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Chapter 1

It was a love song. At least it started out that way. The lyrics told the tale of a romance between a man and the woman who made his life worth living. Being a blues song, it was also about how that woman repeatedly broke the man’s heart and then repaid his forgiving ways by bringing a world of suffering down on him. The beautiful melody soared and plunged, each verse proclaiming rapturous happiness and gut-wrenching pain. Here, in a church, this piece of music couldn’t have been further outside its natural habitat. But the tune’s lovely mournfulness echoed from the back wall to the baptismal pool and from the marble floor to the vaulted ceiling and settled in as if the forlorn cry had always lived here.

As the song continued and grew sadder with every line, I thought of my parents, Dora and Wilbur Jackson. The blues was Mama and Daddy’s music. Nearly every weekend of my childhood, they spent their evenings in our living room, listening to scratchy recordings of old-timey blues songs on the hi-fi. One of those might have been as sorrowful as the dirge ringing through the church, but I couldn’t recall hearing anything that touched this song for sheer misery.

Mama preferred her blues on the cheerier and dirtier side—nasty tunes loaded with crude jokes about hot dogs, jelly rolls, and pink Cadillacs. The gloomy ballads, like this one, were Daddy’s favorites. I never saw him happier than when he was huddled up with Mama on the sofa, humming along with an ode to agony. He would bob his head to the pulse of the music, like he was offering encouragement to a down-in-the-mouth singer who was sitting right next to him, croaking out his hard luck.

Sometimes, before sending me to bed, my parents would allow me to squeeze in between them. They’ve both been dead for years now, but their bad singing lingers in my memory. And, because I inherited their tuneless voices, I remind myself of my parents every time I rip into some unfortunate melody. Whenever I hear a melancholy blues, I feel the roughness of Daddy’s fingertips, callused by years of carpentry work, sliding over my arm like he was playing a soulful riff on imaginary strings that ran from my elbow to my wrist.

I’d be ordered off to bed when Mama’d had enough of the dreariness and wanted to listen to a record about rocking and rolling and loving that was too grown-up for my young ears.

Even though the song rumbling through the sanctuary would have been a bit dark for Mama’s taste, she’d have loved the singer’s wailing voice and the roller-coaster ride of the melody. And she wouldn’t have let this song go unnoted. If she had been in the church with me, she’d have turned to me and declared, “Odette, your daddy would’ve loved this song. Every single word of it makes you wanna die. I’ve gotta write this in my book.”

My mother’s “book” was a calendar from Stewart’s Funeral Home that she kept in her pocketbook. The cover of the calendar showed a gray-and-white spotted colt and a small boy in blue overalls. They were in a meadow, both of them jumping off the ground in an expression of unrestrained bliss. Above the picture were the words “Jump for Joy,” and below, “Happy thoughts to you and yours from Stewart’s Funeral Home.” Whenever Mama ran into something that she felt was remarkable enough to merit celebration, she wrote a note on that day’s date so she’d never forget it.

Mama’s book first appeared on a Sunday afternoon about ten years before she passed. We’d just walked out of our church, Holy Family Baptist, and Reverend Brown stood at the bottom of the front steps saying good-bye to his flock. Mama strode up to him and said, “Reverend, you’re the best preacher I’ve ever heard. I’ve been thinkin’ about your Easter sermon all spring. It was truly a wonder; really opened my eyes. I want you to know that you can consider this here soul a hundred percent saved.”

Reverend Brown, who was more than a foot taller than Mama, bent over and took her hand. “That’s so kind of you, Dora,” he said. “I’m just doing what I can for the Kingdom.”

“I mean it,” Mama said. “You’ve won this battle for the Lord. And I wanted to make sure to thank you, since I won’t be comin’ back.”

Reverend Brown hung on to Mama’s hand and waited for her to deliver the punch line to what he assumed was one of the peculiar jokes she was known to tell. But Mama wasn’t kidding. She explained, “Remember how you preached that if we really wanted to be closer to God, we should look at the world around us and write down a little thank-you to Him for all the things He gave us? Well, I took your words to heart and I’ve been doin’ that ever since.”

Mama opened her pocketbook then and pulled out a rolled-up wall calendar. She flipped three pages back to Easter and showed the pastor where she had written, “Best Sermon Ever” in the little square for that date. Then she showed him how she had jotted brief notes on each day of the calendar since then.

“Reverend, you truly preached your ass off this mornin’. But, just like you said, it was nothin’ compared to the way I feel when I’m sittin’ alone, thankin’ God directly. So I’m takin’ your advice and skippin’ the middleman.” She waved her calendar in the air. “From now on, I’m goin’ straight to the source.”

She pulled a pen from her pocketbook and wrote an entry on that day’s date in her book that read, “Second-best sermon ever.” Then she patted Reverend Brown on his cheek and walked away from Holy Family Baptist forever.

Stewart’s Funeral Home came out with a new calendar each year. Since Mr. Stewart was notoriously cheap, he reused the same cover. Mama had a fresh “Jump for Joy” book every January.

