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         Honest Jim was a catcher, the first and the finest, in the mid-1920s, right before the big flood. He drove out from New York to criss-cross Appalachia with a recording lathe packed in the bed of his van. If you had a good song then you had his attention. He’d pull up a chair and give you three minutes of time.

         “Three minutes?” men said. “Why, three minutes is nothing.” Not knowing that this was all the time the apparatus allowed: three minutes before the pulley system unwound and the lead weight hit the floor. Not realizing, also, that outside of the mountains the pace of life had sped up and that this was the age of motorcars and Bell telephones, airplanes and film cameras. The world races on and only dawdlers drag their heels. If you can’t play a good song in the space of three minutes, most likely it’s not worth recording at all.

         “Three minutes,” he’d tell them. “But then the song lasts forever.”

         In those days it was said the land was mostly made up of music, as though it was stirred up with the water and the soil, as though the very breath of the wind was God’s orchestra tuning up. The people played banjos and fiddles, washboards and dulcimers. They played sacred songs and chicken songs; shanties, reels and laments. Songs poured through the hills like migrating salmon. Songs fell out of the trees like round russet apples. Catching one was so easy, you only had to stick out your hand. But catching the good ones, the sellers, that required real skill.

         “Who makes the best songs?” Honest Jim liked to ask, a cigar in one hand, a cup of produce in the other. “Who did it, I mean. Who’s responsible for a song?”

         “Picture it as a crime scene,” said Rinaldi, tapping the table. 2“You weigh up the evidence and identify the main culprit.”

         “So fine, a crime scene if you like. Who did it? Your chief suspect.”

         “The musician,” replied the rookie catcher, John Coughlin, who was on his first trip to the mountains and hopelessly out of his depth. “The performer. The singer. Whoever wrote and played the piece.”

         They were boarding at the Bide-a-Wee, a hunter’s inn outside Harpers Ferry. Business was slow and the inn was struggling. Honest Jim thought maybe the name was to blame. The catchers sat in the lounge beneath antler chandeliers, listening to the tick of the clock in the lobby and the lash of rain on the glass. The chestnut floor at their feet was the color of bourbon. A man might drop to his knees, lick the grain and get high.

         “Take your hat off, for Christ’s sake,” he told the rookie, because appearances were important, even at the Bide-a-Wee. They were not punks from the city. They were gentlemen. They were swells.

         “A Mole in the Ground,” said Rinaldi. “Explain that one to me.”

         “What’s to explain? Some they like and some they don’t.”

         “Sure, but that piece specifically. What’s to like? It’s a joke.”

         He knocked ash from his cigar. “Whoever played it, Mr Coughlin says. Which is true. Which is fair. But keep in mind, kid, that most hill-country pieces are old. They got no owners, no parents and they keep on changing shape. Each time you hear one it’s just a little bit different. So try again, who’s responsible? Who decides this version, not that one? This shape, not the others? Who is the real creator here?”

         The rookie nodded. “OK, I get it.”

         “He gets it, Jim.”

         “It’s the catcher who makes the song,” said Jim Cope. “It’s the fellow who caught it. Which means us, by the way.” He had his smoke and his drink and a cushioned footstool for his heels. He was getting comfortable now. He was settling in for the night.

         Some catchers were grifters—it was a piratical trade and it attracted all types: con-men and crooks, snake-oil salesmen and 3pimps. But Honest Jim Cope by and large played it straight. He paid thirty dollars in cash for every side he laid down, a straight square deal with a bill of sale thrown on top. You got the money and he got the song and afterwards you were quits, it was a sweet, clean exchange.

         “Shook your cherry tree the Friday before. Shook out your blossoms ’til the branches got sore.”

         “Sex,” he said. “At the root it’s all sex.”

         “Sex, sure, so why the dance? Why the costumes and the coyness? These are simple people so say it plain.”

         “Tommy,” he said. “You want me to sit here all night and unpick every line?”

         In the hills of Appalachia he was always Honest Jim Cope, glossy and handsome, come to make people rich. But he’d been born Shem Kopl—premature, underweight—and he had spent the first years of his life beside the tanneries in Trebic. Even today he retained a vivid memory of his arrival in New York—incredible, given that he could barely recall what he’d eaten for lunch or whether he had turned left or right out of town. He remembered the crush of the children being funneled single-file through the pens; the bored medics and deckhands playing bocci on the wharf. The sunlight so blinding and the sea-breeze so fierce that it felt that all of those bug-eyed urchins were about to be whisked into egg-white or dissolved into foam, which is maybe what happened, it was as good an explanation as any. He had been clutching a woolen rabbit, his cherished toy, but when he brought up his hands he saw it had gone. Belongings get lost, said his mother, not turning. So stop crying, keep walking, don’t hold up the line. Not everything survives the Atlantic crossing intact.

         He was Kopl in short pants and he was Jim Cope in his twenties and he lived his life on the road, with the footwell of his van filled with maps and notebooks and hotel receipts that blew up like confetti when he cranked down the window. This was how the world turned and American men were made new. Shem Kopl, God help him, had been a ham-and-egger at best. Whereas Honest Jim Cope, general 4manager at Victor Records, was regarded as the finest catcher in the country. His salary last year had been just shy of $13,000.

         “You have a goodly number of Jews in New York,” a dignitary’s wife had once remarked, solicitously touching his wrist inside some mildewed town hall, and he had replied that yes, this was true, a great number of Jews, most of them quite harmless, never gave him any trouble. Whenever the subject of his own background was raised—which was a little more often than he would have liked—he’d explain that he was raised Presbyterian and kept a doting wife, Glad, and three boys at home in Hoboken. A man in the field has to do his best to fit in, and never mind the fact that his birth name was Kopl and that he was unmarried and childless and most nights amused himself with loose women and whores. This was one of the curious quirks about Virginia, he’d found. It contained as many loose women as Manhattan and Brooklyn combined.

