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STONE FRUIT

Suzanne burned rubber like she could outrun all the baggage, the crates and cable trunks that crashed against the tailgate every time she lurched into a higher gear, clumsy with the stick shift after all these years. Her strange inheritance, a literal truckload of shit she’d already tried to leave behind. At least her father left her half a pack of Marlboros, smashed behind the driver’s-side visor. He’d quit smoking six years ago, or so he said, but must have started up again since then. It hurt not to know when, not to know why. The cigarette lighter glared at her, an angry red ember almost lost in the sea of buttons crowding the dashboard. Suzanne lit up with a trembling hand and cranked the window down an inch to let the smoke and the smell of him out, to let the darkness in.

Hellish humidity had chased her out of Miami, a malevolent yellow moon bobbing like an angler’s lure in the misty rearview. She hadn’t driven the Ranchero since she first learned to drive. Her fingers skittered over the dash, feeling for anything familiar to hold on to, but he never could stop fucking with it, making modifications that were more like mutations until the car was a rolling anachronism. Gil and the grip of the tires had grabbed her from beyond the grave and hurled her back to that blazing black summer, 1989.

They hadn’t spoken since he quit smoking, but the world felt deadly empty now that he was gone. She searched the FM band for some kind of divine intervention, a sign or an answer to her ten thousand questions. Why had he left her the little he had when they’d said so little to each other since they grew apart and she grew up? Her heart jumped at every voice that sounded like his, every colorful burst of Cubonics, every late-night DJ spinning lovesick lullabies, every rock and roller who’d ever met the devil at the crossroads.

Nothing but static in the midnight marshlands, or maybe it was just the antenna. She stayed off the interstate instinctively, though nobody would be looking for her yet, if they looked for her at all. Gil’s death had thrown her a lifeline, at least—bought her a week to work out what to do and where to go and given her wheels to get there. The only thing Suzanne knew for certain was that she wasn’t going home.

She’d been driving too fast and driving too long, sidewinding white-line hypnosis warping the highway, the wheels wandering underneath her. She tried to blink her eyes open wider, shifted against the seat. Might have imagined the whiff of bay rum and black coffee still clinging to the leather. She groped across the dashboard again, turning dials and twisting knobs at random, desperate for some other voice to fill her head until the tank was empty again.

The glove box fell open and she snatched her hand back, but not fast enough. She’d triggered one of Gil’s mechanical booby traps and music came on, mid-verse, mid-song. A voice, his voice, older and softer, but still unmistakably him. The way he always sang scratch vocals, a rumble and hum thrumming low in his chest.

Ain’t you done squeezin’ me, baby

Can’t get no blood from a stone

But I been bleeding, cream and peaches

Picking scabs and feeding leeches

’Til there ain’t nothing left but the bones

Suzanne swerved off the road, tires squealing in the wet, swampy weeds. The song stuttered and hiccupped until the car stopped with a shocking jolt. She gagged against the pain in her chest, where the seat belt had snapped the wind out of her. She crumpled over the wheel, bent and shaking and blinded by the sting of tears. Cigarette burning a hole in the hem of her shorts until it rolled off onto the floor.

Gil laughed sadly at himself, or maybe her, the mess they’d made of everything together.

Ain’t they still makin’ to break me

Can’t brew no soup from these bones

But the vultures are here

And the vultures are hungry

Wheelin’ and waitin’ and achin’ to take me

Don’t let ’em get me baby

Come on home

The tape hissed into silence. She raised her head, wiped her eyes, felt around for her cigarette. Instead her fingers scraped across something cool and flat. An old atlas.

Gil had installed a CD player but apparently hadn’t bought a new road map for twenty-nine years, the pages still glued together by psychedelic smears of wax. As she thumbed through it, the names came back by twos and threes, jumbled up with destinations they traced the routes between. Midnight Blue from Nashville to Memphis. Apricot from Milwaukee to Minneapolis. The paper crackled between her fingers and the crayon crumbled away like old scabs as she spread the Southwest across her lap, following the path her own childish hand had traced through the desert to Las Vegas—a winding red ribbon of blood.




PART 1

IMPERSONATOR
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PAPA WAS A ROLLIN’ STONE

1988. The scream of the telephone punctured Suzanne’s slumber like a balloon. She stirred where she lay, curled up on the sofa, dreams infused with the opaque midnight noise of the street three stories below. She and her parents lived in a one-bedroom on the top floor of a crumbling brick rowhouse on the bad side of Baltimore, which didn’t seem to have a good side anymore. Already the wino who haunted the bus stop was up and rattling his cup, accosting commuters in a guttural grumble that pleaded and threatened in the same breath. The phone screamed again, strident as the school bell or the wailing police sirens that lit up the neighborhood like the Fourth of July every Saturday night. Suzanne rolled over, buried her face in the pillow, turned her back on the world.

The third time the phone rang, her mother’s high heels answered, smacking down the hallway. The shoes were a recent acquisition, a necessary evil since Nora took a second job at the Macy’s jewelry counter. The ringing stopped abruptly as she snatched the phone off the wall. Suzanne could see her without opening her eyes, handset wedged under one ear, cord tangling around her ankles as she crashed through the kitchen, throwing things in her purse with one hand, throwing back her coffee with the other.

“Good morning, asshole.” The refrigerator door swung open, condiments rattling. “Sure I do when it’s five a.m. and our daughter’s still asleep. Or did you forget about her, too?” A splatter of coffee hit the sink, then a mug clattered into the basin. Suzanne squirmed into the cushions. She didn’t want to hear one half of the same conversation she’d been hearing one half of for the last three years. “I don’t care where you are or why you’re not here. You’re not here.” Nora’s heels halted their angry march across the kitchen. “Skelly?” Suzanne pulled her head under the blankets. Even she knew not to say his name to Nora. He was so often to blame for her father’s broken promises, but he was also the reason Gil had a new label and a new record deal, had a fighting chance to crack the charts for the first time. “You know,” Nora said, “I used to worry about road wives, but you’ve already got one! And her name is Eric fucking Skillman.” She wrenched the window open, whacked a pack of Camels against the heel of her palm.

