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  For David McGirt and Charlie Garren,

  my fishing buddies,

  and with fond memories of Cabin 6, lost at sea. 


  He’s a ugly little something on a scout

  He’s a terrible little something, hush your mouth

  He’s a awful little creature

  He’s a killer diller from the South


  Memphis Minnie, singing “Killer Diller” 
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  Also by Clyde Edgerton




  Summerlin, North Carolina

  August 3, 1989

  From the Hansen County Pilot


  Ballard University to Host Project Promise


  SUMMERLINPresident Ted Sears of Ballard University announced yesterday that his school has been awarded a $320,000 federal grant to sponsor an innovative project with the halfway house adjacent to the Ballard campus, BOTA House (Back On Track Again).


  The project, starting this fall, will be called Project Promise. The innovative aspect of the project will be that residents of the halfway house will be teaching special education students from Hansen County. Skills taught will include masonry, sewing, and plumbing. Faculty and graduate students from Ballard University School of Social Work will provide guidance and support.


  “We are aware,” said President Sears, “that risks are involved, but correctly overseen, this program will enable us to reach segments of the population we’ve yet to reachenabling the Ballard family to continue living by our motto: Witnessing By Example.”


  Wesley Benfield, a BOTA House resident, and probable participant in the project, said, “Project Promise looks like a good idea to me and I’m looking forward to teaching masonry. It’s a good skill. Like they say, if you bring fish to somebody, they just eat fish, but if you teach them to fish, then they know how to fish.” 


  Chapter 1


  Vernon Jackson sits on the side of his bed in his white Jockey undershortswhich have mostly separated from their waistband. It’s six-thirty on a Monday morning in September.


  Vernon is sixteen and small for his age. He has short, spikey black hair, and his pointed face looks so much like a possum’s that Vernon is sometimes called Possum. His elbows are together in his lap and he rocks back and forth.


  He reaches for the wire-rimmed glasses on his bedside table, a large cardboard box with NAPA PARTS written on the side. He puts the glasses on slowlythey are too smalland looks through thumb prints for his T-shirt on the floor. He finds it, picks it up, turns it in his hands first one way then the other, then starts the sleeve opening over his head. It won’t go on too tight. He looks down into the space inside the shirt, gets his bearings, turns the shirt around and pulls it over his head, the right way.


  A wind-up alarm clock, on its back in a cooking pot out in the hall, will ring in about thirty seconds. Then after Vernon and his daddy, Holister, find something to eat, Vemon will follow Holister out to the Sunrise Auto Repair Shop in the side yard, and help out until the school bus comes.


  Vernon is in Special Education.


  The alarm goes off. Vernon hears his daddy’s feet hit the floor in the next room. The same thump as always.


  The fact of Jules Vernon Jackson as a baby, tiny, wouldn’t grow, wouldn’t walk, wouldn’t talkand his father’s sudden obsession with car enginesall this drove Vernon’s mother out West. Alone. Forever. So Holister raised Vernon by himself, mostly in the auto shop out back.


  It worked like this: Holister would be bent over the front fender of a car, a drop light hanging from underneath the open hood. He would reach down into the engine, work for a few minutes, then stand, wipe his hands and arms with a dirty rag, look around, locate the baby on the floor, shift the drop light to another spot, and bend back to what he was doing.


  The baby crawled around under car engines that hung from block and tackle and into turned-over boxes and barrels, black fingerprints usually on his diapers.


  In the little hallway, Vernon stands on the grate over the furnace, finishes pulling up and hitching his overalls, and then studies the face on the clock in the pot.


  In the kitchen, his father is sitting at the table, peeling a banana and watching the women do their morning exercises on Channel 9.


  Vernon sits down, gets a banana out of the plastic fruit basket and starts peeling. “Why are the numbers on a clock in a circle?” he asks his daddy.


  “Huh?”


  “Why are the numbers on a clock”


  “I don’t know.” Holister keeps watching the women. “She’s new.”


  “Seems like they just always put them in a circle. Everywhere you look there they arein a circle. They ain’t ever sideways or in a line or nothing. Just in a circle.”


  “That’s the way the pygmies did it, with sun dials, and it just stayed that way. God a-mighty, look at them muscles. She’s got too many muscles. That’s just getting sick.” A piece of banana hangs on Holister’s lip, then drops. He has a large round face. The hair that usually goes from just above his ear up over the top of his bald head hangs loose. “You want some bread?”


