietly.

“Not that young.”

“Ta-da.”

“But white.”

Toby lifted the necktie from the back of his chair and slid it under his collar. Fastening his top shirt button, he glanced to the ceiling and intoned, “The color white. ‘The intensifying agent in things most appalling to mankind.’”

His father squinted. “Damn straight.” A finger softly tapped the side of his cup. “Who said that?”

“Melville,” Toby replied. “White guy.”

“You’re developing a serious case of snide, know that?”

As he passed his father, Toby caught the sharp sour taint coming from the old man’s tea. He stopped, leaned forward, sniffed. “Tell me that’s not what I think it is.”

His father tipped the cup away and nodded toward the door beyond which Nadya still lingered, out of sight. “Seems to me you got your own business to mind.”

“You are my business. I wouldn’t be here if you weren’t.”

A car horn sounded from the street. “Good God.” Toby checked his watch. “Nadya,” he called out. “Go out, please, tell Francis I’ll be there in five?”

The girl edged out from the shadow of the doorway. She was petite, finely boned, with jet-black hair, dressed in a turtleneck, overalls, hightop Keds. Fierce eyes dominated a bone-white face. Nadya Katarinya Lazarenko. Toby liked saying the name out loud, quietly to himself. Ukrainian, it conjured images of tormented exiles, seraphic ballerinas.

“Five minutes,” he said again, gentler this time.

She nodded, held out her hand, every finger extended—as though to respond, “Gotcha, five, over.” Toby half expected a cartoonish fffuuttt as she withdrew the hand, spun around, and fled. It was part of her charm, this comic, almost goofy eccentricity. A defense she’d concocted against her family.

Speaking of which, he thought, turning back to his father. He nodded at the cup. “You’re light one kidney, remember? You got a death wish we need to talk about?”

The car horn blasted again. At the front of the house the door slammed open and closed as Nadya ran out to tell Francis, Toby’s tenor man, to wait.

“Next time, you’ll need a kidney donor. Don’t come to me. Not if you’re gonna play the fool like this.”

He pushed past, squared himself before the bathroom mirror. His father ambled behind, sprawling himself in the doorway. “You wouldn’ta lasted twenty minutes in my day, know that?”

Toby shook his head, murmuring, “Here it comes,” as he looped his tie into its knot.

“Woulda done you good. Play the juke joints down Grove Street. Only way to keep your job, win a cutting contest. Outplay the new guy or lose your chair.”

“Spare me. Music as martial art. Funk Fu.”

The bathroom wall was dotted with aging black-and-white portraits of his father in years gone by—standing with Frank Foster and Freddie Green of Basie fame, Ann Peebles, Etta James, Bill Doggett. The images hovered about Toby’s reflection in the mirror like Sistine sibyls and ignudi.

“Know what you remind me of?” his father said. “One of them little old Filipino ladies here in town, think what we need is a cultural center. Museum for dust. Place for fat girls to fuck up ballet.”

“Yeah, well, let me stop you before this gets too fascinating.”

Toby smoothed his collar, made one last self-inspection, then eased past his father in the bathroom doorway. Gathering his jacket from its chair back, he shoved his arms into the sleeves, then grabbed his horn case and the beaten-up leather valise in which he carried his charts and lead sheets. He started for the door, but his father’s hand sailed out, caught his arm.

“You’re not really gonna leave me with that girl of yours, are you? All she does is sit there, screwed down tight, sadder than a map.”

“You’ll survive.”

“Try to talk with her, she shrinks up like a sponge. ‘I’m sorry,’ she says. ‘I’m sorry.’ Like everything’s her goddamn fault. When in doubt, blame her.”

“It’s commonly referred to as being shy.”

“No, what it’s commonly referred to as? Is white guilt. Or she got some new kind of ass-backward, fucked-up vanity they don’t have a name for yet?”

Toby felt the heat swim up into his face, but he checked himself. This was an old game. Only his father kept score.

“Look. Talk to me how you want. Like I could stop you. But when it comes to her—”

“You a virgin?”

Toby flinched. “Excuse me?”

“Reason I ask—if you are, then that means it’s your mother got you pussy-whipped like this. And that’s just too sad for a man like me to contemplate.”

