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	Ah, those were the days—top and bottom, breakfast dances, and real jam sessions. Let’s pause here and pay tribute to Willie “The Lion” Smith, Stephen “The Beetle” Henderson, James P. Johnson, and Willie “The Tiger” Gant.

	Rex Stewart
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IT WAS FEBRUARY by the time I caught up with Clara Rainey, at the end of a trail that wound to Miami and back north to a steakhouse called Astaire’s in Quakertown south of Bloomfield.

The place was a long way from rock bottom. The neon sign on the roof was a top hat. Double doors that looked like big chocolate bars with the letter A carved on them in script led into the bar or the restaurant, depending upon which one you took. Inside, on a thick red carpet with black flocking, a group of senior citizens in high-belted suits and print dresses and strings of colored stones waited for a six-foot champagne blonde behind the reservation stand to seat them. Waitresses dressed in sky-blue tops with puffed sleeves and short black skirts slit to the ceiling breezed through the dining room carrying platters to and from the kitchen, drawing cooking smells and clatter out into the room in the current of the swinging doors. Candles sparkled in thick orange glasses on the tables and the place smelled of starched linen and leather upholstery and tip money. It was all engineered to make you hungry enough to try Astaire’s World Famous Prime Rib.

At the bar I paid twice the usual amount for a tall Scotch because the entertainment had started and carried it through an arch to the piano and set it on the glass top. Clara went on tinkering with “I Love You Just the Way You Are” and didn’t look up.

She had changed her hair—it was a frosty color now, chopped off at the nape and blown out into a porch roof over her forehead—but her face was the same pale moon under the make-up and her eyes were set far apart. She had lost some weight and looked almost trim in a green satin dress with a scoop front that exposed the heart-shaped birthmark her husband had made me aware of high on her right breast. No jewelry, not even a wedding band. She was forty-two and looked it, but not in a bad way.

When she asked me for my request I poked one of my cards into her tip glass face-out and said, “Axel says to play ‘Clara, Won’t You Please Come Home.’ ”

She didn’t jump up and run away. She didn’t even drop a chord. Instead she took up the melody with her left hand and raised her right to test the porch roof over her eyes. For a space I wondered if I had the right party. “I thought someone would be around before this,” she said then.

“I lost you for two weeks in Atlanta. I had to bribe an acting desk sergeant for a blotter item that should have been public record.”

“Risky.”

“Not in Georgia.”

“Was he small, with glasses?”

I said that sounded like him. She made a croaking noise. “The little bastard had me strip-searched in a room with a trick mirror. I threatened to go to his lieutenant and he couldn’t erase my name fast enough.”

“Rough trip home.”

She went on playing. “The best things in life are free, on a full stomach.”

I assumed a listening attitude with my drink in hand and she told me the story. She had run away with her husband Axel’s accountant to Florida, where he’d ditched her, sticking her with the hotel bill. To pay it she’d hustled drinks in a dive called the Gold Coast Lounge, got busted with the owners when DEA took it down for trafficking in the rest rooms, was released, and hitchhiked back to Detroit, getting arrested for that once in Atlanta. In between she’d hooked a little to eat, operated a cash register in a Memphis diner, found Christ, lost Him again, and got raped by a goofed-up college freshman on his way back from Lauderdale. Reaching Michigan finally she’d drawn on three years of concert piano in high school and Darryl Astaire’s weakness for ice-blondes to land this spot. She’d been away from home eight months.

I knew some of it and could guess the rest, but I let her tell it all, shaking my head on cue and sipping from my glass. She had let the Dutch boy go; it was all gushing forth now. It wasn’t my business, but I liked the husky sound of her voice and the way her short strong fingers waltzed over the keys as she spoke. She played “Penny Lane” while talking about her husband and I made comments in the expected places and then we agreed that she was better off where she was. She had an apartment on Grand River and some money in the bank and something going with Astaire and when she bent her lips to smile it looked real, not the I’m-hanging-on-by-my-fingers grin in the snapshot in my shirt pocket. When I said I’d have to report to Axel Rainey she rolled her shoulders and said she’d been thinking of calling him and telling him where things stood.