  “No.”


  Holister spreads mayonnaise on a piece of white bread, folds it, and puts half of it into his mouth.


  Vernon drops his banana peel into the trash can, goes into the living room, shuts the door behind him, and sits in the gray metal fold-up chair at the upright piano. He stumbles through the new song that was playing for the women exercising. On the the second try he gets it right.


  Whenever Vernon sits anywherehere at this piano, or on the tree stump beside the ’61 Ford engine that has been there since ’76, or anywhere elsehe always rocks back and forth.


  Holister brushes bread crumbs off the table and onto the floor and pitches his banana peel into the trash can. Music is Vernon’s gift it looks like to Holister, and everything else about Vernon has been a theft, except his arguing, which sometimes comes with force, in great waves.


  After breakfast, Holister is walking across the side yard toward the auto shop. At the back steps of the house, Vernon pulls an invisible car key from his pocket, opens an invisible car door, hops in, sticks the key in the ignition, says, “Crump up, baby, crump up,” and then with his back stooped, his legs chopping like pistons, he runs past his daddy on over to the auto shop. He drives himself to most places he goes. He’s in good physical shape, lean and hard as a new tire.


  A little later, bending over a car fender, his morning plug of Picnic Twist tobacco in place in his cheek, Holister says, “Hand me a 7/16th, Vernon.”


  “Huh?”


  “Hand me a 7/16th. Hurry up. . . . That ain’t a 7/16th.”


  “It looks like one.”


  “Well, it ain’t one. Get a 7/16th.”


  “It looks like one. That’s what it looks like, a 7/16th. I got eyes. I can see what looks like a 7/16th and what don’t look like a 7/16th. I was just using my eyes. What do you expect?” This is the arguing part. Vernon walks the few steps back over to the tool box. He walks like a duck.


  People driving in the neighborhood sometimes see Vernon out beside a road somewhere, working on his invisible car, working on the engine, walking back to the trunk for a 7/16th, then back up to the engine, bending over, standing, shifting the drop light from one spot to another.


  Anyway, when Mrs. Mclntyre, who teaches mentally handicapped students at Hansen County High School, was asked to pick one of her students to learn masonry over at Ballard University, for something called Project Promise, she picked Jules Vernon Jackson. She figured he was just the one.


  Ballard University is a Baptist school. It is nestled on two hundred rolling acres not far from the Sunrise Auto Repair Shop in the piedmont town of Summerlin, North Carolina. On the wide, clean campus, giant oak trees provide early-fall shade for the lawns, brick sidewalks, classroom buildings, and boys’ and girls’ dorms. Here and there are sturdy, glass-fronted, locked wooden bulletin boards with short Bible scriptures carved along the top: IN THE BEGINNING GOD CREATED THE HEAVEN AND EARTH. LOVE THY NEIGHBOR AS THYSELF. ASK AND YE SHALL RECEIVE. There is a modern student store where textbooks, stationery, teddy bears and green-and-yellow Ballard coffee mugs are sold, and where the paperback books are checked by Mr. Burleson, the bookstore manager, for ugly words and un-Christian situations. This is where students and parents buy the green Ballard sweatshirts and the ball caps embroidered with the yellow Ballard bulldog.


  The Ballard Bulldogs. Hark, hark, hark, to the bark, bark, bark of the Green and Gold. Go-o-o-o-o-o-o-o, Bulldogs.


  At the same time Vernon Jackson is climbing into the Special Ed. school bus, Ted Sears, “The Father of the Ballard Family,” is seating himself at his long blond polished table in the President’s Meeting Room to review plans for Project Promise, the brainchild of Dr. Frances Fleming in the School of Social Work. The plans are spiral-bound in light blue. Ted is about to make notes on a fresh yellow legal pad with his $200 Parker ink pen.


  Ballard’s president is a tall, well-groomed, fifty-six-year-old, clear-eyed, former fighter pilot whose major regret in life is that he never saw combat.


