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    The inspiration for the writing of this book has been the music, but not the life, of a great musician, Leon (Bix) Beiderbecke, who died in the year 1931. The characters and events of the story are entirely fictitious and do not refer to real musicians, living or dead, or to actual happenings.

  


  PROLOGUE


  What Im going to do is to write off the story of Rick Martins life, now that its all over, now that Rick is washed up and gone, as they say, to his rest.


  There isnt much to it, in its bare outline. Rick was born in Georgia five or ten minutes before his mother died and some ten days before his father checked out and left him with his seventeen-year-old aunt and her brother. These two worked their way to Los Angeles eight years later and brought him with them; and there he grew up in the way he apparently had to go. He learned to play the piano by fooling around with pianos in churches and roadhousesany place, in fact, where there was a piano that could be got at and fooled around with. And because he had right in his bones whatever it takes to make music, he became while he was still a kid a very good pianist. But a piano wasnt exactly right for him, and he turned to brass finally; he earned enough money to buy himself a horn. And then he learned to play a horna trumpet, if theres anybody here who doesnt know what kind of a horn a horn isand that was his proper medium. He learned a lot from Art Hazard, the great negro trumpeter, but that doesnt explain what made him so good.


  He played in five- and six-piece bands around Los Angeles, and one day he was discovered for what he was worth by Lee Valentine, who could scarcely believe his ears. Valentine, playing a cross-country tour of moving-picture houses, had been put on Ricks trail by Jeff Williams, the negro band leader, who had known Rick as a boy in Los Angeles and had kept him in mind as a future bright light for a good white band. Lee Valentine didnt need to be told twice; he signed Rick and took him back to New York with the band.


  He was a sensation, particularly among musicians. He was such a sensation that it wasnt long until Phil Morrison, who ran the best big orchestra of the day, bought him, and then he continued to be a sensation for Mr. Morrison. He loved his work. He had something and he knew it. He never got tired, kept it up night after night, and after he got through with the nights dance hed get together with other men from other bands who were interested in seeing how far they could go, and then hed really play the rest of the night.


  He pushed it too far. He didnt sleep and he didnt eat, because he could do so many other things. He could drink, for instance, and before he knew it he was drinking almost constantly in order to keep everything else going. It didnt work out that way, however, and he finished up his time in this life before he was thirty. He was mourned, I might add, by almost nobody except me and two negroes, Jeff Williams and Smoke Jordan. There was a woman, named Amy North, but theres no telling how she felt about it. I dare say Ricks death was regretted by musicians here and there, but it will only be a question of time until hes forgotten completely. One of these days even his records will be played out and give forth nothing but scratching under a steel needle. When that time comes Rick Martin will really be dead, dead as a door-nail, and I hate to see it happen.


  Thats the story, and it could never be called a grand tragic theme; it does not depict the fall of a noble person from high to low estateRick Martin never got anywhere near high estate, though he did make a lot of money for a while. But it is a story that has the ring of truth and an overtone or two. It is the story of a number of thingsof the gap between the mans musical ability and his ability to fit it to his own life; of the difference between the demands of expression and the demands of life here below; and finally of the difference between good and bad in a native American art formjazz music. Because theres good in this music and theres bad. There is music that is turned out sweet in hotel ballrooms and there is music that comes right out of the genuine urge and doesnt come for money.


  The story ends with death. Our Mr. Martin, from the moment he began fooling around with pianos, was riding for a fall. I shouldnt have said fooling, because he wasnt fooling; he meant it. In Rick Martins music there was, from the first, an element of self-destruction. He expected too much from it and he came to it with too great a need. And what he expected he never quite found. He might have found it in another kind of music, but he had no training or any way of coming to know another kind of music. So he stuck to jazz and to the nervous, crazy life that goes with it. And he made a good thing of it; he made an amazing thing of his own playing; he couldnt even keep pace with it himself. He was, in his way, like Tonio Krger, Manns inspired and bewildered poet, who worked not like a man who works that he may live; but as one who is bent on doing nothing but work; having no regard for himself as a human being but only as a creator.


  Now these are strong words and should surely apply much more truly to a poet like Tonio Krger than to the man who played hot trumpet in Phil Morrisons band. But I dont think they do, and thats the thing about Ricks story that moves me. The creative urge is the creative urge, no matter where you find it. Rick did what he could do so well that I, for one, wont be likely ever to hear his name without feeling my hair rise.


  But if you choose to look at it this way, you have to go easy or somebody will say youre arty. Dance music should be criticized in its own terms, and its own terms are such inbred shop-talk that no one outside the trade could understand them. How could you say what it was that Rick had and what he stood for without getting out of bounds in one way or another?


  You could, of course, twist Ricks life into a fiction and write off a clear-cut commercial story about a good-looking young man who went to a good school and then, being musically inclined, went to New York and joined a big-time dance band. You could have him smoke Marihuana once or twice, just for the hell of it; and tell whom he loved and all the rest of it. He could be playing at one of the place-names of capitalism, say the Waldorf-Astoria, and between dance sets he could meet the daughter of some kind of magnate, and it would be love and our man would never have to play another nights dance music, but just lie happily married on the deck of his wifes yacht night after night for the rest of his life, which would be protected and long.


  But this cant be that. This one has to be the story of a young man who, without even knowing what it was, had a talent for creating music as natural and as fluent asoh, say Bachs. Rick Martin never would be put down to playing exactly what was written for him; hed just sit there and fit himself into the heavy going, but when his own turn came, or whenever he saw his chance, he would take off and invent, extempore, some of the freshest, most imaginative music that ever occurred to anyone.


  Our man is, I hate to say it, an artist, burdened with that difficult baggage, the soul of an artist. But he hasnt got the thing that should go with itand which I suppose seldom doesthe ability to keep the body in check while the spirit goes on being what it must be. And he goes to pieces, but not in any small way. He does it so thoroughly that he kills himself doing it.
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  IN THE first place maybe he shouldnt have got himself mixed up with negroes. It gave him a funny slant on things and he never got over it. It gave him a feeling for undisciplined expression, a hot, direct approach, a full-throated ease that never did him any final good in his later dealings with those of his race, those whom civilization has whipped into shape, those who can contain themselves and play whats written. But whether he should have or shouldnt have doesnt matter much now.


  He lived in Los Angeles from the time he was eight years oldin a part of Los Angeles that was not notably class-conscious, or indeed conscious of anything. He lived in an apartment with his aunt and uncle (brother and sister, not husband and wife) and he had a bed of his own in an empty storeroom down the hall. He was alone a good share of the time. His uncle worked in a meat-packing plant and his aunt worked in a pants factory. He got, when the occasion demanded and other things worked out right, some nice pants out of his aunts job, and his uncle paid the rent and bought part of the food. Neither aunt nor uncle was home more than a night or two a week. They led their own lives.


  Rick, on the other hand, was almost always at home. He read library books constantly and indiscriminately. He read them fast, one after another, and subject-matter was beside the point. It was as if hed been told that if he didnt read at least one book a dayany booksomething pretty bad would happen to him. And it would have. If he hadnt kept himself busy reading, hed have worried himself sick about how he hardly ever went to school and about what would happen to him when he did show up again.


  The truth is, anybody who knew him would tell you the same thing, that he just wasnt very bright in schoolhe never could remember, off-hand, what seven times seven mounts up to. He wasnt especially good at putting his finger on the spot where the Nile rises, either, or at saying with any conviction which way it flows and which lands it drains; and he wouldnt even make a guess at how many cubic feet of sediment it leaves around on the delta in a years time. He had the same trouble with the Mississippi, whats more. He could memorize like a flash, though. That is, he could memorize anything that had any swing to it, anything that he could take hold of rhythmically. But it didnt help him to get along any better. The time his teacher assigned the first stanza of The Childrens Hour to be memorized by the next day, he read through the whole poem four or five times and there he had it. And the next day everything went fine for a while; he stood up in his turn and recited the first stanza faultlessly, only he forgot to stop there; he went right through the second stanza and was warming up to the third when the teacher said, Sit down. You must have learned it in some other school.


  Thats how it went all through grammar school; he couldnt seem to get off on the right foot. He wasnt tough, he was well-mannered enough, but he just couldnt seem to get going and it got harder and harder. They graduated him in spite of it. They graduated everybody in spite of things. It wasnt a strong school scholastically; the Mexicans couldnt learn English, and the niggers played around too much, and the Americans didnt seem to have the right background. The Japanese, though; the Japanese were smart as a whip, bright as a dollar. They were, in a body, magna cum laude at graduation. And Ricks aunt swiped him a pair of white pants for it.


  High School, which should have been better, was worse. The first year of high school differed from the last year of grammar school in one important respect: Rick quit staying home to read library books and began, instead, to hang around the All Souls Mission, on Washington just below Central Avenue, monkeying with the piano. It started on his first day in high school. He had a bad time getting registered. He stood almost all day in a hall in front of the principals office, and when his turn came he became utterly confused. He listened to the jargonmajor subjects, minor subjects, required subjects, physical education, manual trainingwith a polite ear but no understanding. And then, finally, the principal, or it may have been just the faculty adviser, came to the point. The point was that a student should decide right now the way he wanted his life to go. He could take, for example, a commercial coursetyping, shorthand, bookkeeping, and the rest, and go into commerce; he could pick a vocationautomobile mechanics, radio, woodwork, what-not (theyve got a course called Cosmetology at the same school now, but they didnt know about that then. Even marcelling hadnt gained any real ground). Or, if the student wanted to elect a professionmedicine, the law, the church, teaching, or whatever other professions there are, what hed better do was take a general college preparatory course. And Rick, intent on making a good impression, said right out of a clear sky, Ill take that one.


