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Love for jazz.

Love for jazz is my answer, as long as the question is: what do the stories of the book Night of Jazz mean to you?

When you read these stories you can’t help but realize that the author, that Félix Amador, is one of those strange creatures (among which I include myself, to avoid suspicions) who have a passion for everything related to jazz: the music, the musicians, the spectators/audience, the miseries, and the greatness.

Every story brings to you the idea of jazz; jazz becomes a constant presence, another character, a perfume impregnating the text. But it’s done differently for each and every story, whether through a famous musician, or an anonymous musician, or an amateur, or background music. Throughout the pages of this book wander some stars of jazz: Chet Baker, Sonny Rollins, Miles Davis, Charlie Parker, Thelonious Monk, Billie Holiday, mixing reality and fiction.

So, do I need to like jazz to appreciate these stories? Absolutely not, you’ll enjoy them anyways. They’re stories that get to you. Once you begin to read, you can’t let go. In fact, I haven’t put down any of them before finishing, every time that I began a story I continued until the end. Even better, the story didn’t let me stop.

Short stories are a literary species with a peculiar idiosyncrasy, with a particular essence. In a limited space, they need to capture feelings, so they must be potent, emotional, unexpected. I’m not a literature expert (actually, I’m not at expert at anything in particular) but the stories in Night of Jazz make me think of classic readings. Some of them take me back to Lovecraft or Edgar Allan Poe, with situations filled with concern, uneasiness, like Body and soul, You Know What It Means to Miss New Orleans. Others, fantasies, tease humor, like Drum Boogie. Many stories also remind me of Ray Bradbury, with that kind of melancholy impregnating them.

A concept that appears in many stories (Chet Baker sings, ‘Round Midnight) is initiation. I believe that every jazz enthusiast has enjoyed initiating a friend in jazz; that game in which, smoothly, you lead through music; you unlock a sound, then another, then you explain when the solos are coming, back to the main melodic line,... You’ve done it and you enjoyed it, didn’t you?

Last but not least, before letting you devour this book; let me give you a word of warning: jazz is tremendously addictive and it’s not easy to let go. I don’t know many people who’ve done it, so if you give it a try; know that you’ve been warned. And even if you’re headed to a downfall path, don’t ever stop, no matter what, enjoying the journey.

Alex Garcia

JazzTK Jazz digital magazine 

http://jazztk.com
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INTRO

(IT’S MONK TIME)
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I’m losing my soul in a Monk solo. The loneliness of these nights dilutes the melody from my memory into the air that surrounds me, into nothingness. Like notes spreading through the emptiness of Dante’s nine infernos, my thoughts disintegrate in the black atmosphere that holds the city in this November night.

A long and abstract moment. A bolt of strange lightning. An instant. “Memories of You” is playing on the turntable. Monk plays in Duke’s style, and thinks using Duke’s mind. While my common sense wanders, also strangely, my mind approaches inclinations that have never been mine. I get obsessed with external ideas, I’m thinking using someone else’s mind. Monk’s track is endless. Loneliness is endless too.
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SOLITUDE
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A jazz club. Inside. Nightime. A pianist begins brief notes of blues, syncopated. It’s the introduction. Behind him, a colored singer slowly emerges from the dark. She’s wearing a gardenia on her hair. It shines as if she wore a star illuminating her face. Nonetheless, her first verses suggest incommensurable sadness. The audience is distracted and stops paying attention to the external world, instead, it focuses on the singer. She looks seventeen or younger and her potential seems limited. She doesn’t move further than an octave, up and down; nonetheless, the rhythm from the ballad is perfect like an instrumental player’s and her phrasing is deep, felt, as if she sang with her soul misfortunes that had occurred to her in real life. The unusual maturity of her performance makes “Big City Blues (The Saddest Tale)” a monument to human emotions.

––––––––
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Mr. Harris had never been in a police station. He apprehensively thought that it was the greyest, cold, and bad-smelling place he had ever been to.

Right when he came in, he found himself immersed in a parade of characters reminding him of those from those television shows that Mrs. Harris hated that much. Everyone looked like low-class drug addicts or thieves. Some came in, others let themselves be carried out. It was impossible to distinguish the police officers from the bad guys.