         “Women,” said Rinaldi. He kissed his fingertips and steepled them as though in prayer. “Please God, let there be some women on this trip.”

         “Wine, women and song. But songs first, always the song first and foremost. It’s the songs that pay for the other two.”

         “Songs first,” said Rinaldi. He gestured with his cigar. “Except that the songs and the women are all thataway.”

         “Over the river.”

         Rinaldi nodded, lost in thought. “Over the river and into the trees.”

         They called it the Far Corners, that part of Appalachia, because it seemed so remote to the paymasters in New York, like a fairy-tale kingdom, utterly foreign and strange. Thick forest, blue mountains and crossroad company towns that didn’t show up on the map. The first time Cope went down—summer of ’24—he’d been like some pith-helmeted explorer landing on Galapagos, or Adam in the garden, trying to name all the birds. One day, picture this, he had scared away a black bear. The musicians had barely begun playing when the bear wandered up, hips rolling, bold as brass and that might 5have been that—everyone either fled or dead. But he had clapped his hands and faced it down and the beast had paused for a moment, then back-pedaled and ran.

         “That’s because you didn’t know any better. Soft boy from the city. You wouldn’t pull that shit now.”

         “Who says that I wouldn’t? It worked, didn’t it?”

         “Thing could just as easily have eaten you.”

         “Yeah, but it didn’t. It didn’t, that’s my point.”

         Rinaldi pivoted in his chair. “I hope you’re taking notes, kid,” he said to the rookie. “He’s breaking out all the old war stories now.”

         “Oh I got a stack of them,” Cope said. “Tales of black bears and dragons.” Because privately he believed that the first trip was the greatest, when it was just him and the music and nobody else to contend with. As opposed to these days, right this moment, when he was running with the pack, lumped alongside Rinaldi of Talking Machine, Canter from Columbia, other sad hustlers from the lesser outfits; a victim of his own success, so-called. And while most of these pygmies would soon fall by the wayside, it was a bother to have to be constantly looking in his rear-view mirror, meeting at joints such as the Bide-a-Wee every trip to ensure that everyone was on the same page and no one was targeting another man’s patch. The code of the catchers, Rinaldi liked to call it. You agreed your routes in advance, circled your town and shook hands. That way you avoided any unpleasantness down the line.

         “Now take the kid here,” said the Italian. “His first trip to the Corners. Maybe his first time out-of-state. A new guest at the table and so what? The more the merrier. Plenty of food to go around.” He turned again to face Coughlin. “But I swear this to you, kid, with my hand on my heart. If I get wind you’re catching anywhere close to Lynchburg there’s going to be hell to pay, believe me, and nobody wants that.”

         “He’s serious,” Cope said. “Matter of fact, we both are.”

         “I get it.” The rookie cleared his throat. “I mean, don’t worry, I won’t. I’m fixing to head all the way down to Sutton.”6

         “Well then, that’s fine. Thinking big, that’s the catcher’s way. The way I see it, Tommy, this kid will go far.”

         “Literally so,” said Rinaldi. “All the way down to Sutton, Tennessee.”

         
             

         

         That day it had rained in a dismal, unremitting gray mist that softened the roads and filled the potholes with water. Only now around dusk did the rain start in earnest and they could hear it dripping through the trees and drumming on the hulls of the three vans in the lot. The night would be ugly. Tomorrow might be worse. “Bad weather a-coming,” announced the innkeeper with relish, and he did not seem a man naturally geared towards relish. “Bad weather a-coming,” as though he was laying a curse. This, joked Rinaldi, was because he saw rough weather as his friend. If the innkeeper had his way it would rain into next week, it would rain all the way until June. When business is slow you cling to your guests like grim death. Keep them marooned at the Bide-a-Wee. Keep pouring out the produce; keep running up the tab. That way—maybe only that way—the hotel might cling on until fall. Shooting season, salvation. A gaggle of fresh huntsmen beneath the antler chandeliers.

         “Is that shooting season? September, October?”

         “November, December. The truth is, I’m guessing. I’m a city boy like you.”

         “Babes in the woods. Jesus Christ, look at us.”

         Rinaldi nodded. He said, “I looked down the road just as far as I could see. A man had my woman and the blues had me.”

         “Hill-country music.” Honest Jim smiled. “What can I tell you? Some land and some don’t.”

         Outside in the lobby, the grandfather clock struck eleven. The rookie went to bed. The two catchers remained. Probably the innkeeper was sleeping by now, too, but he’d left behind the decanter and it was still a third full.

         The fire burned low. Shadows twisted on the wall. Cope yawned and shifted and lit a last cigar.7

         “Still raining?” asked Rinaldi.

         “Yeah. You can’t hear it?”

         The Italian crossed his heart and tapped the side table three times.

         “You think that’ll help?”

         “It might,” he said. “Ain’t no harm in trying.”

         He was an odd fellow, Rinaldi: animated and tetchy, in thrall to quaint superstitions. He wore paperclips on his tie and duck-feathers in his hat-band and he never caught on a Wednesday because this only invited ill fortune. His eccentricities were so conspicuous, Cope thought, that they must surely count against him in the field. And yet the man did all right and had scored some sizable hits this past year, which suggested that at least some people liked his oddness or were comforted by it. It made the interloper less threatening if the locals felt able to look down on him a little. There was room for all sorts. Every party needs a clown.

         He said, “The trouble with you, Jim, is that you see music as science, or a puzzle in math. The trouble with me is I see it as magic. Neither of us is exactly wrong, but both those approaches only take us so far.”

         Cope shrugged. “We’re riding our luck. That’s all we can do.”

         “Talking of which, here’s a question. What’s the best side you ever landed? The juiciest fish you ever caught?”

         That was easy, Cope thought. “Did You Ever Dream a Dream? by Yodeling Jack Flatt. Bought for thirty dollars. Shifted half a million copies.”

