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I

Paris 1940



Chip told us not to go out. Said, don’t you boys tempt the devil. But it been one brawl of a night, I tell you, all of us still reeling from the rot—rot was cheap, see, the drink of French peasants, but it stayed like nails in you gut. Didn’t even look right, all mossy and black in the bottle. Like drinking swamp water.

See, we lay exhausted in the flat, sheets nailed over the windows. The sunrise so fierce it seeped through the gaps, dropped like cloth on our skin. Couple hours before, we was playing in some back-alley studio, trying to cut a record. A grim little room, more like a closet of ghosts than any joint for music, the cracked heaters lisping steam, empty bottles rolling all over the warped floor. Our cigarettes glowed like small holes in the dark, and that’s how I known we wasn’t buzzing, Hiero’s smoke not moving or nothing. The cig just sitting there in his mouth like he couldn’t hear his way clear. Everyone pacing about, listening between takes to the scrabble of rats in the wall. Restless as hell. Could be we wasn’t so rotten, but I at least felt off. Too nervous, too crazed, too busy watching the door. Forget the rot. Forget the studio’s seclusion. Nothing
tore me out of myself. Take after take, I’d play sweating to the end of it only to have Hiero scratch the damn disc, tossing it in the trash.

“Just a damn braid of mistakes,” Hiero kept muttering. “A damn braid of mistakes.”

“We sound like royalty—after the mob got done with em,” said Chip.

Coleman and I ain’t said nothing, our heads hanging tiredly.

But Hiero, wiping his horn with a blacked-up handkerchief, he turn and give Chip a look of pure spite. “Yeah, but, hell. Even at our worst we genius.”

Did that ever stun me, him saying this. For weeks the kid been going on and on about how dreadful we sound. He kept snatching up the discs, scratching the lacquer with a pocket knife, wrecking them. Yelling how there wasn’t nothing there. But there was something. Some seed of twisted beauty.

I didn’t mean to. But somehow when the kid turned his back I was sliding off my vest, taking the last disc—still delicate, the grooves still new—and folding the fabric round it. I glanced around, nervous, then tucked it into my bass case. The others was packing up their axes.

“Where’s that last record at?” said Hiero, frowning. He peered at the trash bin, at the damaged discs all in there.

“It’s in there, buck,” I said. “You didn’t want it, did you?”

He give me a sour look. “Ain’t no damn point. We ain’t never goin get this right.”

“What you sayin, kid?” said Chip, slurring his words. “You sayin we should give it up?”

The kid just shrugged.

We lined up the empty bottles along the wall, locked up real quiet, gone our separate routes back to Delilah’s flat. Curfew was on and Paris was grim, all clotted shadows and stale air. I made my quiet way along the alleys, dreading the sound of footsteps, till we met up again at the flat. Everyone but
Coleman, of course, Coleman who was staying with his lady. We collapsed onto dirty couches under blackout curtains.

I’d set my axe against the wall and it was like I could feel the damn disc just sitting in there, still warm. I felt its presence so intensely it seemed strange the others ain’t sensed it too. Its wax holding all that heat like a altar candle.

 


 



It was the four of us living here. Delilah, Hieronymus, Chip and me. Couple months before we’d spent the day nailing black sheets across the flat’s windows, but damn if that grim sun didn’t flood through anyway. The rooms felt too stale to sober up in. We needed to sweat it out in the fresh air, get our heads about us. Ain’t been no breeze in weeks.

Hiero was draped in his chair, his scrawny legs dangling, when all a sudden he turn to me. His face dark and smooth as an eggplant. “Christ I feel green. My guts are pure gravy, man.”

“Amen,” I said.

“Man, I got to get me some milk.”

“Amen,” I said again.

We talked like mongrels, see—half German, half Baltimore bar slang. Just a few scraps of French between us. Only real language I spoke aside from English was Hochdeutsch. But once I started messing up the words I couldn’t straighten nothing out again. Besides, I known Hiero preferred it this way. Kid hailed from the Rhineland, sure, but he got old Baltimore in the blood. Or talked like he did.

He was still young that way. Mimicking.

Something had changed in him lately, though. He ain’t hardly et nothing since the Boots descended on the city, been laid up feverish and slack for days on end. And when he come to, there was this new darkness in him I ain’t never seen before.


I gave my old axe a quick glance, thinking of the record tucked away in there. It wasn’t guilt I felt. Not that exactly.

Hiero sort of half rolled onto the patchy rug. “Aw, Sid,” he groaned. “I need milk.”

“In the cupboard, I reckon. We got milk? Chip?”

But Chip, he just open one brown eye like a man half-drowned. His face dark as cinder in this light.

Hiero coughed. “I’m tryin to clean my stomach, not rough it up.” His left eye twitched all high up in the lid, the way you sometimes see the heart of a thin woman beating through her blouse. “It’s milk I need, brother. Cream. That powdered stuff’ll rip right through you. Like you shittin sand. Like you a damn hourglass.”

“Aw, it ain’t that bad,” I said. “Ain’t nothin open at this hour anyway, kid. You know that. Except maybe the Coup. But that’s too damn far.” We lay on in silence a minute. I tossed my arm up over my mouth and man if my skin didn’t stink of rancid vinegar—that was the rot, it did that to you.

In the bad light I could just make out the room’s last few chairs huddled by the fireplace. They looked absurd, like a flock of geese hiding from the hatchet. Cause they was the last of it, see. This been a grand old flat once, to go by Lilah’s stories. All Louis XIV chairs, Murano chandeliers, Aubusson tapestries, ceilings high as a damn train station. But the count who lent Delilah the place, he done urge her sell what she could before the Krauts come in. Seemed less bleak to him. And now, the flat being so empty, you felt only its depths, like you stranded at sea. Whole place nothing but darkness.

Across the room, Chip started snoring, faint like.

I glanced over at Hiero, now all knotted up in his chair. “Kid,” I said thickly. “Hey, kid.” I put a hand to my head. “You ain’t serious bout givin up on the record. We close, buck. You know that.”

Hiero opened his mouth, belched.


“Good mornin right back at you,” I said.

He didn’t seem to have heard me. I watched him heave hisself up on his feet, the chair moaning like a old mule. Then he sort of staggered on over to the door. Least I reckon that was his idea. Looked more like he heading for the fireplace, stumbling all about. His shoulder smacked a wall.

Then he was on the floor, on all fours.

“What you doin?” I said. “Hiero, what you doin, kid?”

“What you mean, what my doin? You ain’t never seen a man put on his shoes before? Well, stick around, cause it’s bout to get excitin. I’m gonna put my damn coat on next.”

Hiero was wrestling his old houndstooth coat. It’d gone all twisted in the sleeves. He still ain’t stood up. “I need me some daylight right bout now.”

I pulled on my fob, stared at my watch till it made damn sense. “This ain’t no kind of hour, kid. You ain’t youself.”

He ain’t said nothing.

“Least just wait till Lilah wake up. She take you.”

“I ain’t waitin till my foot wake up, never mind Lilah.”

“You got to at least tell her what you doin.”

“I ain’t got to do nought.”

A soft moan drifted over from the window, and then Chip lifted up onto one dark elbow, like he posing for a sculpture. His eyes looking all glassy, the lids flickering like moths. Then his head sunk right back on his shoulders so that, throat exposed, it like he talking to the ceiling. “Don’t you damn well go out,” he told that ceiling. “Lie youself down, get some sleep. I mean it.”

“You tell it, buck,” said Hiero, grinning. “You stick it to that ceilin.”

“Put that old cracked plaster in its place,” I said.

But Chip, he fallen back and was snoring along already.

“Go on into Lilah’s room and wake her,” I said to Hiero.


Hiero’s thin, leonine face stared me down from the doorway. “What kind of life you livin you can’t even go into the street for a cup of milk, you got to have a nanny?” He stood under the hat rack, leaning like a brisk wind done come up. “Hell, Sid, just what you expect Lilah to do, you get in real trouble? She got a special lipstick I don’t know bout, it shoot bullets?”

“You bein a damn fool, buck.” Pausing, I glanced away. “You know you don’t got any damn papers. What you goin do you get stopped?”

He shrugged. “I just goin down the Bug’s. It ain’t far.” He yanked open the door and slid out onto the landing, swaying in the half-dark.

Staring into the shadows there, I felt sort of uneasy. Don’t know why. Well. The Bug was our name for the tobacconist a few blocks away. It wasn’t far.

“Alright, alright,” I muttered. “Hold up, I’m comin.”

He slapped one slender hand on the doorknob like it alone would hold him up. I thought, This kid goin be the death of you, Sid.

The kid grimaced. “You waitin for a mailed invitation? Let’s ankle.”

I stumbled up, fumbling for my other shoe.

“There won’t be no trouble anyhow,” he added. “It be fine. Ain’t no one go down the Bug’s at this hour.”

“He so sure,” I said. “Listen to how sure he is.”

Hiero smiled. “Aw, I’m livin a charmed life, Sid. You just stick close.”

But by then we was slipping down those wide marble stairs in the dark and pushing out into the grey street. See, thing about the kid—he so majestically bony and so damn grave that with his look of a starving child, it felt well nigh impossible to deny him anything. Take Chip. Used to be the kid annoyed him something awful. Now he so protective of him he become like a second mother. So watching the kid slip into his raggedy old tramp’s hat and step out, I thought, What I done got myself
into. I supposed to be the older responsible one. But here I was trotting after the kid like a little purse dog. Hell. Delilah was going to cut my head off.

 


 



We usually went all of nowhere in the daytime. Never without Delilah, never the same route twice, and not ever into Rue des Saussaies or Avenue Foch. But Hiero, he grown reckless as the occupation deepened. He was a Mischling, a half-breed, but so dark no soul ever like to guess his mama a white Rhinelander. Hell, his skin glistened like pure oil. But he German-born, sure. And if his face wasn’t of the Fatherland, just bout everything else bout him rooted him there right good. And add to this the fact that he didn’t have no identity papers right now—well, let’s just say wasn’t no cakewalk for him.

Me? I was American, and so light-skinned folks often took me for white. Son of two Baltimore quadroons, I come out straight-haired, green-eyed, a right little Spaniard. In Baltimore this given me a softer ride than some. I be lying if I said it ain’t back in Berlin, too. When we gone out together in that city, any Kraut approaching us always come straight to me. When Hiero’d cut in with his native German, well, the gent would damn near die of surprise. Most ain’t liked it, though. A savage talking like he civilized. You’d see that old glint in their eye, like a knife turning.

We fled to Paris to outrun all that. But we known Lilah’s gutted flat wouldn’t fend off the chaos forever. Ain’t no man can outrun his fate. Sometimes when I looked out through the curtains, staring onto the emptiness of Rue de Veron, I’d see our old Berlin, I’d see that night when all the glass on our street shattered. We’d been in Ernst’s flat on Fasanenstrasse, messing it up, and when we drifted over to the curtains it was like looking down on a carnival. Crowds in the firelight, broken bottles. We gone down after a minute, and it was like walking a
gravel path, all them shards crunching at each step. The synagogue up the block was on fire. We watched firemen standing with their backs to the flames, spraying water on all the other buildings. To keep the fire from spreading, see.

I remember the crowd been real quiet. Firelight was shining on the wet streets, the hose water running into the drains. Here and there, I seen teeth glowing like opals on the black cobblestones.

 


 



Hiero and me threaded through Montmartre’s grey streets not talking. Once the home of jazz so fresh it wouldn’t take no for a answer, the clubs had all gone Boot now. Nearly overnight the cafés filled with well-fed broads in torn stockings crooning awful songs to Gestapo. We took the side roads to avoid these joints, noise bleeding from them even at this hour. The air was cool, and Hiero, he shove his hands up so deep in his pits it like he got wings. Dawn was breaking strangely, the sky leathery and brown. Everything stunk of mud. I trailed a few steps behind, checking my watch as we walked cause it seemed, I don’t know, slow.

“Listen. This sound slow to you?” I yanked the fob up and held the watch to the kid’s ear.

He just leaned back and looked at me like I was off my nut.

As we walked, tall apartments loomed dark on either side of the street. Shadows was long in the gutters. I was feeling more and more uneasy. “Nothin’s open this hour, man. What we doin, Hiero? What we doin?”