Suzanne knew the whole sorry song and dance, the way most Monday mornings went. Nora would flick her ash into the broken soap dish on the windowsill, then exhale long and slow. She was a nice girl before she met Gil Delgado. She used to laugh when she said that. She still said it, but she’d stopped laughing. “No,” she said. “Come and tell her yourself. Coward.” She slammed the phone down again. Her heels banged on the tile until she crossed over onto the itchy brown carpet that covered the living room floor like a layer of mulch. Suzanne stayed perfectly motionless until she felt Nora’s hand on her shoulder. “Suzanne, honey,” she whispered. By some tacit agreement they still played along, pretended Suzanne was still sleeping. “Get dressed and brush your teeth, okay? We’ll both have to catch the bus today.”


The bus map was the first map Suzanne memorized. Nora had spread it on the table before her first day at Macy’s, took one of Suzanne’s crayons from the mug on the counter, traced the route from school to the mall in bright Lemon Yellow, then covered the page to quiz her. Where do you get on? Where do you get off? How many stops? Unlike the school bus, which went only to school and stopped only for children, the city bus spun colorful cobwebs from Park Heights to Pigtown. Before long, the creases in the map made a grid like a chessboard that spanned the whole city, each important square and the ways between them shaded with crayon from the mug on the counter or the stash of points and stubs crammed in Suzanne’s backpack.

The second map she memorized was the South Fork shopping mall directory, another geometric maze of colored blocks and polygons. The entrance closest to the bus stop was farthest from the Macy’s, the most direct route between the two through the food court and up the escalator, then around the corner and down again before she got caught up in queues for the movie theater. If she ran fast enough, she could weave through shoes and cosmetics and handbags and emerge into the parking lot for her mother’s 4:15 cigarette break. Nora would give Suzanne a dollar, more if she had it, ask How was school? then send her back inside to buy a Coke or a candy bar and find somewhere to sit and do her homework. Then Suzanne’s time was her own until the time came to board the bus home.

For the first few weeks, South Fork was her own personal amusement park. She watched women in skirt suits with imposing shoulder pads climb on and off the tailor’s stool, twirl like ballerinas or stretch their arms out like acrobats, reflections refracted in a dozen directions by the funhouse mirrors. She tried on discarded garments in fitting rooms in a solitary game of dress-up, hid inside racks of fur coats and stroked the sleeves as if they were still warm and breathing. She snuck into movies, usually with families with two or three children already in tow, parents and ushers unlikely to notice an extra. But it was the record store that sang like a siren—music trickling out into the tiled tributaries that carried shoppers from one errand, one distraction, one impulse purchase to the next. The sign drew Suzanne’s eye every time she passed. MOST WANTED RECORDS, it said, and she wanted more than anything to go inside. Even when she saved her dollars and dimes, she never had enough to buy an 8-track or cassette, but the bigger problem was her father.

Gil was music in motion. Even when he wasn’t onstage, singing his heart out for the few believers who bought a ticket and anyone else who wandered in looking for a drink or a smoke or a way to kill time, melody trailed behind him like exhaust. He hummed and whistled, tapped his fingers and toes, scrawled lyrics in the margins of every napkin he picked up to wipe his mouth. Even his speaking voice had a certain rhythm, the sonorous rumble of rumba and son, the fugitive consonants he left behind in Miami, after he left his parents behind in Havana, even younger then than Suzanne was now. His English was impeccable, his accent learned from the silver screen, grammar and vocabulary collected like loose change from the pages of the Bible and ten-cent paperbacks. He learned music just like he learned language—mostly through osmosis. Gil sucked up sound like a sponge and wrung it all out again as soon as he set foot behind the microphone.

But music soured whenever Gil was gone, and these days he was gone much more than he was home. As soon as the door closed behind him, Nora changed the station to talk radio or turned the receiver off. Without him, the too-small apartment was too quiet, too still. But being gone is a good thing, Gil reminded them; every night he spent on the road was a night he collected a paycheck—if people bought tickets and they didn’t get stiffed and nothing broke down. Those nights were rarer still. But it wouldn’t be like that forever. He was so sure. “Don’t worry, babe,” he said to Nora and to Suzanne when she was old enough to understand. “Someday I’m gonna be somebody. You won’t be able to walk down the street without hearing my voice or my name, and every time somebody says, ‘Hey, play that again,’ it’ll be money in the bank. Don’t worry.”

But Suzanne worried. Every time she walked by Most Wanted she strained her ear, hoping to hear his new band, Gil and the Kills. Once, she went inside because some other somebody sounded so much like him that her heart leapt out of her chest to beat between her eardrums. When she asked the first person she bumped into, “Who plays this song?” the girl shrugged and said, “Somebody I don’t know,” or maybe, “Somebody. I don’t know.” Suzanne was too confused and embarrassed to ask anyone else. Gil made it sound like being somebody meant being somebody everybody knew. She avoided the record store after that, resisted its gravitational tug.

Her favorite haunt was the hobby shop, where she’d fork over a few precious dollars for a fresh box of crayons when she was fresh out. The same cashier worked every afternoon, but unlike the salespeople everywhere else, he was never too busy to say hello and didn’t seem to mind if nobody bought anything. A coffeepot percolated constantly behind the counter, a smell she knew so well it smelled like home. Notes of Raw Umber, dark chocolate, and Gil. She’d started drinking coffee as soon as she stopped drinking milk. It was in her blood, he said, strong and dark and sweet. Nora didn’t like it, insisted it would stunt her growth. She’d always been small for her age.

But her size had its upsides. With longer legs, she couldn’t have curled up in her favorite corner, in the back of the store, the empty nook between the cameras and the model cars. She learned the names and decals of every candy-colored roadster, partial to the yellow ones that looked like Blondie—the big, roaring Ranchero that always whisked Gil away and brought him back again. She riffled through the rack of atlases with their squiggling rivers and county lines and country roads and the grid of creases that failed to fence them in. When she found a name that felt familiar, someplace Nora had mentioned, somewhere Gil was going, she’d follow every possible path back to Baltimore and wonder how long it took to drive four hundred miles home from Ohio.

She test-drove every car in her imagination, traveled every inch of the map. She took the red Mustang across the Golden Gate Bridge, the electric-blue Ferrari down the palm-lined streets of Palm Beach. In every daydream she carried a camera, just like Nora used to do. Nora had stopped taking photos like she’d stopped listening to music and laughing at her own jokes, but Suzanne still had the itch, snapping make-believe pictures for Rand McNally to print in next year’s atlas. That was where the fantasy frayed. Toy cars wouldn’t get her far, and all the cameras in the hobby shop were locked up behind glass—except one. There was a Polaroid 640, with a rainbow on the box. If she’d done the math right, and she saved all her snack money, she could buy it for her birthday.