He waited for his turn to approach the counter where a size XL agent served him with a welcoming grimace.

–Good morning –he stuttered, and tried to explain the phone call he had received at home while sorting out the garage, the anxiety it provoked to Mrs. Harris, the rush in which he came, and the absolute certainty that it wasn’t his daughter.

––––––––
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Eli was a good girl. That’s what he told the police officer and that’s what the psychologist confirmed after three weekly sessions with her.

–Eli’s a good girl, intelligent, aware, serious. She takes very seriously everything she does. She knows how to set a goal.

–What do you mean? –asked Mrs. Harris. Dr. Wesley’s plain language with no medical terms made her even more concerned.

–Your daughter wants to become a singer.

–That’s a... dream.

She thought that this might make an extenuating cause.

–The morning when the police arrested her...

Mrs. Harris glanced at her husband with an imploring sight. She didn’t want to remember that day. Why did she have to talk about it again? Mr. Harris was braver and had more common sense, and invited her to continue:

–What do you mean?

–Your daughter came from a party, a party after a concert in place in Harlem. It was her debut.

–We... We didn’t know. I mean, we knew she sang at home, we provided her with piano lessons, but we had no idea that she... Well, there’s nothing wrong with it. Singing is... If only she had told us...What worries us are the drugs.

–I’m sorry to disagree –whispered the therapist, cutting through the musings of Mr. Harris–. Many young people fall into drugs and get clean afterward, especially if they’re responsible and intelligent, Eli seems to be both. What worries me, from a medical point of view; it’s her obsession with singing. Did you know that the name she used on the poster that night is Billie Holiday?

Mr. and Mrs. Harris shrugged. It was just a name. Nothing obscene or against their religious beliefs.

–That name is taken. That’s what you mean, right?

The therapist reviewed her notes and read a highlighted paragraph in silence.

–Your daughter declares being Billie Holiday. More specifically, she introduced herself as Billie Holiday every time someone asks her name. –She kept silent for a few seconds to verify the effect that those declarations produced on the parents of the patient–. When asked if her name was Eleanor Harris she answered with stupor. I really got the feeling that she didn’t know who Eleanor Harris was. I know three sessions might seem too soon, but I think I have enough foundation to confirm that Eli believes she’s Billie Holiday.

Mrs. Harris got lost in Dr. Wesley’s words. Mr. Harris contained an incredulous laugh and tried to cooperate for her daughter’s sake. He had seen too many documentaries on television to lose his mind over such an absurd explanation.

–You’re saying –he defended himself– that our daughter thinks she’s some kind of reincarnation of that singer, Billie Holliday?

The psychologist closed her notebook. She took a moment to find an adequate answer, respectful.

–What I’m trying to tell you is that your daughter thinks she is Billie Holiday, no reincarnation or emulation but the original, the one. I believe she’s not aware that there was someone named like that before, quite the opposite, she thinks she is that woman.

––––––––
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Using all his parenting knowledge, Mr. Harris exploited all that he knew and did his best to help Eli get her sanity back. He used his own father’s words, words that time had detuned and now sounded like old slate disks tortured by usage. It didn’t work. Later, he recurred to Bible verses that, intendedly, had to make a miracle of reason. No use. Not the confinement in her bedroom or the intervention of Marcus, an old high school boyfriend, or the pastor or her old piano instructor were useful to this. Mr. Harris woke up one day determined to find reason using his belt. He would hit her until her mind remembers her name. That was, at least, his intention since, when he called Eli to breakfast, he found out that none of her clothes or her disks were inside the house.

––––––––
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“The singer known as Billie Holiday and her group The Solitude Quintet sold-out last night at the small Sausalito Club. Her broken voice is getting popular among the clubs in Harlem. Despite her range only moving inside an octave, she possesses an emotional expressiveness, subtle and moving at the same time, and, even if the critics haven’t found the right way to call her to differentiate her from the 50s star, they agree that she has the most promising voice of the current jazz scene... and future.”