Toby’s jaw went slack. The breath got caught in his throat. Unsure whether laughter or fury was called for, knowing neither would make a difference. “I’ll be sure to pass that assessment along,” he said finally, and turned to go.

“Whoa!” his father called to his back. “Stop the presses. Mr. Shoes-Too-Tight-and-Oh-So-Sensitive runs to Momma. And tells all …”

Toby went to the front door and waited as Nadya, returning from the street, slipped back through the gate beneath the bare branches of the old sycamore. Overhead, twilight gathered in a threatening sky. As she darted up the gravel path toward the house, he thought how odd it was that not even hightops and overalls could hide how lovely she was. And she was, he knew, hiding. He wondered sometimes if he was the only person in the world who actually saw her.

They’d met at the music store where she marshaled the sheet music and taught piano. They’d flirted clumsily, sitting side by side at a Bechstein concert grand as Toby showed her the tonal colorings of Billy Strayhorn’s “Chelsea Bridge.” She in turn played two short pieces by Scriabin, one called “Désir,” the other “Caresse Dansée,” to show him how much, for her, the dense, chromatic harmonies and sadly playful melodies echoed Strayhorn’s. Toby wondered if it hadn’t been decided in those first few minutes. The curiosity they’d felt for each other, it seemed a kind of gravity, as though the next thing worth knowing lay secreted inside the other person. Not music, but the thing they couldn’t get at except through music.

At twenty-two, Toby’d had his share of girlfriends—it was one of the perks of musicianship—but until Nadya, he doubted he’d ever been truly, honestly interesting to someone. And he doubted if he’d ever been as intrigued by someone as he was by her. It brought to mind one of his favorite sayings, by Coltrane: “If there is something you do not understand, you must go humbly to it.” That’s it, he thought. We go humbly to each other. And that humility, it formed a kind of tenderness, a depth of caring, he’d not known existed before. If that wasn’t love, it was at least a kind of longing unlike any other he’d heard tell of.

She took the porch steps at a run. He opened the door and she ducked past him, clutching herself for warmth. He followed her into the living room, where she plopped herself down on the red leather ottoman. Crouching before her, he took her hands in his, kissed her fingers. They were ice-cold.

“The old man, that little fit he just threw—unless I’m guessing wrong, you caught him spiking his tea.”

She flinched, shrank back a little. “I just came into the kitchen, he was at the sink. I didn’t say anything, I just—”

Please don’t say you’re sorry, he thought, recalling his father’s line about white guilt. “He’s in a mood. Might be a good sign, all things considered. Means he’s stronger. But it’s not your job to do anything but drive him to the club and back tonight.”

“I know.”

“I’d do it myself—”

“I know.”

She rolled her eyes, humphed, then smiled, revealing her slight overbite, like Gene Tierney’s. Toby’d had a similar problem as a boy. From age eleven on, though, daily scales on the trombone, hour after hour, had gradually nudged his upper teeth into place. A minor medical miracle, his father had cracked at the time. Better orthodontics through practice, practice, practice.

Toby clutched her fingers tighter. “He’s going to drink,” he said. “My father. Stupid as that sounds, given his operation and all, he’s going to do it and there’s nothing you can do to stop him and I don’t want you to try.”

He got no further. The shock on Nadya’s face told him, Turn around. He did so, in time to see his father, baritone sax poised before him like a battering ram, heading for the front door.

“Gonna go out and say hey to my man Francis,” he said.

Toby stared out through the front door at the gate through which his father disappeared. As Nadya sidled up beside him, he said, “Scratch the plan. I can’t leave you with him. Not in this mood. It’s like somebody lit a bottle rocket up his ass, pardon my French.”

“Baguette de fusée.”

“Excuse me?”

“Nothing.”

He checked his watch and groaned. “I wish I didn’t have this feeling.”

“It’ll be fine.”

“No, trust me, it won’t.”

“I can handle it, Toby.”

She reached for his hand, clutched his pinkie, and shook it. It broke his mood and he turned toward her, melting a little as their eyes met. He’d seen pictures of her grandmother who’d fled the Ukraine during the famine and pogroms of the thirties, and it was startling how much Nadya resembled her. Down to the pitiless sorrow in those eyes.

“If I had more time, I’d never in the world do this to you.”

She reached up and stroked his cheek. “You’re not doing anything to me, Toby.”

