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For Carol,

And for the beautiful, singing ladies










NEVERTHELESS, IF IT can be said that there are many Souths, the fact remains that there is also one South . . . there was the influence of the Southern physical world—itself a sort of cosmic conspiracy against reality in favor of romance. The country is one of extravagant colors, of proliferating foliage and bloom, of flooding yellow sunlight, and, above all, perhaps, of haze. Pale blue fogs hang above the valleys in the morning, the atmosphere smokes faintly at midday, and through the long afternoon cloudstacks tower from the horizon and the earthbeat quivers upward through the iridescent air, blurring every outline and rendering every object vague and problematical.

—W. J. Cash, The Mind of the South










Author’s Note







The city of Centerville is fictional. It is drawn from my observations and recollections of Louisville, Kentucky; Knoxville, Tennessee; and Charlotte, North Carolina.




While this book was still in manuscript it was read by a few friends. Each of them asked if the characters of Peg, Margaret, and Becky represented biographical accounts of great singers either living or dead. Nothing could further from the truth. These three singers are their own women and their own musicians. The only similarity in the lives of Peg, Margaret, and Becky to the lives of any other musicians is the similarity dictated by their art. I have no doubt that many singers, actors, musicians, and dancers will find parts of their lives represented here. Their clearest recognition may well be the influence of “the road” with its dives, its cheap motels, and its hazards.




Chapter 1

They must have sandblasted these Centerville cops. All day long the cops had been starched and showy and driving around in clean cars while they hassled people. They must of got a government grant, and give a new coat of paint to the whole city council. The sons of bitches kept fixing this town up. The more it got fixed up the uglier it got.

Once, McDowell told himself in a drunken, flashing insight that he knew was dead wrong, this had been a pretty good town for him. He sentimentally remembered great big trees and open streets. The streets had been red brick, real brick, and they ran out to the city limits and became the road. The streets were that kind of brick that said not much was going on, and nothing much was going to come along, either.

Above his head the old neon sign reading Wine—Beer cast a red glow. The sign fizzed with little electrical pops. The red glow mixed with the pale white glow of the modern sign that read Maggie’s Hangar Cafe. McDowell liked airplanes as long as he did not have to ride in one. He liked this bar beside the old airport. Both the bar and the airport had been here since he was a kid. A light plane buzzed through the night sky. The buzzing sounded like an amplified version of the fizzing neon sign. Far across town, over toward the river, the overcast sky was lighted by the central city. At his back, where there used to be fields, were rows and rows of houses.

He told himself that he didn’t want any part of it. He didn’t like it. The sons of bitches sandblasted their cops and painted and built parks. They creamed their jeans about redeveloping the redevelopments. But the town just got worsen-worse. It was the same old town, though. Only now the meanness showed through. The vicious and really snarly part of the town-that part showed up real good.

It was double-tough to be drunk. He had to be total sober in twelve hours. He stumped his toe coming from the bar and told himself it wasn’t nothing but a toe. He had nine more of the damn things hanging around down there someplace.

He was outstanding drunk. He was Superior drunk, like the lake. He was Cadillac, Bentley, Lincoln, Rolls Royce, Aston Martin, and antique Packard super-drunk.

He was Kenworth drunk. He was Peterbilt drunk. He could run with a Marmon Harrington.

The summer night was one of those open-mouth, gaspy things that sure didn’t clear the head. The heat was like somebody had blown up a thermometer. He wished he could see a big old tree, but all the big old trees had been renewed. Now there was nothing but these scraggledy little things lining the walk and drooping in the heat. The sidewalk was still warm beneath his sock feet, although it had been dark for hours. He dropped one of the Wellington boots he was carrying, walked past it three paces, and then changed his mind. He came back and retrieved the boot.

He had a Cadillac parked around here somewhere. He thought careful about whether he should pass out or try to make it back to the motel when he got back to the Cad.

“Sober is as sober do/get too sober, catch the blues.” He hummed, not exactly happy, but humming.

The Cad sat at the curb, looking like a tomb with a convertible top. The Cad had been renewed. Its whale-tail fins were shiny black beneath the street light, and its re-chromed front end was smooth as an undertaker’s advertising. McDowell loved it. A good old ’57 Cad convertible running on totally rebuilt everything.

The motel wasn’t that far off. All you had to do if you were somebody, was to sneak it through the side streets, through the alleys. All you had to do was hang your hand around the light switch, ready to blank her out and run or hide when the starched and sandblasted cops showed up.

The engine started smooth and strong. He pulled away from the curb and ran a mile of broad road before he caught a red light. He waited and then hung a left. Halfway down the block a narrow alley disappeared between garages. He was in an older, residential section. McDowell pointed the Cadillac into the alley.

Sometimes, in old alleys, you got to see a big tree. The headlights picked up long rows of garages. There were gaps between the garages. Old cars and garbage cans were parked in the gaps. He came next to a gap and stopped. He turned out the lights. Sometimes there was a big tree in these backyards. He looked through the darkened side window. Maybe there was a tree out there, maybe not. He peered drunkenly into the darkness.

They were throwing a fire someplace, renewing the town. He heard the distant sirens of police cars and fire trucks.

No big tree. At least none he could see. He switched the headlights back on and peered down the alley. There was something like a mist or a cloud down there.

He rolled the Cadillac forward fifty feet. The ghost stood hazy and weak in the glare of the headlights.

“Aw, no,” said Dan McDowell. “Not here. Not here in town. Get back out on that road where you belong.”




Chapter 2

The ghost had first started to appear some years before. It came on nights when Dan McDowell, buzzy from drinking and filled with the awful lust that comes with loneliness, left a small town, Indiana bar. McDowell drove an old Mercury toward the farm where he was then working. The ghost came on misty nights, or nights when thunderstorms hit the black, loamy fields. The soil was still hot in the July and August nights. It sometimes seemed to McDowell that the whole dark land was steaming.

The first time the ghost appeared was right before a storm. The weak headlights of the Mercury picked it up as it seemed to rise from an overgrown fencerow. Dan McDowell was drunk enough that he later remembered being interested in what was happening. Then the interest turned to terror. He missed a ninety-degree swap-around and ran off the two-lane road. The battered old blue and white Mercury bounced across a shallow ditch. It bogged down in the soft soil of a cornfield. Corn wiped the summer dust from the car’s chipped paint. Once the car stopped, stalks fluttered like cautioning fingers before the windshield. McDowell turned off the headlights, locked the doors, rolled up the windows and passed out. When he woke in a hot, steaming dawn, he was as wet as if he had been wrapped in a rubber sheet.