         “I didn’t say the biggest. The juiciest one. The side you loved best.”

         “It sold half a million. What’s not to love?”

         “This proves my argument, see? The trouble with you, you’re all bottom line.”

         In the field they were loners. At the Bide-a-Wee they were friends. They could pore over their maps and trade their tales of great catches. They prided themselves on their achievements so far. They pitied the chancers who came trailing in their wake. The Irish rookie, they 8agreed, would not stay the course. You could tell right away. Some had it, some didn’t.

         “Did you hear where he’s headed? Sutton, Tennessee.”

         “He won’t get there,” said Cope. “And if he does he’ll get nothing.”

         “Poor bastard. Poor kid. He’ll catch a cold, nothing more.”

         Outside it was raining. Inside it was warm. Rinaldi stood up to put another log on the fire only to become distracted by the hunting prints and the enormous mounted elk’s head. He embarked on an unhurried, unsteady circuit of the room. He said, “What do you think he makes of it all?”

         “The kid or the innkeeper?”

         “The moose. The elk. Whatever it is. What is he thinking of us right this second?”

         Cope had grown tired. He looked around with an effort. “He’s wondering where it all went wrong, how he ended up on that wall.”

         Rinaldi snorted. “Of course he is. Poor bastard, look at him.”

         “Big, good-looking beast like that. He’s thinking, ‘Why, this can’t be right. I lost to these jokers? These shit-heels?’.”

         “Meaning us?”

         “Absolutely meaning us. He’s an elk, for Christ sake. He wouldn’t see any difference.”

         
             

         

         If catchers had a failing, it was that the good ones—the great ones—never knew when to quit. A three-minute song might very well last forever, but each success has a shelf-life and only makes a man feel more hungry. No treasure, no catch, was ever quite big enough. There was always something better up around the next bend. Yonder, they called it, the people of Appalachia, as though it were a physical place that a man might eventually reach. Yonder village, yonder town. Yonder mountain, yonder stars. Good catchers were drawn yonder, wherever yonder might be. This of course is what made them good catchers.

         It was barely an hour past dawn when he set forth for the hills and the warmth of his breathing made the windows mist up. His 9head was aching and his eyes were sore. His rear wheels fish-tailed on the damp dirt road. But when the van crossed the river and ducked into the woods, the image that swung into his mind was of a sun-blasted wharf and whisked white-capped foam, and he experienced a sense of release so profound that it felt like oxygen from a can. The light rain turned to snow and this gave his tires more traction. He drove for an hour without seeing a soul. The branches around were all etched in hoarfrost.

         Sometimes on the road a sheriff would flag him down and demand to know who he was, this sharp-suited roustabout from New York, and where he was going and what line of work he was in. And on such occasions Honest Jim Cope would explain that he was a field recordist, a talent scout, sent out to source and collect songs from the local hill-country musicians. He’d step from his vehicle and open the back doors to show the recording lathe in its cases and the wax masters in the rack, and he’d say, “Here it is, sheriff, my field recording machine,” because men understood the concept of field recording even if they were ignorant of its details, and more often than not they would then leave him be. When the truth was that no one in the business called it field recording, or ever referred to themselves as talent scouts. They were song-catchers, pioneers, and they spoke their own language. So among themselves they would say that they were riding around the fairgrounds, or cutting about the Far Corners. They were panning for gold and diving for pearls, spearing the big fish, trapping fireflies in a jar. All of which was to say they’d been out on the road catching songs.

         And now here came the snow, folding and dragging in a motion that felt almost tidal until it glued to the glass and made the wipers squeak and stutter. He passed an abandoned farmhouse, a barn, and the shell of a Model-T truck, and he fancied that his grip on the road had become a little less certain because the van kept jinxing to its left and he had to turn into the drift before gently correcting its course. And even then he was unconcerned, unafraid, because the land in those days rewarded the men who ran through it and 10penalized those who ducked their heads and took cover. Up ahead, around the bend, lay the wild, open country. It was a treasure chest, a casino. You relied on your wits and rolled the dice every day.

         The snow blew sideways. The tires spun and caught. For an instant he feared he had lost sight of the road, but he aimed for white space, for the gap in the trees. Up ahead lay the fairground, the first of the hills. Behind that lay another, and then another hill beyond that. The man sang to himself as he wrestled the wheel. He sang, “The moon so bright, the gentle stream. Oh tell me, sweet Annie, did you ever dream a dream?”
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         For seven days it rained non-stop across the southern states. Rivers broke loose and ponds overflowed and the farms became useless; the livestock swam in mud. Nashville underwater, Chattanooga submerged. At the weather station at Cairo, the engineers tapped the gauge and left sweaty smears on the glass. Eight separate flood crests crawling down the Mississippi.

         It rained from Illinois all the way to the Gulf. It was the first blast of God’s trumpet. It was the end of the world. Inside the Greenville Baptist church the preacher quoted Genesis 6:17. “Behold, even I am bringing the flood of water to destroy all flesh which is the breath of life, from under Heaven. Everything that is on the earth will perish.”

         In the hills of Virginia the rain fell as snow. Snow stuck to trees and stone walls and to barn sides and fine houses. Milled to fine powder, it blew through keyholes, under doors and down flues. Nothing moved on the roads and busy towns became still. Bad weather a-coming: the innkeeper was right. Cars were buried and cabins were flattened and men lost their way on land they’d worked all their lives. The snow was so deep that it leveled the grounds of the Roanoke states’ war cemetery. Anyone passing would think there were no graves there at all.

         If music was played during that worst week of the spring, it was played in private, indoors, for an audience of family members. There were no try-outs or buy-outs; there was no travel of any kind. Instead men lived as their grandfathers had lived: alone in the woods and shut off from the world; lit by kerosene lamps and heating melt on the stove. The previous summer, a cowpuncher, 12Pete Janowicz, had pocketed $60—a king’s ransom—for the sale of two songs. Now those same sides (Deep Down Mountain Blues on the A; Pretty Polly on the B) were selling by the thousands in Boston, Philadelphia and New York, with the singer rechristened as Great Uncle Joe Suds. Hibernating, Pete Janowicz never knew the first thing about it.

