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For my dad, Butch Penry, who knew how to build special things, and my mom, Mary Penry, who knew how to keep them running! 
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​Chapter 1 — Johnny's Letter
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Hi Dani:

It's past midnight, and the TV is on with the sound low.

I don't remember turning it on. Some cable news show, and they've got a panel talking about the Axiom rollout like it's a space launch — four people at a desk, very serious, very impressed with themselves, and there on the screen behind them is a clip of me. Me at thirty-four. Voice like I still had everything ahead of me.

They play it for maybe three seconds. Then they play another one.

That second clip is new. I don't recognize it because I didn't make it. Axiom made it. Their system took everything I recorded between 1983 and 1991, everything that Rock Jam owned on paper, and trained itself on the whole of it, and then it made something that sounds like me singing a song I never wrote.

I sat there, and I had to look twice.

You asked me last week for the story behind the story. You said you didn't want the press release version — you wanted what actually happened and why. I told you I'd think about it. This is me thinking about it.

Don't publish any of this until after tomorrow. If the show goes wrong, burn it. If it goes right, do whatever you want with it — but I want you to have it from me, in my own words, before anybody else gets to say what this was.

Tomorrow, I drive to Anderson, Indiana, and I get on a stage for the first time in eleven years.

— — —
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You know who I am, so I'll skip that part. What you might not know is that I've been living in Guntersville, Alabama, for going on twelve years, in a house on the lake that I bought with the first real royalty check I ever saw, and that for most of those twelve years I have been exactly nobody in particular. I drive forty-seven miles to the nearest decent grocery store. The guy at the bait shop is named Terrance, and Terrance has never once asked me to play anything. The lake in the morning is flat and grey and quiet, and I like all three of those things.

I thought I was done. With stages, with all of it. After Frankfurt, after the contracts, after the years of watching everything we built get picked apart and repackaged into something that looked like Stone Cold Sober but wasn't — I moved here, and I put the guitar in the back room, and I fished, and I slept, and I watched a lot of bad television, and I thought: that's enough. That's an honest ending.

Then Jack Kent called.

— — —
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Jack is Michael's son. Michael was our soundman. Was the soundman. Still is, technically, though he mostly does church sound now out of Anderson, has for years. Jack grew up backstage with us, learned bass from Bobby before he could drive, and let Cheryl read him to sleep on the tour bus when he was six. He went to law school because he told his father once that somebody was going to come for it someday, and somebody had to know how to fight.

He was right. He didn't know it would take thirty years.

Jack called me last spring and told me what Axiom was planning. I already knew some of it — you'd have to be blind not to see where this was going — but I didn't know the scope. A posthumous album. A hologram tour. A subscription service where you could generate new Stone Cold Sober songs on demand, in my voice, with Cheryl's lyrical style, forever, no end date. He read me the language from the 1988 contract renewal. I remembered signing it. I remembered the room — a lawyer's office in Chicago, Vance at the end of the table in a good suit, me with a cast on my wrist from the Frankfurt thing, Cheryl signing because she had to, because we had no other option.

"Future format," Vance had said, when somebody asked about the clause. "We're talking about cassette tapes."

I told Jack I wasn't interested.

He said okay and hung up. I went back to fishing, and three weeks later, he called again and said Cheryl wanted to talk to me. I said I'd call her back, but I didn't. Then she called me herself and said, "I have something you need to hear." Not a question. Cheryl never asks when she means to say.

She drove the Spyder down to Guntersville. It took her most of a day. She pulled up to the dock, and I walked out, and we stood there for a minute looking at each other, and she looked exactly like herself, which is a thing I mean as a complete statement. Then she reached into the passenger seat and handed me a cassette tape in a plastic case, and the label, in Michael's handwriting, said Sept 14, 1989.

— — —
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I need to tell you something about that tape.

In September of 1989, I had been home from Frankfurt for about six months. I was not doing well. I was managing, which is different. Michael had a garage in Anderson with a workbench, a half-built signal board, and the smell of solder and machine oil, and he would let me sit in there without talking, which was what I needed. One night, I picked up the guitar and started playing something, and Michael just quietly hit record on his old reel-to-reel and let it go. I played for maybe forty minutes. Most of it was nothing. But in the middle of it, there was something that felt like a song, or the beginning of one: a verse and a half. No chorus. No title. I never went back to it.

What Michael had on that tape was the beginning.

What Cheryl had in the Spyder was the rest.

She'd found the lyric in her box of papers from that year — she keeps everything, always has, receipts and napkins and notes in her own handwriting and mine and pieces of songs that never went anywhere — and she'd spent the winter finishing it. She'd written the chorus. She'd written the second verse, the bridge, and the ending. She hadn't told me she was doing it. She just did it, and then she drove it down to my dock on a Tuesday and handed it to me.

I stood there and read what she'd written, and I didn't say anything for a while.

Then I said, "I'll go."

— — —
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What I want to say about Anderson is this.