  Which? asked the guide.


  The college general, said Rick handsomely, and the adult wrote it off: Edward Richard Martin, general college preparatory.


  Thats all, then, Edward; be in room 200 on the second floor tomorrow morning at half-past eight.


  Rick went away. He knew hed made another false start and he loosely considered going back, admitting the fraud, and signing up for an honest trade like a man. He walked slower and slower, and when he got to walking so slowly that he was no longer moving, he looked up and saw: ALL SOULS MISSION. ENTER. REST AND PRAY.


  He entered. No one was there. It was just a big room with a lot of backless benches, a pulpit, and, over in one corner, an upright piano. Rick sank to a bench, grabbed up a hymnal, and began to read as fast as he could at the first place he opened, which happened to be the index. It didnt make good reading; it only quoted part of the title of the hymn and then gave the page:


  
    Every Day I Need ........... 7


    In the Sweet ............... 43


    Will There Be Any ....... 202.

  


  There was nothing there to take his mind off his troubles, and so he turned to another part of the book and began to sing number 14 note by note. That was one thing hed picked up in grammar school; he could read music like a flash, treble clef, bass clef, anything at all. When hed found the tune, he stopped singing notes and sang words, but the words were so silly that even he couldnt stay with them, and then it occurred to him to see if it would work out on the piano.


  It worked out, all right. It started to work itself out that very day. Rick stood there, head on one side, forehead in pleats, figuring it out. And after a while he dragged up one of the benches vertical to the piano, and sat on the end of it. He stayed there until dark, and I can scarcely believe it myself, but the story goes that he could play the piano by dark; he could play number 14 on the piano by dark. He couldnt find the light switch, then, and so he went home and went right to bed, so that he could think about just how it was that he had done it, and how maybe it might sound better if he made a change or two here and there.


  And the next day he didnt show in room 200 on the second floor at half-past eight. He was in All Souls at seven-thirty, and glad to be there.
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  It seems wrong that the thing worked out that way. You would think that Edward Richard Martin, just as a matter of course, just as a normal thing, would have turned up on time at Lowell High School nearly every morning, and being what he was, a decent, sensitive, and fairly thoughtful boy, he would have worked up an interest in Ivanhoe or the Classic Myths, or he might have got good at figuring out Latin constructions or chemical formulaesomething or other would have smiled at him, and hed have gone through high school and worked his way through college and come out to face the world with that special assurance that college graduates used to face the world with. He might even have gone into the brokerage business and cleaned up. Plenty of assured young men were cleaning up in the brokerage business at precisely the time Rick would have been right to go into it. Youd certainly think something would have happened, just simply as a matter of course, to have turned him toward a workaday way of life, the normal, childlike, innocent life that politicians, say, or say engineers, lead. At the very least, if hed stuck to his guns and gone through school he could have got on in a Standard Oil station; he was good-looking enough.


  But thats just one way, and a wrong one, of looking at it. He might have, if hed stayed around schools and the right people had happened to get interested in him (a service that the teaching profession performs fairly regularly)he might have become what he almost was, a man who had something important to say.


  The fact that he didnt turn up at Lowell High School for almost a year, and then under a compulsion that made it impossible for him to do anything but cut loose again, makes speculation useless.


  What he did do was fine, in itself; you can say that, at least. Its pretty sweet to think about a boy, just turned fourteen, being at All Souls Mission every day, sometimes as early as six in the morning, working out on the upright in the corner and looking not unlike St. Cecilia, only blond and smaller and thinner in the face. Looking not at all like St. Cecilia, in fact, but giving the same impression of being busy with music.


  He was completely one-track. He sat there and took them one by one. When he had one down, hed open the hymnal to another place, at random, and start another one. This random choosing was the only element of chance in his method. The rest of it was routine that he developed in the first three days and never swerved from thereafter. First he played through the hymn with his right handthe vocal partto fix the tune in his mind; then hed take it measure by measure: right hand alone, left hand alone, then fit them together and keep it up, over and over, until it was perfectly all right to go on to the next measure. And when each single measure had been done that way, hed go through the whole thing, over and over until it was right. At first it took him about two days to a hymn, and then when he began to spot frequent combinations it didnt take so long. In a months time he had it down to about one an hour. And then he stopped the random opening and began to pick and choose; he had come to see that some of the hymns had a kind of style to them that others missed. He found one, for instance, that looked a lot simpler than it was. It was called Adeste Fideles, and it took him the better part of two days to make it come out; but when he had it he liked it the best of the lot, notwithstanding the outlandish title.


  It was only by the purest good fortune that he didnt happen to run into any of the All Souls crowd any sooner than he did. He didnt even try to avoid them; it never occurred to him after he got interested in finding out how to play a piano that the mission was anything but a room with a piano in it. But it was. They had meetings there a couple of nights a week and all day and most of the night Sunday. Rick missed them Sundays because his aunt and his uncle were usually at home and he thought he ought to stay around. And he was never there at night because he had never found out how to turn the lights on.


  But that kind of thing couldnt last forever, and it didnt. Late one afternoon five or six of them, early comers, came in on him and made quite a to-do about finding him there. Not that they were displeased about it; on the contrary, they were tickled to death. Rick was sitting at the piano, playing along very nicely, and he didnt even hear them come in. He had his head on one side and his mouth pursed, and his hair was bright from the last of the sun that came through the window in a single, concentrated beam. To one practiced in hallucination the beam might conceivably have looked like a halo. It was enough for this crowd, in any event. They got the idea, being hipped, as they were, on religion, that Rick was an angel, and not only that but that hed been put down in All Souls for a reasonvery possibly to give them some advance information on the Second Coming. They proceeded, on that assumption, to try to get some kind of Message out of him. They were all pretty well lit with whatever it is that cults of that kind always seem to get hold of, and they got fairly rough with Rick, each one eager to get the story first. They made a tremendous noise, considering that there werent very many of them, and for Rick it was like being awakened from a sweet sleep by marauders.


  They were a notorious group, the All Souls, and their creed was a nice blend of spiritualism, holy-rolling, direct communion, and exorcism. In fact they had once been hauled up in a body for questioning after they had attempted to exorcise one of their number by flagellation. They literally beat the devil out of the fellow and he died. The case was dismissed, finally, for lack of evidence, the Souls being able, when the occasion demanded, to keep very quiet. It was nice for Rick that he didnt know this story; he was scared silly as it was. He couldnt say a word in the way of a message, and they, for their part, lost interest in him and began making up their own messages. Finally the whole thing broke up into aimless and unreasonable yelling around: Praise the Lord, Ive led a wicked life.


  Rick got hold of himself after a long time of it. He tried the simplest of ruses and it worked. He went up to one of the women, the one who seemed to be the ringleader, and said politely and confidentially, Pardon me a minute; Ill be right back, and got out. He ran all the way home and intended to sleep with his uncle. The only thing that kept him from it was that his uncle didnt come home.
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  After that Rick had the fear of the Lord in him. He was lost and wandering with nothing now to do, now that the All Souls upright was out. It was a question, for him, of going back to school and working his head off to catch up after hed been told off for six weeks delinquency, or of shutting himself up at home with library books, or of doing the impossible: going back to the mission, taking a chance on another run-in with the Souls and playing their piano in spite of them. There was no satisfactory choice to make here. Reading wouldnt hold him any more, and it was sort of late to go back to schooleven the Mexicans can beat you out with a six weeks handicap, and the Japanese were probably on the point of graduating again. And the All Souls Mission was so much poison now. He couldnt get within a mile of it without having his liver go white as a sheet. Three choices, and not one he could choose.


  So he followed the course that offered least resistance to his interest. He hung around pawnshops eyeing portable musical instruments and trying to figure out, through the window, just how youd go about getting from one note to the next on a clarinet. And when he thought he understood it, he went on to the study of the trumpet (there were five in the window), but it was a much harder instrument to play by eye. There are eight tones in a scale and only three things to push on a trumpet. He gave it up, finally; at least he decided to wait until a time when he could get his hands on a trumpet and find out for himself. He thought of hocking something and getting himself one; in point of fact, thats all he did think of, but the only plan that looked good to himthat of hocking library bookshe had to abandon as impracticable. He had, at that time, four pairs of pants, each one as good as the last, and three very tricky hangers for them, but he wouldnt allow himself to think of hocking his pants; his aunt had to put herself to so much trouble to get them for him. No more could he hang around the streets all the time with his nose against pawnshop windows. They throw you in for that kind of thing; thats vagrancy. Worse still in Ricks case, it was vagrancy and truancy, the kind of thing they haul you back to school for. He knew without being told.