  When students’ parents see Ted Sears enter a roomparents, some with only one Sunday suit and tie, red skin under starched white collars, thick hard hands, plain dresses and one Sunday pocketbook, black, held with both handswhen these parents see this man enter a room wearing one of his seven-hundred-dollar suits (or the sixty-dollar green school blazer with the little yellow bulldog on the pocket), they know they are in the presence of power. This man is a leader. He looks parents in the eye, he shakes those worn hands firmly, and he flashes that smile that his wife, Lorraine, worries about sometimes. When Ted sleepwalks, and Lorraine finds him off in the den, standing there in his blue pajamas with the little white ships, or the yellow ones with the little brown airplanes, or the solid blues, or the solid greens, when she finds him standing in the dark in the middle of the night, in the den by the bookcase full of leather-bound classics, asleep, that smile visible in the light through the window from the bugzapper is frozen onto his face. And he’s standing there with his hand extended. That smile on her husband when he’s standing asleep in the den with his hand extended makes her nervous.


  From his notes on the yellow pad, Ted plans to compose a letter to the Summerlin Chamber of Commerce, explaining the college’s relationship to BOTA House, the halfway house. He will do this before there are any complaints. He himself hadn’t been too sure about Dr. Fleming’s plan at first, this Project Promise, but Ted’s twin brother, NedBallard’s provost encouraged him to go forward with the idea. Federal money was available, and the school by golly should not refuse federal money if that money could be used to spread the Gospel. Even so, it was a hard decisionthis halfway house business because it involved, even though indirectly, known criminals, black criminals in some cases. However, Ted’s difficulty in giving the go-ahead was greatly diminished when the university attorneys determined that the college was not legally liable for any actions committed by halfway house residents as long as no Ballard employees worked at BOTA House.


  Mysteria, Ted’s secretary, brings in his seven forty-five cup of coffee and sets it on his personalized leather coaster from Henderson Cadillac.


  Ted is musing. He takes a sip of coffee. “Thank you, Mysteria,” he says. He stands up from his long table and walks to his long, low window and looks across campus, across University Boulevard, at BOTA House. Dr. Fleming has promised that this Project Promise will bring national attention.


  Ted looks farther down the street from BOTA House to the Nutrition House, the diet house he established five years ago when Ballard introduced a master’s degree in Diet and Nutrition. A lab school of sorts for the faculty and graduate students, and now, a nationally known Christian diet center.


  There, in the Nutrition House, on a bench in the exercise room, sits Phoebe Trent, weighing two hundred and thirty-one pounds, about. She is dressed in shiny white tights, khaki Bermuda shorts, and a dark green sweatshirt. She has thick red hair, freckles, and very bright blue eyes. She’s sitting up straight, getting her breath, after tying one shoe. This is ridiculous, she thinks.


  Phoebe wishes she had some of those tennis shoes with Velcro straps like her kindergarten students wear.


  Other people in the exercise room are holding their hands high over their heads. Some are walking around, bending at the waist. That terribly fat man on the bench across the room looks like he might be unable to stand. The aerobics instructor, a graduate student at Ballard, is putting a cassette in the recorder. “Stretch time,” she says.


  At BOTA House, the message printed neatly on the blackboard nailed to the housemother’s door is: IT’S NICE TO BE IMPORTANT, BUT IT’S MORE IMPORTANT TO BE NICE. Mrs. White is a former Ballard dorm-mother. Now working for the Federal Bureau of Prisons, she’s making three times her old salary.


  Upstairs in his room, the front corner room, Wesley Benfield is making up his narrow single bed. His roommate, Ben, has already left for his job at the Texaco.


  Wesley takes one last swipe at his tan-and-red blanket, to smooth it, then looks around for something to Xerox. He picks up last Sunday’s church bulletin, locks the door behind him, and walks down the old wide, wooden stairs past the weekly message. He signs out in the sign-out bookthe rule is, out after eight A.M., in before six P.M., and with special permission, before nine, depending on demerits. He walks out onto the big porch, with its six rocking chairs, and down the street toward Copy-Op, the duplicating place. He takes long strides, slinging his head back every once in a while to throw his long blond hair out of his eyes.


  Wesley has a plana way to meet a woman. Maybe a student. Maybe not. At twenty-four, he’s not too old for students all the way down to freshmen. As he walks he sings snatches from a blues song he’s been writing.


  What do I do, Lord Jesus,

  with the women in my dreams?

  Some are dressed, some are not dressed,

  da-da, da-da, it seems.

  Da-da, da-da, da-da, da-da.

  Ah, the women in my dreams.


  Dear Lord, help me on this plan to, to meet somebody I might spend my life with, and be happy with, and have children with, to have fruit and multiply with. Guide and direct my steps. Help me to do what is right, oh God. In Jesus’ name, Amen.