I grew up there. My father worked third shift at Delco Battery for twenty-two years and lost about thirty percent of his hearing in the process. I had an amp in his garage by the time I was sixteen because he thought it mattered. There was a golf course called Killbuck that my friend Butch Morgan had helped build on Madison County farmland in 1967, and it opened in the spring of '68. Butch's daughter, Cheryl, grew up in that clubhouse, doing her homework at a corner table and writing down everything she heard. And there was a bar in Chesterfield called Mabel's, where we played our first real gigs, where the factory men came after their shifts and sat in booths and talked, and where Bobby Miller learned to read a crowd the way a good pilot reads weather, mostly by feel.

Everything we ever wrote came out of that place. Not Mabel's specifically. The whole of it. Killbuck in the morning. Delco at night. The men who showed up to our gigs in their work jackets and sang our songs back to us like the songs already belonged to them, which they did. They were right about that.

Axiom doesn't know any of this. Their system listened to fifty-three hours of recordings and learned the shape of what we made, and it's very good at the shape, I'll give it that. But the shape is not the thing. The shape is what's left after the thing has already happened.

— — —
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I want to be honest with you about the fear.

I'm afraid that I'll walk onto that stage tomorrow and people will see the version of me from 1991 — the myth, the legend, the story that's been sitting in amber for thirty-odd years — and they won't be able to see the man standing in front of them. I'm afraid that everything Axiom has done has made that worse, has made the myth so vivid and so clean that the real thing will look like a disappointment by comparison. I'm sixty-four years old. I sound like a sixty-four-year-old man. I have not been on a stage since the Evansville show in 2013, and that one ended badly.

I'm afraid of becoming nostalgic. Not because nostalgia is bad — people need to remember things, that's real — but because nostalgia is past tense. It's a thing that was. I'm still here. And the song Cheryl finished, the one we're going to play tomorrow for the first time in front of anybody, that song didn't exist a week ago. There is no version of it in the Axiom database. There is no training data for it. Whatever happens when we play it, it will be the first time it has ever happened anywhere.

That matters to me more than I know how to say.

— — —
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I've got pages here that I've been writing for the last three hours, and most of them are crossed out. I keep trying to say the right thing, and I keep saying too much or not enough. What I want to say is simple, actually.

We built something in Anderson, Indiana, in the 1980s. Not just the band — the band was just the part with microphones. The whole town built it. Factory workers, golf course groundskeepers, and a woman named Mabel who ran the best bar in Madison County and let us play when we were terrible and threw us out when we needed to be. A man named Butch understood that you don't save a place by freezing it in time; you save it by giving people somewhere to gather next. Cheryl, who wrote down everything so none of it would get lost, who finished a song I abandoned in 1989 because she knew it wasn't done.

A corporation looked at what we built and saw an asset. They were not wrong that it was valuable. They were wrong about what made it that way.

Tomorrow is the argument. Not a speech. Not a lawsuit, though Jack has plenty of those ready too. Just the argument you can only make one way: by being there. By being real. By playing the song.

— — —
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The TV's still on. It's almost three. I should sleep.

One more thing, and then I'm done.

The song Cheryl finished — I've been calling it the Tobacco Tin Song, after the device Michael built to capture it that night in the garage, just a name for the cassette, nothing official. I don't know what we'll call it when it's out. Maybe nothing. Maybe it only exists tomorrow night, and that's enough.

But here's what I know about it. When Cheryl handed me those pages on the dock, and I read what she'd written, I recognized it. Not from 1989 — from before that. From the thing the song had always been trying to say, the thing I couldn't find the words for because I was too young or too scared or too far from home. She found them. She had them written down in a box somewhere for thirty years, waiting for me to be ready to hear them.

I'm ready.

Tomorrow I drive to Anderson.

— Johnny

Guntersville, Alabama

Night before the show
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​Chapter 2 — Church Groups 

[image: ]


— — —
[image: ]


The first thing they had to do was get the rocks out.

This was 1967, late spring, and the land was 160 acres of Madison County farmland, just west of Anderson, that General Motors had acquired the previous fall. GM ran four plants in Madison County and employed a third of the city's working population, and someone in the corporate offices had decided that what their workforce needed was somewhere to go. Not just a golf course. Something bigger than that. A place.

They needed someone who knew how to build one.

— — —
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Butch Morgan was thirty years old in the spring of 1967, and golf was in his blood the way it is in some families — completely, without explanation. He had grown up on the east side of Anderson, working class, the son of a factory man who played every chance he got and spent his evenings in the garage making brass putters by hand. The whole family played — his mother, his sister, everyone. His father's putters were good enough that men at Grandview asked where they could get one. Butch grew up understanding that the game and the craft of it were the same thing, that how a club felt in the hands was as important as how you swung it.

He graduated from Anderson High School in 1955 and, in that same year, won the Indiana High School Golf Championship. His picture went up on the wall of fame at the Wigwam, alongside the basketball players and the track men, and it stayed there. He was the first golfer on that wall.

