Night Ride

by Charles Beaumont

He was a scrawny white kid with junkie eyes and no place for his hands, but he had the look. The way
he ankled past the tables, al aone by himself; the way he yanked the stool out, then, and sat there doing
nothing: you could tell. He wasn't going to the music. The music had to come to him. And he could wait.

Max sad, "High?"

| shook my head. Y ou get that way off afresh needle, but then you're on the nod: everything's upbest.
"Goofers, maybe," | said, but | didn't think so.

"Put anicke in him, Deek," Max said, softly. "Turn him on.”

| didn't haveto. The kid's hands crawled up and settled on the keys. They started to walk, dow and
easy, taking their time. No intro. No chords. Just, al of asudden, music. It wasthere al thewhile,
Poppa-san, how come you didn't notice?

| couldn't hear ahell of alot through dl thelip-riffsin that trap, but alittle was plenty. It was redl sound,
sure enough, and no accident. The Deacon had been dead right. Blues, first off: the tune put down and
then brushed and alot of improvising on every note; then findly, al of them pulled into the melody again,
and dl fitting. It was gut-stuff, but the boy had brains and he wasn't ashamed of them.

Max didn't say anything. He kept his eyes closed and his ears open, and | knew he was hooked. | only
hoped it wouldn't be the same old noise again. We'd gone through half adozen box menin ayear.

Not like this one, though.

Thekid swung into some chestinuts, like " St. James Infirmary” and "Bill Bailey," but what he did to them
was vicious. St. James came out a place full of spiders and snakes and screaming broads, and Bailey was
adirty bastard who left his woman when she needed him most. He played " Stardust” like a Boy Scout
helping acripple across the street. And you want to know something about " Sweet Georgia Brown™?
Just another seedy hustler too tired to turn atrick, that's al.

Of course, nobody knew what he was doing. To the customers, those smears and dides and minor notes
were only mistakes, or maybe the ears didn't even notice.

"What'shisname?' Max said.
"David Green."
"Ask him to come over when he'sthrough.”

| diced my way past the crowd, tapped the kid's shoulder, told himwho | was. Hiseyesgot alittlelifein
them. Not much.

"Max Dailey'shere" | sad. "He wants some words."
Eight notes and you wouldn't touch "Laurd’ with aten-foot pole. "Okay," thekid said.

| went back. He dropped the knife for awhile and played "Who," straight, or pretty straight. Theway I'd
heard it the night before, anyway, when it was too hot to deep and I'd gone out for that walk. Funny
thing about abox: amillion guys can hammer it, they can play fast and hit al the notes and trangpose from



here to Wednesday. But out of that million, you'll find maybe onewho getsit across. And like asnot he
can't play fast and won't budge out of C. Davey Green wasn't what you'd cdl a virtuoso, exactly. He
didn't hit dl the notes. Only theright ones.

After awhile he came over and sat down.
Max grabbed hispaw. "Mr. Green," he said, "you are amess of fingers.”
Thekid nodded; it could have been "Thanks."

"You don't do awholelat, but it's mostly good. The Deacon likesit." He took off his sunglasses and
folded them real dow. "I'm atight man with acompliment, Mr. Green," he said. "Rebop with the mouth,
that passesthe time of day, but I'm here for other reasons.”

A chick in agreen sarong popped out of the smoke. She had alittle here and alittle there. " Gents?!
"Bushmill'sand soda," Max said, "and if you don't carry it, Bushmill'sand nothing. Mr. Green?"
"Same, whatever itis" he said.

My cue: | got up and killed the rest of my martini. Max dways liked to busness solo. "Gottamake a
phonecall, boss," | said. "Meet you outside.”

"Good enough.”
| told the kid maybe we'd see him around and he said, sure, maybe, and | took afade.

Outside it was hot and wet, the way it getsin N.O. | wandered up one side of Bourbon, down the other,
lamping the broads. Tried ajoint, but the booze was watered and the dancer didn't know. A pint-sized
you-al with anervoustic and rosy cheeks. She came on like a pencil sharpener. | blew the place.

Jazz might have been born in New Orleans, but it left home along time ago.

Max waswaiting in front of the Gotcha Club: he wasn't smiling, he waan't frowning. We waked some
blocks. Then, in that whispery-soft voice of his, he said: "Deek, | think maybe we have usabox."

| felt proud, oh yes; that'show | felt. "Cuckoo."
"Got to be handled right, though. The kid hastroubles. Grest troubles.”

He grinned. It wasthe kind of agrin ahangman might flash at acaught killer, but | didn't know that. |
didn't even know thered been acrime. All | thought was, the Band of Angels has got ten new fingers.

We broke at the pad, but the train didn't leavetill eight the next P.M., so | had a party by mysdlf. It didn't
help. | dreamed al night about that little girl, and | kept hitting her with the car and backing up and hitting
her and watching her bleed.

Funny part was, onceit wasn't meinthe car, it was Max, and the little girl was David Green....



The kid hooked up with usin Memphis. No suitcase, same clothes, same eyes. Wewere doing a
five-nighter at the Peacock Room, going pretty good but nothing to frame on thewall. Davey eared a set
and tapped Max'sbass. "So I'm here," he said. "Want meto st it?