         The skies cleared on Monday and the snow froze where it lay, so that people slipped on its surface like skaters on a rink. A local hunter, Clem Pritchard, buckled his snowshoes and set forth through the woods, but the crust cracked underfoot and gave away his approach. He spotted fresh tracks all the way up the road. Deer and bear and fox and rabbit, as though the animals had absconded from a party upon hearing human steps. He pressed on for an hour, thinking he might at least bag a squirrel.

         Right-side of the road, the ground dropped away to reveal the tops of tall trees. Below lay a stream just as solid as glass, with a silver cascade frozen hard up against it. As a boy he’d assumed that cascades froze in a flash, of a sudden—that they were crashing water one second and an ice sculpture the next—until his mother had told him that this wasn’t nature’s way.

         She said, “Bless you, Clem, no. It happens gradual, it takes its time. Most freeze from the top and that’s how you get the long icicles, see? But it never happens all at once, no sir, what a notion.” He even remembered where she had been when she said it, out on the buckboard, indicating the Clover Fork with a switch. Bless you, she said. That isn’t nature’s way.

         He found a break in the bushes and eased himself down the slope, testing the snow with each step and using the branches for handholds. The climb back would be awkward and he was no longer a young man.

         Halfway to the stream he paused to take stock. “Hello!” he called, feeling foolish. He did not anticipate a reply.

         The light was softer in the woods than it had been on the road. The breeze had dropped; the sense of solitude was intense. Which 13meant that the only thing moving was him, clumsy fool, with his cumbersome shoes and his breath like a bellows and his Winchester rifle perpetually catching in the branches. He more skidded than walked the last yards of descent before wedging himself between a pair of ice-cold boulders. He hollered his greeting a second time now, but only to check for an echo and establish himself in the scene.

         The vehicle had cut a ragged path through the frozen growth. Its chassis was crimped and the tires had burst and the snow had matted its side panels in dalmatian markings. The van had either sat there for days or for a matter of hours. Clem couldn’t say; there was no way of knowing. The cold snap pinned and preserved everything that it touched.

         Gingerly, his breath fogging, he crossed to the front of the motor, conscious that his shoes were now crunching on beads of glass as well as ice. The impact of landing had concertinaed the hood and put out the windscreen and peeled back a section of the van’s metal roof. And yet on bending his knees to peer into the cab, his impression was one not of violence but of peace. A column of sunlight had found its way through the canopy to illuminate the interior, so that the driver, half-turned about in his seat, glowed like a saint in a stained-glass window. Snow had collected in the lines of his suit and crystals of glass glistened in his thick hair, and his posture was that of a man who had decided to pull off the road for a doze, and who might at any second stretch out and continue on his way.

         How long did the hunter stand beside the wrecked vehicle, transfixed by the sight of the young driver at rest? Again, there was no way of knowing, but afterwards he figured it must have been a considerable while, because when he eventually straightened it was as though the season had broken and an icy enchantment had lifted, and he saw a pair of sleek white-tailed deer foraging for acorns nearby and heard the drip of running water coming off the cascade. Springtime, Clem thought. Well, thank heavens for that.
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         Moss Evans was a hooch boy in Washington County, Mississippi. He had a stoppered flask strung over his right shoulder and a Stella guitar strung over his left, and his mud-spotted glasses were mended in two places with twine. He poured drinks and played music like an all-round entertainer, except that he performed for the convicts out of Parchman prison and they’d rather have been almost anywhere else. “You know what you got?” joked the bootlegger, Old Duke. “You know what you got? An honest-to-God captive audience.”

         This was the year that he turned eighteen and the ideas for the songs came for him every day, some days every hour, as if they were people—assailants—crowding him on the street. One minute he’s walking and the next he’s been collared and they’re tugging his apron and shouting mischief in his ear, wanting him to raise up his guitar and make some sense of it all. Archimedes, he’d heard, sat in the bath and said Eureka. He says, “Quit your clamor. Leave me be, I’m at work.”

         This was the year that he turned eighteen and came by the Stella that made the bullfrogs explode. He hadn’t wanted to make the bullfrogs explode (he had nothing against bullfrogs; what had they done to him?) but once he found the right chord it was like the guitar steered his hand and it became almost funny, everyone grew excited. Some of the cons were yelling at him to stop while others were yelling to keep going, goddammit, and why not try to make the prison guards explode too? Split the storm-clouds, kill my wife. Break my chains, I’m out of here. The guitar cost $2, it was a real piece of shit. But the guitar didn’t know this, it saw itself as the boss.15

         This was the year that he turned eighteen and taught himself to play music or something like music, when he wrestled with phrases and changes, tunings and slides. Try as he might, he could never make the songs come out right. They started out fine, but then would crab-walk and change costumes so that they became unrecognizable, and he blamed the obstinate Stella or the angry ideas in his head or—most likely—a combination of both. Moss Evans was maybe not the best hooch boy in Washington County, Mississippi. But he was widely considered its all-time worst musician.

         In March ’27 it rained every day. Rained like God had turned the faucet, rained like the angels took a piss, so heavy it clattered like gravel on the roof of Duke’s truck. Moss grew to detest those fraught trips out and back. The roads half-underwater; the wheels spinning at different speeds. If you asked Duke to slow down, though, he’d only cackle and accelerate.

         Parchman prison lay some distance to the north, but it tended to send its work crews south. In summer the boys were put on the road pouring pitch. In the fall they were sent to pick cotton bolls in the fields. Now all day, every day, the crews were at work on Mounds Landing near Greenville, forming the first line of flood defense. Folk joked that it was only the convicts who were stopping the levee from falling down. The fate of civilization, they said, in the hands of the scum of the earth.