––––––––
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Eli raised her head. Ray smiled. She always had a trace of snow on the tip of her nose. That girl would never learn to effectively inhale.

–What? What you looking at? –protested Eli.

Ray shook his head and began laughing. That boy made her happy. He met her as an understudy tenor sax when the former had to abandon the group due to intestinal problems. They were in Madrid. He was hired for a week at the Café Central and, like a fairy godmother, a man observing the rehearsal mentioned that an American sax player was living nearby, a tenor that had been in Europe for a year accompanying a mediocre trumpet player, who ended up staying there. Ray passed the test. This was two years ago. And, after two years, Eli was still excited to hear him playing sax as much as seeing him wander through her apartment or her hotel room or her dressing room. She bit her thumb holding back an impulse provoked by the stimulation. The snow was starting to make its effect. Coke made her as happy as Ray did. Ray introduced her to that world of new sensations. A line for when her self-esteem was low, crystal for when she was having a bad day, ecstasy for the crazy nights after each concert. They had tried nearly everything, and everything made her happy, especially accompanied by sex. If it wasn’t for the presence of the inopportune reporter she would be jumping on Ray right at that moment.

But the reporter worked for an important newspaper or magazine, she didn’t recall the name, a jazz magazine, and there was also a guest. The truth is, she had probably spent two hundred dollars on the dust placed on the table. It had to be an important magazine.

–Who are your musical influences? –asked the reporter, assuming the right to have his generosity paid back in the form of answers.

Eli looked at him. She had forgotten his name, if she had ever known it, and she had learned that other people could give her attention even if she didn’t correspond. The perks of being a star. She kept busy inhaling every gram of that white dust. Only when she had finished she gave him the privilege of her answer.

–Bessie Smith –she said with a rusty voice. Then she strongly blew her nose while blocking her other nostril. Her voice had changed a lot since her schedule depended on the gigs and the after-parties. Rum and “happy substances” contributed to that metamorphosis. The critics, though, agreed that her voice was growing and her expressivity was magnifying in that broken voice that wasn’t a performance anymore but incapacity–. You can also write Louis Armstrong. Yeah, Louis Armstrong could sing. In fact, I believe he’s the one who invented contemporary jazz. Nothing would be the same without him.

Ray ran past her and nipped her butt. Nothing would be the same without Armstrong, or Ray.

–Our friend doesn’t care about music –he whispered as he passed, audibly enough to force the reporter to a smile–. His newspaper will only publish the gossip.

Eli studied him, suspicious. She couldn’t dare to look at the reporter.

–Don’t listen to him –he said–. Keep on telling me about your music.

–You can publish that I have worked with many big bands and that I couldn’t record with them due to a fucking contract with the label.

–You mean bands like...?

–Anyways, there you have it –she interrupted, pointing at the wall–: two platinum discs recorded with my quintet.

Ray slipped into the conversation.

–A friend of yours just called. Marcus. Marcus something. Claiborne or Melbourne. He said he wants to see you. Do I know Marcus?

–No –she answered, angry–. It’s an old friend, a classmate from high school. Marcus Wilburn.

–He also said you should call your father.

Eli’s face got dark. Her father left her conscience the day her national tour began. After that, success had left her very few moments to think and even less to repent. Her father never understood her and she was convinced that it would hurt less from a distance. They would both be less aggressive to each other if there was more distance between them.

–We’ll soon be on tour, maybe you have a chance to meet them then –insisted Ray.

No answer. Eli’s face was frozen like a statue.

–They live in New Jersey, right?

The reporter’s words felt like a knife in her chest. She stopped breathing for a moment. She’d have given her two platinum disks for someone to throw him out the window.

–But Billie, that’s close from here –suggested Ray while pouring himself some Scottish whisky that the reporter was drinking.

Eli exploded. She screamed at Ray and the nameless reporter. She recited every insult she knew and things she wouldn’t remember later. When she ran out of breath, she felt naked, observed by those silent two men, each holding a glass in their hand.

–Fuck, babe, I didn’t mean to make you angry.