Max said no. "Y ou listen. After the bit, then welll talk."
Kid shrugged. Either he didn't give adamn or he was elsewhere. "Hello, Mr. Jones," he said.

"Hello, Mr. Green," | said. Brilliant stuff. He dumped into achair, stuck his head on hisarms and that
wasit.

Nobody was hot, so we played some standard dance tunes and faked ajam session and sort of piddied
around until two. Then we packed up and headed for the hotel.

"Thisisthe Band of Angels," Max said, but he didn't say it before we were at attention, all present and
accounted for. " Deacon Jones you aready know. Heis atrumpet, also a cornet and sometimes, when
we'rein Cdifornia, aflute. I'm bass; you know that, too. Thetdl, ugly fellow over thereis Bud Parker,
guitar. Rollo Vigon and Parndli Moss, sax and vave trombone. Hughie Wilson, darinet. Sig Shulman,
our drummer, the quiet, thoughtful guy to my right. All together, the very best in the world—when they
want to be. Gentleman, our new piano: David Green."

Thekid looked scared. He passed alimp hand around, asif he wished he was in Peoria. He dmost
jumped when Max put the usud to him. Who wouldn't?

"We're ajazz band, Green. Do you know what jazz is?"
Davey threw me aglance and ran hishand over hishair. "You tell me."

"I can't. No one can. It was astupid question.” Max was pleased: if the kid had tried an answer, that
wouldve been bad. "But I'll tell you one of thethingsit is. It's vocabulary. A way of saying something.
Y ou can have asmall vocabulary or alarge one. We have alarge one, because we have alot on our
minds. If you want to make it with the Angels, you've got to remember that."

Sig began to tap out some rhythm on atable, impatiently.

"Another thing. Y ou've got to forget about categories. Some bands play Storyville, some play
Lighthouse; head music and gut music—aways one or the other. Well, we don't work that way. Jazz is
jazz. Sometimes welll spend aweek kanoodling on the traditional, flip over and take up where Chico
Hamilton leaves off. Whichever sayswhat we haveto say best. It'sall in how wefed at thetime. You

dig?'
Davey said he dug. Whenever Max got the fever like this and started the sermon, you didn't plan to
argue. Because he meant it; and he knew what he was talking about. Maybe it was the twentieth time

most of us heard the routine, but it made sense. Practically everybody thinks of jazz in steps. from thisto
that. And there aren't any steps. Which ismore "advanced"'—Stravinsky or Mozart?

Davey didn't know how important it was for him to say theright thing, but he managed fine. For afew
minutes hed laid histroubles down. "1 never thought of it just that way," he said. "It's quite atheory.”

"Takeit in, Green. Think hard about it. What you've been doing is high up, but oneway. | believe you
can bedl ways. | believeit because | havefathinyou."

He stuck his hand on Davey's shoulder, almost the same way he'd done with each of us over the years,



and | could seethat it hit the kid just as hard.
"I'll try, Mr. Dailey," he sad.
"Makeit Max. Doesn't teake aslong, and it'sfriendlier."

Then it was al over. Max closed the Bible and broke out some Catto's scotch, which isadrink he does
not generally like to share; then he got the kid into a corner, by themselves.

| should havefelt greet, and in away | did, but something was spoiling it. | went over to the window for
some fresh: the sidewal ks had been hosed down and they put up anice clean smell, next best to summer
ran.

"Nicekid." | looked over; it was Parndlli Moss. He still had the shakes, but not so bad as sometimes.
Hard to see how aman could hit the bottle the way Parndlli did and till finger ahorn. Hard to see how
he could stay dive.

Hewaswound. And | wasn't in any mood for it. "Y eah."

"Nicefinekid." He held theice-water near hisforehead. Cold turkey, on and off. "Max hummin' up a
new crutch.”

| ignored it: maybeit'd go away.
It didn't. "Good?' Parnelli said.
"Good."

"Poor Mr. Green. Deek, you listen—hell stay good, but he won't stay nice. Hey, look out with that hoe,
there, Max!"

"Parnélli,” | said, just ascool as| could, "youreafair horn but that'sall | can say for you."

"That'swhat | mean," he said, and grinned. | suddenly wanted to pitch him out of the window. Or jump,
mysdif. | couldn't tell why.

Herolled the glass across hisforehead. "Give usthisday," he said, sngsong, "our Dailey bread—"

"Shut up.” | kept it in whispers, so no one else would hear. Moss was |oaded; he had to be. "Parnelli,
listen, you want ahook in Max. That's okay, that's fine by me. Stick it in and wiggleit. But keep it awvay
from me—I don't want to hear about it."

"What's the matter, Deck—afraid?"

"No. See, theway | look at it, Max picked you up when your own mother wouldn't have doneit, even
with rubber gloves. Y ou were O, Parnelli. Zero. Now you're eating. Y ou ought to be on your goddamn
kneesto him!"

