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Praise for

    In the Midnight Room

    “A beautiful novel about families and love and complications of human relations. . . . Superb.”

    —The Daily News

    “In the opening pages of Laura McBride’s new novel, June Stein dives off the Haverstraw Bridge and straight into the reader’s imagination. I love how June, and the vivid, complicated women around her, often fail to act in their own best interests while they still win our affection and admiration. And I love how McBride brings to life the fast-changing city of Las Vegas through their intertwined stories. . . . A passionate, gripping and beautifully written novel.”

    —Margot Livesey, author of Mercury

    “Laura McBride reminds us of the invisible threads that bind us together as she weaves the stories of four very different women into a haunting tale of love, loss, and the power to endure. A compelling, transporting, and deeply wise novel. I was enthralled from the first page. Laura McBride is a stunning storyteller.”

    —Patry Francis, author of The Orphans of Race Point

    “When Laura McBride starts a novel, her characters lead the way.”

    —The Denver Post

    “The novel’s ending . . . is a heartfelt nightcap to a tale that runs the gambit from adventure to tragedy.”

    —St. Louis Post-Dispatch

    “Through outstanding character development and beautifully crafted storytelling, McBride uses the stories of four seemingly insignificant women to weave her tale into the readers’ heartstrings.”

    —Deseret News

    “Gorgeous, engrossing, moving, and at times wickedly funny, this brilliant novel pulled me in and didn’t let me go until the shattering final sentence. This is the novel you need to read right now.”

    —Joanna Rakoff, author of My Salinger Year and A Fortunate Age

    “McBride crafts passages of sterling imagery and diction. . . . Mostly, though, she tells an honest Las Vegas tale about life and fate, with characters, not caricatures.”

    —Nevada Public Radio, “Desert Companion”

    “McBride has achieved the difficult feat of keeping her book fast-paced while realizing her characters’ complex and nuanced emotions.”

    —Washington Independent Review of Books

    “An exciting new novel . . . filled with independent, heroic women whose lives resonate with ours today.”

    —Focus Daily News

    “Las Vegas itself is a character in this immersive novel that effectively exhibits the changes to the city throughout the decades. This is a tale of love, loss, and the unexpected, unheralded ways that lives meet around blackjack and roulette tables.”

    —Publishers Weekly

    “Laura McBride braids a compelling, heartbreaking narrative of four women—June, Honorata, Engracia, and Coral—whose lives are transformed by the El Capitan. . . . McBride is skilled at handling multiple narrative threads, but more simply, she knows how to do what Vegas does: lure a passerby in, hook them with a good story, and leave them wanting more.”

    —Shelf Awareness

    Booksellers everywhere recommend

    In the Midnight Room

    “Taking readers from the depths of grief and then sending them soaring with emotion . . . an awe-inspiring novel that deserves to be on the bookshelf of every avid reader.”

    —Pamela Klinger-Horn, Excelsior Bay Books

    “Had me from page one and held me until the final sentence.”

    —Sarah Bagby, Watermark Books & Café

    “This is good reading of the highest order.”

    —John Evans, Diesel, A Bookstore

    “A satisfying tale of community, the strength of women, and hope.”

    —Deon Stonehouse, Sunriver Books & Music

    “One of those books that as soon as I finished it, I went back to the beginning to reread the first couple of chapters. . . . I cried at the ending that was so touching and so right.”

    —Julie Dickerson, Barnes & Noble

    “McBride shines again in her second novel set in Las Vegas. A cast of characters, all of whom you know to the core of their hearts as she did before, go about living their lives. There is love, loss, redemption, and ultimately hope.”

    —Valerie Koehler, Blue Willow Bookshop

    “McBride outdoes herself in conveying her depth of understanding of the heart and soul of individuals of various backgrounds. This story will remain with you for a long time after you close the book.”

    —Vicki Burger, Wind City Books

    “There are authors you read because of their stories and others their use of language, and then there are the masters that deliver perfection. Thus we have books like McBride’s that leave us breathless, satiated, and moved to the core.”

    —Jesica Sweedler DeHart, Neill Public Library

    “I loved falling into the world of June, Honorata, Engracia, and Coral. The characters are so richly drawn that you’ll be sad to say good-bye to them when you finish the book.”

    —Suzie Mulligan, Tattered Cover Book Store

    “It was a profound and thought-provoking read.”

    —Maxwell Gregory, Lake Forest Book Store

    “Spurred on by love, fear, hope, or regret these fabulous characters play the cards life dealt them with an honesty that will resonate with any woman trying to make her way in the world today.”

    —Luisa Smith, Book Passage
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For my mom



JUNE


The one who fell in love



MARCH 11, 1960

In the Midnight Room

Coming in the casino’s main entry, the Midnight Room was on the right. A scantily clad ingénue waving a golden star in front of her torso—its two jeweled points artfully covering the money bits—adorned the neon marquee above the door. Below, a man in black tie greeted those lucky enough to have a ticket, and escorted the ones who slipped him enough cash to the better seats in the room.

It was a straightforward showroom: a hundred-foot stage, with a narrow apron, about four feet above the main floor. There were twenty or so small round tables, and chairs with red velvet seats. Along the back wall were a row of booths, higher even than the stage, and the velvet there was closer to maroon, and the stained glass lamps cast a warm but not revealing glow on the table where the drinks would sit. The sound system was excellent, and the lighting was standard, and there was room for a pretty good-sized band on the stage if someone wanted it.

That night, there was a man playing the piano, another playing the sax, and a third on the drums. When the curtain parted in the back, a top light rotated to catch the singer’s face. He’d been doing this awhile; he swung to the light intuitively and let it accent the plane of his cheekbone, the hollow of his eye, the curve of his lip.

He was thinking he might never play there again.

He knew what was coming later.

And when he saw her, sitting at the back, at the booth she always sat in—still he was startled, it had been a long time, she had not said she was coming—he signaled to the band to quit playing. He thought he might say something, just say it, put it out there, but in that split second in which he would have had to decide what to say, in which he would have had to find the courage to say it, he suddenly remembered the first time he’d seen her.

He’d had no idea who she was. He was new in town, didn’t know anyone at all. And of course, she was the only white woman. She’d looked up—damn, she was good-looking—and the horn player had sounded a note, and he’d swung his hip, just a little, instinctively, and her breath had caught—he’d actually seen that; he’d never forgotten it—and right that minute, maybe he’d fallen in love.