From start to finish I knew everything that was coming in the conversation, including some of the phrases and the places where she would stop to wipe her eyes, complaining about all the smoke in the room. The work was getting to be like licking stamps eight hours a day and I was doing some hanging on of my own.

“Will you give me twenty-four hours to talk to him myself?” she asked. “If he comes storming in here the way he usually does things Darryl will break his back.”

“I just won’t charge him for the extra day.”

“Thanks.” She noodled the keys. “You’re sort of human for a bloodhound.”

“If you run again I’ll trace you again and he’ll pay me for that.”

“Yeah, you’re hard as hell.”

I passed that one up. Either my veneer was peeling or she’d learned a lot since Miami.

She shuffled her music sheets. “There’s someone who needs a detective.”

I followed the incline of her head and looked at a woman in an eggshell dress sitting at a small table by a partition with a fern hanging over it. The fern was working on dipping a tendril into her teacup and I couldn’t see her face for the brass pot. Her slim hand resting on the tablecloth was an even light brown with a ring on it.

“She’s been here two nights waiting to talk to Darryl. She won’t say why. I told her he’s out of town but she probably thinks I’m covering for him. She’s in trouble. I guess I know that look.”

“I’ve got all I need.”

“It shows.”

The woman turned in her chair to nail a passing waitress and I saw her face. Under a turban the same gray-white as her dress she had a profile like an Egyptian princess in the days before the Europeans stumbled in and gummed up the bloodlines, and in the candlelight her skin was the color of antique gold. Her eyes were just a little too large and her chin came just a little too close to a point. She was the best-looking feature in the room. I knew her, of course.

“Mr. Walker?”

I looked at Clara Rainey. She wasn’t playing. The light over the piano struck sparks off the glitter-dust on her eyelids.

“I asked if you had a request.”

After a beat I scraped a dollar bill off the inside of my wallet and stuffed it into her glass. “ ‘Dark Lady.’ ” I picked up my own glass again and took it to the table.
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“FURTHERMORE, IRIS” I SAID, sitting down.

It took her a moment. She was about to call someone to sweep me out the door. She’d dealt with her share of uninvited males. Her eyes got bigger than eyes have a right to get. A gold pin shaped like a unicorn with a diamond horn flickered on her turban. “Amos?”

“I like the pin. I’m not sure yet about the towel. I keep wanting to complain about the price of gas.”

Her expression completed a tight 360 from anger to surprise to joy to suspicion; the old triple play. “Did you follow me here?” Her hand was resting on a white leather purse on the table with the clasp open and her fingers curled inside. I ignored it for the time being.

“Where from, Jamaica?”

She relaxed a little, but the hand stayed where it was. “I left the island a week ago. What are you here, a bouncer? Give up Sherlocking to roust the colored folks out of genteel establishments?”

Her West Indies accent had become more pronounced in her time away. I drained the glass and set it down. “Excuse it, please. I thought I saw an old friend. My mistake.” I started to push myself up.

“Wait. I’m sorry.”

I sat back.

“My mother died Thanksgiving Day,” she said. “Not that Thanksgiving’s celebrated there, but it always seems to happen around a holiday.”

“I’m sorry.”

She smiled. It changed everything about her. She took her hand off the purse then and ran a gold-nailed finger around the edge of her teacup. A simple enough gesture, but with as much sex in it as I’d seen her put into anything, and she’d walked past me stark naked the first time I’d laid eyes on her, in a John R whorehouse that had since been turned into a hotel for women; hotels for men being discriminatory. At the time I’d been looking for a missing woman. I was starting to think I was in a rut.

“I keep thinking about that heart pendant you got back for me, the one I was afraid to go home without because it was a present from my mother. I was pretty innocent.”

“As innocent as a hooker with a heroin habit gets.”

“What’s sex and dope got to do with knowing the score?” Anger again.

“Not a damn thing.”

“We’re not getting off to the right start, are we?”

