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Just spent most of the day finishing it because I couldn't put it down. I think it's wonderful.

—Karen Nortman, author of Time Travel Trailer

 

Here there be magic. Even though it's gritty historical fiction, In the Blood is a 20th century fairy tale. Hoing and Hileman have a rare gift of taking an improbable premise and stripping us of our disbelief. Their prose leaves no choice, lest we miss out on a great story.

—Carol Kean, reviewer for Perihelion and Steemit

 

This book is about music, it's about cultural shifts, and it's about life. In the Blood is smartly written, with every musical term and description spot-on.

—Diane Thayer, music educator

 

In the Blood is a tour de force....   
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PART ONE




WHITE BIRD


  











Chapter 1




K.C. BROWN WAITED IN the wings and practiced the fingerings for “Ko-Ko” on her alto sax. Her clothes and underwear stuck to her like cellophane. Naturally the night of her audition would be the hottest one of the summer, but that was okay. Jazz was supposed to be played hot.

The club, the New Orleans—or Narlins, as everyone called it—had been built before the turn of the century as a vaudeville house. The tiny auditorium smelled like reefer smoke. Drums, an upright piano, and a standup bass had been placed on the stage, although no one was at them.

It was Sunday, and the club was closed. Only two people had come to try out so far, but it was early. Jazz musicians showed up when they showed up. A single light bulb dangled above the stage as the other hopeful, a Negro teenager, was attempting what might once have been “Bird Gets the Worm.” He put his soul into it, but the number’s lightning tempo was way beyond his abilities. Who would choose such a difficult number for an audition? 

K.C. told herself she wasn’t nervous, as she sucked on her reed and twisted the mouthpiece back and forth to produce just the right angle for her embouchure. Her life didn’t depend on this gig. Nothing depended on it. She had a job, a fiancé, and an apartment of her own. Most girls would be happy with that. And she was, but nothing fulfilled her like music.

Closing her eyes, she calmed herself as she usually did, by imagining her brother Kenny’s voice. Kenny had died in the war. You can do it, Squirt, he said.

She peeked out from behind the curtain at the judges. In the periphery of the light, two colored men in black suits sat on the same side of a small table across the dance floor. The fat one on the right sported wire-framed glasses, a Cab Calloway mustache, and slicked down hair. An intimidating scowl indicated he was unimpressed.

The second man appeared equally underwhelmed and equally intimidating. Still, K.C. knew it was the fat one she’d have to win over. White or black, all bosses had that same I-own-you look.

The teenager finished playing. He gazed at the two men. The two men glared back. “You ain’t gonna say nothing?” the boy asked.

Apparently they weren’t.

A few awkward moments of silence later he slouched off the stage, brushing K.C. as he passed. If he noticed she was white, he didn’t react. He was so distraught he probably didn’t notice her at all.

Sucking in a breath of courage, she stepped out from behind the curtain, holding her instrument like a cross to ward off evil. The men were whispering between themselves and shaking their heads. They ignored her.

K.C. cleared her throat.

Boss-man looked up. “Oh, hell, no,” he said. “Prom’s over on the west side, Shirley Temple. Get on back there, and maybe they’ll let you march in the halftime show come fall.”

She could sense other people in the gloom at the back of the room. Probably the musicians in the band—the ones she hoped to be playing alongside after tonight. “I’m twenty-two,” she said.

“My ass. This look like the country club to you?”

Even in the murky light it was obvious there was something wrong with the second man’s fingers, some kind of deformity. “Paper said you were looking for an alto sax player,” K.C. said.

“Yeah, well, I don’t see one up there,” Boss-man said.

“Didn’t say they couldn’t be white, or a girl.”

“I’m saying so now. Even if you’re good, which you’re not, why should we hire a white girl who probably learned her shit from a better black player, when we could hire the better black player?”

“My brother Kenny taught me. He was Charlie Parker good.”

He and Badfingers exchanged a look of amusement. “So what I’m hearing is, you’re not even the best in your family. Should’ve been him I’m telling no to. He too scared to come?”

“Can’t. North Africa, forty-three.”

He paused, like he was going to offer the same old clichéd words of condolence everyone else did, but instead he said, “My people cleaned toilets in the war. What kind of reed you got? Like you’d know the difference.”

“A Rico. So you going to let me try out, or what? Me and that boy are the only ones here.”

“Plenty of horns in this town.”

“Can they take the changes in ‘Ko-Ko’?”

Boss-man laughed, a sound like a sputtering engine. “‘Take the changes’? Ain’t it somethin’ how dat white girl do talk jive? What I mean is, the young lady is impressive in her ability to express herself in the appropriate vernacular. Your brother teach you that, too? Go on, you’re wasting my time. Spits’d be rolling in his grave, and he’s not even dead.”

Badfingers leaned toward the fat man. “Nobody can replace Spits, Dwayne, but she must have some kind of balls just coming here tonight. Let’s see what she’s got.”

K.C. took a step forward. “I don’t need balls, I got this,” she said, thrusting her sax toward them.

Tell you what, little White Bird,” Boss-man—Dwayne—said. “I’m gonna bring the fellas up here for your number. All you got to do is keep up.”

“I play along with my records all the time.”

“Ooo-wee, you play along with records? Guess we ought to sign you up right now.”

“Really?”

 “This is live music, doll-face, and that’s a whole different breed of cat.”

Four men appeared out of the darkness and climbed the stairs to the stage. The one with the trumpet was handsome, but she didn’t like the way he looked at her. Not a leer, more of a stink-eye. As they took their places at the instruments, Badfingers introduced them. “Catfish is the eighty-eighter, Leon’s the screamer, Syd’s the hide man, and Thump’s got the doghouse. I’m Freddie. I’m the boneman, but I ain’t playing tonight. This here’s Dwayne. What’s your name, White Bird?”

“K.C. Brown.”