He never tried the tour. He didn't want to. The tour meant living out of a suitcase and chasing exemptions from city to city, and Butch was an Anderson man. He went to work as an assistant professional at Grandview Golf Club under Wayne Hensley, the head pro, one of the best teachers in the state. He learned everything Hensley could teach him and developed the rest on his own — a particular ability to read the land, to understand drainage and grade, and to know what grass needed to do what you wanted it to do. By 1965, he had his PGA card and had been running Grandview's lesson program for two years.

When GM called in early 1967, he drove out to the property on a Tuesday morning, walked it alone for three hours, and called GM's project manager from a payphone on the way home.

He said he could build it. He said he knew exactly what it needed.

He also said he wanted to build something more than a golf course.

— — —
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The rocks came first.

Before equipment could touch the ground, every rock that forty years of frost heave had worked up through the clay had to come out by hand. GM paid the church groups to do it — First Lutheran, St. Mary's, the Wesleyan congregation on Fourteenth Street. They organized the labor, and GM paid them by the hour. On Saturdays starting in June, the flatbed trailers were filled, then returned empty and filled again. Teenagers complained about the rocks. They showed up the next Saturday anyway. The older men worked without much talk.

Butch was out there every Saturday, not hauling rocks but walking the property, watching the ground emerge from the cleared clay, adjusting his plans as the land revealed itself to him. The drainage problem through what would become the third fairway turned out to be a feature — a natural grade he could use. He redesigned the hole on a Tuesday morning, standing in the mud, and felt the particular satisfaction of a man who had found what he was looking for in a place he hadn't expected it.

The bunker sand came from South Carolina. Butch insisted on it. The local sand was compacted and didn't drain, and he wasn't building something that would behave badly. Dozens of rail cars arrived over several days in October; the South Carolina sand was offloaded at the Anderson freight depot and hauled out to the property in loads. People stopped on their way to work to watch. That was when the skeptics went quiet.

— — —
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Killbuck opened in the spring of 1968.

Eighteen holes, built to a standard that would have held up anywhere in the state. A proper clubhouse with a pro shop and a snack bar where Mary Morgan — Butch's wife, a golfer herself, a woman who had the same feel for a room that Butch had for a fairway — ran everything behind the counter with the efficiency of someone who had been doing it her whole life. She knew every member's handicap within a month. She knew their usual orders, their children's names, which ones needed reminding about the dress code, and which ones you left alone.

The golf course was the anchor. But Butch had always meant for it to be more than that.

The park spread across the eastern half of the property — a proper park, built to the same standard as the course, the kind of thing Anderson had never quite had before. Shelter houses with picnic tables are solid and well-maintained. A softball field with a real infield and bleachers. Playground equipment that people drove across the county to let their children use, the nicest in the state by most accounts, set in a wide grass clearing with shade trees along the edges.

A creek ran along the far edge of the property where the cottonwoods grew thick, cold, and clear enough that you could fish in it, and kids did, all summer long, with cane poles and coffee cans of worms and no particular ambition beyond the sitting.

And the train. A miniature train on a quarter mile of track that wound through the park — not the golf course, the park — past the shelter houses and along the creek bank and around a long curve through the cottonwoods and back again. You bought your tickets at the putt-putt shack near the entrance, and on summer weekends, the line stretched back to the parking lot. Hank Kent, a machinist at Delco Remy who had been building model trains since before the war, had designed and built the whole thing and installed it himself. It ran every summer afternoon, and into the evenings, and on Sunday mornings when the golfers were still on the back nine, you could hear it coming from two hundred yards away.

On Saturday nights in the summer, when the light finally gave out and the fireflies came up, Killbuck showed movies on the hill.

It was a gentle slope on the south end of the park, grass kept short, and families spread their blankets, set up their lawn chairs, and settled in with their coolers and whatever was playing on the sheet they'd hung between two poles; half the crowd wasn't really watching. They were just there. Together. In the warm dark, with the sound coming from the speakers and the kids running the edges of the crowd until they wore themselves out and came back and fell asleep on the blankets.

This was what Butch had built. Not just a golf club. A place where Anderson came to be Anderson.

— — —
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Butch and Mary ran it together the way they ran everything — without much discussion, each doing what needed doing, overlapping where they had to and staying out of each other's way where they didn't. Butch was on the course in the mornings before anyone else arrived, walking the fairways, checking the greens, talking to the grounds crew in the unhurried way of a man who has nowhere more important to be. Mary had the snack bar open and the pro shop ready before the first member pulled into the lot.

They had a daughter named Cheryl who grew up doing her homework at the corner table in the clubhouse, who knew every employee and every regular member by name before she was ten, who spent her summers running the park the way the other kids did — fishing in the creek, riding the train, lying on the hill on Saturday nights watching movies she'd already seen twice. She had a notebook. She wrote down what she heard and what she saw, what people said when they thought nobody was listening, what it looked like when the members came in on a Tuesday evening after work and changed their shoes in the parking lot and walked out onto the fairways like they were setting something down that had been heavy all day.