Her habit of hauling that calendar out, scribbling on it, and reciting her observations to anyone nearby was just one of many odd behaviors Mama was content to display in public. I was uncomfortable with the additional stares and whispers that followed her newest eccentricity, but Mama was immune to embarrassment. She told me, “Folks can laugh at me all they want. But when the blues comes lookin’ for me, I’m gonna wave my little book at it and tell it to move along, ’cause I know how to jump for joy.”

She wrote in her book until her last morning on this earth.

As the sanctuary reverberated with the howling third verse of the astonishing blues singer’s lament, I imagined Mama beside me in the pew, writing, “Bluest blues in all creation.” With Mama in mind, I leaned toward my husband, James, and shared my evaluation of the music filling Calvary Baptist Church: “This is the saddest song I have ever heard.”

James said, “Your old man would’ve loved it.”

The singer who sat hunched over his guitar in a dark corner, crooning and roaring about loving and forgiving his cruel woman, looked to be about seventy. He was tall and skinny, and he had a white beard that swallowed his face from nose to neck. James was right. Daddy would have loved the way the blues man bent the pitches of the tune in such a bleak way that you knew love had brought him trouble and that there would be more bad news coming in the days ahead.

“The blues is what a love song turns into after the singer’s had his teeth kicked out,” Daddy once said. What kind of beating had life given to this bearded man, who stared at the floor and filled the room with gorgeous sorrow? How did he end up here, curled around his guitar, letting loose a heartbreaking cry for all the world to hear? Every line of this song brought to mind Daddy’s definition of the blues. There was no way this man had a single unbroken tooth left in his mouth.

Full of love, loss, passion, and bitterness, the song was made even more pitiful by the occasion. It accompanied a radiant bride as she made her stately procession down the center aisle toward her groom. She moved toward the altar with an ease and grace that were quite impressive, considering the character of the music and the fact that she had recently celebrated her eighty-second birthday.

The bride, Beatrice Jordan, was the mother of my best friend, Clarice. Miss Beatrice was a leading member of Calvary Baptist, the most no-nonsense church in Plainview, Indiana. She was a good Christian woman whose greatest source of pride came from being a better Christian than anybody else.

I loved Miss Beatrice, but she was so extravagantly and annoyingly devoted to the Lord and to making sure that everybody else was, too, that being around her for too long had a way of shattering my resolve to keep His Commandments. Over the years, she’d pushed me to take the Lord’s name in vain more times than I’d like to recall. And Miss Beatrice had driven everyone I knew to think about murder at least once.

The groom was Mr. Forrest Payne, the owner of the Pink Slipper Gentlemen’s Club, the only legally operating business in Plainview that had ever been called scandalous. The club had been known for on-site gambling, prostitution, and a flagrant disregard for all liquor laws. There was a time when reputations were ruined and marriages destroyed just because previously respectable men had been seen walking near the Pink Slipper’s door.

The club’s unsavory public image scared away many potential customers but served as effective advertising for just as many others. My aunt Marjorie swore that the Pink Slipper was the only place in town to hear the blues done right, as well as the only place to find corn liquor as potent as the killer brew she concocted at home. She was a Pink Slipper regular till the day she died.

And when I say “till the day she died,” I mean it. Aunt Marjorie had a fatal heart attack while disarming a man who’d pulled a knife on her during a fight at the club. At her funeral, Forrest Payne comforted Mama by telling her that her sister had passed with her opponent’s knife clutched in her fist and a satisfied grin on her face.

The brawls, overt prostitution, and gambling were now history, or so I’d been told. These days, the club was more likely to be spoken of as a respected music venue than as a low dive. Forrest had been rehabilitated, and his business had been purified along with him. The major reason for his rise from social pariah to elder statesman and philanthropist was, at that moment, serenely gliding his way, clutching a bouquet of pale peach roses and silvery-white chrysanthemums.

This love match had taken everyone by surprise. Over the years, Miss Beatrice had become famous around town as the nutty old woman who regularly stationed herself on a hillock at the edge of the Pink Slipper’s parking lot and yelled warnings of eternal damnation at arriving and departing patrons through a bullhorn. She blamed Forrest for facilitating the repeated infidelities of her first husband, my friend Clarice’s father. And it had become her life’s mission to keep other men from following that same sinful path. In spite of her softened feelings toward Forrest Payne, even nowadays she showed up at the parking lot occasionally to shout at patrons on evenings when the dancers stripped. She’d left the bachelorette party Clarice had put together for her the night before her wedding to do just that. But since romance had warmed her heart, instead of yelling, “The fires of hell await you, sinner!” at departing customers the way she used to, Miss Beatrice now hollered, “God bless you, fornicator! Drive carefully!”

Several times during the ceremony, I glanced over my shoulder and searched for Mama. The idea that I might see her wasn’t just wishful thinking on my part. In addition to a wide mouth, a round frame, and a tendency to talk too damn much, I have also inherited my mother’s ability to see dead people. Mama was the first of the departed to seek out my company. She surprised me in the middle of the night several years after her passing, and she visits me regularly. Dead, Mama can be as much of a handful as she was when she was alive. But she’s easier to take than a number of the spirits I’ve had to contend with.

