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  For my father who told me the stories of Achilles and Odysseus




  On the drive to Michigan, after midnight,




  Sometime in 1979.




  





  And for my mother, who let him.




  




  ‘As flies to wanton boys are we to th’ gods,




  They kill us for their sport.’




  





  





  





  —William Shakespeare, 
King Lear Act 4, scene 1, 32–37
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  1878, Rheinhart Plantation




  





  





  The black thing walked from the forest and took the shape of a man. Wilhelm watched it through the window, from his sickbed.




  At first the creature shuffled, a thing of gristle, all angular joints and thick sinew. It moved erratically, in a herky-jerky fashion that reminded the boy of a circus performance; each limb’s movement was prolonged, drawn out, as if for dramatic effect. The legs lifted, paused, wavered, and then placed themselves, each one moving independently of the others. It was hard to tell if its appendages ended in hands, or hooves, or claws. Even in the slanting afternoon light, its features were indistinct, blurry. The creature moved into the stubble of the empty field and stopped.




  The boy thought it might be wildschwein—one of the vicious boars that foraged the dark wood and edges of fields—until the thing shifted. Its skin became mottled, rippled, and then faded back to black.




  It rose. The black creature looked as though its spine had cracked and reorganized itself, and a man stood where the creature had. But it was still black. Still inhuman. And faceless.




  It turned and looked at the boy.




  How he knew it perceived him, the boy couldn’t say. The entity’s head remained featureless, like an ebony mannequin’s. Wilhelm’s breath caught in his chest and he could feel the impeding frenzy of coughs building. With it would come the blood, at first just flecking his lips, then a fine spray that would speckle his handkerchief, drip on his dressing gown, soil his linens.




  Der Erlkönig, he thought, remembering.




  He had started coughing in the winter and never stopped. To ease the tightness in his chest, the Rheinhart servants began placing boiling pots of water in his room at night. The steam would fog the windows and in the morning, the boy would be able to hear the farm come to life around him: the clucking of the chickens, the braying of mules being harnessed, the screeches of peafowl, the clatter of pans and cutlery in the kitchen. But he would not be able to see it.




  By spring, his mother moved him out of the room he shared with his brother and into the small bedroom at the back of the plantation house, near the sleeping porch. He’d cried and thrashed and tried to talk her out of it, but she stood pale-faced at the door, tears streaming down her cheeks, and shook her head. Wilhelm fought as the servants entered the room and began bundling his clothes; he swung his fists wildly, but he’d already lost enough strength to be easily winded. He hit one serving man’s back with his small, hard fists, but the man ignored him except to pull his shirt over his mouth and nose. His younger brother, Karl, watched from behind their mother’s skirts as the burly servant grasped Wilhelm’s arms, turned his face away, and drew the crying boy out of the room, down the hall and stairway, and firmly placed the boy in a vacant servant’s quarters, behind the kitchen. He cried then, and hated.




  At night, he dreamt of killing his brother, and his mother, for banishing him. For abandoning him.




  He grew weak and pale.




  One morning his father had come to his new room, bundled Wilhelm in a blanket, and carried him through the house with a blank expression. The boy watched, partly bemused, as he passed through the house in his father’s arms, staring up at the vaulted ceilings and crystal chandeliers as they passed overhead in a strange procession. His father placed him in a harnessed carriage and drove east at a furious pace until they came to a wide, massive river.




  They boarded a ferry, their horse nickering, the carriage swaying on its wheels. After an hour of stevedores straining against the Mississippi’s current, they gained the eastern shore. That evening they pulled into the courtyard of a beautiful building, a place strewn with light and laughter and fine gentlemen and ladies walking on the grass, the smoke from cigars wafting on the evening air like a warm memory. The sign read Gayoso House, although the building, to the boy’s eyes, seemed palatial.




  “Where are we?” he had asked.




  “Memphis.”




  “But why?”




  “Why? You mean why are we here?”




  He nodded. His father jumped down from the carriage and handed the reins to a stable attendant. When his father lifted him, again, the gentlemen and ladies turned to look. Wilhelm felt his cheeks grow red. He coughed into the blanket as quietly as possible.




  “Here,” said his father, handing him a handkerchief. “Cough into this. It’s very important.”




  “Why are we here?”




  “You’re sick.”




  “I’m feeling better. I’ve stopped coughing. See?”




  “Yes.” His father carried him across the lawn and into the hotel. He set Wilhelm down in an ornate chair in the lobby as he paid for a room. Then he lifted him again. The boy was growing accustomed to staring at ceilings.




  That night, silent men came into his darkened bedroom and touched him with cold hands. With soft, papery voices, they asked him to cough and listened to his chest. They frowned and regarded him solemnly, eyes devoid of hope.




  Consumption, they called it, as they spoke with his father in hushed voices. His father’s face grew somber and even paler than before, and he glanced at Wilhelm and smiled at him, weakly.




  Wilhelm’s breath came in short gasps, and his eyelids felt leaded and heavy. He closed his eyes.




  When he awoke, it was still night and his father sat beside him, reading by lantern light.




  “What are you reading?”




  “A story.”




  The boy fought the cough building in his chest. He didn’t want his father to pity him.




  “Will you read to me?”




  “It’s in German.”




  “Memaw taught me some. I know a few words.”




  “I’ll translate. How’s that?”