“Bug’s open,” said the kid. “Bug’s always open.”

I wasn’t listening. I stared all round me, wondering what we’d do if a Boot turned the corner. “Hey—remember that gorgeous jane in Club Noiseuse that night? That dame in a man’s suit?”

“You bringin that leslie up again?” Hiero was walking all brisk with
them skinny legs of his. “You know, every time you drink the rot you go on bout that jack.”

“She wasn’t no leslie, brother—she was a woman. Bona fide.”

“You talkin bout the one in the green suit? Nearest the stage?”

“She was a Venus, man, real prime rib.”

Hiero chortled. “I done told you already, that been a leslie, brother. A man. It was writ plain as day all over his hairy ass.”

“I guess you’d know. You the man to see bout hairy asses.”

“Keep confusin the two, Sid, and see what happens. You end up in bed with a Boot.”

We come round the corner, onto the wide square, when all a sudden my stomach lurched. I been expecting it—you need guts of iron to ride out what all we drunk last night. Iron guts I ain’t got, but don’t let that fool you bout other parts of my anatomy. My strength, I tell you, is of another stripe. I shuffled on over to a linden tree and leaned up under it, retching.

“You get to know this here corner a bit better,” said Hiero, smirking. “I be right back.” He stumbled off the sidewalk, hopped the far curb to the Bug’s.

“Don’t you be takin no fake change!” I hollered after him. “With you eyesight, the Bug like to cheat you out of you own skin.” A white sun, tender as early fruit, stirred in the windows of the dark buildings. But the air, it still felt stale, filled with a grime that burned hot in you nostrils. I stamped my feet, then doubled over again, heaving. The goddamn rot.

A real racket started up across the street. I looked up to see Hieronymus yanking on the Bug’s door like he meant to break in. Like he reckoned he got the power to pop every damn lock in this city. When it didn’t open, what do he do but press his fool face up to the glass like a child. Hell, though, he was a child. Stupid young for what all he could do on a horn. You heard a lifetime in one brutal note.


He run on back over to me. “Closed,” he said, breathing hard. “You reckon all these stores be closed? What time is it?”

“Half nine or so.”

“Check you watch.”

“Half nine.”

“Don’t make no sense.” Frowning, he looked all around. A white car passed through the shady street like a block of ice skimming a river, its pale driver turning to us as we turned to him. I shivered, feeling all a sudden very exposed. That gent looked dressed for a funeral, all that black and white plumage.

“Hell, it’s Sunday, fool,” I said, hitting Hiero’s arm. “Won’t nothin be open. You got to go to Café Coup you want milk.” On Sundays, the streets belonged to the Boots.

Hiero gripped his gut, giving me a miserable look. “Aw, man, the Coup’s so far.”

“You right,” I said. “We got to go back.”

He got to moaning.

“I ain’t goin listen to that,” I said. “I mean it. Aw, where you goin now? Hiero?”

I got a hard knot in my gullet, watching the kid wander off. I just stood there in the road. Then I swore, and went after him.

“You goin get us both pinched,” I hissed at him when I caught up. I could feel my face flushing, my shoes slipping on the slick black cobblestones. “Kid?”

He shrugged. “Let’s just get to the Coup.”

“Coup’s halfway to hell from here. You serious?”

He give me a sort a sick grin, and all a sudden I got to thinking bout that disc I’d took and hid in my case. I was thinking of it feeling something real close to guilt. But it wasn’t guilt. I give him a quick look.

“Tell me somethin,” I said. “You serious bout quittin that record?”


He didn’t answer. But at least this time he look like he taking it in, his eyes dry and hard with thought, two black rocks.

Lucky for us, Café Coup de Foudre done just open. The kid slunk in gripping his gut like he bout to spew his fuel right there. Me, I paused on the threshold, looking. I had a strange feeling, not sickness no more, but something like it. The low wood tables inside was nearly empty. But the few jacks and janes here made such a haze with their cigarettes it was like wading through cobwebs. Stink of raw tobacco and last night’s hooch. Radio murmuring in the background. At the bar it smelled, gloriously, of milk, of cafés au lait and chocolats chauds. The kid, he climbed up onto a flaking red stool and cradled his head in his hands. The barkeep come over.

“A glass of milk,” I said in English, with a nod at Hiero.

“Milk,” Hiero muttered, not lifting his head.

The barkeep propped his thick forearms on the counter, leaned down low. We known him, though, it wasn’t menacing. He spoke broken German into the kid’s ear: “Milk only? You are a cat?”

Hiero’s muffled voice drifted up. He still hadn’t lifted his face. “Ain’t you a laugh factory. Bout near as funny as Sid here. You two ought to get together. Take that show on the road.”

The barkeep smirked, mumbled something more into Hiero’s ear. Something I ain’t caught. Then I seen the kid stiffen in silence, lift up his face, his lips clenching.

“Hiero,” I said. “Come on, man, he kiddin.”

Going over to the icebox, the barkeep stare at me a second, then glance on up at the clock. I check my own watch. Five to ten. He wandered on back with a glass of milk, his voice cracking against the silence like snooker balls hitting each other. “But I warn you,” he said. “You drink all the milk in France, you still not turn white.” He laughed his strange, high, feathery laugh.

Hiero brought the glass to his lips, his left eye shutting as he drank.
A sad, hot feeling well up in me. I cleared my throat.

The kid, he suddenly reached back and touched my shoulder. “Might as well do another take,” he said. “The disc ain’t all bad. And my damn visas ain’t come yet. What else I got to do?”

I swallowed nervously.

Then he give me a long, clear look. “We goin get it right. Just be patient, buck.”

“Sure,” I said. “Sure we will. But wasn’t that last one any good, kid? Good good? Would it make us?”

The kid set the glass down on the counter, and pointing at it, hollered, “Encore!”

My stomach lurched, and just holding it together, I said, “I be right back. You ain’t goin leave without me?”

In the basement john, I got down to business. I felt sick as hell, the bile rising in me. For a second I stood there clutching the filthy basin, yellow grime all caked up on its porcelain. Head down, just breathing. I ran the faucet and splashed my face with cold water. It smelled of hot iron, the water, making my face feel alien to me, like I ain’t even in my own skin.

Then I could hear something through the ceiling, sudden, loud. I paused, holding my breath. Hell. Sounded like Hiero and the damn barkeep. The kid was prone to it these days, wired for a fight. I dragged in a long breath, walked over to the dented door.

I ain’t gone out though. I just stood there, listening to the air like a hound. After a minute I reached for the knob.

The talk got softer. Then the whole place seemed to shudder with the sound of something crashing. Hell. I couldn’t hear the barkeep’s voice. My hand, it was shaking so bad the knob rattled softly. I forced myself to turn it, take a step into the stuffy corridor. I made it up three steps before stalling. The stairs, they was shaded by a brick wall, giving me a glimpse of the café without betraying my shadow.


All the lights was up. I ain’t never seen all the lights up in the Coup, ever. I never known till that moment how nightmarish so much light can be.

The place went dead quiet. Everything, everyone, felt distinct, pillowed by silence. One gent turned to me, slow. He got creases like knife wounds in his face. I glanced under his table—only one leg. His hands gnarled like something dredged from a lake, they was both shaking like crazy. He was holding dirty papers. I watched ash from his cigarette fall onto his pants.

I looked around sharply. On every occupied table sat identity papers. A few crisp as fall leaves, others almost thumbed to powder. A young brunette slapped hers down so nervously she set it in a puddle of coffee. I stared at the bloating paper. She was chewing a loose thread on the collar of her heavy tweed coat, her jaw working softly. I remember thinking, ain’t she warm in that.

The barkeep begun cleaning quietly, rubbing down the bar with a gingham towel.

There was this other chap, though. Sitting in the window’s starched light, his expression too bright. A coldness crept over me.

Then the talking started again, and I glanced up.

Two Boots, in pale uniforms. Used to be just plain black: at night you seen nothing but a ghostly white face and an armband the colour of blood coming at you over the cobblestones. But Boots was Boots.

One was tall and thin, a tree branch of a man. The other, he short and thickset. With his back turned to me, I could see a fat roll of muscle at his neck.

I dropped my eyes, and like I was letting it occur to me for the first time, I looked for Hiero. He standing on over at the front door, staring at the Boots. Another kid stood at his side, Jewish I reckon, a look of terrified defiance on his face. The taller Boot was making a real show of thumbing slow through his papers, not saying nothing. Just licking his
thumb, turning a page, licking his thumb, turning a page. Like that Boot could pass a summer’s day doing it. I looked at his quiet grey face. Was a face like anyone’s. Just going bout his business.

“Foreign,” the shorter Boot was saying, his voice so calm and soft I almost ain’t heard it. “Stateless person of Negro descent.”

Hiero and that Jewish kid, they stood there with their hands dangling at their sides, defiant schoolboys. It ached to watch, the both of them so helpless, their hearts going hard. With the broad pane of glass shining bright behind them I couldn’t see too clear. But even from here I could hear them. Their breathing.

The tall Boot done soften his voice, too. It was odder than odd: these Boots was so courteous, so upstage in their behaviour, they might’ve been talking bout the weather. Nothing like how they’d behaved in Berlin. There was even a weak apology in their gestures, like they was gentlemen at heart, and only rough times forced them to act this way. And this politeness, this quiet civility, it scared me more than outright violence. It seemed a newer kind of brutality.

“Foreigners,” said the short Boot calmly. “Hottentot.”

“Stateless,” said the other. “Foreigner,” he said. Jew, he said. Negro, he said.

I wanted to close my eyes. My legs was shaking softly, I couldn’t feel nothing in my feet. Don’t you drop, boy, I told myself, don’t you damn well drop. Get you wits together, for god’s sake, and go out there.

I stood there, rooted to the spot.

Hieronymus, he stared down them Boots. When their hard gazes forced his away, he look at the tiled floor. He never once look in the direction of the toilets, and I understood. Hell. He, of all people, protecting me. I couldn’t let him do it.

But just then the Boots yanked wide the Coup’s door, its chain singing. Taking Hiero’s arm, they led him and the other boy out into the
street. I stood there. Stood there with my hands hanging like strange weights against my thighs, my chest full of something like water. Stood there watching Hiero go.

The front door shut with a clatter. The lights was all still up in the café. Silence, no one talking at all.

Then that gent, the one I seen before almost smiling, he got up and walked to the bar. Counting out his francs, he stacked them on the mahogany bar. He said something in French to the barkeep.

The barkeep just swept up the damp francs and turned to put them into the register. The man skirted the tables, his heels scraping the worn floor. No one spoke, all of us watching. And then the door jangled cheerfully shut behind him.




II

Berlin 1992



Chip called to say he was dropping in and I told him Sure, brother, anytime.

I had all the lights on in my Fells Point pad, the thick shag carpet of my narrow living room drowned in clothes and folders and trash, the detritus of a life, all of it pulled out as I tried to decide just what to pack, when I heard his sharp rapping at the door. See, we was set to fly out the next day. I headed down the hall, past its stacks of browning newsprint, its crooked, black-framed photos. Forty-four years I’d lived here. Lola’s father had bought it for us after the war, and when she died five years after our wedding, it come on down to me.

The door was like to stick now, so that I had to yank on the old brass handle till it give. And there he stood, my oldest friend, looking worn as a used mattress, his face all dry and pocked with pores.

He come in grinning. “Man, Sid, ain’t you ever going to clean up? You live in plain disrepair.” He crossed my bald welcome mat, his face dark against his gleaming shirt. He got this booming voice, and when he talked it overwhelmed the air, shoved it aside like oil in a cup of water.
A real feat, considering his size. Shoeless and hatless, Chip Jones stood just five feet four inches tall.

“You a fine one to talk of disrepair, brother,” I said, taking his soft black coat to hang on the hatstand. “You seen your face lately? You look like an old lady’s handbag.”

“Don’t I know it,” said Chip, rubbing his cheeks with his huge hands. “On my walk over here a man tried to mug me for my face.”

“Ain’t you funny,” I said, patting his back. “Ain’t you hilarious. You already packed, I guess.”