Events that defy explanation draw my mother to them like magnets, so I found it hard to believe that she could stay away from the union of Beatrice Jordan and Forrest Payne. Mama’s spirit was nowhere in sight, though. So I paid close attention and took note of every detail around me. It’s not easy to astound a ghost, but the next time she stopped by, I intended to give Mama a description of the day’s festivities that would knock her socks off.

Looking as perfectly put together as always, my friend Barbara Jean Carlson sat on my left side in the pew, adjusting her pearl necklace and smoothing nonexistent wrinkles from her skirt. Back in the 1960s, our schoolmates had started calling Barbara Jean, Clarice, and me “the Supremes” after the singing group. The more widely known Supremes had been separated by fame, acrimony, and death. But more than forty years after our trio was formed, the Plainview Supremes stood united.

Barbara Jean cozied up to her husband, Ray. But she and I had our eyes on Clarice, to the preacher’s right, waiting for her mother to finish her journey down the aisle. That day, it was our job to remind Clarice, who was still in shock over her mother’s change of heart regarding Forrest Payne, to smile. To that end, each time Clarice looked our way, we grinned and gestured toward our faces as if we were presenting brand-new refrigerators to contestants on a TV game show.

Poor Clarice. Whenever she forgot to smile, she took on the astonished expression that had first crossed her face a few months ago when she’d learned of her pious mother’s romance with the owner of the Pink Slipper Gentlemen’s Club.

Miss Beatrice had told her daughter that her love affair with Forrest began the night she was stranded at his club by a sudden snowstorm that blew in during one of her bullhorn protests. He had insisted that she wait out the storm in his office, and they’d chatted for hours over tea. After that, they’d become inseparable.

What Clarice said to me was, “Mother claims that saving Mr. Payne’s soul is like climbing a spiritual Mount Everest. She can’t resist the challenge.” Miss Beatrice had also told Clarice that Forrest Payne had served her loose-leaf Earl Grey from a bone china tea service. Though her mother had gone to the Pink Slipper to do her version of God’s work, it was the tea service that had won her over. Clarice had said, “I tell you, Odette, fine china is like opium to that woman. The moment that Wedgwood cup hit her lips, Mother was a goner.”

We may never learn whether it was the Good Book or the china that brought Miss Beatrice and Forrest Payne together. But as his bride marched toward him, Mr. Payne looked as happy as a kid on Christmas morning. And Miss Beatrice seemed overjoyed to be marrying the man she’d spent decades denouncing as a servant of Satan.

The silver-embossed wedding program identified the saddest processional music ever heard as “The Happy Heartache Blues.” When the song came to an end, the bearded blues man disconnected his guitar from the amplifier and limped away from the altar with an awkward gait that made me think he might be older than I’d guessed.

Calvary Baptist wasn’t the sort of church where people applauded music, religious or secular. Such a display would be considered tacky at best, damnable at worst. But when the singer finished, everyone on the groom’s side of the sanctuary and plenty of folks on the bride’s side clapped in ovation. The blues man shuffled off without acknowledging the applause.

The pastor then began a loud and harsh homily, full of accusations and dire predictions. This was in keeping with Calvary Baptist’s reputation as the church most likely to tell its members that weekly attendance was the only thing keeping them from heading straight to hell. It was a sermon right up Miss Beatrice’s alley. With every mention of damnation, she turned toward the wedding guests and nodded her head in agreement so we wouldn’t get the impression that she was going to allow the joyfulness of the occasion to stand in the way of her efforts to save our unworthy souls.

Despite the gloomy music and the brimstone-heavy sermon, the wedding was lovely. Clarice and her mother had planned it to perfection. Miss Beatrice wore an exquisitely embroidered ivory-colored suit with an ankle-length skirt. The groom wore a gorgeously tailored black suit, which was a shock for everyone in attendance; few in Plainview could recall seeing Forrest Payne in anything other than his signature canary-yellow tuxedo. According to Clarice, there had been a compromise between her mother and her soon-to-be stepfather, granting Mr. Payne the right to choose the wedding march and Miss Beatrice the right to banish the yellow tuxedo for one afternoon.

Calvary Baptist Church is the prettiest house of worship in Plainview. It might not be what most people would call a friendly or inviting place, but the altar is made of ornately carved oak with, as its centerpiece, a magnificent pastor’s chair that would have been right at home in a medieval castle. The towering stained-glass windows paint every surface in the sanctuary with color and make you feel as if you are at the center of a rainbow. At Calvary Baptist, you can’t help but contemplate the Divine.

Behind the baptismal pool, there is a mural of the Crucifixion that makes the angry shouting of the pastor in front of it fade from your mind. The depiction of the bare-chested, muscular Jesus in the painting is so sexy that it’s hard to take your eyes off it. Sunday services at Calvary tend to go on forever. By the second hour, the majority of the congregation’s ladies, and a fair number of the men, start taking a mental break from their weekly browbeating to stare up at the beefy Lord and Savior on the wall. The Redeemer’s charms are so potent that most congregants can’t recall the sermon’s topic by the time of the benediction.

In this setting, two unlikely people proclaimed their everlasting love for each other in front of an amazed assemblage.