  The Copy-Op is just off campus, on the corner of University Drive and General MacArthur. Inside, Wesley fishes several sheets of paper from a trash can and then stands behind a chest-high counter which cordons off three do-it-yourself copy machines.


  Wesley has done this a few times before. He can usually count on somebody stopping at his station, thinking he is a Copy-Op employee. He can usually work up a little conversation. His plan is to meet a beautiful girl needing his help. One thing will lead to another.


  Let her come in, dear God. Let her come in.


  A young woman comes in carrying a large sheet of poster paper. She walks right up to Wesley. “Can you-all do oversized stuff?”


  Not bad, thinks Wesley. “Sure can. Just follow me over here to the oversized machine. The machine’s not oversized, you know. Well, it actually is oversized but it does the oversized stuff is why it’s called oversized. Here you go. Now what you do is” Wesley has no idea. “Let’s see.” On and off button. “There you go. It’s on.”


  “I got to do this map for twelve people in my geography class. I worked three weeks on it.”


  “Yeah. Right. No problem.”


  Large sheets of clean paper are on the floor under the machine.


  “We just need to get one of these sheets right here,” says Wesley, “to go right in here, it looks like.”


  “Have you ever operated this thing?”


  “Oh yeah. All the time.” There seems to be a place to get the map started and a place to get the copy paper started and both of them will be pulled through at the same time, it looks like.


  Wesley starts the blank paper in the far slot, the map in the near slot.


  “I worked on that map for three weeks,” says the girl.


  Wesley presses the COPY button. The sheets are being pulled into the machine. The machine stops and a red light starts blinking.


  “Let’s see here,” says Wesley. “Let’s just open this door and see if we can’t” He pulls a handle and the front of the machine opens on hinges. The inside is a mass of rods, little orange stickers, and metal and plastic plates. A piece of map is visible.


  “Uh-hummm,” says Wesley.


  “My map looks like it’s hung,” says the girl.


  I need some fresh air, thinks Wesley. “I’ll tell you what you do,” he says to the girl. “You wait right here. I need to go out to my car and get a pair of pliers. I’ll be right back.” Next week, he thinks.


  “Pliers?”


  Wesley starts for the door.


  Another young woman, a big one, with lots of thick red hair comes in. She must weigh close to three hundred pounds. She looks familiar, Wesley thinks. Oh yeah, right. The one from over at Nutrition House. He’s seen herfrom a distance walk past BOTA House when he was on the porch, and he noticed how big her boobs were. Stick way out there. But now right in front of him, close up: her face! She’s beautiful. Freckles, blue eyes, full lips. Those country freckles. She’s got that cornfield look, like she just walked in from a cornfield, wearing a straw hat, wanting to fall in love with somebody like himsome fairly tall, blond, kind of lanky, good-looking guy who knows his way in the world, but is also a Christian. Some guy who has been in trouble but is now back on track, or maybe really on track for the first time ever.


  “Can we help you?” says Wesley.


  “I need to duplicate some pages from this book.”


  A Yankee or something, he thinks, and she’s probably in college, maybe a freshman.


  “No problem. Which pages would you like done?”


  “I’ve got them marked there. The ones with a paper clip and a piece of paper.”


  “Okay, if you will just go over there and get that little black counter box, and bring it on back over here to me, I’ll fix you right up.”


  “Thank you.”


  “And ask them if they can help that girl over there with the oversized stuff.” Wesley steps toward the oversize machine and says to the girl waiting, “My buddy’s going to help you out. He’s the expert on repairs. I already had an appointment set up when you came in.” He moves back to his post behind the chest-high wall, looks at the new young woman over at the main desk. She sure is fat, he thinks, but maybe it’s just more big since her proportions are about right. Nothing is hanging anywhere. Everything looks pretty firm. Wesley imagines his hands on her bare skin, roaming all around all over the body of this great big old young woman, probably a virgin, his hands just sort of venturing around, finding a bunch of little bitty freckles like a bunch of stars up in the night sky there under one of her breasts where the skin is the whitest, following a little line of star-freckles right up to the sunher nipple. Her nipples are probably bright pink, not dark brown or black, he thinks. He blinks, hard. Dear God, please forgive me. Help me free my mind of things that I’m not supposed to think about.