He shrugged. “A man’s got to unpack first before he can pack.” He glanced theatrically again at the mess on the floor. “I guess you know that though.”

I got Chip settled into my chaotic living room and went on over to the kitchenette.

“What you drinking?” I called out to him. “Scotch?” When he didn’t reply I leaned through the door and looked at him. “You want a scotch?”

He looked up. “What?”

“All that drumming catching up with you, brother? You going a little deaf?”

He smiled. “Aw, just a little. What you say?”

“Scotch alright with you?”

He licked his old chops. “I ain’t never said no to one yet.”

I was watching him there, feeling awful for him. I known that the state of his face wasn’t only cause he tired. The drugs was finally taking their toll. See, he been on horse for decades, only kicked the habit about fifteen years ago. He been clean so long now I done forgot he’d used at all. I still couldn’t get my head around the idea. If you’d known Chip in his youth, addiction would have seemed impossible. He was proper proper, straight-laced, hell, almost a prude when it come to illegal substances. Anyway, it shocked me, seeing a disease long-conquered showing
up now in his features. It’s like that, I guess, when the past come to collect what you owe.

I poured us two scotches neat, just the thinnest blade of ice in them. “You think the Hound’ll still be there?” I said.

“Where? You mean in Berlin?”

I smiled as I sat down.

“Naw,” said Chip. “There ain’t nothing much left of all that. You won’t recognize it.”

“Well,” I said. “I never much thought I’d go back.”

Chip held up his drink.

“Prost,” we said together, hitting thimbles.

“You seen the picture yet?”

Chip shook his head. “Caspars won’t let no one see it. Not before the festival. How bad you think it can be?”

“Oh bad, bad. How you talked me into this, brother, I don’t know.”

He grinned. “It just my damned charming face, I reckon.”

“Yeah,” I said. “That must be it.”

We was silent then for a time. I got to tell you how strange it was seeing Chip here. Even with his face falling apart he still hands down the nattiest thing in my house. He wore a navy suit of such beautiful tailoring I would’ve had to mortgage my place to buy it.

Chip used to say, you don’t got blue blood in you veins, Sid, may as well dress like you do. Confuse folks. And so even when he didn’t have the money, he stepped out in seersucker suits and shirts starched so stiff they left pressure marks on his wrists. Even onstage hitting the skins, he look like a croupier dealing cards. Only time you ever seen him untidy is after a fight, and what a sight that was: James Bond run through a blender. Though you known the other fella probably got off worse.

“The scotch is excellent,” said Chip, setting down his glass on the sun-faded table.

“Aw, I know you used to better.”


“It’s fine.” Chip glanced around, clearing his throat softly. Without thought or permission (when has Chip Jones ever needed permission?), he whipped out a titanium cigarette case engraved with his initials. Taking out what I known could only be the finest of cigarillos, he lit up. He held the case out to me.

“Naw. I start smoking the good stuff, I never be able to go back. Besides, got to watch my health.”

“You ill?”

“No, sir. Just … retirement. Gets you thinking.”

“What’s coming is coming, Sid. It don’t do a man no good to dwell on it.” Chip smiled. “I’m surprised you retired at all. I can’t imagine ever doing so.”

I believed it. We was old as mud, sure, but even at eighty-three Chip kept up a hectic touring schedule. As like to be in Buenos Aires or Reyk-javík as Baltimore.

Not me. No, sir. I been my own boss these, oh, thirty-one years. A medical transcriptionist for a couple different doctors—a group of stuffy, high-hat gents with faces worn as dishrags. I typed out the long, complex illnesses of their patients thanking god it wasn’t me I was writing about. And despite the sickness around me I stayed hale, born under a lucky star, as my third wife liked to say with her face all screwed up. Don’t know as she was right. Try waking up alone at eighty-two and deciding to stop doing the one thing you got to do all day. It’s a job all on its own to keep the hours full. Not two weeks passed when I reckoned I’d start transcribing again. But see, something had already changed in me. I wasn’t as drawn to the body’s autumn—like I had some new awareness, some idea of my own frailty. I needed to keep it at bay. Cause once that invades you, you done for, friend.

Chip was looking uneasy at me, and I known he got something touchy on his mind. “So what is it, Jones?” I said. “Talk already.”

He laughed all high up in his throat. “You such an old maid lately,
Sid. I so much as pick my teeth and you got to ascribe ten meanings to it.”

“Your false teeth, maybe,” I said.

He leaned forward in his chair, and picking up his scotch, downed it in one sound gulp. He got oddly thin lips, and with the drink still glistening on them, they looked like oysters.

“I am right, though, ain’t I? You got something on your mind?”

Looking irked, Chip cleared his throat. He stared me plain in the eye. “Sidney Griffiths,” he said.

I kind of half laughed. Old Chip here, he full of it.

“Sidney Griffiths,” he said again. He held the cigarillo close to his lips but didn’t smoke it. I watched the end burning down. “What I got to tell you I don’t want to tell you. Cause you ain’t going to believe me.”

Chip reckons he’s charming as hell, and who am I to poke holes in his theory. But what that means is that sometimes lies leave his mouth dressed like truth. He just can’t help it.

“Sidney Griffiths,” he said a third time, and then I known I was in for something. “You remember back to when the Wall fell? How I had to force you to put down the phone and go check the goddamn TV? This is like that, boy. Except bigger.”

I laughed, irritated. It’s true. I hadn’t believed the Wall had fallen. He’d had to force me to seek out the TV in my bedroom. That old den had seen me through three other brides after Lola, all of them still alive and none as beloved as her. I remember it’d still been filled with my final wife’s decor, polyester curtains and ugly knickknacks from her Roanoke childhood. I guess she hadn’t collected them all yet. She’s got them now, thank the good lord.

I’d sat on the bed and turned on the ancient TV. Hadn’t been on more than ten seconds when I already thought, god strike me down. Cause what I seen, it ain’t seemed real. How on earth. Folks with pickaxes hacked away at the Berlin Wall, that awful concrete with its rash
of graffiti. Sprays of champagne flying. Screams and tears and cameras flashing like gun flare in the dark as people poured through cracks. Some went on foot, in worn shoes and speckled jeans. Some was in those toy-like cars, Trabis, the crowds buckling the roofs with their banging. I’d sat there like some monk locked in prayer, disbelieving. It wasn’t no city we ever set foot in. Not that Berlin.

Now Chip sat forward in his seat, hitting with his big toe the empty scotch glass he’d placed on the floor. “You know what I mean, brother. You refuse to live in the world.”

“Go on. Baltimore ain’t in the world?” I shook my head. “And I’m going to Berlin, ain’t I? Berlin don’t count?”

Chip chuckled. He took pride in being the wiliest SOB this side the Atlantic. Always has, even when we was kids. He’s just got this madness in him, this rash hot need to be contrary.

I told him so. Cause, see, I’d made sacrifices. On his account.

“See, now that’s what I mean,” he said. “Take this trip to Berlin. This documentary. That ain’t something you done on my account. Least I hope not. You done it for Hiero. You done it for the history of jazz. You done it for yourself.”

I lifted an eyebrow at him. “Remind me to send myself a bill.”

Cause they was real. These sacrifices I’d made to please Chip, they was damned real. See, about a year ago, he approached me excited as all hell over some documentary. Fellow by the name of Kurt Caspars—a half-Finn half-Kraut filmmaker famous for an expose on white slavery in Holland—he been commissioned by a German TV station to make the first full-scale film on Hieronymus Falk. Caspars was the natural choice, Chip had explained—his hatchet-fast visuals had a lot in common with the kid’s playing. But like any artist, Caspars needed raw material to build his pictures out of. And we, my friend, was to be that brick and mortar.

Caspars wanted talking heads to blab for ninety minutes on every
last shred of the kid’s existence. We all know Buddy Bolden died nuts in the bughouse, and Bix Beiderbecke, he died of the DTs—but Falk? By all accounts he passed on right after getting sprung from an Austrian work camp. Mauthausen. Except no one knows how, or when, or where. Knowing he died after being in a camp ain’t the same as knowing the nature of his death. If it was his suffering finally got to him or its sudden absence, the world strangely greyer afterwards with its safe, empty routines. Even less can you know what all it meant for him, if the end was a welcome thing, or the final outrage.

Hell, there wasn’t even a grave.

I ain’t had the least desire to be filmed last year, and even less to go see the damn picture in Berlin. It was only after Chip had Caspars arrange our tickets to Berlin for the premiere that he mentioned, just all casual, like it wasn’t nothing, that the film would be debuting at a bigger festival: the Hieronymus Falk Festival. A weekend-long celebration of the great trumpeter’s life. With the east now open, they could offer all kinds of walking tours of our old haunts. “Come on Sid,” Chip had said. “Everyone’s going: Wynton Marsalis, even old Grappelli. It’ll be something.”

I refused to go. Of course I did. Then slowly, over the last few months, Chip had talked me into it. The things you do for friends in old age. Maybe it’s cause you know you won’t have to suffer them much longer.

“So what is it?” I said. “Out with it now. I got a list of pressing things needs doing. My TV needs watching. Damn thing’s been off a whole two hours. It’s unnatural.”

Chip shrugged. “Aw. You ain’t going to believe me.”

“I expect that’s right.”

He shuffled his feet. “I don’t want you to take it the wrong way.”

“You just stalling now. What is it?”

But I could tell something was in him, and it was big.


“You want to know? You really want to know?” He leaned in, his face going totally serious. “Sid. The kid is alive.”

Seem like a whole damn minute passed. Then I let out a sharp laugh, my head swinging back to hit the headrest.

“I’m not kidding, boy,” Chip continued. “He’s alive and living up north Poland.”

“This ain’t funny, Chip.”

“I’m serious.”

“I mean it, it ain’t funny. What is it, really?”

“I ain’t lying, brother. It’s the truth.”

“Hell, boy. What’s the matter with you? You jump back on that old horse again?”

His face darkened, and I known I’d gone too far. But I was angry now too.

“You don’t got nothing else to tell me? For real?”

He just sat there, the empty glass in his hand. I watched him, the smile sitting dryly on my lips. A fly’s dim whine surfaced on the air, like the sound of distant machinery.

Sometimes Chip’s jokes is just too goddamned much. This new one, it was downright spiteful.

He made a pained face.”What I got to do to convince you?”

I shook my head.

“What I got to say? I am one-hundred-percent serious, Sidney.”

“Your lips is still moving, brother.”

“Tell me what I can say.”

“It’s what you can’t say. Shut up.” I rose to my feet, the springs of my recliner squealing. I brought my hard gaze to rest on him. I looked at his hands, at the yellowish, unclean tinge of his fingernails. “Brother, I really got to get on with my day.”

Chip nodded, but continued to sit. His expression was unreadable as he stared at me. “I guess you ain’t ready for it. I mean, I guess it’s a
lot all at once. But, hell, Sidney. Think about it. After the Falk Festival, you and me, we could rent a car and drive on over to Stettin. Since we’ll already be in Europe anyway. Or we take the train, if it ain’t too long.”

I felt sick. The way he kept this up, it was making my nerves radiate. “And how is it that of everyone on earth, you’re the only one who knows about this? Hiero alive? Poland? You sure you ain’t going senile, brother? “I wondered suddenly if there wasn’t something really wrong with him. See, five years ago Chip spent some time “resting.” He wasn’t just tired. Some dame found him in his PJs and slippers sitting in the Paris metro at four in the morning. He didn’t say a word for three months, then come on out of the hospital perfectly normal, walking back into his life. I know, I know. We getting old.

“Chip,” I said.

Chip lit right up, as if he been waiting for me to really engage with him. “I got a letter, Sid, I never told you about it. Was maybe three months ago. I’d just got back from my Italy-Greece tour, I was tired as all hell, and there it was, just this plain brown envelope, this plain brown paper. Well I opened it, and damn if it wasn’t from him, something like ten sentences long, but definitely from him, and it ain’t said much, just that he’d just heard all about the festival and would we visit him. Terribly spooky. It was enough to make your toenails grow backwards.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Then a second one come two days ago, saying basically the same thing. And then I remembered I hadn’t told you about the first one.”

“Letters,” I said.

“That’s right.”