  And then, all at once, it occurred to him that the smart thing to do would be to get a job and earn enough money to retire to his uncles apartment with a clarinet or a trumpet honestly paid for and take up his studies where he had left off. Easiest thing in the world to pick up a hymnal some place; All Souls isnt the only church in Los Angeles. Easiest thing in the world to pick up some sheet music too, if you knew where some was.


  He was little, though; at fourteen he looked ten, and not such a strong ten either. He might have got on in a boys choirthats about the only job hed have been right forbut there werent any boys choirs. There was, on the other hand, a fight arena in that part of town, and he went there to ask about selling programs and near beer on fight nights. He didnt get the job. He knew it before he asked. He had been too much indoors and too little nourished and he bore precocious scars of contemplation; and with these items lined up against him it was impossible for anyone to expect him to develop the aggressiveness and low-down optimism so necessary to the salesman. Same thing next door at the gymnasium of Harry Beavers. Rick stood around, and after a while Beavers himself came up to him and said, What do you say, kid? And when Rick had said it, Beavers gave him a friendly grin and said: Tell you what Ill do. If we ever need a man to throw in a sponge Ill phone you up.


  And then, when things were looking the very worst, a job fell bang in his lap. He went downstairs to Gandys Pool Hall, Billiards, Snooker, and Bowling, one noon to get himself a chocolate bar, and even as he chose it he saw a sign inside the showcase: Boy Wanted. He bought his bar, put it in his pocket, and walked across the room to calm down. Then he went back and said to the man behind the counter (it was Gandy himself), Do you still want a boy?


  That was about all there was to it. He went right to work. All he had to do was set up tenpins in one alley while they were being knocked down in the other alley, and then set them up in the other alley while they were being knocked down in the one hed just finished setting them up in, and repeat. The kid that had the job before Rick, Gandy told him, wasnt paying attention to his business one day and he sort of got his leg hurt, so watch them balls, see, were not liable.


  Nice work and two-fifty a week for it, twenty dollars for two months, forty for four, and taper off from there; quit and buy anything you like, just like finding it. Meanwhile, watch those balls.
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  Edward Richard Martin got along fine with his work. At least he kept his job. He set them up in the other alley very nimbly, he didnt let himself get bowled over, and he drew his pay every Saturday night, two-fifty right in his hand. And besides that, it was at Gandys that he met his first friend, Smoke Jordanhis first, last, and always friend, Smoke.


  Smoke Jordan worked at Gandys off and on; he swept out and mopped up. He had had Ricks job, too, a long time before, but the bowling trade kept falling off and Gandy figured it out finally and ended by hiring a shorter and less deliberate pin-setter. Smoke was eighteen, easy six feet tall, and on the dark side between oxblood and midnight blue, a good deep color with fine high lights in it. He was a thoughtful boy, inclined to philosophy, and his movements were precise and slow. Gandy didnt give him credit for being all there, but he was wrong. Smoke was slow, but he had a reason for it. The way he walked, that slow drag, might have looked offhand to be simply the gait of the shiftless, but if youd really watch him walk, judgment suspended, youd see that the drag had a pretty vigorous timing behind it, like very slow dancing. Thats what it was too. Smoke Jordan had rhythm in his ears all the time; sometimes he sang with it, most of the time, in fact; and sometimes he just walked the floor with it, going very slowly and barely lifting his feet. You could tell what it was if you paid any attention, because once in a while hed hear fast rhythm and then he could get across the floor like anything. But he really liked it slow, and thats what got Gandy mixed up.


  When he pushed a broom nothing much came of it; he had developed a style of sweeping that was good to listen to from start to finish. It had its drawbacks, however, from a utilitarian standpoint; it raised an awful dust and it didnt get anywhere.


  And so he only worked off and on. Gandy fired him with a regularity which, graphically expressed, would make a periodic wave. But he rehired him almost as regularly, because Smoke was almost always around and Gandys eye almost always fell on him when he wanted something done. He even took a personal interest in him; he tried more than once to teach him to sweep with a utilitarian slant, all the strokes going in the same direction in such a way that when youve gone the length of a room with such strokes you inevitably have a pile of whatever it is, right there in front of your broom, nothing to it, try it.


  And then Smoke would try it with Gandy right at his elbow counting for him like a coxswain: stroke, stroke, stroke, forward, forward, forward; no, damn it to hell, not backward; just pull it through the air on the way back so you wont sweep the dirt the wrong direction like I told you not to, you dope. Forward, always forward, like that. But the minute Gandy had to turn away to get the dice box or a cigar for a customer, Smoke would go right back into his off-beat swishing with all the single-mindedness of the unswerving, incorruptible artist.


  After Rick came to Gandys, Smoke knew with the instinct of a compass where his audience was, and he came to sweep almost exclusively behind the bowling alleys where there was no great need of it. And there it was that the black one taught the white one what rhythm is, and not by precept, either. By example. Get this, hed say before he started a new one. And get this. Whatd you think of that? He gave out examples of his work until he had Rick built up to the place where hed laugh out spontaneously over a new and almost inextricably involved pattern, and after that anything could happen; Rick was a marked man, a lifelong sucker for syncopation.


  The thing grew fast. Rick began to sing the songs that Smoke sang; theyd come into his head when Smoke had gone. Hed find himself whistling the tunes, and then the words would begin to spin themselves out automatically, with Smokes accents and interpretation, as if from under a phonograph needle. Rick had, right off to begin with, a repertory of some fifteen songs that hed soaked up in the first month of knowing Smoke. They were blues, mostly; somewhat more self-conscious and city-dwelling than the pure-strain, deep-south, negro blues, but born of a common melancholic parent by a younger and possibly white sire. The blues that Smoke, and then Rick, sangMemphis Blues, Beale Street Mamma, Stackolee Blues, Wang Wang Blues, St. Louis Blues, all thoseinherited from their elder parent a primitive dignity of phrasing for stories that are eternally the sad storiespoverty, the slow death of love, the awful fact of infidelity, the need to get out and go some place where it will never happen again, to pack your bag and make your getaway. Very sad stories in very sad words that meant no more to Rick Martin than the words of In the Sweet Bye-and-Bye, just so many jugs to carry the tune. The tune was the thing that held Rick to the songs, and what held Smoke was the firm, strict beat, the unfailing four-in-one, that he knew how to send in who knows how many directions.


  Smoke revealed himself, finally, for what he was, a professional drummer with amateur standing, and with amateur standing only because he had never been able, what with Gandy firing him so often and the family demands on him when he was in the comparative money, to get himself a union card. There was the further matter of his not having had a bass drum since the time his kid sister, Bluebelle, fell off the sink and went spang through one side of the drum and sort of loosened up the other. It was a peculiar accident; Smoke never did find out exactly what happened. He had the drum down on its side putting adhesive tape on a place that had got scratched almost through; he thought he heard somebody at the front door, so he went and it was Mrs. Johnson, and he just barely let her in when he heard an awful howl from the kitchen, and he ran back and found Bluebelle clean through one side of the drum. Nothing he could do about it; Bluebelle couldnt tell him how it happened because she was too little to talk at the time, and now that shed learned to talk some she couldnt seem to remember anything about it.


  Since that time all Smoke had for a bass drum was a big old suitcase his brother Henry had one time when he was selling jersey knits. It sounded pretty good when you kicked it right in the middle, but it was next to impossible to make the thing stay in one place. Youd have to keep moving around after it all the time, because every time youd kick it, it would move a little bit. And if youd set it against the wall it didnt sound so good; seemed like it needed to be out in the open to sound deep the way you want it.


  Smoke was the first person Rick ever talked to, the first one he ever had anything to say to. He scarcely knew his aunt and uncle, and during his library book period hed got along without friends. But now here was Smoke, a coon, no getting around that, with a face that shone like a niggers heel, and a mouthful of white, white teeth that flashed out like so many lighthouses whenever he opened his mouth, and a clean round skull covered with close-lying, pencil-width rows of tight black curls. He was African by nature, too, slow and easy. He talked more and more to Rick; and Rick, warmed for the first time by the feeling of being sought out and showed off for, came back with a few personal revelationsrevelations in kind, about his need to make of himself a musician of amateur or any other standing. He told Smoke about the All Souls fracas and admitted that he had been on the high-road to piano virtuosity when the upset came. Smoke gave him the kind of sympathy he had a right to expect. Since the trouble hed had, himself, with Bluebelle and his bass drum, Smokes heart went out to anyone forced, like him, to suffer interruptions in his chosen career. He could, of course, play his snare and kick his brother Henrys suitcase, he wasnt quite so bad off as Rick; but on the other hand Rick had a good steady job, he wasnt always getting himself canned, he didnt have to hand over everything he had to his pap every Saturday night, and sooner or later hed have money enough to buy a piano. No, not a piano, Rick said, a horn of some kind, like a cornet, something you could keep around with you, so you could pick your own time to play it.


  Pianos nice, though, Smoke said, and Rick, who had been lying awake nights for close to two months thinking how nice a piano is, was the first to agree with him.


  Yes, Smoke said, a pianos mighty pretty when its played right. Nice slow and nice fast.