A week later when the wind was kicking and rain swept the Merc’s windshield like a hand, McDowell saw the ghost again. The ghost stood at the roadside like a hitchhiker. It’s collapsed, tucked-in lower jaw was stained with spit from chewing tobacco. Its beard and moustache were scraggly and white. The jaw held only five teeth and they were all rotten. Sleeves of the host’s ragged military tunic were inches too short. They rode high on narrow, scrawny wrists. The eyes of the ghost were wide and staring, like the eyes of the drowned. Dan McDowell did not understand how he saw all this, but he knew that he saw it.

McDowell was thirty-one during that summer when he first saw the ghost. It was a bad summer. His wife had kicked him out because she thought he was crazy and because she was interested in another man. She had lived with McDowell for seven years.

The rest of Dan McDowell’s family—his parents and sister—had sided with his ex-wife. They had insisted that Dan McDowell was crazy for as long as he could remember. They said he was crazy because he would not settle down and help in the family’s import-export business. He was crazy because he loved music.

To make the bad summer worse, the night air was filled with smoke and stink. A peat fire burned north of the small town where he did his drinking.

In thirty-one years McDowell had seen a dozen peat fires. Spontaneous combustion caused the fire deep beneath the black-dirt Indiana fields where the peat lay. Invisible fire. Smoke rose vague and spiritlike from the fields. The fires could not be put out. They could only burn themselves out. McDowell knew of one that burned for six years. When McDowell was beery enough, he told himself that the ghost had risen among those tendrils of smoke.

Harvest came and went. McDowell got a job driving local delivery in Muncie. In early November he met a woman named Becky who was singing folk music in a bar. Becky was fragile, loved folk music, was not a very good singer, and believed she needed him. Becky was nearly the opposite of his ex-wife. His ex-wife was short, heavy, and certain in her opinions. Becky was tall and thin and filled with vague notions. McDowell thought that what she did to a guitar was hopeful, but a long shot. He lay beside her, made love to her, rubbed her head when she was having crazy thoughts and feelings. If his ex-wife and his family thought he was crazy, he saw no reason why Becky could not be crazy. He told himself that he was in love, and nearly believed it. He stopped drinking, but he drove more. The ghost did not appear. The night road was boring, straight, unrelieved by fright. The road became sere once the crops were in, and December edged it with crystal frost.

In January Becky was out of work and troubled. She felt she could do better, back home. Back home was North Carolina. McDowell and Becky moved to Durham where McDowell drove a furniture haul out of Hickory. Becky was not as nervous, but she remained as vague. To McDowell it seemed that Becky was always trying to look beyond some invisible horizon. She had fewer crazy thoughts and feelings, but in North Carolina she began to dream. Her dreams were not of fear, but of sadness. In June McDowell and Becky moved again.

Three years later in Knoxville, where McDowell was driving interstate short haul, Becky left. She did not leave for another man. She was still frail but strong enough to believe that she had to live alone.

After the fact, McDowell found out that he really had been in love and knew in the empty, pained spaces of mind and belly that Becky would be a love he would never forget. She was different from his ex-wife. He had already forgotten his ex-wife’s face.

It was then that he saw the ghost again. This time it appeared on U.S. 42 along the Ohio River as McDowell kicked a straight International with a twenty-two-foot van on a turn from Louisville to Cincinnati. The road was obscured by fog so thick that McDowell almost believed he had seen a man and not the ghost.

On the river, somewhere in the fog, an oil barge had been on fire. Fog ran on the windshields, and, the wipers streaked the glass because there was so much oil smoke in the fog. McDowell was sober. It was the first time he had seen the ghost without being drunk. This time his terror came from the feeling that something invisible was sitting in the cab beside him. He did not know whether there was one ghost or two. Years later, he would figure the problem out.

By the time he made Cincinnati he had seen the ghost at four different places along the roadside. Each time he had felt the sense of an invisible presence beside him. In Cincinnati, he was in a mood to get smashed. His loneliness seemed as wide and long as the fog-shrouded river. His fear of the invisible presence was like a hot point of light through the fog. The whole time he was with Becky he had not seen the ghost, and now it was back again. Once he reached Cincinnati McDowell passed out beside a decent black woman named Mary who took his cash but left his checkbook and billfold. Later, thinking about it, he wished he had not frightened the woman by claiming he was hexed. She had been afraid of that word “hexed.”

Dan McDowell spent his younger years attempting to be the right man for his ex-wife first, and then for Becky. He spent his thirties being overworked, thin, and desperate for a woman. Sometimes he was most desperate for a woman when he was with a woman.

Thinking about it, and he had a lot of time on the road to think about it, he could not figure out why he liked women so much. He liked nearly every one he met. He liked the different ways that women handled sex. He liked women who were clumsy or frigid nearly as much as he liked the ones who were skilled. He liked being with them when they were clothed. He liked talking to women. He especially enjoyed talking to older women, who always seemed to know more about him than he knew about himself.

He felt that women had a hard time making up their minds about him. On that score his record continued to be terrible. When they did make up their minds, it was always a decision to leave.

Dan McDowell, who was not ugly but who thought he was, at first believed that he lost his women because of his looks. He never had time to get a scheduled haircut, and his face was lined. Then he thought he made them nervous because he always seemed to be three moves behind in any game he was playing. McDowell’s eyes were blue, and his face seemed all eyes and brows and chin. He walked with a slight limp from the time he managed to get a leg trapped between a concrete post and a forklift. Even if he was skinny, his body worked well because he did a lot of physical work.

When he was thirty-nine, he saw the ghost along the road just outside of Bluefield, West Virginia. It was the same ghost, wearing the same military tunic. It frightened him just as much, and the invisible presence once more rode beside him, but at least the ghost itself was no longer a surprise. The only difference in the ghost was that it seemed covered with coal dust. The smell of sulphuric acid from the open face of a mine hung in the hot, humid night. It was thick as fog. Off toward the base of a mountain was an industrial plant. A column of fire licked at the night sky, rising from a stack. The fire threw spectral-looking shadows through a strip of woods that lined the road.

McDowell was driving a Corvette that had a few more payments left on it than miles. He was coming south from Detroit fleeing one more breakup. A tiny and hot-tempered woman named Carlotta, a Mexican, had been decent enough to weep when he left. He knew she had stopped weeping before he was fifty yards down the road. He figured he would regain control by the time he got to Roanoke. He knew that she was naturally hot-tempered, and just used being Mexican as an excuse. Carlotta was not going to be a woman he remembered, not with the same empty and sentimental feeling of loss that he felt for Becky.

Plus, he told himself, he was getting less sentimental as he grew older. At the same time, he still had hope.

At age forty-three, after a lot of work and several strokes of pure luck, Dan McDowell found himself making a lot of money as a distributor of quality merchandise. He was not rich, but he had been broke long enough so that he could appreciate the difference.

By the time he was forty-three, the road was changed for the worse. There had always been freeways, but now there were freeways everywhere. Speed limits were down. To McDowell, it seemed like the whole world was afraid to take chances. The broad, slow freeways were like old-age rivers.