With a few reminders from Barbara Jean and me, Clarice managed to hold on to her smile, even as she played the piano during the blessing of the rings. Clarice is an extraordinary musician. She had already begun winning ribbons and praise for her piano playing when we met as five-year-olds. But after a midlife resurgence, she was no longer Plainview, Indiana’s secret. She was making recordings and traveling the country, performing for bigger audiences every year.

Clarice’s handsome husband, Richmond Baker, served as Forrest Payne’s best man. As always, Richmond radiated charm and goodwill. But it was hard to know if he was genuinely happy about having a role in the proceedings or was putting up a front for the sake of his wife.

In the fifth year of a separation, Clarice and Richmond’s marriage had finally hit smooth sailing. For Clarice, anyway. Life as a semi-single woman fit Clarice better than marriage. She was happy living in her own house and entertaining Richmond only when she saw fit. For nearly all the years they’d been together, Richmond had been as proficient an adulterer as Clarice’s father had. Yet Richmond was still trying to comprehend why Clarice had decided she couldn’t stand living with him anymore.

Decades of watching him break Clarice’s heart had seen me alternating between fantasies of taking a hammer to his head and visions of using a cleaver on his private parts. But even I had to admire the hard work he’d put in to demonstrate to Clarice how much he’d changed since she’d left him.

It was especially tough for Richmond to show that he’d given up his old ways on the day of Miss Beatrice’s wedding. The groom’s side of the sanctuary was populated with women who knew Richmond from a time before he became enlightened. Five years into his non-promiscuous existence, these ladies still remembered him quite fondly. From the front to the back of the church, top-heavy dancers from the Pink Slipper Gentlemen’s Club and other extravagantly dolled-up women waggled their fingertips at Richmond and mimed phones at their ears, mouthing, “Call me.” Even as he did his best to ignore them, I was certain that Richmond’s already oversized ego was expanding every second that he stood alongside Mr. Payne up at the altar.

After Clarice finished playing—the wedding program said the piano piece was “Clair de Lune,” by Debussy—she took her place beside her mother again. Miss Beatrice gave her daughter a kiss on the cheek, and the pastor gave the assembled guests one more warning to repent from our evil ways before moving on to the vows.

If Richmond didn’t take notice of the behavior and appearance of the folks on the groom’s side of the room, the Calvary Baptist regulars filling up the bride’s side certainly did. Miss Beatrice’s family and friends reacted to the exposed cleavage, gaudy jewelry, body piercings, and general raucousness of the Pink Slipper folks with a combination of open-jawed gawking and loud clucks of disapproval. Miss Beatrice’s grandchildren seemed to be the only members of her family having a truly good time. Clarice’s daughter and three sons, who had all come from their homes out of town to witness their grandmother’s surprising coupling, could barely contain their amusement. Clarice’s children were all over thirty, but the occasion had them giggling and whispering into each other’s ears like schoolkids. They stopped only when Clarice gave them the stink eye from the altar.

After Miss Beatrice and Forrest Payne were pronounced man and wife, their guests stepped outside into brilliant sunlight. In another week or so, the weather would be hot and humid, but on this day, the skies were cloud-free and there was just enough of a breeze to make the men feel comfortable in their suits and ties. The air smelled faintly of freshly mown grass and of smoke from charcoal fires in nearby backyards.

Mama would have adored everything about this day. She’d have witnessed an infamous purveyor of indecency and a woman who had devoted herself to stomping out, or at least pointing out, sinfulness profess their love for each other. She’d have seen the upstanding members of Calvary Baptist Church looking like their heads were going to explode as they played host to a crowd of people they’d have preferred to burn at the stake. And Mama would have had herself an annoyingly gleeful time, humming along in her wandering pitch with “The Happy Heartache Blues.”

As the guests tossed rice on the newly married couple, the flower girl, Clarice’s seven-year-old granddaughter, excited and happy in her lilac taffeta dress, ran circles around her ring-bearer cousin, leaping up into the air and trying to touch that glorious blue sky. Mama, never one to restrain herself in the presence of wild exuberance, would likely have shared in the rejoicing by jumping right along with the flower girl, and then scrawling an entry into her book.

Weeks after the wedding, I would look back and wonder if things might have turned out differently if Mama had seen or heard the old blues man that afternoon. Just a few words from her might have changed the outcome, or at least given James and me a chance to brace ourselves. But that’s how this journey works. We can’t prepare for the calamity heading our way, because it never looks dangerous until it’s right on top of us. We’re always too busy singing our sweet love songs and jumping for joy to realize that our teeth are about to get kicked out.





Chapter 2

El Walker told himself that once he was back at home, even though he wasn’t certain where home was anymore, he would see the humor in the latest turn his life had taken. He would cash his check, buy a bottle of whiskey, and have a good laugh about having spent two weeks in Plainview, Indiana, the one town on earth he’d sworn he would never visit again. But right now, his only laughs came from watching the ongoing slapstick routine performed by the patrons as they walked past him. One after another, they stumbled over a deep dip in the floor a little more than an arm’s length from El’s barstool. When he’d walked into the Pink Slipper Gentlemen’s Club earlier that day, he had surprised himself by smoothly sidestepping that depression in the slatted wood as if it had been just a few days, instead of decades, since he’d last entered the place.