I shook out a Winston, just to be doing something. A pale brunette in a cinnamon business suit seated at the next table glared at me over her vegetable curry. We were in the nonsmoking section. I winked at her and stuck the cigarette in my mouth and didn’t light it.

“People die,” I said. “Living is fatal.”

“Bullshit.”

I didn’t like it much either.

“Whoever said death is part of life just made it worse,” she said. “It isn’t natural at all. Talking to someone you love who’s dying and them answering. Both of you knowing it and not talking about it and the world doesn’t stop or even slow down like it doesn’t mean nothing. We’re all of us nothing and that’s the score.”

“Doesn’t sound like we’re winning.”

She drank from the cup. “Bet you missed these conversations.”

“You look good.”

“You too. Older.”

“You always said I looked older than I was.”

“It’s still true. I sent you a card one Christmas.”

“I never answer them. Pretty soon you’re trading cards with Andy and Mabel in Milwaukee and you never met them or anyone who knew them. It can make you crazy.”

A waitress came around finally. Iris wasn’t eating. I ordered a steak sandwich and fries and another drink for myself and the girl wrote it all down, pink tongue caught in the corner of her mouth, checked her spelling, and bounced off. She had a little white scar on the inside of her left thigh. The pale brunette was still watching me and my cold cigarette and now she’d directed her companion’s attention my way. He had a graying brush cut and square black glasses and a spare chin folded over the maroon satin knot of his necktie. He looked at me, then at the food on his plate, then at me again out of the side of his glasses. He was hovering between hoping his date would forget about me and hoping I would go away.

“Lady at the piano says you want to see the owner,” I said to Iris.

“She’s laying him. You can always tell.”

“Shame on them. Fornicating this close to Detroit.”

Iris refilled her cup from the stainless steel pot on the table. “Women know what I am. What I was. I can’t hide it. They get protective.”

“Not that woman.”

“Maybe not. Sometimes I think I might as well be wearing a scarlet letter.”

“Hawthorne didn’t know anything about women.”

“My father worked here four years back,” she said. “It was a pancake house then.”

“I thought your father died a long time ago.”

“My mother’s husband died when I was eleven. My father’s still breathing, or was four years ago when he washed dishes here.”

“Huh.”

“I found my mother’s wedding license and my birth certificate in an old letter box where she kept her papers. Who looks at their birth certificate until they need it? It seems I was born four months after they were married. The name wasn’t my father’s; not the name of the man I always thought was my father.”

“Why are you looking for him?”

“Who said I was?”

I grinned. It got another smile out of her.

“Okay, I want to know what came before. Maybe I wouldn’t have if I found out while my mother was still alive. Now it’s important, don’t ask me why. Beginnings and endings, they go together. I want to know what sort of man he was and why he didn’t marry my mother.”

“Maybe he didn’t know.”

“I want to hear him say it.”

“How’d you know to look here?”

She reached inside her purse and laid a color photograph in front of me, printed on glazed paper. It showed a black man who looked a lot like Nat King Cole, straightened hair and neon grin, with one arm around the waist of a good-looking young black woman in a yellow dress standing in front of a cement block building with the letters OOL showing on a sign over the door. The first part of the sign wasn’t in the picture. The man had on a white sack coat over black pants and a green bow tie on a pink shirt and he was holding a slide trombone with his free hand, the instrument resting along his forearm. I saw the family resemblance in the woman’s face. She looked happy, the way people look happy in pictures taken more than thirty years ago and somehow don’t in pictures taken last week. The man and woman were the same height.

“You didn’t get your looks from your father.”

“That’s a compliment. My mother was a beautiful woman. The picture was taken in front of the old Piano Stool in Kingston. All the greats played there, Louis and Miles and Thelonius and the Duke and the Count. They tore it down when I was little to put up a roller rink. But the man who owned the Piano Stool is still alive and I showed him the picture and he said he didn’t need to see it, he remembered Little Georgie Favor and his Moonlighters. He booked them out of Detroit for a weekend and held them over six weeks.”

“George Favor was his name?”