McDowell saw the ghost on a steaming, mist-filled night as it stood beside a freeway outside of Asheville, North Carolina. McDowell was pushing a restored ’57 Cadillac convertible. He was headed for Centerville, where he did not often go. He had family here. He had promised to see them. He would not have promised if he had not been going to Centerville anyway. There was a singer he knew who was working there. He thought he might be in love with her.

This time when he saw the ghost, there was a real difference. The eyes were as empty and staring as they had always been, but the frame hung limp, as if the ghost was in despair.

McDowell eased off on the gas, drifted past the ghost and continue down the freeway at a dangerously low speed. He kept checking the night road in his mirror so he would not be rear-ended.

He was cold sober. He was lonely, and he was blue. The Cadillac was paid for. He told himself that he had enough of this foolishness. He told himself that he had chewed up enormous quantities of shit in his life. He was in no mood for another plateful.

When the ghost appeared again, rising spectral and old and sad in the realm of the mist-shrouded headlights, Dan McDowell put on the brakes. He pulled to the berm and waited. The ghost stood, fragile as an echo. Its eyes were wide and staring, yet it seemed to be trying to open its eyes. The tucked-in chin sank a little lower. The mouth opened like a showcase for the rotting teeth. The old military tunic was frayed, shiny. Two fingers were missing from the middle of the left hand.

McDowell climbed from the car and slammed the door. As he stepped from the air-conditioned car, the murky heat made him feel like he was swimming. It was wet heat. Forest heat. The fecund plant smell of the forest hung in the smoke-like mist. Somewhere close a farmer had been clearing land and burning stumps. Wood smoke was mixed in with the low mist and heavy heat.

In the subdued glow of headlights the ghost seemed little more than a formation of rising ground mist. McDowell stood and waited. The ghost seemed trying to speak. McDowell watched the ghost, and he was watching his own mind at the same time. He was seeing the ghost, but he was also thinking of the woman he thought he loved. He thought for a moment of music.

The Cadillac’s fan and exhaust made liquid, airy sounds. McDowell opened the door, shut off the headlights, closed the door, and stood watching.

In the darkness the ghost was luminous. It seemed to have more substance, but it still did not speak. Dan McDowell took a step forward, then another step. The ghost began to move away, although McDowell could not tell whether it moved in space or through some other dimension. McDowell stepped around the front of the Cadillac and off the berm. The grass and weeds beside the berm were wet with mist. The ghost had disappeared.

McDowell told himself that he knew a dozen-hundred ways of being a fool, but his ears were no fools. The sounds of the rushing air and exhaust from the Cadillac did not seem unnatural. They were like a backdrop, like the motion of a guitar that lay remote behind a slow jazz horn.

In the distance a hound was singing, the long, confident call making strokes through the mist. On a downgrade and through a patch of damp forest, he heard the voices of frogs and crickets. A small body, larger than a mouse but smaller than a rabbit, moved, then stopped. In the hot, humid North Carolina night it seemed to McDowell that a thousand creatures were moving.

He stood, no longer thinking of love, but thinking that he had not actually stepped from a road in years. He had driven through this southern land, but he had never bothered to stop and listen to the land.

He turned back toward his car and hesitated, caught and held by sound. There was a nearly silent brush of wings against air, and then the snap of night wings closing. There was a thump. A small creature shrieked and died.

McDowell returned to his car. He climbed in, fumbled for the gear, then slipped it back out of gear. The feeling of the invisible presence was all around him. For a long time, until another automobile passed and lit the night with headlights and taillights and mechanical rushing, McDowell sat listening, in fear. He finally got the car in gear and moving. The invisible presence rode beside him for the next twenty miles. When he arrived in Centerville he decided to put off meeting anyone for twenty-four hours. He knew he would be busy getting drunk.




Chapter 3

The world still seemed a little buzzed when he woke in one of those motel rooms where concrete blocks were shingled with imitation wood and the rooms were divided by imitation walls. Somebody named Madge was giving her old man down-the-road in the next room. Her old man’s name was Fowler. McDowell looked at his watch, saw that he had slept seven hours. He sat on the edge of the bed and wiggled his stumped toe to see if everything was working. His stumped left toe, he told himself. Nothing ever happened on his right.

“Bibble,” said an enthusiastic, childish voice through the wall opposite the wall where good old Madge was giving good old Fowler a basting—which is what poor-stupid-fuckface Fowler got for being married.

“Leggo barfum,” said the childish voice.

“Stay outta that bathroom,” said a man’s voice. “Barfum.”

Welcome home, McDowell thought, you alky. You haven’t been drunk in a month, and now the minute, the very minute that you hit this town, then drunk is the only thing it makes sense to be.

“If you really think so, Fowler,” said the woman. “If you really and truly think so.”

Fowler protested that he really did.

“Stoppit,” said the man’s voice. There was a smack and a bawling wail. The barfum kid had just taken a butt shot.

And the very best part of it, McDowell told himself, the absolute very best part of it is that you let them get to you, and they don’t even know you’re in town yet, because if they did, most likely you would be hearing sirens.

The stumped toe wasn’t swelled much, but it gave him a twinge when he stood up. Damn fool. Discussing boots with some drunk, and putting your own boots on the bar, and then walking outta there in your sock feet to tiptoe past the police so you wouldn’t have to do something stupid like beat on any of them.

Dan McDowell walked to the bathroom, urinated, and felt better. He stood beneath a hot shower for a long time, soaping and rinsing. The voices that came through the walls were blanked by the shower, but he still thought he could hear them. They belonged to people who were with other people; maybe that was good, maybe bad, but it was more than McDowell had. When he returned to the bedroom for fresh clothes, the voices were silent.

He figured old Madge and Fowler had left. McDowell told himself that he had met a thousand people he had never seen, and every blessed son and daughter of them had been on the other side of a motel wall. He had heard them argue and fight and make love and drink. Sometimes he heard them laughing and singing. He felt like he was a secret preacher who hid in motel confessionals and listened to all of that sinful crap. He forgave them all of it, except when they made too much noise. or beat up on each other.

If he was going to meet a woman, especially this woman who he thought he might love, he had to check into a better place. He dressed in light-colored summer clothing, packed his suitcase, then sat on the bed. His mind tried to jump away from something, and that was a bad thing for a mind to try to do.

That ghost had shown up again last night, which made two nights in a row. That was okay by McDowell. It was nothing new. What was new and definitely not okay was that the ghost had the nerve to show up in his, McDowell’s, hometown. Always before, it had shown up on the road.

On the road it was almost okay. A lot of weird stuff happened on the road at night—heavy and unmistakable skid marks leading into a calm, surfaced lake—the kind that when you backed up to check them out, they were gone. Night birds and white, giant moths like specters in the headlights. Red light glowing in the sky behind a hill, and when you got over the hill there would be no wreck, no fire, nothing.

