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To my new son,

Jason Kai Due-Barnes

and

To Jan Hamilton Douglas

1939–2002

Musician and educator—

Curator of the Scott Joplin House—

for telling me about the ghost







If at night while passin’ a graveyard

You shake with fear the most,

Just step a little faster forward,

Before you see a ghost.

SCOTT JOPLIN, Treemonisha




“We often dream

without the least suspicion of unreality:

‘Sleep hath its own world,’

and it is often as lifelike as the other.”

DIARY OF LEWIS CARROLL




What we play is life.

LOUIS ARMSTRONG







JOPLIN’S GHOST






PRELUDE: A PIANO

I.




1917

The new arrival wheeled himself through the day room of Manhattan State Hospital on Ward’s Island, whispering to his dead wife, who always walked beside him. The man had outlived one wife and his baby girl—pure bad luck, his first wife had called him. His second wife, Freddie, was the only one of the dead who still enjoyed his company.

He was talking to her, as he often did, about the stage set he was going to build as soon as he was able: murals of cloud banks, majestic live oaks and a sea of ripening cornstalks. Talking to Freddie was like walking onto the stage itself, standing in the stare of a footlight. The light filled him with wonder, and wonder was hard to come by these days.

But Freddie’s voice interrupted him so loudly that he wondered why the droop-jawed attendant in the doorway didn’t call for them to hush that racket near so many insane and dying.

There it is, Scott, Freddie said, quivering his ear. There—do you see?

Scott Joplin gazed around the room, where the streaked windows invited in an awful dead winter sun that stole more than it gave. Institutional wooden chairs circled a scuffed old table that offered two checkerboards but no checkers, beside a Graphophone with a working motor but no needle to play the cylinders. A sobbing younger man sat cross-legged on the floor, his nest of privates in plain view from a hollow in his thin, urine-stained gown. Why would Freddie wrest him away from his beautiful setting to bring him back to this lunatic’s meeting hall?

Do you see it? Freddie, as always, was persistent.

Then, he did see it: An upright piano stood against the far wall. Scott’s eyes had missed it before because it was in a shadowed corner, nearly invisible in the room’s bland light. It was his rosewood Rosenkranz, the piano he had found in the alleyway when he could still stand and walk. The piano he had played for Freddie during her dying days. Scott blinked, sure it was a trick of his imagination. One always must be on guard against one’s imagination, he remembered. “Did you do this somehow, Freddie?” Scott said. At Bellevue, his last home, he’d been forced to live without a piano within reach for the first time in memory. But here he was in a new place—a worse place, one step closer to oblivion—and his own piano was waiting for him.

Another hallucination, then. It wasn’t the first, and wouldn’t be his last, or so his doctors said. Every day held another bizarre surprise. But this hallucination was more stubborn than most. Scott flopped his arms against the wheels of his wheelchair, making slow progress across the room, and the piano remained in place. Closer, now. And closer again.

“I’ll be damned,” he said, panting from his effort.

Scott reached out his trembling hand. Although his wrist dangled as if it were broken, he was able to press a single key. High G. No hallucination could sound so sweet.

The single, delicate note awoke the memory of being at Lessie Mae’s on Main Street in Sedalia, waiting quietly in the wings while Happy Eddie or Mo the Show clowned on the piano with acrobatic fervor for the hooting crowd. Those boys played like carnival performers, drawing men’s purposeful eyes away from bold cleavage and half-empty glasses of whiskey. When it was Scott’s turn to play, Lessie Mae always waved at him with her damp pink handkerchief from behind the cash register, her mark of approval. Go on, Scotty—TEACH ’em, professor!

When he played, the carnival ended. A concert began.

“Music’s swell. You play?” the sanitarium attendant said to Scott.

Scott nodded slowly. He did everything slowly now. “Used to,” he said. His voice was a sick old man’s, and he wasn’t yet forty-nine. He couldn’t always remember his age, but the sight of the burnished piano had brightened his mind. Brightened every part of him.

“Go on ahead and take five minutes, then. They say a lady donated it to the hospital in a patient’s name. Mind you don’t break it.”

Break it! That was a stupid thing to say. The woman who sent it was my wife, you fool. Don’t you know who I am? Scott thought. But that was the point, wasn’t it? He was the only one who knew, and the occasional ability to forget was the only part of his illness he enjoyed. Lottie had said she’d have a surprise for him when she came to see him this Friday, but she’d never said she was sending the piano after him. God bless Lottie again.

But this piano would have followed you whether Lottie sent it or not, Scott thought, and such thoughts didn’t disturb him the way they used to. Accepting the state of things had made his days easier. The Rosenkranz would follow him anywhere he went. He had found the Rosenkranz in the alley and wiped it clean with his own hands, and the Rosenkranz wouldn’t forget.

“I think I will play,” Scott said. His tongue was no longer useful, and his words had sounded like ayethinnniwillplayyyy, a mouthful of oatmeal.

He hadn’t let anybody except Lottie hear him play a piano in two years, since that show in D.C. where they had practically pushed him on the stage. What could he have done? Sounded like a little child. That’s what he heard Eubie Blake said.

“Yeah—I’ll p-play.” He was excited now.

Scott’s wheelchair was too low for him to reach the keyboard comfortably, so he hoisted himself into the mismatched chair at the piano’s knees, another labor that took his breath. The attendant steadied him, but Scott had moved out of his chair by himself, so he wasn’t helpless. For a moment, Scott felt bewildered as he stared at his hands, shivering claws against the keys. His skin didn’t smell right either—urine and talcum and something else buried beneath it all, something sickly that could only be Death. That smell was everywhere here.

“Do you know ‘I’m in Love with the Mother of My Best Girl’?” the attendant said. “I love that one. It’s a hoot.”

Scott nodded, but only to silence him. Anything he played was sure to be unrecognizable. The Rosenkranz was not a forgiving piano; he’d learned that the first night they were reunited. But he would play, if only because Lottie wanted him to. Small solace was better than none at all.

Habit took Scott’s hands to a natural pose, and his fingers plunged, striking the opening notes. The music plodded like old honey hugging the bottom of the jar, but he was shocked his fingers remembered how to move at his bidding at all. Maybe I CAN play a tune or two—

Scott’s middle finger slipped, curdling the melody with a B-natural in the second measure. He cringed, playing on, but his piano didn’t offer him any music—only awful, mind-rending noise.

You coldhearted trickster, Scott thought, remembering the old conjurer from the train who had celebrated the chance to curse him with his fate all those years ago. Are you and your master happy with what you’ve reduced me to?

Scott let out a soundless moan, suddenly striking his hand against the keys so hard that the ragged edge of a keytop snagged his pinky, biting into his tender flesh. Droplets of Scott’s warm, runny blood marked the piano keys with red fingerprints. Scott was so consumed in pain—most of it in places people couldn’t see—that he had no senses left to notice something so trifling as torn skin. But you don’t mind, do you? You know the taste of blood already, don’t you, my old friend? The Rosenkranz had been soiled with blood the day he found it in the alley. If only he had recognized a bad omen when he saw one, he thought. He had been cursed all along!

Scott’s lips parted to release a moan. His head drooped, suddenly too heavy to carry, and tears splashed from the tip of his nose to the piano keys, seeping between them, turning his blood pink and dampening his useless fingers. If he could choose his time and place to die, he had found it. Take me, whatever your price, and let my soul rest here. He prayed to anyone who would hear him.

Something made Scott look up, interrupting his tears. His tall, lovely girl-bride stood beside him, half-shrouded in misty light. Freddie had not shown herself to him since his confinement to this wretched place. My God! Could she be an emissary from the Hereafter? Was his prayer answered so quickly?

“Freddie?” he said, peering more closely at his beloved. Freddie’s face was always dreamlike to him, in the way his dreams were often spare of details. Scott felt her spirit near him, yet he could not quite see the woman he remembered hidden in the light.

“I’m here, Scott.” Her voice was not in his ear, this time, but from her lips.

“T-Take me with you.” He couldn’t even climb to his feet to go to her. She would have to carry him wherever he was going next.

“I’m sorry, Scott. I can’t,” she said. After all these years, now it was Freddie who sounded reasonable, and he had become rash. Freddie glided closer, until she stood directly over him. His nostrils longed for her scent, and he thought he smelled chrysanthemums. He tried to reach for her, but his arms failed to move, useless.

“Who’re you talkin’ to, Uncle?” the attendant called from across the room, where he was pushing a mop in halfhearted circles. “If you’re not gonna treat that piano with respect, don’t play it at all. Bang on it again like that, and you’re goin’ to your room.”

Do you see what it’s come to, Freddie? I’m treated like a child, as if I’ve never lived in the world. I’ve vanished before my eyes. How can any man endure this curse of obsolescence?

“F-Freddie…” he begged, struggling to be understood. “Take me.”

Freddie’s head shook back and forth, kind but firm. “Do you want me to help you play?”

“Yes,” he said, relieved. Death was best, but playing would give him a moment’s respite. “Yes, I w-want to play.”

Freddie leaned over him, her gentle warmth draping his shoulder. She took one of his gnarled hands into hers, then the other, and raised them back to their berth on the piano keys. When she touched him with those light, cool hands, Scott felt an ugly premonition seize his frame, a future memory that made him pull his hands away. Freddie was visiting him from somewhere so far away that he couldn’t calculate what or where it might be—but Freddie was only meant to visit. Mingling their hands on this bloodied piano would be a terrible burden on her soul, imprisoning her here. His dear girl deserved to be free.

“Freddie…wait,” he said, the most selfless words he had ever spoken.

“Shhhh,” Freddie said, and her fingers slipped inside of his as if he were a hollow glove. The power of her youth coursed through him, electric. “Play, Scott. Use my hands to play.”

Before Scott’s amazed eyes, his fingers webbed apart, stretching. He wiggled them all, witnessing the return of an amazing limberness he had forgotten in these years of horror. Scott gasped, tears springing. “Dear heart…how…?”

“Play, Scott. Play.” Her urgency told him he didn’t have much time. Already, Freddie’s voice was more coarse than he remembered, someone else’s altogether.

Scott played.

The first piece that came to his eager fingers was the one he composed for Freddie in his worst hours of mourning, his dignified waltz in a flowing cantabile that captured his heart’s song like no other. Her offered it to Freddie again now, with exaltation instead of grief.

“That one’s my favorite, Scott,” Freddie whispered, as he had hoped she would.

Scott hated to rush through the waltz’s andante finale, but so many pieces awaited! How could he forsake his dearest and most loathsome child? Perspiration sprang to Scott’s forehead as he played “Maple Leaf Rag” in the manner it deserved, crowning himself the song’s master again for the first time in years. His joy made him breathless. His heart, which he thought had died, raced to the syncopated melodies cascading like fall leaves from his nimble fingers. The piece made his feet twitch, longing to dance. “Maple Leaf” erased his sorrow, even now.

He would have this played at his funeral! He would make Lottie promise.

“That’s old. I’m tired of that one, Uncle,” the attendant said.

When Scott finished “Maple Leaf,” he played the Overture from Treemonisha next—leaping from his most overly praised creation to his most ignored. This time, the effect upon him was even greater: Scott’s daydreams sprang to life in the music. Suddenly, he and Freddie were in his cornfield, beneath an infinite afternoon sky, with merry circles of dancers. So many familiar faces! Here was dear Louis, in his Parisian coat and white Stetson. And his brother Will, stepping higher than the rest. Around and around they danced.

“I’ll be back soon, Scott,” Freddie said.

When Scott looked toward the voice, Freddie was gone.

No, Freddie. Don’t leave me yet. Not again.

Scott’s right hand jerked, slapping Treemonisha to a halt with four noisy, uninvited tones. He was exhausted suddenly, sagging, all but paralyzed. How had he ever sat upright? The piano’s last note stayed suspended in the air for a time, then floated down to silence, nothing.

“Help me, please,” Scott said, the three words in the English language he most despised.

“Say, that was pretty good, fella,” the attendant said. “You a jass minstrel?”

Scott shook his head. Lottie had a liking for jass music from New Orleans, but Scott had been too sick to go to a cabaret to hear a jass minstrel band. From the way Lottie described jass music, it sounded like ragtime sprinkled with blues, following its own rules.

“I’m a composer,” Scott said, but he was almost sure the attendant didn’t hear.

When the attendant lifted him by his armpits, helping him back to his wheelchair, Scott’s anguish tore at him, a dagger of fire in his chest. He should not have played, he realized. Why should he have remembered just to lose hands again? How had Beethoven survived his deafness? Maybe heartbreak would kill him just as Lottie always said, because death could not feel worse.