“If he gets out of hand, dump him. I’m dead serious. Walk away. Come back alone. Leave him to me or we’ll just let him cab it home. Won’t be the first time.”

Nadya searched his face. “Just leave him?”

“Absolutely.”

She lowered her hand from his face to his chest, smoothing his lapels, his necktie. “I don’t think I could do that. I mean, just desert him.”

Toby shook his head and laughed. “You’ll get tested. Trust me.”

Walking out to the street, he heard the cry of his father’s horn beyond the fence. Once through the gate he saw him—still barefoot, standing atop the hood of Francis’s ’72 Impala wagon. Eyes shut tight, the old man bent over the windshield like he meant to melt it away.

He ended his onslaught with a fusillade of arpeggios swirling down to a spine-rattling B-flat repeated in three fierce honks, the last extended, then sweetened—a crooning whisper that faded away into breath and silence. Eyes still closed, he smiled, satisfied. Turning, he jumped down off the station wagon’s hood and took a bow for the neighbors peeking out at the street from the edges of their lamplit curtains. The old man waved grandly, beaming a triumphant smile, then sauntered up to the driver’s side window of the Impala as Francis rolled it down.

“Francis, who plays for dances.” They pounded fists, then Toby’s father stepped back to inspect the car. “What sorry-ass Injun begged you to take this pile of junk off his hands?”

Francis shrugged. “Runs good.”

“So’s your little sister, I hear.”

Opening the curbside back door, Toby slid his trombone case in, resting it atop the other two horn cases already there—one for Francis’s tenor, the other a Walt Harris baritone case connected to a ceremonial surprise for his father that, given events of the past half hour, Toby was beginning to regret.

His father turned his attention from the car to Francis’s attire, which was nearly identical to his son’s—crisp gray suit, silk tie, spanking white shirt. “Nice to see the two of you done up right for once. I mean, what was it, year ago, you two troop on outta here looking like a couple Rastafarians. Thought you were heading over to Valley View, chant the bitch outta my sister.”

Toby put his valise on the floor between his feet and pulled the door closed. “One must be many things to many people.”

His father cackled. “Yeah, I’ve heard hookers say that.” He nodded toward the backseat. “You clowns must think I’m the village idiot. That or blind as Brother Ray. Think I don’t know a baritone case when I see one?”

Francis and Toby exchanged glances. Neither spoke.

“Which one of you fools thinks he’s gonna play that thing tonight?”

Toby gestured to Francis, Let’s go.

“Takes a man to play the baritone.”

“Then bring one with you,” Toby said.

His father leaned in through the driver’s side window, reaching across Francis. “I can still smack your head sideways, junior.”

“Mister Junior, to you.”

“Come here. Closer.”

Francis fought his way through the tangled limbs, turned the key, cranked the ignition, and put the car in gear. He revved the engine, inched the car forward, and Toby’s father backed out of the window finally, stepping away. Toby leaned across the front seat and shouted.

“Hey, Cranky McGeezer—you want to find out who’s playing that baritone tonight, go back inside, lay off the juice, behave like a human being, and maybe your white fourteen-year-old nurse will be nice enough to haul that spiteful, mean-mouthed, old’n’tired ass of yours down to the club.”

As they drove to Emeryville, Toby studied his lead sheets for the evening’s set. Holding two side by side, he spotted at a glance an omitted flat, an undotted rest. Taking out his pen, he removed the cap with his teeth and made the required changes, the various parts trilling in his mind. Beside him, Francis tugged from his pocket the mouthpiece for the baritone, inserted it between his lips, and worked it with his lip and tongue, plying the reed with saliva.

For that night’s set, as a surprise tribute to his father, Toby’d charted a septet version of Charles Mingus’s “Moanin’.” The number had been his father’s signature piece in virtually every band he’d been in, even the blues acts, whose players never shrank from a little jazz if the chance arose and the crowd seemed willing. The piece began with one of the most celebrated hooks in the repertoire, announced solo by the baritone: brash, sinister, and yet with this raunchy mad laugh to it. Once the rest of the band kicked in, the tune just held on for dear life and ran.