“It’s the name on my birth certificate. They probably met in the club. My mother used to sing a little. Her voice didn’t match her looks so she got out. Videos hadn’t been invented then.” She drank some tea. “The old guy saw them together but he didn’t mix in with performers’ lives. He didn’t know nothing about Favor’s past or where he went after he left the island.”

“Try the Chord Progression?”

“First place I checked when I got back here. They didn’t know from Georgie Favor. They’re into fusion now and he was Chicago Style. But someone there referred me to Josephus Wooding. He was a headliner there for a dozen years back in the fifties and early sixties.”

“Joe Wooding, sure,” I said. “He’s alive?”

“If you can call it that. He’s sick and living in a trailer behind his house in Westland. Closed the place up when his wife left him two years ago and hasn’t set foot inside it since. He didn’t want to talk to me, but Favor’s name got me in. He said he saw my father coming out the back door of this place about four years back. Took Wooding a minute to recognize him, he’d aged that much since they shared a bill. They talked a little, told each other what they were doing, promised to get together and never did. That’s as much as he knew, or was willing to tell. He shut down when I pressed him. I don’t think he trusts women these days, or anyone else, but especially he doesn’t trust women. He’s a bitter man. Sits there all day long with a big pistol next to him. He was broken into not too long ago, they slapped him around and tied him up and took his TV and fiddle.”

“What’s his address in Westland?”

She gave me a number on Venoy. I got out my notebook and wrote it down. My steak sandwich came and Iris waited until the girl went away.

“I can’t afford to hire you. Burying my mother and coming here took almost my last cent. If I don’t find paying work soon it’s back to the business bed for me.”

“Welcome home present. Where are you staying?”

“Place called Mary M’s on St. Antoine. It’s a halfway house for working girls looking to quit. A friend of mine runs it.”

I wrote it down and flipped shut the book. “You got paper on that iron in your purse? CCW is a thirty-day pop mandatory in this town.”

She made as if to touch the clasp, then let her hand drop. “Eight hundred murders here last year, Mr. Detective. I’d rather face the bench than a slab.”

“It’s not my business unless you say it is.”

“Then I guess it’s not your business.”

“Would the ring be?”

She glanced down at the little diamond on the ring finger of her left hand. It was mounted in a plain spider-thin gold setting. “He’s a good man. He runs a one-boat charter fishing business out of Port Royal. We’re going to be married in May.”

“He can’t help out with money?”

“I wouldn’t ask him. He thinks I’m here visiting relatives. Which I guess I am if I find one.”

“I’m glad he’s a good man.”

“They’re a long time between.”

I didn’t chase it. I parked the cigarette behind my right ear and constructed the sandwich from the tomato slices and lettuce on the side. The pale brunette lunged across the table she shared with the brush cut, mouth moving, and the brush cut tossed down his napkin and got up and came over. He was bigger and harder than he looked sitting down. The fat was just inertia.

“Excuse me, but are you planning to smoke that cigarette?”

I sat back, looking up at him. “Eventually.”

“Could I borrow one? I left mine at home.”

After a pause I produced the pack and tapped one partway out and held it up for him to take. I struck a match and he leaned down for me to light it.

“Nonsmokers,” he said, straightening. “We don’t interrupt their meals asking them to not smoke.”

“You’d think outliving us would be enough.”

He moved his big shoulders and nodded to Iris and returned to his table trailing clouds. The brunette left shortly afterward. The brush cut put out the smoke then and finished his meal at a leisurely pace.
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WESTLAND IS A WORNGMAN’S community, functional if it’s nothing else, and nothing else is exactly what it is. No restaurants of note, liquor stores with iron bars that fold over the windows at closing, pool tables and shuffleboard games in bars where the customers wear Hawaiian shirts and knock back boilermakers and play Waylon Jennings and Merle Haggard on the jukeboxes. Bleak streets lined with bleak houses spreading out from the General Motors assembly plant, making a town as flat and gray as a concrete slab. We had had a lot of snow that month and it lay in rusty piles against the curbs under a battleship sky. In that season it looked like the kind of place where laid-off line workers massacre their whole families and then shoot themselves.