She put it all in a box. She always had.

— — —
[image: ]


What Butch had understood from the beginning, without ever saying it plainly, was that a place like this was an argument. An argument against the idea that Anderson was just a factory town, just a place people lived between shifts. It was an argument made in fairways and bunker sand and a miniature train and a hill where families spread their blankets on Saturday nights, and it didn't need anyone to stand up and make the case because the case was self-evident to anyone who spent a summer there.

GM had funded it. GM believed in Anderson because GM was Anderson, and GM was growing.

That equation would hold for a long time. Long enough for children to grow up at Killbuck, have their own children, and bring them back. Long enough for Cheryl to fill box after box with everything she'd heard and seen and written down. Long enough for a boy named Johnny Cross to mow the fairways one summer in the early 1980s and listen to the members talk after their rounds, and carry what he heard home with him, and eventually turn it into something.

The rocks they had pulled out of the ground in the summer of 1967 were piled along the north fence line where the cottonwoods grew up around them. Butch never had them moved.

You ought to know what you built something on.

In 1968, Anderson believed it was a growing city that would continue to grow. The belief was real. What it was built on was real.

The rest came later.
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​Chapter 3 — Summer Leagues
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By the late 1970s, Killbuck on a Tuesday evening in June was the best argument Anderson had for itself.

The league teed off at five-thirty, right after the Delco shifts turned over, and by six, the parking lot was full and the smell of cut grass mixed with cigarette smoke, and somebody always had a cooler in the back of their truck. The men came in their work clothes or changed in the lot, swapping their boots for golf shoes on the bumpers of their cars, moving with the particular looseness of people who had been on their feet all day and were now doing something voluntary. Something chosen.

Mary Morgan had the pro shop open and the snack counter running from four o'clock on. She moved behind the counter with the ease of a woman who had been doing this for ten years and knew exactly what was needed before anyone asked — a sleeve of balls, a beer from the cooler, a bandage for the blister on the third finger that Dave Kowalski always got by the fourth hole and never thought to prevent. She knew every member by name and most of their families, and she had a particular way of listening to a complaint that made the person feel heard without actually agreeing with anything they'd said.

The snack bar did real business on league nights. Hot dogs and chips and cold drinks and whatever Mary had decided to make that week — sometimes chili in a paper cup, sometimes a sheet cake for somebody's birthday, once, memorably, a full pan of baked mostaccioli that was gone in twenty minutes. She ran the counter and the pro shop simultaneously, moving between them without hurry, never losing track of what she was doing.

Butch gave private lessons from three until dark — one student at a time, on the range, the way he believed lessons ought to be given. He had taken group clinics at a few clubs early in his career and found them unsatisfying, too much general advice aimed at nobody in particular. A golf swing was a specific thing belonging to a specific person with a specific body and a specific set of problems, and fixing it required undivided attention.

He taught the way Wayne Hensley had taught him — slowly, by observation, by asking questions instead of issuing corrections. He watched a student's swing for a long time before he said anything, and when he did, it was usually just one thing. He had learned early that most golfers couldn't fix five problems at once, and that giving them one thing to work on was more useful than explaining everything they were doing wrong. He was patient in the way that people are patient when they genuinely like what they're doing.

When the season ended and the course closed for winter, the lessons moved indoors. GM had built a lodge up on the hill — a proper building, stone and timber, with a fireplace and a long common room where Butch set up a hitting area and ran group clinics through the cold months. The lodge had indoor shuffleboard and pool tables, and a separate cabin that GM's production teams could reserve for off-site meetings and outings. In the winter, it became a different kind of gathering place — quieter than the summer park, more deliberate, the kind of place where men came in from the cold and stayed longer than they'd planned.

The driving range backed up to the park, and on the evenings when the wind was right, you could hear the train going by behind the tree line.

— — —
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The train was Michael Kent's responsibility by the time he was fourteen.

Hank Kent had built the thing, and Hank Kent understood every inch of it, but Hank was getting older, and the maintenance was constant. Michael had grown up watching his father work on it, the way Butch had grown up watching his father work on putters — with the kind of attention a boy understands without being told that this is something worth learning. Michael had his father's hands. He also had something his father didn't have: an instinct for diagnosing what was wrong before he opened anything up, a kind of mechanical intuition that would serve him for the rest of his life in ways unrelated to trains.

He spent his summers at Killbuck the way other kids spent theirs, playing ball or doing nothing. He knew every bolt on the locomotive and every section of track, which curve needed shimming after a hard frost, and how to read the sound of the engine to know when something wasn't right before it became something expensive. He was quiet about it, methodical, not the kind of kid who needed anyone to notice what he was doing.

Butch noticed. Butch didn't say much about it, but he noticed.

— — —
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Johnny Cross started mowing the fairways the summer he turned sixteen.