Lots of weird stuff. It wasn’t just him, either. Guys told about being passed by old, fancy sports cars. Headlights as big as platters rearing up out of the night, and then the car passed and disappeared like it was swallowed by air.

He could just about take the ghost as one more part of the night road, but now the ghost had come to town. For a minute it seemed to McDowell that it should be night outside, right now. The hot sunlight of a late August southern day shone through the pulled drapes. It almost seemed like the sunlight should actually be a house on fire, a wreck, a burning cross, an explosion.

The phone rang. He figured the desk was calling, trying to sell him another day. Or maybe somebody had trashed the Cad, or, prob-ably, very prob-a-blee . . . he paused and told himself that the minute he got to this town he started talking southern. What prob-ably meant around here was that you wouldn’t admit to a damned thing, especially if you believed it. He let the phone ring three times before he decided to answer, briskly.

Joking about it to himself later, and knowing it was a full-out lie, he told himself that it was worse than any ghost. That voice. Padded with just the thinnest layer of blue velvet, which is how she thought of herself. He could hear that voice coming before it actually said anything.

“You should have called,” said his sister, Samantha, when he picked up the phone. “Daniel, at least, you could have called.”

He could not believe it. She could out-ferret a ferret, but this one he could not, would not, believe. At least, not for a minute or two.

“Hang on,” he told her. “Got to get a smoke.”

He laid the receiver on the desk, pulled a cigarette from his shirt pocket, and sat on the edge of the bed. He lit the cigarette, then leaned back on the bed.

Let her wait, bitch.

Samantha. Sammy. She hated the name and the nickname. She thought Samantha was a nigger name, and Sammy was yid. How had Sammy-nee-bitch Samantha done it?

That was easy. He told himself he should of gone over to the other side of town instead of hanging around his old stomping ground. That street out there was a main drag. The Cad was parked out front like an advertisement.

It had to be one of them—Sammy or the Wimp or the Citizen had spotted the Cad while they were on their way to the warehouse.

McDowell looked at the ceiling. He thought about the time when he was in a motel that had mirrors on the ceiling. A really shy, Portuguese girl named Marie had been with him. She had hidden beneath the covers the minute she saw the mirrors.

He looked across the room, at the mirror on the dresser. His face was crinkled wrong. The lines that never appeared except under heavy stress were appearing now. They lay over the furrows and deep, regular lines of his face as if somebody had been making sketches of spider webs.

Finally he returned to the phone.

“Sammy,” he said, “this is a hick town. A town of the hicks, by the hicks, for the hicks. Hicks everlasting.” He could almost see her react to the nickname. He could almost see her standing in the office at the warehouse, holding the phone, a cigarette wired between stiff fingers that she did not even know were tired. He could imagine her tall, thin, frail-looking body, her long brown hair neatly coiled. But Sammy was not frail. More like the frailness of light wire that, when you wound enough of it tightly enough, became cable that could pick up boulders.

“You needn’t be abusive,” she said. “You were coming to see us anyway. Charles saw your car.”

Charles. The Citizen. McDowell’s father.

“Charles.” He managed to say what he meant with his inflection.

She ignored it. Her voice turned friendly, the way it always did when she was laying a con, pulling the frail act—the world’s leading con artist in action.

He listened to her lay her groundwork. This time it sounded like the groundwork for a plot. He knew those intonations. The plot would not be against him because he lived in Chicago. It might be against the Wimp, but McDowell doubted it. That left the Citizen. Her father was the only other person in her world who Sammy would plot against.

While she was talking he looked around the room. Orange bedspread, blue rug, speckled walls of imitation plaster made to remind you of Mexico. He wished he had brought the tape deck in from the car. He wished he could be listening to the full, confident bump of a sax section. Sammy always made him want to find clean air. Outside there, in the street, traffic was humming. Little tin pot cars that went fifty miles on a pint of piss.

“ . . . so,” she concluded, “it would be best if you just came to the house. Sevenish. Gerald will be home by then.”

Gerald. The Wimp. The guy who must have been conceived through fine mesh. Sammy pushed him around, told him what to do, and McDowell had never once seen the Wimp fight back.

“I’ll be at a DAR meeting at seven,” McDowell told her. “I didn’t know it until just now.”

She seemed to hesitate between a gasp and a deep breath. A long time ago McDowell had discovered that the only way to deal with Sammy was to keep shoving her off balance.

“I’ll come by the office,” he said. “Sometime tomorrow.”

“That will not be for the best. I promise you.” Her voice was promising nothing pleasant. For a moment, Dan McDowell actually thought that his own sister was trying to tell him something for his own good, instead of hers.

“I really do have other business tonight.”

“Water finds its own level.” She sounded sniffy. “If you must, bring the creature with you.” Her voice was so frigid that McDowell thought she ought to hire herself out. Air-condition the whole city. Iceberg Sammy. She was married to the Wimp. Enough to make anybody icy.

He stood holding the phone and trying to imagine Sammy and the Wimp in bed. All he could imagine was a snowplow stuck in a culvert. He laughed, inappropriate.

“I’ll call you tomorrow,” he said. “It can’t be so important that lunch tomorrow won’t cover it.” He told himself that he would be damned if she railroaded him into an evening at home.

“It’s serious, Daniel. Nothing to discuss in a restaurant. The situation . . .” She broke off, murmured for him to hold. He heard her speak to someone, then someone else. The Citizen’s voice came loud and strong from the background.

“Sammy,” said McDowell, “do you ever see ghosts?” He did not know why he said it, something instinctive probably, and he was cursing himself as he said it. It was his private trouble. He knew he ought never to even hint at private trouble.

“What have you heard?” Her voice was shocked, nearly, almost breathless.

“Heard nothing.”

“You’ve heard something.” Her voice was grim, but also frightened. “Charles has just come in from the warehouse. I’ll call you back.”

“Hang on for a minute.” He was suddenly amused. He had her off balance, somehow. Maybe he could get her upset enough so it would spoil her lunch, or make her raise hell with the Wimp.

“You seeing ghosts, Sammy?” he asked kindly.

“What have you heard?” She was whispering now. It was obvious that she was sneaking a conversation past the Citizen, who was still hollering in the background. “Where did you hear it?”

“Your bank,” he told her. “You oughtn’t to ever say too much in a bank.”

She was frightened, furious, and obviously could not say what she wanted while the Citizen was present.

“I’ll call you tomorrow for lunch,” he said and hung up, satisfied, even happy. He had won that round. She could sit on her problem for a day and a night. Hatch it, stew it, ferment it. Meanwhile, he had to get moving before she called back.

He was not particularly hung over, but he still felt a little drunk. He would stay that way through a pot of coffee and breakfast. Then, by eleven, the booze would be washed out.