So tonight, four years later, when it was probably the last time he would ever sing for her, he lifted his finger to Jamie, who played the sax, and when the note sounded, he closed his eyes and remembered the rotten little bar, the white woman’s face, the flick of his hip, and he let his body take over, repeated the one instant of that fateful night, and as he did so, he remembered, he thought of her face, the intake of her breath. He remembered, even though, of course she would not.
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To celebrate victory in Europe, June Stein dove headfirst off the Haverstraw Bridge.

A few months earlier, she had bought an eighteen-inch silver cigarette holder on a day trip to the city—snuck into the shop while her mother was choosing a hat next door—and spent the spring flicking ashes on the track as she smoked behind the stairs of the boy’s gym. In April she wore stockings to school, and bent over the water fountain to highlight the brown seams running along the backs of her legs. Leon Kronenberg said he had touched her breast. When Mr. Sawyer came back from the summer holidays with a goatee, June Stein breathed in, licked her lips, and shuddered.

She was bad for the neighborhood.

Things happened to other girls because of June Stein.

When she married Walter Kohn at nineteen, most people figured she was pregnant. June Stein would get her due. She’d be stuck in Clinton Hill for life; Walter Kohn was going to be bald in three years, like his father and his uncle Mort.

But at twenty, June Stein disappeared.

She was gone for six months.

When she came back, Walter Kohn had become something of a catch. People thought it was wrong that his wife had left him. They said she’d gone to Reno, gotten a divorce, that she’d never been pregnant, she had just wanted to have sex, and now that she’d had it, now that she’d used Walter Kohn—who did have beautiful blond hair and the bluest eyes—she’d gone and left him, and who knows what man she might try to take up with next.

June Stein returned a pariah.

It was a role she had cherished, but at twenty-one, she found it less amusing.

She had not gone to Reno.

She had gone to Las Vegas, and the lights and the shows and the desert air, the dust and the heat and the way one felt alone in the universe, were more appealing in memory than they had been when she lived them. There had been only a handful of Jews in town, and none she found interesting, so while she was waiting for the divorce, she hung around a different crowd: locals mostly, born and raised Nevadans, and some that had come in for the gambling boon. And they rose in stature after she moved back to her parents’ house, after even her friends expressed sympathy for Walter Kohn—who had taken the newspaper into the bathroom with him each morning—and there was the way her mother looked at her in the evenings, and the way her father kept asking if she would like to take a stenography course. One day June Stein packed a suitcase, including the eighteen-inch silver cigarette holder, called a taxi, and flew all night from Newark to Las Vegas.

She didn’t even leave a note.

But that was June Stein.

Prettiest girl in Clinton Hill.

And the only one who ever dove headfirst off the Haverstraw Bridge.
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“June, you shouldn’t be on that ladder. You look like you’re going to fall right off.”

“Don’t you think I would bounce if I did?”

Del laughed.

“I mean it. Get down. What are you doing up there anyway?”

“There’s one of those atomic bomb favors in this chandelier. You can see it from that side of the room. It’s been bothering me for a week.”

“Well, tell Mack to take it down. Why would you climb on a ladder when you’re eight months pregnant?”

“I did ask Mack. Three days ago. He really doesn’t have time. And I’m bored to death. Even the baby’s bored. He’s been kicking me like a trucker.”

“A trucker? I don’t think our daughter’s going to be a trucker.”

“Well, then, our daughter’s going to be dancing with the Follies down the road.”

June jumped backward to the ground from the second rung of the ladder. She had meant it as a graceful note, but her weight was unwieldy, she landed on the side of her foot, and caught herself awkwardly before she could fall.

Del darted forward, and June grinned.

“I’m fine. Maybe it’ll get labor started.”

“Okay, just try to be reasonable this week? I need help. The hotel’s booked solid for the holidays, and Ronni wants to visit her dad, who’s sick. We’re short everywhere. If you feel like going through the applications in the office, maybe we could get some folks started this week.”

“Hmmm. All right. If you’re sure I can’t help Mack hammer at things. Baby and I love hammering.”

June reached up to give Del a kiss, her belly snug into his, and he distractedly returned it. He didn’t notice her puzzled gaze, or the way she walked with a slightly duller step toward the office.
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Cora was already there. She was sitting at the table where June usually did the books, with one cigarette between her lips and another smoldering in an ashtray, her long legs stretched out in front of her—an old lady who looked as if she had once been a showgirl.

“You looking for people to hire too?” June asked.

“Odell’s single-minded. How ya feeling?”

“Fat. Bored. See if I let your grandson knock me up again.”

Cora smiled at June. Her language, her sultry ways, did not bother her. These were the qualities that had left June needing Odell. And without June, Odell’s life would be different in ways that Cora did not want it to be. Cora had given up a lot for her grandson. She didn’t regret it. When her son and his no-account woman had dropped Odell off the last time—his bottom covered with neglect sores, and the marks of someone’s fingers on his thin arm—Cora didn’t waste any time making her choice. She and Nathan had picked up what they had, locked the door on the little Texas house the Dibb family had lived in for ninety years, and headed to Vegas. There was a railroad job there for Nathan, and a new world for Odell. She and Nathan had done some things well and some things poorly, but in the end, the only thing worth taking out of Texas was a two-year-old child.

June was even prettier pregnant. Everything about that girl was pretty. Her hands, her feet, her skin, her hair. When she spoke, her voice trilled as if she were about to laugh. You listened to her in the same way you couldn’t stop looking at her. Cora figured that if everything went to pieces, June might stand in as the club’s entertainer. If she could sing a note, she’d make it.

Entertainment was why the El Capitan was a success. That was why she and June were going to spend the afternoon reading through letters—pages and pages of them, some handwritten, some done up on an Underwood (with all the n’s and l’s faded to a slightly lighter gray), some folded around photos. All these people, young and old, wanting to start a new life in Vegas. Yep, the El Capitan was a hit. And it was the showroom that brought people in—or more to the point, Eddie Knox. Eddie Knox and those atomic bombs.

There had been a bomb detonation every five days all summer and fall. Operation Plumbbob. June called it Operation Plumbrich. Tourists flocked from all over the country, from Canada, from Mexico. People who wouldn’t have come to Las Vegas otherwise. But everyone wanted to see an explosion. Ever since National Geographic had described a bright pink mushroom cloud turning purple and then orange, spraying ice crystals like an ocean surf in the sky, people had been coming. They drove up the dusty road to Charleston Peak and leaned against their cars to watch the white dawn burst against the night, or they crowded into tiny Beatty and asked the locals if the air was safe.