He had gotten the job through his father, who knew someone who knew Butch, the ordinary way of things in Anderson. It was hot work and early work — the mowing went from six in the morning until the leagues started, and sometimes later if a section needed double-cutting — and the pay was fair and Johnny spent most of it on guitar strings and gas money, in that order.

He liked the work in the specific way that teenagers like physical work when they're good at it and nobody's bothering them. He liked the smell of the grass and the quiet of the course before the members arrived, and he liked the way the fairways looked after he'd finished a pass, the alternating stripes of light and dark green that Butch had shown him how to lay down properly. Butch was particular about the stripes.

What Johnny didn't expect was the listening.

The members talked while they played, the way golfers do — about their rounds, their jobs, their families, Anderson, and what was happening to it. The Delco men talked about the line, the foreman, the contract, what the union was saying, what management was saying, and the distance between the two. They talked about their fathers and their sons, what they were building, and whether it would last. They talked the way men talk when they're outside, moving, and not looking directly at each other, which is the way men say the truest things.

Johnny pushed the mower and heard it all.

He didn't write it down. That was Cheryl's job, though nobody had given her the job — she'd given it to herself, long before anyone thought of it as something that needed doing. She was seventeen that summer, working the snack bar alongside her mother some evenings and sitting at her corner table with her notebook the rest of the time. She wrote down what she heard: the specific way a foreman from Inland Manufacturing described his first day on the line in 1962, the argument between two brothers-in-law on the fourth tee that nobody else seemed to be listening to, the thing Dave Kowalski said about his father that he didn't mean anyone to hear.

She had three notebooks by then. She would have thirty before it was over.

— — —
[image: ]


After the leagues, after the last groups came in, the pro shop closed, the snack bar was cleaned up, and the lights over the practice green went dark. The Delco men filtered out of the parking lot, and a good number of them ended up at Mabel's.

Mabel's Place was over in Chesterfield, twenty minutes from Killbuck, and it had been there long enough that going there after league was simply what Tuesday nights were. The two places were connected the way Anderson's institutions were — not by any formal arrangement, but by the fact that the same people kept showing up at both. Mary Morgan had known Mabel since before Killbuck opened, the way women in small cities know each other when they're both running things, which is to say completely and without illusion.

On some Tuesday nights, Charlie Doyle came into Killbuck around eight o'clock, after his union meetings let out, and sat at the picnic table by the snack bar with a beer and talked to whoever was still around. Charlie was the kind of man who was always in the middle of something — a grievance filing, a contract negotiation, a conversation he was having with management that he couldn't quite tell you about yet. He had the union man's habit of listening more than he spoke in public and speaking more than you expected in private, and the Delco men trusted him the way they trusted anyone who had stood between them and something bad and not backed down.

He and Butch would sometimes sit together at the end of the evening when the lot was almost empty. They didn't talk much. They didn't need to.

— — —
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None of them knew what they were making.

That's the thing about it. Johnny Cross, pushing his mower down the fifteenth fairway in the summer of 1979, was not thinking about songs. He was thinking about finishing the cut before the heat got too bad. Cheryl Morgan, at her corner table, was not thinking about writing a catalog of Anderson's working life. She was writing down what she heard because she heard things, and writing was what she did with them. Michael Kent was not learning the fundamentals of sound systems. He was fixing a train because the train needed fixing, and he knew how.

And Mabel's was just a bar. And Charlie's meetings were just meetings. And the Delco men talking on the fourth tee were just men complaining about the same things men had been complaining about for thirty years.

But Butch walked the course in the evenings after everyone had gone, the way he always did. Sometimes he stopped and stood in the middle of a fairway and looked back at the lights of the clubhouse and the park, the snack bar still warm, the shelter houses empty, the creek dark at the far edge of the property, the eighth-hole retention pond — what the members had taken to calling Lake Killbuck — catching the last light, and he had the feeling — not a thought exactly, more like a weather change — that something was accumulating here.

He couldn't have told you what.

He went back to checking the greens.
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​Chapter 4 — Mabel's Place
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Chesterfield, Indiana, had been in the business of the absent for a hundred years before Mabel opened her bar.

Camp Chesterfield had been drawing visitors since 1886 — a spiritualist community on the north end of town, established on the premise that the dead could speak if you knew how to listen, and that the right medium in the right room could reach across whatever distance separated the living from those who were no longer living and bring something back. People came from all over the country for it. They came for the séances and the mediums and the particular comfort of believing that the voices they had lost were still somewhere, still present, still capable of being heard. The camp was still operating, still drawing its visitors, a quiet and serious place that Chesterfield had long since folded into its identity without much ceremony.

It was the kind of thing you grew up around and stopped noticing. But Cheryl Morgan had noticed it her whole life — had grown up fifteen minutes away at Killbuck, had been brought to the camp's open grounds as a child, had understood from an early age that Chesterfield was a town people traveled to when they needed to hear something they couldn't hear anymore. She thought about this sometimes, sitting at Mabel's with her notebook, what it meant to need a voice back. What does it cost to settle for a simulation of one?