“What makes you think they’re from him?”

Chip glanced up at me, looking suddenly old.

“Your cigarillo,” I said.

He blinked and looked at where it was burning down between his fingers. He crushed it out in the ashtray.


“Someone’s playing a joke on you, Chip. Or else you cracked again.”

“I ain’t cracked, Sid.”

“Uh-huh. And where is these letters?”

Chip scowled. “I knew you’d ask that. Truth is, brother, I got so upset I ate them. Tore them up and ate them. Out of pure nerves.”

I said nothing.

“I’m kidding,” he said uneasily. “Jesus, Sid, come on. The letters, they at home. In a stack of invitations asking me to play the world over.”

“You didn’t think to bring them?”

He give me a nervous smile. “Well, them invitations wasn’t for you, brother.”

“You think this is funny?”

“No,” he said. “No it ain’t.”

I frowned. “You know what I think?” But I didn’t finish. Seeing him there I felt something like despair and just couldn’t go on with it. I picked his glass up off the floor, went in, set it on the kitchen counter. Then walking on down the front hall, I tugged his coat from the hook, and stood there holding it out for him. The fabric like butter to the touch.

He rose up slow from his chair, wheezing at the effort. Coming over to me, he gathered up the coat with what I suppose he thought was dignity. “I guess you got a lot of packing to do,” he said. “I guess I’ll let you get on with it.”

“I guess you will,” I said.

“You been married how many times?” he muttered.

I said nothing. I opened the door for him.

He went out into the moldy stairwell—with its glaring red emergency exits, its carpets so worn now nothing but dirt held them together—and just stood there, as if waiting for something more. “See you on the plane?” he said.

It seemed almost sad. I closed the door in his face.


 


 



Chip goddamn Jones. Holy hell could he beat the life out them drums. Even back in Weimar, even as a kid, the man was made for greatness. And onstage beside him, playing my upright with all the fire I could muster, what did it matter if I was merely, as the critics said, “solid and dependable on the back shelf”?

It’s no exaggeration to say that of all the gents who played in our band, I become the least famous. I ain’t never made it. Now Chip, Chip’s reputation as one of the great American drummers was—to put it in the language of commerce we all so fluent in these days—it was well-earned but cost him much. The man damn near ruined himself. I only thank god he was so disciplined back then, that we got the best of his playing on that recording. That I got the best of it.

See, Half-Blood Blues, 3 mins 33 secs, is almost all I got out of that time. I ain’t sore about it. Ain’t no glory made from being dependable. But it started Chip’s career a second time. Jolted the man awake again. And, well, it made Hiero one of the most famous jazz trumpeters of his generation.

The kid’s existence might’ve been a fiction we’d all cooked up if that disc hadn’t survived. Today you ain’t no kind of horn player you don’t acknowledge some debt to Hieronymus Falk. He was one of the pioneers: a German Louis Armstrong, if you will. Wynton Marsalis praised Falk as one of the reasons he started playing at all: “Hearing Falk—man, that was it. It just blew my mind out. I was just a kid, but even then I knew I was hearing genius. His brilliance was that obvious.” Even fellows who ain’t never played jazz understood he was the man. Punk guitarists, avant-garde cellists, even tootsie-pop songbirds was all drawing on him. I heard a riff on NPR the other day had Hiero all over it.

But the kid could’ve been lost to history easy as anything. That’s what gets to me. The chance in it all. It all started up again in a small
French town used to be in Vichy. This dark apartment, it was being renovated, see—we’re talking the early sixties here—and after days of tearing up the walls, the contractor discovered what looked like shrapnel deep inside the crumbled plaster. Just this shiny thing gleaming through, like a dark coin in dirty snow. It was a dinged-up steel box. And inside, hell, was the five discs made us so famous in Berlin, along with one warped, half-baked disc with no label. Turned out Sir Vichy, long dead but once a prominent Nazi cog, he’d loved jazz enough to hide them away. The contractor took the box to his university prof brother, who gave it to some French classical musicologist, who—out of carelessness, or contempt—left the box in a filing cabinet in his home office. It sat there five, maybe six years, until he died. Then his Berlin-based daughter arrived, a professional mime so I’m told but that don’t matter. It don’t flavour the story. She found the box in her papa’s cabinet, and took it to a different musicologist, this one back in Berlin. And after just one listen to the unlabeled disc, he declared it the rawest kind of genius.

Well hold on to your hats. So this Berlin scholar, he starts digging. And once in the mud he starts seeing similarities between the five Hot-Time discs and the warped, genius one. In some ways it sounds like the same band, just pared down, but. Well, there’s just something more torrid, more intelligent, stranger, hotter about that phantom disc. Not that the Hot-Time Swingers wasn’t good. Once upon a time we was the stuff. Played the greatest clubs of Europe, our five recordings as famous as anything. We had fans across the continent, played Austria and Switzerland and Sweden and Hungary and even Poland. Only reason we ain’t never gigged in France was cause Ernst, a proud son of a bitch, he held a war-based grudge. Lost it soon enough, when old Germany started falling apart. But before that our band was downright gold, all six of us: Hieronymus Falk on trumpet; Ernst “the Mouth” von Haselberg on clarinet; Big Fritz Bayer on alto sax; Paul Butterstein on piano; and, finally, us, the rhythm boys—Chip Jones on drums and yours truly
thumbing the upright. We was a kind of family, as messed-up and dysfunctional as any you could want.

So the scholar digs all this up. But then he gets stuck, unsure of himself. Right away he knows it’s old Hiero on lead trumpet. Well congratulations, he wins a point. It takes him a couple weeks to decide it’s me on bass and Chip on drums. Ooh, you on a roll now, boy. But then he can’t fathom the second trumpet at all, assumes it’s got to be Ernst the Mouth. Seems the old owl read somewhere that despite Ernst’s preference for the licorice stick, he was also an able trumpeter. (False false false. Old Ernst played trumpet like Monet traded stocks.) And man, he can’t figure for the life of him why the other Hot-Timers ain’t on the recording.

Now, he wasn’t all wrong. He does discover Paul was arrested in ’39 and died in Sachsenhausen. He figures out Chip and me returned to America on the New-York bound SS St. John. That the kid was arrested in Paris and taken to Mauthausen via Saint-Denis. But where’s Big Fritz? And where did Ernst disappear to after the recording? All mysteries.

The musicologist’s essays caught the eye of John Hammond, Jr., that jazz Columbus who discovered Billie and Ella. Hammond was then a talent scout for Columbia, signing cats like Aretha, Bob and Leonard. He tracked down the disc in Berlin. And to hear Hammond tell it, our recording damn near made an amnesiac of him. We blown every last thought out of his mind. When he finally come to (don’t you love how these exec types talk?), he known he needed to do three things. One: convince Columbia to remaster and release the recording with huge distribution. Two: track down those of us ain’t dead yet. Three: tour us Hot-Time Swingers to fame, fortune and all that damned et cetera.

It was Louis helped him find me and Chip. Louis Armstrong. See, he known a thing or two, and despite hating Hammond he penned the man a letter setting things straight. That was most definitely not Ernst von Haselberg on second trumpet, he wrote, what a fool idea. If he
had to guess, it was Kentucky’s own Bill Coleman. He explained the recording was based on a popular German song whose name escaped him. He also told him that me and Chip was probably living back in Baltimore, check there. He ain’t said nothing else, gave no details about how he might know any of this. Sure Hammond wrote him back. But not two days after posting the letter it was announced in the news that old Satchmo had died. Hammond found me and Chip in the phonebook.

Chip wasn’t shy. He said he didn’t know how Armstrong known all that. And he got me to agree to Hammond’s record deal—if it proved kosher with Coleman, that is—though I told him no way in hell would the Hot-Time Swingers ever go to tour. We’d known for years that Ernst, Big Fritz and Paul was all dead. Word gets back. And Hiero, well, there just wasn’t no Half-Blood Blues without the kid. Cause it was his piece, see—he’d been the frontman, had written the damned thing in his own blood and spit. He had that massive sound, wild and unexpected, like a thicket of flowers in a bone-dry field. Ain’t no replacing that. And anyhow, Chip and me had no taste for resurrecting all that. Not after what had happened.

Of course, the recording’s cult status had to do with the illusion of it all. I mean, not just of the kid but of all of us, all the Hot-Time Swingers. Think about it. A bunch of German and American kids meeting up in Berlin and Paris between the wars to make all this wild, joyful music before the Nazis kick it to pieces? And the legend survives when a lone tin box is dug out of a damn wall in a flat once belonged to a Nazi? Man. If that ain’t a ghost story, I never heard one.

One question kept flaring up, though: who was this Hieronymus Falk? Some of the wildest stories you ever heard come out, a couple of them even true. Folks reckoned he could play any song after hearing it just once (true); they believed he was Sidney Bechet’s long-lost brother (ain’t we all?); they murmured that like the bluesman Robert Johnson, Falk would only play facing a corner, his back to everyone (handsome
devil like Falk? think again)—and speaking of the devil (and Johnson), they reckoned he’d made a pact with hell itself, traded his soul for those damned clever lips.

I don’t know, maybe that last one is even true.

Then in the fall of ’81 a few more details come out. In an interview Hammond gave, he claimed the kid died in ’48, after leaving Mauthausen. Died of some chest ailment that August, of a pulmonary embolism. Pulmonary embolism? Somehow that ain’t struck folks as right. “What really happened to Hieronymus Falk” become something of a journalist sport. All sorts of nonsense started up. One article said Falk got pleurisy. Another said pleurisy of the suicide variety, implying he brought it on himself, one too many rainy walks in that frail body. Still another said forget the lungs—it been his heart that give out, cardiac arrest due to starvation. More romantic that way, I guess. No one seemed to get it right. All of this was like an old knife turning in me and Chip’s guts. Leave the poor kid dead, we felt. Let him lie.

Through all of it, Hammond stuck to his guns.

“It’s like I said, Sid, pulmonary embolism,” he told me later. “I’ve never been more astonished than when everyone refused to believe it. A man like Falk, though, I guess he’s got to have a glamorous death. With the right kind of death, a man can live forever.”

Hell, I thought when I heard that. A man like Falk? Hiero was just a kid. Ain’t nobody should have to grow up like that.

 


 



I stood a long time behind my door, listening for Chip’s shuffled footfalls on the stairs. Then I locked the two deadbolts, rattled the chain into place.

Chip Jones, I thought grimly, as I went back down the hall. Chip goddamn Jones. The man don’t understand limits.

Not that I believed him. Even for a second. I returned to my quiet
living room, turned off the lights, stood at the window with one slat of the blinds held down, staring out into the street. After a minute Chip appeared, a small silhouette in the gathering darkness. He crossed the street, walking slowly, then turned and glanced up at my apartment. I released the blinds with a crackle and stepped back into the shadows.

After a time I sat, looked at my hands. The room darkish now, the late afternoon haze laying shadows against all the furniture. Everything looked heavier. I could smell Chip’s cigarillo like the devil’s presence.

Then I said to myself, be fair, just picture it for a minute. What if this wasn’t some prank of Chip’s, what if these letters did exist, what if somehow, like the proverbial voice from beyond the grave, the kid was reaching out to us? What would you do, Sid, if all that was possible? After what you done, wouldn’t you owe it to him to go? I sat there until the room went full dark, staring through my warped living room blinds into the street.

It was no use. I did not believe it.

I knew I should get up, get back to packing, but I didn’t move. An odd feeling come over me then. I could feel my hands and feet tingling like they wasn’t my own no more, and then it seemed like some shadow passed over my heart. I shivered.

I must have slept. I woke with my head twisted hard to one side, a long line of drool dampening the front of my shirt. It was still dark. I got up, checked the clock, grimaced. Still a few hours yet.

Then I was packed and wrestling the battered suitcase down the stairwell and out to the waiting taxi. It idled there in the cold early light, the clouds of exhaust hauntingly white in the street. Gave me a chill, seeing it.

I got into the cab with a groan. The peeling seats smelled bad, like garlic or onions. “BWI,” I mumbled. “Don’t go taking no scenic routes either. I got a plane to catch.”