At nine on a Thursday morning in Centerville, the late August sun was already a skull crusher. As he left the air-conditioned room, the sun was on his back and neck like a nightstick. The air felt so full of water that he sucked at it. Sweat began rolling from his armpits as he made his way through the parking lot to the Cad.

When you boozed you sweat . . . ought to remember that. A fortune in it. Build a sweatless booze. Sell it to working alkies. Computer programmers and salesmen and vice-presidents.

Two black children, a boy and a girl, were standing on one side of the Cad. A blonde-haired, nice-looking boy of about twenty was standing on the other side. None of them were touching anything. They were just standing there, admiring the car. McDowell figured that he met an average of twenty kids a week because of that car. He could never bring himself to be tough with any of them, even when they touched it.

He liked them because they were so sincere, even the punks. The older kids, like this white boy, had the road in their eyes. That was as close as they were ever going to get to the road. This kid looked like a natural to end up in some kind of sweatshop where even the customers wore business suits. It was this kind of kid, and that kind of sweatshop, that kept McDowell in business.

The black kids were about eight and thirteen. The girl was older, dressed pretty in a pink dress with a white collar. In this heat. The boy looked sloppity in worn jeans and a ragged-out tee shirt. McDowell looked at them and grinned. Sister and brother, no doubt about it. He thought of Samantha, and of how, years ago, he and his sister must have looked exactly like this. She, pretty. Him, scuffed.

Well, Samantha was no longer pretty, but he was still scuffed.

“Last of a kind,” the white kid said about the car. He backed up a step as he spoke, ready to apologize or run. His blonde hair and blue eyes were not appropriate to his face. McDowell looked, saw the story, grinned again. This fucking south.

“One of the last,” he told the kid.

In the south, every once. in a while, and in the very best of families, one of these lily-white types would get his pore self born with Negro features. This kid had a bulgy forehead. McDowell had seen it a hundred times. Everyone, the family and friends and the whole social register, pretended nothing was wrong, pretended that great-great-grandpa had not stuck it to great-great-grandma in the slave’s quarters.

This immemorial, cracker, hot-nutted south.

“Fresh air funeral car,” the girl said and giggled. Sassy thirteen. She was dark, deep dark. She had high cheekbones. Indian blood in there somewhere. Going to be a real beauty.

“It probably is,” McDowell drawled. “I think about it sometimes.” He grinned a watermelon grin and decided to lay some Georgia bullshit.

“Knew of a pimp, once,” the eight-year-old said. “Had hisself a pink Lincoln.” The kid was lighter colored than his sister. He had jug ears and a skinny frame.

“You watch that mouth,” his sister told him, “or I’ll watch it for you.”

“That was Daddy,” McDowell said. “That was my old pop.” McDowell thought of the Citizen. The Citizen had been whipping Lincolns around this town for thirty years. The Citizen probably dreamed of pink Lincolns. Panty pink.

“What’ll it do?” The white kid no longer looked ready to apologize or run.

“Now then,” McDowell drawled, “these here speedometers was never no good. You can get yourself a twenty percent error on top.” He paused, like he was being modest, playing out the game. Good ole Jukes. Good ole Kalikaks. The boys were taking it in. The girl looked like she knew she was being bullshitted. “When you bury the needle,” McDowell said, “you catchin’ something over a hundred.” He pulled the keys from his pocket and unlocked the door. Heat from inside the car seemed to boil into the morning heat and humidity.

“How you afford this thing?” The girl was not going to let him off easy. The girl did not like to be conned. McDowell told himself that there was a child who was looking at a hard road, but she could take care of herself. She deserved straight talk.

“Tax write-off,” he told her. “A business where I gotta have this kind of car.”

“What business that?”

“Distributor,” McDowell said. “Part of it is stuff for good cars. Company is called The Passing Lane.”

The white kid’s eyes opened wide, like he was in the presence of someone holy. “Shee-it,” he said.

“You’ve heard of it?”

“Who ain’t?”

“I ain’t,” said the girl. “At least not ’til now.”

“I got your Jag book,” the white kid said, “and the catalog.”

McDowell climbed in and started the Cadillac. He left the door open, but got the air conditioner running.

“I haven’t been back here in a long time,” he said. “Where’s a good restaurant?”

“St. Louis,” the girl told him. “Nothing between here and St. Louis.”

“Three blocks that-a-way,” the white kid said, “then hang a right for one block.” He looked like he was about to offer his services as a personal escort.

That was the problem with talking to kids. They always wanted a ride with the top down. Or maybe they just wanted a hero. McDowell had met a lot of kids, but he still couldn’t figure out what they wanted. He thought that he knew one thing, though. He thought that they didn’t want tin pot cars that ran fifty miles on a pint of piss.

He gave a little wave and got the Cadillac moving. He had enough complications in his life. Still, it was nice to waste a little time jiving with kids.




Chapter 4

High cumulus were white with dark pockets of gray and occasional black. The clouds hung in the blue sky like the background of a painting. Tall buildings were shiny with windows, and they rose into the sky and were framed by cumulus. In the streets the never-ending traffic was like a confused and independent force that seemed determined to shove the city apart. Heat waves shimmered in the streets. The land was a land of heat and mist. During the day the heat was ascendant.

Dan McDowell parked in a restaurant parking lot. He sat for a minute in the air-conditioned car, reluctant to move into the heat. He told himself that those kids had kind of gotten to him. Especially the black girl. He figured that he and that girl both had the same point of view.

He told himself that when you got right down to basics, most of the work he did was because of kids. Kids were young enough to learn, and he thought it was important to teach them about quality. He made good money, sure, but money was only part of the reason he worked.

They would not understand anything but the money part. They would not give a damn about the rest of it.

When Dan McDowell talked about them, he was talking about anyone who was cheap. He first of all meant his family. His family had been in the import-export business for years. His family did not export much, he told himself, except for sanctimony and bad advice.

His family imported junk. They specialized in high markup, volume sales stuff from Japan and Taiwan and all of the other countries that had learned the junk formula.

Including, he told himself, this frowzy-ass U.S.A.

They included the cheap politicians and the urban renewers who build new slums. They included the animal-type cops, the indifferent social workers, the bureaucrats. In fact, he told himself, as he had told himself a hundred times, they included just about everybody.

Kids shouldn’t have to learn to become that. That girl was only thirteen, probably, and she probably knew already that she shouldn’t have to learn that. She had called him on it when he started bullshitting.

That white boy had The Passing Lane Jaguar Book, and he had The Passing Lane catalog. As long as that boy had the catalog and the book there would be some kind of quality in his life. McDowell thought that he was a revolutionary, a man running a company that poured quality into a world which had learned to love cheap shit. He looked across the long, and to him, beautiful hood of the restored Cadillac. He touched the genuine, handworked leather on the seats.