I had offered Iris a ride home the night before, but she had borrowed a car, and I had caught my first full night’s sleep in a while and showered and shaved as if I were going someplace where they noticed such things. These days I was driving a new two-tone blue Chevy Cavalier, thanks to a bonus from a downtown legal firm whose client I’d cleared of a manslaughter charge. The interior still smelled like a plastic raincoat but the fuel injection and front-wheel drive were pleasant surprises. I hoped they lasted as long as the payments.

Sweet Joe Wooding, as he was billed in the days when the Chord Progression on Livernois presented Harry James and Benny Carter to standing-room-only crowds in dinner jackets and pink chiffon, lived, or had lived, in a one-story yellow brick house on Venoy with attached garage and overgrown hedges on either side and a paved driveway he shared with his neighbor to the right. The place had a vacant look now, like an idiot’s face, and paint was curling away like dead skin from the wooden window frames. I parked in the shoveled driveway next to an exhausted-looking AMC Pacer belonging to the house next door. Some kids were building a snowman in that yard, making plenty of noise, and on the other side a fat boy in glasses and a red snowsuit was trying to coax some momentum out of an orange plastic saucer on a fifteen-degree slope. He bounced up and down and the saucer just sat there and flapped. His cheeks were as bright as Christmas bulbs.

I peered through the dusty window into Wooding’s garage. No car. From the way the tools and junk were distributed on the concrete floor there hadn’t been a car for some time. I didn’t go to the door of the house. Instead I followed a shoveled path around to the back, where an old black man in a Russian hat and a dirty gray quilted coat was removing snow from in front of a sixteen-foot robin’s-egg-blue house trailer with a television antenna on the roof.

I hesitated. It all reminded me of something. I thought of a big shaven-headed black man standing with a snow shovel in front of a house on John R, where I’d first met Iris. I thought of a house trailer in another place where Iris and I had gotten better acquainted. I was doing a lot of remembering lately. I resumed walking.

“Josephus Wooding?”

He went on shoveling with his back to me. I said it louder.

“I hears you.” He got a medium load on the blade and put his back into it and threw it two feet to the side. He paused to rest.

“My name’s Amos Walker. I’m looking for Little Georgie Favor. His daughter hired me.”

“Man’s name was George. You call him Little Georgie he go upside your head with his horn case. That shit was just for the bill.”

“Like Sweet Joe?”

“No, my first wife called me that.” He threw some more snow and turned around to face me, leaning on the handle. His complexion was deepwater-black under a skin of sweat and his features were laid in rectangular blocks, the forehead resting horizontally on the vertical pillars of his cheeks with the lower jaw providing a footing and the flat nose doing keystone duty. He had a thin moustache that looked dyed and his eyes were white under the irises so that he seemed to be looking up from under his fur hat. “George’s girl sent you?”

I held out a card.

He went on looking at me. “Man, anyone can get one of them printed.”

I produced the folder with my picture ID and the county buzzer I wasn’t supposed to have. They were a little harder to get, but not very much. Anyway he nodded.

“Now I’m waiting on a reason I got anything more to say to you than I said to the girl.”

“Maybe because her father left her mother like your last wife left you,” I said, “and you both want to know why.”

The shovel blade came up very fast and knocked my hat crooked while I was getting under it. I kept going and grasped the handle in both hands and twirled it out of his grip while he was still following through. He sat down in the snow.

I stuck out my hand and he looked at it a moment, breathing heavily, before he took it. He came up more easily than I was braced for. He didn’t weigh a whole lot more than the shovel. I gave it back to him to lean on.

I said, “My wife left me after three years. For a long time I thought it was my fault.”

“It was my fault.”

He was still panting when he turned his back on me and started toward the trailer, using the shovel like a cane. After a moment I followed.