Mabel's Place was on the main road through Chesterfield, a low brick building with a gravel lot that filled up on weekday evenings and spilled onto the shoulder on Fridays, and if you drove past it without stopping, you might not have understood what you were looking at. From the outside, it was just a bar. From the inside, it was the room where Anderson exhaled.

If Camp Chesterfield was built on the idea that you could reach the absent, Mabel's was built on the opposite — on presence, on the specific irreplaceable fact of people in a room together, alive, making noise. The two places were a mile apart on the same road, and they had been running parallel for decades, and nobody in Chesterfield found this remarkable, which said something about Chesterfield that Cheryl had written down and not yet figured out how to use.

Mabel ran it the way Butch ran Killbuck — completely, from the center, without making a show of it. She was behind the bar most nights and circulating the floor the rest of the time, and she had the gift of knowing where trouble was going to start before it started and redirecting it without anyone noticing they'd been redirected. She knew her regulars the way Mary Morgan knew her members, which is to say entirely. She knew when to put a beer in front of someone and when to put coffee instead, and she knew the difference between a man who needed to talk and a man who needed to be left alone, and she was rarely wrong about which was which.

The room smelled like beer and fryer grease and cigarette smoke and the particular kind of exhaustion that comes off people who have been working hard all day and are now somewhere they don't have to be. It was not a fancy room. The bar was old wood, and the booths were vinyl, and the jukebox in the corner was the kind that still used 45s and had to be coaxed through certain tracks. But the room was right. Some bars feel like the right size for people, and bars that don't, and Mabel's was the right size — close enough that you could hear the conversation at the next table if you wanted to, big enough that you didn't have to.

— — —
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The Delco men came in after their shifts and league nights at Killbuck, in their work jackets or golf shirts, depending on the evening, and they sat in the booths and at the bar and talked. This is what people did at Mabel's. The television above the bar showed whatever game was on, and sometimes nobody was watching it, and sometimes everybody was, and Mabel adjusted the volume accordingly without being asked.

Charlie Doyle came in two or three nights a week, usually after his union meetings, and he took the back booth on the left side — the one with the sight line to the door — and people came to him there. Not all at once. One at a time, or two, sitting across from him for twenty minutes and then leaving, and somebody else sitting down. This had been happening for years, and everyone understood what it was without it needing to be explained. Charlie handled what needed handling. He had the union man's particular quality of stillness, the kind that doesn't come from having nothing to say but from having learned that saying it at the wrong moment costs you more than waiting.

Mabel brought him his coffee without being asked. He always left a fair tip.

The workers talked about their jobs the way people talk about the thing that takes the most out of them — with a mixture of grievance and pride that could shift from one to the other mid-sentence. They talked about the line, the foreman, the contract year, what was coming, and what they were owed. They talked about Anderson and their fathers, what their fathers had built, and whether what they were building would last as long. They had the specific authority of men who make things with their hands, who know the weight and feel of what they produce, and there was a kind of knowledge in the way they talked that didn't come from reading anything.

— — —
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Bobby Miller had been playing at Mabel's since he was nineteen.

He had come in on a Thursday with his bass and asked Mabel if he could play a few songs between sets on the jukebox, and Mabel had looked at him for a moment with the expression she used when she was deciding something, and then said yes. He played four songs to a room that mostly ignored him, and then a fifth that made three people at the bar stop talking and turn around, and by the sixth song, he had the room.

He learned something that night that took some musicians years to learn and some never did: that a room was a thing you had to find before you could play to it. You couldn't just play your songs. You had to feel where the room was — its mood, its temperature, what it had already been through that day — and meet it there, and then take it somewhere else. Bobby understood this instinctively, or by the end of that Thursday night, which amounted to the same thing.

He was back the following Thursday. Mabel started paying him.

Within a year, he was the anchor of Mabel's informal music schedule, the constant around which other local musicians rotated. Some were good, and some were not, and Mabel tolerated the ones who weren't up to a point and then quietly did not invite them back. The ones who could hold a room, she kept. Bobby, she kept every week.

— — —
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Johnny Cross started coming to Mabel's the summer he was seventeen, after his shifts mowing fairways at Killbuck. He came because Bobby was playing and because the workers were there and because something about the combination of those two things — the music and the men who'd been on the line all day — was doing something to him that he couldn't yet explain.

He sat at the bar, drank Cokes, and listened.

The workers talked, and Bobby played, and sometimes the two things lined up in a way that felt like more than coincidence — a lyric hanging over a table where somebody was saying something true, a chord change landing at the moment a man at the bar said something about his father. Johnny sat there and felt it accumulate in him the way Butch had felt something accumulating at Killbuck without knowing what to call it.

He started bringing a notebook. He wasn't Cheryl — he didn't write down what people said verbatim, didn't have the patience for it — but he wrote down images, phrases, the emotional shape of things. A line a foreman used to describe his first day at the plant in 1963. The way a man held his beer glass when he was talking about money. The sound a booth full of second-shift workers made when somebody's punchline landed right.