The cabbie wore an Orioles cap turned backwards. I ain’t understood
how men got to keeping their hats on indoors in this day and age. He shrugged. “Sure thing, boss, BWI.” He punched the meter and pulled away.

The city always struck me as dirty this early in the morning. The streets wet with the night rains, the slow scuttle of rats under parked cars, the trash and blown papers in the alleys. Wasn’t always this grim.

At my age, a man shouldn’t have to take a cab to the airport. Should be someone he can call, take him there, wish him a safe flight. I ain’t got no regrets about it though.

“No regrets is right, boss,” the cabbie said cheerfully. “Regrets don’t do you no good.”

I looked at him in surprise. I hadn’t realized I’d spoken out loud.

“Where you off to?” he said.

I watched his eyes in the rearview mirror, drifting over to me, away.

“London,” I said. “I’m going back to London. I live there.” Better not to tell folks your business, I figure. Nor to let them know you’re leaving your pad empty. A man’s got to be careful these days.

“London?” the cabbie said. “No kidding. I used to live in London. England’s alright but the food’ll kill you. Whereabouts you live over there?”

I frowned. I ain’t got no mind for this damn small talk. Best to shut him up quick. “Not London England,” I said. “London Ontario. In Canada.”

The cabbie’s eyes sort of glazed over. Canada kills any conversation quick, I learned long ago. It’s a little trick of mine.

I was watching the streets scroll on past. Baltimore always seems like the kind of city you’re either leaving or just returning to. Ain’t no kind of place to hang your hat. Even as a kid I’d dreamed of getting out. I watched the green wall of shrubbery along the freeway pour past the cab window, feeling uneasy. I ain’t no fool, I known this was like to be my last trip away.


See, I was born here, in Baltimore, before the Great War. And when you’re born in Baltimore before the Great War you think of getting out. Especially if you’re poor, black and full of sky-high hopes. Sure B-more ain’t south south, sure my family was light-skinned, but if you think Jim Crow hurt only gumbo country, you blind. My pals and I was as much welcome in white diners as some Byron Meriwether would be breaking bread in Jojo’s Crab House. Things was bitter. Some of my mama’s family—two of her brothers and a schoolteacher sister—they was passing as whites down Charlottesville way. Cut us off entirely. You don’t know how I dreamed of showing up there, breaking up their parade. I ain’t so sure about it now, I suppose they was just trying to get by best they could. We could’ve passed too, said we was bohunks or something, but my pa ain’t never gone for that. Negro is what the lord made us, he always said. Don’t want to be nothing else.

At the airport, I checked myself in and started the slow walk to the gate. Long white tunnels, checkpoints, passports. I didn’t see any sign of Chip.

Even when they called for boarding, I ain’t seen him.

Not a bad start, I thought with satisfaction. Hallelujah. Maybe Chip going to miss this plane.

We was set to fly first class, courtesy of old Caspars, and I’d no sooner settled into the wide seat, slipped off my old orthopedics, and leaned right back, than I saw Chip shuffling on down the aisle toward me.

“Sid,” he said, out of breath. “I didn’t think I goin to make it. They damn near lost my reservation.” He looked crisp, sharp, perfectly attired in a black silk suit with a grey kerchief folded in the breast pocket. “I think you in the wrong seat,” he said, studying his ticket.

I pulled mine out, looked at the numbers on the overhead latches.

“Ain’t you in 2B?” he said.

“4D. I’m in the right seat.”


He frowned. “I’m in 2A. I ain’t nowhere near you. That can’t be right.” He ducked his head, looking around. “On the other side of the goddamned plane,” he muttered. “I put us together, brother, I swear it. Hell.”

“It’s alright, Chip,” I said, all of a sudden feeling friendlier. “Don’t you mind it. I’m like to sleep the whole way anyhow.”

Chip nodded, miserable. “Well. Maybe they’ll let me come over once we get under way. Maybe the seats’ll be free.”

Then he was gone, settling in on the far side, and the stewardess was stalking up the aisle stowing bags and kits and purses. And then we was lifting up off the tarmac and tilting steeply, rising up into the ether. I gripped my old armrests and stared out the cabin windows at the clouds. It was too grey to see much of the city below. Before the seatbelt light come off I’d downed two sleeping pills and drawn the blanket up to my neck.

Well, I thought drowsily. A man ain’t but one kind of crazy.

I could see Chip leaning out into the aisle, trying to catch my attention. I leaned back, closed my eyes. Berlin, I thought. Hell.

 


 



Chip looked worn awful thin by the time we set down. More long grey tunnels, checkpoints, passports and the like. Then we was sitting on a tight little bench at the luggage carousel waiting for my damn suitcase to clatter down. It didn’t come. We watched two green bags turn on the slatted ramp, vanish, come back around again.

“They lost it,” I said. “I fly once in fifteen years and they lose my damn luggage.”

Chip nodded. “I ain’t lost a piece of luggage in near forty years. Good thing, too, cause the stuff ain’t cheap, boy.”

I looked at his matching luggage, all monogrammed, high-end leather, set out beside him in descending order of size like a damn family
of suitcases. “Ain’t that something,” I scowled. “How about that. You just one amazing traveller ain’t you.”

He chuckled. “Aw, Sid, I just saying. It’s alright. I’ll lend you some clothes for the premiere tonight.”

“I ain’t going to need your clothes. They going to get me my damn suitcase.”

“Sure they will,” Chip said encouragingly. And I got that funny dark feeling in my chest again, like something was real wrong. It ain’t normal, Chip being this friendly.

At the luggage counter a man with a natty little moustache told me my luggage ought to arrive at the hotel before me. It been rerouted by accident to Poland. But it coming right back, sure.

“Poland!” Chip laughed, as we stood in line at passport control. “It just going on ahead of us, to let Hiero know we coming.” And later, at the taxi stand, he said again, “Poland, Sid. Think of it. That ain’t so far your suitcase can’t go there and get back to your hotel before you even arrive. Hell, that’s close, brother. Closer than DC to your old Fells Point pad.”

I scowled and looked away.

On the drive in I told the cabbie to swing us by the Brandenburg Gate. I’d sat up front to get some space from Chip but he just kept leaning on forward, breathing his damn cigarillo breath down my neck.

“I don’t know, Sid,” he said. “I reckon we should just check in. We got the opening in less than three hours.”

“The Brandenburg Gate,” I said again to the cabbie in German. And to Chip, “It be alright. You just relax some. Sit back and see.”

Sure, I admit, some part of me was just trying to spite him. But I was curious, too. The city’s new hugeness shook me. It’d always been big, but not like this—the war opened great holes all those decades ago and I could see them even now. Green parks broke up the sea of cement, and so many concrete lots sat empty, all gone to weed. The streets
looked wider than I remembered, too. As we passed the Berliner Dom, I got a vague itch all high up in my throat. My god. That vast pillared Renaissance church—it’d shrunk. Looked timid, apologetic, like a man brought down in the world.

Chip set one big grey hand on my seat and leaned forward as the cabbie turned up the broad avenue of Unter den Linden. “You know where we are?” he said quietly.

A weird feeling rose up in me. Last I seen Unter den Linden, they torn out all them linden trees that gave the boulevard its name, tossed up white columns in their place, sanded the pavement so their damn jackboots wouldn’t slip.

All that was gone like it ain’t never been. I got a shock of recognition, of half-recognition, and heaven knows why but I recalled the night I seen my ma’s body laid out in her coffin. As I leaned low over her, her features seemed the same, arranged in familiar calm, but there was a trace of something not her, a watermark left by the undertaker. A whimsy to her lips, maybe. As if in dying she’d learned a whole new kind of irony, a contempt for what she’d left behind.

“This ain’t our Berlin, Sid,” said Chip.

I swallowed. Seemed like my damn voice wasn’t working right.

Chip put his hand on my shoulder. “It’s the years, brother. They wreck everything. For real.”

I nodded. “It’s lost something. I bet ain’t nobody even remember what it was.”

“Except us, brother. Except you and me.”

I said nothing.

Chip leaned back. “That’s what this weekend about, Sid.”

I sort of half turned in my seat to look at Chip where he sat, his big hands pressed between his thighs, his sweet black suit utterly unrumpled. “You keep on talking,” I said. “You keep on trying to sell me something.”


He chuckled. “Aw, ain’t no convincing you. I know that. You don’t want to go to Poland, that’s okay.”

“You damn right.”

He chuckled again.

But something was wrong in me. Even being put up at the Westin Grand on Friedrichstrasse didn’t sweeten my mood. I lay in the dark room on a bed the size of a banquet table, the velvet curtains shut, a chalky dryness to the air like centuries of dust.

Hell was I tired. Too tired to sleep. Tired as laundry, my ma used to say. I been talking German again like it was my first tongue and I thought how strangely the mind traps language, won’t let it go. I stretched back on the bed, let out a long breath. Room all done up in creams and beiges so pale was like you ain’t actually supposed to see any of it, like you’d stepped into a great void.

The quiet just swallowed me up. It was like being cottoned by moss. Oh Berlin, our beautiful Berolina, our charcoal life. What a city this was, after that first war. And all of us poor, antsy, fetching to know what more life held. I been a latecomer, didn’t hit these streets till ’27, but man was she beautiful. Hundreds of gates flocked here, dragging their instruments. Hundreds of stage hens.

Every joint felt famous then. The Barberina. Moka Efti. The Scala. In the Romanisches Café, the great brains of the age gathered like grapes to trade ideas over beer. I saw Kästner there, and Tucholsky, even Otto Dix. Dix maybe dreaming up nightmares for his paintings, pausing over his glass as something new struck him. That famous one he did of Anita Berber, the dancer, her hair and dress red as torn flesh.

That Berber girl, hell. We used to flock to watch her dance at the White Mouse. She’d slither half-nude through the packed tables, bring her dance to a climax by breaking champagne bottles over fellows’ heads. Broke one over Big Fritz’s head, he ain’t hardly noticed. I remember her working the Eldorado, too, that pansy club so dark you couldn’t hardly
see the stage. And her all flexing and shivering to the dry old tunes of Camille Saint-Saëns—man, did she ever bring it down.

In the craziest days, there was more than twenty cabarets. For real. Damn near every casting agent become a Columbus—new talent was everywhere to discover. Marlene Dietrich at The Two Cravats; Ursula Fuller at the Red Feather. Who’d have reckoned Fuller—so dainty, an angel on earth—would cut her chops in that lowdown joint? Cause The Feather, man, it left nothing to the imagination. We only ever been there once but I ain’t never forget it. Dancers come out near naked. Sitting on gents’ plates, their legs splayed, they slowly got dressed. Was like spying on your neighbour’s wife. That was the idea, anyhow. Though I remember Ernst lean over to me and smiled: “Whose neighbour’s wife looks like that?”

A knock come at the door and I got achingly to my feet. I figured it got to be my damn suitcase. Poland, hell, I thought.

It wasn’t the suitcase. Some gent stood there holding a blue suit on a coat hanger under a plastic sleeve. “Mr. Jones asked me to bring this down to you, sir,” he said in dignified German. “And allow me to introduce myself.” With his lightning-fast speech and his humble stutter I ain’t caught his name. But he seemed to be me and Chip’s minder for the night, sent from the festival. If it’s not too much trouble, he stammered, could you be ready to leave in an hour? Sure thing, brother. Closing the door, I was half afraid he might choose to stand in the damn hall the whole hour. I put my eye to the peephole. Well he had more sense than you figured.

Ain’t no way Chip’s suit was going to fit. Chip known it too. But I laid it out carefully on the bed and then went to the window and drawn back the curtains, staring out at the city. The light was already greying, the late afternoon beginning to sink away. Streetlights was coming on. I studied the line of rooftops, the glint of glass off the Reichstag and the low sprawl of trees on the boulevards far below.


A city can change without being no different. I known that. Hell, I ain’t hardly recognized the Baltimore I come back to after Paris. But Berlin ain’t just any city. I remembered how Chip and me was in hot demand when we first got here. German jazz bands needed us for the sex of it. I mean, toss a few honest-to-god Yankees into your line-up and wham, you was the real thing. This festival, I known, wasn’t so different.