  And on this subjectspeaking of pianohe brought up the case of his friend Jeff Williams, who played piano in his own band at a place in Vernon called the Cotton Club (and not to be confused with Frank Sebastians Cotton Club: this one was just a plain cotton club). There were five men in Jeffs banda tenor sax, a trombone, a trumpet, traps, and a pianoall of them good enough for a medal any place, but, baby, you ought to hear this Jeff Williams. He knew what he was doing. The kind of piano player Jeff was, the guys in the band tried to keep him playing the piano all night, after the dance was over. Not always, of course; they were all good and they liked to cut loose after hours themselves, but every so often theyd just sit around the piano and listen to Jeff and not give two whoops if he ever quit. And when you get a bunch of fellows, all of them good, that want to put up their horns and listen to another guy play piano all night, you can be pretty sure it isnt just any old piano playing.


  Jeffs folks lived just down the street from the Jordans, and it seemed like any time youd go past there was always some kind of music coming out of the Williamss front door. Jeff was a natural piano player; he just picked it up by himself. He got a piano at a fire sale when he was about twelve years old. They gave him four bits to haul it away and he hauled it home. Pretty good piano, too, after he built a new front and one side for it and got a guy to work it over on the inside. It was still at Williamss; you ought to see it, not a half bad piano, only they had it painted a funny-colored blue right now. It looked much better white the way they had it before, but you know how women are, always wanting to fix the house over, change this, change that. Same way at Jordans, Smoke said; he and Henry and Nathan and Bud would no sooner get their room fixed up so they knew where they were at and could get comfortable in it than Mrs. Jordan would decide that that would make a better room for Marie and Josephine and Bluebelle, and vice versa, and theyd have to get settled all over again. But it was no skin off Jeff what color his old lady painted the piano; he could play it just as good one color as another.


  The more Rick heard, the sadder it made him. He began to think how satisfactory it would be to sleep in the same room with three brothersall of them good guysand have three sisters sleeping somewhere in the same house, and a pap to give your money to, and a mother to wake you up for breakfast with the family. And then hed remember they were just a bunch of coons, but it wouldnt last long; the glow would come back and hed know, from knowing their boy Smoke, what a fine family the Jordans must be. And then hed think how it would be to walk past the Williamss and hear music coming out of their front door, and go in and say, How are you, Jeff, boy? and stick around and listen to him play that blue piano until it was time to go home and go to bed with all your brothers and sisters again. The good life, even if they were coons. Much better than peanut butter and crackers by yourself all the time, or a can of spaghetti, even if you were white, and no place to go except to Gandys to work and practically pray that Smoke would show up and start talking.


  It went that way all the time. Rick couldnt think about anything but Smoke in those days; he was scared to death Smoke would lose interest in him because he really didnt know much to say, himself; he couldnt tell about his family because he didnt know anything to tell; he couldnt talk about school because that was a subject he didnt care to go into; all he could ever say was that he certainly did want to learn how to play some kind of a musical instrument. That was his single point of contact with Smoke, and the only definite thing he had to say to him. For the rest, he confined himself to questions that very subtly flattered Smokequestions like what did he think of this and thatand then he listened all-ears while Smoke told him. It was a nice new thing for Smoke, you dont get listened to all-ears in a family of seven, not counting the mother and father. They know all you have to say, or think they do. Smoke would rather any time go down to Gandyseven when he was firedand talk to Rick, who looked like high-class white with new pants and his hair combed with water and his fingernails clean, and who, despite all this, hung on his words. Smoke couldnt quite believe it; he came of a race that isnt used to having its words hung on, and he kept a wary eye on the line that cant be crossed. There couldnt be friendship, but there could be talk.


  Rick didnt know there was a line. He forgot in no time at all that there was such a word as coon. His one concern was to have Smoke like him, or at least bear with him until he grew up a little and got some ideas of his own. And in the interim his plan was to spar for time, to keep Smoke with him by hook or crook until the day when he would have something definite to offer him, until he could show him somehow that he, Richard Martin, was as worthy of a friends respect as, oh, say Jeff Williams, to put it strongly. He felt himself shaping up inside with the conviction that give him time and he was going to be a great guy one way or anothersomething like a drunk who gets the idea that hes on the point of having the answer to life and death and thought, only he cant quite, at the moment, put it into words, but give him a minute because hes almost got it.


  Rick considered ways and means. What he really wanted to do was to hand Smoke his ten dollarsthe six one-dollar bills and one two-dollar bill and four fifty-cent pieces that hed made at Gandysand tell him to go get himself a bass drum and pay him back when he liked or not at all, just however he felt about it; but he held off with the sense that between men that kind of thing was pretty fancy, and that it certainly was blessed enough to give, but how would the whole thing make Smoke feel? Like a bum, probably. An offhand, quiet gift would go better, but what? And then the next Saturday night after Gandy paid him he walked home by way of a United Cigar Storehe didnt trust Gandyand bought two two-bit cigars, and being asked his age, replied that his father, for whom he was doing this purchasing, was about fifty, and it got by fine. He put the two cigars in his hip pocket and walked home with small steps.


  Next day he worked until four. Smoke came in about three, sat down behind the bowling alleys, and went into a monologue about how it takes all kinds to make the world. His sister Marie, for instance, got the best report cards in the whole Jordan family (not counting Bluebelle; she wasnt old enough yet). But she couldnt play games worth a damn. Shed never even caught a fly in her whole life; whereas Josephine, who did terrible in her studies, had that very afternoon knocked a pitched ball clean over into the grounds of the bakery and they never did find it. Funny thing.


  Sooner or later it was four oclock and Rick was off duty, through for the day. He had the cigars in his sweater pocket in the back room. He said stick around a minute to Smoke, and then he went back and shoved the cigars into his shirt pocket, closest thing he had to an upper vest pocket, and buttoned up his sweater. No matches, though; that part had slipped his mind entirely until that very minute. Hell, no matches. Then he saw Gandys coat on a hook. It didnt take two seconds; there must have been five or six in the first pocket he tried, fine big matches with red and blue heads. He took four of them, put them in his pocket, washed his hands and combed his hair, and went out very smooth on the surface to join Smoke. They left Gandys together without anything being said about it. Rick pulled Smoke along by the force of his will, but not far, at that. At the second corner Smoke said he guessed hed better be pushing along home, and that left it up to Rick to pull things together. Oh, whats the hurry? he said in a mush-mouthed voice he couldnt do anything about; and then fast, because it was now or never, he stuck out his hand toward Smoke and said have a cigar, Jordan, with the accent on the first syllable.


  There it was, exposed to the light of a Sunday afternoon, a fine example of a black cigar. It certainly took Smoke Jordan. He opened his eyes wide to see for sure and then he said, Well, shut me up if it isnt!


  Go ahead, take it, I got it for you; Ive got another one here for me, Rick said with the minimum, now, of savoir-faire. And Smoke rallied, took the bit, so to speak, in his teeth, and said, Anything once.


  They turned, without saying anything about it, into a side street, and halfway down the block they stopped, bit the ends off their cigars, and lighted up, each man for himself. Smoke looked better than Rick with a cigar in his mouth. Ricks face was too small for it; he looked all out of proportion; but Smoke was to the manner born, that one. He rose, full stature; he attained, on the spot, his majority.


  First full-length cigar I guess I ever smoked, he said, taking it out of his mouth and giving himself a good look at it. Mighty white of you, boy.


  Rick let the adjective slide across his consciousness without going deep enough to nick him. He felt too good to let anything bother him. The whole thing was easy and natural now. Smoke hadnt had to admit anything; nobody asked him if it was his first cigar; he just volunteered the information. That was the kind of a guy he was. Me, too, Rick said; I havent smoked since the time I smoked a cigarette I found. I was only a kid then.


  Did it make you sick? Smoke asked with real interest.


  No, said Rick.


  Well, I guess youre just lucky, Smoke said. And then he told about the time Nathan, when he was a kid around six, picked up part of a cigar and smoked it practically down to a half-inch and he couldnt even get home. He came down the alley by degrees and finally got into the back yard and there collapsed. And he didnt come home for dinner and they were all sitting around pretty well worried, when they thought they heard a cat out in the back yard, but it wasnt, it was Nathan. His mother carried him in and he was so doggoned sick that she didnt even lick him after he got well.


  Rick said he guessed the reason he didnt get sick when he smoked the cigarette was that a cigarette isnt so strong as a cigar. Nowhere near so strong. If it had been a cigarette that Nathan had picked up, instead of a cigar, it probably wouldnt have touched him. A cigars another thing. He tried to do a lot of talking, but after a while he fell silent and just kept walking. He wasnt keeping his cigar in his mouth much now, just holding it in his hand and spitting every four or five steps and then every three or four. He didnt propose, no matter what, to let himself pass out in anybodys back yard like a six-year-old. All right, then, hang on; breathe deep and dont swallow for anything; just keep spitting and hold that fuming thing sort of behind you, and breathe deep and dont for anything swallow because that would throw you. Keep your eyes focused too if you know whats good for you. Look hard at something or other. Theres a boy.