  Wilhelm nodded and nestled further down into the bed.




  “This is Der Erlkönig, a poem by a man named Göethe, written a long time ago. It’s a story about a father and his son, traveling home on horseback through a dark forest. The boy is sick, and the father is frantic to get him home. As they ride, the boy becomes delirious and sees a frightening man in the woods.”




  His father began to read, haltingly at first. Sometimes he’d sound out the German and then translate.




  





  My son, oh why do you look so afraid?




  See Father, don’t you see the Elf king is there?




  The Elf king, Elf king with crown and cloak?




  My son, it’s a wisp of mist.




  





  He paused. “How much of this do you understand, Wil?” he asked.




  “I don’t know. Enough. It’s scary.”




  His father smiled. “Very scary to me. And very sad. I’m sorry I never taught you how to speak or read German.” He rubbed his eyes. “I should stop. The ending might be too frightening for you right now.”




  “No, it isn’t. I just don’t understand everything.”




  “Let’s see if I can explain it.” His father shifted in his chair. “The man can’t see the elf king, only trees. The Erlkönig promises things to the dying boy, the love of his daughter, if only the boy will come with him. In the end, the boy dies. The poem doesn’t make it clear whether the boy is hallucinating the Erlkönig or if he’s really there, stealing away the child’s life.” He bowed his head for a moment, then pulled a pipe from his vest, packed it with tobacco, and lit it from a match. “I don’t know why I’m reading this to you at all. Maybe it was on my mind.”




  “I thought elves and fairies were good. At least in all the stories Memaw read me they were.” Wilhelm coughed again, and his father looked at his pipe, turned, and set it down in a crystal ashtray.




  “What is good?” his father asked. “In the old wives’ tales and stories they steal away children and raise them up to be kings and queens of distant lands. The grumpkins help cobblers mend shoes and find lost jewelry for young ladies. But those are children’s stories. The interesting thing about the Erlkönig is that he’s not some sweet little fairy. He’s a monster. And monsters make for good stories.” His father smiled wanly. He passed his hand over his eyes and yawned.




  After a moment, his father took Wilhelm’s small hand in his warm large one and squeezed. Then, he lifted the book and continued reading. It was the last time the boy felt truly happy, lying in a Memphis hotel room as his father read to him about a dying boy.




  But now, the creature—the awareness—cocked what passed for a head and stared at him. Wilhelm, at that moment, didn’t think monsters made for good stories at all.




  The entity took several long, sweeping strides—seeming to flow across the field—and suddenly, it was at the window, filling the frame.




  The boy gasped and then began to cough. He felt wetness on his lips. Blood.




  When he regained control of his body, he realized it was cold now, with the upright man-thing peering in at him. The morning’s warmth had vanished, and Wilhelm shivered and tried his best to hold back another coughing fit. He felt blood dripping from his lower lip onto his dressing gown.




  For long moments the boy and the thing matched gazes—watery blue eyes staring into an eyeless, blank face—and then the thing broke the gaze by stepping into the room. Through the window, through the wall, it was as if one second the creature stood outside and then as the boy blinked, it moved through glass and wall to loom above him at the foot of the bed.




  I’m going to die, thought the boy. Having lived for months with the terrible knowledge of his disease, the boy was strangely nonplussed by this realization. Something ripped in my chest when I coughed and now my lungs are full of blood. I’m going to die now, and Death is here to collect me.




  “What?” He hesitated, because the Death-thing did wear the shape of a man. He could be a man. “Who are you?” the boy asked.




  The black figure stood absolutely still. For a moment the child thought it was just an illusion of shadows, the dying afternoon light playing strangely on the walls of his sick room. But then the thing cocked its head again and the illusion was broken.




  I come before. I prepare the way, it spoke directly into his mind. I am the herald. All you know will pass.




  The boy looked at the figure and began to tremble. He breathed, short quick breaths, chest tightening, and he could feel blood in the back of his throat, burbling and popping.




  You are dying.




  The boy nodded. This thing spoke what everyone else ignored for so long. For an instant he was grateful to it for being honest, stating the situation so simply. His mother danced around the obvious for months and his brother, Karl, avoided him totally. His father was always traveling, taking grain or cotton to market. The serving woman who brought him food, emptied his chamber-pot, and washed his soiled linens, she wore a bandana around her face and couldn’t meet his eye. Even when he cried.




  As he looked at the creature, he felt an overwhelming hatred for his family, those who had put him aside to die. And the burning feeling in his chest, the itch that would erupt into a frenzy of bloody coughing now, felt like a warm rage suffusing his being. His body was learning to hate.




  Would you serve and live? Or end this suffering and die?




  The words thundered in his mind. Something was offered here that went beyond words, went beyond his comprehension.




  The black creature moved, filling the room with darkness, even though the sun streamed through the window.




  Rise, then, if you would serve.




  The boy began coughing again. More blood dripped from his mouth, but now the pain burned with something more akin to lust.




  As he drew himself up in the dark thing’s shadow, the boy could feel himself hardening, becoming recalcitrant and cold and strengthening, becoming ever stronger. Becoming something...else.




  If you would serve, take up your father’s sword.




  The black thing turned, stepping through the wall, back into the field.




  If you would not die, remove your mask.




  The boy watched as the figure flowed back across the barren fields toward the dark wood.




  If you would not be weak, consume the strong.