Afterward, they returned to Vegas, to the air-conditioned hotels and crystal-clear pools, and giddy with the awesomeness of the power they had witnessed, with the strange menace of invisible rays, they gambled more than they might have, ordered another round of drinks, splurged on a second show. When the showgirls came out wearing mushroom-cloud swimsuits and headdresses that looked like explosions, they hooted with glee, and cheered when Eddie ended his set, dead silent, and then one word: Boom.

It was fun and dare and newness. If danger lurked, the Russians, a nuclear bomb, polio, distant nations and foreign religions and dark skin, then there was also the thrill of a mushroom cloud, the sound of doo-wop, Lucille Ball, the clickety-tick of dice rolling on a craps table, feather and sequin and mirror, red lips, breasts, Mae West onstage with muscled men in loincloths, anything goes, anything went, a small town in the middle of nowhere, and already, eight million people a year coming to see what was happening.

Cora herself had little to do with the El Capitan’s success. Odell and June were doing it on their own. She would help them out by going through a few applications this week, but for the most part, she stayed away from their business and their marriage. She liked her little apartment downtown, liked her habits there, and if she had learned one thing from her own son, it was that it would be better for her to leave June and Odell alone. There would be no option to rely on Cora Dibb when things got tougher.

They would get tougher.

Cora could see this already.

June didn’t seem to see it. How could someone so quick not see what was coming?

Well, life was hard. For pretty much everyone. June Stein had made her bed long before she married Odell Dibb. And in the long run, marrying her grandson was going to be the best decision June ever made. Though it might be awhile before she understood that.

“I’m going to find Del. I need a backrub.”

Cora thought it unlikely that her grandson would stop what he was doing to rub June’s back, but he might. She hoped he would.
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June left the office and headed upstairs to the casino floor. Del might be there, but she wasn’t really looking for him anyway. She liked to spend time in the casino, watching the players, listening to the dealers calling for chips in, tracing the pattern of lights that swirled against the hard surfaces as the machine wheels spun dizzily. She could wander around there for hours, her stomach wobbling in front of her—a little startling to the patrons that did not know who she was—and it was good for business, her wandering. She noticed which dealers got the best action, or when a customer headed off to the bathroom at an odd moment, and whether or not the girls were getting drinks to the right gamblers.

From time to time, surrounded by the swirl and stir and smoke of this new life, June’s former life would come back to her: the look of low-slung clouds as she walked down the block to school; her mother singing the blessing on Friday night, her father’s hands over her head; later, the way her body had melted into Walter’s, and how for a while they would couple over and over, and she would wonder if everyone could see this, in her gingerly walk if nothing else.

When she moved to Las Vegas, she was free of her marriage, free of certain expectations (not just those of others, but also her own)—free of a past she had never fully shouldered. And it was Vegas in the fifties, when it was a small town and a big town, when no one she had ever known would be likely to visit, when a young woman who enjoyed men and adventure and the casual breaking of conventions was something of a community treasure. For a while, this life had been entertaining—entertainment was high on June’s list of values—and when it had become less so, when June started to notice the long, slow slide that some of the older women had embarked on, Del was there waiting. Persistent, loyal, unlikely Del, someone you wouldn’t notice on your first pass through a room, but who lingered in the mind later—who showed up at unlikely moments, and always with the right drink, the right idea, the right equipment for the task—his charms grew on her.

Also, Del had a plan. He was hell-bent on running his own casino, and he knew how to make it happen, and for some reason, June was part of his vision. They would revamp one of the old casinos, right at the center of the Strip. They wouldn’t try to compete with the new places, but their games would be fast; he had a way to run some tables without limits. Certain gamblers looked for these joints. He would talk to June about it, a bit flushed, excited, exposed in a way she never saw him exposed to anyone else. It caught her attention.

Little by little, Del’s dreams became her own. Perhaps Del was right that they could make one of these joints go, perhaps she would be good at it. She knew what people liked, she knew the atmosphere they wanted, she knew what they were trying to escape and what they wanted Vegas to be. This desert, this odd town; maybe they were June’s future too. It wasn’t what she had imagined for herself, but then, what had she imagined? Did lives look sensible if you were outside them, and startling if you were in? Or was it that some people stayed in the groove in which they were born, while others skittered and skipped and slid unexpectedly into a new groove? She, June, was one of those.
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June and Del gave the El Capitan everything they had, and by the second year, it was growing faster than their wildest early hopes. Not every tourist was hot on the new carpet joints: the Dunes and the Flamingo and the Sands. Some liked the old-time feel of the El Capitan, especially now that she and Del were cleaning it up, now that Eddie Knox was as good as it got when it came to nightclub entertainment. Yes, Eddie. Eddie had made the difference.

She and Del had known what good entertainment would mean—how a really great act could draw people in, create the right buzz—so they had gone to Jackson Street to see who was singing in the clubs. At the Town Tavern, a pretty good singer named Earl Thurman had invited his friend Eddie, just in from Alabama, to join him onstage. And Eddie had come up, soft-shoeing across the floor, and before he had opened his mouth, before a single note came out, he had swung his hip, a small move, in perfect erotic time to the horn behind him, and June’s private parts had clenched, and she had known. Known that Eddie Knox would make them all rich. She grabbed Del’s hand and squeezed. This was it.

And then, the voice.

People started whooping, calling out, a woman stood and lifted her arms above her head; he wasn’t even through the first verse.

After he finished singing, June and Del waited while he was introduced around. June saw the women watching Eddie, noticed that he had his arm around one and was keeping her with him even before he had stopped meeting folks, even while Earl the pretty good singer was back at another tune, and nobody was listening to him, because all the energy in the room—all the hope and buzz and sex—was already around Eddie Knox. That’s the kind of impact he had.

But June and Del were there first. The only white folks in the place. The first in town to hear him. Del said he would like to talk to Eddie. They had a nightclub at El Capitan, they were looking for a regular act; could he stop by the next day? And Eddie said, “Sure, that sounds good,” but June knew he might not come, because he was brand-new to town, he didn’t know the lay of the land, and how could someone like Eddie Knox not know that plenty of offers would come his way, of one sort or another?