  He kept it up for block after block and finally he knew he had it beat. It was close, though. There was a minute or two in there when he wouldnt have bet a nickel one way or the other; and now that he was out of danger he couldnt remember a thing Smoke had been saying, or whether hed been saying anything. It takes concentration to put yourself down like that. He realized how close it had been when he saw that they had walked almost to Vernon, over a mile, and that Smokes cigar was only two inches long. He just let his drop behind him on the sidewalk. No farewell.


  After that he felt in pretty good shape, good enough to look Smoke over with comparison in mind. But Smoke was beyond compare, happy as a lark and untouched by weakness of body or spirit, going strong. He might or might not know what Rick had been through, you couldnt tell from his face. He wouldnt be one to say anything about it if he did. He was probably kicking himself for having told about Nathan. That kind of story can be all wrong in its effect.


  Rick felt even better when Smoke, with obvious regret, had thrown away the remnant of his cigar. It was twilight and the air was undefiled. Wheres this Cotton Club place where this Williams plays? Rick said. Lets go see it.


  Smoke stalled. They didnt play Sundays, he said; ordinance against it. Time he was getting home anyhow, he said, lets turn around now. They walked back in silence. The world looked rotten to Rick, and he felt cold around his chest. Finally Smoke said: Ill turn off at this corner. Thanks for the cigar, boy.


  Then, for the second time that day, Rick wouldnt be downed. When they got to the corner he said fast: Why dont we go down some other night, then, Jordan, and hear this guy play? We could just stay outside and hear how it sounds, couldnt we, and not go in if you dont want to?


  Smoke looked at him solemnly and waited a minute before he answered. Then he said, All right, Martin. And for some reason or other they shook hands before they went their ways, probably the first time either one of them had shaken hands with anybody.


  5


  One thing tends to lead to another, and this case is no exception. Within a month after the night when Rick Martin and Smoke Jordan had clasped hands in friendship over the shared, but not identical, experience of a first cigar, Rick became an habitu of the Cotton Club, a back-window customer, but none the less a customer. Once they got started he and Smoke went three or four nights a week to stand or sit under the back window of the Cotton Club and listen to the music of Jeff Williams and his Four Mutts. These five, none of them much older than twenty, were so many gold mines as far as the pure vein of natural music is concerned. They came equipped with their racial heritage despite the fact that they had been put down in Los Angeles, of all places, and not, as Nature must have intended, in New Orleans or Memphis.


  Smoke and Rick stayed outside and let the music come to them, and they didnt strain their ears, either; anybody could have understood that band three blocks away. It wasnt that they were loud; it was that they were so firm about the way they played, no halfway measures, nothing fuzzy. They knew what they were getting at, singly and as a group.


  It didnt take Rick long to know what they were getting at, right along with them. He had, himself, come equipped with the same equipment as Jeff and his Muttsthe same basic need to make music, the same sharp ear to discover it. And he discovered a great deal, there under the window listening to the bandfirst time hed ever really heard a band except for military ones in occasional parades; opportunities to hear music werent presenting themselves on every hand in those days as they are now; those were the days of crystal sets for the few. If Rick had grown up in the present scene hed probably have had his head perpetually inside a walnut radio cabinet listening to this one or that one playing a tea dance. But as it was he had no chance to be led astray; all he ever heard was the pure thing put out fresh by the Cotton Club ensemble.


  He went through the stages; first he heard the tunes and they were the whole thing. Those he knew already he recognized with intense pleasure. Beale Street Mamma, hed say to Smoke at the end of the second bar, and Smoke would say sure enough, as if hed just had something pointed out to him. Hed never have been caught dead saying howd you guess or any of the bright things a white connoisseur might have said to a novice.


  It took Rick only the minimum time to get out of this sort of thing, to take the tune for granted and forget it in favor of what was being done for it. They always did plenty for it at the Cotton Club. The variations were the real matter, not the theme. What happened was that Rick, the amateurs apprentice, sat beside the amateur himself and developed his ear to ten times normal capacity by the simple process of listening with it. They sat on a couple of upturned boxes, leaned their backs against the very Cotton Club, and listened. Smoke sometimes beat very softly with the flat of his hand against a garbage-can lid that had got out of place somehow; he just held the thing on his lap and let his hands fall against it, and got, as he invariably did whenever he let his hands or feet fall against anything, some very effective effects. He didnt intrude his drumming. He just kept the lid on his lap, so that if he had to do something about it he could. No more than that; you couldnt expect less from so serious a drummer.


  Los Angeles weather is all right. Autumn nights stay relatively on the balmy side, and it was no great test of physical courage for Messrs. Jordan and Martin to sit night after night behind the Cotton Club exposed to the Los Angeles elements. It was, as a matter of fact, really very pleasant out there. A beam of light slanted out of the window above them and made a sort of lean-to for them to sit behind. There they could see each other perfectly and smoke cigarettes, not cigars, without having the not-quite-convinced feeling you get from smoking in complete darkness. And yet everything was nicely toned down. For their purpose they were much better off outside than they would have been inside. Inside, the air was enough to befuddle you, and the dancingthe clientle being mostly negro with a light mixture of Mexicans and Filipinoswas distracting, a whole show in itself. Inseparable as music and dancing fundamentally must be, it is only the layman who prefers to dance to, rather than listen to, really good jazz. Good jazz has so much going on inside it than dancing to it, for anybody who likes the music, is a kind of dissipation. Bachs Brandenburgs would make good dance music, but nobody dances to them; they make too-good dance music. The improvisations of Jeff Williams and his band werent anybodys Brandenburgs, but they had something in common with them, a kind of hard, finished brilliance.


  Smoke and Rick made the walk to the Cotton Club three or four nights a week, after Gandy let Rick go for the night. Good stiff walk too; it must have been a mile and a quarter each way, that makes two miles and a half. They walked down quiet streets lined with two-story frame houses with a date palm apiece in the front yardreminders that the tree-planting middle class had lived in these houses in another day. They stayed on the streets as long as they could and then sprinted on the stretch up the boulevard. No side-walks there, and one out of ten cars doing its best to sideswipe them. No car ever got them, though; they both had experience on the business end of bowling alleys.


  You could tell that it was the Cotton Club when you got there, if you were any good at guessing and spelling, because the management had spelled it out in alternating blue and red lights across the front of the building, and then one thing and another had worked against some of the most important letters. A good two thirds of the N, for instance, was gone, and the upright line of the L, and the lower curve of the B. Kids with twenty-twos, I suppose, had picked off some of the lights, or maybe cops with pistols and nothing else to do; and a good share of them had gone out, as lights will, of their own accord.


  But if the management didnt care to keep up the spelling, certainly nobody else cared whether the blue and red lights spelled anything or not. What mattered to one, and what mattered to all, was whether or not Jeff Williams was in there pitching. The people came to dance, and there was nothing stopping them; some of them came to listen, and they were well rewarded. Smoke and Rick came to learn, and they got proper teaching. They learned the playing style of Jeffs band so well that they should have been known as members-at-large.


  This playing style is worth some going into. Jeffs band didnt play from music, though they could all read music. They had two styles of playing, known to the present trade as Memphis style and New Orleans style. The difference between the two is something like the difference between the two styles of chow mein: in one you get the noodles and the sauce served separately, and in the other sauce and noodles are mixed before they are served. Likewise, Memphis style is sometimes called take your turn, and New Orleans has everybody in at the same time. In Memphis the theme is established in the first chorus, and then each man takes a separate crack at a variation on it. This system has the advantage of encouraging competition in virtuosity. It was a point of honor in Jeffs band for each man to get more into his chorus than his predecessor had in his. It made for a terrific heightening of interest on the part of the players themselves, and it left Smoke and Rick, the impartial unseen judges, choking with the excitement of the chase.


  But the way they did Memphis was just childs play compared to the way they did New Orleans. Here they were all in on it from start to finish. Each man went his separate and uncharted way, and first thing you know you had two and two equaling at least five. They achieved, you never could say how, a highly involved counterpoint. No accident, either, because they did it on tune after tune, and never the same way twice. Seek out the separate voices and youd find each one doing nicely, thanks, and then let your ear out to take in the whole, and there it was. It sounds like black magic, three horns and a piano ad-libbing a fugue, and not only that but fugue after fugue, night after night, except Sunday.


  The explanation is not simple; its as hard as a nice explanation of what a sixth sense is. The only thing you could say is that in this case it was a matter of esprit de corps. Jeff and his band had played together so much and so long that they had developed psychic responses to each other. They were a team using signals that they followed perfectly without even knowing that they had any signals. They knew how things stood from moment to moment in the same way that a pianists right hand knows what the lefts doing. Proper co-ordination established, the thing just goes along.


  Rick thought of himself as a pianist, though he hadnt seen a piano close up for three months; and three months before Adeste Fideles, played adagio, had been the pice de rsistance of his entire repertory. When he sat outside with Smoke behind the beam of light, it scarcely ever occurred to him that he couldnt, if opportunity should stick out its forelock at him, go right in there and sit down at the piano and play exactly the way Jeff Williams played. Come to think about it, I believe Rick sort of thought he was Jeff Williams.