         “Is this on account of the river?” he’d asked the first day they drove out and the bootlegger had laughed and said that no, it was on account of his maiden aunt who had the mumps and her parakeet that had molted; of course it was on account of the river, pinhead. “Every fuckin’ thing’s on account of the river,” he said.

         From the road, closing in, Mounds Landing looked like a circus, with big tents and gennies and light bulbs strung on wires. Each time he came up, more tents and more men. The pot-bellied guards leaned into their rifles and smoked. The self-styled levee captains played games of dice under canvas. And more often than not, the sheriff’s deputy, George Piper, would be on hand to greet him, lounging in 16his deckchair as if he hadn’t a care in the world. He’d say, “Well, if it isn’t our hooch boy, our picker, our prince. God bless your heart, Mossy, you get over here now,” except that his broad, sunny smile never once touched his eyes.

         If this circus needed a barker, it might as well be George Piper, at least for the time being, until his duties called him elsewhere. It was Piper, in his loose, easy fashion, who oversaw the various comings and goings. And it was Piper, he recalled, who had seen off the pastor when he objected to Duke’s barrels. The pastor—a youngish fellow but old inside—couldn’t see the sense of loading colored convicts up on liquor. Come to that, he didn’t like to imagine that any white folk drank it either. The Christian thing to do would be to push every one of those barrels downstream.

         Piper had whistled, evidently fascinated. He said, “Well gosh, there’s a thought. Just roll the barrels downstream.”

         “It would be an act of mercy, Mr Piper.”

         “No doubt about it. No doubt that it would.” But it had reminded the deputy of a tale he’d been told by his cousin Benjamin over in McGehee, Arkansas. He said, “You ever been to McGehee, pastor?”

         “No sir, I have not.”

         Moss stood by the barrels, waiting to see how the conversation played out.

         “Oh,” Piper said. “Well now.” Unhurriedly, he patted his pockets to locate his cigarettes. “Well, you’re going to like this one, pastor. Let me see if I can’t get it straight.”

         “Mr Piper …”

         “Terrible scene over there in McGehee. Most everyone drinking. Most everyone drunk. McGehee, Arkansas, though, so what else can you do?” He had raised his voice by this point, performing for the men who had gathered behind the men. “Now the preacher, well, he’s like you, he’s had enough. And so the next Sunday in church, he draws himself up, all high and mighty like, and he says, ‘After the service we’re gonna take all the whiskey in town and dump it in the river, as God is my witness. And now please rise for our closing 17hymn.’ And the old choirmaster …” At this, Piper leaned forward to slap the pastor’s shoulder, cuing him up for the punchline, including him in the joke. “And the old choirmaster, he says, ‘Today’s closing hymn is Shall We Gather at the River’.”

         Moss walked the barrel into the tent, his head blissfully empty for once, his guitar case tapping against his hip. He filled the flasks and prepared to set out on his rounds. A mouthful of hooch for every con every hour. An emergency dose if one passed out or pitched a fit. A moderate mouthful was all that was required, Piper said, in the same way that a small amount of chili powder can help a tired horse win a race. Put a little smudge on its ass and the beast perks up and runs faster. Any more than a smudge and it loses its mind.

         The deputy made as though to ruffle Moss’s hair. “You just leave that barrel with us, my boy. We’ll guard it with our lives and give it a good home.” And this, Moss knew, was how it went every time. The con got his mouthful and the white men drank the rest.

         “Small smudge on the ass,” Piper said. “Itty bitty dab will suffice.”

         A circus, he thought, yes, although not the fun kind. On the western slope, a hundred prisoners had been put to work making mudboxes. Why they were called mudboxes Moss hadn’t a clue, given that they contained no mud and weren’t boxes at all but planks of wood laid end-to-end. The cons teamed up to set each plank on its side and then shoved sandbags behind so as to hold it in place. It was like they were fitting the levy with a wooden topcoat

         He moved up the line. The closeness of the men stirred his senses. Some of the cons stood out from their neighbors. Some he would have liked to stop and talk to for a minute without the guards waving their rifles to order him on. This one time a fellow had asked him for a kiss. Most just asked for more hooch, or whether he knew a song called Jacob’s Ladder and if so could he play it in a way that sounded something fucking like it.

         This far down the slope you couldn’t tell what the problem was. You weren’t aware of the thing that had everybody so scared. You saw the willows and the canebrake. You heard the noise of the workers 18and the drag of the rain through the grass. A man could go about his business for hours and never know any better, wondering what was the point of all those sandbags and planks. That was human nature, Moss thought. If you can’t see it or hear it, a thing might as well not exist.

         At that time on the levee there was a man named Miles Craven, who was rumored to be just as cracked as an egg. Miles Craven worked as an engineer down in Vicksburg although he supposedly came from back east, out of state, and Moss suspected that this is partly what people held against him. That and his manner, which could be lordly. Mr Craven knew everything there was to know about pressure and erosion, sand-boils and spillways, which was all well and good and what one would expect of a River Commission engineer. But Mr Craven also had a tendency to talk people down and broadcast his opinions too loudly, and these opinions, it was said, were always full of gloom. The levee captains pointed out that the river was still away over there, across the batcher and past the willows. The way Miles Craven carried on, you’d think it was dressed up for dinner and knocking at the front door.

         Most mornings when he drove up from Vicksburg, Miles Craven brought with him a fancy Gibson guitar. The young man enjoyed music, which was taken as further proof of his strangeness. Specifically, he enjoyed Moss Evans’ music, all those unearthly noises, and wanted the boy to teach him a new song or two. Most white men would never have dreamed of passing the time of day with a colored, but Mr Craven didn’t care. He’d beckon Moss over as if he were requesting a favor.

         The captains hurried over. “Is this boy bothering you, Mr Craven?”