  It was gone.




  Wilhelm Rheinhart stood panting in the gathering darkness, blood dripping from his lower lip. He remained still for a long time and then, squaring his shoulders, opened the door to the long hall and walked out of his sickroom.




  He found the old sword—his father always called it a gladius—in a cabinet in the library. The leather-bound books spanned to the ceiling, muffling the clank of the sword as he drew it from its short scabbard, its edges as sharp as when the sword had been issued to his father in the War Between the States. A short wide blade, a stabbing blade, it lay heavy and inert in the boy’s hand.




  His mother sat in the parlor, at the piano, when he found her. Holding the blade flat, the boy came up behind her and drove the sword into her back with a violent movement, piercing her heart. She arched her back and drew in one surprised breath, and never exhaled. Pitching forward onto the keyboard, her body made a jangled, minor chord. The flounces of her dress discolored with blood.




  Turning, the boy walked from the room, face hard.




  He found Karl in the kitchen with a serving woman. His brother ate raw sugar from a bowl, dipping wet fingers into the brown stuff, smiling at the serving woman who looked on.




  Wilhelm chopped once with the sword, driving the blade deep into the woman’s neck, then roughly jerked it out. Thick arterial blood sprayed across the kitchen. Her eyes bulged and blood frothed at her mouth. She toppled onto the floorboards near the stove.




  Karl swung around from where he sat at the kitchen table and stared at his brother, caked in gore. He opened his mouth and brought sugar-rimed hands to his face, his eyes wide. He began to scream.




  “Goodbye, brother,” Wilhelm croaked as he drove the sword through Karl’s open mouth. The scream died to a gurgle. Karl skittered on the end of the sword, vibrating as his body, with instincts of its own, tried to shake itself loose. Karl flopped backward onto the table, eyes vacant, body slack.




  After Wilhelm cut his brother open, he ate Karl’s heart with great wrenching, tearing bites, chewing each mouthful until he could swallow it, the salt and iron of the blood making him gag, so much so that he thought he might vomit it up in a clotted mess. He managed to keep it down, his aching jaws working strongly, the muscles grinding in his blood-smeared cheek, until it was finally gone.




  Afterward, Wilhelm swooned, standing uneasily in a growing pool of blood. He cried, weeping like a boy alone in the woods, weeping for what he’d lost, and for what he’d gained. Tears streaked his face and, after a while, he started to feel a burning in his chest again.




  Wilhelm stood and looked around at the kitchen in amazement, the sword slipping from numb fingers. It fell to the floor with a clatter. The sobs coming from his chest were so loud it took a while for Wilhelm to realize they were his own.




  When his thoughts finally turned to his father, he made his way out into the night, the cicadas whirring their night-songs, the oaks throwing up black branches against the canopy of starry sky.




  The thing that had once been a boy wiped his tears and moved forward into the night, into the dark wood, looking for his master.
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  Memphis, 1951




  





  “A man will uproot his life, move his home, his family, to avoid paying back one large. A measly grand. But he won’t really change,” Gene Corso said around his Havana, passing Ingram a slip of paper.




  Ingram sat in the office, on a cul-de-sac off Poplar, facing Corso over an expanse of mahogany desk. Ceiling fans stirred the smoke in the air. At the far end of the office, beyond a plate-glass window, three men played cards and laughed at a joke.




  Corso tapped a thick, ringed finger on the desk blotter.




  Ingram glanced at the slip of paper. A name and license plate number. Ronald Meerchamp.




  “He drives a blue Packard, white trim, they tell me. Got his license from the DMV. Just called up and asked for it, pretty as you please.” Corso drew on his cigar. He looked at the tip and blew on the cherry. “This guy’s a pussy hound. He likes the dark meat. And that means Pauline’s.”




  Ingram knew the place. Off Gayoso and Pearl.




  “You gonna be able to recognize him?”




  “Yeah. He sat in on Wilson’s poker game last week. Got took for a bundle.”




  “That was my fucking money. Tellya what, Bull. I’ll give you ten percent of what you get back. And another job in a coupla days. Got a guy needing someone found in Arkansas. Weird job but it pays.”




  Corso brought a bottle out of his desk and poured whiskey into a crystal tumbler.




  “We’re done here. Send Mickey in on your way out.” He sipped his drink.




  Ingram stood and took his hat from the rack. He walked over to the three men playing cards.




  The dour one sniffed and looked up at Ingram, a cigarette dangling from his lower lip.




  “What? We got a game going here.”




  “Corso asked for you.”




  Mickey stood, cursing.




  “Goddamn, you’re a fucking big one, ain’tcha? They call you Bull cause you’re so big? Or did your mother fuck cattle?”




  Ingram put his hand on Mickey’s shoulder.




  “I wouldn’t.” The words were flat, inflectionless. Mickey coughed.




  “Yeah, well, the boss wants me.”




  Ingram walked out into the Memphis heat.




  His 1949 Plymouth Coupe sat sweltering at the curb. He threw his hat and jacket into the passenger seat. Sliding behind the wheel, he felt the sticky heat of the leather seats.




  Driving east, Ingram smoked and hung his arm out the window to dry the armpits of his shirt. He twisted the knob on the radio until he found Nat King Cole on WDIA, crooning about a buzzard and a monkey.