He’d warned Forrest not to let Leroy build that floor back in 1949. Leroy was a hell of a bass player, but he had already disappeared into the heroin hole by then. He was the first of the bandmates to get hooked, and he couldn’t be trusted to do anything other than bang out a bass line. But Leroy’s father was a local handyman with a good reputation, and Leroy had looked like such a natural when swinging a hammer that Forrest had foolishly let him loose on the floorboards of his new emporium, where Leroy did just the kind of job a junkie could be expected to do. The floor he constructed rose and fell drastically every few yards. Now three generations of the club’s patrons owed twisted ankles and spilled drinks to that strung-out mess of a bass slapper.

El, along with Leroy and the rest of his bandmates, had helped build the club in ’49. Forrest had run out of funds halfway through construction, so he’d promised El’s band a regular weekend gig if they would pitch in to finish the place. They’d been children, most of them too young to legally enter the club. And they’d had no idea what they were doing. But together they’d scavenged, begged, or stolen every stick of lumber and each nail, and they had assembled something that still stood.

The juke joint they’d cobbled together as teenagers had been repurposed a number of times and had become the cornerstone of Forrest’s ten-acre complex of spectacularly lucrative enterprises. Now the rickety shack had been declared fashionable by a new generation. Restored to its original mission as a haven for blues lovers and drunken fools, it was more popular than ever.

El thanked the bartender for his second whiskey. All those years of traveling and playing at clubs small and large—well, mostly small—and the best thing about the traveling life remained the free drinks. Alcohol calmed his nerves. Nearly seven decades of performing, and El still felt a tingle of fear each time he moved toward a stage. That was a fact the boy who had helped build this place would never have believed.

Booze also dulled the pain in his foot. Numbness had been the problem before El had lost two toes to complications from diabetes a year before. Now sensation had returned with a vengeance. The discomfort had grown worse over the last couple of months and had spread past his ankle. He turned on his stool and faced the stage on the opposite side of the room. With his back pressed against the bar, he swung his right leg back and forth several times, hoping that improved circulation might rush the healing alcohol to his sore foot.

The ache had subsided somewhat since he’d performed at Forrest’s wedding one day earlier. And now the whiskey had begun to warm his spirit as it anesthetized his foot. With each sip, El silently thanked Jim Beam for his infinite mercy.

The band onstage was a five-piece group, just like El’s had been in the early days. Sax, keyboard, string bass, guitar, drummer. They weren’t half bad for a bunch of college kids. Most of them were classical players from the state university on Plainview’s east side. Like a lot of the young ones El ran into, they had gravitated to the blues because they wanted to wear fedoras and talk like hepcats from a 1950s movie. The kids could play their instruments, though. They had chops to burn. It wasn’t their fault that having chops wasn’t enough. And, of course, they didn’t have Lily. Nobody sang or pounded those piano keys like Lily.

El was astounded to see that the sax player was sipping from a bottle of water. Water. Who ever heard of a blues man drinking water? Blues men drank whiskey and, occasionally, coffee or Coca-Cola to recover from the booze they’d consumed the night before. But never water. After the show, the kids would surround him as they always did nowadays, seeking advice and asking questions about every cut on El’s one album, bootleg copies of which they all seemed to own. El would tell them that the first step to being blues men was to spit out any drink that wasn’t some shade of brown.

Bubba, the sax player with whom El had shared the stage across the room half a century earlier, wouldn’t have been caught dead drinking water. At thirty, Bubba had been the only real adult in the band at the beginning. He had claimed to have been playing with the same reed since he was twelve years old, a feat made possible because both he and that thin slice of bamboo had been preserved by repeated soakings in cheap liquor. El knew that Bubba had been exaggerating. But the man’s saxophone had sounded great, and at thirty, Bubba looked like a schoolboy. So maybe there was something to it.

Bubba had a long face that reminded El of the large and exceptionally ornery horse El’s foster mother had owned. And Bubba had been nearly as brawny and tough as that horse. El had seen Bubba put away two fifths of Old Crow in a single evening and still have enough coordination and confidence to ask the finest women in the joint for a dance. It was Bubba who was usually left with the job of picking up the less experienced drinkers from wherever they’d collapsed at the end of the night. The sight of Bubba hauling limp drunks, draped over his wide shoulders, two at a time, through the club’s doors was something El would never forget.

Bubba was long gone now. Done in by his unquenchable passion for quick-tempered and well-armed women. Unfortunately, they had loved him right back. He’d died in 1972 in a hospital bed, where he’d been recuperating from a gunshot wound inflicted by his final poorly chosen girlfriend. The bullet wound had been a minor injury, and he’d been due to leave the hospital the day he died. But then he got caught in the crossfire of a gunfight that broke out between his girlfriend, who had come to apologize for shooting him, and his wife, who had been keeping a vigil at his bedside. At his memorial service, the police had to be summoned to contain the brawl that broke out among a dozen of Bubba’s women. El knew of at least six blues songs that had been composed about Bubba’s funeral. He’d written one himself.