One Thursday in the fall of his senior year, he brought a guitar.

Bobby was on a break, and Johnny asked Mabel if he could play a few songs. Mabel did the same thing she always did: look at him for a moment and decide. She said yes. He played three songs, two of which he'd written and one of which was something he'd been working on about the drive home from the plant on a winter morning that wasn't quite finished yet. The room didn't stop talking. But it changed.

That was enough for now.

— — —
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Cheryl Morgan came to Mabel's on weekend nights, when her shifts at Killbuck were done, and she was old enough that her parents had stopped worrying about where she was going. She didn't come for the music exactly, or not only for the music. She came because this was where the language was. At Killbuck, she heard what the workers said when they were out of their element, relaxed, trying to be something other than what they were at the plant. At Mabel's, she heard what they were at the plant — the actual weight of it, the actual words they used, the way they talked about their lives without the buffer of fresh air and a golf course and the knowledge that they were somewhere nice.

She wrote it all down.

She was building something, and she didn't know it. Johnny was building something, and he didn't know it. Bobby was building something — the specific skill of making a room feel held — and he knew it was something, just not yet what.

Mabel watched all three of them and said nothing in particular.

She had seen this before, or something like it. She knew what it looked like when young people were becoming what they were going to be. She'd been running this room long enough to know that the process was not glamorous, was not fast, and required nothing from her except that she keep the room open, keep bringing the coffee, and let what was accumulating accumulate.

She knew Mary Morgan had seen the same thing from her side of the counter. They talked about it once, briefly, on a Tuesday afternoon before either place opened.

"Something's coming," Mary said.

Mabel agreed and poured them both a cup of coffee, and they sat there in the quiet of the bar in the afternoon light, and then it was time to open, and they both went back to work.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 5 — The 13 Cent Postcard

[image: ]


— — —
[image: ]


The garage belonged to Michael's father. Hank Kent had built his workshop at the back of the property on Raible Avenue, a two-car space with a workbench running the length of one wall and tool pegboards above it and the kind of organized clutter that takes decades to accumulate — coffee cans of hardware sorted by size, coils of electrical wire, the detailed blueprints of locomotive parts pinned flat and covered in handwritten notes. The train lived in this garage in the off-season, stripped down to its components for maintenance, and the smell of the place was oil and metal and the particular electrical smell of motors that had been running hot.

Michael had been working in this garage since he could reach the workbench.

By the fall of 1982, he was eighteen, and the workbench had acquired a second identity. The train components were pushed to one end. The other end had been cleared, and in the cleared space were two guitars on stands, a bass, a secondhand drum kit with a cracked hi-hat that Bobby had shimmed with a piece of electrical tape, and a PA system that Michael had assembled from three different dead systems, recapacitated and rewired, that produced a sound better than anyone had a right to expect.

They rehearsed on Thursdays.

— — —
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Johnny had been writing songs for two years by then, accumulating them the way he'd accumulated everything else — without a clear plan, by feel, by sitting in the corner of Mabel's with his notebook until something came and then writing it down before it changed. The songs were about Anderson, mostly, or about the men at Mabel's, or about the specific kind of quiet that came over a factory town on a Sunday morning when the shift had turned over, and nobody was moving yet. They were not polished songs. But they were honest, and honesty in a song covers a great deal of craft.

Bobby Miller heard one in June and said they should start a band. He said this the way he said most things —, without making a production of it — and by July they had added Red Hendricks on drums and Michael on sound, and they were rehearsing on Thursday nights in Hank Kent's garage.

The rehearsals were rough in the way that first rehearsals are always rough — too loud in the small space, the balance wrong, everybody slightly unsure of where they were supposed to be in relation to everyone else. But Michael fixed the balance in the third week, pulling the PA apart on a Wednesday night and rebuilding the signal chain from scratch until it did what he needed it to, and after that, the sound in the garage was better than at half the venues in Anderson. Michael had the ear for it. He had always had the ear for it.

What the garage had, once the sound was right, was a specific feeling that none of them ever quite found again in any proper venue, though they spent decades looking. It was the feeling of people playing in a small space because they wanted to, because the music required it, with no audience, no stakes, and nothing to lose. The songs sounded like themselves in that garage. Later, in better rooms, they would sound like what an audience wanted them to be, sometimes the same thing, sometimes not.

— — —
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Michael found the postcard in October.

He had been listening to WQQQ out of Indianapolis on the shop radio. At the same time, he worked on the train's drive mechanism, and the announcer mentioned Amateur Hour — forty-five minutes on a Tuesday night, open to local acts, send a postcard to Tom Cosby at the station. The postcard fee was thirteen cents.

He thought about it for three weeks.

This was not the thinking of a man who was uncertain about the music. He was not uncertain about the music. What he was uncertain about was whether the music was ready for a consequence — whether sending that postcard was the kind of thing that, once done, could not be undone. While the postcard was not sent, the Thursday nights in the garage were just Thursday nights. They were private. They belonged only to the people in the room. The moment he mailed the card, they became something else. They became something that could be heard, judged, and responded to by people who had no obligation to be kind.