So she named a figure. An amount per week. Plus a percentage. She could feel Del about to protest, so she pulled his elbow tight into her rib, and they were friends enough, real partners, that he trusted her even though her number had surprised him. She added: “The offer lasts twenty-four hours. Come tomorrow if you want it.”

June Stein. Barely twenty-seven years old. Too pretty and too featherbrained to have managed such a thing. In a crowded room, on the wrong side of town, with nothing but chutzpah to make her think she could do it. But then, she had also dived headfirst off the Haverstraw Bridge.
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And Eddie was there the next day.

They pulled Mack off the kitchen, which badly needed renovating, and they put nearly the whole budget into the nightclub, into the lights and the sound and the velvet-backed booths around mahogany tables. June handpicked the girls who would serve the drinks, served some herself the first months, wearing a ten-inch silver skirt and a studded headband and a sort of bra made of a thousand tiny mirrors.

The first time Del saw her in the outfit, he drew in his breath, and the sound of that breath played in her mind for months, even years after, because she could hear the desire in it, and because it told her that Del could feel that for her, that he could be knocked off his reasonableness, his deliberations, his kindness; if she had not been in the middle of the casino, with employees around, she could have had him on the floor, right there, her way.

And they had all made money.

The figure she named for Eddie was doubled in six months. Plus, he had a take. Which was easy because they liked each other. Sometimes it even seemed like Eddie was in it with them, that he was just as much a part of the place as she and Del were. They spent so much time together, into the dawn hours after his show closed, and at dinner, which was more like breakfast for Eddie, before the act started up again.

Eddie liked to gamble, mostly on the Westside but sometimes at the El Capitan, at the back when the tables were slow. Negroes weren’t allowed to gamble on the Strip or downtown, they weren’t allowed in the shows, no matter who was playing. Once in a while, someone came in and said he was a friend of Eddie’s, and then Del told Leo just to seat him in booth nine, where he and June sat. Del got away with these things. They were done quietly, and he had grown up here, so he had a little room in which to work.

And, of course, women liked Eddie. Sometimes he liked one of them long enough to bring her to dinner or for a drink after the show. They would sit in a private room at the back of the bar, June and Del and Eddie and whoever-she-was: a Jewish woman, a white man, a Negro singer, a colored woman. They would sit there, laughing and trading stories and sipping one another’s drinks, and maybe that’s why June didn’t understand how things really were in Vegas; what it really meant to be Eddie or the girlfriend or any of the people working in the back of the El Capitan.

June overheard the doorman say that Vegas was the Mississippi of the West; she listened when the California tourist told his friend that even Pearl Bailey and Sammy stayed in a boarding house off the Strip, but she didn’t pay them much attention. Del had grown up here, and his closest friend was colored; he and Ray Jackson had lived on the same block on North Third Street, had gone to the same elementary school, had worked the same job hauling wooden crates at the back of a downtown casino when they were about twelve. When she and Del married, at the county office in the middle of the night, laughing and excited and with a little whiskey to make them do it, Del had stopped to make one phone call. June figured he was calling Cora, but he had called Ray, and Ray made it there while they were still filling out the papers, with a ring of his wife’s that he said June could borrow as long as she liked. So what the tourist said, what the doorman thought, it wasn’t the whole story. She knew for herself that Vegas was not as simple as that.

Usually June’s new home made the rest of the country seem slow. Hung up. Here there was money and music and gambling and sex and drinking late into the night. And all of that was the center of town, was the domain of the prosperous, was what the town celebrated; it was out in the desert sunshine, not in the backroom alleys and dark bars of New York or Chicago or LA. To June, this world felt free and fast and stripped clean of the conventions that had closed in on her in New Jersey. Hollywood stars came to Vegas to play. The richest and the newest and the most beautiful, and they were there every night; they flocked to the big casinos, and they came to the El Capitan pretty often too.

Las Vegas was the future. She saw this in the entertainment, in the way people lived, in the way the town kept growing; the future was there in the atom bombs and the magnesium plant and in the dam south of town. To see that dam, one drove a winding road up the side of a steep treeless mountain, and when June looked out the car window, down a thousand feet to an angry Colorado River, she imagined the people who had come to this desert before her: the ones who had taken the measure of Black Canyon, narrow and deep and forbidding, scorching hot, and decided that they could stop that river, they could turn it aside, they could conquer these sheer rock faces, pour three million cubic yards of cement in a raging river’s path. It was extraordinary, it was inspiring—surely humans could do anything. That was the lesson June learned from her new home.

But then what about the Negroes? Cora said the bad times for colored people started when that dam got built, during the Depression. Workers poured in, from all over the country, but especially from the South: sharecroppers and farm laborers, some Negro and some white, and all dirt poor. Southern white folks brought their ideas about colored folk with them. A quarter century later, if you were Negro, you shopped and ate on the Westside, your kids went to schools without windows or floors or chalkboards, and you worked in the back of a casino as a driver or a maid or a janitor. Or your band played in a casino, for huge money, but you couldn’t spend it in Vegas, because there was nothing you were allowed to buy, no place you were allowed to go. It was 1957, and some people thought things were changing in the country, but in Vegas it had gone the other direction.

Anyone could make it in Las Vegas, anyone could be a winner, just by being smart and playing the game the Vegas way. And most of the time, the Vegas way left tired old ideas in the dust, but not when it came to Negroes. When it came to Negroes, Vegas was worse than New Jersey, and June did not understand how that could be.

But even so, she and Del and Eddie did pretty much what they wanted in their own casino.
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Three months after Marshall was born, June and Del flew to Cuba. They brought along Cora, and she watched Marshall as June learned the mambo from some dancers she met at the Tropicana, and Del talked business. By day, they sat next to the pool at the Sans Souci, or on striped loungers dug into the white sand of the beach. The air was moist and salty, and the baby was happy in his little cave created of an umbrella and a towel. People called Havana the Latin Las Vegas, and Del was thinking about the growth of the El Capitan; to June, the whole world seemed open and lovely and possible.

When they returned, Marshall got sick, and June stayed home with him and did not go to the casino at all for a week.

Del walked in mad on Thursday.

“Eddie didn’t get the house.”

“What? I thought it was already done.”

“Owner backed out. Said his kids had gone to school with the neighbors’ kids, and he just couldn’t do it. Couldn’t sell the house to him.”

“Can he do that?”