The original had been scored for six horns. Toby was working with four, and a Hammond B-3 instead of a piano. He turned the organ into a plus, exploiting its throatier stops. To recover the texture lost by fewer horns, he stuck quick little crossing harmonies in obbligato behind the theme. All four horns and the B-3 got a solo. Everybody wailed.

Toby’s mother, Felicia, attending one of their rehearsals, had sat there speechless and far-eyed when they finished their run-through, as though the music had conjured memories both too fond and too harsh to recall without feeling. Snapping back to the present when Toby stepped forward to get her reaction, she remarked, “You will make that nasty old creature very proud.”

This from the woman who thought her son should study law.

The Zoom Room filled an old warehouse space in the Emeryville mud flats, not far from a portion of the freeway called the Maze near the bayfront border of Oakland and Berkeley. Inside, it had high walls fashioned of glass brick and cinder block, with cement floors and metal-work still intact overhead. The high, hard surfaces gave the room all the acoustical warmth of an empty swimming pool. Worse, the bar stood a good ways off from the dance floor, in an area built out from former office space. You couldn’t sit with your drink and watch the stage. You had to mill along the edges of the dance floor, drink in hand, like some homely mope too sad to join in, too proud to go home. It meant the crowd often split into two distinct factions—one that danced, one that drank.

Near the stage, a poster propped on an easel announced the evening’s acts:

RETRO RENAISSANCE & BEYOND

There were four acts on tap, with Toby’s outfit up second. They’d get one set, forty minutes, following a group called Trane Stop and preceding an outfit named Miles To Go. The other bands were mixed but mostly white, the kind of California concept crew that relied more on theme and good intentions than talent—heavy beat with a funk accent, muddy chords, solos that slid around like a rainy night car wreck. Toby knew his men could blow the other players into dust, but this crowd might not notice, which kept him from getting too cocky. The evening’s headliner, for whom most people there would be waiting, was named Yesterday’s Memo, one of the few Neo-Swing bands that had survived the fad. It was a vamp act, Kid Coconut meets film noir, featuring a singer who called herself Carmen DiCarlo—a thin, small, throaty Kaye Starr impersonator who wore a turban and fishnets and smiled like a blind girl onstage.

Trane Stop wrapped up its set after a mere thirty minutes, leaving the crowd restless. Toby collected his band backstage after they’d set up their gear, running through his finalized lead sheets for “Moanin’” one last time before motioning them out into the lights.

Each man wore a prim gray suit, looking older than old school, almost Basie-esque. The crowd didn’t seem to know what to make of them as they took their places. Toby snapped his fingers to sound the count, on the downbeat a two-stick crack hit the snare, and the band launched hard into Booker Ervin’s “East Dallas Special.” The freight train came alive with the horns: Roderick Coover on trumpet, Ikem Ononuju on alto, Francis on tenor, Toby on trombone. Rounding out the band, the rhythm section—Chubby Jefferson on six-string bass, Penny Tyler on drums, Jimmy Seagraves on Hammond B-3—they drove the horns from underneath, the organ humming, bass and drums kicking hard, testament to their background as a blues trio in the Groove Holmes mold.

Toby sensed a curious distraction in the room, but with the lights in his eyes he could make out nothing. He sent the band into its second tune without a pause—“Sack o’ Woe,” a Cannonball Adderley number. They were hardly through the second chorus before Toby knew he had to change tack or lose the crowd for good.

Instead of the Afro-Cuban treatment of Benny Carter’s “Malibu” he’d planned, he shouted out Stanley Turrentine’s “Sugar.” They didn’t have it in their charts; it was an upbeat head they used for warm-up at practice. Nobody balked. Toby counted it off and the Hammond B-3 howled the intro, driven from behind by a constant tang-tang-tang on the crash cymbal. The hook was in the bass line, a two-phrase minor second cadence tripping down from the top, then digging up from the bottom. As the horns chimed in, Toby sensed the bodies welling up from shadow toward the stage, not all of them but more than before—he could feel it, something turning. And yet that same unsettling discord remained in the background. He couldn’t put his finger on it, but the rest of the room fell into their hands, to win or lose. He signaled one more solo from Jimmy on organ and Francis on tenor, then one last shout chorus and a fanfare to end.