When her birthday came, she piled coins and crumpled ones in front of the cashier. “There’s enough,” she promised. “I counted.”

He looked puzzled. “What for?”

“For the camera.” She stumbled over the words, realizing she’d never spoken it out loud, breathed that wish into existence. She wanted that rainbow, the Technicolor memories it promised. “The Polaroid. It’s my birthday.”

He smiled across the counter. “How old are you?”

“Ten.”

“Congratulations! That’s a big birthday. That 640 must have been waiting for you, but you’ll need some film to go with it.”

She hadn’t thought of that. Didn’t know the camera wouldn’t come with everything you needed in the box. The cashier took a packet of film from the wire rack beside the counter. Polaroid 600. It had been there all along—right size, right shape.

“I can come back,” she said, eyes already welling up. “In two weeks, I’ll have—”

“Oh,” he said. “Didn’t I say? You get one pack for free if it’s your birthday.” Suzanne sniffed at him, suspicious. Nora had taught her to be wary of free-handed strangers. What might they expect in return? But the cashier didn’t give her time to wonder. He pushed the box toward her. “Limited-time offer, so you’d better take it.”

She didn’t need telling twice. She ran all the way to Macy’s, too excited to feel the pinch of last year’s Keds, the sting of blisters on her heels that ruptured and peeled and split open again but never quite healed. She dodged around shoppers and security guards and was gasping by the time she stumbled past the fragrance counter. The jewelry section only made her dizzier, every display case a prismatic whirl. She crash-landed on a plinth where a mannequin wielded a Gucci umbrella as if it were a rapier. That was where they met at the end of each day—Nora had warned Suzanne not to come up to the counter, because it wasn’t “a good place for children” and her manager disapproved.

Suzanne sat for a long time. She pulled the Polaroid out of her backpack and held it on her lap, precious as a first pet. She read the instructions, word for word, and didn’t notice the passing of the first half hour. Then the store began to empty, women laden with shopping bags bustling toward the exit, bidding each other goodbye with quips about getting home before their husbands to hide the evidence and heat up dinner. Suzanne looked around for a clock and didn’t find one, but when the doors swung open and shut, she craned her neck to see outside and knew by the sky—Carnation Pink and Indian Red—that Nora was late.

She returned the camera to the box, the box to her backpack, and clambered off the plinth. She inched between the display cases, searching for someone with a watch or a name tag to ask for the time, but the sales floor had emptied. The first person she happened across happened to be talking to her mother. He wore a blue shirt with a collar and shiny brown loafers with tassels on the toes. Tortoiseshell glasses perched on a square face with a friendly smile. Something he said made Nora laugh—a big, helpless belly laugh she tried to hide behind one hand. She only succeeded in smudging her lipstick, and then her mascara when she wiped her eyes. Nora never laughed like that, and she looked so beautiful Suzanne stopped to stare. The man was staring, too, staring at Nora like he’d never seen a woman before.

The prickling feeling from Suzanne’s pinched toes crawled up the backs of her legs and then her spine and through the roots of her hair. Her face felt sunburned, heart throwing itself against her rib cage like it wanted to escape. She turned back the way she came, hugging her backpack and its precious cargo to her chest. Her sneakers squeaked through the hollow, empty store, but neither Nora nor the man seemed to hear.

The mall’s walkways felt too wide without any other people on them. The lights were too bright, the air too cold, the music too quiet. Suzanne wandered the map she knew so well like a stranger, taking random turns and escalators, but she kept coming back to the same landing. The music was a little louder there. She realized the PA system had been shut off, and instead the sound was coming from Most Wanted. The security grille hadn’t been lowered all the way. Feeling oddly defiant, she ducked underneath.

The only person inside was a chubby, gap-toothed stock boy. He had a wiry red beard, like Hägar the Horrible, and dozens of LPs in shrink wrap piled on the floor in front of him. He moved a price tag from the left corner of a record to the right, did the same to the record beneath, and the one beneath that, and the one beneath that. Suzanne watched him painstakingly move price tags from left to right five times and asked, “What are you doing?”

He jumped and clutched his heart. Suzanne noticed her own was no longer hammering, as if breaching the terra incognita of the record store had reset some sort of trip wire in her body.

“Jesus, kid, don’t sneak up on somebody like that!”

“Sorry.” She tilted her head to read the name tag he’d knocked askew. “Doug.”

Doug scowled. “Do you have a parent somewhere?”

“My mom works at Macy’s.”

“Okay, well, you can’t play in here.”

“Can I help?”

“What?”

“Can I stay if I help?” She pointed at the LPs—a stack of shiny black squares, each with the scaly, hooked head of a buzzard peering out from the center. Skin a shocking shade of pink, the words Hard Candy dangling from its beak like roadkill. She knew that song, “Hard Candy.” She’d heard it on the radio.

Doug started to say no but changed his mind halfway. “N— How old are you, eight?”

“I’m ten.” She didn’t say Today. Double digits or not, still small for her age.

“You know left and right?” He glanced at the Elvis Presley clock on the wall, hips ticking back and forth.

She wiggled her fingers. “Left-handed.”

“Okay, so move the price tags from the left to the right, all right? Like how you read, left to right.”

She set her backpack down and sat. “Why are we moving them left to right?”

“Because Billy is an idiot and he put them in the wrong corner, and corporate won’t let us put them on the floor in the morning if the price tags are in the wrong corner, and if they’re not on the floor in the morning there’ll be hell to pay.” He stabbed a sticker down and left a smudged thumbprint on the cellophane.

“What’s corporate?” Suzanne asked.

“A pain in my fat ass. But they’ve put everybody else out of business, so, y’know, here we are, violating child labor laws so Babel Mouth can make another million bucks.”

“Who’s Babel Mouth?”

Doug turned one of the records over. “That,” he said, “is Babel Mouth. Nicky and Vince DeWitt and their army of miscreants.”

They were somebody, Suzanne thought. She’d heard their names before, but she’d never seen what they looked like. They wore a lot of dark eye makeup, which made their pale faces even paler. She thought the photo was in black and white, except that one of them was wearing lipstick, the same poisonous pink as the buzzard on the front. So that was what somebody looked like. She could have looked much longer, but Doug turned the record back over, resumed moving stickers.