He stood the shovel in the snow next to a set of wooden steps and we climbed them into a living room setup with an orange recliner-rocker gone grimy on the arms and a blue vinyl child’s-size sofa with metallic tape smoothed over the places where the vinyl had split and a new oval rug and a small painted bookcase containing magazines and a few thumb-smeared paperbacks. There were a sink and a two-burner stove with a built-in refrigerator at one end of the trailer and a heavy russet curtain at the other, behind which would be a bed and tub and toilet. The place was old-bachelor neat without pictures or anything to indicate that the man living there was a musician, retired or otherwise.

Except for the marijuana smell that permeated the place like disinfectant in a public restroom.

The air inside felt chillier than outdoors. He took off his hat and coat and hung them on a peg next to the door and kicked a tin furnace set into the wall near the curtain. It cut in with a wheeze and a clatter of bent fan blades.

Without his coat, the architectural effect was lost. He was thin to emaciation. He was several sizes too small tor his colorless shirt and old striped suitpants and the end of his narrow belt turned out, as if he’d had to make a new hole farther in. By contrast, his head with its thinning coil of black hair—it had to be dyed—looked huge. Whatever was killing him hadn’t wasted its way up past his neck. Nor had it affected his balance, or the big Ruger he wore hung on his right hip would have pulled him over when he kicked the furnace. It had a six-inch barrel in a stiff black leather clip and a slick walnut handle with indentations for the fingers and had to have set him back a month’s Social Security.

He saw me looking at it and smiled for the first time, showing pink gums. He was breathing almost normally now. “Fanny.” He patted the weapon. “Named her for my second wife. You looked friendly enough coming around the house or I’d of knocked you down like a baby seal.”

“At close range the shovel’s better.”

“What I thought, but I ain’t got the muscle for more than one swing. I did last month. I don’t want to think about March, if I see March. I got it, son. It’s got me. I never thought it would, somehow.”

“Seen a doctor?”

“Seen two. They wanted to admit me, shoot me full of nuke juice and go to cutting on me like an apple with a brown spot. Shit. She tell you they robbed me?”

“The doctors?”

“Well, them too. These sonsabitches roughed me over and tied me up and took my axe. Only thing I carried out of the house when Henrietta upped and left. That was my third wife. They got my TV too, but the hell with that. That bass sang sweet as Mister B.”

“They get in the house?”

“No, they heard a sireen and cut out. I see them again they’s two dead niggers.”

“Easier to talk about than carry off,” I said. “Or to get along with when it’s done.”

“I won’t have to get along with it long.” He dropped into the recliner, hard enough to splay his legs. The chair dwarfed him. He hadn’t the leverage to tilt it back. “George Favor. Yes, that boy blowed good tailgate. Not great; I blowed some of it myself when they wasn’t no bass work and I showed him some licks he never heard of. We all of us doubled back then, not like now. I tripled on the box. What Georgie was was dependable. He was always straight and he never stepped on a man’s solo. Couldn’t run a band for shit, though, and it roont him.”

“Ruined him how?” I sat on the sofa.

“Man, you gots to be a ripe son of a bitch to lead a band. Tommy, Jimmy, Mister Miller—Hitler didn’t have nothing on them white boys. Georgie, he wanted everybody to like him. Nobody came to rehearsal twice in a row because he didn’t fall on them like a safe when they didn’t and they sounded like Canadian geese up there. Hell, they’d probably be a hit these days. Back then no place’d book them after a while and when George couldn’t pay them they took their horns and split. He never got over it, Georgie didn’t. Was all he talked about. He was solo by the time I knowed him and I never seen that big grin that was on all his pictures.”

“He had it in Jamaica. They held the band over six weeks.”

“Floyd Gleaner was probably still with him then. Played cornet and French horn and done the arranging and I hear he was son of a bitch enough for the both of them. He quit to work in pictures.”

I wrote down the name. “Know where I can reach him?”

“Forest Lawn. Blowed his brains out through that horn twenty years back and throwed hisself under a truck in LA.”

I crossed it out. “Iris says you saw Favor four years ago.”