“Kasey?” Dwayne snorted. “You ought to be carrying a tennis racket, not a horn.”

“K like in Kansas. C like in City.” 

Catfish tinkled a few measures of “One-O’Clock Jump” with his right hand. Count Basie? Was he being sarcastic, or just loosening his fingers? He winked at her, but it didn’t seem flirtatious.

“Let’s get this over with,” Dwayne said. “All you kids ever want to play is bop. ‘Ko-Ko’ it is, boys. Key of B flat minor. You know where B flat is, Little Orphan Annie?”

“My name is K.C.” Annoyed, she pressed the octave key and blew him the highest damn B flat in the sax’s register and held the note until her lungs gave out.

Atta girl, Squirt.

“Well, you got the pipes,” Dwayne said, “but do you have the chops?”

He’d barely spoken the last word when she launched into the intro to “Ko-Ko.” Her nervousness disappeared as she let the music carry her. Leon hopped in on trumpet without hesitation, playing in unison an octave up, matching her note-for-note. Next he was supposed to riff alone, but the rest of the band came in instead, skipping the remaining bars of the front, running once through the head and then going straight to the bridge.

That’s where they lost K.C. She knew the entire number, but her mind blanked with the unexpected change. That wasn’t how the record went. She could see the triumphant twinkle in the musicians’ eyes as she struggled to remember her part. They were playing so fast, so confidently, that by the time she found her place in one section, they were on to another. After a few failed attempts, she lowered her sax.

The band continued without her. Leon’s trumpet was a battered old thing that blew notes so pure the angels must weep. Syd and Thump pulsed rhythm like sweaty love. Taking the changes, Catfish became a four-handed demon.

When they finished, K.C. gazed helplessly at Dwayne and Freddie.

“Got to fly real fast just to stand still with us, White Bird,” Dwayne said.

“They jumped ahead in the piece,” K.C. said. “I wasn’t ready.”

“This is jazz, K.C.,” Freddie said. “You can’t not be ready.”

“I can play,” she pleaded.

“Not with us,” Dwayne said.

She wasn’t going to cry, she wasn’t.

Freddie approached the foot of the stage. He offered her a business card.

She glanced at his fingers as he withdrew his hand. It looked like every one of them except his thumbs had been crushed or wrenched sideways at the first joint. She wondered if there’d been an accident, or he’d been born that way.

The card was simple, black ink on white card stock, with little curlicues highlighting the letters and phone number.




F. D. Ross

DWAYNE HITE PRESENTS

THE BLUENOTES

Swinging the 40s

Venues large or small

WA4-3232




“Forget your records,” he said. He sounded almost kind. “That little bit you did? You got something. But it ain’t enough to love the music. If it’s just gonna be a hobby, might as well put down your horn and go work at the five and dime. You gotta bleed it. And just so you know, next time, if there is a next time, we don’t do bop. Think Duke, not Dizzie or Yardbird.”


  











Chapter 2




EVERYONE HAD GONE HOME but Catfish and Freddie. Freddie sat at the same table he’d been at all night, smoking a reefer while ’Fish woodshedded at the piano on stage. Freddie admired the man’s talent, even more his stamina. He seemed immune to fatigue. He’d play till 5:00 a.m., go to work slaughtering hogs at 6:00, and be back at Narlins by 7:00 the next night. That left maybe three hours for eating, sleeping, and making little catfishes. He and his wife Janae had five kids, a couple of them under four.

Freddie mopped the back of his neck with a handkerchief. Damn Iowa summers. Damn Iowa weather, period. Only decent times of the year were late spring and early fall. He drew in a mouthful of smoke, watching as his misshapen fingers pulled the joint back. Thirty-one years later, they still pained him. He used to be able to play piano like ’Fish, better, only it was Scott Joplin rag at the Narlins, the colored couples on the dance floor two-stepping that rhythm and the whites trying not to hurt themselves.

He’d never forget his father Lewis’s look of horror when he saw Freddie’s newly mangled hands.

Daddy, they used a hammer.

Catfish was diddling Euday Bowman’s “Twelfth Street Rag.” “Hey, Boneman,” he said, “you gonna sit there sucking weed all night? Get your ass up here and give me some slide or go the hell home.”

To what? he thought. “Man, I hate that song.”

“I’ll play something else.” ’Fish started in on Goodman’s “Whistle Blues.”

“’Bone’s in my locker upstairs. Too lazy to go get it.” Once he’d lost the dexterity of his fingers, trombone was the only instrument left to him.

Shay walked out on him a week ago. Probably staying with her mama Nelly. The two didn’t get on well, though, so she’d come back. She always did, but the house was hollow without her. Even their cat, Washington, moped.

Freddie was in no hurry to leave. He loved Narlins, the closeness, the dark, the stink. It was like walking back in time. Not that those times were ever that great. They just happened to be then, and then was always better than now. Almost always.

’Fish was right. It was late. He crushed the joint on the top of his shoe, stuffed the remainder in his jacket pocket, and stood up. “How do you get away with staying out all night?”

“Nothing to get away with. Janae likes to sleep alone.” ’Fish broke into a grin so wide his teeth reflected the single bulb’s glare. “Don’t mean she gets outta bed when I do come home.”

Freddie put on his white Fedora and pulled the brim down. “You sure all them youngsters are yours? I stop by your place twice a week when you’re at work.”

“Always thought a couple of them looked odd. I just figured they took after her side.”

Freddie smiled. “Heading out. Pick up the tempo, man. Maybe we ain’t Bird, but ‘Whistle Blues’? Damn.”




****




If a colored man felt like fighting, all he had to do was walk into Curtis’s Garden. It was the least seedy of Waterton’s roadhouses, and it did not cater to Negroes. Like everyone else, the owner hired black bands to entertain his white customers, but just try getting a drink between sets. Going in any other time was asking for trouble. Freddie had ended up on his face in the gravel parking lot more than once.