Tonight, there was one more act before El was supposed to go on. The emcee, a round little man in a maroon sharkskin suit, trotted up to the microphone and asked the audience to show their appreciation for the band. Then he announced the next performer. “Our man El Walker is back at the Pink Slipper after a long absence, folks. And he’ll be taking the stage in just a minute. But first, we’ll see some dancing and get the Good News from sweet Charmina. Y’all put your hands together for our favorite servant of the Lord. And dig deep in your pockets to help this little lady put a new organ in her church’s loft. Here she is, the Pink Slipper’s own pole dancer for Christ, Miss Charmina.”

An attractive young woman strode onto the stage. Charmina had a lovely face. She had full lips, large brown eyes, and round cheeks. Her black hair fell onto her shoulders in glistening ringlets that bounced with each step she took. Her Kewpie-doll dimples gave her an air of innocence even as she strutted in front of the band toward the pole at the end of the runway at center stage.

El liked that she had some meat on her. Most dancers were so skinny these days, but not her. Back when he was part of the original house band, the girls were bigger. Much bigger. No one talked about firm abs or well-defined arms back then. Any woman who took the stage without jiggling a little couldn’t hope to be handed any real money. More likely, she’d be handed a ham sandwich.

Charmina was in no danger of wasting away. Her generous curves were outfitted with, and accentuated by, a bodysuit that perfectly matched her skin tone, making it appear from a distance as if she were nearly naked. Over her bodysuit, she wore a bikini made of dozens of green felt fig leaves. In one hand, she carried a large white wicker basket.

With her free hand, Charmina flung aside a curtain that covered an easel. Her grandly theatrical gesture revealed a sign that read, “Eve’s Expulsion from the Garden of Eden.” When she thrust a hip toward the band, they began to play “What a Friend We Have in Jesus.”

Charmina had already been working for Forrest for several years when, after leaving the club one night, she had staggered, drunk, into a revival meeting. Once saved, she immediately ceased performing most of the services that had made her the most popular dancer at the Pink Slipper, opting instead to hand out Scripture verses and to interpret biblical scenes through pole dancing. At first, her new act didn’t go over well with the club’s regulars, and Forrest came close to firing her. But her sincerity and her polite reminders to Forrest that, being an elderly man, he should get right with the Lord while he still had the opportunity moved him to allow her to dance for the glory of Jesus on Sundays, his slowest night.

To Forrest’s surprise, the faithful began flocking in to see Charmina. Her Sunday Gospel Dance soon rivaled Saturday nights in popularity. And Charmina’s fund-raising proved so successful that her pastor’s wife, who had once been among her most vehement critics, was now her biggest supporter. The first lady of Calvary Baptist Church had converted from foe to fan the moment the tally of Charmina’s donations from her opening month at the Pink Slipper was announced. It was a habit of the pastor’s wife to jot down multiple money-raising suggestions on Post-it notes during the church finance committee’s meeting and pass them along to her husband. When she learned the amount of money Charmina’s theological pole dancing had brought in, her only note to the pastor read, “Recruit more whores.”

The Scripture-based stripping paid off in ways Forrest hadn’t imagined. Charmina got to spread her message. Forrest developed a new customer base and inched nearer to heaven. Calvary Baptist Church acquired a new roof and was on its way to a new pipe organ. And when the nature of Forrest’s relationship with Beatrice took its dramatic turn, he was able to offer up Charmina’s performances as evidence that he was redeemable. Everybody won.

Now Charmina moved fully into the lights of the stage and set down the basket. She reached inside and extracted a snake. Six feet long, El guessed. A pale yellow-and-ivory albino python. Draping it across her shoulders and down the length of both arms, she began to dance. The snake’s name, El would later learn, was Percy.

El couldn’t abide snakes. It was a lingering effect, he believed, of the years he’d spent with a foster mother who was as nutty as hell and obsessed with snakes. When she was angry with him or any of the other kids, she would force them all to assemble in the kitchen. She would plant herself at the head of the table and, opening her Bible, tell them just what happened to misbehaving children when they received their punishment in hell.

“First, you get cast into a pit,” she’d say. “Then the snakes come for you. Big snakes. And you can yell all you want. Just gonna be more snakes comin’. Squeezin’ and bitin’ to beat the band. Then you’ll know the wages of sin for sure.” After she’d made her point, she would use her Bible to deliver a slap to the backside of whomever she was angriest at that day. Then she would leave them in the kitchen to contemplate their penitence.

El had been his foster mother’s favorite, so he hadn’t gotten the closed fist, the hickory switch, or the extension cord as often as the other children. Still, she had regularly whacked him with her Bible until he was fourteen and had grown so big that she worried he might hit her back. From that point on, she would simply touch her index finger to the corner of one eye to let him know that she was watching him. “Snakes, you little bastard,” she would say. “Snakes.”

El took another swig of whiskey to drive away thoughts of that foul woman, but Charmina didn’t make it easy. She and her snake were slithering toward him through the crowd. As the band played, Charmina strolled from table to table. Whenever she received a tip, she exchanged the bills for one of her fig leaves, so her felt-foliage bikini disappeared as she collected donations. By the time she worked her way over to El, the top of her bodysuit was uncovered. Not wanting to be any closer to Percy than he had to be, El practically tossed two dollar bills at her to get her to go away. When he looked at the fig leaf she’d left with him, he saw that it had an inscription on it. He held it up high where the light was a little better. When El read the words on the foliage—“His Forgiveness Awaits You”—he shook his head and muttered to himself, “Tell me God ain’t got a sense of humor.”