He stepped towards her, but was stopped by the firm gesture of a trembling hand, as if the temperature of the living had suddenly dropped twenty degrees. Eli let herself fall onto the sofa, her face hidden between her hands.

–Billie...

Eli interrupted him.

–Screw my father! –she shouted, forgetting the reporter in front of her.

Ray knew she was mad, but there was also desperation in her voice.

–You shouldn’t say that –he tried to soothe her.

–I don’t want to see him –begged Billie, and her thoughts felt strange to her, as if it was Eli Harris talking–. I’m a different person now. He’s no longer my family.

–Billie...

–No! You don’t understand... My father raped me when I was thirteen.

Ray took a step back. Eli swallowed. The air felt thick. Ray swallowed also. What could he possibly say after that? Eli began crying. There was a plea in her eyes. She wanted to go back in time and take back her words. He let her run away to her bedroom. He knew he would never know if that declaration was true. The reporter kept taking notes in a rushed calligraphy.

––––––––
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Billie smiled. Ray made her feel safe and that’s very important on stage. That’s what she thought. She confidently observed the audience and smiled again.

–Before playing my next song, I want to introduce my quintet –she whispered.

Some reviewers said that she spoke the way she sang, with pain and without much room for big showcases. As strangely as it seemed, those comments were taken as compliments and her career kept on growing.

–Ray Oldman playing tenor sax. Bob Newborn at the piano. Stan Brown at the bass. Ricky Rich playing drums. –Each name was received with sober but sincere applause. That’s how the English audience celebrated what they appreciated–. I’m so happy to be singing (and speaking) at Ronnie Scott’s –she added. She heard some laughter and thought that the words happy suited her–. We just played at the North Sea Jazz Festival, and before that, we were in... -she hesitated–. We were in... -she added, staring at Ray. It was a question filled with angst. She really couldn’t remember.

–We were in Barcelona –Ray whispered warmly.

–In Barcelona –Eli repeated, relieved. The audience cheered–. I bet you’ve heard about the festival, or at least, the city. It was a city near Barcelona. Truth is, we’ve spent the last eight weeks traveling around Europe and I was hoping to finally get to a place where I understood what my audience screams. –More laughter–. Our next song is called “Lover Man” –she added, locking eyes with the sax player.

––––––––
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The reporter whose name she never really knew published invented details about the miserable story of the hit singer, details that both the jazz fans and the readers of the magazine took with the same belief as if they read it in the Bible. In specialized and gossip magazines, on radio and television stations, there were debates on how much those traumatic events had influenced her performing style, since very few of the songs she had recorded were written by her.

Eli’s parents, harassed by the press and comments in their neighborhood, ended up moving to a small town in Idaho where a branch of the company where Mr. Harris worked had been placed. Her mother, two months later, came back to New Jersey with Eli’s grandmother. She had had enough of Mr. Harris’s laments, to the point where she began doubting whether the lies made by the press about the rape were really invented. Eli never knew about that. She never picked up her phone when her parents called and never reciprocated any attempts of reunion. The only ways of communication that she cared about were the music and another one that seemed more astral and spiritual that, in reality, was destroying her body as much as her soul. More specifically, she had played with the best jazzmen of the time, which pushed her to the top of the musical scene, and she flirted with the most expensive drugs, which was burying her in the deepest hole that could be dug.

––––––––
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A chubby Creole began to sing. The first few notes, sent in the air like howls of a wounded animal, woke Eli from her reverie. She looked around and saw all those strange black dresses. The sky hovered above the graveyard, threatening. The Creole sang a spiritual chant that wasn’t entirely unknown to her. She sang to pain and absence, to God, and to the years to come and to those behind. Rain could fall at any time. One of those women was certainly Ray’s mother.

Ray.

That bastard threw himself out of the window. They were having so much fun, they were so happy, that she couldn’t understand how something so nuts could have crossed his mind. Eli was told about it the following day. The police officer, having smashed the door of the suite they were in, wasn’t capable of making her see what had happened right in front of her. They both took the same thing, or at least that’s what she thought and, while Ray had attempted to fly, she was attacked by the numbness that comes after the ecstasy state.