Why did you leave me, dear girl? Why can’t I be free, too?

Scott heard the sound of clapping hands, a meager audience.

He turned to look over his shoulder, blinking vision back to his eyes from the white-gray soup of his tears. He saw more than a dozen patients standing behind him, grinning while they staggered or swayed, gazing at him wide-eyed as if he were Prometheus and had just brought them fire. The men were Negro and white, equal in their suffering, and Scott had never seen a more grateful audience. To these men, at least, he would never be forgotten.

God help me, was this where my life was supposed to take me? All so I could be here today to ease the journey for a few wretched souls like me? Was this Your gift to me all along?

The patient who had been crying on the floor stood among them, a man so young he might be a teenager. His face was damp, but there were no tears in his bright, smiling eyes. He followed the wheelchair, patting Scott on the back with blows so earnest they hurt. “Say, you playing again tomorrow, mister?” he said, as if miracles could be commanded.

“I’ll do my best,” Scott said. Allldooomabesssss, his words came out.

But Scott Joplin never played again.

Scott visited his piano in the dayroom whenever he felt strong enough to return, always in a wheelchair, but he never tried to play, and by then he was too sick to be sad about it. Breathing was enough work to keep him occupied. He only came back to the piano because at a certain hour, when daylight and dusk mingled through the windowpanes, he always thought he heard Freddie’s voice calling. The Rosenkranz kept her close to him. That much he knew.

The other patients, meanwhile, avoided the piano as if it had been brushed by plague. Coming within three steps of it made them feel little bursts of electricity dancing across the hairs on their arms, or made their feet itch. That piano didn’t want to be played by anyone except Scott, so with their blessing, the piano grew a coat of dust.

When Scott Joplin died on a spring morning, he was in bed, not at his piano.

The start of the Great War buried the news of Scott’s passing, even in the few circles where his passing would have been news. At his funeral, Lottie remembered her promise to her dying husband, but how would it have looked to have a song as gay as “Maple Leaf Rag” played on a burial day? Lottie would regret her decision the rest of her life, but on the day Scott was put to rest in his pauper’s burial plot, no one so much as hummed her husband’s most beloved song.

Lord knew she’d done right by the man in every other way.

Lottie Joplin hadn’t been able to understand her husband’s last words to her, so she had comforted herself by imagining tenderness in Scotty’s weak murmurings. She had known his heart had private spaces the minute he told her he was a widower, but she liked to think his dying words might have been Lottie Joplin, you’re the only woman I ever truly loved.

Or something gentle like that. Just not angry, for once. Not afraid.

Lottie was no child of God, truth be known—being in the sin trade, she’d had to let go of Jesus to make ends meet—but she prayed her dear husband’s last words were happy. Scott never got what he deserved, not a single day of his life. Lord, give him peace at last, she had thought, imagining calm surrender in the mangled whisper Scott had breathed into her face.

Scott’s last words to Lottie weren’t peaceful, calm or loving, and they would have surprised her if she had understood him—because his last words were an admonition.

Find the kerosene, Lottie. Burn that piano to Hell.








II.



1991

Phoenix Smalls was ten years old the day she nearly died.

Years later, distant relatives and forgotten schoolteachers would claim they’d always seen a special spark in Phoenix, That Certain Something proclaiming she was going to make a deep groove in this world somehow. For the most part, these were lies. Until she nearly died, Phoenix Smalls had never done a single remarkable thing.

Phoenix got good grades, but her schooling hadn’t caught afire. She’d always liked to sing, but she had what her chorus teacher called a Fourth-Place voice, never likely to place in the top three. Phoenix studied violin, but with only enough diligence to keep her lessons from sounding like catfights. She’d been playing the piano her grandparents bought her since she was six, and she’d made it a good way through the Robert Whitford course, but her recitals weren’t inspired or impressive.

Phoenix’s father thought she could do better. He turned practicing the piano into a military exercise, with a timer. First twenty minutes, scale drills. Second twenty minutes, practice a required classical piece from her study book. Only in the third twenty minutes did she have free time to play what she liked from the sheet music in her E-Z Hits of the ’80s book (that had Madonna and Whitney Houston songs in it). Under her father’s arrangement, Phoenix hated practicing the piano more than she hated anything else in life. Phoenix had called her father Sarge by the time she was eight, and the nickname stuck. Sarge could take the fun out of anything.

Phoenix felt cursed to have been born into a family where both parents loved music: Her mother was a former ballet dancer who played piano and still owned the Silver Slipper, the jazz club Phoenix’s grandfather had opened on Miami Beach in the 1950s. Phoenix’s father occasionally played the piano one-handed, humming to himself, or he played his trumpet to old jazz records in the garage, in sporadic bursts and peals both on-key and off. He also managed musicians and bands, which kept him on the road more than Phoenix or her mother liked.

Whenever Sarge returned from the road—sometimes after days, sometimes after weeks—he had new stories when he thought Phoenix was asleep and couldn’t hear him and Mom sitting up half the night at the kitchen table. You’d think they didn’t have mamas and daddies. You should have seen the mess they left in the hotel. He was so strung out, he fell asleep at the microphone. Phoenix loved Sarge’s road stories. When she heard her parents going toward the kitchen, she climbed out of bed to hide just out of their sight, next to the china cabinet beyond the kitchen doorway. The stories were a window into a world without rules, perfect entertainment. You don’t snort it, fool, was one of the punch lines that made Mom scream from laughing so hard. (Phoenix’s cousin Gloria told her later that joke had something to do with drugs, inside knowledge Phoenix thought Gloria had no business knowing at eleven—but that was Gloria.)

Over time, though, Phoenix began to resent the performers her father worked for. It was bad enough Sarge was gone as often as he was home, but he was gone babysitting a pack of spoiled druggies who didn’t deserve him. By the time Phoenix was ten, show business seemed like one of the fancy chocolate candies her grandmother served from boxes every Thanksgiving: tempting on the outside, but likely to be licorice or cherry on the inside. Downright unappetizing, when you got to the taste of it.

Phoenix’s own dream was to be famous with dignity, chiefly by finding her way into the Guinness Book of World Records. Every day brought new inspiration: holding her breath (she made it up to fifty seconds), longest moonwalk (she practiced moonwalking across the kitchen floor every day after school) and longest kiss (even with Saran Wrap separating their lips, kissing Gloria was mostly gross—mostly—so she didn’t have anyone to practice with). It was only a matter of time before she discovered her hidden talent, whatever it was, so it was best to get started early. She would break or create any record, as long is it didn’t involve performances of any kind, or a stage.

Or, of course, a piano.

The Silver Slipper didn’t help reduce her aversion to show business. When Aunt Liv couldn’t babysit or the weekend shows went late, Phoenix was a fixture on the club’s cot in the office upstairs, sleeping through the throbbing bass drums and whining trumpets from the stage beneath her. The Slipper wasn’t a big or popular club, so the acts who came through usually weren’t happy to be there. Some were frustrated because they wanted to be farther along, and most because they had already been farther along and were on their way back. Each night, Phoenix witnessed their neat trick of suddenly remembering to smile before they took the stage, where their restlessness and resentment were in her plain view.

Her last shard of innocence was lost the night she heard her favorite singer say that if she had to do that fucking song from the radio again, she would lose her fucking mind, she swore to fucking G—d, which Phoenix was sure meant (1) her favorite singer wasn’t going to sing the song Phoenix had wanted to hear so badly that she’d begged her parents to stay up late on a school night, and (2) her favorite singer had blasphemed and was going straight to Hell.

At ten, Phoenix would have been very disappointed to learn that show business, and music, were in her future. Downright horrified, really.

Then came the piano. And the accident.

The old piano had sat inside 565 Alton Road since the two-story brick building first opened its doors in 1927 as an all-girls’ school, before the building fell from grace as a flophouse, then found salvation as a jazz club. The piano had been collecting dust against the wall in the upstairs storage room as long as anyone knew: from when Phoenix’s grandfather, Bud Rosen, sold his club to his daughter right before he was indicted for tax fraud in 1982; from when the Silver Slipper regularly drew Sinatra and Jackie Gleason to its linen-draped tables; and from the reigns of two or three owners before that who had their own stories to tell. The piano had a story, too. Anyone who gazed at its sullen, aged cabinet for more than a few seconds knew that, even if they didn’t know anything about the story except that it wasn’t a happy one.

Phoenix found the old piano in the storage room during a bored fit of exploration one summer day, when she discovered that the storage room wasn’t locked as it usually was. The room was little more than a closet, crowded with old sound equipment, boxes stamped with Dewars labels, and stacks of ratty chairs with broad backs that looked like patio castoffs. The piano sat in the middle of the floor, facing nothing in particular, misplaced even within disorder.

The piano was so ugly it was surly. The upright piano’s blond rosewood finish had rotted away, and its cabinet resembled old, cracked leather, riven with uneven checkers, like a dusty lizard’s skin. The ivory keys were so brown they looked coffee-stained, and the ones with missing key tops looked worse, stripped to the bone. The golden Rosenkranz label would have brightened it, but the lettering had been swallowed by rot. The piano’s twin candelabra, tarnished black, stood with defiant stateliness above the keys although no candles had burned to light this piano in lifetimes.

Phoenix loved the piano on sight.

Maybe it was the Sarge’s timer and the piano lessons. Maybe it was her boredom at being forced to sing along while her mother played “My Way,” “I Left My Heart in San Francisco” and “Ebb Tide” on the living room piano after dinner on Friday nights, when Phoenix was sure there was something good on cable. Whatever it was, Phoenix liked the look of that rotted old piano. She liked its rot best of all.

As she did with all treasures, Phoenix wanted to share her discovery with her cousin Gloria, who was also her best friend. Gloria was from the white side of the family. She lived two blocks from Phoenix in the palm- and pine-lined suburbs of southwest Dade County, a Jewish girl with curly blond hair and faint freckles on her nose.

“This is an ugly effing piano,” Gloria announced when she saw it.

That stung. Gloria’s words often stung. Nothing gentle came out of her.

“Well, you’re wearing an ugly effing shirt. Hammer’s getting played out,” Phoenix said, answering her cousin’s truth with an outright lie. Phoenix envied the long-sleeved M. C. Hammer concert jersey Gloria wore to school at least twice a week and usually on weekends. Aunt Liv had spent fifty dollars on that shirt. Mom would never spend fifty dollars on a concert shirt, even if it was a concert for Jesus and his Second Coming Tour.

“You’re just effing jealous,” Gloria said. Effing was Gloria’s favorite new word.

“I am not fucking jealous,” Phoenix said, feeling bold.

“Ooh, I’m telling your dad, Phee.”

“Go ahead. I don’t care. He knows you cuss way worse than me.”

“It’s only cussing if you say it. I said eff-ing. You are in trouble.”

Durn. She would have to beg. “Don’t tell, Gloria.” She used her no-playing voice.

Gloria shrugged, dramatically rolling her eyes away. Maybe I will, maybe I won’t. “Does this thing even work?” Gloria said, turning her attention back to the piano. “It looks whack. Straight-up, girl. For real, though.”

Much to Phoenix’s irritation, her friends often remarked that her white cousin Gloria sounded more black than she did. Gloria could front all she wanted, but she didn’t have a real, deep-laughing black daddy like Sarge. Phoenix had cornrows and caramel-colored skin that stayed tan all year, and Gloria turned as red as a box of Cap’n Crunch if she was in the sun for five minutes. Gloria was just confused—but then again, so was Mom, since Christmas was Mom’s favorite time of year, and Mom’s own sister wouldn’t even let Gloria have a Christmas tree.

Phoenix pressed the piano’s middle-C key, and it was silent except for a muffled clicking sound. The D played, but it was soft and off-key. Phoenix’s piano teacher, Mrs. Abramowicz, would hate that sound. Ugly and broken. Maybe Gloria was right. Maybe it was an old broke-down piece of nothing after all. “I guess it’s not anything special,” Phoenix said.

“Naw, it’s all right, though. It’s not that whack,” Gloria said, arms linked behind her back like an archaeologist. “It’s got attitude.”

The piano did have attitude. If she had this piano instead of the respectable one Grandpa Bud and Grandma Oprah had bought her (no, not that Oprah; it was a Hebrew name before it became a brand name, Grandma Oprah always said), she might not mind Sarge’s practice sessions so much. This piano would make a racket. It would mangle Für Elise and put Beethoven to shame. Sarge would beg her to stop practicing.