  It was all very complicated, the way he felt about these things. First there was his absorbing interest in the music, and next there was his deep feeling for Smoke Jordan, the only person in the world he knew and loved. Or it may have been first Smoke and then the music. Whichever came first, the two had to be bracketed together. The one brought him to the other, and the last back to the first. If you poked around youd probably hear somebody call it a vicious circle. In any event, Rick contrived to go once to the Cotton Club with Smoke, and having broken through as far as that, he contrived it again and again until their going there three or four nights a week became a matter of course. Smoke would come to Gandys after dinner and hang around until Rick got off, around nine, and then he and Rick would walk out and start down one of those streets in the direction of the Cotton Club. Second block down Rick would pull a pack of cigarettes out of his pocketthe only proof of maturity he had to offerand hold it out toward Smoke. And when he had taken one himself, theyd stop and one or the other of them would hold a match for both of them. This was ritual, the reaffirmation of comradeship, and they both knew it. Rick took it the hardest. Smoke could always turn to something, but Rick had a special problem always hanging around his neck. Now that hed forced Smoke to accept him, an unconscious reaction had set in. Nothing could have changed his feeling for Smoke, but he none the less forced himself never to think about himself and Smoke in concrete terms, but just to feel that there they were, he and his best friend, without any descriptive adjectives, just two people, thats all. He kept himself vague about it out of humility, on the one hand, because he knew he didnt come up to Smoke as a man, and out of a kind of vestigial pride, on the other hand, because though he himself would have preferred black to white for his own color at the moment, still he heard generations of his lily-white kind turning over in their graves to tell him he was crazy. The only way out was to do what he did; to hold onto Smoke and never think a thought.


  They could have gone inside and watched Jeff and his band at work. Smoke had known Jeff all his life and he had carte blanche at the Cotton Club. Before Rick had come to take up his time he had sat right in the shell with the band a night or two a week instead of staying, as he now did, all the way outside. The thing came out pretty clearly one time when, at the end of one of Jeffs solo choruses, Rick turned to Smoke all excited and said, Whats this guy look like, anyhow? Natural enough question; if one of the senses gets stirred up the others have a tendency to claim a part in the excitement. I daresay that not many people ever heard Lily Pons, for instance, hit the high one on a phonograph record without wondering what a woman who sings like that would look like. Its a way the mind has of trying to make the senses co-operate. When Rick turned shining to Smoke and asked what Jeff looked like, Smoke started to answer in the same way: Oh, hes a swell-looking guy, but somehow or other, thats as far as he got. He was going on to say what he really looked like, but think it over, how can a black describe another black to a white? Too many difficult things to deal with. Smoke just said Swell again, and left it up in the air. And Rick saw what had happened and began to talk about the music.


  But he got to see Jeff with his own eyes, even so, not so long afterward. He and Smoke usually left their boxes and went home about eleven or eleven-thirty; but one night they lost track of things, and first thing they knew there was the band playing Home, Sweet Home as a one-step with the reed man getting into clear and going absolutely wild on a clarinet. It kept them there until the very end, even longer, until the light at the window above them had flashed off and then on again and the other lights seemed to be getting themselves haphazardly put out, as if whoever was putting things away for the night didnt know exactly which switches to pull. The light at the rear window stayed resolutely on, though, after that first flutter, and then there was the sound of hearty male voices talking and laughing with a kind of helpless happiness, somehow like the voices of track men who break the tape and then keep on running right up to a microphone to say breathily, Well, folks, it certainly has been a great afternoon out here.


  Smoke and Rick started back, Smoke saying, Doggone, looks like Im stuck to sleep with Bud, getting home this late. Last one in, Smoke said, had in honor and in fact to sleep with Bud. And that, he gave Rick to know, was no picnic, no. In the first place he was unadaptable, he slept all pulled up like a baby, and in the second place he was only six years old and therefore woke up every morning at dawn feeling funny. No point in shushing him either. Of course, everybody in the house heard him, but the one that slept with him had it right in his ear. Henry, usually, but probably not tonight.


  They were almost at the end of the boulevard stretch when a man ran up very fast from behind them, turned to look at them as he passed, and then stopped short and said, Hi, boy, to Smoke. Where you been hiding? He was all out of breath, and while he walked with them he wiped his face with a handkerchief. Smoke said hed been working and didnt get around much any more. The other fellow seemed to intend to stay with them, and so Smoke said itMr. Davis, meet Mr. Martin. Davis and Martin looked each other in the eye across Smoke and said Pleased to make your acquaintance and Glad to know you, respectively. Very nicely done. Unbelievably well done, at least on Ricks part. Not everybody comes off looking so manly on the occasion of a first formal presentation.


  The three of them kept together, Davis panting quite a lot and not getting much said, and Smoke and Rick pretty blank on their side too; and then Smoke came through with an explanation.


  This guy, he said, jerking his head Ricks way, works where I do. We been talking about jazz all the time on the job. Tonight we walked by the club on the way home to see how you sound.


  And then Rick shoved his pack of cigarettes across Smoke to Davis. Cigarette, Davis? But that didnt do much good because Davis said he didnt smoke, thanks. He just never had happened to get started, mostly on account of his work, he guessed. You cant play a sax and smoke, makes too many things in your mouth.


  Rick and Smoke stopped while Smoke held a match for the two of them. Davis got his breath and said straight to Rick, Well, how do you think we play? And this time Rick didnt come off looking so manly; he got a mouthful of cigarette smoke going all wrong and his tongue sort of turned over and he said, Wonderful, gee! But in spite of his vocal and oral difficulties his tone carried such conviction that Davis turned to Smoke and said, Why the hell didnt you come in? in the friendliest way in the world. And Smoke said they just got there about the end and didnt feel like horning in for such a little while.


  And thats what did it. Davis said: Well, come on back, then. We didnt feel like quitting, so we chipped in and called up for some gin; Im going to meet Shorty right up here, corner of Adelaide and Boston, and pick it up. He wont deliver to the club no more. You better come on back.


  You could tell he meant it. You could tell he meant Rick too, but just to make it sure he said, What do you say, Mr. Martin? Before he could answer, Smoke turned to him and said, You dont want to get in bad with your folks, Rick, very quietly, out of the side of his mouth.


  It was all good stuff, from Ricks point of view. Here was Davis, the very man who had just done the right thing by Home, Sweet Home on a clarinet, asking him to come back, to come right inside and listen to them play. And on top of that, Smoke calling him by his first name and not wanting him to get in bad at home. The two things together set him up so high that he got back all his poise and said in a good, clear voice, Sure Ill go. And then the social muse put a piece of showmanship in his mouth and out it came again as if he said that kind of thing every day: But youve got to let me chip in on the gin. He didnt have a very clear notion of what gin was; he was fast in his mind, thats all.


  Davis said fine, but not about chipping in, about coming back. No point in chipping in, he said, because he already had enough money. And then Rick couldnt think any more about anything. He just went along with the fine feeling of having been found acceptable; drunk as a fiddler before hed seen any gin.


  They stopped at a corner three or four blocks away from the boulevard and Davis said: We must have got here first. They got a big business these days. Old Shorty doesnt even get to bed for three straight days sometimes; on the jump all the time; must be making terrible money.


  Smoke, who seemed to know a thing or two about these things himself, said: Well, I wouldnt want any of it myself. You cant tell from one minute to the next when youll land up in the hoosegow. Howd it make you feel to wonder whether every guy you peddled to was a stool pigeon or not? Not me, boy; I got to sleep easy at night.


  Davis was thrown into action by Smokes speech. So youd be scared of a poor old stool pigeon, would you? he said, and he went into a round of fast shadow-boxing, there under the street lamp, and ended it up by squaring off in front of Smoke and giving him an easy one-two in the pit of the stomach.


  Damn right, Smoke said, doing some elaborate weaving and slapping Davis a nice open-hand one on the ear.


  Hey you, you big dodo, Davis said. Cut it out slapping my ear.


  How about you cutting it out punching my gut? Smoke said.


  How about us fighting this thing out? Davis said, freezing in an attitude of manly defense, crouched low, both fists up close to his face.


  Smoke, with artists eye, froze in a complementary attitude, and then the two of them, without moving anything but their feet, walked round and round in the circle of light, moving like Apache dancers, holding each other with evil eye and about to pounce. Then they both gave it up at the same time and came back to where Rick stood leaning against the lamp-post.


  Who won? Davis said, and before Rick could say anything Smoke said, He says he thinks I had a little edge, and held his fists up again.


  Well, Davis said, maybe you did have a little edge. Boy, my old ear feels hot, I want to tell you.


  He fanned his ear with one hand and looked up and down the street, saying: Where the hells that Shorty? Im going to get you to smack him on the ear for me if he dont get along with that liquor.


  And Shorty, as if forewarned, drove up at that moment on the other side of the street. Davis ran across to the car and Smoke and Rick stayed where they were. Smoke looked solemnly at Rick and said: You sure its all right for you to go back to the club? Sure your folks wont care?


  I dont have any real folks, Rick said. My aunt and uncle wouldnt know whether I came in or not. Its all right about me. How about you, though; wont yours care?


  Smoke said it wasnt quite the same with him; hed known these guys all his life and his folks knew their folks and hed stayed at the club fifty times after the dance and listened to them play, nights like this when they felt like playing. It was old stuff for him, he said, but he just sort of wondered about Rick was why he asked.