She didn’t cry. She wouldn’t cry now. Ray was gone, but it was only one more black dot in her personal sky, always cloudy, always threatening, where the sun never shined.

––––––––
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That guy didn’t move a single muscle of his face. Eli thought that a robot would act in the same horrifying behavior.

–Why are you doing this to me?

The man told her he was following orders, that was all. Eli felt it like a paradox, a glimpse of a false humane behavior, the explanation that he gave her after.

–You’re a drug addict on probation. You can’t come in through the main door.

His logic hurt her.

–That’s what you think –she rudely protested. She stood up.

The gorilla held her by the shoulder. The weight of his arm was enough for her to abort the mission.

–You’ll sit here and won’t make a move, black girl –said the sepulchral and atonal voice from the robot.

Eli felt like the adjective was added intentionally, with hostility.

–It’s because I’m black? –she asked confused, sitting, angry.

The man wearing sunglasses faced in her direction. They seemed to say: “I don’t like this tone” or maybe “If you stay quiet, I’ll stay quiet and everybody wins”.

–You don’t know who you’re dealing with, bully.

–I don’t know your name, but I deal with people like you every night –replied the gorilla. Eli was once again surprised that he spoke with no intonation. She tried to ignore him, let time go by until the moment of the show. He assured her that two minutes before going on stage he would let her go to her dressing room through a side pathway–. I have orders. No violence, no drugs, no scandals by emergent stars.

He sounded exactly like Schwarzenegger in Terminator.

Eli turned the chair around and sat with her back facing the bully. The chair complained faintly. It was possible a disused objects warehouse, a warehouse placed strategically near the entrance of the artists where they ordered to keep the musicians more prone to scandal. A strategy to preserve the venue’s good name. Eli bit her lip. It did seem strange to her the contract clause that forbids her to drink at the tables or the bar counter with the clients- She was a star and didn’t pay attention to that. Now she regretted it. She should’ve never accepted to sing in a white preppy club like that.

–Damn you Boston –she murmured.

The robot slightly turned his face towards her to make sure she wasn’t doing anything unappropriated.

Damn you Boston and damn you new agent. She still hadn’t learned his name and he had already placed her in that fucking social club for rich white folks where a black singer wasn’t even allowed to drink or enter the venue. It was like time traveling to the Cotton Club period, to the segregation of the 30s, 40s, 50s... Damn, is this never going to end?

–I’ve got Grammys, dumbass –she complained, not even staring at the gorilla.

–See that door? –was the answer she obtained–. Every night a shooting start goes through it. Tonight it’s your turn.

She grabbed his phone and tried to call the manager, but he didn’t get any signal. Furious, she threw the phone as hard as she could. It bumped into the red brick wall, got stuck in a spider web, and ended up falling inside an open and dusty cardboard box.

–Fuck! –she shouted. She didn’t know how much time there was left until the beginning of the show. Wearing a watch was mandatory for the road manager, not for her. She rose and tried to walk by that guy, but he stopped her with a simple arm stretch. She heard him breathe. His breath sounded like the one of a gorilla in the zoo.

–Calm down, sister, and no one will get hurt.

Eli noticed his breathing getting agitated, and his nostrils expanding.

–I’m not your sister, white trash –she shouted, pushing away the bully.

Her push had zero effect. The one she received, though, made her take several steps back until she fell on her chair, which broke under her.

That big guy, maybe the most insignificant operator of the club, had her trapped like a vulgar thief, her, a star with an important name and recognition. She was about to threaten him, legally or not, when she heard him say:

–If you don’t sit still I’ll punch you so hard that I’ll send you back to Ruanda.

Eli was about to cry when she protested with a thin voice.

–I was born in Philadelphia, asshole –she added, nearly inaudibly.

––––––––
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She threw her head back angrily. Drank the gin in one gulp. Eduardo observed her with disapproval. She drank non-stop and smelled of gin all the time. No man likes this.

–Hey, what are you looking at? –Eli protested with a sticky voice.