Back then, it even got so Germans began pretending they was American. Herr Mike Sottneck aus New York billed his band as “amerikanische Jazz-Tanzkapelle.” Wasn’t the only fake. Least the Krauts picked up some of what we was doing. See, we hailed from the cradle of jazz, and that gave us a feel for the music. I ain’t saying it was racial. It had to do with rubbing up against jazz in your tadpole years. With the fact that back home folks of a certain class wasn’t afraid to play it in their houses. Lot of the Krauts had classical training, and ain’t quite broken out of the schmaltzy continental salon dance style. Was like a sickness, that style. Like a damn infection in you instrument.

I ain’t saying everyone. But when you heard cats like Gluskin and Bela, with their choppy harmonic shifts and slippery percussion, well, you thought you’d died and gone to hell. Couldn’t swing their way out of a playground. No feel for improv. Ernst once told me he caught Wilhelm Bosch transcribing a Red Nichols solo from a record. Beat that. Red Nichols is bad enough. But then Bosch let it out on stage note by stale note, reading from his sheet music. Ernst was laughing so hard he like to be sick.

Chip and me, we didn’t give that sort the time of day. We was snobs, purists. And so we swung with Franz Grothe and Georg Haentzschel, Walter Dobschinski and Ernst Hoellerhagen and Stefan Weintraub. We swung with Eric Borchard, till that night when, high on horse, he strangled his girlfriend. Then we swung with someone else. It been a ride.

 


 




It was a cool night, the coppery reek of raw exhaust on the breeze. I looked across the grass of Rosa-Luxemburg-Platz, studying the glowing ochre Babylon theatre. From a distance it put me in mind of a slab of cheddar, that lustrous colour and all them angles. How strange to be standing here again, in this very square I used to tread when I was young. The building caught the last of the sunlight, bright against the grey square.

Chip stood between me and our eerily silent minder, what’s-his-name. Chip was fixing his hair, spitting on his fingers then dabbing at the pale part in his Afro. Already sick with nerves, I looked past him, at the Babylon, the crowd of folks spilling out onto the plaza. Seeing just how many there was, I begun swallowing hard. My damn throat felt like it stuffed with cotton.

“Sid? You got the nerves, brother?” said Chip.

I waved him off. “I’m alright.”

The square was filled with a carpet of folk rolling all the way to the theatre across, the Volksbühne, with its fearsome grey pillars. The Babylon looked packed so tight a gent couldn’t sneeze without greasing his neighbour. As if every Tom, Fritz and Eva in the city had turned out. Hell. I’d banked on this being a smaller affair.

“How we even going to get in?” I said. “There ain’t even room to get in the damn door.”

“Aw, we’ll get in. You’ll see.” Chip was looking at me with his thin oyster lips pressed tight. “You sure you alright? You looking a little green, Sid.”

“I ain’t green.”

Chip grunted, patted my shoulder. Felt good having his hand there, reassuring. I was damned uncomfortable. Chip’s suit hung too short on my arms, hiked high up off my wrists like I about to wash my damn face. And his shirt sagged real loose on the collar, tailored for his fat bull’s neck I guess.


I thought of telling him so. Instead, I said, “I should’ve punched you in the goddamned mouth second you asked me to come back here.”

That seemed more fitting.

But Chip, he was laughing, already leading me and our minder towards the front door. “Hitting me wouldn’t of made no difference. Ain’t one single tooth nor shred of sense left in this old head.”

“I expect that’s the truth.”

He turned back to me then with a funny smile on his face. “You ready to get back into the world, Sid?”

And before I could answer, he thrown open the damn door and shoved me on in.

Just like that, everything erupted. Hordes of folks was all up in our faces, their cries clattering about the theatre like trapped birds. Chip Jones! Mr Jones! Sidney Griffiths! Charles! Sid! Cameras flashed like pinpricks of light on a water’s surface. Our minder, the sorry runt, he just too damn scared and too damn small to make anything of his job. As he squeaked for folks to step on back, I got jostled right and left, nearly falling down the carpeted steps, the silk of my suit roughing against Chip’s. A sudden urge to grip Chip’s coat come over me, but knowing I’d look a fool I just held my breath. The air felt heavy and sultry as a July night in Baltimore. And everything around us glowed red and yellow: the walls, the glare of sun dying in the windows, the gleam of blouses and handbags, of shoes. I felt suffocated by the marigold brightness of it all. And some damn fool named Sidney Griffiths had his name shouted over and over, like he was lost.

“Just a little nervous, eh?” said a milky voice suddenly at my ear. Caspars’ arm come up under mine.

The crowd began unbraiding around us, and I turned to look Kurt Caspars in the face. His plump cheeks all stubbly, his Scandinavian paleness a shock against his dyed black hair. He was smiling that half-mast smile of his, that awful ironic smile makes you feel something bad just
happened somewhere else and what kind of damn creep you must be not to know about it yet. Nodding, he left us.

Our minder led me and Chip through the nightmare of a foyer into the theatre. I ain’t said nothing to him. Cause damn if that theatre wasn’t packed. Stuffed row on row with every damned brand of folk. All that noise in the foyer—they was the overflow. God in holy heaven, I thought, sinking into my seat. Why did I come.

The minder sat Chip in the front row, among the VIPs. Set him down like an old sack of potatoes between two gents we ain’t known from Adam. Then he led me to the other end of the same row, taking the seat beside mine. That surprised me. Guess I reckoned he’d file old Jones and me side by side, seeing as how we was a package deal.

I sat feeling out of sorts, a weird sulphur smell coming off the upholstery, like it was newly shampooed. Seats creaking around me like Virginia crickets. The other VIPs was all older than me, wax-faced and stern. I didn’t know none of them. No Marsalis, no Grappelli. I wondered where everyone was.

Kurt Caspars took the stage, smiling his cold weasel smile. “Thank you all for coming tonight,” he said. His weird, angular accent somehow put me in mind of Big Fritz. Hell. Fritz. That poor bastard. There was a time I couldn’t think of him without getting angry. Coming back here was a damn fool idea.

It pleased me some to see Caspars’ hands trembling. “What we’ve managed to create here tonight,” he said, “it’s been the work of so many voices, of so many years. A festival for Hieronymus Falk here, in what used to be Horst Wessel Square? It’s a testament to the power of the new Germany, of a people filled with the future.”

The crowd, man, they ate this cheddar up. Cheering, clapping, banging the damn armrests on their creaking blue seats. Me, I sat frowning to myself. The thing about Caspars, see, he’s a master of talking big and saying nothing. But conviction in a voice ain’t like meat in a stew. It
ain’t got no sustenance. I knew that even back as a kid. I glanced down the row to see what old Jones was making of this. His face look empty, sharp, staring straight at the stage. I tried to catch his eye, but he didn’t look at me.

All of a sudden Caspars quit the stage and a tremendous hush descended. The lights dropped, and the whole theatre sat in silence, waiting. I must’ve been fidgeting, cause our minder leaned over and whispered, “They’re going to show the documentary first, then afterwards your row will go onstage to answer questions.”

“So they’re delaying the guillotine,” I said.

The chap paused, silence opening between us. Then he leaned over once more and said, “They’re going to show the documentary first, then afterwards your row will go onstage to answer questions.”

A chill run through me. I got that odd feeling again, like something bad was going to happen. My stomach was burning.

But then the screen began to glow, the soundtrack crackled in, the audience began applauding. I drawn in a slow breath. Two hours, I told myself. Two hours. Ain’t hardly long at all.

 


 



Caspars’ documentary wasn’t told in no straight line. Seemed like one person was still talking when another one shown up onscreen, and then they was both talking over some photograph of someone else. I don’t know. But every time the kid flash up onscreen, his face eight-feet tall, that chill cut through me. It got so I felt like I was watching myself watching the picture, my eyes pried wide, my hands damp on my trouser legs. Christ, here it all was, every last piece of our Berlin life: the women we’d messed with, the clubs we’d gigged at. And ain’t none of it seemed right.

Then this old gent come on and I known him at once. He’d been our band’s first manager. Hell, he’d lost his hair, his blue eyes was hazy with
age and almost colourless, but I known him alright. He looked tidy and simple and entirely unscarred by life.

“You have these four men in Paris,” he was saying, “these men who’ve just watched the Nazis march in. And what do they do, instead of packing up to leave like everyone else? They write this song of resistance, they give their collective finger to the authorities. In this tiny little studio, where they could be arrested anytime. This studio where the equipment hasn’t been used for at least half a decade, the lathe and lacquers just sitting there gathering dust. Most of the blanks had been damaged, the coating scratched. I mean, in some cases you could see straight through to the aluminum. Now, you have to understand—to achieve perfect sound on lacquer-on-aluminum, the disc’s surface must be absolutely smooth. So the band had maybe nine or ten functional discs to work with. Nine or ten tries to get it right. And at the centre of it all, you’ve got this kid directing everything, this twenty-year-old Falk. And he’s screaming in the middle of takes, wrecking them, he’s grabbing the discs and gouging their surfaces with his pocket knife. Anything to stop a bad take from existing.

“And amazingly, it’s on the very morning before Falk’s arrest that Griffiths decides he’s had enough of the kid’s perfectionism. So he takes the last disc they’ve cut and he tucks it into the case of his upright. You know, on the off chance it’s any good. And what’s remarkable about this fact is that those parts of the recording that couldn’t be remastered, those parts where there are actual pieces of the performance missing—those were pressed off by Griffiths’ bass strings boring into the lacquer. So those gaps are missing because the thing is that fresh, that literally hot off the press.

“And it’s pure genius. Which would seem impossible—I mean, it’s just four men, barely half a band, the piece extremely pared down because of it. Minimalist. But Falk’s so gifted he can single-handedly make their four instruments sound like eight. His complexity is unbelievable… the
piece is brilliant. Even with Falk yelling halfway through—what does he say again?—‘just a damn braid of mistakes,’ something like that? Even his screaming doesn’t ruin it. If anything, the line’s now legendary. Just a damn braid of mistakes.”

That son of a bitch, I thought to myself. What did he know about us? He cut out on the first boat, day after Hitler was sworn in. Left poor Ernst to take his place, become our clarinetist and manager both.

More quick images. I closed my old eyes a minute. Then a scholar come on, some dry old owl I ain’t seen before, looking fit for the coffin in his suit and blue bow tie. “Life for black people under the Third Reich,” he said through his nose, “was extremely contradictory. This is because there were so many different types of black people, and their treatment depended on what group they belonged to. For instance, you had the children of the African diplomats who’d come to the country during its colonial period. You had African-American performers, the opera singer Marian Anderson and jazzmen like Charles Jones and Sidney Griffiths, who, like their counterparts in Paris—Josephine Baker, Arthur Briggs, Bill Coleman and the like—all came to Europe to get away from the overwhelming racism prevalent in the Southern United States in that era. The Jim Crow laws, in effect from the late 1800s right into the 1950s, barred blacks from active participation in society. In the twenties Europe was still a place black entertainers could come to earn a good living. Especially in Germany, whose borders were kept open to foreigners due to the Versailles Treaty. Also, the loss of the First World War had brought about a whole new artistic movement. The market for jazz had grown tremendously, and there was a decent following.”

Hell, it burned me up to see it. How the sweet jesus could he know what drove us there? He ain’t known nothing of my childhood, my thoughts, of that last-minute shrug brought me to Berlin back then. I been a hair’s breadth from staying put in London, a whole other life.

“Hieronymus Falk,” he went on, “now, he belonged to a rarer
group. He was what back then was called a ‘Rhineland Bastard.’ See, after the First World War, part of the conditions levied against Germany were that France was given control of the Rhineland, which of course borders their country.”

He leaned forward, as though getting to the meat of his story. “Now, instead of sending French soldiers to occupy it, they sent men from their African colonies. As you can imagine, this didn’t sit well with some of the German populace. They dubbed the soldiers the Black Shame, the Black Scourge, the Black Infamy. Women who bore children with these men, like Falk’s mother Marieanne, they were assumed to be either prostitutes or rape victims. So even after the soldiers were sent home, and Hitler re-occupied the Rhineland, these children were seen as part of a significant insult to Germany. A cultural stain.”

New images come onscreen: black-and-white footage of soil-dark soldiers standing in a loose file, their uniforms muddy. “Is this what France calls a man?” said the German voice-over.