Shay was gone again, and Freddie was in a foul mood. He slowed down as he approached the Garden, thought about stopping, and didn’t. Fifteen years ago he’d have vented his frustrations with a good rumble, but fifteen years ago he wasn’t fifty. Nowadays the rest of his bones ached near as bad as his fingers, and his body was so worn down he had to rest up after sleeping.

Instead, he drove around with his windows down, hoping the stars and the cooler air would calm him. July nights were steamy, but nothing like the blast furnace of July days. Although he wasn’t a cabbie anymore, he still loved driving. It made him feel powerful and free, like he could go anywhere and do anything. His black ’40 Ford’s rounded fenders made it look like an upside-down bathtub. Maybe not the prettiest design, but the car handled well. The heater took up most of the middle of the dash. The speedometer was a narrow slit with the numbers in a straight line. Sometimes he had trouble reading them in the day, but they lit up when his headlights were on—not that he’d ever paid much attention to the speed limit anyway. The odometer showed over 190,000 miles. The Bluenotes usually rode to out-of-town gigs in an old school bus now, but he’d put plenty of miles on the Ford back when everyone had to find their own way. 

Even the stars were ugly tonight. The constellations filtered through the miasma pumped out by the west-side factories. Freddie pulled to the curb in front of the Diminished Fifth, a dilapidated jazz bar on East Sixth and Franklin, not too far from his house in Smoky Row. 

It was always the same thing. Why don’t you make more money? Least the taxi was steady work. Who you screwing now? I know you’re screwing somebody. I hate this town. We gonna be treated like niggers anyway, might as well take me to Chicago.

In view of her former line of work, accusing anyone else of screwing around was funny, in a sad sort of way.

Freddie didn’t understand the attraction of Chicago. He doubted she’d ever been there. She was from Spring Valley, Mississippi, a village so small that the sign saying you’re entering Spring Valley and the one saying you’re leaving it was the same sign. If he was going to move to a big city, it would be New Orleans or Kansas City, where the jazz was hot, or New York, where it was burning down the town. Chicago had the scene, too, but he just didn’t like it there. Same heat as Iowa in summer, only worse, with its thousands of miles of asphalt drawing in the sun and spitting out fire. Same cold in winter, too, and a couple million more maniacs who didn’t know how to drive on snow.

Truth was, backwards as Waterton was, Freddie liked it here. Forty-five, fifty thousand people, enough size to keep them from getting bored, not enough to swallow them whole. The white folks here didn’t like blacks any more than they did in Biloxi or Selma, but most were too stupid even to be good racists.

Freddie opened his car door. Stench from the Diminished Fifth spilled out onto the sidewalk, weed and tobacco smoke, vomit and beer. Leon was probably inside drinking. Maybe Syd was with him, even though he never touched booze or drugs. He was a straight arrow who preferred to spend most of his free time with his wife Marlye and son Nat. Thump would be scoring horse in the back, or over at Pamela’s Triangle Club, a strip joint better known as Grits ’n’ Tits.

He peered through the screen door and saw Screech and Ironhead, two semi-permanent members of the Bluenotes. They couldn’t always be counted on to rehearse, but they showed up for gigs. That was a problem when there were new charts, but somehow Dwayne made it work.

The usual stale music blared from the jukebox, because no self-respecting live band would book the place. God only knew why real musicians wasted their nights at this hole.

Yet here he was. Maybe it was the greasy ambience. His wife had left. Yeah, so? At the Fifth he could hear a hundred stories that made his life seem blessed. Sometimes he needed to know he wasn’t feeding from the bottom of the trough.

Ain’t coming back this time, she’d said, same as always, and then whack, a palm upside his ear, and she was out the door. He’d never raised his hand to a woman, but that didn’t stop Shay from slapping him when she had a mind to. Never hard, though sometimes he caught a fingernail. No nookie, no cooking, the temper of a rabid coon, and still he missed her.

Hell of it was, he couldn’t even remember what he’d done this time.

He caught sight of Leon at the bar, smiling and using his looks to impress some woman. Screamers always got the chicks, although Leon was more about the set-up than the follow-through. All he wanted was the attention. He was married, after all.

Freddie intended to drink one beer and leave, but didn’t even do that. Reefer relaxed him better and eased his body’s pain. He could blow weed at home without enduring that hideous jukebox.

Anyway, Washington would be hungry.




****




He stretched out naked on the bed and puffed on a joint. A fan on the chair next to him was on high, but all it did was buffet him with hot air. His back stuck to the mattress and his thighs to each other.

He turned on the shadeless floor lamp, the bedroom’s only light.

Washington perched next to him and licked her paws. She had the most interesting coloring, dark gray on top with vertical tan stripes down her back and neck, light gray on the bottom with dark stripes circling each of her legs, and a speckled belly. Shay had insisted on naming her Washington. He had no idea why. Washington didn’t look very presidential to him. When he reached up to stroke her whiskers, she hissed and batted at his hand.

Even the cat was mad at him. He pushed her onto the floor and sat on the edge of the bed to look through the Record. Three weeks in, the Berlin blockade was still big news. The son of one of Waterton’s councilmen was involved with the airlift. More about Tito’s break with Stalin, and the implications for the rest of Europe. Freddie didn’t know who Tito was. Locally, Waterton was getting a professional basketball team, slated to begin play in the ’49-’50 season with the new National Basketball Association. Negotiations at Roth’s were breaking down, and a strike seemed inevitable. Catfish and Leon worked there.

Scary to think how many kids ’Fish would have if he was home more than three hours a day.

Freddie smoked the joint down to the nub and dropped the remainder in the ashtray. One time he’d dozed off with a roach in his hand. It had fallen to the floor and singed a small spot in the carpet. Shay had carried on like he’d burned down the house. She forbade him to patch the hole, as a constant reminder of his slovenly ways.

It did teach him to be more careful.