  It’s weird that I should feel this way about some girl who’s fat, thinks Wesley. He’s been trying not to think about women and sex. Maybe what’s going on is that he’ll just be thinking about kind of weird and different women, unusual women, like this onefor awhile. Then, after that, no women, no fantasies. Maybe God is slowly changing the way he thinks about women. Kind of slowly getting him out of the habit. Now, if he had a wife, he could think about her all he wanted to. That wouldn’t be a sin.


  This business of stopping thinking about women and stuff has been harder than stopping drinking and cursing. Wesley doesn’t like to hear cursing any more. It’s wrong. When he couldn’t get his roommate, Ben, to stop, he had to finally insist that Ben please at least start all his curse words with an n, or at least do it with the main ones. Wesley has had a hard time figuring out which are the main ones. He figures damn and hell are okay. They were okay with Mrs. Rigsbee, the old Christian lady he used to live with, the one that got him to become a Christian himself.


  The Christian life has not been an easy life, but Wesley knows it’s the right life.


  The big girl with red hair returns, hands Wesley the little black counter box and her book. “I just need a copy on the sides where the little piece of paper is clipped on,” she says.


  Wesley takes the book to a machine. He reads a little from each page before he copies it. It’s some kind of education thing, about teaching kindergarten. There are diagrams of a classroom, several lists. He finishes, removes the counter from the machine, puts the sheets inside the book, gives it all back to the fat girl.


  “You pay him over there,” he says. “And ah, come back to see us. I’m usually here on Monday mornings.”


  “Thank you.” She smiles at him.


  “I believe I’ve seen you over close to where I live.”


  “I’m at the Nutrition House.”


  “Yeah, I live close to there. I’m Wesley Benfield. Pleased to meet you.” Mrs. Rigsbee taught him to look the person in the eye, reach out with his hand, use a firm grip.


  “I’m Phoebe Trent,” the young woman says.


  She’s still smiling, thinks Wesley. A lazy kind of smile, full lips. Those eyes and those freckles and that thick red hair all together. Wow. He can’t believe how much he wants to see her all over. “Well,” he says, “I hope you’ll come back.”


  “I will.”


  “You a kindergarten teacher?”


  “I’m an aide at Mt. Gilead Kindergarten, but just for this year.”


  “You got to be kidding. I go to church there!”


  “Really? Well, I’ll be going there, too. I’ve been there for the last few Sundays.”


  “I haven’t seen you. Do you have a ca?” He feels himself moving too fast. Car. He can find that out later, if all the other stuff works out.


  “Excuse me?”


  “Nothing.” I bet she does have a car.


  A man in a suit and tie walks up and says to Wesley, “Do y’all sell paper clips?”


  “There’s some in a plastic cup over there on the counter.”


  “I need about a hundred.”


  “Check with them over there.” Get out of here, man.


  The first young woman is raising her voice to the Copy-Op employee. “But I worked on that map for three weeks. It won’t do me any good in three pieces. It goes on display. It was his fault,” she says, pointing to Wesley.


  “I got to mail out this flyer,” says the man who wants paper clips, “and I decided to add this letter that explains what my business is all about.”


  “Over there.” Wesley points toward the counter without taking his eyes off Phoebe.


  Then Phoebe is walking away. As she opens the door to leave, she looks back at Wesley and smiles, holds up her hand and says, “Bye.”


  The Copy-Op boss is walking up. “That map is ruined. Did you tell her you worked here?” he asks.


  “I’ll be right back,” says Wesley. He walks around the counter, out the door into the hot air outside, calls to Phoebe. “Hey. You headed to the Nutrition House?”


  She stops, amazed. A man is calling out to her. But it’s daylight, a city street. She will be in daylight, walking home. It’s all probably okay. And he’s cute. This is a surprise. She can’t remember when she was last pursued in any way like this.


  “I’m heading home, too,” says Wesley, catching up. “I’m not far from where you live.” The hot sunlight glints off car fenders. Wesley feels like jumping into the air.


  Phoebe decides to make a little joke. “You’re not at the halfway house, are you?”


  “Actually, I am.” Wesley reaches up to his nose, pinches it, eyes her. “I’m a counselor there.” Wesley knows his residency at BOTA House is a kind of mistake. He was already a Christian when somebody left their keys in the ignition of a white Continental with a tan interior. And now he’s asked God for forgiveness. And he’s been forgiven. And he’s been in enough institutionsthe orphanage, the rehabilitation centerto know how to be a counselor. He knows the ropes, more or less.