Suzanne watched and learned that they didn’t come off easily. She coaxed them loose corner by corner until they finally peeled free. Left to right, left to right, just like Elvis’s hips. She bobbed her head to the bump of the bass from the speakers in the ceiling. “Is this Babel Mouth?” she said. “This song.”

Doug snorted. “Definitely not. Why, you like it?”

Suzanne nodded yes.

“Never heard Licensed to Ill before? Never heard the Beastie Boys?” Suzanne shook her head no. A grin broke through the rootbound tangle of Doug’s red beard. “Kid,” he said, “I’m about to change your life.”
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WAKE UP, LITTLE SUSIE

The kick drum thumped through Suzanne’s dreams, thumped between her temples and behind both eyes. No, that was just the diabolical Florida sunshine and the 90-degree crick in her neck making themselves known. When the pounding didn’t stop, she reached blindly for the Wayfarers hanging from the visor and pushed them onto her face before she even tried to open her eyes. Thanks to the tint on the lenses and the dirt on the window and the shrieking headache that had finally rounded the corner between her third and fourth cervical vertebrae and embedded itself in her brain, she was slow to realize someone was knocking on the glass and yelped “Motherfucker!” when she did.

“Sorry!” He jumped away from the car like she’d pulled a gun. The window was still cracked from her last stale cigarette. No hope he hadn’t heard her. “Sorry! Just wanted to make sure you were all right. You’ve been—ah—you’ve been dozing there for a while.”

She glanced around the mostly empty lot. Wondering all over again where the hell she was and how she wound up there. After she ran the car off the road, the engine refused to start again and she had to risk turning her phone on to call for a tow. She’d been stranded nearly a week by then but had yet to lay eyes on any of the other guests hiding out at the Sundew Value Inn. The kind of place she hadn’t stayed in years. The kind of place you spent the night when you didn’t care whether you woke up in the morning. The kind of place that catered to the kind of people who couldn’t wait to disappear.

Suzanne’s crackpot vanishing act was off to a very bad start. Hard to run away when the car wouldn’t run. She kept climbing into the driver’s seat hoping it would start again, as suddenly as it had stopped. She had no idea how to fix it, and neither did any of the half dozen mechanics she’d called, begged, bribed, even propositioned in a fit of desperation. “Lady, I’d like to help you,” the last one said, rebuffing her clumsy advances, “but the best suggestion I can make is that you sell this thing.” She would have sooner sold her soul but didn’t think she’d find a taker. She must have fallen asleep in the driver’s seat. Not for the first time that week.

“And you’ve been, what, just watching?” she asked, not-so-surreptitiously wiping drool from her chin. The guy didn’t look the part of a peeping tom, not that she was much to peep at these days. She squinted for a better view through the murky window. To let the Ranchero get so dirty was sacrilege, but she didn’t want to draw attention to herself, and Blondie was hardly inconspicuous.

“Well, yes,” said her young voyeur. He might have been twenty-five, but the drooping eyes made him look older—not tired, like hers, glazed with rudely interrupted sleep, but somehow unrushed. Unhurried. “Or, no, not exactly,” he decided, hearing how it sounded out loud. “I’ve been coveting your car.” He gave her a shrug and a helpless grin, as if to say, Sue me.

“It’s not for sale.”

“Sounds like it’s not running, either.”

“How long did you say you’ve been stalking me?”

“Not stalking,” he said. “I’m posted up at the RV lot on the other side of the station.” He pointed toward the gas pumps and the tiny convenience store where she’d picked up her room key and a few emergency rations to hold her over until she figured out where to go and how to get there. There was a garage around back, where they’d towed her in the first place. “Not in the business of buying until I can get a little more work, and it sounds like you need a mechanic.”

Suzanne let out a hollow laugh. “Tell me something I don’t know.”

“You’re looking at one,” he said. “A pretty good one.”

She lowered the window another six inches to get a better look. Too-big, too-blue eyes shaded from the sun by too much brown hair. He wore a white undershirt streaked with grease and a pair of old Levi’s, knees faded from rigid blue to a pale, soft parchment. His hands had slid out of sight in his back pockets, but his arms were modestly muscled, scored with scratches and scars that testified to time spent working with tools, with metal and heat. “How good?” she said.

“Good enough to know that’s a ’68 Ranchero GT with the 428 Cobra Jet engine, but someone’s been mucking around with the factory settings.” He peered in through the window with naked curiosity. “Whether that person was a genius or a lunatic . . .”

“That always was the question,” Suzanne said, vaguely, to discourage further questions about Blondie’s origins. She was more interested in the origins of the messianic young mechanic offering to save her from herself. “What’s the going rate? I’m on a fixed income, so to speak.” He’d admitted as much, so why shouldn’t she? Nobody staying where the word “Value” was part of the appeal had any reason to pretend.

He considered the car. Walked around the front bumper, down the passenger side, and around the rear before coming up to her window again. “Looks to me like some genius or some lunatic put a trailer hitch on this thing. You’d have to be crazy to do a thing like that to a car like this, but . . .”

“But what?” She didn’t know anything about tongue weights or towing capacity, though she’d heard all those words tossed around by the road crew, the same way they talked about amp wattage and audio chains. Always in that tone of surprise that Gil hadn’t yet killed himself doing whatever he was trying to do.

“But I’ve got a trailer and nothing to hitch it to,” the mechanic admitted. “If I could get this beauty running well enough to haul my ass to Georgia, I’d call us even.”

She pretended to consider it. Considered him again. Wiser than his years, just like she used to be, before the years caught up to her. “Deal.” She stuck her hand out the window. It occurred to her to lie, to give him one of the fake names she’d been using since she left Alexandria, but she couldn’t jinx the agreement, even if it was just a handshake. “I’m Suzanne.”

“Simon,” he said. His grip was surprisingly gentle, his palm so warm and callused that she didn’t even feel at first that two of his fingers were missing.

 

Simon returned the following morning. Suzanne was as ready as she’d ever be to open the door to the tatty motel room where she’d been marinating in her own sweat. The window unit rattled and wheezed like a lifetime of chain-smoking but didn’t do much to keep the room cool or dissipate the musty smell that clung to the curtains. Nobody was likely to notice the heat or the odor when facing the freakish flotsam that had taken over the room. A riot of satin and leather and feathers and sequins. She’d grouped Gil’s things in three loose categories: musical junk, costume junk, and other junk. Nobody could accuse him of being sentimental. He had no memorabilia—no posters, no press clippings, no pictures. The only photos in the room were faded Polaroids Suzanne had taken herself. She stashed them out of sight in the mini fridge when she heard Simon knock. Who else? She hadn’t made a point of making friends. The fewer people who remembered her being there, the better.