El’s attention was drawn back to the music. The kid playing the string bass was engaged in a flirtatious back-and-forth with Charmina, who made her way toward the band, her fists bulging with bills. She climbed onstage, shaking her hips in perfect time to his thumping beat. The band began “Jesus on the Mainline.” To the roaring approval of the audience, Charmina playfully tucked her last fig leaf into the bassist’s shirt pocket. Then she and Percy returned to the pole to finish their dance.

The bass player was a healthy-looking red-haired kid. Studying his sweet young face and his permanent blush, El imagined that the boy’s cheeks had been pinched by a doting grandmother just before he took the stage. Poor messed-up Leroy had been around the same age as this youngster when he’d ruined the bar floor in 1949, and they were both good musicians. But Leroy, who had been as scary and strung out as the redhead was angelic, switched his addictions every season or so and could never have been accused of looking healthy. When Leroy was doing cocaine, he would rush the tempo so aggressively that they had to add an extra song to each set to fill the remaining time. On heroin, he stretched everything out so long that Bubba would turn gray from lack of oxygen as he tried to hold the ever-lengthening notes on his sax.

Leroy outlived Bubba, but not by much. The band was in Memphis recording their one album, the one that was supposed to make them all rich and famous, when Leroy announced that he was done. Done with dope. Done with alcohol. Done with loose women. Done with the band. He said that Bubba’s death had shown him the error of his ways. As he packed up his bass, Leroy told his bandmates that they were heathens in his path. Then he raised his middle finger to them and stomped off to seek God. They never saw him again.

El never learned if Leroy found God. But God found Leroy for sure. Just a week after leaving the band, Leroy was struck dead by a bolt of lightning while walking down a busy Memphis street. He had his wallet in his hand and was exactly halfway between a Christian bookstore and a massage parlor when the lightning got him. Whether he died a righteous man or a sinner depended on who was telling the story.

“It’s a sweet, sweet day to be alive, ain’t it, El?” someone said.

The mixture of rasp, sibilance, and singsong was unmistakable. One of the many remarkable things about Forrest Payne was that what you heard coming out of him didn’t match what you saw, not even a little bit. He had the off-center nose and hulking build of a boxer, though he’d never been in the ring. His hands were checkered with faded jailhouse tattoos. But when he spoke, he sounded like a twelve-year-old bully performing a mean-spirited imitation of a young girl with a lisp.

Forrest, like El, was a tall man. Both of them had once been six-three. Neither towered over the crowd the way they once had. But wasn’t everything smaller now that they were old men? The music, the people, the entire world. El was months shy of his eightieth birthday. And Forrest . . . El didn’t know for sure how old Forrest was, but he knew that Forrest was every bit as close to the grave as he was.

Forrest wore a canary-yellow tuxedo with a white silk shirt. Lacy ruffles poked out of the cuffs of his jacket sleeves. It was the uniform he had worn since he’d opened the Pink Slipper in 1949. El had been along when Forrest bought his first yellow tux at a shop in Evansville the night before the club opened. Five minutes after they’d walked into the store, a slick salesman had the two country boys convinced that the yellow tux was practically a necessity for any young business owner. “This suit announces, ‘I’m lively and classy, too,’ ” he’d said. And they’d been naïve enough to believe him.

By the time Forrest realized he’d been taken, he had grown to like the way he looked in yellow. Six decades later, he owned twenty garish yellow tuxedos. Few people had ever seen him wearing anything else.

Forrest placed a manicured hand on El’s shoulder. “It’s a sweet, sweet day to be alive,” he said again.

“I wasn’t expectin’ to see you around today,” El said. He watched a slightly drunk young couple crash into each other as they negotiated the crater in the floor. Then he asked, “Your wife here, too?”

“Bea won’t come in a place that sells liquor.” Boasting of his respectable bride’s virtue caused Forrest to puff out his chest and straighten his spine. “She might show up out in the parking lot and do a little protestin’ later. She’s determined to steer me over to the right path. God love her.”

“That oughta keep her busy,” El said. He brought his hand to the breast pocket of his jacket before remembering that he had given up cigarettes after a bout with pneumonia a few years ago. Besides, by law, there was no smoking in the Pink Slipper now. Clean air and blues men drinking water in public. What had the world come to?

“Gonna have a honeymoon?”

“Oh, we’ll take a trip sometime soon. But I’m not about to miss my man El.”

The band launched into an up-tempo anthem, and the crowd responded by clapping along with the drumbeat. El swung and flexed his aching foot in time with the music. “They’re good,” Forrest said. “But y’all had the hunger.”

“We had the hunger, all right.” El chuckled and tossed back the rest of his drink. “We were damn near starvin’. Remember that time Lily passed out in the second show, nothin’ in her stomach?”

“Yeah.” Forrest hummed along with a few lines of the tune the band was roaring through. Then he said, “Speakin’ of Lily, a customer from the old days came through last week and told me he’d run into her in Chicago.”

“Don’t know anything about that,” El grunted. He regretted having mentioned her name. Being here was bad enough.