Washington mewed and pounced on something under the bed, a spider or one of those creepy centipede-y things. Or maybe it was just a thread blown around by the fan. Never could tell what would capture that cat’s interest.

Freddie tossed the paper down and turned to his side, letting the hot air wash over his face like a healing balm.


  











Chapter 3




TONIGHT K.C. AND HER fiancé Jack Schoonover were going to see Abbott and Costello Meet Frankenstein at the Waterton Theater, but today she was serving Green Rivers and ice cream sundaes behind the soda fountain at Dale’s Grocery. Jack was one of two assistant managers. Everybody knew they were an item, so, for propriety’s sake, whenever they worked together Dale scheduled her there, where she’d be under Austin Tyler’s supervision.

A Negro boy approached her. K.C. knew most of her customers, but this kid wasn’t familiar. He was small, his head not reaching the counter. “Chocolate malt with three scoops,” he said. “And not two. I know how to count.”

He showed her a dime, of which he seemed quite proud.

Three scoops were fifteen cents, and Austin didn’t like coloreds in the store anyway. “Where’s your mama?” K.C. asked.

“Outside. She gimme this for sweeping the kitchen floor.”

This look like the country club, Shirley Temple?

K.C. was still angry about the old switcheroo the band had pulled on her last night. Fat boss-man Dwayne was the specific target of her ire, but at the moment all Negroes were being torched by the fallout. “Nickel a scoop,” she said.

The kid put the dime on the counter. Apparently he could add one and one and one and come up with three, but not multiply three times five.

“Hey,” Austin said. He was just over in produce, and must have overheard the conversation. He glared at her as if saying What do you think you’re doing?

“Three scoops is fifteen cents,” K.C. said to the boy. “That’s ten. I can give you two.”

She immediately regretted her harshness when his eyes went all watery. It wasn’t the kid’s fault Dwayne was a jerk. She started to make the sundae, but Austin stepped in after the second scoop. “You gonna pay the extra nickel?”

“He’s just a little boy,” she said.

“I don’t care if he’s the king of Africa. Fifteen cents or two scoops. Dump it in a Dixie Cup and get his black ass out of here.”

K.C. took a nickel from her apron, a tip left to her by her last customer, a boy named Davy who happened to be over the moon for her, and set it next to the dime. “Happy?”

Austin answered by going back to primping the lettuce.

K.C. gave the kid his three scoops, then added the milk and malt powder. Now more disgusted with Austin than Dwayne, she put a fourth scoop in a separate cup and whispered, “This is for your mama.”

“Thank you, ma’am!”

The kid scooted out of the store before Austin saw that he had two cups. When he was gone K.C. pocketed her nickel and rang up a dime in the register.

Ma’am. Well, she probably did look old to him.




****




“Ch-Ch-Ch-Ch-Chick,” Lou Costello rasped for about the millionth time. Every time he was scared he stuttered the name of Bud Abbot’s character in the movie. Ch-Ch-Ch-Ch-Chick. K.C. hated it. She didn’t find Abbot and Costello funny, and monster movies were just dumb. But Jack liked them, and she loved Jack. Besides, the theater was air-cooled.

When they went out they always sat in the back corner where he could put his arm around her without other people seeing. If the place was nearly empty, like tonight, they might neck. Who cared what was on the screen then?

Still, Easter Parade was over at the Paramount, just released last week. Irving Berlin’s music was too tame, but she was a sucker for sappy love stories, and that Fred Astaire could really dance.

“Having fun, Kase?” Jack said, nuzzling her ear. As Dwayne had surmised, her name really was Kasey, but she spelled it K.C., Kansas City Brown, a good jazz name. He’d also been right about her age. She’d just turned nineteen two weeks before.

Although Jack hadn’t formally asked her to marry him yet, it was a given. He was already talking about a house, kids, and a teaching job after college. A few times she’d managed to sneak him past the landlord, Mr. Somers, to spend the night in her apartment. She was excited about their future, but, man, could Bird take those changes!

That little bit you did, you got something….

Bela Lugosi’s casket opened with a creak. Predictably, Costello sputtered “Ch-Ch-Ch-Ch-Chick.” K.C. pretended to laugh. Jack “accidentally” brushed her breast. The casket lid closed before Abbott saw Dracula, and once again Costello looked the fool.

Sigh.




****




The next morning Jack twiddled his thumbs in the back row where the trombone section sat during the school year. He’d rather be making out in K.C.’s apartment, especially since she hadn’t been in the mood to invite him over last night. “Why not play music people like?” he said. “You know me, I got nothing against Negroes, but who listens to jazz?”

“I do,” she said.

More than a year after graduation, K.C. still used the West High School band room to practice her sax. It was the only place she could go where the noise wouldn’t bother anyone. Her apartment walls were too thin, and she wasn’t welcome in her parents’ home these days. Mr. Pierson thought highly of her from her three years as section leader and president of the West band. Since it was summer and there weren’t any other rehearsals, he’d let her in every Saturday she wasn’t working, and most Monday, Tuesday, and Thursday nights for a couple of hours after supper. He encouraged her—keeping his own phonograph here for her to play along with—but had quit trying to coach her technique. What he liked and what she played were different things. Besides, as he’d admitted early in her junior year, “You surpass me.”

The school board forbade her to bring anyone with her when she was in the building after hours, but Mr. Pierson didn’t object on the few occasions Jack tagged along. He was right next door in the music office working on next fall’s marching band drills in case Jack got frisky.

K.C. sat on the piano bench and assembled her sax. Piano was the only instrument she’d ever been formally trained on. She’d taken lessons since she was four, years spent learning not only notes but the keys, time signatures, chord progressions, structures, and theory. And everyone told her she had that natural knack that couldn’t be taught by anybody.

“I’m not saying I don’t like your playing,” Jack said, “but would a little Eddy Arnold hurt you once in a while?”