“Morning,” he said. He looked half-asleep still, but she suspected that was just the droop of his eyelids, the slow-down tempo when he talked. She couldn’t decide if it was magnetic or unnerving and stared at him stupidly for a moment before she remembered to reply.

“Morning.” Not a good morning, just a morning. A statement of fact. “Um. Coffee?”

“If you’ve got it, you’re a godsend,” he said. She left the door hanging halfway open as she rooted around in the fridge, pushing the precious packet of Polaroids gingerly aside. Heat didn’t do them—or her—any favors.

“It’s iced.” There was no ice, though. “Well, it’s cold. For now.” Half past nine and the sun was already beating down like it had a grudge against the world.

“Thanks.” He took the cup she handed him, leaning into the room but not too bold about it. Peering around at her cabinet of curiosities. “Cool stuff.”

“Long story.” A lazy evasion, but that didn’t make it less true. “Came with the car.” She wanted him fixated on fixing Blondie. Wouldn’t breathe any easier until she’d put another thousand miles behind her.

Simon slurped the coffee, the thumb of his three-fingered hand hooked in his front pocket. It looked like a traumatic injury, not a birth defect—the fourth and little fingers lopped off at the knuckle, skin puckered and pink. Suzanne pointedly did not stare. Bad memories lurking everywhere. She stared instead at the toolbox behind him. A sticker slapped on one side spelled the words LIFEBOAT SUPPLY CO. around the rim of an orange ring buoy. It struck her as a good omen; maybe he really was there to throw her a rope. She felt the knot of tension that had lived between her shoulder blades for the last few days—few weeks, few months, five years—loosen, just a little. “Anything else you can tell me about it?” he said. “The car.”

Christ, the things she could tell him. About late nights and early mornings yawning on the bench seat beside Gil, the bump of the cable trunks against the back of the cab, the engine and the radio in electric harmony. Instead, she blurted out, “Her name is Blondie.” Because what she really wanted to tell him was impossible to articulate. The car was more than a car.

A slow smile, slow as his eyes. “It suits her.” The car was still dusty, still dirty, but still a splendid butter yellow somewhere underneath the grime. She had Florida plates, letters and numbers in ripe Kelly green, with two juicy oranges dangling suggestively between. The plates, the red taillights, the bright, long body of the car—Suzanne hated to see it languish in her lifeless corner of the world. Simon glanced over his shoulder like he couldn’t keep his eyes off her, like he could see right through the dirt and dust, knew what was hiding there. “Hell of a car.”

Suzanne ran one hand through her hair, only to realize how unkempt it was, how long it had been since she cut or washed it. She and Blondie both in desperate need of a buff and polish. “Mechanically, though, you know,” she rambled on, “I have no idea. Can’t tell you much about the mods. Never was a gearhead.” Not entirely true. She knew cameras inside and out. She didn’t care for the newer DSLRs and had left them behind without regret, the idea of photographing one more engagement or one more wedding or one more pregnancy announcement utterly repugnant.

“Here’s hoping I can make heads or tails of it,” Simon said. He looked back at her with another long slurp of coffee. “And get us both on the road.”

She crossed her fingers behind her back. Handed him the keys.

 

Two hours later, he knocked again, or so she wrongly assumed. After stealing glances out the window—taking her turn as voyeur, paranoia and curiosity making her twitch the curtains back again and again to watch him work—she wrenched the door open too readily. Hard to say who was more startled, Suzanne or the girl standing on the other side. She resisted precise categorization—age, race, and intent all decidedly ambiguous. She wore her hair in tight, long braids tied into pigtails, a Peterbilt T-shirt scissored off at the waist, a skirt stitched together from old bandanas, and a pair of high-top Chuck Taylors with shark teeth drawn jaggedly across the toes in Sharpie. “Hi,” she said. “I’m Phoebe. Simon said you might have coffee.”

Suzanne peered past her to find Simon’s head under the hood, a tattered white rag dangling from his back pocket like a flag of surrender. Phoebe followed her gaze and let her eyes wander back without urgency.

“And you’re . . .” Suzanne said. Simon hadn’t mentioned a girlfriend, and neither of them was wearing a ring. She rubbed automatically at the tender band of skin around her fourth finger, which hadn’t seen the sun for a long time.

“Just another drifter,” Phoebe said, that much ambiguous, too. Did she mean Like Simon or Like you? Suzanne shifted her feet, the heat more oppressive than a moment before. Phoebe was not beautiful, exactly, but striking—the way people described supermodels. Almond eyes, freckles like the speckles on a robin’s egg, plump pout of a mouth and a gap between her front teeth. Suzanne often felt frumpy but never, until this moment of unavoidable comparison, dumpy. Simon looked up from the engine, gave her a three-fingered wave.

“Coffee,” Suzanne said, still looking past Phoebe at him. Wondering what she’d gotten herself into. “Sure, okay. Come in.” She opened the fridge, nudging the packet of Polaroids a little farther back on the shelf. Feeling like a worm under a rock suddenly exposed to the world. She reached around on the table for a clean cup. She’d been stealing them in stacks of two or three whenever she ducked into the gas station for provisions, trying not to think about the waste.

“Bless you.” Phoebe clutched the cup and gulped it down with a desperation Suzanne recognized as bone-deep caffeine addiction. They had that much in common. She drank while the window unit rattled through the silence, blowing sour, steely whispers of air in from outside. Phoebe smacked her lips, a drop of sweat snaking down her neck. “God, that’s good.”

“Help yourself,” Suzanne said. Hospitality had never been her strong suit, but she was strong on strong coffee. She didn’t know what else to say, stifled by the heat and the thundering echo of Gil in the room. Every corner occupied by an artifact or fossil from an unknown chapter of his life. Some were almost self-explanatory—the Mojo Barbecue piggy bank stuffed with guitar picks, for instance—while others defied interpretation. She glanced at the enormous sawtooth spurs dangling from the bedpost, wishing she’d put them anywhere else.