  “Oh. Well,” says Phoebe. “That must be an interesting job.”


  “Oh, yes. Very interesting.”


  Phoebe notices Wesley’s shoes. Sneakers, with the laces undone. They don’t seem to be a counselor’s shoes, she thinks. But you can’t always tell about counselors. “Do you know Celia Bolesone of the counselors at Nutrition House? The graduate student?”


  “Actually . . . actually I’m not actually a counselor.” Wesley tries to smile, but the smile doesn’t come onto his face just right. Half of his mouth stays down. “I just. . . I mean . . .” Honesty is the best policy. “I didn’t want to scare you off. I’m a resident at BOTA House.” Christians are honest, THE BEST CUNNING IS NO CUNNING, Mrs. White had up on her blackboard one time.


  Phoebe moves her hand up to the top button on her blouse. One of those! She knows about the halfway housewhere it is and . . . and everything. At the Nutrition House people sit on the porch and joke about it.


  “But see,” says Wesley, “I got in some trouble a couple of years ago, but it was an accident. Honest. Like a honest accident. See, I been going to church for several yearsstill do, regularand up until this trouble I was living with this woman, this old lady. And I was going to church then, too. This old lady, she took me in, see, and she got in trouble on account of it, and had to change churches and all just because she took me in, and so we both ended up at Mt. Gilead, and she was like my grandmother, and so anyway, I’m going to be getting out of BOTA House in three or four months. What happened was I went and took this Continental for a ride and had already been in trouble when I was a teenager about cars. I was a orphan. Still am. But see they won’t take you in at the halfway house unless you’re really okay. The other clients are just embezzlers and women and stuff, people that don’t pose no threat at all. My roommate might pose a little threat, but he’s the only one. No, I’m kidding. He don’t pose a threat. He plays guitar. It’s really a normal place, pretty lax, like a dormitory or something. We got a band and everything. Just a few people that had bad breaks.”


  “I see.” Phoebe has seen normal kinds of activities going on over therepeople cutting grass, painting a shed out back. And anyway, he’s a musician. “What instrument do you play?”


  “I play bass. But I’m learning bottleneck guitar on my roommate’s six string. I’m going to get me a National Steel Dobro when I save enough money. It’s ayou know what they are?”


  “No.”


  “It’s made out of aluminum or steel or something like that and has a chrome finishlooks like a guitar but it’s really a Dobro. And they made these National Steels back in the old days, the thirties and stuff, and since. Same people that made those big old cash registers. Anyway, they were built to be loud, before there were microphones and stuff. Had these little speaker things built in the front of them. What you do is put a bottleneck on your finger, see. Then you slide it up and down the neck and you fret kind of light and it’s a great sound.” Wesley slows his walking, reaches in his pocket and pulls out a bottleneck. She seems interested, he thinks, and she’s slowing down. “You get them made out of glass or metal. Some of the the guys that play that way are Bukka White, Son House. And Bonnie Raitt. It’s a great sound. And Johnny Winter. And there’s a guy that plays in Raleigh, Clifton Dowell. I already got some books that teach you.”


  “Oh, I see.” He is definitely sincere, Phoebe thinks, and polite. She wonders if he’ll want to see her again. She wonders why he is so nice to her. As big as she is. It’s unusual, she thinks.


  By the time they get to the halfway house, Phoebe has learned that Wesley, besides being a musician, is a part-time brickmason over at the university. Clearly he is not someone she would ever think about marrying, or even getting overly serious about, but on the other hand, she has been hoping for some kind of adventure here in North Carolina while she solves her weight problem. This may be the start of it. A Short, Gentle Adventure with an Interesting Young Man.


  “You from around here?” asks Wesley.


  “I’m from Michigan. I’m majoring in elementary education up there, but I’m taking a year off, you know, to be down here.”


  “Oh, yeah. Okay. I thought you sort of sounded like you were from somewhere up North. How do you like it down here?”


  “Fine. Just fine so far.”


  It’s time for Wesley to cross the street. “I’ll see you later,” he says. “Nice to meet you.”


  Phoebe lifts her hand and wiggles her fingers. “Nice to meet you.”