Time to get moving, he thought, get rid of the booze that was left. Time to shove life back in gear. He climbed from the car, walked into the restaurant, and sat in a booth by the windows. Stainless steel in front of the kitchen mirrored his wrinkled face, his medium-length hair and his full sideburns. It seemed to amplify his skinny frame. His toe gave him a twinge where it had been stumped. The custom-made Wellington boots still had a good shine. He liked them because they were the best boots in the world. They were slightly different sizes, so they helped take away a little of the limp caused from that accident with the forklift so many years ago.

A waitress approached. She carried a Silex, and she was looking past him like he was not a member of the universe. She was paying attention to something out there in the street.

He told himself that if there were fifteen waitresses in a restaurant, and fourteen were nice, he would get the ornery one every time. The woman who poured his coffee was short and fat and in her middle thirties. She had bleached hair, a red face, a tough look, and took his order for pancakes like she was not even listening. McDowell slurped at the coffee and grinned at her.

“Like a transfusion,” he said about the coffee.

“Sonsovbitches,” she said. “Goddamn pork.” She stood, fat hands on fat hips, through the window and into the street. She was wearing a purple-flowered blouse beneath the green waitress uniform. He thought the bleached hair looked terrible, but at least she took nice care of it.

McDowell turned look through the window. Two cops had pulled over an old Buick. The car had a bashed front end with jury-rigged headlights. The trunk lid was missing. A white kid with shoulder-length hair climbing out. It looked like a routine hassle, the kind the punk was used to.

“You know ’em?”

“Cops are all same,” the waitress said. “The sonsovbitches.” She licked her lips like she was getting ready to spit.

“Your regulation cop-mobsters,” McDowell said politely. “Just waitin’ for a to kill somebody.” He did not want to argue, but he had to admit she was mostly right.

“This town used to have good cops.” She did not remove her hands from her hips, and she did not call in his order.

“No, it didn’t,” McDowell told her. “This town is little Chicago. Always has been.” He figured she was having her own cop trouble. Either that, or she was one of those who were all the time walking around looking for somebody to hate.

She looked at seeing him for the first time as a man and not a customer. She did the standard double take that people did as she realized that wrinkled face was not the face of a really old man.

“You from around here?” Her voice was almost friendly.

“Chicago,” he said “but originally from here.”

She looked back toward the hassle. “Now that there,” she hissed, “is illegal search. I got a friend that’s a lawyer. He told me about illegal search.”

One cop stood beside the kid while the kid emptied his pockets and put the contents on the hood of the car. The second cop was writing tickets for the headlights and the trunk lid. The cops’ shirts were plastered to their backs with sweat. The kid’s sweaty tee shirt was pasted on him like an extra layer of skin. It was not yet ten o’clock and the temperature was above ninety-five.

Welcome to redneck city, McDowell thought. You ought to write a song. Redneck City. Put it on the Detroit jukeboxes so the down-home boys can sit and drink with tears big as horse turds streaming down their cheeks . . . racehorse turds, he amended . . . if it’s going to be a song about this town.

“About them pancakes,” he said.

“Oh, sure,” the waitress told him. “Coming right up.” She moved toward the order counter but turned back once to look at what was happening in the street.

Welcome home, he thought, you never get out of the south. Even in Chicago, it’s all around you. The south don’t run from east to west and never did. It runs from Asheville-Atlanta to Chicago and Dee-troit. The south is people, and they move around. You never get away.

The restaurant was the usual choreograph of imitation leather seats, stainless steel hardware, plastic-topped tables, vinyl tile, and washable carpet. It was like a sad song, and he had seen and heard it sung from coast to coast. There were places like this all over. The only difference in this place was that it combined the worst of a chintz restaurant with the worst of a lunch counter. A long oval counter sat in the middle of the long, narrow room. Tables lined the walls, and stood along the windows. Because of that oval, there was no place in the restaurant where you could eat without watching somebody’s rear end hanging off the back of a stool.

He was lucky. At this time of day the restaurant was nearly deserted. This restaurant did not have fifteen waitresses, it only had three. Besides the fat and ornery one, there was a thin little dark-haired hill girl who looked like she would do better in a country truck stop. She had that furtive, apologizing way of walking that country girls used when they got to the city.

The third waitress was interesting. She had kin back in Georgia. Her lanky frame and her long jaw were cracker all the way, only this girl was a long way from the Georgia pine brakes. She had a real smile. She moved like a dancer, and McDowell figured that she probably was a serious dancer. There was not one dancer in fifty who could make a living at dancing. That was not just true in Centerville, that was true all over.

Not, he thought, because she wasn’t any good. Her movements showed how good she was. It was just that there were never no jobs for dancers, unless you wanted to take your shirt off and dance for a bunch of tit freaks in some club.

He slurped his coffee and noticed that the cops were done with the hassle. They climbed in their car and sat waiting. Strictly kid stuff. Cops always tried to intimidate you by just sitting, making you pull away first.

The kid faked them. He climbed back in the red Buick, but instead of entering traffic, he pulled into the restaurant parking lot. The cops pulled away, probably cussing because there was no law against going to a restaurant.

Looking over at the waitresses, McDowell thought of how that Georgia girl reminded him of Becky; of how Becky had looked so many years ago when she lived with him in Muncie, and then later in Knoxville. He never thought of Becky without thinking about being happy, and he never thought of being happy beside Becky without it made him sad.

That Georgia girl, there, wasn’t the same as Becky. In a way that Georgia girl had a lot more going for her. McDowell could see that the Georgia girl had heard the sounds, all of them. She had an ear. She could not move that way if she had not heard all the sounds; the shit-kicking music and the laid-back jazz and the sweet-mouth hounds that made their own kind of music.

“Pancakes,” the fat waitress said. “Lemme warm that coffee.”

He had been daydreaming. It seemed like he did enough night dreaming. Ought to be paying attention.

“Leave the pot,” he said, “Put it on the ticket.”

“It’s two bucks more.”

“It’s okay,” he told her. “I spent last night drinking.”

“So did I,” she said, “and all by myself.” She paused, and when he said nothing, she moved away. She moved slower this time, like all of a sudden the day had gone tired.

Lonesome he thought, lonesome, lonesome, I know what you mean. He chewed on the pancakes and felt bad about the fat waitress; he knew why, but did not know what anyone could do about it.

If only he had been a little more crazy, or Becky a little less crazy, then she would not have left. He had thought that a lot of times, and he thought it again.

He had tried all sorts of ways of loving her. One way he tried was to pull an old trumpet from its case. The horn had been sitting around for years, since his high school and college days when he had tried to be a good horn.

And never was one, he told himself. Never was a good lead horn, only a good backup. Never had the bodaciousness to be a good lead horn.