K.C. strapped the sax around her neck and started pounding the piano’s keys, exaggerating the country rhythm to everybody’s—every-white-body’s—favorite song this summer, “Bouquet of Roses.” She didn’t sing often or particularly well, but she didn’t care. When she finished the intro and came to the verse, she warbled in a purposely obnoxious twang. “I’m sendin’ you a big bouquet of ro-woe-woe-woe-ses…’”

Jack, oblivious to her sarcasm, perked up. “Yeah, like that.”

“You can’t be serious,” she said. “How does that even compare to this?”

She picked up her sax and blew through “Ko-Ko” the way she’d intended to the other night at Narlins. She stuck every note. When she finished she was exhausted.

You gotta bleed it.

Jack looked at her with genuine perplexity. “Well, it’s really fast.”


  











Chapter 4




JAN GARBER AND HIS band performed at Waterton’s Electrical Park Ballroom in the third week of July. He wasn’t big time like Goodman, but his too-sweet dance music was popular on ballroom circuits throughout the Midwest. The Record had run full-page ads two Sundays in a row. Local bands never even got a mention unless it was for charity.

The Bluenotes played Electrical Park three or four times a year. The admission policy wasn’t as restrictive as Curtis’s Gardens, but by tradition and preference the audiences here were still mostly white. Freddie and Dwayne sat at the back, near the exit. Glasses low on his nose, Dwayne took notes, always looking for lines to borrow for his own charts. He had the best ear in the business. Garber’s band was playing “Stars Fell on Alabama” while two or three dozen couples slow-danced in the sawdust.

“Man,” Dwayne said, “time somebody retired that number.”

“Horns could be tighter,” Freddie said. “None of them are good as Spits.”

“Nobody is.” Dwayne set his pencil down. “Bass line’s for shit. This whole damn chart’s right out of the Fake Book.”

Freddie called his attention to the couples. “Notice anything about them?”

“I don’t know, Boneman, the way they’re moving, looks like they’re in pain.”

“That’s just how white folks dance. What I mean is, they’re old. Ain’t one of them under fifty.”

“Neither are you.”

Freddie fumbled to light a cigarette, tobacco this time. Electrical Park was air-cooled, but somehow he’d worked up a sweat just sitting around. Maybe he had a fever. “Swing’s running on fumes, Dwayne. It’s boppers and crooners now.”

“We got Ironhead.”

“That’s the good news. The bad news is that we got Ironhead.”

“You saying we ought to hire us a Sinatra? Hell, Leon had to play that slow, his lips’d fall off his face.”

Freddie took a drag and smiled. “I like swing, too, but that white girl got it right.”

“White girl?”

“Horn player that tried to do Bird at Narlins. That’s what kids want.”

“Can’t dance to that shit.”

Freddie nodded toward the white people on the floor. “Like them?”

“It does hurt to watch,” Dwayne admitted.




****




Tim Piper was the manager of Electrical Park. He stopped by Freddie and Dwayne’s table between sets. He smiled when he noticed Dwayne taking notes. “Lifting lines again?”

“Nothing to lift so far,” Dwayne said. “What do we owe the honor?”

“Still looking for an alto sax?”

“Bet you’re gonna tell me where I can find one.”

Piper smiled. The fluorescent lighting made his skin look paler than it already was. He said Garber’s manager knew a talent agent in Des Moines who represented a horn man that might be interested in playing with the Bluenotes.

“You know a guy who knows a guy who knows a guy?” Freddie said.

“The kid did a set with Satchmo once.”

“Isn’t that sweet,” Dwayne said. He took off his glasses, breathed on the lenses, and cleaned them with his sleeve. “Breathing Satchmo’s air doesn’t make him a player.”

“From what I hear, this kid is.”

“He got a name?”

Piper handed Dwayne a scrap of paper.

Dwayne snickered. “Darwin Kieffer? Darwin?”

Piper shrugged. “Maybe he’s got a jazzy nickname, like Catfish and Thump.”

“If he’s so good,” Freddie said, “why would he come here? Kansas City’s not much farther from Des Moines than Waterton.”

“You need a horn man or not? Call the number.”

“What’s in it for you?” Dwayne said. “Finder’s fee?”

Piper shook his head. “Half your usual rate next time you play here.”

“You don’t pay shit now.”

“How else could I afford Garber?”

“Yeah, that’s what I thought.” Dwayne shoved the paper back at him. “The hell with that. Your boy Darwin’s ever in town, tell him to try out same as everyone else, and you’re still paying our price.”




****







There’d been rain earlier, finally breaking the heat spell. It was still misting, just heavy enough to need the wipers, but not enough to keep the rubber from squeaking across the glass. Dwayne didn’t drive, so Freddie dropped him off at his house on Oneida Street.

Kid who jammed with Satchmo. Right. They sat through Garber’s sugar water for that?

One thing, with all those old white folks, Electrical Park shows got over early. It wasn’t 10:30 yet. He decided to swing by Narlins. Screech and Ironhead were scheduled. Screech was guitar first and then trumpet, good but never ambitious enough to explore better options. Ironhead played tenor sax by trade but sang when doing gigs with Screech, and sometimes with the Bluenotes. He had a voice that drew the ladies and a personality that drove them away.

When Freddie arrived the parking lot was almost empty. A few people were drinking at the bar, but no one was dancing because no band was playing. The owner was a wiry black woman whose father had wanted a boy. Her real name was Rufus, but she went by Ruthie. Her husband, Big Daddy Johnston, had died three years back, leaving Narlins to her.

Freddie found her sitting alone at a table doing the books. “Where is everyone?”

“Ironhead didn’t show, and Screech wouldn’t play without him. You look like hell.”

“Feeling my age.” A young white couple was sitting near the edge of the dance floor, the boy looking perturbed, the girl sad. Both had beer bottles. “They old enough to be in here?”