Del didn’t answer. Eddie wanted his own house. He was sick of paying rent for a shack made from wood stolen from Nellis Air Base; for the same money, he could own a new house almost anywhere in town. But every time Eddie tried to buy a house in another part of the valley, it went off the market. All his money couldn’t buy Eddie a house with hot water, or an indoor toilet, on a street that didn’t turn into a muddy creek in the August rains. “Negroes like to live together” is how June heard it said. Del said, “Negroes’d like to have hot water and a decent school.” But that’s all he said.

It had looked like Eddie was finally going to get a house. He’d told the owner he wasn’t the fathering kind, wouldn’t be having any kids to send to the schools, and maybe that’s why the guy had considered it long enough to tell Eddie he’d sell it to him, long enough for Del and Eddie to get the cash together. Cash deal. High dollar. But it still hadn’t worked.

In the meantime, Eddie had taken to staying in the apartment at the back of the El Capitan. Del had offered it to him for nights when he didn’t want to drive home, but bit by bit, Eddie had started staying there most of the time, at least the weeks when he was playing. When he wasn’t playing, he was mostly out of Vegas. He flew to New York, he drove to LA, he liked to show up at a club in Baltimore, where friends from Alabama had a combo.

And he talked about Cuba. He wanted to know everything about June and Del’s visit there, what they thought of the Sans Souci, who was playing at the Montmartre, what the people acted like, on the street, in the cafes, on the beach. Eddie liked to say that Cuba would be his bit of heaven.
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June figured that Eddie stayed in the apartment because he’d had too many girlfriends, and the ’Side was a small community. She’d heard some of the blackjack dealers grumbling about him being at the El Capitan; how a Negro shouldn’t sleep anywhere in a Strip hotel. But she didn’t say anything about this to Del, and the employees got quiet when they realized she was around, and soon she never heard anything said at all. It wasn’t worth telling Del and making trouble.

Also, June liked having Eddie nearby, especially now that she had Marshall. She brought the baby to the casino every day. Del had suggested that maybe she would want to stay home, join a mothers’ group, meet some of the ladies in the houses nearby. And June had laughed. Having Marshall hadn’t turned her into someone else, hadn’t turned them into some other couple; she loved the El Capitan. So she and Del had switched offices, and she had set up a playpen and a basket and a little set of drawers in the larger one, and Marshall was growing up there with them. Several afternoons a week, when the sun shone straight in from the west and Marshall started to get fussy, she would head upstairs to Eddie’s apartment at the back. Usually he was just getting up.

Eddie might not want kids, but he was a natural with a baby.

“Eddie, you’re so good with him.”

“Honey, I’m good with everybody. Babies, women, children.” He rubbed his nose on Marshall’s chin, and the baby laughed.

“It’s a black thing? Black men are good with babies?”

“Black men? We’re good with everybody.”

June laughed.

“Actually, I got four little brothers. And an older sister. You didn’t know that, did ya?” Marshall reached up and pulled at Eddie’s lip and ear. “Bertie helped Ma with the cooking and the washing, and I took care of the babies. We had some adventures, my brothers and me, because I didn’t have no sense with the first ones.”

“You have four brothers? Are they all in Alabama?”

“Most of ’em. We lost Jacob. He died just before I came out here.”

June waited, wondering if Eddie would tell her, but not wanting to ask. Not sure she could ask.

He lifted Marshall into the air.

“How you doing, little guy? You gonna grow up in a casino, with your pretty momma and your rich daddy? You gonna run this place someday, Marshall Moses Dibb? You gonna be the rich daddy?”

Eddie was talking to Marshall in a low rumble that was almost a croon, but he didn’t look at June. He didn’t offer any more information about his brothers, about Jacob.

June sometimes thought that Eddie was probably just about as far from home as she was. Del belonged here. He grew up here, watching the casinos grow, seeing people move to southern Nevada from all over the country. So he was rooted in, part of the landscape, but she and Eddie, they had left different lives behind—so different that they were hard to imagine from here.

“Vegas is really different, isn’t it? I mean, it’s not like home.”

“I don’t know about that. Vegas is a hell of a lot like Alabama some days. A hell of a different, and a hell of the same. That’s what I think.”

June was quiet. Vegas wasn’t like her hometown. She shook off the thought, and danced a few steps toward Eddie. “Want me to show you the mambo?”

“You going to show me the mambo?”

“Yeah. I got pretty good in Havana. At least, that’s what people said.”

She smiled her devastating June smile, and Eddie laughed. He whistled a little mambo rhythm, and she took Marshall from him. The baby laughed and waved his arms wildly, trying to clap, or catch his fetching mom’s cheek. She rubbed her nose on his face, and he opened his mouth and slobbered on her chin.

“Marshall, that move is not going to take you very far.”

She held the baby in front of her and swung his feet from side to side as she stepped and turned. Eddie sang a few lines. June was happy.

After awhile, she stopped dancing and set Marshall on her hip.

“Let’s go home, baby man. Let’s go home and make some dinner for Daddy.”

Eddie looked at June straight, held her eyes a minute, but she simply shifted Marshall’s weight, winked, and left.
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She and Del were working late when the call came in. The count was down at the poker tables, and Del was worried that someone was running a game while he was busy at meetings in Carson City; it would be bad if one of their own dealers was in on it. All this left Del quieter and cooler than normal. He wasn’t one to get worked up, but June knew he was bothered; that his mind was spinning. She had returned to the El Capitan after dinner to keep him company, and even though Marshall would have been asleep for hours by now, she was anxious to get home. When the phone on Del’s desk rang suddenly, she felt slightly irritated, not alarmed. Then she heard him telling the operator that yes, June was here, go ahead and put someone through.

Del’s voice dropped lower. He was asking questions. He shot a look at her across the hall, and her heart dropped. Something was wrong.

It was her father. Dead beside her mother in bed. Maybe a heart attack. Or a stroke. No sound at all. Her mom had just tried to give him a push, move him from where he had rolled in the center of their bed, and he was gone. Her mom was confused on the phone; she’d called the police, she was about to call June’s aunt. She said she could hear the siren coming down the street, and hung up before June could take the receiver from Del.

June’s body turned to stone. Tears trickled down her cheeks as Del repeated what her mother had said. She concentrated on the possibility that this was not true. Her mother panicked easily—how many times had she panicked at something June had done?—so perhaps her father was not dead. When the ambulance driver examined him, perhaps he would be revived. They would laugh together at the fright her mom had given her.