He thought about this for three weeks and then, on a Tuesday morning in early November, he wrote Tom Cosby's name and the station address on the postcard with a pen that kept skipping because his hands were still dirty from the wheel bearing he'd been cleaning and the ink mixed with the grease on his fingers, and he walked to the corner mailbox and stood in front of it for a moment and then put the postcard in.

He went back to the garage and kept working.

He didn't tell Johnny until that Thursday.

— — —
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They went on the air in March.

WQQQ gave them forty-five minutes on a Tuesday night, nine o'clock, drive time winding down. Tom Cosby introduced them as a band from Anderson, and Johnny said hello to anyone who might be listening, which he said the way he said things when he was nervous — quickly, without inflection, moving on before anyone could respond. Then they played.

They played five songs. The first was rough in the way first songs on the radio are rough — finding the room, finding the sound coming back at them from the monitors, adjusting. The second was better. The third was the one Johnny had been working on since he was seventeen, the one about the drive home from the plant on a winter morning, and by the time he got to the second verse, something had settled, and the song was doing what it was supposed to do.

They did not know that someone in Chicago was listening.

Victor Vance was in his car on the Edens Expressway, driving back from a meeting with a distributor on the north side. He had the radio on because he always had the radio on. He had a habit of scanning through Indianapolis stations on long drives because Indianapolis was interesting to him in a way that Chicago sometimes was not — closer to the real thing, he always thought, whatever the real thing was. He heard the second song and reached for the dial to change it, and didn't.

Before the third song ended, he had pulled over and was writing the station's call letters on the back of a parking stub.

He called Tom Cosby the next morning. Cosby gave him Michael Kent's number in Anderson. Vance called Michael that afternoon and said he'd like to hear the band play live.

Michael hung up the phone and stood in the garage for a moment, looking at the train components laid out on the workbench.

Then he called Johnny.

— — —
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This was how it started. Not with a plan, not with an audition, not with anyone deciding that this was the moment — with a thirteen-cent postcard mailed on a Tuesday morning by a kid with grease on his hands because the radio had mentioned it while he was cleaning a wheel bearing and three weeks of thinking had led him to the conclusion that the music was ready for a consequence even if nobody else thought they were.

Everything changes accidentally, or it feels that way afterward. What actually happens is that somebody decides to mail the card, and the card does the rest.

Michael put Tom Cosby's address on more postcards after that. He kept the spares in the coffee can on the workbench next to the number eight wood screws, which were where they were when Johnny found them two years later and asked what they were for.

"Just in case," Michael said.

"In case of what?"

"In case I need to start something."
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​Chapter 6 — The Fourth at Killbuck
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The Fourth of July at Killbuck was the biggest day of the Anderson summer, and everybody knew it.

It had been that way since the park opened — the shelter houses full, the softball field running games from noon until dark, the train making continuous loops with lines of children backed up past the putt-putt shack, fireworks going up from the hill at nine-thirty after the movie screen came down. Families came from all over Madison County. People who had moved away came back for it. The parking lot filled by eleven in the morning, and the overflow backed up along the road in both directions; people walked a quarter mile to the entrance and did not consider it a hardship.

Butch had been running the Fourth at Killbuck for fifteen years, and he had it down to a system. The shelter houses were assigned to families by reservation, first-come, and the reservations opened in May and were gone in a week. The softball schedule was posted in June. The fireworks contractor came out in late June to walk the hill and confirm the sight lines. Mary had the snack bar staffed double for the day and started her prep the evening before, working until midnight with two women from the neighborhood who helped her every year.

This year, there will be a stage.

— — —
[image: ]


Butch had secured the slot the previous fall, after he'd heard the WQQQ broadcast in his truck on the way home from locking up the course. He had pulled into the driveway, sat there with the radio on until the set was over, then gone inside and called Michael Kent to say he wanted them for the Fourth.

Michael had said he'd have to ask Johnny.

Johnny said yes before Michael finished the sentence.

The stage went up on the third of July, built by volunteers from the grounds crew in the flat space between the two central shelter houses, where the families could hear from their tables, the people on the hill could hear from their blankets, and the crowd at the train platform could hear from the line. Charlie Doyle had organized the labor — the same instinct he brought to everything, knowing who had what skill and where to put them, making sure the right people were in the right place before anyone had to ask. The GM electricians who ran the wiring were the same men who had wired Mabel's expanded back room the previous winter, and they worked fast and without confusion.

By the morning of the Fourth, the stage was solid, and the PA was up. Michael had been there since seven doing sound checks in the empty park, adjusting levels in the particular methodical way he had, moving from position to position in the field and listening, going back to the board and adjusting, moving again.

— — —
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The park filled the way it always filled — steadily, from mid-morning, families arriving with their coolers and their lawn chairs and their children who were
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