Ruthie glanced at them and shrugged. “What do I care? I’m losing my ass. City takes away my liquor license, so what?”

Syd’s drums and ’Fish’s piano were permanent fixtures on the stage. Whoever was performing on a given night was free to use them. Freddie pointed toward the piano. “Mind?”

“Nothing but gravity holding your ass to that chair.”

Freddie climbed the steps and sat at the old upright. It was bigger than the Baldwin Acrosonic his mother Beatrice had left him, but just as beat up, its wood scraped and dented, its ivory mostly gone. His hands hovered over the keys. His fingers had been twisted in different directions, making it difficult for him to play anything but chord clusters. His thumbs were undamaged, though, and if he bent his wrists at just the right angle he could sometimes compensate enough to play slow tunes. That eliminated the rapid syncopation of the ragtime he’d loved as a kid.

He pressed the keys to approximate “‘Michael, Row the Boat Ashore.’” His finger joints screamed at the smallest pressure. Even at a glacial pace, he flubbed several notes. Shay loved this old spiritual, one of the few things that could calm her angry soul. But she was gone, and his hands were broken. He decided to sing. His voice lacked Ironhead’s alluring gruffness, but he could hold his own.

“Michael, row the boat ashore, hallelujah….”

The few people present groaned. People came to Narlins for jazz, not old Negro spirituals. Freddie didn’t care. He played, and missed notes, and sang.

“Michael, row the boat ashore, hallelu-u-u-jah.…”

He heard agitated whispers from the white couple just below the stage, then footsteps approaching. He kept going, thinking Shay, thinking, This ain’t 1917, thinking, Daddy, they used a hammer.

“There you’ll hear the trumpet sound, hallelujah….”

Someone touched his shoulder. “Mr. Ross?”

A girl’s voice.

Freddie glanced up. White girl, brown hair, maybe five-five, a little too thin. Still had her bottle of beer, not a drop missing from it. He pushed her hand away. “The hell?”

“Sorry about your fingers,” she said.

“Ain’t your business to be sorry,” he said. “Do I know you?”

“K.C.,” she said. “I was hoping you’d be here tonight.”

“Huh?”

“White Bird.”

Her. Claimed she was twenty-two. She’d go to jail, she got caught drinking in here. Her boyfriend, too. Or would, if he wasn’t already storming out of the building. “He don’t look too happy,” Freddie said.

“That’s Jack,” she said. “He was mad I made him come. He’ll get over it.”

She took a sip of beer, and made a face.

“Put that shit down,” Freddie said, “before Ruthie calls the cops. Carrying around a Schlitz don’t make you grown up.”

She set the bottle on top of the piano. “I don’t like it anyway.”

“What do you want?”

“You need an alto sax.”

“That’s Dwayne’s job. I’m just the boneman.”

“You have a business card.”

“For bookings. Don’t mean I do the hiring.”

“You said I’ve got something.”

Freddie turned back to the piano keys. “You’re the one thinks noodling along with records makes you a player. That don’t cut it. You got to play live with other musicians, make us feel what you feel, trade fours, give and take. If you don’t know what we’re thinking before we think it, then you ain’t fit to be on stage with us.”

“I can do that.”

“You learned all that in what, a couple of days?”

“I’ve been practicing.”

“Jesus Christ.” Freddie switched to a different number. “Amazing grace,” he sang, “how sweet the sound, that saved a wretch like me.”

The girl touched his shoulder again. “Teach me.”

“Get your hand off me. You trying to get me lynched?” She stepped back and stared at him so hopefully that he dropped his eyes. He balled his deformed hands into something like fists and pounded the keys. “It look like I can play horn?”

“Hey, Freddie,” Ruthie called from her table, “Miss Snowflake giving you trouble?”

“She was just leaving.”

“Call Dwayne,” the girl pleaded. “Give me another chance.”

“Why’s a white chick wanna jam with a colored band?”

“Black players are the best.”

“You planning on turning black anytime soon?” Freddie stood up and headed toward the stairs.

Without asking permission, K.C. took his place at the piano. She played her own version of “Amazing Grace,” a slow, heartbreaking version that made Freddie pause. The notes flowed and weaved and, in their quiet power, expanded to fill the entire room. He listened, a little choked up, until she finished, remembering how Mama used to play it. This kid did it better, from a place in her soul that other people never reached. “Holy shit, girl, where’s that coming from?”

“Inside me. Piano and sax. Just give me a chance.”

That broke Freddie’s rapturous mood, which annoyed him. “You was doing good till you started talking again.”

“What am I supposed to do?”

“Stick to what you know. Playing ivories like that, you could make real money entertaining rich white folks. The Bluenotes is just a down and dirty swing band for down and dirty people. What you want is crazy.”

“Is not.”

“You got a union card?”

“Do I need one?”

“Ain’t getting anywhere otherwise.”

“Where do I get one?”

“Easiest way’s through Dwayne, and you know how that’s gonna go.”

“I’m good enough. I know I am.”

She wouldn’t give up. Freddie tried a different tack. He jabbed a bent finger at her. “I don’t care if the sun shines out your ass, girl, you ever thought what it’d mean to play with us?”

“What do you mean, ‘what would it mean’?”

“White don’t like black, and they don’t like anyone who does. Know what else? Black don’t like white all that much, neither. You play with us, your own people gonna call you a nigger-loving whore. My people gonna call you a nigger-loving whore. So. You a nigger-loving whore?”

“Stop saying that.”

“Don’t like my language, little White Bird? Going on the road with us old cats ain’t like charm school. We sweat and stink. We drink beer till we’re stupid. Thump shoots horse and we all blow weed. Well, except Syd. We piss against the wall, if we can make it that far. We fart and then laugh about it like schoolboys. Think ‘nigger-loving whore’ is bad? You oughta hear us when we really get on about women. We go into detail. See what I’m saying?”

“You talk dirty—so? I know all the words.”