Del reached out to hold her, but June stood stiffly. To fold into Del would be to believe it was true, and she did not believe it. Her mom was in shock, it was the middle of the night for her, she had called before the ambulance even arrived. Del stroked her head. “June, I’m sorry,” he said, and then, “June, it’s true,” because of course he already knew what she was thinking.

She stepped back then, and Del said he needed ten minutes before they could go home. He had to take something to the safe. He would make the flight arrangements from the house. June thought she could not bear to be alone, even a moment, but she nodded yes, and then she walked upstairs, to the back of the casino, and knocked on Eddie’s apartment door.

He was getting ready for his late show, and a woman was with him. When June told him, he wrapped her in a big bear hug, and rocked back and forth. June shuddered there. She saw the surprise in the woman’s eyes.

“You’re going home, June. You’re going home, but you’ll be back. You’ll be okay.”

“He never saw Marshall.”

She could hardly get the words out.

Eddie held her. And he hummed as he did it. Just a soft hum, and a rock.

“I didn’t take him home, Eddie. We went to Cuba. But I didn’t take him home.”

Eddie didn’t reply. Just the hum, the rock. They stood that way for long minutes, June collapsed into Eddie’s rocking, and eventually the woman looked away from them, and then she left the room. When June stepped away from Eddie, they were alone. She looked at him—the tears had swollen her eyes nearly shut—and Eddie looked back, his eyes moist, and June thought that if not for Eddie, maybe she wouldn’t have stayed in Las Vegas after all. Maybe she didn’t like running a casino that much, and what did it mean that Eddie Knox was the person who held her while she cried on the night her father died?
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June and Marshall were in New Jersey for two months. Marshall learned to crawl there, and June tried to share this with Del.

“How’s our little man?”

“He wants to crawl. I’m trying to keep him from doing it. But if I set him on the ground, he rolls on his tummy, sticks up his bottom, and starts waving his arms and legs to get going. When I’m holding him, he flips down and reaches out to the floor. He’s just set on it.”

“Why would you stop him?”

“I want you to see it. I don’t want you to miss this.”

“It’s okay, June. It’s good for your mom to see. And I’ve got a lot going on here.”

Sometimes June wasn’t sure quite what Del meant. She tried to shake off the way her husband’s voice on the phone made her uneasy. Del loved her, he loved Marshall, they talked every night. But there was something in his voice; some distraction even when he was saying he loved her. What did Del feel?
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Marshall crawled across her mother’s kitchen, started to pull himself up on the chairs, grew out of the overalls June had brought with her. And still they stayed in New Jersey. Still Del did not insist they come home. Lying awake at night, with her son asleep beside her, June thought often of her father. She remembered how it had felt to hold his dry, bony hand, and how his brow would wrinkle when he asked her about what the teacher had said, about what the neighbor had reported, about what her best friend’s mother had suggested.

“June,” he used to ask, “what are you thinking?”

And sometimes June would feel bad, and she wished she knew what she had been thinking, or why she had done what she did. But other times, she would flash her blinding smile, laugh, say, “Poppa, it was fun.”

June’s father was an amateur photographer. He had built a darkroom in the basement and spent his evenings there. When she was very small, she hadn’t even known he was home. She thought he went to work after dinner the way he did after lunch. Later, when she knew he was in the basement, she’d been afraid to follow him down into it. An eerie red light glowed when he opened the darkroom door, and often it smelled as if he were striking matches, so in June’s mind, the darkroom was associated with fire. In second grade, a new girl in school told June about hell, and when she described the fires where sinners would burn, howling and howling without ever being incinerated, June thought of the basement, and pictured her father, with his sore red hands, as the flaming miscreant. It made her cry. Hazel, the new girl, took this as the sign of a guilty conscience, and for the next four months, until she left the school as abruptly as she had arrived, she called June “sinner” under her breath.

Hazel frightened her, because by eight, June already had the sense that she wasn’t quite good. Why couldn’t she wear a dress that her mother had carefully sewn and pleated without tearing the skirt or getting ink on the pale cotton? How did she lose her book on the way to school, and why did pencils break and cups drop and pages get ripped whenever she came near? June was easily distracted by the sense of things: the rub of a neatly stitched hem on her thigh, the round, hard smoothness of that pencil, the sound of paper fibers splitting one from the other, the intoxicating scent of a pink flower shooting out of a crack in the sidewalk. The idea that her parents had somehow ended up with the wrong little girl—one who was hapless and pell-mell when they were deliberative and precise—had already formed vaguely in her mind.

The great work of her father’s photography was June’s own childhood: hundreds of two-inch black-and-white squares, carefully documenting a little girl with perfectly combed hair sitting at a piano, a baby lifting her dark head to stare at the white muzzle of a whiskery dog, three children dressed as Indians with feathers stuck in their headbands, a toddler resting a fat finger on the base of a flickering menorah. Her father’s photos were perfect. In seventy years, they would still be detailed representations of a time hardly anyone remembered, but to June, even as a child, they spoke to her mostly as depictions of how she was meant to be: clean and silent and still, instead of rumpled and impetuous and inclined to pull at any stray thread.

And yet she had been loved. Her quiet, careful parents, not given to demonstrative acts, had somehow made this clear. She was loved.

So how could she have gone so long between visits? How could she have left them at all? She didn’t know. If there was any answer, it was that she hadn’t done any of it—as she hadn’t knocked over the cup, as she hadn’t lost her sweater—she had merely lived, from this moment to the next, in this day or that, and there had been so much to attract her gossamer attention. June didn’t think forward and back in quite the way that her parents did, but when this caught up with her, when she had made some error she would never have chosen to make, if she had thought it possible for her father to die without seeing Marshall—for her father to die at all—then she grieved her lack of foresight. And again she felt like the little girl who broke the pencils and snorted at the teacher and said the wrong thing when the rabbi asked what it was that a child should do.

“June, what are you thinking?”

“Poppa, it isn’t thinking at all.”

[image: Images]

So she stumbled through this time, with Marshall doing something new every week, and her mother thrilled with every sound and gesture. Now and then, her mom would pull out a jacket and say, “Would you like to take this to Del?” or “I’m going to give these shoes to the auxiliary; is that fine?”