He had played to Becky, fooling around with the trumpet, and she had tried to understand jazz but had no luck with it. She continued to love folk music, and she continued to get occasional work. Her guitar playing improved, but not much. McDowell had laid the horn aside and drove truck. Then Becky left to live by herself. McDowell continued to drive truck. That was the time he saw the ghost outside of Cincinnati.

He did not want to think about that ghost, not now. He would think about it when he saw his sister, Samantha, maybe. Samantha had something going with a ghost, or ghost stories.

“Oinkers,” a young voice said. “Pork chops. Sow bellies.” The voice was loud and defiant, like a young child asking for a spanking.

McDowell looked up. A kid was sitting halfway down the counter, right at the curve of the oval. The kid was slantwise to McDowell. His face was hidden. Three traffic citations lay spread on the counter like a hand of cards. The kid turned, quick and sassy, looked at McDowell and wheeled back to face the counter. There was something in the kid’s motions that McDowell told himself was more than just snotty. He could not quite name it, but that kid was not just a punk.

The kid lowered his voice. He was whispering to the little dark-hair girl. It was the kid from the red Buick. McDowell looked at him and figured he was seventeen, at best.

“Porkers,” the kid said. His voice was not as loud and defiant, but it was loud enough for anyone in the restaurant to hear. “Bacon. Side meat.”

The little hill girl waitress said something back to him. She seemed to be speaking as furtively as she walked, her voice no more than a whisper.

“They all are,” the kid said, loudly. “All of ’em, and I don’t just mean the pigs.”

Dan McDowell told himself that there was a kid who was looking for more than he maybe wanted, more than he could handle. One day, if the kid kept that sort of thing up, he would run into a man who had no patience. McDowell finished the pancakes, lit a cigarette, and checked his watch. The fat waitress came sweeping by on a routine table check.

“Can I get you something else?” Her voice was brisk, businesslike.

McDowell looked at her and grinned. He made the grin just a little lewd, the way you could do when you were going to talk about something else. The waitress was not so much fat as she was stubby—reminded him of his ex-wife.

McDowell pointed to the kid. “Know him?”

“Naw,” she said. “He comes in now and then to see Linda.” Her voice slowed. It was not nearly as brisk.

“If Linda is the dark-hair girl, she can do better than that,” he said. “Anybody could.”

“She’s his mama,” the waitress said. “She’s twenty-three and he acts about ten. She’s a mother hen.”

“But you aren’t.” He said it like he was pleased.

It was her turn to grin, her turn to be a little lewd. “I had a mother once. The old bitch.”

She was okay. McDowell knew it. She was kind of fat and probably pretty ignorant, but she was okay. He wished she was not lonesome, knowing she was the kind who would always be lonesome.

‘Tm headed back to Chicago,” he lied. “I should’ve come in sooner.”

“Guys come and go,” she said. “Mostly they go.” She picked right up on the game.

“Next time through.”

“If the world don’t end, or the creek don’t rise. If nobody’s doing nothin’ else.” She began to pick up the dirty dishes. He smiled and she smiled back, and it was clear to both of them that they were doing the best they could for each other.

McDowell finished his coffee, paid up and left. When he walked outside into the head-crushing heat, the red Buick sat like a monument to junk. The tires were bald. The hubcaps were missing. One lug nut was gone from the left front wheel.

He figured he ought to give as good as he had taken. He figured that the kid was sitting at the counter watching him. The kid could use a little lesson about quality.

McDowell walked all around the car. He pretended to himself that he was a farmer trying to study out the best place to put a pitchfork into a pile of cow shit.

He knew he would have made a good actor. He could actually feel his face change, feel the scorn and disgust twisting in the wrinkles of his face. This, in spite of the fact that he did not give a damn one way or another about the kid and his car. The kid wouldn’t know that, though.

When he had taken his walk around the car, he lifted his shoulders in a helpless, scornful way. Then he climbed into his own car. He had a date with a woman who he hoped he could love.




Chapter 5

I’m glad you like me. I like you.”

“I like you a lot.” More than that, he thought, but I better not say it.

“Enough, at least, that you drove down from Chicago.”

“I came up Florida coast,” he said. “A couple of my dealers down there were pushing cheap sidelines. I had to clear that up.”

“From Florida, then.”

“I think I even love you.” He knew he was taking a chance. This woman was realist. What he said was true, but what he was feeling was even more than what he said.

“Try to get figured out.” She smiled, but the smile was distant. She did not look exactly displeased, but she was not happy, either. She looked like a teacher who had just received a stupid answer from a student. “That bothers me,” she told him. “You’re too old be talking youngish.”

She was so beautiful. Women were beautiful. She was important or he would be able to talk better. He would not be sounding like some dumb college kid.

Her name was Margot on stage. Her regular name was Margaret. She wore white slacks and a light, green, long-sleeved, but-toned-high blouse that contrasted with her light Negro skin. In spite of this heat she looked comfortable. She sat beside him at the small table.

Sunlight washed the limestone patio. A light breeze that McDowell told himself must be gladdening the hearts of the chamber of commerce momentarily cooled the sweating customers. The breeze carried the stink of automobile exhaust. McDowell was not drinking. He was never interested in drinking when he was with a woman. When he was with a woman he was not bored. Thinking you are used to being alone because you have been so much but you don’t do good at it. A man who had so much practice at something ought to be good at it. He knew he had tried to rush her, tried to press her too fast. It made him feel guilty and childish.

“We’re not exactly strangers.” Even to him, his voice sounded sullen. Like a little kid who gave all the wrong answers.

“We had six nights together a month ago,” she said. “We slept together the last three of them.”

“That means we aren’t strangers.”

“It is a very good start on not being.” She sipped at a glass of lemonade. He knew she was the kind of singer who was almost superstitious about singers who boozed.

Well, he thought, the booze caught a lot of them—some of the best. Smoking could really fuck up a voice, too, if you did it too much. She didn’t.

In the busy street that lay beyond the restaurant patio, the traffic was a colored wave, like an abstract painting without the sensibleness of an abstract. McDowell watched Margaret, her fine face, her long fingers, her graceful movements. He wished he could say something that did not sound stupid.

He wondered why a singer who could command a stage the way she did, who could walk away with both the audience and the band, would have a hard time making love unless the room was almost dark. At least she had been shy in Chicago last month. He did not know what was going to happen today, plus the weekend.

After Sunday’s matinee she would be finished here. On Monday she would be leaving, and he’d have to head out for Indianapolis. He asked her about the next gig.

“I have two weeks in Atlanta. Don’t like it. Don’t want it. If I owned hell and Atlanta, I’d live in hell and rent out Atlanta.”

“No worse than any place else.”

“I was born and raised there.”

She was taller than most women he had known, although she had the smallest breasts he had ever touched. She was not thin, but she was narrow. Her legs and ankles were narrow. So was her face, although her mouth was full.