“Maybe I can take it home,” Phoenix said.

Gloria looked at her like she was crazy. “Why?”

Because it’s sad, Phoenix wanted to say, but she didn’t, because Gloria would laugh.

And besides, that wasn’t quite right, Phoenix thought as she let her hand glide across the piano’s rough cabinet, halfway expecting to pick up a splinter. The piano was mad. That was closer to the truth. Maybe it wouldn’t be mad anymore if she gave it a home. She wanted to take care of the piano more than she’d wanted to take care of her guinea pig, Grayboy, before he died last year. She loved the piano already, somehow. She had to have it for herself.

“Maybe this is the freaky piano my mom told me about,” Gloria said.

“What piano?”

“My mom told me there was this piano here she thought was haunted. She saw it move by itself, or some shit like that.” At first Phoenix thought her cousin was teasing her, but the half grin across Gloria’s face was more thoughtful than mischievous, and she wasn’t that good an actress.

“I don’t believe you,” Phoenix said.

“I don’t care if you do or not. I know what she told me. She said she was scared of it, and she’s still scared of pianos. And it made her feet itch.”

“That last part was stupid. You should lie better,” Phoenix said. “My mom’s not scared of no durn piano. If there was a haunted piano, both of them should be scared.”

Gloria shrugged. “Eff off. I know what my mom said.”

“You eff off.” Suddenly, Phoenix was tired of arguing. Maybe Gloria wasn’t lying, and the piano really was haunted. There could be a Guinness World Record for the spookiest piano! She would have to research this. Some of the records were very unusual.

“Come on. Let’s ask Mom and Sarge if I can have it,” Phoenix said.

Downstairs, walking along the rear wall of the lounge behind the sea of empty red-draped tables, they passed what Sarge called the Gallery of Greats, a row of poster-sized framed photographs of the jazz artists Phoenix’s father played in the garage. It was a parade in black and white, grinning faces in old-fashioned hats and clothes. Phoenix knew their names from their faces and labels, a game she’d devised when she was eight, and she named each in a whisper as she passed: Scott Joplin. Jelly Roll Morton. Louis Armstrong. Duke Ellington. Count Basie. Billie Holiday. Coleman Hawkins. Benny Goodman. Ella Fitzgerald. Lionel Hampton. Artie Shaw. Mary Lou Williams. Charlie Parker. John Coltrane. Miles Davis. Thelonious Monk.

Phoenix could tell their personalities from their faces. Miles Davis, Billie Holiday and Scott Joplin were frowners, looking like somebody owed them money or had gotten on their last nerves. Louis Armstrong, Duke Ellington and Count Basie were ready to get on with the show, with enough smiles to make up for the rest. Especially Louis Armstrong. Louis Armstrong could smile for days. Whenever Phoenix heard the phrase grinning from ear to ear, she thought of Louis Armstrong in that photograph, with his forehead, horn and teeth gleaming. It was hard to imagine what one man could have to be so happy about.

Phoenix found Mom and Sarge on the stage walking from microphone to microphone, doing a sound check with Javier. Sarge’s booming voice filled up the room: checkcheckcheckonetwo. A woman Phoenix didn’t know stood by watching them. The woman had bleached-blond hair and wore a pantsuit that looked tight, bulging around her body’s every lump, and Phoenix wondered how she could breathe. Her pale hair sprayed behind her as though she were standing in the middle of a private storm.

She must be tonight’s singer, Valentina somebody. Latin jazz. Phoenix had seen her poster outside the front door, but the woman in the poster was younger and thinner. The woman in the poster was also smiling, and Valentina was not.

“What are you looking at?” the woman snapped at Javier, who was bending over behind her to plug a cord into an amp. “Put your eyes back where they belong, you useless starfucker.”

She said it so loudly that Javier’s face went red.

“Bitch,” Gloria muttered under her breath, since she had a crush on Javier even though he was an old man, nearly thirty. Phoenix couldn’t help giggling. She liked the sound of starfucker; the front half was glittery and the back half vulgar, the way the perfect cussword should be.

Sarge’s head swiveled to look back at the singer. Beneath his mud-cloth African skullcap, his eyes burned bright. “We don’t talk to staff like that here,” Sarge said. Her father’s voice was its own growling storm.

The singer shot him a look as if she was ready to unload some more inventive words, but Sarge’s eyes, or maybe his voice, made her keep her lips pinned shut.

“Apologize to him for that language,” Sarge said.

The woman’s lips peeled back against her teeth as if she wanted to bite Sarge. To Phoenix, she looked like that vampire lady in Def by Temptation, the sexy horror movie she and her cousin had watched on cable at Gloria’s house after her parents went to bed. But the woman said, very softly, “Lo siento, lo siento, let’s just get finished already. Dios mio.”

Something she said must have been I’m sorry in Spanish, because Sarge’s eyes left her and he went back to yanking cords. Phoenix saw Mom give him a frown. Mom had told Sarge that if he ever talked to her the way he talked to the artists, she would kick him to the curb. But Sarge saved that tone for grown people who thought they were children and didn’t know how to act. He didn’t even talk to Phoenix like that, except when he told her to bring him his belt.

Phoenix climbed onstage to give her mother a shameless hug. She only hugged Mom before she was about to beg her for something. Mom’s bosom smelled like perspiration and Ombre Rose, her favorite perfume. She was wearing her loose purple batik pants and matching top with the mirrored, sparkly collar, like an Indian princess. Mom only wore clothes that draped over her body, hiding it. Mom was never through with her stories of the starvation and broken bodies from her days with a ballet company in Boston, but as long as Phoenix had known her, her mother had weighed more than two hundred pounds.

“What’s up, Buttercup?” Mom said, blowing a strand of hair out of her face. Her dark hair was limp and straight, except when it got wet, when it turned nearly as wiry and curly as Phoenix’s. Phoenix enjoyed posing in the mirror with her mother when their hair looked alike.

“I want to ask you something.”

“Can it wait?” Mom said, keeping her eye toward Sarge and the singer.

“Peanut, come here,” Sarge said, beckoning. He was winding a black cord around his thick arm, from his palm to his elbow.

The singer left the stage and stood watching them from a few yards away, her arms folded across her chest. She was so mad, her face looked bright pink. Hibiscus pink.

Sarge lowered his face to Phoenix’s. His neck was almost as thick as his face, and he had a broad nose that flared when he was mad, or when he laughed. Phoenix couldn’t see herself in her father’s face either, although everybody told her she looked just like him in the eyes. She wished she had browner skin and could shave her head like Sarge, or else she wished her hair would lie down flat like Mom’s and Gloria’s. She had a little of each of her parents, but not enough of either.

“Did you hear Queen Isabella?” Sarge said softly. “I had to give her The Ray.”

Sarge had told her Benny Goodman used to give his musicians The Ray with his eyes when he didn’t like what he heard on the bandstand. Sarge did it with his eyes and his voice. Don’t be fooled by that Sunday school teacher suit and glasses in the picture, Sarge had told her—you did not mess with Benny Goodman. Nobody messed with Sarge, either.

“She had it coming,” Phoenix said.

“Be that as it may,” Sarge said, “your mama’s giving me looks. So I want you to go on over there and do that little-girl thang. You know how you do. Give her a smile, bat your eyes, and say these words exactly like this: ‘You’re so pretty. You look better than your picture.’”

Phoenix rolled her eyes. “That’s a lie.”

Phoenix heard Javier chuckle from behind the drum set. Sarge lowered his voice. “It’s not a lie. It’s an exaggeration. Besides, beauty is subjective.”

“What does subjective mean?”

“It means she looks pretty if I tell you she looks pretty. It’s a matter of opinion. Go on.”

“Really, it’s shameful,” Mom said, walking past them toward the grand piano at the back of the stage. “If you teach her deception, it’ll come back to you.”

“One song getting airplay on public radio, and she struts in here acting like she’s somebody. I’ll send her ass packing right back to wherever she’s from.” Sarge barely kept his voice down when he said that. His eyes looked restless, like he might give the singer The Ray again because his memories were making him mad. “Musicians come do their job. In and out. But singers? Always the same shit.”

Phoenix reminded herself, yet again, that she would never, ever be a singer.

The singer pulled out her cell phone to call someone, glaring at Sarge from her safe distance against the wall. She was about to walk out, and that would be the end of the show. Phoenix could feel it. It had happened before.

“I’ll do it, but I’ll have my fingers crossed behind my back,” Phoenix said. “OK, Mom? That means it’s not a lie.”

“Oh, so that makes it all better. What a relief,” Mom said sarcastically. She dismissed them with a wave of her hand and disappeared behind the backstage curtain. Phoenix heard Mom promising herself she would sell the Silver Slipper, and she meant it this time, no matter what her father had said about family legacy.

Suddenly, Phoenix remembered the piano. “Can I have that old piano, Daddy?” When she wanted something, she’d learned it was better to call him Daddy, not Sarge.

“Which old piano?”

“Upstairs. In the storeroom.”

“We’ll see. I’ll take a look at it,” Sarge said, winking. From Sarge, We’ll see was only a short hop to yes. When Mom said We’ll see, it almost always meant no, another of the differences between her parents. “Now go on and work your magic, Peanut, before I get in trouble. If we lose this one, your mom’s gonna be just about through with me.”

After beckoning for Gloria to come with her (“What, Phee? Javier was finally noticing me!”), Phoenix sidled up beside the woman. The singer was punching the buttons on her cell phone as if she wanted to break them. She put the phone to her ear, and her flurry of Spanish began. Phoenix had heard some of the words at school: Puta. Maricón. Comemíerda. Angry words. Go-to-the-principal’s-office or meet-me-after-school words.

After a deep breath, Phoenix stood in front of the singer and stared up at her with admiring eyes. Following Sarge’s advice, she blinked a time or two, trying to bat her lashes, but she thought she probably looked more like she had dust in her eyes.

The singer sighed, and her breath smelled like the strong Cuban coffee Mom drank from little plastic cups the size of thimbles, like motor oil with sugar. The singer put her hand over the phone’s receiver. “What do you want?” she said to Phoenix.

“I’m sorry to bother you, but you are so beautiful,” Phoenix said.

The singer’s face froze, waiting.

“You’re much prettier than in your picture. And you sing great, too,” Phoenix went on. She remembered she’d forgotten to cross her fingers behind her back, so she did it after the fact.

An amazing transformation took place: The lines near the singer’s mouth vanished as her lips became a smile, her eyes were suddenly girlish, and her face glowed like a newly lighted candle. In that instant, Phoenix realized she wasn’t lying, because the woman’s face on the poster outside was posed and fake, but Valentina’s face had become lovely and soft and honest. She was older than the woman in the poster, but that did not make her less pretty; in fact, her beauty seemed more lasting, more precious, because most of it sat in her gentle brown eyes.

“Thank you, gracias,” the singer said. She blinked, and Phoenix could tell she was close to tears. Phoenix had never seen such a powerful reaction to her words. “You are a very sweet girl to say that. Not everyone thinks so. Some say I am a foolish old woman.”

“They’re just stupid,” Phoenix said. “I hope I can be as pretty as you one day.”

“For real. Can we have your autograph?” Gloria said, holding out a napkin. Gloria could be a royal pain when she wanted to, but Phoenix could count on her cousin to back her up every time. While Valentina signed the napkin, Phoenix glanced around to look at her father on the stage. He was grinning as wide as Louis Armstrong.

Phoenix would tell Sarge she hadn’t even lied. She was proud of that.

“You two are best friends?” the woman said, when she’d finished signing her name in a swirl of cursive, illegible but still beautiful.

“Cousins,” Phoenix said.

Valentina didn’t blink or frown. Most people couldn’t understand how brown skin and white skin, or black cornrows and blond hair, could be in the same family. That was tiresome.

“Ah, cousins! But friends, too?” the woman said.

Phoenix looked at Gloria, who smiled at her. They both nodded. Everybody at school knew they were best friends. Anybody who messed with Phoenix was messing with Gloria, and messing with Gloria was a bad idea. Gloria wasn’t afraid of anything or anybody. In that way, Gloria was more like Sarge than Phoenix was.

Valentina put one hand on top of Phoenix’s head and the other on Gloria’s. “Always stay friends, not only cousins,” she said. “Siempre. ¿Comprende? Always.”

Then Valentina went back to the stage, with a regal walk like a queen. She walked straight up to Javier and gave him a tight hug, her true apology. She purred at him in Spanish.

“Bitch,” Gloria muttered. “Her hand is almost touching his butt!”