  The sun dipped in the west, casting long shadows across the street. Ingram turned off Union onto Gayoso, slowing, the coupe rumbling in low gear. He found the brothel on the corner of Pearl. No sign, just a line of cars parked down the street.




  No blue Packard in sight.




  He parked the coupe caddy-corner and watched as men wandered in and out of the large, frame house. Occasionally, a whore wandered out on the upper gallery to smoke. As the sun went down, the house brightened, the red curtains filtering bloody electric light onto the yard, the street. Ingram checked his watch. Drawing a pint from beneath his seat, he cracked the Federal Papers on the whiskey and sipped.




  At 7:30, Ingram started the coupe and drove past Pauline’s. He found a diner a few blocks away. After a porterhouse and fried potatoes, he drank coffee, chatting with the waitress. She had an ex-husband and a kid at Sewanee.




  “He’s a smart little kid, that Stephen. Always quoting stuff.” Bad teeth and breath that smelled like shrimp.




  Ingram nodded.




  “You single?”




  “Sure.”




  “Oh. Me too.”




  “That’s nice.”




  “You serve?”




  Ingram shook out a cigarette and tamped the loose tobacco on his wrist. She lit the tip with a match.




  “Thanks.”




  “You see some action?”




  “Pacific.”




  “My ex was a reporter.” She snorted and put her hands on her hips. “Instead of a gun, they gave him a camera. He stayed in Washington. You believe that? The cheap bastard.”




  “Can’t say I wouldn’t have traded places with him.”




  She scratched at her hair with one lacquered fingernail.




  “You want some more coffee?”




  He threw down a five, smiled, shaking his head, and ducked through the door.




  Back at Pauline’s, he drove around the block until he spotted the blue Packard. Someone had done a poor job on the white racing stripes. He stopped long enough to match license numbers, then continued down the block. Ingram turned around and found a spot to park within twenty feet of the Packard. He smoked and watched Pauline’s, taking an occasional sip from the whiskey.




  The street was empty by the time Meerchamp staggered out onto the porch and toward his car. Untucked suspenders dangling at his sides, he walked with the rubbery gait of a sailor on leave, drunk and recently vigorous. At the car door, he fumbled with his keys.




  I could do this now. But he might not have the dough on him.




  Meerchamp pulled onto Pearl and headed south.




  Bugs made tracers in Ingram’s headlights as he tailed the Packard. Meerchamp parked at a large apartment building. Ingram cruised the block before parking.




  From the glove-compartment, he took a snub-nosed .38 and slipped it to the small of his back, followed by a foot-long leather-bound rod that he flattened to his forearm.




  He entered the building, passed the elevator, and checked the mailboxes. Meerchamp 713A. He entered the stairwell and bounded up the steps by threes until he reached the seventh floor.




  At apartment 713A, he stopped, scanned the hallway. No one. He rapped on the door.




  The voice, when it came, was hesitant. “Who is it?”




  Ingram kicked in the door, splintering the locks. He heard a satisfying oof as the door banged open.




  Ingram moved into the apartment, ducking his head. Meerchamp lay on the floor in his shirt-sleeves and boxers, blinking.




  “No!” the man screeched. “Help!”




  Ingram clubbed Meerchamp’s head with the sap, toppling the smaller man forward. He caught him by the neck with one big hand. Meerchamp’s breath whooshed out as Ingram yanked him into his chest.




  Desperate, he clawed at Ingram’s eyes.




  Ingram jerked his head back, snarling, holding Meerchamp out at arm’s length. He tossed him through the door, into the kitchen. Meerchamp slammed into the cabinets, head-first, and slumped to the floor.




  In a flash, Ingram was on him again, and dragged him to the sink, shoving the man’s head under the spigot. He cranked the water on. Meerchamp spluttered and screamed, fighting Ingram’s grip.




  “Goddammit, you son of a whore! What do you want?”




  Ingram banged Meerchamp’s head in the sink. “Stop playing games. You know why I’m here. Where’s the money?”




  “What?” The man’s voice pitched up an octave. “What money, what—”




  Ingram pulled him from the sink and smashed his face with the sap. The nose went flat, and the blood started coming.




  “The money. Where is it? Last chance.”




  “I don’t know what you’re talking about!”




  A ceramic pitcher sat on the counter, filled with wooden spoons, spatulas, whisks, and a meat tenderizer. Ingram grabbed the tenderizer and forced Meerchamp’s hand onto the counter.




  “Where’s the fucking money? Last chance.”




  “You already said last chance, you sonofabi—”




  Ingram slammed down the pewter mallet. The first blow sank into Meerchamp’s flesh and flattened the hand against the counter. The second blow pulped the man’s little finger. Meerchamp’s screams became frantic. No neighbors in sight but the man was getting too loud.




  Ingram bashed his head against the counter to quiet him.




  Meerchamp slumped to the kitchenette floor, face a bloody mess, eyes unfocused, barely moving. Ingram grabbed one of the dinette chairs and sat down, straddling it backward.




  “You got whiskey?” Ingram said. “Left mine in the car.”




  Meerchamp glanced at the ice-box. Ingram found a fifth of vodka in the freezer. He twisted off the cap and placed the open bottle at his mouth. Meerchamp sucked greedily.




  “You’re gonna lose those fingers.” Pulling the bottle away, Ingram brought it to his own lips and took a drink. “I can’t understand why you don’t just cough up the dough.”