“It’s better than it was,” she said. “Atlanta. These days the white gentlemen are courteous. They say ‘ma’am’ when they ask to fuck you.” She was joking, sort of. Some of it was not joking, though.

Her face gained dimension because her hair surrounded it like a cloud, lightly brown and almost blonde. Her hair curled and seemed to be in a constant soft explosion. Her eyes were almost hazel, her skin not light enough to be cream colored. It was not quite dark enough to be brown, either.

“We’re sitting in my hometown,” said McDowell. “Pretty, ain’t it?” He said it joking, not mean. He did not want her to think he was mean.

Her hazel-colored eyes were light enough to look transparent, but they were not. They were bright like sun on water. He thought for a moment that it would be one of the worst things in the world if he ever saw them dull. He told himself to quit being so sentimental.

She could be bold-talking, but shy. That was part of the reason she was so important. Sex mattered, and that was part of the reason, too. But sex was everywhere, and most of it was cheap. She definitely was not cheap. You couldn’t be honest and cheap both, but obviously you could be honest and shy, both.

“Are you booked after Atlanta?” he asked, hoping she was coming back to Chicago.

Her grin was pretty crude when she wanted it that way. “Nope, I gotta swap spit with a Pittsburgh radio station. I do a couple under-the-table commercials and a guest spot. They make me some tapes.”

He always figured that singers and theater people were shy in private because they had to be so bold when they walked through the world. But when they walked out there in the world like she did, then you had to pay attention.

She paid attention with her singing. She could bend a phrase, right to the cracking point and not crack it. He was dumb about most things, but he was not dumb about music, and he was not dumb about her. She had learned mostly from O’Day. Maybe even the way she acted she had learned from O’Day; but she had learned from a lot of others, too. Lee and Fitzgerald, plus Tilton for that occasional phrasing, and from Holiday and Keely for that remoteness, that sadness, in the music. She must’ve worked herself silly, listening, working, listening to the old records, and working.

And she turned it into her own sadness, he thought. She could learn from the best, but she took the music and turned it into her own. Not that anybody, except maybe him and a few other crazy people, needed a jazz singer these days. Not that anybody, except maybe him in the whole goddamn world, would listen to a scat singer like her and know what he was hearing.

“Suppose you mess up,” she said. “Suppose you really do love me. I wouldn’t know what to do with it. Do you understand that?”

“No.”

She was looking at him with those hazel eyes, as honest as anybody could get. She was lots more open with her eyes than she was with her legs. The three nights they went to bed, she had never really relaxed her legs. She loved to make love in that intense, quiet way some women had—and one man, too, he thought, if you count yourself. Still, it was always like she reserved something for herself. If she ever really trusted a man, he figured that quietness would still be there, but pressing forward, unreserved.

He had heard of her, of course, a long time before he met her last month in Chicago. Her reputation was solid in Chicago and Pittsburg. She was like a lot of musicians. Strong local, but no national reputation. There were all kinds of reasons. Poor agents. Unwillingness to tour. Booze. Bad luck. He guessed this one, Margaret, Margot Haydn, had told too many of the wrong people to go to hell.

And he had heard her on the road, of course. On the car radio. Jazz and the nighttime road.

He first caught her act on a lonesome night when, womanless, he walked into a club where the booths were upholstered like Oldsmobile seat covers. The crowd was dressed about the same way. She was in front of a good guitar, a good bass, and a pickup drummer who had played rock for so long that he could not quite get in back of the music.

“Working stiff,” she told him later. “My career isn’t downhill, or much uphill. I get work. I pay the rent.”

He had her records. All three of them. She had not mentioned them, but he found them. The old one, back when she was a kid, had cost thirty dollars and was not a good copy. He could not decide whether to tell her that he had it or not.

Like Braff, he thought. You got the oldest Braff record, back when he was a working stiff. You got a lot of Spanier. You got the rare ones, and maybe you are the only one who deserves to have them. Maybe only you in the whole wide world are able to hear. But you can’t tell her.

Spanier used to drive straight ahead, no fruit salad, just play it without crap. Braff the same, except Braff was educated, in control, laid back.

“Anyway,” she said, “if you do love me, and supposing I lost my mind and loved you, you’re not built for this life. We’d have Monday and Tuesday nights, maybe Wednesdays. Once every two months.”

“You booked that close?”

“Not always, but sometimes.”

“I could come to where you’re playing.”

“We want to go to bed this afternoon,” she said. “I won’t be worth a thing later on. I get tired or blue after work.”

“I wouldn’t care.”

“I’m glad you wouldn’t, but if we lived together or were in love, you would. Later on. I’m not worth anything in the morning, either.”

Most women were not. He had learned that one the hard way.

“If you love somebody . . .”

“Dan,” she said, “don’t be a kid. If you love somebody, you’ve got to have bodies together. You got to touch. You have to be with them, at least half of the time.”

He knew it wasn’t true, but it was partly true. All that you have ever tried to do is find out what is right between two people but you never have.

He figured maybe she knew. He had only known one other woman who was this honest, or at least this blunt. That had been the shy Portuguese girl, Marie. Maybe he should have been paying attention to the shy ones all along.

She was saying something else, and he had been thinking and not listening.

“. . . lots of singers do,” she said. “Marry nice guys, respectable guys. It makes them feel safe. It’s practically an occupational hazard.”

“So I’m respectable.” It was about the worst thing anyone had ever said about him, but she had said it. At least she seemed to be saying that.

“Not the only reason, “ she said. “You’ve got an ear. You’re very loving. The most honest fake I know.”

Out there in the street, in the brightly colored wave of traffic, some dumb sonovabitch was leaning on his horn. In a second everybody would. McDowell listened, and the horns began to join in. Probably, very probably, some old lady had got run over. The corpse was holding up traffic.

Margaret saw his anger. She should. She had tried to make him mad.

“Dan,” she said, “get it figured out. You hell around in that car. You sneer and talk tough. But, Dan, I been to bed with you. You can be sweet, not tough.”

You had to be tough. She was tough. Didn’t she know that? She was in the world’s toughest business.

“Make up your mind, which,” she said. “I love you gentle.”

“Love for me to be gentle?”

“A man roughed me up once, when I was a girl. I love for men to be gentle, but that isn’t what I said.” She was looking right at him, right at his lined face, and her eyes were as open and honest as they had been all along. Her eyes were like her voice.







There was a thunderstorm late that night. It was one of those sky-breakers, part of the weather system that rolled through the Ohio River Valley. The wind got up fast, bringing in a sheeting front of hot rain that steamed on the still warm pavement. The sky lighted as stroke after stroke of brilliant electrical charges rocked Centerville with bright explosions. The lightning walked across the sky like some old god of war. The thunder did not boom like bombs. It had the sharp crack of artillery.
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