“Wow,” Phoebe said, inflection so perfectly neutral she could have meant Wow, what a mess or Wow, what great stuff. “What’s all this?” She glanced in the closet, where Suzanne had hung the most delicate costumes—jackets with epaulettes and hypnotic embroidery, a velvet jumpsuit he’d only worn once, in what one reviewer described as a “misguided Mick Jagger moment.” Gil was a lot of things but never a coward, whatever Nora said, and his failures were sometimes more spectacular than his triumphs, up until ’89. No coming back from that year.

“Your guess is as good as mine,” Suzanne admitted. “I don’t know if it’s worth keeping or selling or if it’s just junk.”

Phoebe bobbed her head, not quite a nod or shake but something in between. “Not always a lot of rhyme or reason to what appreciates over time.” She picked out a silky black bomber jacket with a tiger on the back and tried it on. It worked surprisingly well with the skirt and the hungry hungry high-tops. She checked her reflection in the mirror, shrugged out of it again, and returned it to the hanger. Suzanne watched her with a pang of envy. How easily she handled his things.

“Sounds like something you know something about.”

Phoebe’s head bobbed again. “Maybe.” She reached for a couple of necklaces hanging on a nail in the wall, and after a moment’s consideration chose a long chain with a tarnished, pointed pendant. She gave Suzanne the same consideration, then twirled her finger. Suzanne turned obediently. Felt Phoebe brush her hair aside, shivered as the cool metal settled on the nape of her neck. She hadn’t realized what it was until she saw it up close. The nose of a dart, or it had been once. “You should keep that,” Phoebe said, turning her around again to face her reflection. The pendant pointed down into the crevice of her cleavage—still sharp as a needle. She hadn’t worn it in twenty-nine years, tried not to touch it or even to think about it, but couldn’t get rid of it, either. Just carried it around like a curse or a bad habit she couldn’t break. “Looks just the right kind of blasphemous on you.”

“Thanks,” Suzanne said in a thick, throttled voice, unsure if that was a compliment.

Phoebe smiled, sort of, tongue pinched between her teeth. She resumed her prowl around the room. “Who threw it at you, some kind of musician?”

“Yeah,” Suzanne said in that same sticky voice, and didn’t say, If you only knew.

Phoebe picked up a stack of CDs and turned them sideways, scanning the spines. She pulled one out of the pile and held it up for Suzanne to see. Gil’s teenaged mug shot grinned at her. “Shit, you could really get something for these.” Phoebe showed her another. A Polaroid was just the right shape for a CD case. Two men with too-long hair staring out at her in miniature. Unholy Relics. The last Kills record, never even pressed on vinyl.

“Really?” Suzanne said. “I thought everybody forgot about them.” Or hoped they had. The dart felt heavier around her neck, bristles of black fletching scraping her skin.

“Morbid fascination never goes out of fashion,” Phoebe said. “It’s a collectors’ item now. If we were flush I’d make you an offer. Got a lot of inventory but nowhere to unload it, not while we’re marooned in this wasteland.”

“What kind of inventory?” Suzanne asked. Surprised she knew the album. Unusual for someone her age. Unusual for anyone anymore. “You sell . . . CDs?”

“CDs, sure. Cassettes and records, too. Clothes, kitsch, electronics, you name it. Come take a look sometime, maybe we can make a trade.” She put the CDs back where she’d found them with palpable reluctance. “Don’t want to let that killer get away. Promise not to sell it off to anyone else just yet, okay?”

Suzanne fumbled for a second cup to pour herself some coffee, just for something to do, somewhere to avert her eyes. Like Blondie, she would never sell the CDs but couldn’t explain herself, either. “Sure,” she said. “I won’t.”

When the door closed behind Phoebe and Suzanne returned the coffee to the fridge, the packet of Polaroids stopped her. The cassette hiding at the bottom of the envelope. She squatted down, afraid to remove it too far from the only cool, safe place in the room. Most of the photos she remembered, labeled in her girlish penmanship with the improbable places they were taken. Wild Bucks Tavern. Sunspot Studios. One in the back of a van, one in the back of a limo. Each dated between June and August of 1989, except the one she was looking for. There they were, Skelly and Gil. Faded by the years, but still the same two enfants terribles making faces at anyone who picked up Holy Relics. Gil with his come-hither grin, Skelly baring his teeth like a vampire scorched by the sunlight. Pinned on the wall behind them were a hundred other Polaroids of a hundred other young hooligans, but nobody worth remembering.

Her hair stood on end despite the heat. The dart a strangling weight around her neck. She slipped the photo out of sight at the back of the stack and flipped through the others. A dark woman with huge hair barely contained by her headphones. A big bald bearded guy balancing half a dozen donuts on top of his head. A man’s right hand, holding the camera at a safe distance. Black bones tattooed on his pale, pearly skin, one sly gunmetal eye peering out at her between two skeletal fingers.

She pushed the rest of the Polaroids into the envelope without looking at them. There was only one other picture, taken with a different camera. Gil again, crazy brown curls tamed halfway with a liberal application of pomade, shirt open at the neck, white socks peeking out of black trousers. He perched on Blondie’s tailgate with a banner strung behind him that said, in sloppy red paint, JUST MARRIED. She stared a long time, trying to find his eyes, but the photo was too dark.

She slid it back into the envelope, the envelope back into the fridge. Closed the door and looked around the room, at Gil’s inhuman remains. Among them, the map she’d brought in from the car. Another souvenir of that ill-fated year, the same atlas she carried everywhere, as if it might lead them to treasure. She knew it was only fool’s gold now, but Gil had thrown her a shovel, and she was going to dig.
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It was after midnight when the backing band broke down their instruments. Nobody wanted the party to end, but the boys had only been paid to play until then and roundly refused when Gil begged for an encore. Weddings were demeaning.

“No, I’m going home,” the bass player said, swinging his guitar into the back of the ramshackle Fanta van they used to drive their gear to gigs since it turned up at the impound lot and Gil somehow got it running. “We did this as a favor to you, man.”

“Wait, hold on—”

“I been holding on long enough! My old lady’s going to murder me for getting home so late with so little to show for it.”

He muscled past Gil and hauled the door shut. Then came the drummer, sucking on a bottle of Colt 45 that was almost empty, which meant he wasn’t going anywhere before the liquor store. That didn’t stop Gil from grabbing him by the lapels and trying to turn him around. “Listen, they’re dying in there!”