  Meerchamp closed his eyes, leaning forward. Ingram propped the man up and patted his cheek.




  “Goddamn. Why didn’t you just pony it up?” Ingram shook his head. “Fuck. Put out your hand.”




  The smaller man looked at Ingram blankly.




  Ingram stood up and grabbed a dish towel. “You can die from wounds like that, soldier. Put out your hand.”




  The man stuck out his paw, and Ingram poured vodka over the man’s hand. Meerchamp screamed, but weakly now.




  “Ssshhhh, hush.”




  He fished his cigarettes out of his pocket, shook two out of the pack. He lit them with a Zippo, the hard metal sound of it bright in the kitchenette.




  Ingram removed a cigarette from his mouth, reversed it, and placed it in Meerchamp’s bloody maw. Smoke drifted weakly from his nostrils.




  “Listen. Here’s how it is. You owe Mr. Corso a grand. I don’t know how or why you borrowed it. I don’t care. All I know is that Mr. Corso sent me here to collect.”




  Ingram took a deep drag on his smoke. “Now, I’m not a torturer. There’s things I won’t do. But I’ve been told to either get the money, make you see some reason, or throw you out the window. So why don’t you smoke your cigarette and think about it. Here, have another drink.”




  Ingram put the vodka bottle again to the wounded man’s lips. Liquor and blood drooled from the corners of the man’s mouth. They smoked in silence until Ingram, taking one last drag, ground out his cigarette.




  “Okay, where’s the dough? If you don’t pony up, you’ll fly.”




  The man’s eyes grew wide and shifted left.




  “In there?” Ingram snatched him up like a doll, and pushed him into the living room.




  “Where is it?”




  “Ooovah deerah. Pest oo waresh.”




  “What? Chest of drawers?” He spotted a chest with a radio on top. “There?”




  The man nodded. Ingram sat him on the couch, and went to the bureau and rifled through it. He found a wad of money in a clip, a pint of cheap brandy and a military issue .45, and Meerchamp’s car keys. Ingram counted the money. Eight hundred dollars. He pocketed the cash and keys.




  The little man was unconscious. Ingram searched the apartment.




  In the bathroom, he found some Vaseline and rubbing alcohol. He poured rubbing alcohol over the man’s mangled hand, smeared it with Vaseline, then bound the mess as best he could with the shredded linens.




  Corso won’t be pleased at the short change. But that’s not my fault.




  I just collect.




  




  




  Chapter 2




  





  





  





  





  





  





  “Mr. Ingram! You gots a telephone call!”




  An insistent voice from the hall.




  “Telephone, Bull! Mr. Phelps from Helios Studios on the line!”




  A band of light stabbed into the darkness of the room from a dormer window.




  “Mr. Phelps is on the party line for you! You best get up and get it.” The voice was thick, feminine, familiar.




  He rose slowly, hair tousled and back hunched. He hobbled over to the wash basin atop his chest of drawers. Ingram’s scars shone silver in the half-light of the room. He splashed water on his face, grabbed a shirt and pulled it on.




  “Hold on, Maggie! Go tell him I’m coming, willya? That’s a girl.” He winced at the sound of his own voice.




  Downstairs, standing rumpled and bleary in the kitchen, Ingram took up the telephone receiver and said, “This is Ingram.”




  “Hold the line, sir. Mr. Phelps will be with you in a moment.” Female, young, and shapely if her voice was any indication.




  After a moment of rustling, a man came on the line.




  “This Bull Ingram?” The voice was bright and articulate.




  “Lewis, sir. And yes, that’s me.”




  “My name is Sam Phelps. I want you to come to my studio to discuss a little job.” It all came out quick but measured, each word popping easily, distinct and forceful, firing down the wire, through the receiver into Ingram’s ear.




  “Well, Sam—”




  “Mr. Phelps to you, son. I know something about you. I’m...friends...with Gene Corso, who you’ve been freelancing for. He recommended you to me.”




  “OK, Mr. Phelps. That’s aces with me. Where are you?”




  “We’re at 706 Union. I’ll expect you here at three.” He hung up.




  In the kitchen, Ingram looked around. Maggie bustled in the communal dining room, cleaning up the remains of breakfast.




  “There any way I can get something to eat? Some milk or bread or something?”




  Maggie looked at Ingram with lidded, amused eyes.




  “Bull, a man as big as you ought get up in time for breakfast. You know Mrs. Fahey’s rules; breakfast is served when breakfast is served. No sneakin’ and no favorites.”




  “I was out late.”




  “You always out late.” Maggie looked around theatrically, checking to see if an obviously absent Mrs. Fahey was about. “It don’t matter. You go get cleaned up, and I’ll put a plate in your room. There’s some ham and cornbread left.”




  For a moment Ingram just stood in the kitchen, helpless, his brain pounding, and marveled at the kindness of near strangers.




  “Thanks, Maggie. That’s real...well, thanks.”




  Maggie put her hands on her ample hips and looked at him, a little curious, a little sad. Her dark skin shone luminous in the light of the kitchen window.




  Voice softer, she said, “Bull, that’s all right. I know you a good boy. You was in the war over there. I’d be a bad person if I didn’t help you out, everything you done for us.”




  “I haven’t done anything,” he said.




  “Go on, Bull. Go get cleaned up, and I’ll bring you a little plate.”