  Rick was quiet a moment. Hed got hit in the chest with the same feeling he had the day they smoked the cigars and he asked Smoke to take him to hear Jeff playthe feeling of not belonging where you want to belong. His mouth turned way down and then he looked up into Smokes serious black face and said pointblank, Would you druther I wouldnt go? And Smoke, who wanted him to go in spite of everything, said so, and they put it away then and forgot it. Rick pushed himself away from the lamp-post and poked Smoke a stiff one in the arm, like Davis, and after that they were fine.


  Davis, across the street, was standing with one foot on the running-board of the car, talking to the man inside. The motor was running all the time, racing and slowing, as if the driver wanted to be on his way. After a while of it Davis whistled low and gave Smoke and Rick a sign to come over. They did, and Davis opened the door to the back seat for them and said, Shortys going to take us back to the boulevard on account of keeping us waiting so long. All Rick could tell about Shorty was that he was black. He got inside the car and Smoke and Davis got in after him, leaving Shorty alone in the front seat. Davis pulled the glass stopper out of the square bottle he had in his handShortys fifths never came sealed; they never came fifths, for that matter, but those were uncritical times in this countryand held it out to Rick, saying, Lets have one all around for coming after it. Rick took the bottle firmly in both hands and tilted it up until he felt the alcohol cold against his lips; then he let some of it come into his mouth and straightened the bottle up fast to keep from getting any more. He was in a tough spot, sitting in the back seat of a bootleggers car, having two fellows watch him take his maiden drink. He did all right, though; he held it in his mouth, shoved the bottle to Smoke, and then swallowed his mouthful in small, manageable stints. When he finished it up, he held his mouth open to give it air, and by the time he had himself in hand the car had stopped and Smoke and Davis were outside, holding the door open for him. He heard Shorty say a dollar semny-five and then something about a blackbird and a dove that he didnt put together right because he felt too happy to put his mind to anything complicated. His inner tract was warmed from start to finish by his first drink and the knowledge that he was doing, finally, what he wanted to do.


  Shortys car turned down the boulevard going fast in second until they couldnt hear it any more and then Davis said, Race you back to the club. The guys probably think I ran out on them, I been gone so long. And he started off, landing mostly on his heels and making great clomping noises. Smoke passed him in ten yards and Rick wasnt having any trouble; he could have passed both of them the way he felt then, but instead he came alongside of Davis and ran easily, step for step, beside him, because he was feeling friendly and not at all competitive.


  When they got to the Cotton Club the front lights were out and the place seemed entirely dark. Smoke, galloping on ahead, went around to the side and turned out of sight behind the building. Davis and Rick went the same way, and Rick stumbled over one of the boxes he and Smoke had been sitting on all evening and almost fell flat.


  6


  They went in. It was a big place with about forty tables and a fair-sized floor in the middle. The chairs were on top of the tables now, the way they always put chairs on tables, one right-side up supporting another upside down; and there was heavy dust in the air. The walls were befouled from top to bottom with murals that showed signs of having been picked up after somebodys local Beaux Arts Ball. It was hard to take them in at a glance, but you were left with the general impression that they had something to do with Hell. Devils, or cuckolds, with tridents figured prominently in Underworld scenes, classic upper-case Underworld, not the thing the newspapers talk about. At the rear of the room was the orchestra shell, very shell-like, fluted along the upper edge, and in it sat four negro boys, one of whom yelled, Its about time when he saw Rick and Smoke and Davis come in. The three of them walked up together, and Davis unbuttoned his coat, drew forth from the inside of his belt the fifth, so-called, of gin, and set it at the feet of a fellow holding a horn.


  The four in the shell were glad to see Smoke and made a lot of it. They accused him of this, that, and even of the other, trying to find out why he never came around any more; and Smoke put them off by a system of grinning at the right time. And all the time Rick stood there trying to look unobtrusive, but standing out, just by the force of his contrasting color, like a lighthouse.


  There was need of more presentation, and this time Davis did it, very pleasantly and easily: Mr. Martin, Id like you to meet Mr. Hazard Mr. Snowden Mr. Wardand Mr. Williams. Rick smiled at them self-consciously and made his mouth go, but not fast enough to say Im glad to meet you four separate times. He made an impression on them, though; you could see that. I suppose part of it was that he always looked somehow like a rich kid, very clean and with expensive pants on. He was good-looking, too, on his own hook. He had blond, slightly curly hair and sharp brownish eyes. Brownish, not brown. In terms of color, Ricks eyes were scarcely describable; they had brightness and sharpness more than they had color. They burned like the eyes of the fevered or the fanatical, with a deep, purposeful smoldering that will get out of hand if you dont check it in time.


  Rick looked at them one by one, but he let his glance slide right across Jeff Williams. There he was, and he marked him for later inspection. No need to stare at him like a housewife at a movie actor; not right now, at least, full-face and in the presence of all. Lots of time.


  Hazard, the trumpet player, picked up the bottle and said what are we waiting for, and handed it to Rick, who said I just had one, and handed it on to Ward, who stood on the other side of him. Nobody, out of deference, I suppose, to Rick, said anything about the three drinks being gone out of the bottle. They handed it around from one to another and each man drank a big one right out of the bottle straight, and then made his remark, usually an expression of mixed pleasure and pain: God, thats lousy stuff; I wisht I had a barrel. When it had gone around except for Smoke and Davis and Rick, the bottle was better than half done and the talk was less constrained. The one that was Jeff Williams jumped down off the platform and stood in front of Smoke and Rick, and said to Smoke, You might as well live someplace else, Dan, all I see of you any more.


  Yeah, I know it, said Smoke, whose right name appeared to be Dan. I been down to Gandys nights, mostly, and I dont like to take a chance on waking you up coming in in the daytime. A guy works as hard as you needs a little sleep.


  Forget it, Jeff said, and looked around uncertainly.


  He was, as Smoke had started to say on another occasion, a handsome fellow. He hadnt said the rest of it, either, that Jeff Williams was a rare type, an aquiline-featured negro. Three shades lighter, he could have passed for a Castilian almost anywhere.


  He looked now at his men and said, Lets be getting at it. Then he turned to Rick and said, Whered you like to sit? and Smoke answered for him, Put him up by you; hes a pianist.


  Jeff jumped back up on the platform, shoved the piano bench down to the left, and motioned to Rick to sit at the end of it, down by the low notes. Rick jumped up after him, very lightly and with a certain show of athleticism, walked around the bench, and sat down. Jeff turned to him and said, Id just about as soon you werent a piano player. The way that slug of gin hit me I couldnt say right off which is middle C.


  Neither could I, Rick said, and Im not a piano player anyhow; Jordan just said that. Faced with an actual piano, all Ricks illusions, so carefully nurtured by constant wish-thinking, left him flat.


  Jeff looked at him hard, as if to find out for himself whether Rick was or was not a pianist, and then he said to him, What shall we play? And without a seconds thought Rick said, Play Tin Roof Blues the way you do it, you know, when you take the second chorus.


  Its good, all right, Jeff said. Not everybody likes it, though. He clenched his fists tight a couple or three times before he touched the keys. Then he said Tin Roof and banged his heel twice on the floor: one, two, and they were off.


  So they played Tin Roof Blues, and theres no way of telling how they played it. You cant say these things; the way to know what happens in music is to hear it, to hear it from the inside out the way Rick heard it that night on the bench beside Jeff Williams.


  When it was over, Jeff, still striking chords, said: Howd you know how we do that? Howd you know I take the second chorus? Ive never seen you in here, that I remember of.


  And Rick said hed never been inside before, but he always happened to be passing by and hed got so he knew how they did things.


  You must remember pretty good to know who comes where. I dont hardly know myself.


  Oh, I dont remember exactly, Rick answered with that dead ring of sincerity. I just get so I can sort of feel when its coming; I get a feeling that theres going to be a place that needs some piano playing in it; I dont know.


  He broke it off there and gave up trying to say how it was. Jeff turned from the waist and took another look at him. You sure you dont play piano? he said. Something about the way you talk sounds like you do. He said it not suspiciously, but deferentially, as if he felt some kind of force in this mild, white kid, something to be taken seriously.


  The bottle was going around again. Ward, the drummer, thrust it at Jeff, and Jeff said Go ahead, and gave it to Rick. And Rick, who was as intuitive as a woman and spontaneously tactful as few women are, took the bottle and tilted it up briefly in sign that he was drinking with them.


  Thanks, he said to Jeff, and repeated that he really didnt play the piano, that hed started to try to teach himself and that he was doing all right, but that he didnt have a piano any more. Dead stop, no way to go on.


  Tough, said Jeff. Maybe we could fix you up somehow.


  Oh, I dont know much about it, Rick said again. I only got started. I wasnt playing jazz, anyhow. It was some other kind of pieces.


  Classical? said Jeff. I cant see classical for dust. I hear them playing it every once in a while, but I dont know, I just cant see it. Wrassle of Spring. Perfect Day. No damn good. The trouble with classical, nobody plays it can keep time. I tried to teach one of those classical fellows how to play jazz once, and Im telling you he like to drove me crazy. No matter how much Id tell him he couldnt hold a note and fill it in. No classical players can do it. You might as well not tell them. Hold it one beat, hold it four, they dont give a damn if they hold it at all.