The drummer jabbed him in the chest with both sticks. “You want to keep going? Go solo.” He made a wide, windmilling gesture toward the doors they’d just come out of, where the music had taken a disappointing turn into the prerecorded. “Everybody knows that’s what you’re dying to do.”

Gil mouthed at him, no lie at the ready. “I— No, come on! You got it all wrong, eh? I’m just some asshole doing stand-up without you guys.”

The Fanta van belched out a cloud of exhaust. “Well, you finally figured it out,” said the guitar player, reaching out the window to adjust the walleyed left mirror. “Dumb fucking wetback.”

The door slammed and the van sprayed gravel, and Gil could only holler curses in their wake. He knew he’d never see them again; they’d never called him that to his face. He thumbed a cigarette out of the pack in his pocket, damp and crushed from two hours’ gymnastics under the hot lights of the ballroom. He’d played there before, a few different times with a few different lineups. In a former life it had been a bingo hall, but it, like Gil, was clawing its way up in the world.

“Got a light?”

“¡Coño!” His feet went out from under him, creepers squealing in the Ranchero’s empty bed, everything slick from the afternoon’s rain or the evening’s humidity. He fell hard on his ass, hands slipping along the tailgate as he pulled himself upright again. He was about to let fly another flood of profanity but found himself face-to-face with one of the more beautiful girls he’d ever seen outside the pages of a magazine. Hair the color of honey, one dark beauty mark above her slanting eyebrow. She wore a silver satin dress that swirled like mercury around her knees. “Sure, I’ve got a light,” he said, blowing smoke away from her. “You got a name?”

She smiled around the filter of her unlit cigarette and said, “I’d be reckless to give it out to strangers.” In one hand she held a tiny purse, and in the other a plastic champagne flute. “Who knows whether I’d ever get it back?”

“Ah! Lucky for us, I know just the solution.”

She pretended to smoke the unlit cigarette, mirrored the turn of his head and blew her invisible smoke the opposite way. “Go on, then,” she said, “solve my problems.”

“Easy.” He climbed over the tailgate with exaggerated panache. “Marry a Cuban.” He gestured to the sign sagging across the back bumper. “We all have four or five names to spare.”

“You make an interesting . . . proposal.”

“Say yes and make me the happiest man in Miami,” he said, going down on one knee with the banner pulled across his chest like a pageant girl’s sash. He cracked the hinge of his Zippo as if there were a diamond ring inside. “And I’ll make you Doña Gilberto Francisco Delgado García.”

“Only Miami?” She bent to let the tip of her cigarette kiss the flame, then offered a hand to help him up.

“Only for tonight,” he told her, clinging to her fingers longer than he needed to. “Tomorrow the world.” He slapped Blondie’s chassis with a flat, open hand. His palm stung and the yellow paint sang. Fresh as a fucking daisy, eh? So the groom had said when he picked it up from the body shop. That’s a car for a girl, ¡maricón! Of course it was, Gil told him. What’s a car for if not to pick up a girl?

The girl in the silver satin, for instance.

“Is that your car?” she asked. “Looks like she’s already spoken for.”

“She’s on loan to the groom.” So he could drive his bride back to the honeymoon suite in style. “But she’s all mine. Oughta be, after the work I’ve done on her.” He’d earned her on his back in the shop, before he was even old enough to work. His father was dead and his mother was still in Havana, where she would die, too, more than likely. He used to feel a yearning for home, sharp as a knife in his guts, but home was so long ago now the wound had healed over, and he felt nothing for it anymore.

“So, which are you,” she asked after another contemplative drag, “Johnny Burnette or Steve McQueen? Or is Gilberto Francisco Delgado García something in between?”

That she remembered his names—all four of them—was all the encouragement he needed. “Something in between,” he echoed. “Yes, that might be me.”

“Might be?”

“You tell me.” He bent down to stub his cigarette out in the gravel and got an eyeful of her ankles. Hem swishing around her legs as she swayed to the music still spilling out from the ballroom. He straightened up and opened the driver’s door. A precarious invitation to slide into the darkness inside. The beauty mark levitated, rising toward her hairline.

“A light is one thing,” she said. “But climbing into cars with strange men? What would they say about me.”

“If you told me your name, we wouldn’t be strangers.”

“Maybe I like my men strange.” She finished off her champagne and handed him the empty flute. He held the door as she slipped past him—insubstantial as her quicksilver skirts except for a wisp of sweet, woody perfume. Gil looked both ways, back toward the ballroom and down the road where the rest of the band had disappeared, then climbed in behind her.

She sat a modest distance away—the long bench seat a virgin wilderness between them—one wrist dangling out the window. He had no idea what time it was by then. Time telescoped onstage, stretched and shrank with the music, moving like molasses one moment, like an avalanche the next. Never before this minute, this girl, had he wanted it to stand still. He turned the key in the ignition and the dashboard lit up like a fireworks display. Her head turned, the lights reflected in her eyes. Good. He intended to dazzle her.

“Push that button there,” he said. “Just above your knee.” Just to let her know he’d noticed the way that silver satin had crept an inch or two up her thigh. He wondered what had brought her there—or whom. She was too untouched by the sun to be a Florida native. The glove box fell open. “Now push that red button, there.”

“Will I be ejected?” she asked, but curiosity had bested her already, the button sinking under her fingertip.

“Doña,” he said, “you can ride beside me forever.”

“Or at least until the groom needs the car.”

“That’s just for tonight,” he told her. “Now he’s a married man, he’s in the market for a family car.”

“And you’re not?”

He laughed against the seats, breathed in the dusky smell of the leather, the shimmering scent of her. A heady cocktail, but one he could drink down like water. “Not exactly compatible with my lifestyle.” No sense lying. “They make it look easy, like one big party—and maybe it is, when you’ve got a cushy deal with RCA and a private plane, but to get there, it’s work. A lot of work for a lot of nothing for a long time, and no guarantees.” Any girl who got mixed up with him had to know what she was getting herself into. Take me or leave me! Most of them left. He didn’t want to scare this one away—even if she didn’t seem the kind who scared so easy. “But maybe someday, when I’ve had a chance to be somebody, you know?”

“Yeah,” she said, the word sinking low in her throat. “I do.” Before he could ask what made her voice go so soulful, it jumped back up to the tip of her tongue. “Nothing’s happening.”

He grinned across the dark at her. “Push the white button. Then the blue.”

