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IN THE WEAK RAYS of a floodlight fighting to brighten the stage corner of the club, Goose Morgan ambled through the final notes of an old standard, then lifted a tumbler of Scotch and soda to his lips. From his bench at the dingy upright piano, he sat in his signature brown trousers and short-sleeved, green button shirt, and looked out through swirls of smoke, listening to the random clinks and clatter. Glancing back to the keyboard, he plinked out another tune, then another.

Patrons were sparse. None of them paid attention. That was nothing new. Goose was forty-five, a bit short and a bit portly, with a grisly beard. In a way, he looked like a young, gruff Santa Claus. He’d been at this a while. He was the classic example of a solid-but-not-stellar musician. Good enough to get work, but clearly having settled into the plateau of his abilities.

He took a big breath, inhaling all the familiar aromas of a seasoned bar, and started into another piece. Life was not easy, but Goose knew enough to appreciate that he was doing what he loved. The music was everything. He didn’t need a lot of money. Money wasn’t success. Playing was success, and he got to play enough to get by, for the most part. His dreams were to be better at it—to be a headliner. Not in the cards. Still, he was doing it, and he knew enough guys that didn’t get to.

Goose lived in a house his dad left him. It was a dilapidated place in a run-down neighborhood where everything was some mixture of dark brown and gray. The covered porch in front of Goose’s house sagged at one end, and the rusty swing chains had dangled empty for decades. He’d seen photos with the swing in them, but now, the house paint—along with memories of those times—was patchy and peeling away.

Inside, everything had yellowed. The refrigerator was still the old, lever-handled Frigidaire from his youth. Nothing was too cluttered or grimy; Goose did try to keep the place from feeling like he lived in squalor. Home improvements just weren’t in the picture.

Goose had a steady girlfriend, Betty. They had their ups and downs, but they’d been together a long time. Betty and Goose needed each other. She always wanted better for Goose, and for their life. So did he, really, but he was always playing somewhere, and the risk of trying something different was hard.
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