Their days filled up with visits. Nearly everyone she’d ever known was still in Clinton Hill, but they didn’t ask about her life in Nevada. Perhaps Vegas was a taboo, embarrassing to ask about, like whether or not she was a virgin when she and Walter got married (of course not) or whether Leon Kronenberg had really felt her breast (he had, more than once).

It rankled her that people found it awkward to talk about Vegas. She imagined that they looked at her and thought instead of the showgirls in Minsky’s Follies. They disapproved, when topless dancers were not that big a deal, though it was amazing when they all walked out in a line, their backs to the audience, and then spun around in unison, pasties whirling. All those beautiful girls, tall, with long legs and false eyelashes—the effect was dramatic. It did surprise one.

Of course, people here would not approve of the way she and Del lived, the things they did: Marshall in his playpen in a casino, the late nights in a club, the drinks and the cash and the energy of it all. June wanted not to care about this—nobody would ever expect she did care—but it lingered in her mind.

Finally, she bought her own ticket back and didn’t tell Del or her mother until after it was done. Once she had made the decision, she could feel sad about leaving Clinton Hill. Something in her responded to this place: to its gray sky, its squawk of seagulls over the bay, its light, its air, the way people talked, even the smell of the tanneries in summer. These all moved her, they were so familiar, and yet it was impossible. Vegas was her home now.
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Del picked her up at the airport.

June was anxious, so her hands shook. She walked down the stairs from the plane with Marshall in her arms. He looked suddenly like a little boy, wearing red pants and a blue jacket. He had on shiny cordovan shoes, with laces, which June had bought him in New York. She was wearing a brown-and-white dress, with a wide patent belt, and a small hat pinned on the side of her head. She had given a lot of thought to their appearance. She was rarely nervous, but here she was, about to see her husband, to show him his adored son, and she felt light-headed and wondered if they were wanted.

Del was standing in the sun about twenty feet back from the bottom of the jet stairs, just behind a woman and her two children who were waiting for someone else. He looked uneasy too. He had his hat in his hands, and when he saw them, he raised it high, as if to wave them in. June relaxed and held up her hand, and Marshall dug his face into her shoulder and kicked his new shoes into her stomach. Then Del was holding them both, and he was kissing her head and kissing Marshall, and Marshall was not sure whether to laugh or cry, and June couldn’t remember why she had been afraid; why she had imagined that Del had not missed her.

“Well, my grown-up man. What tricks have you got to show your dad?”

Del had Marshall in his arms, he was grinning, and Marshall seemed to remember him; he dropped his face toward Del, and their heads cracked together, like a shot. Marshall started to cry, and June made a sound, and Del rubbed his head ruefully. Then June reached up and kissed Del, and he kissed her back, and she felt the warmth of it right through her middle, and knew she was right. This was where she belonged. Where Marshall belonged. She was so glad to be home.
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On the day Ray Jackson was killed, June was at the house with Marshall. When the door opened, she expected Del to be bringing ice cream, but instead, her husband stumbled in, looking raw and panicked in a way she had never seen. He wrapped his arms around her and cried. When he finally spoke, his words were almost unintelligible. Just for an instant, June wondered how Del would react if something ever happened to her.

He choked out that Ray had been shot—by some lousy drunk, a drifter—and June thought that Ray must have had the night’s take with him. When he was in town, he took the money to the bank for Del. It could have been Del. It could have been Del who was shot. Later, June questioned this thought. Cora slipped that Ray had been on his way home from the bank when it happened, and Leo told the pit bosses not to bring their kids in to swim for a while.

That didn’t sound like a drifter.

But that first day, when she barely recognized her husband for the enormity of his grief, June kept silent about the relief that flooded her, imagining that it had been a drifter after the take, and that somehow, incredibly, it had not been Del with the cash that morning.

Del’s friendship with Ray was part of the life he had lived before her. She knew how much he meant to her husband, but she didn’t really know him. He was on the payroll. Security. He went back and forth between LA and Las Vegas. Whatever Ray did for Del rarely put him at the El Capitan, and when he was there, he was formal with June. He called her ma’am, in a way that made her feel silly. She didn’t want him to treat her this way, and yet she hadn’t known how to make him stop. The few times she had tried, smiling or laughing or offering an inside joke about Del, he had been quiet, and she had felt embarrassed.

Ray had the capacity to be still. Twice, June hadn’t even realized he was in a room with her. He was large and very dark, and June had seen him dance, sinuous and graceful. He spoke softly, even when everyone around him was excited, or in the middle of a casino floor, with the racket of dealers calling bets and coins dropping into bins. There had been only one time when Ray had treated June with any familiarity. She was pregnant with Marshall, and unexpectedly, he had placed a thick finger on her stomach and then leaned in to whisper how glad he was that she and Del would have a child. This gesture had moved June; somehow he cared for her baby.

Of course, Ray had children of his own—two or three; she wasn’t sure. In all these years, she and Del had never had him and his wife to dinner, the two had never joined them at their booth in the Midnight Room. This seemed strange now, that June would not know someone Del loved so deeply, that she would have met Ray’s wife only once, that she would not know his children’s names or exactly how old they were. When she returned his wife’s ring a few months after they were married, June suggested to Del that they all go out to dinner, but Del looked at her oddly—where would they have gone?—and said that he would send the ring over with one of the casino hosts. June should pick out some flowers, and perhaps a hat. Ray’s wife liked hats.

So June had ordered an extravagantly expensive hat from New York, and she thought Del might comment on the price, but instead he simply thanked her for choosing it.
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In the weeks that followed, June worried about Ray’s wife and his children. She asked Del if they could do something for them, and he answered sharply that of course he already had.

“How’s Augusta?” June asked, the name unfamiliar on her lips.

“Not very well,” he said, in a clipped way that hurt June. After that first day, when Del had sobbed against her, he had not shared his feelings about Ray. It was as if he were angry at her for not caring in the way he cared, though she had done everything she could: sent flowers, attended the funeral, dressed Marshall in a navy-blue suit though the church was small and hot, and he had struggled fiercely to get out of her arms.

Ray’s oldest child, a girl, had jumped into Del’s embrace after the funeral. This startled June, and Marshall had burst into tears, so June had walked away to console him without learning the little girl’s name, without getting a chance to talk to Ray’s wife. She wondered if this is what had made Del angry.
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If it wasn’t a drifter, who was it?

Who would kill Ray Jackson? Who would kill anyone associated with Hugh?