         “Not at all,” he told them airily. “But I dare say, boys, that you are just a little.” Deputy Piper enjoyed playing to the gallery and Moss thought that in a queer roundabout way Mr Craven did as well. It was as though he saw his friendship with the hooch boy as a stick to beat the captains with.

         “Now run along, please. Moss and I have some work to do.”19

         Duke was supposed to pick him up every day at five. But Duke, being Duke, preferred to keep his own time which meant that it was often close to sundown when his truck—the Good Luck Buggy—came limping up the track. And it was during those doldrums at the end of the shift that Craven would have him sit under the canvas and go back and forth over this song or that one until Moss thought that the stress might make him start screaming. It had got so he couldn’t say what he hated more: the captains or Miles Craven or that bastard, Old Duke, for not rescuing him sooner.

         “These songs,” Craven said. “I am trying to think of the word.”

         Moss stared at the ground. He was listening out for the truck.

         “I want to say ridiculous. But I also want to say beautiful. So it’s a quandary, Moss, you understand what I mean?”

         “Yessir.”

         “You don’t need to sir me, Moss, remember. I am not a knight in shine armor.”

         “No sir,” said Moss, and this made the engineer miss his stroke. It was funny, Craven said. When he missed a stroke it was a mistake, nothing more, whereas when Moss missed a stroke it sounded rather interesting. It rather made him think there might be something halfway sentient behind all the mistakes the boy made.

         The engineer smiled. “All these songs that you play. The old ones and the new ones. I’m not convinced that they are coming out wrong, exactly. One might even go so far as to describe them as a different version of right.”

         The drumming of the rain had grown less insistent. Moss took this to be a good omen. It meant that the day might not be all bad.

         “Talk me a little bit through the process. You sit down and start playing This Little Light of Mine, say. And then what? Tell me how you do it.”

         “I don’t know, sir.” Because the last thing Moss was about to do was tell this white man, Miles Craven, of how the ideas were wont to grab him on the street and how the Stella guitar had a mind of its own. Yessir and no sir them to death, said Old Duke. Yessir and 20no sir until their eyeballs roll back and they start pleading for mercy.

         “Well, try to think. Help me out.” By the end of the day Mr Craven’s voice had become strained from arguing with the captains and Piper and the men from the levee board down in Greenville. He said he had no great desire to quarrel with the hooch boy as well.

         “Rain looks to be stopping.”

         “Don’t change the subject, Moss.” He choked the strings of his Gibson. “Or wait: is it me who is guilty of that? Changing the subject and distracting myself? I mean, good heavens, the rain certainly ought to be the subject. You are entirely correct.”

         “Yessir.”

         “Yessir.” Craven laughed mirthlessly. “Absolutely yes sir.”

         The Army said that the Delta was safe, and most likely it was. Mounds Landing wasn’t like the small earthwork levees up-river, apt to go with the flow at the first sign of trouble. Mounds Landing meant business. Mounds Landing was federal. Six miles long and four stories tall. The immovable object, Greenville’s lord protector. It was simply that the harder it rained, the more the river gained steam. All that month it had been leaning its weight on the levee, pushing at its shoulder, seeking a weak spot to break in. Think of the levee like a tooth, Craven told him. As with a tooth, you’ve got to keep it maintained at all times. Check the surface for cracks and holes. Check for rotting driftwood and crawdad nests. Because if the levee gets a cavity, the footing is compromised and the very ground turns to sponge. Then like a tooth it gets pulled, except that it’s the river that pulls it.

         This explained all of the frantic activity on the levee. The wheel-barrows and earthmovers and sandbags and planks. The work crews and guardsman and half-drunk levee captains. Obviously it explained Craven’s own presence as well, much good as it did. It seemed to Miles Craven that he spent the majority of his time telling people things that they didn’t want to hear, bussing about and making a nuisance of himself. “And now I’m doing the same to you. Do tell me if I am detaining you against your will.”21

         “Yessir,” said Moss. “I mean, no sir, you ain’t.”

         The captains never liked Miles Craven so well, Moss thought, as when he went down the east slope in search of sand boils. This was because the man’s gumboots had no tread and he was constantly falling down. He only had to say, “I’m going to check on the boils” and a ripple of excitement would pass through the white men in the camp, and you could see them break off from whatever they were doing and gather about to watch. The boils made small fountains and showed where the river had already found its way through the levee. So long as the water was clear, Craven said, there was no great cause for alarm. But he made a point of inspecting them several times every day—slipping on the wet grass, flapping his long arms for balance—while the fellows at the summit covered their mouths with their hands. Moss did not believe he had ever met a man so graceless as Miles Craven. What made matters worse, he used to get so angry about it. He’d sit on the grass and start punching the ground as though it had deliberately tripped him. That was the kind of man Craven was. Nobody liked him, maybe not even his kin.

         They shouldered their guitars and stepped outside. The rain had paused but the clouds looked bruised and the wind was thundering in the canvas sheets. An apron of wet farmland rolled away to the east. To their backs lay the barrow, the willows and the river. “Avert your eyes,” the engineer said, mostly joking, which of course had the effect of making Moss turn about. The whip of the gale was so vicious that he thought in that second it might be enough to lift him. Then, squinting west through his mud-spotted spectacles, he saw the treetops and the trouble and a portion of Arkansas, too. “What did I tell you?” the engineer said in his ear. “Cover your eyes, Mr Moss, there’s nothing to see over there.”

         Old Duke liked to say that the reason the Mississippi was so wide was because it was fed by about one hundred other rivers to the point where it wasn’t one river but many—a braid of disputatious streams, each one doing its own thing. Look closely and you could see them clashing, warring, jockeying for position, one current pulled taut 22and its neighbor gone slack, while a third did its best to muscle in between them, cross-stitching over and under like a sewing thread, stirring the surface into whirlpools and white curd. The sight put Moss in mind of the sick man in the Bible who ran to Jesus for help and when the Lord knelt down and asked for his name, the man said, “My name’s Legion, because there are so many of us.”