“Stop looking at that old man like that. You’re so gross, Gloria.”

“I’m an early bloomer.”

“You’re a Freakazoid.”

“Takes one to know one.”

“I can’t help it if you’re my cousin.”

“I can’t help it if you’re too much of a baby to know a cute guy when you see one. I got my period already, remember? I’m a woman.” Double-gross, Phoenix thought. She wouldn’t care if she didn’t get her period until she was as old as Valentina. She had seen Gloria wash out her bloody underwear in her sink at home, and stained underwear was nothing to brag about.

After hugging Javier, Valentina went to Sarge next, although she did not hug him. Sarge was not the kind of man people tried to touch without an invitation. She kept her distance, but she was smiling. And The Ray was gone from Sarge’s eyes.

The show would go on. Sarge owed her now. She would get her piano.

Phoenix wanted to see her piano again, to make sure she hadn’t only imagined it. She beckoned to Gloria, and they made their way back past the Gallery of Greats to the bright red EXIT sign over the rear doorway that forked right for the bathrooms and the emergency exit, left for the stairs to the second floor. The sticky floor smelled like old beer.

Halfway up the stairs, Phoenix’s heart went cold in her chest.

The piano was no longer in the storage room. It was at the top of the stairs.

The piano was sideways, but there was no mistaking the weathered wood she had just run her hand across a few minutes before. The lighter wood planks underneath the piano showed because it dangled nearly halfway over the landing.

“Hey!” Gloria called up. “Who’s messing with the piano? It’s gonna fall!”

No one answered from behind the piano.

“Somebody thinks they’re real funny!” Gloria said.

Who could have moved it? Mom and Sarge were downstairs, and so was Javier. She’d seen some musicians earlier, but they said they were going to Lincoln Road Mall for a late lunch. She hadn’t seen the janitor today, and the servers and bartenders wouldn’t come until later. The Bell boys, the janitor’s sons, might have moved the piano, but why would they be here if their father wasn’t? Besides, usually they only came upstairs to sneak cigarettes in the storeroom. The Bell boys were thirteen and fourteen, truly repulsive creatures. They made Phoenix dread the fall, when she would have to go to school with seventh and eighth graders. If the Bell boys were any indication, middle school must be like Hell.

The Bells from Hell had moved the piano, because jerks must be jerks.

Gloria had the same idea. “We know it’s just you guys, and we’re not scared,” Gloria called. Gloria was a little scared—Phoenix could tell by a slight waver in her voice—but Phoenix was impressed at how well Gloria pretended she wasn’t.

“We better tell Sarge,” Phoenix said.

“We don’t need Sarge. Let’s push it back. Or else it might fall.”

“What if it’s not them?” Phoenix whispered. “You said there’s a haunted piano here.”

“It’s them. They heard us talking, and they’re being dickwads.”

Before Phoenix could open her mouth again, Gloria was already bounding up the stairs. Phoenix’s heart tripped with alarm, and she felt dizzy as fear flushed her body. This felt all wrong. This felt B-A-D, and not like in Michael Jackson’s version.

Gloria squeezed herself past the piano. There was just enough room for her to get by. Nothing would stand between Gloria and an adventure. “I’ll pull from behind, and you push from the stairs. OK, Phee? On three.”

Phoenix didn’t move. Her hand held the banister tight. Mom said Gloria was too much like her mother; act first, think later.

“Are you coming or not?”

“I’m gonna go get Sarge.”

“Go on, then. He’ll think we moved it and get pissed off at us.”

No he wouldn’t, Phoenix thought. Sarge knew she wasn’t a liar, even if Gloria’s parents didn’t have the same confidence in Gloria. Gloria hadn’t earned her parents’ trust, Mom said. But Gloria was probably right: It was stupid to be afraid of the piano, thinking it had moved by itself and had made up its mind to fall. The Bell boys had done it, even if she hadn’t seen them. Phoenix couldn’t guess why they would do it, but it was almost impossible to guess why boys did anything. She and Gloria could move it back themselves. That would show those boys that girls weren’t as weak as they thought. Stupid jerks.

“OK, I’m coming,” Phoenix said. She climbed up the last eight steps and leaned against the piano with both palms.

“Wait, I said! On three,” Gloria said.

“OK.”

“One…two…”

There was never a three.

The piano scooted forward and teetered. “Hey!” Phoenix said. The piano’s sudden weight against her hands scared her, so she drew back and stepped down a step. Above her, the piano rocked, tipping.

The piano was going to fall.

Gloria, above her, sounded frantic. “Oh, shit, I’m sorry, I didn’t—”

The loud rumbling came next as the piano launched down the stairs. Pale splintered wood flew from underneath the piano as it crashed on the hard steps, charging from one to the next, chunk-chunk-chunk. It sounded like a locomotive, Phoenix thought.

Then, she stopped thinking and turned to run.

Gloria yelled out to her from above, but her cousin’s words were too hurried and slurred to understand. Phoenix had never heard Gloria sound so scared.

Phoenix was scared, too, but she heard herself laughing as the rumbling sound grew louder behind her. The little piano that could, she thought nonsensically, just like the children’s storybook about the Little Engine she’d read when she was little. Maybe there was a World Record for racing a runaway piano! Her feet tripped down the steps two and three at time, flying. The picture of herself running away from a piano seemed funnier all the time.

The stairwell twisted, surprising her with nowhere to run. When the piano’s bulk nudged the small of her back, Phoenix’s laugh became a scream.

 

Marcus Smalls had thought his life was over when he went to Raiford Maximum Security Penitentiary in Raiford, Florida. He’d been locked up in March of 1971, the same year Louis Armstrong died, so it was a sad year all around—five to ten for illegal weapons after a Florida Trooper found his two high-powered .223 rifles in his trunk while he was making an overnight run from Atlanta to St. Pete, giving a broke friend a ride. No good deed goes unpunished. Sarge hadn’t even remembered his rifles were still in the car, truth be told, but no judge liked to see guns in the hands of a black man with a good recollection of history, even a black man who hadn’t been forced to defend himself yet. When the judge asked him why he had the guns, Marcus told him to turn on the evening news. Fuck Vietnam. What fool couldn’t see the war at home?

Marcus served eight years, just long enough to miss all three of his children’s adolescent years, the ones that might just have mattered most, from what he could see. Locking a man away from his children should qualify as cruel and unusual punishment, Marcus believed, but the judge hadn’t seen it that way. No pussy was bad enough, but not as bad as watching from a distance while Serena, Marcus Jr. and Malcolm grew up wrongheaded without him. Marcus had laid down his life and future at Raiford as surely as if he’d died.

He’d gone to jail for love, he always said. Love for his history. Love for his people. Love for the Panthers. Love had taken Marcus Smalls to Hell and back.

At Raiford, he had seen four men stabbed to death, and would have stabbed one himself if that racist asshole hadn’t seen something in his eyes and decided he’d rather back down and live another day. Marcus also wouldn’t have minded snapping the neck of a CO who routinely confiscated his books because he must have hated to see another black man reading, and that self-restraint still amazed him. Marcus had been so lonely for a woman, he’d gleaned the first whisper of understanding how lifers could see a fine-featured young man as a substitute, which was more understanding than he’d considered himself capable of in one lifetime and much more than he’d wanted to know. Marcus had never seen so much despair in one place.

At Raiford, Marcus had realized that the revolution not only wouldn’t be televised, it wouldn’t be noticed at all. He and his cause had vanished. A petition with two hundred signatures had circulated on his behalf soon after his sentencing, but he never heard of another effort to free him. Worse, he’d realized that the very people he’d gone to prison hoping to motivate and liberate were sitting home laughing at Archie Bunker, Jimmie Walker and “The Jeffersons,” never expending a brain cell worrying about how they were going to build a black nation and reclaim what they had lost in the blood price their forebears paid. That had hurt almost as much as being locked away from his kids.

All in all, Marcus had thought Raiford was the worst thing that could happen to a man.

But he’d been wrong. The worst thing that could happen to a man, he learned, was seeing his little girl hurt. Seeing Phoenix hurt.

His second-chance life wasn’t supposed to bring new tragedies. He’d seen to it.

He’d cut his ties to the old warhorses he used to run with, those that were still out there running. After the first year, those niggers hadn’t sent Swarita and his children a dime while he was locked up—and his family had been homeless for a time—So fuck those niggers anyway, he told himself, even though he knew they were busy catching much hell themselves.

God helped him most of all. Marcus felt God’s arms around him in a way he never had before, an embrace that drained anger from his heart. It was a daily struggle, but one he’d been carrying on like breathing. He’d pulled some old contacts to get work managing bands on the road, making a reputation for himself he was proud of. You could ask anyone from Earth Wind & Fire to Gladys Knight, and people knew Marcus Smalls got the job done. He’d made enough money to help Serena open a beauty shop in Atlanta, he’d set aside a little something for Marcus Jr. for when he got out of the pen for dealing shit on the streets, and he’d gotten Malcolm off that same shit by sending him to rehab and helping him get that job deejaying in Savannah. His older kids weren’t the Brady Bunch, but they were doing all right.

The biggest surprise of all: He’d found Leah Rosen. All these years Marcus had been bad-mouthing other niggers for their white women—it had seemed like a damn initiation rite among the nationalists to pluck a stringy-haired, wide-eyed white girl to follow them around—so God had played a practical joke on Marcus by sending him a white woman, too. The gazes he and Leah occasionally encountered from white men were nothing compared to the laser eyes of the sisters, who could sense a black man with a white woman before you turned the corner. Marcus knew what the sisters had been through, but he couldn’t apologize on behalf of the brothers who’d forsaken them for forbidden fruit. It wasn’t like that with Leah. They dug each other’s souls, and they were the only two people who needed to understand that. Fuck anyone who couldn’t take the joke, as far as Marcus was concerned.

He’d met Leah the night the Miami riots started in May of 1980, when he’d been free a little more than a year and was still having nightly dreams he was still at Raiford. He’d been in Liberty City trying to plan a gig at a community center when he heard about the Arthur McDuffie verdict on the news, the police brutality case everybody in Miami was talking about. Marcus had known that verdict would mean trouble. Outside, he’d seen a white woman waiting at a red light on Northwest Fifty-fourth Street in a black BMW with no idea that the teenagers walking in her direction with baseball bats weren’t on their way to a sandlot game. If he hadn’t pulled her out of that car and taken her inside, Leah would have been another statistic on the nightly news. The riots might have turned into hunting season on black folks in the days to follow, but white folks were dying that first night, when the verdict came down.

And there was Leah after he’d brought her inside, fresh from her near miss with death, tears shimmering in her eyes. She wasn’t crying out of gratitude, or because she’d abandoned her bourgeois status symbol in the middle of the road and nearly been killed. No, Leah was sobbing because she couldn’t believe the twelve cops who’d pulled Arthur McDuffie off his motorcycle and beaten him to death had been set free. How could the jury say they’re NOT guilty? How could anyone say that? They BEAT him to death and tried to make it look like his motorcycle crashed. What’s not to understand? Leah had been hysterical, like she wanted to go back outside and burn something down herself. A moment like that shows you who someone really is. That was when Marcus Smalls realized he could love a white woman.

Marcus had never expected white cops to be convicted for killing an unarmed black man, and he’d learned after Martin died that the swell of power that came with chants of burn, baby, burn vanished with the flames and the morning light. As for killing bystanders, that was between the rioters and God; that had nothing to do with McDuffie. But Marcus didn’t go back out in the streets trying to tell those kids how to feel either. They’d be more likely to shoot him than heed him, and powerlessness was a lesson every generation of black men had to learn for itself. Safe journey, young bloods, Marcus had thought sadly as he watched plumes of smoke floating into the clear Miami night sky. Safe journey.

Marcus didn’t know if he would have married Leah if she hadn’t gotten pregnant within a month of their meeting, but that was a moot question as soon as he heard the news. It had been Leah’s idea to name their baby Phoenix. Rising from Liberty City’s ashes.

The day Phoenix was born, Marcus had held his tawny daughter in his arms and vowed to be a proper father to her. Period. Nobody was going to make him mad enough to go to prison again—not if he was an eyewitness to another Arthur McDuffie killing, not if the revolution started today and got twenty-four-hour coverage on all three networks. Marcus Smalls was going to be about his own business and God’s, and no one else’s.

Phoenix was his second-chance child, and this was his second-chance life.

That was why Marcus felt bewildered each day as he sat as his daughter’s bedside at Miami Children’s Hospital ten years after she’d been born there and tried to fathom how his little Phoenix could be in a coma. This was not supposed to happen to him now. He thought he’d sown his major tragedies behind him.