Toby wasted no time. He called out Monk’s “I Mean You,” and from that point on it was one peak after another: Lee Morgan’s “Speedball,” Horace Silver’s “Filthy McNasty,” and for the Neo-Swing freaks a medley comprised of Basie’s “Topsy,” Ellington’s “Cottontail,” and Charlie Barnet’s “Mother Fuzzy.” They had the crowd firmly in hand when it came time for the set’s finale. Ikem switched to tenor. Francis manned the baritone, took a few short toots to test the reed, then stepped forward to announce that deadly theme.

A hush fell. Toby pictured his father, out in the dark crowd, stunned despite himself. And, on some level, proud. Francis cut the silence with angular minor arpeggios that ended amid a cymbal fanfare, then reannouncement of the theme, a slow horn buildup underneath in minor harmonies with the rhythm building, driven on the backbeat. By the third announcement of the theme, it was time for the horns to do battle, rise and wail, finishing in a raucous, hair-raising dissonance from which Francis emerged alone on baritone to solo.

He hadn’t finished his first full chorus before he had the room in his control. Keeping his lines short and clear, he made up in raw conviction what he lacked in technique. No showboating. It worked. He sold it, building it up, tearing it down to build it right back up again. As Roderick stepped up from the rear to claim the next solo on trumpet, the crowd erupted.

A police officer entered the interview room, bearing several plastic bags with blank labels on them and a kit of some kind. He was Black, rangy but strong, with a stooped gait, a few years older than Toby. His nameplate read: CARMICHAEL.

From his kit, Officer Carmichael produced a small vial and several cotton swabs. He set them on the metal table, then turned to Toby with a phony smile.

“One of the things we do,” he said, “in a case like this, is try to make sure we’ve done everything we can to prove family members aren’t involved.” He nodded toward the paraphernalia laid out on the table. “The vial, it contains a nitric acid solution. Tests for gunshot residue. The way it works, I swab your hands, tops and palms, thumbs and forefingers, each with a different swab. We send them to the lab. Come back clean, whoever really did the shooting can’t come up and say we didn’t do everything we were supposed to.”

This is a cop, Toby reminded himself, not a pal. “Nitric acid,” he said.

“Doesn’t burn,” Carmichael assured him. “It’s like point-five percent.”

Toby stuck out his hands. “Do it.”

“One at a time.” Carmichael gestured for Toby to pull the left hand back. Wiping down the whole of Toby’s right palm, he placed the swab into a plastic bag, marked the white label with Toby’s name, the date and time, and the words “Right palm,” then moved on to the top of the hand, the thumb, the forefinger, just as he’d said. He repeated with the left, then told Toby as he was labeling the final bag, “You want to wash your hands, I’ve got a towelette for you. Just a minute.”

“This isn’t just to rule me out. It’s to see if I’m my father’s killer.”

Carmichael glanced up—not bothering with the smile this time. He studied Toby’s face, his shoulders, his hands, as though searching out some tic, some flinch, an unconscious flutter of the eye that would signify guilt. Toby felt scared to so much as draw too deep a breath.

“When do I—”

“The detectives are still wrapping things up at the scene.” Carmichael capped and pocketed his pen. “When they’re done, they’ll come down and fill you in.”

He handed Toby the towelette he’d promised. “Just pitch it in the trash can when you’re done.”

The band regrouped in the former storage room where the musicians kicked back between sets. People straggled in and out, smiling, offering congratulations—members from the other bands, hangers-on, the young girls who showed up every Saturday night backstage somewhere. Jimmy, the organist, took out a flask of gin to pass around; they didn’t know the place well enough to fire up a blunt. Toby declined a taste. He was waiting for Nadya and his father to come on back. Players from the other bands made a point now to introduce themselves. Toby smiled and nodded and shook hands and decided not to ask about the unsettling resistance he’d felt coming from the rear of the room.

A commotion came from the doorway. Toby hoped it was his father and Nadya and was halfway to the door before seeing it wasn’t. Jimmy’s twenty-year-old cousin, Javelle, stood there dripping wet, cursing, fresh from the parking lot. He wore a suit to match the band’s, a ploy to attract girls, but now it sagged on him, soaked through from the rain.

Seeing the disappointment on Toby’s face, Javelle barked, “Get that look off me, Tobo!” He pushed his hat back from his face. Droplets fell onto his shoulders. “Damn.”