  After a shower in the communal bathroom, Ingram took his time grooming, the white of the shaving cream contrasting starkly with the deep black circles under his eyes. From his closet he withdrew cuffed slacks and a crisp white shirt, open collared. Dressed, he pulled the shades and sat smoking in the dark, filling the small room with smoke, thinking.




  Strange man, that Phelps, brusque yet friendly, forceful yet jovial. Ingram remembered Captain Haptic from the USS Cleveland, a similar kind of man. Flinty hard, yet able to tell jokes so profane that men had trouble holding in their laughter doing pushups. Forty-five miles out of Borneo, the crew carrier came across that fucking Jap sub with escort, perforating the sides of the cruiser, making her as carious as some rotten tooth. The Marines—doing exercises on the deck—glistened in the sun, Cap Hap bellowing at their side, a continuous froth of good natured bile, vinegar for the soul of the Marine doomed to die. Then the world wrenched, and the gahn gahn gahn of 50 cals came, at first distant but growing. Men cursing and bellowing with fear and exaltation after months of boredom, the gahn gahn gahn growing louder until it filled all perception and men fell out, scattered in fear. Marines, mean sons of bitches, bailing and scattering, and people yelling, “Bull, get yer ass up!” But he was immobile, still frozen in the half-lunge of a pushup, head cocked and looking up at Cap Hap who, fully reg, still loomed over Ingram, finger pointed, making some profane point about the virtue of a Jakartan whore. The whole world wrenched horribly once more. Ingram looked back at the Cap. He’d been replaced by a mist, a billowing and intangible ghost, drifting up all crimson, rising up into the Pacific air, rising and dissipating into the yellow light, dispersing on the wind while the growl and scream of klaxons beat thinly at the air.




  A soft rap sounded at the door. Maggie entered, carrying a wax-paper-covered plate. She placed it on his chest of drawers and looked around the room. Clothes, ashtrays, and empty bottles littered the floor. Out of date newspapers covered the room’s single chair.




  She waved her hands in the air dramatically, clearing the smoke, and walked to the window. She drew back the curtains. Light flooded the room, bringing grimaces to both Ingram’s and Maggie’s faces.




  “Oooh-ee, you sure ain’t got no house training,” she said. “I’ve been here at Mrs. Fahey’s since before the war, seen many young men, just like you. But none as big. Or as messy.”




  She paused, putting her hand on her hip. “I was thinking, Bull.”




  “Congratulations.”




  She laughed, waving off his comment.




  “Bull, you know I got grandchildren.”




  He grunted.




  “I’d be happy to take care of this room for you, make sure you eat and sleep right, for just a little bit extra.”




  Ingram stubbed his cigarette out into an already overflowing ashtray.




  “What’re their names?”




  “What?”




  “Your grandchildren. Their names. What are they?”




  Maggie paused. “Fisk and Lenora.”




  “Lenora is a pretty name.”




  “She’s a pretty girl. So how ’bout it?”




  “What’re we talking about?”




  “Five dollars. Every two weeks. I make sure your room is clean, even if you’re out late. You’ll have food in the morning, whenever you need it.” Maggie thought for a moment. “But I ain’t gonna cover up nothing for you, or get you no sauce. And I’ll make sure the house is safe. Lord, I do that already.”




  “I can take care of myself.”




  “Whoo-ee. And this room sure looks it.”




  Ingram stood, paused for a moment.




  “Deal.”




  Ingram smiled as mischievously as his blunt face would allow. With a great flourish, he spat into his fist. “Shake on it.”




  Spitting into her palm, Maggie grinned back, showing empty teeth.




  Ingram laughed, and they shook. Maggie said, “A bargain, then. Five dollars in advance.”




  





  ***




  





  Later that day, Ingram pulled his coupe to the curb at Helios Studios, 706 Union, feeling quite underwhelmed. As Ingram approached, two Negroes with guitars exited the front door, shaded by a Bradford Pear. Both men looked upset and angry, faces pulled down in distaste.




  What pissed those fellas off?




  One of the black men made the sign of the cross, removed a necklace from his open collar, and kissed it.




  Out of the coupe, Ingram’s white shirt began to discolor. The thick summer air was oppressive, stifling. The haze felt almost palpable. The slow-moving Mississippi cast water into the air like some long brown moccasin sloughing off its skin as it crawled downstream.




  Inside, the air conditioning beaded the windows with condensation. A blonde woman with heavy eye shadow attended the phone, chewing gum. She looked up as he entered.




  “Bull Ingram?”




  “Yeah. Lewis Ingram, ma’am.”




  “Mr. Phelps is waiting for you in the control room. Right over there.” Her bracelets jangled as she pointed. “Please refer to Mr. Phelps as Mr. Phelps. That is his preference.”




  Ingram stopped. “OK, will do. Any other advice?”




  She laughed. “Hell yes, sugar. Tell the bastard to give me a raise. And if he asks you to do something, go ahead and do it. It’s easier that way, and nobody gets hurt.”




  Ingram smiled, then pulled his shoulders back, brushing his head against the ceiling.




  “Hurt?”




  “Figure of speech.”




  In the control room, Phelps listened to music, strange dark music.