It wasn’t technically a coma, the doctor kept telling them—she was unconscious, as if the distinction made a damn bit of difference to him when his daughter had not opened her eyes in a week solid. Phoenix had been lying in a twisted heap behind that piano on the stairs when he’d found her, and she hadn’t moved since. Broken ribs. Broken leg. A crack, not a break, in her skull, thank Jesus. The gash to his daughter’s head had painted the piano’s keys with a stripe of blood. If he hadn’t been so desperate to get help, Marcus would have curled up on the floor and cried at the sight of her. And he’d thought nothing could feel worse than Raiford.

“Phee? Can you hear me?” Marcus said daily, squeezing her hand. Marcus had more stomach for the hospital room than Leah did, so often he sat alone with her, leaning against her bed’s aluminum guardrail, so much like a baby’s crib. The swelling on her face was going down after a week, so she looked more serene to him, as if she really were only sleeping, after all. “It’s Daddy, sugar. It’s Sarge. I’m right here, Peanut. I’m just waiting on you to wake up. The people from the World Records called, and they’re gonna make up a new one just for you.”

Sometimes when he said that, her eyelids seemed to flutter. He was sure of it. She’d be mad as hell at his lie, but he’d make it up to her if God gave him the chance. Phoenix had such long, lovely eyelashes, they rested beneath her eyelids like the soft fur of a mink cub. Against her white pillow and sheets, Phoenix’s cocoa-butter complexion looked bronze.

He blamed himself for the accident. Gloria had a lot to answer for, too—that headstrong, too-grown brat—but he and Leah knew they had to watch Phoenix when her cousin was around, because something going on in Leah’s sister’s house was making that girl grow up too fast. They hadn’t expected a crazy stunt like trying to move a piano, but with Gloria you never knew. That was the way it had always been. It was his own fault.

Eventually, Marcus stopped talking to Phoenix much during his hospital vigils, because he figured she was in a place words couldn’t reach. Music would speak for him, he decided. He kept his cassette player on her table, playing new music each day. Only the best, though.

Miles Davis’s “Kind of Blue” or Ellington in the morning, Mozart at lunchtime (Eine kleine Nachtmusik was still his favorite, with that timeless violin burst at the start), and the earthier stuff at night: B. B. King and Otis Redding and Marvin Gaye. Or Mahalia Jackson and Shirley Caesar, but only if he wanted to cry. Marcus Smalls played all the music he was afraid his daughter might not live to hear: He played Miriam Makeba and Jelly Roll Morton, Sly & the Family Stone and Scott Joplin, Gil Scott-Heron and Louis Armstrong (the Hot Five sessions), Dizzy Gillespie and James Brown. He played her a 1928 recording of Paul Robeson singing “Ol’ Man River,” and Billie Holiday singing “Strange Fruit” in 1939. He played Beethoven’s Moonlight Sonata, John Philip Sousa’s “Thunderer,” and “Respect” sung the way only Aretha could. He played Earth Wind & Fire and Arturo Sandoval, Al Green and Eric Clapton, Fats Domino, George Gershwin and Ella Fitzgerald. Each day, Marcus offered Phoenix the best music he could, hoping to guide her home to him, or else home to God. She’d be humming and happy either way.

Nine days after her accident, when Phoenix finally opened her eyes with a matter-of-fact “Hi, Sarge,” she affirmed what he suspected: She had heard the music in her dreams.

“Were you playing your trumpet?” she said. Her voice was unchanged, and for a moment he only blinked as he stared at her. She’d been unconscious, but now her cinnamon-colored eyes were wide open, and she’d asked him a question. A miracle in a heartbeat.

“I only wish. That was Pops.” Marcus’s mouth was dry. His joy and sorrow, intertwined, made his limbs gel beneath him. He felt God walk through the room, assess His work for a hot minute, and move on. “Hallelujah, Jesus,” he whispered.

“Mom promised me a new doll. Any doll I want. I heard her,” Phoenix said.

“She sure did.” Marcus squeezed her hand so hard he startled himself, afraid he might crush her little bones.

The next thing Phoenix said was, “Is the piano all right, Daddy?”

The piano was very all right. Too damn all right. Except for the bloody keys, it looked no worse to Marcus than it had in the storeroom all these years. He and Javier and the boys had moved it next to the stinking Dumpster outside the Silver Slipper’s rear exit, naked to the elements to await disposal by Miami Beach Sanitation. Many times, sitting in this very spot, Marcus had sworn to drive out to the Silver Slipper in the middle of the night and set that piano on fire, or to smash it into dust. But something in Phoenix’s earnest yearning froze Marcus’s tongue when he tried to tell her that.

“The piano’s fine. And you’re fine,” Marcus said. He didn’t notice his tears until then.

Phoenix smiled, seeming satisfied, but when that spark of earnestness melted away, he saw lines near her eyes that had never been there before, and the pallor of her skin, and a small, pained wince in a secret corner of her mouth that only a father would see.

Phoenix’s recovery was slow, and almost as terrible as her coma. Marcus had never been able to stand seeing his baby in pain, and for a while she was in pain all the time. He couldn’t tell if it was harder on Phoenix, or on him and Leah. The burden shifted back and forth. During the time Phoenix was hospitalized, Marcus saw Leah wilt. She snapped at Phoenix most of the time, mad at her for nearly dying, then she would catch herself and collapse into tears, rocking against Phoenix while she braided her hair, singing her a young child’s lullabies.

“It’s OK, Mom,” Phoenix told her. “The world record for being in a coma is thirty-seven years, a hundred and eleven days. I wasn’t anywhere close to that.”

Phoenix asked about the piano so often that, after a while, Sarge felt obligated to rescue the deadly hunk of wood from the garbage pile. He couldn’t muster the warm feeling toward it Phoenix still had somehow, but he’d do anything to make her happy.

He found it in the moonlight, soggy with rain. The sight of it filled Marcus with rage.

Still, he strained and groaned to wheel it back through the rear entrance, careful not to bump its underside too hard on the doorstop. That done, Marcus went to a corner market to buy some talcum powder and powdered milk to see if he could lift those bloodstains off the keys, a trick he’d learned at Raiford. After two hours of scrubbing, Phoenix’s blood was gone and the keys shone as much as their age allowed. Without the blood, the sight of the piano did not piss him off nearly as much. He left it alone when his feet started itching, but not before he decided to consider granting Phoenix’s wish. Maybe he could ask Javier or Mr. Bell and his bad-ass boys to help him take the thing home.

He never got the chance. As soon as he mentioned the idea to Leah, his wife ranted to him about how the accident with Phoenix proved that the piano was cursed. Marcus couldn’t pretend he didn’t understand his wife’s conviction—he’d had a few brushes with things he couldn’t explain when he was Phoenix’s age, and he knew that everything on this Earth is not meant to be understood. He didn’t like the piano any more than Leah did. But Marcus also wasn’t willing to sacrifice his daughter’s wishes on the basis of superstition, not when Phoenix was already suffering so much. He and Leah debated for three days, until his wife threw her hands up and told him she could live with whatever he thought was best.

The next afternoon, the piano was waiting for Marcus on their front porch.

When Leah changes her mind, she don’t waste time, he thought, pushing the piano into his living room the way he’d pushed it out of the rain. But that was his wife: always a hundred percent, never fifty. The subject was still sore between them, so he didn’t question Leah about what had motivated her to call the movers herself. And she never mentioned the piano to him.

So, Phoenix had saved the piano. The piano saved her in return.

When Phoenix screamed in a tantrum during physical therapy—like she almost always did, because the doctor said she might not ever walk right again if they didn’t push her—Marcus used the piano to coax her through. If she just could finish her last set of leg lifts, he reminded her, if she would just finish the rest of her sessions, the piano was waiting for her. Except for the blood, he promised he would leave its sad appearance exactly as it was, because that was what his Peanut wanted.

Phoenix was in the hospital for a month. That month passed like a dozen, and when it was over, it was as if a powerful tide had swallowed them and stolen much of what they recognized from their lives. For a time, everything became different.

Marcus began turning down gigs, even though money was tight, because he couldn’t bear a long stretch away from home. That lasted for a while, anyway. When he did go for a week or so, Leah had less patience for his raunchy road stories, or any stories that didn’t paint a world where good people did good things and were rewarded for their works. Leah still seemed to be in mourning although Phoenix was better all the time, so Leah’s mother sent her to therapy. The therapist called it post-traumatic stress disorder, an affliction Marcus knew all too well, but he’d always called it “the shakes.” For years after he’d walked out of Raiford, the shakes had snatched him from sleep in the middle of the night with dreams that he was still behind bars.

After the accident, Marcus never again dreamed about being inside. His baby girl had lived, so he’d been set free. Truly free, this time.

The biggest change, though, was Phoenix’s.

Instead of carrying her dog-eared copy of the Guinness Book of World Records with her everywhere she went, she left it on her bedroom desk, always open to the same page. And she played with her toys, but not the way she used to. Phoenix’s imaginary tableaux were usually all over the house: Tonka fire vehicles parked beside the fireplace awaiting their next rescue mission; a Barbie U.N. beach party on the patio (Barbie dolls from around the world sitting stiffly at miniature patio tables and sunning themselves by the plastic pool); and a ferocious GI Joe standoff in the Florida room, where two fallen soldiers were buried beneath a handkerchief while their three brethren crouched just beyond them, their M16s trained on whatever giant enemy might round the corner.

One day, Marcus noticed that the fire trucks were gone, the pool party had ended, and the soldiers had gotten leave. Curious, Marcus inched Phoenix’s bedroom door open and found her made-up bed covered in toys. Her Tonka trucks were propped up on her pillows as if climbing a tough terrain, manned by oversized GI Joes. The international cadre of Barbies was huddled together in a group, in their ceremonial clothes. The only Ken was shirtless, a casualty lying facedown on the mattress while an African Barbie mourned over him. A GI Joe consoled a blond Barbie with one arm hooked around her thin waist while the other soldiers guarded the perimeter, guns drawn. Phoenix’s Star Wars figurines, which Marcus had not seen in years, were scattered throughout, mismatched in size. One bearded GI Joe stood at the edge of the mattress with his arms planted on his hips, his head tilted upward so his eyes were trained toward any intruder in the doorway. Yoda stood beside him, as if in counsel.

“How long has this been like this?” Marcus asked Leah in the hallway outside of Phoenix’s doorway. Their daughter’s room smelled like peppermint.

“A few days. She’s been sleeping on the floor in her sleeping bag so she won’t muss it.”

The collection of dolls and action figures on the bed meant something, he knew, but since Phoenix was spending the night at Gloria’s, he didn’t ask his daughter to explain the intricacies of the story line that had brought all of her toys together, a snapshot of his daughter’s youth. When Phoenix came home, her toys vanished into a box in her closet. He never saw her play with them again. When he asked her about them, she mumbled about going to middle school in the fall, so she had to stop playing with dolls.

But she did play her new piano, which sat in the middle of the living room floor like an unkempt visitor. Phoenix practiced for an hour each day, sometimes two, playing the slightly sour-sounding keys while her eyes hung on the sheet music and her tiny hands struggled to stretch from one octave to the next. She began to master her assigned pieces, playing without a single mistake. The accident had matured her, Marcus thought, and he was glad. Focus would take his daughter a long way in the world.

One night after Phoenix was back at home, Marcus dreamed he saw his wife lying beside him in a white dressing gown, the kind her grandmother might have worn. Something was wrong with her. He felt the same despair as when he’d seen Phoenix at the foot of the stairs, a hurt that made him sick to his stomach. Leah’s face looked younger and smoother in the dream, not like her much at all, really, but it was his wife just the same. He knew that in the dream.

And she was sick, he realized. She was dying. Marcus shook her, trying to wake her. “Freddie?” he whispered, as if that were his wife’s name.

That was the end of it.

When Marcus awoke, he realized Leah was shaking him, not the other way around. He expected her to have the face he’d seen in his dream, but it was just her usual face, and she had her hair knotted behind her head in a scarf the way she always did, not hanging loose like the woman’s hair in his dream. In his dream, Leah’s skin had been darker, too, just a drop.

“Do you hear that?” Leah said.

“What?” Despair still flamed in Marcus’s stomach, acid.

“That piano.”

Then, he did hear it. He must have heard it all along, because its commanding sound filled the house. While the bass notes set a slow, confident waltzing pace, the melody repeated with a simplicity shrouding deep mournfulness. The piece played like a waltz, but it hadn’t been born in old Europe. There was something else to it, a nagging familiarity. Had he dreamed this song?