         The wind snapped the tent flaps. He could hear Old Duke’s truck on the track. But the view had him pinned and refused to let him go. Already the water had crossed through the wetlands to the woods so that from a distance it gave the impression of being as much land as liquid, heaving with fence posts and barn-sides and uprooted, stripped trees. The old monster, he thought. The cause of all the bother. Yellowed and swollen and rising two feet every day. One hundred rivers all with the same name.
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         The first law of business is that the boss doesn’t know about business. He’s stuck in an office with a gramophone in the corner and 9th Avenue at his back and that’s the extent of his knowledge, his horizon, his world. The second law of business is that the boss doesn’t care. When you think about it, that follows—the first domino knocks the next. The boss can’t understand a business that operates five hundred miles from his desk in a place he’s never been, so the boss has no concept of how the product is made. Send a fellow off to the Far Corners, he says, as though hill country starts about three blocks downtown. Go pick up some songs, like he’s ordering coffee.

         The boss doesn’t care because the boss doesn’t know. He’s middle-aged and out of touch, a working stiff who got lucky and has no understanding of why. Let’s say he started as a sheet-music salesman on Tin Pan Alley, or selling tone arms and motors out of a Cherry Street warehouse. Ten years later, kapow, he’s got his name on the door and a secretary on his lap and he’s ticking along, his life’s pretty swell. Waltzes and foxtrots keep the accounts in the black. But suddenly, out of nowhere, he’s got the New Southern Series—authentic American music recorded in the field on the cheap—and it’s boom time, a gold rush. Thirty bucks buys a song and then the company owns it forever. But what are these songs? Why should he know what they mean? The average record company chief has no grasp of southern music. He has no idea how it’s made and no idea how it’s caught, and honestly, speaking frankly, he couldn’t give less of a shit. The way the chief sees it, his duties have been stripped back to the essentials, which is to bang on his desk and shout for 24more every month. More of that stuff that did so good the last time. More of that stuff I wouldn’t listen to anyway. That’s now become his entire job, shouting “More”. And he only fails at this job if he shouts for more and gets nothing.

         “All right,” said Rinaldi and coughed into his hand. “Now picture this man, this boss, sitting at his big desk. Lee Teltscher, Victor Records. He hears about Cope and what’s his first reaction? What is the primary emotion that Lee Teltscher feels today?”

         “He’s upset,” replied John Coughlin.

         “Sure, he’s upset. He’s distraught. He’s in pieces. This is the worst thing to happen. This could bring the company to its knees. But what’s the first thing that goes through his head when he’s told? The very first thing Lee Teltscher wants to know.”

         The question was rhetorical. Rinaldi pressed on.

         “He thinks, ‘What about the recording lathe? Was it damaged in the crash?’ Those machines cost a fortune. He needs to know it’s OK. The second thing that he thinks, ‘So wait, where’s my more? We gotta send someone else out to the Corners right away’. One man dies and it’s a pain in the ass. Miss a delivery and it’s a full-blown fucking tragedy.” He grimaced. “The best catcher in the business. The man who unlocked the mountains. None of that matters. They’ll have replaced him already.”

         Rained-in at the Bide-a-Wee. Rinaldi had a habit, on waking each morning, of checking the ground in the lot with the ball of his thumb. Coughlin, the rookie catcher, who was usually up a good hour before him, would sit on the porch and observe this daily ritual, watching as the little Italian strode purposefully out to where the vans were parked. Probably it wasn’t the best test of conditions, sticking your thumb in the ground, but he deferred to Rinaldi, who knew how the Far Corners worked. Rinaldi said that the last thing they wanted was to get stuck fast in the mud twenty miles from town.

         “We’re stuck fast right here,” Coughlin said. “I ought to be down in Sutton, Tennessee.”25

         “Listen to him, the Irish Rover. Raring to set sail and hasn’t learned a damn thing.”

         There were two other guests at the hotel that week: a pair of wiry old hunters who kept their own company. Periodically Coughlin would hear them blasting away in the woods, although they never seemed to return with anything beyond grouse. Probably that’s what they came for. Maybe birds were their specialty. But these mangled feathered corpses would then be laid out on the walnut table in the lobby, arranged side-by-side in a stiffly formal display. Displayed for who, Coughlin wondered. Surely this wasn’t for his benefit. He was a Mott Haven street-rat; a one-time thief, now reformed. He knew the Bronx and Manhattan. Everywhere else, not so much.

         Rinaldi looked him up and down. “Jesus, kid, take your hat off. I shouldn’t have to keep saying it.”

         “You’re right, I’m sorry.”

         “What outfit are you with anyhow?”

         “Humpty Records. Tenth Avenue.”

         “A lightweight. A mayfly,” Rinaldi said, not unkindly. “Another Johnny-come-lately trying to crack the hill-country market. Wait, wasn’t it Humpty that put out that Spider Joe song?”

         “That was me. I mean, I found the guy. I arranged the song.”

         The Italian’s eyes narrowed. “Well, don’t sound so perky. You ought to apologize for that song, not the hat.”

         Bad weather incoming, the innkeeper had said. But, on testing the ground on the fifth morning of their stay, Rinaldi decided that by tomorrow he might finally think about chancing his arm, heading out. But heading out as in back, he explained to Coughlin over breakfast. The trip was a bust, he couldn’t stress that enough. The expedition was jinxed; they should have waited a month. His revised plan was to return to the city, dry off and try again. It’s not like the musicians were fixing to go anywhere. The songs would sound just as sweet in April as they would have in March.

         The rookie frowned. “If it’s dry enough to drive back, it’s dry enough to go on.”26

         “Trust me, kid, it’s not. The roads get worse the further south a man goes and you’re fixing to go to—Jesus Christ—Tennessee. I don’t know if that even counts as the Corners. I never went that far down.”

         “Too far, you think?”