  Crossing the street, Wesley wishes he’d told her he could cook. Maybe he could have arranged to cook her a little something in the BOTA House kitchenget her over there. He’s about to call out to her about cooking her some cornbread and stuff but as he opens his mouth, he remembers she’s in town to lose weight. He crosses the curb, walks along the sidewalk. Maybe she’s rich, he thinks. He’s heard that a lot of the clients at the Nutrition House are. Maybe if it all works out, she’ll see how much he needs a Dobro, and buy him one for Christmas.


  As she walks away, Phoebe worries about Wesley looking at her rear end. In the past, before she really faced up to her weight problem, she was learning to look in the mirror and convince herself that she was rather large, but not fat, really. She would turn and look at herself at different angles in the mirror. But all the Nutrition House literature, sent to her home back in Michigan, emphasizedand helped convince her that she had a real weight problem and had to take control of her life and solve it with the help of Jesuschanging in the process her whole style of life.


  Her own personalized chart now hangs on her wall. It shows projected weekly weights and blank spaces for actual weights. All tailored to her personal situation. And she has little sayings taped on her wall, to say aloud and silently over and over. “A closed mouth gathers no food.” “Count, count, count and the calories won’t mount.”


  And now, there’s a new dimension to her life down South. An Interesting Young Man.


  Wesley runs his song through his mind:


  What do I do, Lord Jesus,

  with the women in my dreams?

  Some are dressed, some are not,

  and they come at me, it seems.

  They come at me through soft satin doors.

  Lord, what did you do with yours?

  Lord, what did you do with yours?


  Chapter 2


  Larry Ledford is sitting behind his drum set in the basement of BOTA House. He touches a cymbal with the tip of his drumstickching, ching, ching. He’s getting his distance from the cymbal just right. He moves his stool back a few inches, touches the cymbal again. Now forward a couple of inches.


  Larry has been out of BOTA House for several months and drives a bread truck. His girlfriend, Shanita, is sitting beside him. She is hardly ever more than two feet away from him when the band is practicing or performing.


  Shanita does not like the bass player, Wesley Benfield, or the lead singer, Sherri Gold. Because they are white.


  Wesley comes down the outside basement stairs and in the door carrying his guitar in a battered case covered with bumper stickers. Wesley plays bass guitar but he doesn’t own a bass guitar. Instead he owns an old six-string electric hollow-body. He has taken all the strings off and put on four bass strings, creating a sort of homemade bass guitar, for the time being.


  Shanita watches Wesley open his guitar case. Honky-dude-cracker. Larry told me he wouldn’t never play music with no white-assed-cracker. Pale man. I tell you.


  To Shanita’s dismay, Ben, the lead guitar player and Larry’s good friend, turned to blues over a year ago, when she and all of her friends were getting into rap. And then Ben had to come across this white boy, his roommate Wesley, who liked blues, and this white girl, Sherri Gold, who had this thing for blues. Shanita doesn’t understand it. Then her honey, Larry, he got into blues. Blues is just not where it’s at. It all sounds the same, for one thing. It’s got soul, but it’s just not where it’s at in this day and time. It’s from a different age.


  Ben comes in, speaks, sets his guitar case on the floor and starts opening it.


  Wesley gets out his guitar, straps it on, watches Larry tighten his cymbal. “New cymbal?”


  “Naw. Just shined it.”


  “Hey, Shanita.”


  “Fine.”


  Sherri Gold, the lead singer, hasn’t come yet. She’s late. She’s been out of BOTA House for a while now too, like Larry, and is working at Winn Dixie. She has a gold front tooth and a good, scratchy blues voice. Her goal in life is to sing like Joe Cocker up high.


  Wesley and Ben hang the blankets. Four over their heads flat out, and four around them, to soak up noise.


  The BOTA House band is a gospel band, the Noble Defenders of the Word, waiting to become a blues band. They’ve got the loan of an old sound system from Ballard University for as long as they play gospel. The band’s plans are toin a few months, oh, maybe six, when Wesley and Ben are out and get full-time jobs and the band can afford their own sound system expand to blues, maybe some rhythm and blues, change the band’s name from the Noble Defenders of the Word to the Fat City Blues Band and head to Myrtle Beach or Key Westor somewhere like thatand a future that includes long nights of playing the blues to hot, dancing crowds, playing till they drop, sleeping late, making albums and videos, and getting rich. Wesley figures he can work all this in together with being a Christian.


  The band practices very quietly when they’re playing blues loudly on the gospel music.