  He meant it. He sat there with the bottle in his hand, talking so seriously that he forgot to drink until Hazard, up front, noticed that the bottle was not progressing evenly and he said, Hey, Jeff! What you got in your hand? And then Jeff jerked up his head and the bottle, drank quickly, and shoved the bottle away from him for anybody to take. Then he remembered himself and turned back to Rick to say:


  Dont get the idea Im saying youre like that. I didnt mean it that way; I just got to thinking.


  I wasnt playing classical, Rick said. I was only playing around trying to learn the notes; just practicing by myself. Hell, I wouldnt play classical; Id play jazz.


  Somebody said, Well, are we going to play? and again Jeff turned to Rick and said Whatll it be? and Rick pulled out his second choice: Would you wanta play Dead Man Blues all together the way you were doing it Saturday night?


  Dead Man, said Jeff, and banged his heel down twice, one, two, action suited to word.


  Jeff led them to it with four bars in the key, and then the three horns came in together, held lightly to a slim melody by three separate leashes. Then Jeff left the rhythm to the drums, and the piano became the fourth voice, and from then on harmony prevailed in strange coherence, each man improvising wildly on his own and the four of them managing to fit it together and tightly. Feeling ran high, and happy inspiration followed happy inspiration to produce counterpoint that youd swear somebody had sat down and worked out note by note on nice clean manuscript paper. But nobody had; it came into the heads of four men and out again by way of three horns and one piano.


  Rick, at the bass end of the piano, caught the eye of Smoke Jordan, who was squatting on his heels just barely out of the way of George Ward, the drummer. Smoke nodded, a happy nod of confirmation, as one would say, yes, theyre good all right; they always were. But Rick only shook his head slowly from side to side in a gesture of abject wonderment which meant to say, how can anybody be so good? What makes it? Then Smokes face was lost to him, cut off by the cymbal that Ward had just knocked swinging, and he turned his eyes back to Jeffs hands on the black and white keyboard. He played with his wrists high and his fingers curved halfway around, and he pecked at those keys like a chicken going for corn. He flicked each note out clear and fast, and he couldnt have fallen into an empty cadenza if hed tried. His hands were built to pick, not to ripple, and they inevitably shaped out a style that was torrid, not florid.


  Rick watched the hands the way a kitten watches a jumpy reflection on a carpet. And when Dead Man was played out, he pushed his hand across his forehead and said whew, or one of those happy, exhausted sounds. The three instrumentalists up front turned around for approbation from Rick, and got it, not from anything he said, but just from the look on his face. Smoke got up off his heels and then went down again without saying anything. Ward looked at him and said, You want to take the drums awhile, Dan?


  Smoke got up fast and said: Sure, I dont care. If you want me to, Id just as soon take them for a while. And when Ward got up, Smoke was in his chair like a flash and had his foot on the pedal, and began tapping the snare lightly with his forefinger. He looked into the basket of sticks that hung beside Wards chair, picked a couple, and measured them up automatically. Then he looked with raised eyebrows at Jeff and Jeff said, I suppose you want it slow? Well, Smoke said, If its gonna be good, it must be slow. And Jeff answered back: You hear some of them say it the other way: If its gonna be good, it must be fast. Why you like it slow is so you can go into double time any time you feel like it. Thats not slow, thats fast. He turned to Rick and grinned and said: Thats a fact. He wants everybody else to play slow, so he can play fast. Crazy son of a gun, the only thing in this world he wants to do is tear into double time on a slow piece. He thought it over and said, He holds it slow good too. Then he turned away from Rick and said to Smoke, All right, you stamp it off, yourself, and well play Ida, huh? And Smoke very willingly beat it out, one, two, with the foot pedal; really slow: onetwo


  The rest of them knew whose turn it was, and they settled down to a low, smooth tune and put their minds to breaking up chords in peculiar, unorthodox harmonies. At every whole note they broke off sharp and let Smoke have it to fill in any way he wanted it, the way vaudeville bands used to play it for tap dancers.


  Smoke had the thing under control all the way through. He didnt pay much attention to the snarehe could play a snare any time he wanted to. He played the bass direct with padded sticks and kept it quiet but very clear, a deep washboard rhythm with constantly shifting emphasis. And to vary it further he played the basic beat with the pedal and went into double time on the cymbal, playing one-handed and holding the edge of the cymbal with the other hand to steady it and mute the tone. He was tearing it up so welland everybody knew itthat the band simply quit for sixteen bars and let him work; and he stayed right there double-timing one-handed on the cymbal and never repeating himself, keeping it sharp and precise and making it break just right for him. He played a drum the way Bill Robinson dances, never at a loss for a new pattern, but always holding it down and keeping it clean.


  When it was over, Jeff said, Anyhow you didnt go soft while youve been away. Smoke didnt hear him; he was talking to George Ward, and so Jeff said to Rick, If that horse would get off the dime and get him a decent set of traps there wouldnt be a better man in the business.


  I know, said Rick.


  But he cant ever seem to get organized, Jeff went on. Hes all the time sticking around home playing ball with the kids on the street, or else just hanging around home talking to his folks, or else just hanging around town. He never stays on a job more than a week.


  He sat there hitting chords and scowling at the keyboard while he talked. I sure do wish something would get him jarred loose. Every time I hear him play it gets me sort of sore he wont do anything about it. Seems like he wont grow up and get onto himself.


  This was the first time it had ever been given to Rick to know the pleasure of confidential talk, and it had him glowing. He looked at Jeff and made answer; Smoke, he said, at least had music on his mind all the time; he knew that from working with him.


  Then hes working, Jeff said. I didnt know that.


  Well, not exactly a regular job, Rick said. He helps out at Gandys where I work. The pool hall.


  Jeff looked at him again and said: That must be where Ive seen you, I guess. All night I been trying to think where.


  Its not such a very good job, Rick said, but Im trying to make enough money to get a trumpet, now I havent got a piano any more.


  I dont see why you couldnt use this piano, if you want to, Jeff said. Ive got a key to the hall and theres never anybody here in the day. I bet nobodys ever here before five.


  Rick said he couldnt do that and put everybody to such a lot of trouble and everything. But after that he said a thing that he had no intention of saying. He said, You dont ever give piano lessons, do you, like a piano teacher?


  The four in front were playing alone, trying things out, and letting Jeff and Rick talk. Ward stood over his drums, watching Smoke play them.


  No, Jeff said. I couldnt teach piano. I taught my brother a thing or two, but hed have learned it anyhow.


  He stopped a minute, thinking about it and then he said, But I guess I could show you some things about it, if youd like me to.


  Id pay whatever you charge, Rick said in the big way he had.


  I wouldnt want to do that, Jeff said. I couldnt teach you anything, just show you how it goes, if youd like me to.


  Well, Id sure appreciate it, Rick said. It sounded pretty lame; all the social courtesy had got away from him.


  Somebody looked around and Jeff said, Play that thing you were just playing again; sounded good.


  And Smoke said a thing that was hard to say; he said, Take your drums, and got up from Wards chair. Dont you want to play them any more? Ward said, but he said it in a way that cut off all possibility of an affirmative reply. Then Jeff gave them the beat and they played again, and then again and again. Rick stayed right there on the piano bench beside Jeff, but he didnt limit his ear to Jeffs piano; he concentrated more and more on the way Hazard was doing the trumpet work. It may have been the gin; something had him fixed up so that he was playing constantly right up to the place where genius and madness grapple before going their separate ways. It was Hazards night. Even ten years later, when he knew what he was talking about, Rick said that hed never afterward heard Hazard himself or anybody else play a horn the way Hazard played that night.


  There wasnt much more talk. They played one tune after another. As soon as theyd pull one through to the end, somebody would call out another and theyd be off again. The bottle went around only once more, a very short one for everybody, and Rick only going through the motions. The gin didnt really affect them much; they were young and so healthy that no toxin could bite into them. But it gave them the feeling that they could push out farther than usual, and so they did.


  They began to weaken a little when the hall started to turn gray with morning light. When Hazard saw it he said My God, shook his trumpet, and put it in the case. The rest of them got up, one after another, stiff-legged and bewildered. Jeff, folding down the keyboard cover, said, Looks like it sort of got late on us. Rick looked at him and said, Its been, but he didnt say what it had been. He very evidently needed a word that he didnt have with him, and so he only shook his head in that wondering way he had, and it turned out to mean the thing he wanted to say.


  Hazard and Davis gave the bunch a general good night and left together, the first out. Then Ward and Snowden came up to Rick and said good night, and not only that but come around again some time.


  And then there were only the three of them, Smoke, Jeff, and Rick. They walked out together and stood by the back door while Jeff locked up. Rick, who was picking up a feeling for night life faster than youd think, said: Lets go someplace and have some breakfast before we go home. I dont have to go to work until one.


  Cant do it, Jeff said; I got to get me some sleep.


  How about you? Rick said to Smoke. And Smoke tightened his belt with a large, carefree gesture and said, Dont care if I do.


  So they parted company with Jeff Williams, but not before he and Rick had arranged to meet at the Cotton Club the next Sunday to talk over problems connected with playing the piano.
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