         “Hey, that’s your business. If you want to run before you can walk, be my guest.” He shook his head. “But don’t run tomorrow, that’s all I’m saying.”

         Rained-in at the Bide-a-Wee. It was an occupational hazard, he explained. It was part and parcel of the catcher’s life. When the weather turned rough, you sat it out or you died. And then when it thawed you added another two nights for safety, because the last thing you wanted was to drive through the spring run-off. Every wagon-trail like a river and snow-melt pouring off the hills. He put his faith in St Christopher, but even then there were limits.

         He indicated his necktie, his pockets and his hat on the table. “I put my faith in this, this, and this. But even then there are limits.”

         Rinaldi’s superstitions, no question, had served him well in the Corners. His rivals might laugh at his stones, his duck feathers and his sprigs of jasmine. His tarot cards and his thrice-tied shoes. The intricate arrangement of paperclips on his tie. But the joke was on them, because he was still catching, still breathing. Also, as he liked to point out, it was paperclips and the tarot which had steered him in the direction of an impoverished old cattleman, Pigeon George, who swore blind that his fiddle was a Stradivarius copy. Pigeon George used his fiddle to mimic local birds. Each tune was made up of birds chirping back and forth in the trees. Anyone else would have passed, but Rinaldi thought what the hell. Hill-Country Bird Blues. It had sold by the boxload.

         “Explain that one to me. Explain Pigeon George.”

         “I guess I can’t.”

         “Nobody can,” said Rinaldi, which was the final truth of the business. Because he could sit and berate the bosses all he liked. He could say they were dumb, out of touch and didn’t know what they 27had, and he stood by every word: that was exactly what they were. But catchers in the field were likewise in the dark. The business was young and the market was fragile, which meant that nobody could say that they knew what they were doing. There were no rules, only guidelines, and no clear path to success. But that was catching, that was music. You might as well try to throw a purse seine around smoke.

         “Guidelines are good,” Coughlin said. “I need all the help I can get.”

         “Did I say there were guidelines? Maybe there’s not even those.”

         By the fifth day of their stay it was warm enough to sit out. Coughlin could hear gunshots in the woods and the distant growl of a motorcar. The land, he thought, was waking up from hibernation.

         “Guidelines,” said Rinaldo. He appeared to give the subject deep thought. “First is obvious. Give the company what it wants. The boss shouts for hill-country pieces, that’s what you deliver. No race music, no jazz, nothing that steps out of line. The boss wants a fish, so don’t bring him a cat. Also hill-country music, my God, that’s a broad enough church as it is.”

         “Sure,” Coughlin said. “Like your Pigeon George.”

         “Second guideline, also obvious. You record in the field and you get out right away. Pay your thirty bucks for a side and then it’s over, it’s done. We’re buyers, not managers. It’s about the song, not the singer. So suck out the juice, pay your money and throw the pulp to the curb.”

         “And third? Give me one that’s less obvious.”

         The catcher regarded him shrewdly. “The third guideline’s the joker. Third is trust your gut, trust your instincts. Nobody knows what will sell but the good man, the smart man, always knows what he likes.” He plucked at his shirt-cuff to dislodge a beetle. “And maybe that’s the wrong word. Maybe it’s not even your taste. But when you hear it, you know it. And there’s your firefly, your big fish.”

         Coughlin leaned forward. “That’s what I want. I want to bring back the big fish.”28

         “Music,” said Rinaldi. “The best thing in the world. Also the worst. When it’s bad it’s the worst. But then you know all about that, Irish Rover. You’ve got to love music, otherwise you wouldn’t be here.”

         “I do,” Coughlin said, although that wasn’t quite right. He had drunk too much produce and it had loosened his tongue. “I mean, everybody says that they love music, don’t they?”

         The catcher accepted that this was so.

         “What they really mean … what they really want …” He clammed up, embarrassed.

         “Out with it, kid. It’s only you and me here.”

         He tried again. “What they really want is to feel like the music loves them back.”

         And just like that, he thought later, he had broken Rinaldi’s third guideline or commandment or whatever it was, because he should have trusted his first instinct and kept his mouth shut instead of blurting something so stupid and exposing his idiocy.

         Rinaldi blinked and looked away. It would have been better if he’d laughed. He said, “Yeah, maybe, who knows? It’s a pretty thought, I guess.”

         
             

         

         It was a historic inn, the Bide-a-Wee, insofar as the original structure was 150 years old, an awkward arrangement of brick and stone. It had a wraparound porch and eight guest rooms upstairs. A century before, the innkeeper explained, the building had been the home of one Henry Quirke, personal physician to President James Madison, although it had not been called the Bide-a-Wee back then, no sir, he did not imagine it had a name at all. It stood on a rise half a mile from the Potomac—as isolated a spot as Coughlin had been in his life yet positively congested compared to the land beyond the river. The town was close by. The view was quite pleasant. It was only on crossing the bridge that the traveler became aware of the country turning strange, at once opening out and crowding in, as though the windscreen had curved like carnival glass and a man could no 29longer trust the evidence of his eyes. Oh, went the song, all of the places we’ll go. Over the river and into the trees.

         Honest Jim Cope loved Appalachia and believed it loved him back. That was his nature. That proved to be his mistake. The man threw himself at the mountains as an excitable farm boy might drop into a mound of loose straw, viewing it as a country of soft landings and warm pockets. Appalachia with its good, simple men and pliant, sun-bronzed women. Appalachia with its docile black bears and whitewashed Baptist churches. He saw the Far Corners as paradise, his happy hunting ground, when of course, he was wrong, it was nothing of the sort. It was a savage country, pitiless and arbitrary, ripped by foul weather, red in tooth and claw. You went for the music, nothing more, and you came back exhausted, assuming you came back at all. And the more times you went down, the less good music you found, which meant that the next time you had to go deeper and look harder. The chiefs didn’t care so long as they got the music. They didn’t know what was out there. They would struggle to locate the place on a map.
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