She was still looking at him like this thing was possible.

“Don’t give me that face,” he said. “Then there’s sleeping. No decent hotel’ll take us, so we usually got to stay in places no self-respecting roaches and rats go. Restaurants make us eat in the kitchen. You ready for that?”

She looked at her feet. “I don’t care, long as I can play.”

Freddie sighed. “Dwayne says no, and you wanna come back less than a week later and try again? Nobody gets good that fast. A year ain’t enough. Two, maybe. But now? No way.”

“You’ll have a new horn man by then.”

“We better. There’s other bands.”

The girl—White Bird—K.C.—looked like he’d just cut into her chest and eaten her heart. Like he’d shit on her dream. Which he had.

“I want to play with the Bluenotes,” she said.

“Now you’re just being stubborn. Anyway, Bird is bop. We play swing.”

“Swing is okay.”

“Dwayne’s a genius, maybe Syd, but the rest of us ain’t all that special. So what is it? ’Cause we’re the only ones put a ad in the paper?”

“That, too.”

“Uh-huh.” His trousers were loose at the waist. He pulled them up. Couldn’t seem to keep on the weight lately. “Your boyfriend take off?”

“He’s waiting in the lot.”

“I’ll walk you out.” Freddie led her down the stairs, across the dance floor, and past Ruthie, who glanced up with a raised eyebrow. They paused near the exit. “Start with licks from tunes you know, mess around with them. Memorize a bunch, so they’re ready when you need them. Learn to play this lick against that line. This note off that one. Can’t do that with records.”

“How can I learn all that if I don’t have a band to practice with?”

Freddie shrugged. “Hell of a thing, ain’t it? Start your own.”

“With who?” She looked like she was drowning in air. “Mr. Ross, I work in a grocery store.”


  











Chapter 5




THE MIST HAD INCREASED to a heavy drizzle. Jack was waiting in the lot in his shiny red 1947 Dodge pickup truck. His father had bought it for him to commute over to Iowa State Teachers College, where he was in his sophomore year. He wanted to teach high school economics.

K.C. slid in next to him and slammed the door.

“I take it he said no,” Jack said.

“Shut up.”

“What did you expect?”

“Shut up.”

Jack turned on the wipers and shifted into first. As he pulled out onto the street, K.C. slumped down on the seat.

“Well, I know you’re good enough.”

You don’t know your butt from a hole in the ground, she thought. He’d played violin in high school orchestra, but never made it to first chair.

She didn’t answer him, and they rode in silence until they’d crossed the Fourth Street Bridge over the Oak River to the west side.

“Can you sneak me into your place tonight? I know how to cheer you up.”

K.C. glared at him. Boys in general, and Jack in particular, could be intensely stupid. Yeah, my life just went to hell, and you’re going to make it all better by screwing me. “Shut up,” she said.

Jack sighed. “I didn’t mean that. I thought we could listen to Ozzie and Harriet.”

He turned on Park Street and again onto Wellington. Her apartment was in Wellington Court, a complex that sounded a lot fancier than it was. He stopped in front of her building and leaned over to peck her on the cheek. “I work at nine tomorrow, so you’re at the soda fountain again. Take your break with me?”

K.C. snatched her purse from the floor and got out. She lifted her face to the mist. What she needed was a good thunderstorm, lots of thunder, lightning, and wind. Jack looked at her, waiting for an answer.

“Why not,” she said, and closed the door.




****




K.C. didn’t have any female friends—male, either, for that matter—so when she needed a shoulder, she usually turned to the younger of her two older sisters, Krissy. It was nearing midnight. She stood at the pay phone at the end of the hallway, debating if it was too late to call. Krissy worked six to four as a secretary at the Iowa Cream Separator Company, so she’d have to be up by 4:30 to bathe, do her hair, and put on her makeup. K.C. got as far as putting the nickel in and dialing the first three numbers before hanging up and hitting the coin return. She retrieved the nickel and checked her mailbox—empty, as usual—before trudging up three flights of stairs to apartment 4B.

The key was worn nearly smooth and often stuck in the lock. Mr. Somers had promised to make her a new one, but, then, he’d promised to fix the dripping faucet, too. The apartment was cheap, but it was furnished. It even had a refrigerator. K.C. wiggled the key until she heard the click. Her apartment was a dump, its floorboards warping, its patchy wallpaper painted over with a color that might once have been brown. She’d just washed her sheets, so the place smelled of Dreft. They were hanging up to dry over her kitchen chairs.

K.C. took off her shoes and left them next to the door. Despite the cool air outside, it was hot and clammy inside. She opened the only window in her apartment.

A car drove by, its headlights reflecting off the wet pavement. The drizzle was now a light rain. She loved the sound of rain almost as much as she loved music.

She took the pins out of her hair and went into the bathroom. At least her apartment had one. Some places shared a single toilet between all of the residents. She couldn’t imagine how disgusting that must be.

We piss against the wall, if we can make it that far.

When she finished in the bathroom, K.C. walked the four steps to her bedroom to change. She kept a framed picture of Kenny on her dresser. He was so handsome in his Army uniform, not smiling at the camera, to make himself look tougher. She loved looking at him, even when it made her sad. He was still her brother, though, so she lay his picture face down when she changed clothes or had Jack over. There were some things brothers just weren’t meant to see.

She wore boy’s pajamas, like she had as a kid. She stripped down to her panties and put the top on first. It had a red plaid design like a lumberjack’s shirt, only made of cotton. K.C. never understood why men’s clothes had their buttons on the wrong side. Did the sexes really need to be opposite even in that?

Next she pulled on the bottoms, lifting them slowly to enjoy the smooth feel of the fabric against her legs. No matter how bad her mood, getting into her jammies always felt sensual. They gave her the same pleasant shiver she got when she first eased into a bathtub of hot water. The little slit in front of the bottoms was funny, though. When she was little she used to reach inside and stick her thumb out as if it was a boy’s thingy—which was the only term she had for it then.