The piano’s next passage was louder, the melody emboldened by two octaves instead of one. Phoenix had never played so well. Her right hand must be stretched to its limits.

“It’s a record,” Marcus said, a realization.

“No it’s not. It’s that piano.”

Leah was right, he realized. He’d paid a tuner, but he’d told them tuning would be impossible without new parts, so the old piano’s notes dangled at the edge of tonality, never quite right. The effect gave the music an added plaintiveness, and Marcus remembered how it had felt to see Leah gasping for life in his dream. And thinking Phoenix was dead. The world seemed an awful and unforgiving place, the way it had been at Raiford. Marcus Smalls shivered in his bed.

“It’s that piano, Marcus. I want it out of the house.”

“It’s not out there playing by itself.”

“Go see if Phoenix is in her room.” Leah drew the covers up to her chin, like a young girl. “I bet you ten dollars she’s sleeping. I told you we shouldn’t bring it here. Livvy used to say that a piano at the club was haunted, and maybe she was right. Maybe this is that piano.”

“Woman, you’re talking crazy,” Marcus said, but he couldn’t ignore his heart’s gathering drumbeat. That wasn’t Phoenix on that piano. It was somebody grown, and somebody good. Better than him, and even better than Leah. Someone who’d been playing a lifetime.

“I tell you, it’s the piano, Marcus. It’s the piano.”

Marcus had just about talked himself into believing her foolishness when he cracked Phoenix’s door open and saw that she wasn’t in her bed, her rumpled covers left behind. Closer to the living room, as the song’s opening melody repeated, the playing was louder and sharper to his ear, too vibrant and immediate to be a recording.

Phoenix.

His daughter sat at the piano in her Snoopy nightshirt, playing with her eyes closed, without sheet music. Marcus’s eyes smarted with tears as he heard the music flow from his daughter’s hands. It was a beautiful piece, an old piece, and she played like an angel. The music was heartache she hadn’t lived long enough to meet up close, and he hoped she never would.

“Peanut?” Marcus whispered.

Phoenix didn’t hear him. Her head swayed slowly as the bittersweet melody coursed through her. Her playing only stopped when the song reached its conclusion: hopeful for a sustained note, followed by a pause, then its sad finish, as inevitable as death. Phoenix sat perfectly still, her hands frozen on the keys. Gently, Marcus rested his hands on his daughter’s birdlike shoulders. She did not move to acknowledge him.

“When did you learn that?” Marcus said.

Instead of answering, Phoenix began to play again. This time, Marcus recognized the piece right away: It was a rag piece by Scott Joplin. “Weeping Willow.” His grandfather had taught him to play it when he was a teenager. Marcus hadn’t thought about that piece in years. Hearing it, for an instant, he thought he could glimpse his grandfather’s speckled beard and round spectacles. He remembered his grandfather’s cottonfield in Valdosta, a blizzard of white, and how cotton used to gather like snowdrifts along the roadside when it blew from its stalks.

Marcus sat at the piano against the wall, the one Leah’s parents had bought Phoenix, a child-sized spinet. His large hands felt monstrous on the piano’s small keys, the reason he almost never played it. When Phoenix repeated the song’s melody, Marcus joined in, matching his daughter’s pace, if not her accuracy. When he stumbled, he tried to catch up. By the next refrain, he had twinned her playing, and their sounds mingled, inseparable.

That was how Leah found them when she followed the music to the living room, armed with her husband’s golf club: Phoenix sat at one piano and Marcus at the other, their hands flinging with abandon as they communed within the joyous music. The sight of her husband and child at the pianos cast a spell that made Leah feel her life slip back into normalcy, like a fuzzy television picture rapped to clarity. Everything would be fine, she decided.

The next morning, Phoenix said she didn’t remember waking up during the night.

Although she remained diligent about her practicing, the flaring brilliance she had shown that night was gone. Phoenix also lost her fascination with the old piano. More than that, she was afraid of it. The story her mother and father kept spinning about the late-night concert scared her, especially when her father bought her a Joplin songbook; one glance told her that “Weeping Willow” was years beyond her abilities. The waltz she’d played—called “Bethena,” it turned out—was no picnic either. On top of that, the accident had been strange. The Bell boys insisted they hadn’t moved the piano to the top of the stairs, and what if they were telling the truth?

Phoenix and her parents agreed that it was time for the old piano to go.

A collector advertising for antique pianos in the Miami Sun-News came to their house to inspect it. Although the man didn’t seem impressed by the piano’s model or condition, he paid them fifty dollars and carted it away. Before he left, Phoenix saw the collector slide a pencil inside his loafer, eraser first, to scratch his foot.

The piano was gone, and none of them missed it, not even Phoenix.

But for the rest of Phoenix’s childhood, she had a recurring dream of sharing a stage with her father at the Silver Slipper, dressed in formal concert finery. They sat at two ivory-colored grand pianos arranged back to back, their delicate notes filling the room like a songbird’s call as they played a slow, sad waltz in perfect synchronicity.

In the dream, the Silver Slipper’s seats were jammed, and the overflow crowd stood watching from as far as the Gallery of Greats. Everyone in the audience was rapt, their teary eyes trained on the father and daughter playing as one, giving language to joys and travails no words could express. While Phoenix and her father played in the dream, an orchestra conductor always stood before them, waving his baton with manic fervor, his face hidden beyond the harsh stage lights.

Phoenix always awoke from this dream with her eyelashes caked together, her cheeks raw from crying through the night.









Part One


Muthafucka, I’m a baller—

I’ll smoke you for my dolla.

Pop you ’round the corner

’Fore you get a chance to holla.

G-RONN

“Don’t Fuck with What’s Mine”




The hall was illuminated by electric lights;

It was certainly a sight to see.

So many colored folks without a razor fight,

’Twas a great surprise to me.

SCOTT JOPLIN

“The Rag-Time Dance”












CHAPTER ONE



Someone rapped on the hotel room door.

Gloria squealed, laughing. “He’s still there, Phee.”

“Shhhhh. It’s not funny.” Phoenix wasn’t in the mood for fan bullshit. If this was the same boy, he’d been outside their hotel suite two solid hours, knocking softly every half hour to let them know he hadn’t gone anywhere. What had been amusing at ten wasn’t at midnight.

Phoenix pulled a velvet throw pillow from her cousin’s bed across her eyes. Before the last knock, Gloria had been flipping through The Source, fantasizing about which men she’d like to hook up with when they had the chance to shop backstage at the Grammys or the MTV Music Awards—It’s a tough choice between Tyrese and 50 Cent, huh?

Phoenix’s only fantasy right then was to have the strength to walk to her master bedroom across the hall, brush her teeth and go to bed. The OutKast CD sounded tinny and awful from the cheap CD player that doubled as a clock radio, and Phoenix knew she had to be tired, if OutKast couldn’t wake her up. She couldn’t remember being this trashed on the road before, even when she still had a band hauling instruments and amps.

The knock on their door came again, bolder.

“What’s your name?” Gloria called toward her open doorway, and she might as well have been calling down the street. This was the biggest room of Phoenix’s tour so far, an elegant suite with two bedrooms, a living room with a dining room table for six, phones and televisions in each bathroom, and Phoenix’s master bedroom, with a canopied bed so high off the ground that it came with its own steps. Welcome to the future, Gloria had said when they arrived last night. The room was comped, or Sarge would have put them up at the Budget Inn as usual. At least at Budget Inn, she didn’t have to walk so far to go to bed. Everything has a price, she thought.

“Don’t encourage that boy,” Phoenix said, slapping Gloria’s thigh. “I’m not kidding.”

“I’m Kendrick,” a voice came back, full of false confidence. He sounded young, a kid.

“How’d he find my room? I’m calling Sarge,” Phoenix said. Sarge wasn’t in for the night yet—he was surely out at one of the clubs schmoozing the radio folks and music writers—but Sarge’s cell was always strapped to his belt, fully juiced.

“Don’t call Sarge. Damn. Just talk to the man. You haven’t been laid in a month.”

True enough. Ronn was busy, and so was she. Ronn was in L.A. recording a CD and trying to get his film production company going, and she was in the middle of her radio tour to promote her first CD on Ronn’s label, Rising. Three Strikes Records was better known for gangsta rap than R&B, but Ronn had put a lot of labor into Rising, and not just because he sometimes shared his massive four-poster bed with his new artist. With a hit-maker like D’Real producing her tracks, Ronn had told Phoenix she’d better get used to people knowing who she was, the good and the bad.

Was this stranger outside the door part of the good, or part of the bad?

“I rode the bus from New York to see you, Phoenix,” said the young man’s muffled voice. “I’m prelaw at NYU, not a stalker. I’m only asking for one night, and I won’t be bragging to my boys in the morning. I want to be a gentleman and treat you like a lady.”

“Phee, boyfriend is smooth. Ask him if he brought a partner,” Gloria whispered, and Phoenix pinched her cousins’s arm to shut her up. Gloria was crazy if she thought they were going to tag-team groupies tonight, Gloria’s favorite fantasy.

But the man had come from New York to St. Louis on a bus just to lay this rap on her? How did he know where she’d be staying, much less where her room was? This boy better hope her father wouldn’t stop by the suite and find him standing there. After a month straight on the road, Sarge would not be in the mood for a stranger who didn’t understand boundaries.

Phoenix stood up. She was still wearing the tattered jeans and white T-shirt from rehearsal for Friday night’s show at Le Beat, her peanut-butter-colored makeup smudging her collar and shoulders. She lifted her underarm, and her tart scent assailed her nose. Gloria was a M.A.C. girl who kept herself glam day and night—streaked hair moussed to perfection, face painted to glorify all the right angles, blouses cut low across her cleavage—and compared to her cousin, Phoenix knew she looked like one funky mess. Funky and tired.

So why was she wasting the energy she’d saved for brushing her teeth to walk to the suite’s white double doors? Phoenix put her face close to the doors. She could smell cologne in the cool air through the crack, one she knew. Calvin, maybe. Not Kenzo, but not bad.

“How’d you find my room?” she said to the crack and the cologne.

“Oh, Father Jesus,” she heard him say, surprised. His smoothness had evaporated.

“You know you’re not supposed to be standing outside my room, right?” Gentle but firm.

His voice came closer to the crack, and she saw a blur of dark skin. “Miss Smalls, I love your music. I have your CD from back in the day, those cuts with the mad keyboard riffs, that first one you put out. You’re a straight-up genius.”

Phoeinx’s first CD had been born and buried four years ago, so this was a hard-core fan. Phoenix and her band in Miami had poured their souls into two CDs, and their old label hadn’t sold enough copies to pay for them. That had hurt so much, she’d come within a breath of telling Sarge she was ready to quit, except that she knew how disappointed he would be. At Three Strikes, Ronn and D’Real had laid down the law: Her original music was too this, too that, not urban enough, not enough like D’Real’s vibe, and D’Real is the producer and the producer is God. Hell, D’Real’s the real star, let’s be real. Sarge had warned her things would be different at a major label, and he’d been right. As different as different could be.

“One of my cousins works here, and she told me where you’d be,” the boy said through the door. “Please don’t try to make me say who. I promised not to get her in trouble.”

This was rich. “Someone’s pimping me out at the front desk?”

“It ain’t like that.” She heard the smile in his voice, saw the white of his teeth through the crack. Polished, peroxide teeth. “I told her I would slide up on you for an autograph. But I couldn’t get this close and miss my chance to scrub your back while you take a bubble bath. And take some of this massage oil to rub down your muscles. I have strong hands, Miss Smalls.”

Damn, that does sound good, she thought. Her knees and thighs were throbbing, sore.

“If you want to take it to the next level, of course I have protection,” he went on. “And just to keep it safe, I brought a doctor’s report you can look at. I don’t play.”

“Oh, no he didn’t say that!” Gloria said, Miss Blue-Eyed Ghetto Fabulous in the flesh.

“This is a joke,” Phoenix said, certain. Arturo and the dancers had nerve bothering her this late. “Who is this?”

Phoenix opened the door, and the man who stood there was a stranger. He was tall and lanky, with tree-trunk shoulders, a boyish face the complexion of Wesley Snipes, and a shadow of fuzz on the deep cleft of his chin. It wasn’t a joke. Phoenix assessed the stranger’s loose linen pants, bone-colored knit shirt, leather sandals, and close-cropped haircut. Nice. He had a leather duffel bag slung across his shoulder, probably his Booty Kit. He would be a magnificent man one day, but he was young. Very young.