He listened for the hiss, the click, then her own voice answered her, with the soft velvet fizz of the tape. Or at least until the groom needs the car. She looked back at him in surprise. Gratified, he went right on grinning.

That’s just for tonight.

She stopped the tape. “You did this yourself? All the wiring and everything?”

“And everything.” He ran one hand along the dash. Blondie was his first love, and whatever happened, whichever girls took him or left him, she would be the last.

“But what is this . . . for?”

“I get my best ideas when I’m driving. For songs, I mean. But I can’t always pull over to write them down.”

She shook her head. “Somewhere between Johnny Burnette and Steve McQueen.”

“A guy could do worse.” He shifted closer on the seat. “A girl could, too.”

She flicked her ash out the window. “Probably.”

Her ambivalence was thrilling. He had nothing he hadn’t worked for. He could work to win her over. Earn her, too. “And what brings a girl like you to a wedding like this?” It was hard to imagine her in the conga line.

“Friends. I’m visiting for the summer.”

“Just the summer?” he said, because it was already September. “And then what?”

“I’d like to see more of the world,” she said with conspicuous nonchalance—as if it were a passing fancy. But he sensed that she wanted to see the world the same way he wanted to be somebody, nothing nonchalant about it. “I haven’t ruled anything out.”

“Even telling me your name?”

She laughed at that—a fantastic sound, high and clear as the cry of a bird. He wished she hadn’t stopped the tape, so he could play it back over and over. “Since you’re so damned persistent,” she said, “I’ll make you a trade.” She flicked her cigarette away, opened her purse, and took out a pocket camera. “Let me take your picture, and I’ll tell you my name.”

“What do you want a photo of a stranger for?” he asked, but she had already opened the door, slid out of the car. He followed a half second behind, smoothing his hair, overthinking his posture. He checked the tiny flash of his reflection in the side mirror. Still learning how to hold himself, how to look like a rock star—not just sound like one.

“If I tell you my name, we won’t be strangers,” she reminded him, reaching for the banner, which hung like a loose tie over the tailgate. “Sit there.” She pushed him gently, and the bumper hit the backs of his knees. He sat. Heart wild at the warmth of her hand through his shirt. “Good. Lift your chin.”

“It’s too dark.”

“I like when the light isn’t right. It’s more real. Lift your chin.”

He didn’t, just so she’d lean in close again and do it for him. He caught another whiff of perfume clinging to her wrist. “Which are you,” he said, “Cybill Shepherd or Annie Leibovitz?”

“I’m just Nora,” she said, disappearing behind the little Instamatic, no wider than an 8-track tape. “Don’t move.”
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RHYMIN & STEALIN

Suzanne tugged Doug’s untucked shirt. “Rattail, red sweatshirt, cassette section.” The favorite hunting ground of the light-fingered. Cassettes were easy to slip out of sight.

“Roger.” He glanced up from the register. “Trip him if he gets as far as clearance.” His fingers didn’t stop moving until the cash drawer crashed open, the clatter of coins lost in the hustle and bustle of Music Tuesday, when all the new releases hit the racks. Suzanne bobbed and weaved between shoppers, her size her secret weapon: everyone looked right over her head, but she was just the right height to watch their hands. She had learned from Doug what to look for—bulging pockets and gaping backpacks and a certain slouch shoplifters adopted when they were trying too hard to look at ease.

She had also learned, after a few weeks’ practice, to enjoy the thrill of the hunt. Stalking her quarry from aisle to aisle only to pounce just before they reached the doors, thinking they were in the clear. She ducked behind the curtain of an empty listening booth and peered out, watching as Rattail lifted another cassette, sliding it up under the hem of his sweatshirt and into his back pocket. He grew bolder as he moved through the store, convinced of Doug’s distraction. Suzanne chewed her lip, waiting for her moment. She counted two, three, four more cassettes squirreled away. Scanning him head to toe, she deduced he must be out of pockets and about to beat a hasty retreat. A blare of brass from the ceiling speakers told her Doug was ready to make the catch. “Your butt is mine!” she sang to herself as Rattail sidled through clearance and started for the exit. Suzanne tapped her foot along to the handclaps overhead until it was time to stick that foot out of the booth. She caught Rattail right in the ankles and watched in giggling paroxysms as he fell headlong into a Scorpions display. Savage Amusement, indeed.

Rattail clawed his hood away from his face to find Doug bending over him. “Think you’re pretty bad, don’tcha?” he said. “Empty your pockets, shamone.”

They frog-marched him over to the cash wrap, everyone in line happy to wait and watch as Doug set him up in front of the corkboard where repeat offenders were inducted to the Sticky Fingers Hall of Fame. Suzanne rooted around in her backpack for her camera.

“We are panopticon,” Doug intoned.

“Panopticon sees all,” Suzanne answered solemnly. “Smile!” The Polaroid flashed and spat out a fresh mug shot for the corkboard. They pinned it up and kicked him out and Doug did a bow for the rest of the patrons before peeling twenty dollars off his wallet for Suzanne. Because the manager deducted stolen merchandise from the paychecks of insufficiently vigilant cashiers, every time they bagged a bandit, he paid Suzanne half in cash for her help. Nine times out of ten, it went right back into the till. Her backpack bulged and sagged and threatened to pull her over backward, her precious pocket money traded for singles and cassettes and CDs she had no way to play because the stereo at home had no disc tray.

She’d sprawl on the floor, hours past bedtime when Nora was asleep, with Gil’s earphones clamped on her head, studying the liner notes with a flashlight like a seminarian at scripture. Strawberry fields and marmalade skies, her insatiable hunger for music increasingly indistinguishable from more corporeal cravings since she started spending her lunch money at Most Wanted, too. Every tape she played, every record she spun, made her want more. She could wait, she told her growling stomach, to guzzle milk from the carton at home. She could wait, she told her watering mouth, until Nora brought something back from the hotel where she worked on weekends. Nora did not notice, subsisting on her own paltry diet of cheap smokes and cheap coffee, cheap shots of vodka choked down like castor oil, cheap shots taken at Gil, the Macy’s manager, the landlord and the government and God. Anyone who’d ever built her hopes up, anyone who’d ever let her down. Occasionally she caught herself and stopped and said, “Don’t listen to me, munchkin. Mama’s tired, that’s all.” But music was forbidden during daylight hours by unspoken edict, and there was nothing else to listen to. Suzanne grew resentful of the silence. Resentful of
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