  Larry touches the cymbal again, adjusts it, moves his seat forward, touches the cymbal, moves his seat back, touches another cymbal, moves a cymbal stand toward him a few inches. Larry has a small chin, a long nose, and wears three gold chains around his neck. He stands and leans over, adjusts the height of a cymbal stand. The chains hang loose.


  Shanita thinks: I love to see his chains dangle.


  The band is planning to work up a blues song, “If It Looks Like Jelly, Shakes Like Jelly.” Ben’s cassette player, dark gray, long and low, with a speaker at each end, holds the tapea Charlie Hicks recording. Ben has just pressed the start button when Larry, positioned so he can see Provost Sears or Mrs. White, the housemother, coming down the outside stairs, says, “Red alert, red alert, red alert.”


  Shanita looks through the glass in the basement door and sees Ned Sears’s pasty-white face. Oh, God, she thinks. Another honky.


  Ben punches the cassette player off button with his foot and starts singing. Wesley and Larry join in.


  Just a closer walk with Thee. Precious Savior


  Sears walks in. Shanita watches the smile play on his face. Fooling this dude. The provost, the university president’s twin brotherexcept they don’t look alike. This one’s almost bald. Shiny white head. He snoops sometimes. They’re that kind of twins that ain’t identical.


  The band sings while Sears stands, listening. When the song is over, he says, “Gets better every time.”


  Larry adjusts a cymbal. Ben gets a rag from his guitar case and wipes down his strings.


  “Good work, good work,” says Sears, glowing, but uncomfortable. It’s difficult to glow here in the basementnow because neither of the three blacks present will look at him. This whole BOTA House band idea started out as a white gospel quartet, and Mrs. White got him to get Philby in the Music Department to find them some sheet music and a sound system. A wonderful idea, he thought. But then two blacks joined, and they started singing Negro spirituals, never checking with Mrs. White. Well, of course black gospel musicthe spiritualsis all right, as long as they don’t move on over into rock and roll or any of that bong-bong black stuff.


  Sears knows Ballard’s black enrollment is climbing every year. A mind is a mind and a soul is a soul, regardless of that Ham business in the Bible. But as a matter of fact, he can hardly think of any young blacks who will look at him. Certainly, he glows around them just like he glows around white people. He’s never tried to glow less around one group than another. And he’s supported BOTA’s acceptance of young black criminals. He’s on the BOTA House board, where he’s had to listen to all sorts of views about that topic, including one board member’s preference for small-nosed instead of larged-nosed Negroes.


  “Keep up the good work,” says Sears as he turns to leave. His rounds don’t allow loitering. But one of his personal responsibilities has been to advise Mrs. White, the housemother, since even before this Project Promise agreement came about, and he feels good about how he’s been able to drop in and offer advice.


  “We got to get a new red-alert song,” says Ben, when the door closes behind the provost.


  In comes Sherri Gold. Sherri Smith, really. Gold is her stage name.


  Lord God, thinks Shanita, what the dogs drug up.


  Sherri, wearing tight jeans, boots, a red shirt and a Durham Bulls baseball cap, backwards, believes the band should eventually do four kinds of music: gospel, blues, rhythm and blues, and country club standards. “I’m talking money,” she told Larry at the last rehearsal. “Country clubs is where the money is. You might have a good time playing The Continental Club, but you can’t make the kind of money you can in country clubs, especially if you learn a few standards. And they got country clubs in Myrtle Beach, and Key West, especially Miami.”


  “We asking for trouble,” Larry had said, while Shanita thought, No way we can add all this country club honky shit. Lord, help my time.


  “You’re late, man,” says Ben.


  “I ain’t no man, man,” says Sherri. “Howdy, Shanita. Hey, boys.”


  “Fine,” says Shanita.


  “I’m sorry I’m late. Let’s get to work. Play the blues.” She clinches her fist and draws her elbow into her side.


  “We’re going to work up the ‘Jelly’ song,” says Wesley.


  “What about the radio show?” asks Sherri.


  “Just those five gospels for the radio show.”


  “Can we go over those first?”


  “Okay with me.”


  “I mean, you know,” says Sherri, “the radio show is a big deal. We need to be ready. There ain’t no re-takes on a live radio show. What time we supposed to be out there, anyway?”


  “Seven-thirty A.M.,” says Wesley.


  “I ain’t ever been up that early,” says Sherri.




End of sample
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