Forrest pointed at El’s empty glass, and the bartender rushed over with a refill. “James was at the wedding,” Forrest said. “Did you see him?”

El waved his whiskey beneath his nose like smelling salts. Setting his drink on the bar, he used his index finger to push an ice cube to the bottom of his glass. He brought his finger to his mouth and let a drop of whiskey, far better liquor than he could afford these days, roll across his tongue. “No, I didn’t see him.”

“I’m not tryin’ to meddle in your business, but you might wanna go talk to James. Your son is a good man, and I bet he’d be glad to see you.”

Careful not to put weight on his aching leg, El turned on his barstool until he was facing the band. “I’ll take that under consideration,” he mumbled.

Understanding that it was time to change the topic of their conversation, Forrest said, “So you gonna sing my song tonight?”

“I figured you’d probably had enough of it.”

“I’ll never get sick of that song. I want you to play it every night you’re here. And record it. We got the latest equipment.”

“Whatever you want. It’s your club.”

After months of searching, Forrest had tracked El down in Missouri. The job El had been working, a week at a hole-in-the-wall in St. Louis, didn’t pay much. But it was the best gig he’d landed since Hurricane Katrina had run him out of New Orleans and put him on the road for the first time in years.

El’d had two nights left in St. Louis when he’d gotten the phone call. The manager of the club, standing just offstage, had waved him over between sets. “Some guy’s on the phone for you. He’s been calling all day.”

The manager, who was used to cops on the hunt for his employees, leaned toward El. He whispered, “Listen, if something bad is about to go down, don’t let it happen here. Okay, man?”

There was a time when hearing from a club manager that he’d received a mysterious phone call would have sent El running out the back entrance, into the alley. But those days were gone. Anybody he’d owed money to had either died or long since given up trying to get it back. Old age, lack of energy, and a sometimey prostate meant that there had been no serious woman trouble in his life for years. Any lawmen looking for him had given him up for dead decades ago.

The caller hadn’t been a lawman, a bill collector, or an angry husband. When El picked up the receiver in the manager’s office, he heard a melodic, hissing voice that he recognized immediately. Forrest Payne said, “Hey, El. I need you to come to Plainview and play for my wedding.”

El hadn’t been back to Indiana since the 1970s. He had been born there and raised there. But he never owned up to that anymore. If asked, he claimed New Orleans as his home. Now here was Forrest Payne, the man who had given him his first paying job, more than sixty years ago, asking him to return to the scene of so many early triumphs—and crimes.

Forrest said, “I’ve had five marriages, and only the first two were worth a damn. I’ve been trying to figure out what went wrong with the last three before I do it again. And you know what the difference was?”

El heard the snick-snick of a cigarette lighter and listened as Forrest sucked in two scratchy inhalations. When he understood that Forrest was waiting for a response, El said, “I don’t know. What was the difference?”

“You, man. You’re the difference. You played for those first two weddings and brought me good luck. I need that luck again.”

“You don’t need any luck from me,” El said. “No rich man needs to borrow luck from somebody as broke as me. You got all the luck, gettin’ married at your age. Seriously, I’m damn near eighty. You must be what, ninety?”

Forrest said, “Don’t worry about how old I am. I’m older than twenty-one and younger than dirt. All you need to know is that I want you here bad enough that I hunted you down.”

“I appreciate the offer.” El turned his back to the club manager, who sat across the room at his desk, pretending not to listen in on El’s phone conversation. Speaking more quietly, he said, “I had trouble in Plainview. I’m not lookin’ to start it up again.”

“I’m the only person above ground here who remembers you or the troubles you had, and I need you next weekend. And listen, I know you’re the best, so I’m prepared to treat you that way. I’ll pay you what that dump is paying for a week, if you’ll sing one song at my wedding. You know which one I want. On top of that, I’m offering a week of shows here at the club, two weeks if you got the time. I’ve got a good young band to back you up. Listen, work the two weeks and I’ll pay you for three.”

A two-week gig was tempting, especially for three weeks’ pay. But hell, he’d once crossed his heart and promised he wouldn’t return to Plainview. And he’d been proud that he’d kept that one promise. There had been some good things in his life in Plainview, four to be exact. And the only one he still had was his guitar. He’d destroyed the other three, with youthful selfishness, cruelty, and violence. The thought of a day in that town made El feel as if a hand were squeezing his throat.

“Look,” he said, “I appreciate the thought, but Plainview ain’t the place for me. Besides, what would I do in a titty bar for two weeks?”

“First, old friend, that is the saddest question I have ever heard a grown man ask,” Forrest said in a mock-sympathetic whine. “Second, the Slipper’s gone respectable. It’s a music club now, like the old days. Hell, the mayor’s in the front row listening to the band as we speak. And his wife’s there with him.” Forrest released a hoarse cackle so loud that El had an impulse to pull the phone away from his ear.

“I’m offering you good money. Come to town and bring me some luck,” Forrest said. Then he quoted a dollar figure that made all the bad times El had experienced in Plainview seem slightly less awful. El’s more positive feelings about Indiana lasted until he had accepted Forrest’s offer and hung up the phone. After that, fear rushed in. He was
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