Hugh had put up the money for the El Capitan. He lived in LA and didn’t come to Las Vegas because there had been some problem in the past; some reason he couldn’t return to Nevada. Ray handled things with Hugh.

June didn’t like Hugh, and she had been grateful that it was Ray who took care of what the man needed, and she wondered whether Del would now be the one to go back and forth to LA to see him.

She wanted to ask her husband about this—to ask Del what Hugh knew of Ray’s death, to ask him what Hugh might do in response—but Del was closed and angry these days, and she didn’t dare. He had asked her to stay home with Marshall for a few weeks until things quieted down—whatever that meant—and working at home, doing the books while the new maid, Binnie, made Marshall’s lunch or set him down for a nap, June wondered about Hugh.

Eddie had once asked Del about him. They’d all been drinking—even Del was a little in his cups—and Eddie asked how Del and Ray had ended up working with Hugh. June was surprised when Del answered. He never talked about Hugh, and sometimes he didn’t even acknowledge that he knew him when his name came up in conversation.

Del told Eddie that it started when he and Ray were just kids, maybe twelve. Hugh had come to the casino where they worked. He was in his midtwenties, and he’d been on his own awhile. He already had a reputation.

“How much this place pay you?” Hugh said to Ray.

“Thirty cents an hour.”

“And him?”

“Forty.”

Hugh looked from Ray to Del and back to Ray again.

“You’re bigger than your friend. How come you making thirty cents?”

Ray didn’t say anything. Kept his head down.

“Shut up, Hugh,” said Del.

“Shut up? You telling me to shut up?”

“Yeah. Shut up.”

“Those are dangerous words, Skinny.” Hugh moved closer to Del, near enough to speak in his ear. “You think you’re safe ’cause of your friend? Your friend who isn’t making as much money as you are?”

“Ray and I split our pay.”

Hugh whistled. “Is that so?”

Neither Del nor Ray said a word.

“That true, Ray? He give you a nickel for every hour he works?”

“Yup.”

Del stepped away from Hugh, then leaned down to pick up another crate and go back to work.

“Well, that’s another thing altogether.”

Ray joined Del. Hugh didn’t move, just watched the two boys.

“How’d you guys like to make a dollar an hour? Each?”

“Yeah, right. You gonna pay us a dollar an hour, Hugh?” Del was mad. He didn’t want any trouble with Hugh, and his grandmother would take a belt to his backside just for talking to him.

“I might. If you’re up to it.”

“What we got to do?” said Ray.

“Collect some tickets. That’s all. Just the tickets. No money.”

And June gathered that that was how it all started. Del and Ray collected the slips of paper on which people wrote down their bets, and dropped them off with Hugh at night. Somebody else collected the money. It wasn’t until Del got a lot older that he ever collected any money.

By the time Vegas got too risky for Hugh—by the time he was well known for a short and dangerous fuse—he and Ray and Del had been working together for more than fifteen years. Hugh was making a lot of money, running a lot of games. But the county and the state were cracking down. They wanted to keep the feds out of Nevada, and guys like Hugh made that tougher. It was Hugh who figured out that the real money was going to be in the legal casinos; that Del should get one of the new gaming licenses, that he was the only one of the three who could.

So Del had applied for the license, and eventually Hugh put up the money for the El Capitan. Mostly he stayed in California, where he was safe from the Nevada authorities, and it was Ray who attended to whatever Hugh wanted done. For years, June had seen Hugh only in the middle of the night, in their living room, and always with a couple of men standing bodyguard.

Very early on, though, she’d met Hugh in more ordinary circumstances. He’d come to a show when she and Del were dating, and after they said their good-byes, just as he started down the street, Hugh turned and called, “You bet, Del. She’s perfect. She’s gonna be just perfect!”

It irritated her to remember this. The way he’d spoken as if she weren’t there. Who was Hugh to say something about who Del was dating? And why had Del let him?

“I don’t like Hugh,” she had told Del that night. “I don’t like him at all.”

“Well, that’s good. He’s not someone you should like. But don’t worry about it. You’re not gonna have to worry about Hugh, darlin’.”

She had liked the way Del said “darlin’.”
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At lunch, Shirley said that it was nice how colored people could sing and all, but that didn’t make it right that white and colored should mix in a restaurant. Nancy said that nobody did anything when Harry Belafonte swam in the Thunderbird pool, but that the Flamingo had burned Lena Horne’s sheets after letting her stay in a room. Shirley said it all came back to money: that the casinos made so much money on the colored performers, they would let them do anything. Sleep in the hotels, play at the tables; Lena Horne’s kids swam in the pool all day long. Colored entertainers used to always stay in one of the rooming houses on the Westside, and then some of them had refused. They brought in so much money, what could the casino hosts do?

And there was going to be trouble, Nancy said, now there was that colored dentist saying he was the head of the N-A-A-C-P in Las Vegas. She drew out the offending letters slowly, enunciating each one, and hitting the final two sounds slightly harder.

June was silent. She was silent more and more now. Now that Del had made it clear he wasn’t going to hire any Negroes for the front of the house. Del said he couldn’t. It was wrong, but he couldn’t fight every battle. He had to keep the El Capitan going. A lot of people’s jobs were at stake. And what about all of the people that worked in the back of the house? June wouldn’t be doing much for them if people stopped coming to the El Capitan.
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Eddie was out of town more than he was in. Hadn’t even showed up for one of his weeks in the showroom last month, and didn’t even bother to explain when he came back. He looked bad. June didn’t want to know what he was doing, or what he might be on.

But when he was at the El Capitan, the days Eddie stayed in the apartment, she went and found him there. Sometimes, she brought Marshall, who was two now and called Eddie “Master Knox.” June didn’t like this, but Eddie thought it was funny. June had wanted Marshall to call him Uncle, but Eddie had looked at her as if she were daft, so she had told Marshall to say Mister, which he had turned into Master. Now he climbed on his knee, put his fat white hands on Eddie’s cheeks, and told Master Knox about the rabbits in the park.

Eddie was good with Marshall even when his eyes were shot through with red, and his clothes smelled and his hair, and even when he couldn’t keep down anything June fixed.

And Eddie was good with June, too.

They didn’t talk about their troubles. June didn’t tell him that things were different with Del; that she was alone most of the time. Eddie never told her what was bothering him—what the women troubles were, or the money problems, or how damn sick he was of living in a town like Vegas.
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