  In the Marines, Ingram heard whatever played at the USO Dances and even, when the Cleveland was East Indes-bound, the broadcasts of Tokyo Rose. Jensen, Ingram’s bunk-mate, built a quartz radio from Quaker Oatmeal cans and crystals, carefully feeding an antenna from the lower bunk to the floor and then the hull. The metal of the ship itself worked amazingly well as a receiver. In the deeps of Pacific night Jensen and Ingram would listen to the far-off broadcasts of Tokyo Rose, her soft taunting voice loathsome and exciting. But the USO dames and even Tokyo Rose would play music as tame and sanitized as any government meal. Ingram heard this new dark music and felt moved and upset and aroused all at once. The deep beats and rhythms, the mournful wails from Negro mouths singing such plain rhymes so heartfelt, so stark and true, they struck him powerfully. For a moment he felt like he had never really heard music before, like he had been missing some component of his soul that had not come shipped in the original package.




  In the room a man sat staring at a pad of paper filled with scribbles and figures. Electronics and speakers cluttered the space; the gray control panels butted up against a large plate window that opened into another room full of cords and microphones and instruments.




  Phelps noticed him standing near the door, twisted a knob on the tape machine, silenced the music, and stood up. Phelps wore a dark suit with a thin black tie, hair slicked back into a greasy pompadour. He had an alert, quick face and a compact frame with large hands.




  They shook, and Phelps motioned him in.




  “Bull? Goddammit, son, Corso wasn’t lying when he said you was a big one. You think that chair will hold you?”




  Ingram sat down in answer.




  “All right, Bull. Man of few words. I can appreciate that.”




  Phelps patted his chest pocket searching for his cigarettes. He flipped a Pall Mall up to his mouth and lit it, watching Ingram.




  “Tell me about yourself, Bull. I like to get to know a man before I start giving him orders.”




  “Not much to tell. Born in Mississippi, joined the Marines in ’43 when I was seventeen. After the war, came back to the States and knocked around for a little bit, saw some of the country. Bought a car and drove out to California. Didn’t like it there so I came back here. Been here ever since.”




  “In the war, huh? That’s good. You see much action over there?”




  “No more than anybody else. Wouldn’t want to do it again.”




  Phelps laughed a little too hard. “I’ll bet… I’ll bet. So what’ve you been doing since you got back? You stay employed?”




  “Sure, Mr. Phelps. I keep busy. I run errands for Mr. Corso, the usual stuff.”




  Phelps eyes brightened, and he leaned a little closer to Ingram in his seat.




  “You go out and find folks who owe Corso money?”




  Ingram remained silent.




  “How hard is it to find folks?”




  Ingram looked around the room. It was a mess. He thought about it for a moment and then said, “Not too hard. People can’t help talking. Nobody’s gonna uproot their life for a couple hundred bucks. And that’s what you’d have to do to get away from Mr. Corso. He’s gonna find you.”




  “But you’re the one who does the finding?”




  “Sometimes.”




  Phelps smiled at the admission. He kept staring at Ingram intently, calculating. Then, as if he’d come to some conclusion in his internal dialogue, Phelps stubbed out his cigarette in the ashtray.




  “OK, hoss. That’s fine. Lemme tellya a little bit about what we do around here, and then I’ll tellya what you’re gonna do for me.”




  Phelps took a deep breath. “I come from Alabama, used to DJ down there. Didn’t come from no rich parents, and I worked hard every day growing up, out in the field, helping my family raise the crops. But I knew sure as shit from a very early age that I wasn’t going to be a farmer. I was too smart for that; I was a listener. I could hear things other people couldn’t hear, changes in voices, true meanings behind the words.”




  Phelps smoothed his pants, stretched his back a bit, and resumed. “Now, I ain’t saying I was some kinda psychic or anything like that. I just got a good knack of hearing what’s behind the words, the tones, that people say… you know, son?”




  Ingram found it strange to be called son by a man who, from the looks of him, couldn’t be more than three or four years older than him.




  “You ever spoken with someone, and knew, just knew, that he was lying, or he was telling the truth but there was something behind that truth that he wasn’t telling? Or you just knew from the sound of his voice that he didn’t wish you no good? Huh?”




  Ingram thought about some of the men he served with. “I reckon so. Couple of times at least.”




  “Well, I’m good at it. Better than most. Might be the reason I became a DJ.”




  He pulled open a drawer and removed a bottle of Wild Turkey. Phelps poured them both generous glasses.




  Phelps drained his glass. “I’ve got some trouble I need you to take care of for me. The first is one of my boys is missing and I need you to find him.”




  He pulled a picture from the same drawer and threw it on Ingram’s lap with a quick jerk of his wrist. Startled, Ingram took the picture carefully in his hand, trying not to smudge the glossy surface. In the picture, a lean man with a goofy smile and a blond crew-cut stood next to a black man in a shiny suit, guitar in hand. Obviously taken in the studio.




  “Which one am I supposed to find?” Ingram asked.




  “The white one, of course, son. Keep up with me. His name is Earle Freeman. We call him Early cause he’s always late. He’s a good kid, one of my scouts. Served in the Army, did his time and got through it, knows how to handle himself in a fight, and in general, a good man to have around. I sent him out hitting all the stations in Arkansas with the new presses of Sonny Burgess and Billy Lee Riley. Forty-fives.”




  At the blank look on Ingram’s face, Phelps said, “Bull, it’s rhythm and blues. Ain’t you ever heard of it? Negro music. And it’s pure gold, let me tell you, gonna make me rich and Sonny and Billy too.”