The scholar’s voice drifted over the imagery. “Different types of black people were treated in different and often contradictory ways under the Reich. This was in large part due to the fact that there were at most four thousand Germans of African descent in the whole country. And with a number that small, it was hard to effect cohesive legislation against them. Even so, many had their papers confiscated, making them effectively stateless.”

I hadn’t known most of what he was saying. You don’t stop to look around when you running, and back then we was all running. I sat skeptical, and pained by it.

“In the end, Falk’s fate was outlandish in that he was one of a minority of Afro-Germans who were sent to concentration camps. Now if he’d been African-American, they would probably have held him indefinitely at Saint-Denis, like they did with other black musicians arrested in Paris. But Falk was German—or by their measure, ‘stateless’—and
so he was transferred to Mauthausen. Of course, it’s hard to get a sense of how many blacks actually went to the camps, because so many records were destroyed.

“Remember, there was no on-paper legislation against blacks, so they were often admitted to work camps on trumped-up charges and under various crimes. Some were interned as Communists, or as immigrants, who wore the blue badge. Or as homosexuals, who wore the pink badge, or as repeat criminals, who wore the green badge, or asocials, who wore the black badge. Even more obscuring is that the asocial group included the homeless, pimps, pickpockets, murderers, homosexuals, and race defilers, so that it’s even more difficult to figure out who among them was black. These people are lost in the dark maw of history.”

 


 



Then there was some ruined old fool up there, his dour mug peering out at us. And then I saw with shock that the fool was me.

Well, hell. Nothing, nothing I tell you, can prepare you for the utter wreck of your face onscreen. I looked like one of them worn-out wood houses ain’t been painted in decades. My skin was thick with pores, my cheeks gaunt, my eyes like dim windows, going blond with cataracts and full of uncertainty. When my name flashed onscreen, I got that strange dark feeling welling up in me again. That sense something wasn’t right in me, something bad was coming.

“Sure I played alongside the kid, Hieronymus I mean—see, we called him ‘the kid’ back then,” I said in a creaking voice. Then Caspars interrupted me, and when I glanced off-camera to meet his eye, he whispered I should look straight ahead.

The audience laughed at this, not unkindly. I hunkered down in my chair a little. Feeling the minder’s eyes on me.

“What I recall most about him, besides his playing, was his reading.”
I looked off-camera again, then as if remembering Caspars’ last prompt, stared at the screen like a badger caught in headlights. “What I mean by this is, he been obsessed with Herodotus. All them old historical tales. Hieronymus reading Herodotus—that made me laugh. Yeah, he read all them old histories, Egypt stories, Greek stories. Like he didn’t get enough of such things in the crib, you know?” I cleared my throat, frowning. Looking off-camera again.

Caspars whispered something.

“Well,” I said in reply, my voice soft. “Well.” I sat there staring at my lap, not saying nothing for some seconds.

Watching myself freeze up onscreen, my body went real tight, the theatre seat squeaking beneath me. I could hear myself breathing through my mouth.

I gave a taut laugh on camera and said, “Well, it been right terrifying. I mean what else could it be? We gone out for a cup of milk, gone out to quell our bellies, and we end up in Café Coup de Foudre with the Nazis. It was right terrible.” I licked my lips, my eyes flickering. “Listen—nothing I could say now would get at just how terrible it was.” I grown emphatic, using my hands. “I mean nothing I could say to you now could begin to bring home how harsh, how awful it been.” I paused like a man who’d made a great point. I remembered then that Caspars hadn’t reacted to what I’d said. “Only thing I can say is that being there with him during the ordeal, seeing his courage, it was an honour.”

A long silence fell over the theatre as my face faded out. My heart had inched up my throat till I could hear the blood in my ears. That odd feeling come over me so strong I near couldn’t breathe. Hell, I thought. What is it. The dark felt soft and hot, like an animal crouching on me.

Then Chip come onscreen, and that bad feeling in me just grew. He looked rough, old, holy in his ice-white suit, like a Mississippi Baptist spent his life preaching on the delta. Staring at his burnt-out face, his swollen cheeks and his eyes rusted from horse, I seen him with eyes
afresh. He looked wrecked, and what’s worse, wholly blind to his frailty.

“When Hiero got arrested in that café,” he was saying, “they’d had to make up a reason for it. So they branded him a race-polluter, a stateless race-polluter and an immigrant and a Commie. All sorts of things. Hell if anyone was a Commie it was Sid. But they held Hiero for two weeks at Saint-Denis, no trial, nothing, before putting him on a transport to Mauthausen. Mauthausen. Very name of it give you the shivers. Poor kid was hauled off there, and no amount of money, talk, or pull could get him out. Not that Delilah had any kind of influence no more—she was even on thin ice herself.

“Sidney Griffiths,” said Chip, shaking his head. Something in me died at that gesture. It seemed so contemptuous.

“A shame, the trust we all put in him.” Chip took a long, deep breath, reflecting. “But he’s a lesson, really. A lesson in what jealousy’ll do to a man. To betray such a genius musician, and a kid at that, over a woman. Over the kid’s talents, and over a woman. I mean, there he stood, denying his friend, pretending he didn’t even know him, while they dragged the poor boy away. I ain’t saying he pre-arranged it. I ain’t saying that. But handing Hiero over to the Boots, to the Gestapo, like that…” He shook his head. “That’s mind-blowing, ain’t it? I don’t have to tell you what a great blow that was to the legacy of jazz. I mean, here we was on the verge of that groundbreaking recording… I know, I know, we still got a pretty good take, but imagine what it could’ve been. Hell. It’s a crime. It’s a crime for which Sid ain’t never been held to account.”

 


 



I ain’t saying I seen it coming.

But hearing Chip onscreen, all a sudden that crushing hot feeling in my chest just drain right away. It like I ain’t even there no more. Like something just finished. Just ended. This blood trapped in my head, the slow dim throb of it deep inside.


I closed my eyes.

And then I was waking in some other room, a room cool and alien to me, the windows letting onto an old Baltimore street I don’t barely recognize. Lying on a bed in the damp sheets of a lady who ain’t my wife. The room white as wheat with early sun, a dry smell like cinder coming off her body. I wanted to turn to her, to gather her small limbs into me way I done just hours ago, kissing the joint at her throat where her collarbones meet, her wet dirty curls. But I didn’t. Something was rising up in me like bad digestion. Dust on the bedside table, a half-empty glass of water. Gulls crying outside. I lay beside that woman, thick with unhappiness, thinking of my wife.

Then I was back. The air in that theatre gone rich and hot. It was stingingly quiet. Gripping the arms of my seat, I pushed on out of it, its joints squeaking. The film was still rolling, the theatre soot-black, but even in that dark I could feel everyone’s eyes on me, their gazes weighing me down like a sack of ashes.

Our minder whispered, “They’re going to show the documentary first, then afterwards your row will go onstage.” But I wasn’t listening.

My damned old legs wasn’t moving right. I could feel my heart punching away at my arteries, my whole body shuddering. Don’t you damn well look Chip’s way, I thought. Not one glance, Sid. I stepped hard across the minder’s knees, past the legs of all these folks, past Caspars.

Caspars leaned forward in his seat. “Where the hell are you going?” he hissed.

I stood there, half-dazed, shaking. Feeling suddenly old. Shaking and saying nothing.

You a damn coward, I thought. That’s what you is, Sid.

No, I ain’t said nothing. I just started up the aisle, slow. The silence sharp as needles. Folks watching me leave and not the picture, and me feeling their stares. My face weighed heavy, like some great load I got to haul without dropping.


Ain’t no one said nothing. But then from the darkness some son of a bitch hissed at me in German, “Shame on you.”

I tripped a little. Stared at the pale faces in their seats. Then kept on moving.

I broke through the doors, through the foyer, out into the night. The coolness of the city air rushed over me. I stood there in the empty square.

 


 



Even at ten years old, Chip was a veteran liar. A real Pinocchio. I recall the Saturday I first met him: the Baltimore weather all sultry, the air stewed and stinking of sewage. Steam belched from the hot manholes, and walking through it, it stuck in your gullet like crumbs. I was sitting in the park where us blacks went, sitting with my sister, Hetty—Hetty wearing the Philadelphia hat she wouldn’t take off her head for no one cause our pa give it to her. She was teasing me something awful. Calling me cross-eyed, gimp-legged. So when a kid come up in the distance, sank his tan overalls into the sandbox, I spat on my sister’s shoes and ran off to join him.

He was a small, funny-looking git, a real balloon head. Getting near, I reckoned him for a strange one. Those full round cheeks, those prize-fighter biceps that seemed borrowed from an older brother. As I come up, he never even raised his face.

“You want to play ball or somethin?” I said, glancing down at his crown. His Afro had odd bald patches in it, grey flakes.

He finally looked up, and his weak sneer turned something inside me. “This look like a ball field to you, sucker?” he said. “This be a sandbox. For makin sandcastles.” Shaking his head, he spat air through his lips. “I’m sittin in sand, and he’s talkin ball games.”

I felt like a blue-ribbon idiot, all right. My face gone hot, I turned and started back to Hetty.

“You live Peabody Heights way, right?” the boy called out.


I turned. He didn’t look no friendlier, nope, but there was a shrewder look in his face, like his attention been filed down to a single, sharp point. “You live down on Maryland Ave.”

That thrown me a little. “How you know?”

“I lives in Peabody Heights too,” he said, like it was common knowledge. “Ain’t you seen me at church?”

Believe me, if I’d seen this melon head at church, I’d have remembered. But I couldn’t risk his sneer again. “Maybe. Yeah, I think so.”

My heart sunk into my heels as he spat all disgusted into the sandbox. “You a dirty liar,” he said, his thin lips riding up on one side of his mouth. “You ain’t never seen me in all you life.”

“Have too,” I said.

He shook his head. But not wanting me to walk off again, he changed tack. “You know they named Charles Street after me?”

Now who’s the dirty liar, I wanted to say, but I’ll admit I was kind of afraid of him. “Oh yeah?” I said. “Your name Charles Street?”

“Naw, fool, who the hell’s name Charles Street? I Charles Jones. Charles C. Jones.”

“What the C stand for?”

“Never you mind. Just C. Charles C. Jones. And one day I be mayor of this town.”

You keep counting them chickens, I thought. Here was a boy with years of disappointment ahead. Best let him have his way now, at least he’d have the memories. “Sure you will.” I stood there in the dead heat, my skin prickling, wishing old Hetty would hurry up and call me so I could walk away.

“Where you goin now?” said Charles C. Jones, smiling a little. He’d sensed I’d go away any minute, and he meant to keep me as long as possible.

“Hetty and me—that my sister Hetty over there, in the stupid hat—we goin home now.”


“Why don’t you ditch and come on over to my house? I gots candy, chocolate.”

To me, chocolate was the sole reason we on this earth. But to have to go over to this joker’s house—no thanks, jack. “Hetty and me got to be gettin home.”

Just when I said this, who starts jogging up to us but Hetty, her hat flapping as she flown over the dry yellow grass. She stopped at the swingset to get her breath, leaning against its stripped wooden frame. Then she started running again, holding her chest as she reached us.

“I’m goin over to Lucia’s,” she said, looking at me with a teasing smile. She could tell I wanted away from this boy, and she wasn’t about to make it easy. “Mama said we could stay out till six today, so … you go amuse yourself, lizard boy. Spittin at me like that. You two amuse yourselves and we see you at home.”

With hate in my heart I watched her jog off. Imagine spending the day with this boy, his moods and grim smiles.

Standing from the sandbox, the grit poured from his clothes like water. He punched me on the arm. “All right now, let’s go see Tante Cecile.”

“Who?” I said, marching all reluctant behind him.

“My great aunt. She’s where all the chocolate’s at.”

Charles C. Jones lived in a big broken-down brownstone on the corner of Mace and East 26th. The porch was covered with ratty old couches coughing out foam, and the whole place smelled of bacon. Climbing the stairs, I said, “Nice house, Charlie.”

I guess I meant to suggest mine was nicer. But he didn’t catch no irony or rivalry in my voice. “Thanks,” he said seriously. “But don’t call me Charlie, no one calls me Charlie. Y’all call me Chip.”