“You’re a baby, Kendrick,” she said. “Let’s see some ID.”

This must be how Carlos had felt with her, she realized. Phoenix didn’t think of Carlos often, but she wished it was Carlos at her door instead of a stranger. Carlos’s memory might be bad luck for this boy, since Sarge had knocked one of Carlos’s back teeth loose.

Gloria posted herself beside Phoenix, no longer laughing, her guardian. Phoenix couldn’t pay her cousin much—a little pocket change, free travel, and free hotel rooms—but she would definitely pay Gloria more one day. That was a fact. One day soon.

Kendrick reached for his wallet, clumsy. It took him nearly thirty seconds to pull his license from its sleeve. Kendrick Allen Hart, Brooklyn, New York. Just turned nineteen. If he’d been seventeen or eighteen, Phoenix would have sent him back to the playground. Nineteen made him more interesting. Hell, she was only twenty-four, and her promo packets claimed she was twenty-one. There was only a two-year age difference between this boy and Phoenix singular, The Phoenix, no last name necessary. Sarge said if Beyoncé and Ashanti and Imani didn’t need surnames, neither did she.

“Phoenix, ma’am, you’re more beautiful in person,” Kendrick said, smart enough to keep his distance in the hall. She saw perspiration across his forehead, but his cologne smelled fresh. His smile struggled against a twitching bottom lip, but held on.

“Thank you. Give me your bag,” Phoenix said.

Quickly, Kendrick complied, ducking beneath its strap as he swallowed hard.

Phoenix gave the lightweight duffel bag to Gloria, who unzipped it behind her, stone-faced. Most days, Gloria was hardly better than no help at all, but she liked playing bodyguard. If Kendrick forgot himself, Gloria would put him on his back.

“You coming to the New York show?” Phoenix said, small talk during the inspection.

Kendrick’s admiration, loosed from all restraint, leaped free. “What? I ain’ missin’ it! Front and center. I can’t hang out in St. Louis and see you Friday ’cuz of my Af-Am lit final, but I will hear you at the Osiris. Believe that. History in the making. Phoenix, you are off the hook.”

Friday’s show was a small listening party at a club called Le Beat near the University of Missouri, no big deal. But next week, Phoenix had a gig opening for the New York leg of the Hip-Hop R&B Summer MegaJam, joining the show at the historic Osiris Theater in Harlem. That show would be the biggest of her life, maybe seventeen hundred people. A few days later, she would begin shooting her first music video for her single on location in L.A. The sun is about to shine on you, Peanut, Sarge told her. Time to open the blinds.

“Where’d you get the nerve to come stand outside my door?” Phoenix said to the boy.

“I prayed on it. I won’t get another chance after you blow up like you’re gonna do.”

“You know you’re crazy, right?”

“Hell, yeah. Gotta be crazy in a crazy-ass world.”

Gloria was grinning while she went through the duffel bag. “Ooh, he brought the good kind,” she said, playfully shaking a black box of condoms. Lambskin, the brand Ronn preferred.

She was going to do this, Phoenix realized, her heart racing. She had never done this before, not with a fan on the road, but she was going to do this tonight.

“You really brought a medical report?” Phoenix said.

“Yes, ma’am. Got it from my doctor on Monday, before I left. It’s in there.”

“Bring your crazy ass in here, Kendrick. Don’t make me sorry. And if you call me ma’am again, you’re gone.”

“What should I call you?”

“What do you think? Call me Phoenix.”

The sound of her name lit his face afire.

 

Phoenix worked hard not to think about Ronn as she climbed out of her robe and sank into the jetted marble tub Kendrick filled to the sky with bubbles. The boy’s eyes on her made her body feel clumsy—breasts too small, legs too thin, stomach pooch too big—but her uneasiness vanished in the embrace of the hot water and the blanket of bubbles. The bubbles rose up past her chin as water beat into the tub amid the whir of the jets. In Kendrick’s eyes, she was a goddess.

Kendrick let his shirt fall from his shoulders, past his hips, revealing the banks of his dark chest’s muscles, unburdened by body fat. His erection cast a shadow across the crotch of his pants in the candlelight. He looked like a Herb Ritts photo, except his head wasn’t shaved.

He was beautiful.

Shit. She was really going to spend the night with a fan. What would Ronn say if he could see her in a candelit bathroom with this half-naked manchild? She and Ronn had never said they were exclusive. She hadn’t seen Ronn in a month. He only called her every three or four days now, not every night like he used to. It wasn’t like he was going home alone every night. She’d be crazy to believe that. “You know who my boyfriend is, right?” Phoenix said, to cover her obligations.

“Just what I read,” Kendrick said. He didn’t sound concerned.

“Keep that in mind before you say anything foolish to anybody. We’re straight?”

Ronn would never hurt her, and she didn’t think he’d try to hunt down a groupie she’d met on the road if he heard about it, but you never knew. One of Ronn’s overzealous fans might give Kendrick a beatdown if he started bragging. Anything could happen after that crazy shooting last month in New York, everybody saying G-Ronn and Three Strikes was behind it. That was bullshit—Ronn had hustled a little in the projects way back when, but he’d been more a businessman than a thug. Still, you couldn’t guess what other people would do in your name.

Kendrick hooked his hands into the waistband of his linen pants. “You don’t have to tell me twice. This is about me and my memories, and hopefully you and yours.”

Kendrick must have put too much bubble bath in the jetted tub, she realized. The bubbles were a mountain in front of her, so Phoenix had to carve a tunnel to see through. The bathroom reeked of the bubble bath’s sickly sweet strawberry scent. He’ll learn, she thought.

“Didn’t you promise to scrub my back? Better hurry, before I drown in these.”

“Sorry,” he said, timid. He knelt beside her, one knee against the marble floor.

He knocked away some of the bubbles, a path. “Lean over,” he said in her ear.

Phoenix leaned forward, her ears drowning in the water’s rush from the faucet near her face. Kendrick’s fingertips traced the trail of her spine. His fingers were more steady now than when he’d been in the hall, all hesitation and boyishness forgotten. His fingertips were smooth, and the tickle she felt at the end of his fingers grew into a burn.

“Phoenix.” He said her name as he rubbed soapy warm water across her back. He said it again as he encircled her with his arms, resting his palms across her breasts, gently pinching her waiting nipples with his fingertips. Phoenix. There was wonder in his voice.

And in his touch. Phoenix was shocked at the way his squeezing fingers locked the rest of her body in place, almost fetal, as if it were afraid to release something. Her lips parted as her body seemed to expand beneath the warm water, pleasure in a balloon.

“Does that hurt?” he said.

She shook her head. It wasn’t painful, but torture all the same. “Let’s go to the bed,” she said, thinking about how Gloria must be eating her heart out. Gloria was probably hoping Kendrick would sashay his chocolate loveliness over to her room next. Too bad. With blond hair like a magician’s wand, Gloria usually had her pick—but not tonight.

In her bedroom, Phoenix noticed her Rolex on her nightstand, a small, gleaming window to her conscience. The watch had a diamond bezel and dial, and it was the only gift she had accepted from Ronn. Her Rolex was the most expensive item she owned, more than her car and keyboards combined. She burrowed beneath the mound of covers, cool sheets swaddling her overheated skin, and felt like she was hiding. She hadn’t expected to feel bad. She’d told herself when she hit twenty-one she would stop doing things she felt bad about.

Kendrick climbed under the covers beside her. His long, bonelike manhood nestled against her hip, pulsing gently whenever she inhaled and her body rose. When he leaned over to kiss her breast, his lips were so gentle that they might have been kisses, or only hot breath. She could barely feel his lips and tongue. Ronn always took her breast in the palm of his hand, making it bulge like a melon, and lathered her nipples. She always knew when Ronn was there.

Kendrick guided her hand toward where his eager body strained against her, and she grasped him the way she might hold a stick, feeling his juices beading already as she rubbed her thumb across his most sensitive spot. He moaned against her neck, waiting. He’s tripping if he thinks I’m going down on him, Phoenix thought, and she let him go.

Kendrick pulled her thighs apart and burrowed beneath the sheet, but his tongue felt dry and lifeless on her, as if he had lost his way. He was just a kid, she remembered.

“Get the condoms, OK?” she said, because she was ready to be done with it.

Kendrick was better at intercourse, luckily. He kept his eyes on hers, watching her face as he inched his way inside of her, steadying himself with his arms locked. He didn’t expel right away as she’d feared, and he no longer felt like a boy. Kendrick was so long, he seemed endless. Phoenix felt her body loosen and flood, embracing him. His measured, confident strokes felt so good, she almost had a full-blown orgasm. Almost. That would take more practice, and Kendrick wouldn’t have time to learn. When he was ready, Kendrick gritted his teeth and tilted his head so far back that his Adam’a apple bulged. “Oh, shit. Oh, shit.”

Then, it was over. This was the same way it had been with the Dominican guy she’d danced with at Crobar on her twenty-first birthday: The heat of a buildup realized in brief bubbles, the pleasure over too soon, and wishing she could roll away as soon as it was done. She suddenly wanted to ask Kendrick to leave. She hoped he wasn’t expecting to spend the night.

But Kendrick had made himself comfortable, gazing at her from his pillow.

“Phoenix…” he whispered beside her, disbelieving. She could smell a trace of his last meal on his breath, something spicy. She would not kiss him. Kisses were too intimate for a man she didn’t know.

“Why do you keep saying my name like that?” she said.

“Like what?”

“I don’t know…Like it’s…”

“Like it’s the name of an ancient Egyptian goddess? It is. Like it’s the name of a force of nature? It’s that, too. Pheeeee-nixxxx,” he said. He cupped her chin in his hand. His eyes were swathed by thick lashes, and he gazed with a gravity she found unnerving. “I’m jealous, girl.”

“Jealous of what?”

“I’m jealous because I knew about you first. I knew you when nobody else did. And now everybody’s about to come late to my party. I have to share you.” When he stroked her bare shoulder, his hand lashed fire. Her body didn’t mind if he stayed a while.

“You really think I’m gonna be all that?” she said. Her voice cracked.

Kendrick laughed, his head rolling against the pillow. “Don’t even front. You know it.”

She smiled. “Yeah, you’re right.” Sarge would see to it, that was all.

“But you changed your sound. I heard a Rising demo, and you’re different now.”

Phoenix had nearly forgotten that anyone would know her old sound. “Better, right?”

“Different, not better. Maybe not as good, in some ways, not to me. Too R&B radio. I miss the rock riffs, the freaky keyboard, the worldbeat. But you’re still in there. I still hear you.”

Phoenix had gone so long without hearing the truth, she hadn’t realized it was missing. When was the last time anybody had the nerve to say something like that to her? Not Gloria. Not even Sarge. Nobody since Carlos, who had seemed to enjoy telling her exactly what she didn’t want to hear. Having a truth-teller was like having God himself in the room, so Phoenix tried to think of a question worthy of Kendrick Allen Hart. She covered her bare chest with the sheet. They were two people talking now, not a wannabe singer and her one-night stand. They could be in a junior-high schoolyard sharing a strawberry soda.

“What’s the worst cut?” she said.

He shrugged. “A couple of them are weak.”

The word weak made Phoenix’s stomach cramp with gas.

Kendrick went on: “Truthfully, tracks five and seven could go. That’s the producer talking, not you. He drowned you out. He was putting out that same shit two years ago.”

Damn. Phoenix tried to think of what to do about the seventeen hundred people who would hear her singing behind those recycled beats at the Osiris. They would boo her off the stage. Had Sarge given her an escape clause in her contract? Sarge usually took care of that.

“But that one ‘Party Patrol,’ that’s gonna bump all summer,” Kendrick said. “Reminds me of Prince, or the Gap Band, but with your own flava mixed in, too, like that Middle Eastern vibe. It’s tight. Nothing on your old CD was that good. It’s gonna make you a star, girl.”

Phoenix felt herself breathe, her heart pounding. “Party Patrol” was one of the few songs on Rising that had felt like a collaboration, at least pieces of it. At first, D’Real hadn’t liked the sound of the Egyptian-style violin intro she’d asked him to weave inside the opening measures, but he’d relented, mixing her until she sounded like a full string section. “Party Patrol” was one of their few true moments of musical collaboration.

“But is the CD any good?” she said.

“Yeah, mostly. It’s real good, Phoenix. It’s on for you, girl. All I’m saying is, my favorite ones are when you’re in there, too. Not your voice, but your music. The best part.”