Toby made way for Javelle to pass, then peered out into the hallway. He checked the lines queued outside the Gents and Ladies, checked the crowd at the pay phone, made a quick reconnoiter out toward the stage. Wandering the dance floor, he accepted handshakes and compliments here and there, searching the faces. Near the back, he began to sense that same odd resistance he’d felt on stage. Inside the bar it got worse. A palpable tension charged the air. People stared at him a little too long, or they made a point of ignoring him. You’re imagining, he told himself. Maybe.

At one end of the bar, an indie promoter who worked for Carmen DiCarlo dabbed at his face with a bloodstained towel. When he glanced up, his eyes met Toby’s with unmistakable hate. Beyond him four guys in a cluster sat grinning. There’d been a fight, Toby realized. He came back to the musicians’ room worried. Francis drifted up, bearing Jimmy’s flask.

“You seen Pops?” Toby passed on the gin again.

Francis shook his head and handed the flask to an approaching Javelle, who, before taking his taste, said, “Fifty dollars for a goddamn jump. You believe that?”

Javelle drove the van that Jimmy used to transport his B-3 and Leslie cabinet.

“Leave your lights on?”

Javelle reached up, snagged the hat off his head, and spanked it against his pant leg. “Walked all the way to the Exxon off the freeway. Got back, you nizzels were done.” He frowned, shaped his hat, and put it back on. “Fifty goddamn dollars.”

The door opened again. Toby turned toward the sound with the last of his hope, but it was the club’s owner, Vanessa. The kind of woman who made every musician who played her room uneasy, she carried herself with a jaded affectation that made her seem doubly cold. Despite the layers of makeup, you could spot at a glance she was well past fifty—dyed red hair, straight as a drapery to her waist, a man’s white T-shirt beneath a suede cowgirl jacket, black leggings, red pumps. She held a cigarette stiffly between two straight fingers. Toby pictured her thirty years younger, saw a woman who made no secret about it: I Fuck Money.

Careful, he thought. You’re sounding like the old man.

The whole band watched as she approached Toby. She placed the hand holding the cigarette on his shoulder, a certain dead look in her eyes. “Could I speak to you alone for a moment?”

Toby joined her near the door.

“Edgar said we had a little trouble in the bar tonight.”

Toby felt his insides sour. It got worse as she ran down her version of events: Older Black man coming out of nowhere, completely unprovoked, wailing on Grady Bradshaw, Carmen DiCarlo’s indie promo flack. A couple of guys who showed up at the bar from time to time waded in.

“Funny thing about it, these guys, the ones who jumped in, they were booing. But this old guy, he didn’t stomp on them. He headed straight for Grady. And Grady was trying to play the diplomat, get these fools to shut up. I think Grady knows who it was, the old guy who clobbered him, but he’s not saying. Being nice. Anyway, Edgar, my bartender, broke it up. Threw the old guy out. He had a young white woman with him. Tiny, pretty, pale. Ring any bells?”

Toby felt his face grow hot. Don’t blame the messenger, he told himself, but there was something about her eyes that galled him. “This happen during our set?”

Studying him, Vanessa took a long draw from her cigarette and exhaled through the side of her mouth. “In the bar.”

“I thought I heard something going on. But, you know, with the lights in our eyes, and the bar around the corner and all, couldn’t see anything from the stage. But there was something off. I felt it.”

“Have you heard anything? Since you’ve come offstage, I mean.”

“Nope.”

“Any ideas?”

“About?”

“Who it was.”

Toby feigned reflection, shrugged. “Can’t say.”

She nodded and took another drag from her cigarette. “Just so you understand, bar fights are no joke. They cost money. Some loser gets himself kicked out, comes back at me with a lawsuit, doesn’t matter if it’s crap or not, my insurance goes out the window. I have to scratch up surplus lines coverage, and that costs a fucking fortune.”

“Understood,” Toby said, thinking: Loser.

“I like you. I like your band. Be nice to have you back. But I can’t afford trouble.”

Toby realized that was it. They were blackballed. And why not? His old man had clocked the lead act’s promoter. The artery in his neck started throbbing.

Vanessa studied him for a moment. “My son,” she said finally.

“Excuse me?”

“Edgar says the old guy referred to somebody in the band as ‘my son.’ Or ‘my boy.’ Mean anything?”