“Chip.”

“You goin tell me your name, or I got to guess?”

“Sidney. Sidney Griffiths. Y’all call me Sid.”


In the dim foyer, which reeked even worse of bacon and of sweaty leather shoes, Chip yanked me to him. “Now when we go up to see Tante Cecile, don’t you damn well talk. Alright?”

I stood there, more shocked by his cussing than anything.

He scowled. “You want chocolate or don’t you? Then quit you gawkin and come on.”

Chip pulled me past rooms so packed with stuff it was spilling out the doors. Past the kitchen stinking of bacon fat and something sweet, past the living room with its magazines all covering the floor, past a room ladies used, their garters and stockings strung up everywhere like shed skin. Finally we reached a door cracked a finger’s-width open, a stale smell drifting out. I was seized with sudden terror, disgusted at the thought of eating anything that came from the same place as that stink. Chip shoved me through.

The room was overhung with lace, the mean sun burning through, lighting up everything. Hell. On the bed by the window lay a creature so ancient I’d swore it known Cain back in the day. Its skin was so ashy it looked grey, its face so scrawny it was caving in on itself. Looked like an enormous old sea turtle.

“Tante Cecile,” cried Chip in a deep voice, throwing up his arms. “It’s us, Arnold and Theodore! We come to see you on you birthday!”

At first, seemed the old witch had died of fright. Then slowly, she began to sit up in bed, her nightdress crackling like butcher paper around her. Her ashy old face filled with wonder. “What a surprise! It’s my birthday?”

“Yes! And both of us done come this year, both Arnold and Theodore.”

Her face lit up. “Arnie and Theo? Oh, my god, I don’t believe it!”

I didn’t believe it either. Chip avoided my gaze. “Yes, Arnie and Theo, Arnie and Theo!” he said. “We done come to see you on you birthday!”


The old gal’s teeth nearly dropped out of her head, she was smiling so hard. “Well, we better have ourselves a lil’ old party,” she said, her muddy Baltimore accent suddenly going all Mississippi. Leaning forward, she reached under her pillow and pulled out a beautifully carved wooden box. Setting it on her lap, she sprung it open and took out a Baby Ruth and some Chuckles.

“Both Arnie and Theo is here today, Tante Cecile,” said Chip, winking at me.

“Oh, yes, I forgot!” She reached back into the box and pulled out some Necco wafers and Hershey’s Kisses. “Both boys done come today. What a surprise!”

No sooner had Tante Cecile put the candy on her lap than Chip snatched it all up, tossing me the wafers and the Baby Ruth. He tore his wrappers quickly, stuffing everything into his mouth at the same time, chewing wildly. I stood there holding mine, astonished. Still smacking his lips, he made a crazy face at me, as if he didn’t understand why I wasn’t eating.

I was fetching to leave when Chip held my arm. In the same deep voice, he said, “Both Arnie and Theo is here today, Tante Cecile.”

“Oh, yes, I forgot! Both boys done come today. What a surprise!” Tante Cecile reached into her cedar box and pulled out four more candies. Chip snatched these up faster than pulling money out of a fire. Again, he tossed me two, gobbled the rest down.

“We got to leave now, Tante Cecile. We come back some other day.” Grabbing my arm, he hauled me from the room, shutting the door hard behind us.

“What on earth was that?” I hissed.

“Shhh, keep your pipes down,” he whispered. “Tante Cecile done lost her wits ages ago. Memory like a pigeon. Only she don’t know it, cause we not allowed to tell her.”

“Who is Arnie and Theo?”


Chip chuckled. “Those be her sons. They both dead now. She won’t share her candy otherwise. I figured I go in with you, she give out twice as much.”

I stood there staring at him in the dark hallway. Here he was, cheating his own blood and grinning about it.

He give me a look. “You goin to eat that?”

I stuffed the candy into my mouth. It tasted like chalk.

 


 



I don’t known how long I walked. My damn hands wouldn’t stop shaking with the fury of it. Goddamn Chip. Chip son of a bitch Jones. I left that awful theatre and just turned up the nearest street, passed the hundreds of parked cars, followed the new lamps away.

I come to a rest in a small treeless park. Trudging over the trim grass, I sat down on a cold bench. Lord my knees ached. All these changes. A cold wind was cutting through the park. Construction cranes hung like broken bridges, silhouetted in the distance against the glow of the Berlin skyline. I reached down, rubbed my smarting legs. I could feel that old damn pressure on my bladder. I needed a toilet. I got back to my feet.

Ain’t no good getting old. And this night, of all nights, brother, I got old.

Chip Jones was a bastard. Sure he was. But he ain’t never been malicious like that before. Petty, mean, a bit on the wrong side of crazy—but they ain’t the same thing. This, this was like a scald that don’t give you no peace. It burned and burned and burned. Something my mother used to say come to mind, something I ain’t thought of in a dog’s age. Ma used to say to me, she said, “Sid, that Jones boy ain’t got no light to his eyes.” He ain’t got no light to his eyes. That used to tear me up, cause I always reckoned Ma was calling him stupid. Now, shuffling through a dark Berlin park seventy years later, I finally come to understand what she’d meant.


The café I found smelled of dishwater and cabbages, the varnished wood cheap and the seats sticky with fake leather. I didn’t care none. I come in through its brass doors grimacing. There wasn’t but two diners inside, a fellow and a lady, sitting together at a shaded table by the wall. I nodded at the barmaid, a thin woman with hair like dead grass, and took a seat at the bar. I opened the menu. I wasn’t hungry.

The barmaid come up, and I ordered some wurst, sauerkraut and boiled potatoes.

“Where’s your bathroom?” I said.

She tapped her ballpoint pen against her teeth, as if thinking. She tilted it lazily toward the far end of the bar.

Ain’t no sooner had I got back than the café chain rattled, and the seat beside mine was being pulled out by big, grey hands.

“You goddamned bastard,” I said, not even looking up.

“Hell, Sid,” said Chip, holding his chest from the long walk over. “That ain’t right, what he did.”

“You sitting down? Here? Get the hell away from me.”

He opened his hands, closed them. “I don’t know what to tell you,” he said. “I didn’t say all that. I swear.”

I glanced up at his face, at its perplexed look. Like he known he should be sorry but wasn’t sure just what for. “Chip, I mean it. You get the hell away from here. We done, brother. You hear me? We done.”

“Sid, I didn’t know,” he said. “I didn’t know that all was in there.”

“You murdered me. You flew me out here and you murdered me.”

The barmaid was looking at us uneasily.

“Aw, Sid.” Chip’s eyes was all glassy as he blinked at me.

And then he started to cry. The skin of his neck welled up under his chin like he’d tied a black kerchief there, his shoulders shaking with it all.

I swore, looked away.

“Aw Sid,” he mumbled, “aw, hell, Sid.”


I sat in silence. I ain’t going to say nothing more to him, I thought. But then I could hear my old damned creaky voice starting up. “I thought, ain’t no way he could do something like this,” it was saying. “I thought, he brought me ties from his tours. He’s a friend. He ain’t that kind of mean.”

“Sid.” He was wiping his eyes with his big thumbs. He looked so old, so old. “Sid, you know how they edit these things. Hell, I ain’t said half of that. You know how these things get cut.”

“Get cut is right.”

“Sid. Come on.”

“What you think? You just come in here and it all go away? I should tear your goddamned head off. Jesus.”

But something was already going out in me. Hell. Chip just look so damned small sitting there, his little shoulders rolled forward in that suit, his big veined knuckles raw on the counter.

“I know I did,” he said quietly. “I know I got carried away. But I ain’t meant it like he put it together. I swear. Caspars, he just kept asking and asking. Just kept on me. I said a lot more, all sorts of things that was real nice about you. They just wasn’t in it. He known what he wanted, Sid. And that’s what he took.”

We was silent for a time. The barmaid come over and Chip shrugged at her and she just stood there looking at us. After a minute I blown out my cheeks, told her to get him the same as me. Chip’s German wasn’t half so good as mine.

“You’re a bastard,” I said, but without force.

He nodded miserably. “I am. I am. I feel damned awful.”

“You going to feel worse, too. I’m flying back first flight I can get.”

He looked at me.

“Aw, don’t give me that look,” I scowled. “You surprised? You honestly surprised?”

“I guess I ain’t. I guess it makes sense. I mean, I understand.”


“Do I look like a man gives a damn?”

“You’ll miss Poland, I guess.”

I hissed bitter air through my teeth, not saying nothing.

“I ain’t sore about it,” he said, lifting up his eyes and looking at me hopefully. “If you change you mind, well. I already rented the car.”

“You ain’t serious.”

He looked confused, unsure how to respond. I got down from my chair, slapped some money on the counter. “Eat,” I said. “Eat my damned plate too. Finish it. Ain’t no good leaving a thing unfinished.” And I pushed on out of his life for good.

 


 



Or what I figured was for good.

I blown off the rest of the festival. Yes sir. And since I figured Caspars owed me something, I spent Saturday getting massages and eating rich, indigestible meals on his dime. On Sunday I bought ties in the Westin Grand shops, chocolates, wine I didn’t even like, charging everything to, you bet, The Kurt. My only regret was not being there to see his damned face when he got that bill. Chip come to my door twice that first day but I ain’t answered it. Then he stopped coming by.

I saw the old Judas at last on the Monday morning. I woke up to find my battered suitcase set just outside the door. Ain’t even needed to unpack it. I was following my porter through the lobby to the taxi stand for the airport when the young fellow turned his head, stopped short. To the right a small crowd had gathered on Behrenstrasse. A fish-grey Mercedes was shuddering and inching forward, shuddering and inching back, trying to pull out from the curb. As it rolled back, it damn near hit a taxi pulling out behind it. As it rolled forward, it near hit a parking sign.

And, hell, crouched over the wheel, looking crazily back and forth, face all squinched up, was Chip C. Jones. Damn jack look frightened as a child.


“Hold up, jack,” I said to the porter, who gave me a confused look. I switched to proper Hochdeutsch. “Could you wait one second please?”

I left him curbside as I strode up to Chip’s car, rapping with my knuckles on the window. Chip whipped his head around, real nervous, his face hardening when he seen it was me. He rolled down the window.

“Leave me alone, Sid. I doing fine.”

I like to have spat out my damned dentures at him. “Doing fine my ass. Jesus. You know what you look like from here? Hell, brother, can you see anything?”

“Go on,” he scowled. “Get lost.”

I shook my old head. “You like a damned fool out here.”

His arms all folded up over the steering wheel, his face staring up over the dash. “I’m fine,” he muttered. “Hell. I just got to get on the road and I be fine.”

“Sure you will. You be fine like Tante Cecile was fine.”

He looked at me then with something like hope. I felt suddenly angry again.

“Don’t look at me like that,” I said. “I ain’t going to help you.”

“I ain’t asked for you to.”

“No you ain’t.”

I stood there leaning in at his window, watching him watching me there. I could feel an old knife twisting in my guts. “If you asked for it,” I said. “If you asked for it maybe you’d get it.”

“I ain’t asking for you to help me.”

“Can you even see over that dash? You need some phonebooks to sit on?”

He said nothing. I watched him struggle to put the stick in reverse.

“You driving a standard? You even crazier than I thought.”

“I ain’t crazy, Sid,” he shouted suddenly. He look like he going to start crying on me again.


I stood back then and crossed my arms. “Go on. Let’s see you get out of this then.”

He said nothing, just sat blinking ahead of him. An ancient old raisin of a man.

I could see the hotel staff watching through the glass. “Son of a bitch,” I said at last. I came around to the driver’s side. “Get out of the damned seat. I mean it. I ain’t helping you but I be damned if you going to ruin a perfectly good automobile.”

I opened the door, the bell chiming from the dash, a fragrance of clean leather like a new saddle wafting out at me. Hell. The porter was still standing at the sidewalk, my suitcase in his red fists. I lowered my window, gestured for him to bring it on over.

Chip was careful not to look at me. I glanced across at the road. Everything seemed to slow right down. The day, bright and cold in that now unknown country. I don’t know. We don’t none of us change, I guess.
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