Phoenix’s stomach cramped again. In today’s rehearsal, she hadn’t been able to get through the choreography of “Party Patrol” without sounding breathless when she sang, and on the last song her voice was smothered beneath the exploding tracks. She wished she had a voice like her sister’s, because Serena could sing. Serena could bring it like Aretha and Patti and Whitney, from her soul-space.

But Phoenix would have to be Phoenix. Whatever she was, she was.

Phoenix wanted to ask Kendrick if people would think she could sing worth a damn, but she had heard enough truth for one night.

 

Me and my crew’s gonna roll…We’re on a Party Patrol…”

Kick-cross-step, kick-cross-step. Phoenix spun, hitting her mark a fraction behind the beat. Head cocked left, then right. And sliiiiiide…two, three, four…sliiiiiiide…two, three, four…. Hunched shoulders, snapping high. “We’re losin’ control…Out on this Party Patrol…”

The more Phoenix concentrated on her dancing, the more sluggish her energy felt. Arturo and the other two dancers seemed to follow her lead, missing cues, stumbling over steps and performing by rote, as if they were unmoved by the music blasting from the giant club’s speakers. Phoenix’s voice cracked on the last high note, fluttering to nothing, barely audible in the speakers from her headset microphone. She was so breathless, the recorded vocals drowned her out. Her voice was worse than yesterday. And her lower back throbbed, the old injury taunting her.

The rehearsal at Le Beat was not going well.

“OK, guys, let’s take a deep breath,” the choreographer said, stopping the music.

Phoenix was grateful for the break. The label hadn’t paid for backup singers on this radio tour, much less dancers—but Sarge had convinced Manny to give her dancers in St. Louis and at the Osiris. Hell, it’s all coming out of your end eventually, Phee, Sarge had reminded her. Dancers would make the concerts look better, give Phoenix more dancing practice, and give her and Sarge a chance to audition their choreographer before the video shoot began.

But the choreographer Olympia was pushing for too much too soon, trying to show off for Sarge. Phoenix had studied a little dance in high school and had always been rhythmic, but Olympia’s finely regimented contortions took her mind away from her voice, and apparently her voice needed more attention. How could they perform this tomorrow night? How could they dance at the Osiris, with only a week of rehearsals left before that show?

Olympia sighed. The lithe, short-haired woman was twenty-two, but something officious in her voice made her sound like a Student Council president moonlighting as a B-girl. “Guys, was that your way of telling me it’s time for lunch?”

That was the first good idea Phoenix had heard today.

Sarge was waiting for them in the club’s tiny conference room, standing against the wall with his arms crossed as they filed in with their bags of lunch from Wendy’s across the street. Sarge was always her watchman and taskmaster, with his shaven head, trademark skullcap, and mole-splotched face that hadn’t changed since her childhood. The only part of Sarge that aged was his temper, which had gotten more brittle. Sarge gave her a look: What’s the problem?

Phoenix shrugged. She wasn’t in the mood for Sarge on an empty stomach. While she waited for the dancers to negotiate whose food was whose, Phoenix’s eyes studied the room’s wood-paneled walls, which were plastered with concert posters dating back a decade. Everybody had been through here, apparently. Nelly, of course. Chingy. Ginuwine. Lauryn Hill, from forever ago. Even Gloria Gaynor, still surviving on a long-ago comeback tour. This room reminded Phoenix of the Gallery of Greats in the Silver Slipper, before her mother sold the club like she’d always promised to. There was even a piano against the wall, like déjà vu.

“I have a migraine after that sorry display,” Sarge told the group, as the dancers took their seats in the plastic chairs, crowding the table. “Maybe since this isn’t New York or L.A., you think this show doesn’t mean shit. Well, there’s no such thing as a small show. Maybe I need to call my friend R.J., who’s doing Ronn a solid even having you on his stage, and tell him my crew isn’t ready for Le Beat…”

Sarge could go on all day.

Arturo sat sullenly beside Phoenix, stirring his chili with a plastic spoon. The other two dancers were Olympia’s contacts, but Arturo was Phoenix’s friend from high school, and she always hired him when she had a chance. He was a great dancer, perpetually underemployed. Arturo was six-four, a colossus who could leap over a horse.

“Maybe you need to learn to let people eat without all this noise,” Arturo muttered, and Phoenix slapped his thigh under the table.

Sarge pierced Arturo full force with The Ray. “You know what? You’re the first one I’m sending home. And don’t think I’m gonna have you in that video or on my stage at the Osiris if this is the best you’ve got. I’ll send you back delivering those damn pizzas, or whatever the fuck you were doing when Phoenix begged me to call you. You’re not ready for this level, son.”

Arturo’s ego must be screaming, Phoenix thought. She’d met him at Miami’s New World School of the Arts when they were both fourteen, and he was still one of the most dynamic dancers she’d ever seen, able to make his body defy physics. After studying dance on a college scholarship, he’d somehow ended up back in Miami managing a Domino’s Pizza. She didn’t want Arturo to blow this chance. She could take him with her, if only he’d get out of his own way. Under the table, Phoenix squeezed her friend’s hand. Chill, sweetie. It’s just Sarge.

As Sarge beckoned Olympia through the door to tell her something privately, Arturo spoke close to Phoenix’s ear. “He’s got it twisted if he thinks I’m a sissy queen shaking in my shoes. I will take him outside to throw down, whether he’s your father or not,” he said. Arturo had a low-pitched, satiny voice that had always made Phoenix wish he weren’t gay.

“No stress,” Phoenix said. “It’s just trash talk, Arturo. You know Sarge.”

He pecked her lips, standing. “Only for you do I tolerate this, chica. Believe that.”

The dancers rushed their lunch, since no one wanted to wait for Sarge to come back, so Phoenix waited for her father alone. She pulled one of the plastic chairs up to the piano and tested the keys. Surprisingly, it was nearly in tune. She slid her foot to the sustaining pedal and ran her fingers through a hurried version of the largo from Dvorák’s From the New World Symphony, which had been a recital piece her freshman year in high school. Playing felt good, a chance for her fingers to dance. She hadn’t brought her red Roland AX-1 or Moog Liberation shoulder keyboards for this tour, the first time ever. But there was no substitute for a piano.

Phoenix didn’t realize Sarge was behind her until she heard his chuckle. “Haven’t heard that in a while,” he said. “Your mama would be glad to know you can still play it.”

“By heart,” she said, concluding with the stately D-flat chord.

She played better than she sang, Phoenix realized, and the thought made her spirits wane. In high school, she had told Mom she would attend one of the arts colleges that had been cramming her mailbox with solicitations by the time she was a sophomore, Juilliard included. But when Phoenix was sixteen, she decided she wanted to be a star like Janet Jackson, and Juilliard didn’t have classes on that.

The band Phoenix started in high school, Phoenix & the New Fire, hadn’t worked out, even with Sarge’s contacts and enough momentum to get bookings and a small record deal. Their two CDs got great reviews (when they were reviewed), but they never found an audience in R&B, pop, alternative or anywhere else. Maybe she could have stuck it out like Lenny Kravitz, waiting for the audience to find her, but there were plenty of bands whose music was never heard, and never was a long time. Sarge had known multiplatinum rapper G-Ronn since his first tours, so when Ronn said he was looking for an R&B singer, Sarge suggested her. Just like that. Now, Phoenix was flying solo. And it’s a long way down by myself, she thought.

Sarge looked at her closely. “What time did you get to sleep last night?”

“Late,” Phoenix said, guiltily. Her hair still smelled like strawberry bubble bath, and the scent irritated her now. She’d been in such a hurry to get to rehearsal that she’d barely said a word to that boy as she walked him to the door, much less offered him a number. She wished she could erase last night.

“You know better,” Sarge said, as if he knew everything. “Your voice sounds worn-out. Where’s Gloria?”

“Probably at the hotel ordering room service and watching pay-per-view.”

“Tell her to stop wasting up our money, hear? Ronn isn’t paying our tab, and nobody here is rich. Your advance has to last.”

A hundred thousand dollars had sounded like a fortune a year ago, but no more. Phoenix had banked a chunk of her first major advance so she couldn’t touch it, but she hated to think about how much of the rest she had already spent. “I’ve told her,” Phoenix said.

“You should have left her home, Phee.”

“Don’t start, Sarge.” Her cousin could be a pain in the ass, no doubt, but without Gloria, the road would be a cruel companion, beyond lonely. Sarge had agreed to Gloria’s presence on the tour, and Phoenix had agreed to give D’Real and Ronn the creative direction of Rising. Most days, it hardly seemed like a fair trade.

Phoenix heard the Egyptian string tracks from “Party Patrol” squall through the open doorway as Olympia queued up the CD. Although she’d heard it two hundred times, Phoenix still felt a charge when her multitrack violin solo came on the club’s speakers. Kendrick was right about this song: It was a hit-in-waiting. It didn’t all belong to her, but a piece was enough.

“The show doesn’t feel right yet, Sarge,” Phoenix said. She almost called him Daddy, craving comfort, but he preferred Sarge when they were working.

“It isn’t right. But you’ll get there. Give it a couple more hours, and come back strong in the morning. We have time to tighten it up before tomorrow night.” Sarge had promised never to bullshit her when it mattered, so she prayed this was one of those times.

“The radio stuff is really splitting my attention,” she complained.

“There’s no more radio interviews in St. Louis. You got bumped because of the blues festival. You’re a free woman until the show.”

Good. Canceled interviews would give her more time to rehearse, rest and watch a couple movies with Gloria, even if Ronn and the publicity department wouldn’t like it. Publicity is paper, Ronn always said. Even though she was sure Ronn had nothing to do with the shooting that killed DJ Train’s bodyguard in Brooklyn, Ronn said he’d seen a big bump in his SoundScan numbers because everybody said he was behind it. Publicity was paper, all right. If anybody knew about money in the bank, it was Ronn.

“I talked to Serena today,” Sarge said. “She’s coming out to join us in L.A., and she says she’ll stay on through New York.”

Phoenix hardly knew her two half brothers, but Serena was a true sister despite their twenty-four-year age difference. Phoenix had only seen Serena two or three times in the past few years, and she’d been begging her to come on this tour. “She said she’ll sing with me?”

“We’ll work on that. For now, she says she’ll do your hair so you won’t look so nappy.”

Phoenix laughed. Serena owned a beauty shop in Atlanta, and was a virtuoso with hair. Ronn wanted Phoenix to get a more television-friendly weave, and Serena would hook her up. At the moment, Phoenix’s blowout Afro was a curly brown-red crown reaching toward the sky, virtually untended. Not suitable for mass consumption. Ronn hadn’t said it quite that way, but that was what he’d meant.

“What about Mom?” Phoenix said.

“Call her yourself, but she still says she’s not coming until New York. Sorry, Peanut.”

No surprise there. For years, on the rare holiday occasions they all stayed in the Miami house, Mom slept in the master bedroom and Sarge hibernated in the garage he’d refinished for himself. Her parents were married only in name, and probably had been longer than she’d known. Phoenix wondered how much of her parents’ long, slow drift she could blame on her career.

“I’m gonna go hit that stage again,” Phoenix said.

“Save your voice for tomorrow night, though. Work on your moves.”

Sarge followed her through the doorway back out to the cavernous nightclub, where the bass for “Party Patrol” resounded like thunder.

Le Beat was a two-story nightclub bedecked in mirrors and shiny poles against a black dance floor and dark walls. The deejay booth lorded high over the stage like the control panel of a space shuttle. They passed the VIP section just beyond stage right, with a velvet rope partitioning off Art-Deco-style furniture, the room’s only bright colors. There might be more than five hundred people there Friday night, the club owner had told them, and the most important ones would be in the VIP section: deejays, music writers, record buyers. The airplay sentinels.

Olympia was taking Arturo and the other two dancers through the opening, which started with them lying flat on their backs, thrusting their torsos high and leaping to their feet after a B-boy-style spin. Phoenix could see that Arturo had taken Sarge’s criticism to heart: His motion was energetic and crisp, the way she remembered him at New World. His body sailed through the air, and he landed solidly, cranking his shoulders into the next move, hitting his beats. The other two dancers looked like children at play beside him. She could only imagine how lame she must look trying to pull off Olympia’s moves.





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/Images/titlepage.jpg
TANANARIVE DUE

JOPLIN'S GHOST






OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg
n

ATRIABOOKS





OEBPS/Images/MSRCover.jpg
TANANARIVE DUE

JOPLIN'S GHOST

ATRIA BOOKS
owyork london teronte  sydney