“Just about that. Harold’s Hotcake Hacienda it was then. I was still driving then, parked my crate around back. When I come out after breakfast there he was emptying cans into the dumpster. I almost didn’t know him. Bald, and what he had was pure white—and him we didn’t call Blackie on account of his skin, like black patent leather that pomp was, oh my, with enough straightener in it to take the bends out of the Mississippi. ‘George?’ I says. ‘George Favor?’ And he looks at me but he don’t know me, but I can see now it’s him all right and I says, ‘Joe Wooding,’ and he still don’t know, but he says, ‘Oh, sure,’ like you do. I axed him was he working there, like he ain’t got on a apron that says kitchen help all over it. He says yeah, washing dishes and cleaning up. Well, he don’t look too ashamed, so I axed him was he still playing and he said he sat in sometimes at the Kitchen.”

“Down in the warehouse district?”

“Man, you know another Kitchen? Well, I went down there oncet or twicet after that but I never seen him and the waiters never heard of him, so I figure he just told me that so’s I didn’t think cleanup’s all he’s good for.”

“You go back to Harold’s?”

He shook his blocky head slowly. “They closed it not too long after and then someone turned it into the kind of place you got to scrub your nails and put on a clean shirt before they let you in the door. Henrietta cut out about that time and who gives a shit about Georgie Favor.”

I did some scribbling. His eyes were burning holes in the crown of my hat.

“That badge you carry worth shit?”

“Just about.” I put away the notebook.

He fumbled then in a pocket on the side of the recliner and drew out a Ziploc bag containing brown cuttings and a handful of Zigzag papers and rolled himself the neatest joint you ever saw, licking the paper and without twisting the ends. “I axe you to join me but I got just enough to take me through the end of the month.”

I cocked a palm and he put away the makings and came up with a wooden kitchen match and fired it off his square thumbnail the way no one knows how to do it anymore.

The cuttings caught quickly and the familiar stench thickened the air. He sucked in air and some smoke.

“That the goods, yours cut out on you too?” The dope constricted his vocal cords. He had sounded like a man gargling washers to begin with.

I said it was.

“Leave a note?”

I nodded.

He took another drag. Then he rolled over onto the gun and pulled a frayed brown leather wallet out of his left hip pocket. The joint burned between his fingers while he separated a limp shred of paper from the rest of the contents. He held it out and I got up to take it.

It was a half-sheet of ruled pulp torn from a tablet and folded in quarters. It had worn through at the creases and almost fell apart when I opened it. The message was written in smeared pencil in a round, childlike hand: “Joe, I sit here day after day watching you rub resin on that bow, stroking it like you used to do me and then putting it away without ever playing. I’m sick of it. I’m sick of you. Don’t waste your time looking for me.” It was unsigned.

“I did a lot of muggles that night,” he said. “That was taped to the mirror in the crapper when I rolled out around noon. I left it up there six months and took it with me when I closed the place up. That and my bass, that’s all I took. Everything else is still in there. I bought this place furnished and here I stay. What I get for marrying a girl was born the day I played the Astor.”

I gave back the note. “Try to find her?”

“I had the cops in. Fat sergeant looked at the note and told me to wait for the divorce papers. I never got them. I waited a couple of months and swallowed a bottle of Bayers. Threw ’em right back up. If I had Fanny then I guess we wouldn’t be talking.” He showed me his gums again. “Joke is, I ain’t been up to playing that big fiddle for ten years. I sit there holding it between my legs and I can’t get from one note to the next. Them two sonsabitches couldn’t of taken anything I got less use for. Maybe I should of told her.”

“It wouldn’t have changed anything. Nobody leaves because of a bad habit. It’s just a screen.” Standing over him I was starting to feel hollow-headed. Whoever his source was, he wasn’t stopping at Acapulco. It was Bogotá or bust with him.

“Really the blues, man.” He took in some smoke and held most of it and released the rest. “Hell of it is, I can’t even use them.”

I hung at the door. “Do you need anything?”

He looked up at me for a long time from under his mantel of forehead. He’d forgotten who I was.

“A great big juicy slice of nineteen fifty-five,” he said. “That’s what you can get me. I ate it too fast the first time.”

I thanked him for the information and let myself out into the yard, into the cold sweet air of the yard.





End of sample
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