  He paused. “Don’t you know what I do here, son?” He sighed and then took another drag off of his cigarette. “What I do here is record black music. The boys come in, I flip this switch right here, and the microphones pick up all the sounds around them. Then we get records made of the songs we recorded. We send ’em out all over the South, to all the radio stations we can find.




  “I started this company last year, and we’re going cannonballs right now. I sent out Early with a box of forty-fives of this music—”




  “That the music you were listening to when I came in?”




  “You like that? Yes, that’s the music. I sent Early out with a box of these here forty-fives and two grand to hit as many radio stations as he can. Now he’s two weeks late getting back and his wife hasn’t heard from him for a least ten days. I’m out a good man and two thousand dollars.”




  “Two thousand dollars seems like a lot of money for traveling around Arkansas. Ain’t like there’s nice hotels over there.”




  “Well, the money isn’t all for traveling, if you know what I mean.” Phelps smiled. “It’s for promoting Helios artists and Helios products, that’s what it’s for.”




  “I don’t follow, Mr. Phelps.”




  “Well,” Phelps drawled, “Early drives around, might be Arkansas, might be Mississippi, might be Louisiana, just wherever we need more of a radio presence, and he visits every station, big or small—and, son, there’s some goddamned small stations peppering the countryside, especially in Arkansas. You go west and cross the 70 bridge, it’s like you’re entering a whole different country over there, and it ain’t friendly and it ain’t even making any attempts at joining the rest of the civilized world, except for buying radios. But they sure do love their race music. So Early drives around and visits all the station owners, makes the deliveries of the forty-fives, and he might take the owner out to dinner, or maybe throw a little party for him, or maybe just give him a little green to hold him over. You know, son, one hand washing the other.”




  Ingram knew what Phelps was talking about; he’d seen it every day since arriving in Memphis. And Mr. Phelps had enough Memphis clout to arrange this meeting through Ingram’s boss, who wasn’t a man to trifle with.




  “I understand,” Ingram said.




  “I’m sure you do.” Phelps poured himself more whiskey. “So I need you to find Early and get back whatever forty-fives or money’s left over and bring him back here. I’ll split whatever is left of the dough with you. But it’s not the dough that’s the important part; Early’s a good kid, and I don’t think he’d run off. Or abandon his wife. So I’m a little worried about the goddamned idiot.”




  “Why didn’t you just call the cops, put in a missing person’s report?”




  “Well, son, we did. But we’re having a hard time figuring out who to call. We called the Arkansas State Troopers and let them know, and they said they’d keep an eye open for anyone matching Early’s description, but we couldn’t tell them a place to look because Early drives all over Arkansas. And maybe he hadn’t been too diligent about checking in with me, which is my fault; I should’ve ridden him harder about that. Then we called the police station at Brinkley—which is Early’s last known whereabouts, about four days old from the point he went missing—and the Brinkley police force has got a whopping two men, the sheriff and his deputy, and they sounded like they was going to tear up the earth looking for Early, at least once they got through with lunch. I tell you, it’s backward over there. So we need you to find him for us; we need somebody, if Corso is to be believed, who can get the job done quick and professionally, not pass on any word of the payola and entertainment aspects of Early’s job, and most important, keep his mouth shut. You got that, son?”




  Ingram nodded.




  Phelps pulled out his wallet and laid out five crisp twenty dollar bills on the studio’s console. “Here’s some operating cash, for gas, lodging, food. There’s juke joints and barrelhouses all over eastern Arkansas that Early would go to and scout talent when he was on the road. Maybe you can get wind of his trail either there or at the stations. The last station I could find record of him visiting was in Brinkley, a boil on the ass of the South, that’s for sure. KBRI is its call letters, broadcasting at 1570 AM. Man by the name of Couch was Early’s contact there. You might want to talk to Early’s wife, get the low down on his last call. Here’s her address. After that, I want you to report to me twice a week.”




  “See Early’s wife. Couch in Brinkley. WBRI. Report twice a week. Got it.”




  The older man drank, shivered with the alcohol, and said, “That’s the first part of the job. Here’s the second. Come over here and listen to this.”




  Phelps moved his chair over and manipulated the controls of a reel-to-reel recorder. The tape hissed on the spindles. Phelps turned to Ingram, hand on the machine’s controls, and said, “The past month or so, we’ve been picking up a radio station out of Arkansas. It’s a pirate radio station, which means it doesn’t obey FCC regulations, doesn’t broadcast its call letters every hour. I want you to find out where it’s coming from. Who runs it.”




  Phelps gave Ingram a penetrating look. “You’ll understand a little bit more after I play this for you.” He flipped the switch, and the machine began to play.




  From the speakers came harsh fumbling noises. Then silence. More noises and then Phelps’ voice saying, “Get it over here. Just get the goddamned mic and put it by the radio’s speaker! Right there—”




  Scared. He’s frightened.




  More thumps and static sounded. Then Phelps screeched, “Turn up the volume! Turn up the radio!”




  There were more hisses and scratches, then sound came from the speakers. A guitar, liquid and buzzing. But something else was layered over it, under it.




  The guitar slurred out a melody, the player’s fingers obviously dexterous, quickly alternating from finger picking to buzzing the slide, always returning to a minor melody. The guitarist kept time by stomping his feet.
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