Toby felt his sour insides grow cold. “Not to me.”

“He’s not related?”

“Who?”

“Stop it,” she said. “The guy we had to eighty-six. He related?”

“Not to me. My old man lives in Denver.”

Vanessa nodded, pretending to believe. She peeked around him, wanting to inquire of the others. Javelle took the bait. He’d been listening in anyway.

“Phrase ‘my boy,’” he said. “Kinda general, don’t you think? He’s Black. We’re Black.” He gestured as though, somehow, this might have escaped her. “His boys?”

“Don’t,” Vanessa cautioned.

“Javelle—”

“It’s a Black thing. One of those famous Black things. Had something about it on the Nature Channel just the other night.”

Vanessa dropped her cigarette on the floor and ground it out with the toe of her red pump. “Don’t start that shit with me. It’s really irritating.”

Toby got Francis to leave with him, drive him back home. The rain had stopped, but a winter wind howled off the bay. The asphalt remained wet, oil slicks shimmering in the headlights on the freeway.

“You mentioned something,” Toby said, “about a friend of yours, New York. Said he might have a lead on some session work, you and me. I know I said I wasn’t interested before, but I’ve got a different take on that now.” His mouth and throat were dry from rage. He licked his lips to get the saliva working. “First, though, I got some serious business with my old man.”

Once beyond the Carquinez Strait, Francis turned west on Columbus Parkway, heading through the hills toward the river, then north into town. Toby looked out at the passing street. Lone figures huddled in shadowed doorways, cigarette ash flaring at their lips. Drab one-story bungalows with barred windows and scant yards receded into darkness off the main drag, the streetlights busted by the corner crews, the better to make trade. Dogs barked somewhere, everywhere.

“I’ll have to talk to Nadya. Rather not just up and run.”

“Sure,” Francis said softly.

Toby could only guess at the humiliation of it, being the one standing there as the old coot went off, drunk most likely, the whole bar watching. And despite Toby’s telling her to just leave him there, turn right around and walk off if he did anything stupid, Nadya hadn’t done that. Just like she’d said, she’d seen it through, got his sorry old ass out of that club and brought him home. Uncanny, he thought, the mettle she had, for being so shy. He wanted to sit with her, apologize, thank her, tell her the plan, ask her to come with him. New York. Please. Do. Come.

Francis studied him a moment. “Kinda wondered just what, you know, it was gonna take.”

Toby sighed guiltily and shrugged. “What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger.”

“Hell with that.” Francis turned into the gateway to the hill and headed toward the top of St. Martin’s. “What doesn’t kill you just leaves you lyin’ there.”

“Francis—”

“Look, Tobo, it’s not my place to come down on you for what you want to do, what your old man means to you, anything like that. He’s your daddy, you’re devoted, okay. Lot to be admired in that. It’s just I don’t want to see you end up like him. Be as good as he is, or was, only to gig maybe four times a year, if he’s lucky, with a bunch of other sorry old men the business forgot long ago. Or never knew about to begin with.”

“That’s not fair,” Toby said. The men in The Mighty Firefly were like uncles to him.

“Fair? Come on, Tobo. Your daddy, I like him, you know that, but his life ain’t nothing nobody would say, ‘Oh, please, one more time.’ Looks back, he’s bitter. Looks ahead, he’s scared. That what you want for yourself? Be honest.”

Like heading for New York will change that for us, Toby thought. Francis turned the corner onto his street, then braked so hard they both lunged forward toward the dash.

“Jesus motherfucking God.”

Four police cruisers sat down the block, lights swirling in the darkness, splaying across the housefronts and through the branch-work of the trees. Two cops were holding back the crowd while another two stood in the open gateway to Toby’s father’s house, looking in at something on the ground.

“Oh Lord.” Toby reached for his horn case and valise, swiped clumsily at the door handle.

Francis snagged his arm. “You can’t say my name, Tobo, understand?” Panic hiked the pitch of his voice, his eyes crazy. He stared at the cruisers down the block, still clinging to Toby’s sleeve.

Toby fought to free himself. He opened the door. “Francis, let go.”

Francis clung harder. “This ain’t no joke. I ain’t here. I ain’t the one drove you home. Tell me you got that.”
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