Must be weird to be a guy.

The thought brought a momentary smile, a reprieve in an otherwise crappy day. She sat on the bed. Her sax was in its case on her dresser, and there went her smile. She figured she wouldn’t need it tonight, and she didn’t.

We play swing.

Okay. She was fond enough of Duke Ellington, her favorite of his being “I Got it Bad (And That Ain’t Good).” “It Don’t Mean a Thing If It Ain’t Got That Swing” was catchy, too. She reached over and took out the sax, leaving the reed in the case. The instrument was always clean, the brass spotless and shiny. Popping the pads, she did the fingerings for “I Got It Bad.” It wasn’t as challenging as Charlie Parker’s riffs, but she still got goose bumps as she imagined the orchestra coming up around her.

This was what she wanted. This was her dream.

You got to play live with other musicians.

K.C. stopped her imaginary concert. Most of her old high school bandmates had scattered to various colleges, or gotten jobs, or married, or gotten jobs and married. Anyway, they didn’t understand Negro music. They were fantastic with “Begin the Beguine” or “Stardust,” but, then, Porter and Carmichael were white.

You got a union card?

That had to be bullshit. Kenny had never had one, and he’d done shows all over town.

K.C. sighed. Nobody understood her desire to play with a colored band. Sometimes not even her. Certainly Jack didn’t, and—other than herself—he was the least prejudiced person she knew.

Jack.

Jack, Jack, Jack. He represented every girl’s dream: a house, a family, a dog in the yard. While he taught economics, she could acquiesce to her parents’ wishes and go to business school to become a secretary like Krissy. Or she could just stay home, make babies, and vacuum her floors with the latest Hoover.

Yet would the housewife gig really be so bad? It had worked out all right for all the other girls she knew.

And she was positive she loved Jack.

“‘That’s the story of, that’s the glory of love.’” She didn’t know why the Goodman tune suddenly popped into her head. That song always made her sad.

K.C. put the sax away and fell back on the bed. Sticking her thumb out through the slit in her pajama bottoms, she thought, Peek-a-boo, little thingy.


  











Chapter 6




FOR YEARS FREDDIE HAD made ends meet by driving a taxi, but too many speeding tickets, illegal lane changes, and run red lights cost him his job. A small savings account left to him by his father hadn’t lasted long. At least his parents’ house in Smoky Row—his house now—was free and clear, but he still needed money for food, utilities, gas, car tune-ups, property taxes, and reefer.

Luckily, Dwayne was good to him. Too good. Even when the Bluenotes weren’t getting gigs, like now, he kept Freddie on the payroll. Said the booking agent got paid no matter what. Well, Freddie did have the business cards, but he suspected Dwayne’s generosity was more a result of friendship and charity.

But then, he could afford to be generous. Dwayne wasn’t nationally famous, but he’d been publishing his scores around the Midwest for years, and every time someone bought his sheet music or a band played one of his charts, he got royalties.

Freddie rummaged through his old monitor-top fridge for something to eat. The appliance was an original 1927 model. Aside from an occasional leak, it was good as new. He found some ham slices, cheese, and Miracle Whip. Using week-old bread, he made himself a sandwich, then went to sit in his rocker.

His mother had passed away in ’37, two years before his father. Her old Baldwin piano stood against the west wall where it had always been, a shrine to the woman who’d sparked his interest in music. He wouldn’t insult her memory by playing it with his disfigured hands. When the urge came over him, like tonight, he used the upright at Narlins. Even so, he asked Dwayne over every few months to tune it for him.

Washington hopped onto his lap, snatched a piece of ham, and scurried into the bedroom. He’d have to clean her cat box today. When its smell was strong enough for him to notice, it had to be bad.

He considered turning on the radio. Some days early in the morning or late at night he could pick up a Chicago station that played jazz. Usually it was white jazz like Shaw, Goodman, or Beneke, but music was music.

Instead, he finished his sandwich and nodded off, thinking about that poor white girl who wanted to be black.




****




He woke to someone pounding on his door and calling his name. The sound startled him, and he nearly bolted from his chair. “The hell?” he cried. “Hold on.”

Harold “Toad” McLemore, Thump’s brother, was on the porch, jittery and wired like he was dancing in fire. “Fuck, man,” he said, “ya gotta come.”

“What’s going on?”

“Thump.”

“Shit, he O.D. again?”

“It’s bad, man—foaming spit out his nose and mouth. His whole body’s jerking.”

“Where is he?”

“Over at Dwayne’s.”

“Anybody call a ambulance?”

“Dwayne said get you. You got a car.”

Freddie was dressed only in his underwear and a T-shirt. He pulled on a pair of jeans and grabbed his keys. “What time is it?”

“Hell, man, I dunno. Noon?”

They rushed down the steps and jumped into Freddie’s Ford. “How long he been down?”

Toad stared at him wildly. “What’s it matter?—just go.”

Freddie started the car and backed out, then slammed the gas and sped toward Oneida Street. He was nearly out of gas, but all he could think was Thump, you stupid nigger, and Goddamn, Dwayne, you better not’ve been letting him shoot horse at your place.




****




Freddie had known Thump for two years before learning his real name was Earl McLemore. Thump wasn’t many heartbeats from death when Dwayne and Toad loaded him into the backseat. His left arm was pocked with needle marks, from above the crook of his elbow down. Dwayne got in front next to Freddie, while Toad sat in back holding Thump’s head. Straight, Thump played as good a doghouse as anyone in town. High, he didn’t know a standup bass from a fencepost. He was a lost soul that everyone seemed to love. No one knew if he’d lost himself before the heroin or because of it.

The only hospital on the east side was Allen, a couple of miles down the road.

Dwayne was sweating something fierce, so much his lenses steamed up. Thump was worse. His throat made gurgling sounds.
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