Eduardo shook his head and she laughed. She did it too loudly, like a truck driver laughing at an obscene joke. Then they stared at each other. That boy didn’t make her happy. He was the substitute for the band’s sax player who had jumped through the window at the hotel in Tokyo. Hadn’t he committed suicide, he would have died that same night of an overdose. The police officer found more snow in his blood than red cells. Eduardo joined the band and took his place as the tenor player, and also his place under the sheets. He wasn’t the first one. After Ray, so many men had been in bed with her that she didn’t even remember one or two of their names. The only difference was that Eduardo was a sax player. Tenor. And he reminded her of Ray. He also reminded her that none of those men had made her happy. All they wanted was her body, her money, and a glimpse of her fame. None of them made her feel anything and she needed new sensations. More and more frequently, everything seemed old and boring, and more frequently she felt the need to try something new. She had had more heroin, crack, and even substances whose names she didn’t know. When Ray died she went broke. She had spent all her money living in the moment and didn’t have savings. The house was Ray’s property. Who knew that owning property was so important? One time, they even inhaled plaster on a Sunday when she couldn’t control her needs. She was staying at a hotel in Toronto and the road manager wasn’t able to exchange a check. Until then, she only valued her credit cards when drawing the snow lines on the table. Now, no substance could fill the emptiness that Ray had left inside her.

–Come with me –whispered Eduardo, playful, with his Cuban accent.

Eli nodded in negation. Eduardo insisted.

One more glass and she’d be ready to go to bed and wait one day more. What was tomorrow? Interviews, touring, recording? Eduardo grabbed her arm. Her mind, swept by the music of the alcohol, began floating in an unexplored space between the sky and the floor, but she wasn’t so far from herself as to not feel pain.

–What are you doing? Let me go –she protested with a thin voice. Eduardo separated his fingers and liberated her arm–. I’m tired –Eli pretended to yawn.

–Come with me.

–No! –shouted Eli, stepping back before he could attempt to grab her again.

Eduardo stood up and responded to her rebellion with a slap on her face.

The sound was dry, hollow, echoed inside the suite, and interrupted the music that was playing on Eli’s mind at that moment.

Suddenly awaken, she touched her cheek and smiled bitterly. He wasn’t the first one that loved her that way.

––––––––
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The two reporters applauded in unison. They locked eyes and one of them cheered out loud. Then, he put his hand in his jacket pocket and took a dollar bill.

–You win again –he protested.

The other reported smiled.

–I told you that girl would win three Grammys. You lost your bet.

They reclined in their comfortable seats in the press room. Fortunately, the ceremony included those breaks for television advertisements.

He took a sip of water. His stomach had forgotten the small welcome catering they enjoyed before.

–Don’t you think they complicate our lives?

His fellow shrugged.

–Who?

–I mean the artists. Some have names that are really acrostics, numbers... They’re becoming more and more strange. And now this girl. If Bill Evans was hard enough to say since you didn’t know if you were talking about the sax or the pianist, Billie complicated it even more: her voice is so similar to the original Billie, even her appearance, she looks the same. Her obsession to wear the gardenia on her hair, the way she dressed, and moves. It seems prepared.

–It’s probably prepared, a publicity strategy.

–Like her drug problems? It seems like all these things written in the press (her father’s rapes and all of it) made her music deeper, more luminous.

–It also affects her personal life, leading her to drugs.

–Don’t mix it. Those are different things: drugs, her passion for gin, and her relationship with the sax player.

–Ray Oldman.

–Ray Oldman. She hasn’t sung with him for a while.

–Ray Oldman is dead. He reminded me of Lester Young playing. He and Billie (this Billie) had the same musicosentimental connection as Lester and Lady Day.

–Those were good times, Billie Holiday and Lester Young on the same stage. The Original Recordings... The Golden Years vol. 1 & 2... The Billie Holiday Story...

–This is what Ray Oldman and the new Billie looked like, like Prez and Lady Day.

–I wonder...

–What?

–How many awards would Billie Holiday have received (I mean the real one, the old Billie Holiday) if...

–Unfortunately, the Grammys weren’t awarded until 1959, the same year she died.

–Anyways, she won four in the Historic Album category.
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