"Father," Parndli said, with areal amazed look, "l am. | am! ™

"He'sbeen anurseto you,” | said, wondering why | was so sore and why | wanted to hurt the guy this
much. "Nobody € se would have bothered.”

"For afact, Deek."



"They'd havelet you kick off in Bdlevue"
"For afact.”

| wanted to dug him then, but | couldn't. | knew he hated Max Dailey. For thelife of me, | couldn't figure
out why. It was like hating your best friend.

"You likethekid, Degk? Green, | mean?"
"Yeah," | sad. It wastrue. | felt—maybe that wasit—responsible.
"Tdl him to cut out, then. For thelove of Chrig, tel him that."

"Goto hel!" | swung acrossto the other room: it was like busting out of a snake house. Davey Green
wasthere, dl to himsdf, sitting. Only he was different. Those hard, bitter-type lineswere gone. Now he
just looked—sad.

"How you makin'it?"
Thekid looked up. "The hard way," he said. "I've been talking to Mr. Dailey. HEs—quiteaguy.”
| pulled up achair. My back was swesting. Cold swest. "How you mean?"

"I don't know, exactly. | never met anyone like him before. Theway he has of, well, of knowing what's
wrong and how it'swrong, and pulling it out of you—"

"Y ou got troubles, kid?' The swest was getting colder.

He smiled. He was damned young, maybe only twenty-five; handsome, in aKrupakind of way. It wasn't
junk. 1t wasn't booze. "Tdl the Deacon.”

"Notroubles," he said. "Just adead wife."
| sat there, getting scared and sick and wondering why. "How far back?”

"A year," hesad, like he fill didn't believeit. "Funny thing, too. | never used to be able to talk about it.
But Mr. Dailey seemed to understand. | told him everything. How Sal and | met, when we got married
and went to live in the development, and—" He shoved hisface againgt the wall quick.

"If you talk about it, kid, you get rid of it," | sad.

"That'swhat Mr. Dailey told me."

"Yeah." | know. It was exactly what Mr. Dailey had told me, six years ago, after the accident.
Except | was ill dreaming about thet little girl, asif it had happened yesterday .. ..

"You think I'll fit in, Deek?" the kid asked.

| looked at him and remembered what Parnelli had said; and | remembered Max, hisvoice, low, dways
low; and it got too much.

"Cinch," | said, and blew back to my room on the second floor.

| don't bug easy, never did, but | had acrawly kind of athing insde me and it wouldn't move. They have
aword for it: premonition.



"...tell himto cut out, Deek. For the love of Christ, tell himthat ..."

Next night the kid showed up on timein one of Rollo's extrasuits. He looked very hip but dso very
skunked, and you could see that he hadn't had much sack time.

Max gave him alittle introduction to the crowd and he sat down at the box.
Things were pretty tense. A one. A two.

Wedid "Night Ride," our trademark, and the kid did everything he was supposed to. Very fine backing,
but nothing spectacular, which was good. Then we broke and he got the nod from Max and started in on
some sad little dancing on " Jada."” It isn't easy to make that tune sad. He did it.

And the crowd loved it.

He minored "Lady Be Good," and then threw awhole ot of sparks over "The A Train"; and the Peacock
Room began to jam. | mean, we were dways able to get them to listen, and all that foot-stomping
routine, but thiswasfindly it.

Davey Green wasn't good. He was great. He Brubecked the hell out of " Sentimenta Lady"—Kkeeping to
Max's arrangement enough so we could tag dong, but putting in five minutes more—and it wasred
reflective, indeed. Then, with everything cool and brainy, he turned right around and there was Jelly Rall,
up from the dead, doing "Wolverine' the way it hadn't been done.

And dl the hearing aids were turned to "loud" when he rode out asolo marked Persond. Almighty sad
stuff; bluesy; you knew—I knew—what he was thinking about. Him and hiswifein bed on a hot
morning, with the sun screaming in, them half-awake, and the air bright and everything new. Red ice,
Warm blues.

Max listened with his eyestight shut. He was saying: Don't touch athing, boys; don't makeamove. You
might bresk it. Leave the kid aone.

Davey stopped, suddenly. Ten beat pause. And we thought it was over, but it wasn't. He was
remembering something else now, and | knew that that first was just the beginning.

He garted amelody, no lifeinit, no feding: Just the notes: "If Y ou Werethe Only Girl inthe
World'—then he smeared hisfist down the keys and began to improvise. It was wicked. It was brilliant.
And the cats al swallowed their ties.

But | got hismessage. It cameinto me like private needles.

There'sagirl inabox,
Deacon Jones, Deacon Jones,
And that girl in a box

Is nothin' but bones ...

Which girl you talking about? | wondered. But there wasn't any timeto figure it out, because hewas al
done. The Peacock Room was exploding and Davey Green was Sitting there, Sitting there, looking at his



hands.
"A one. A two," softly from Max.

Weadll took off on"St. Louis Blues," every one of usthrowing in something of hisown, and | blew my
horn and it was break time.

Max put on his blinkers and went over to thekid. | could barely hear him. "Very clean, Mr. Green." The
kid was gill with it, though: he didn't seem to be listening. Max whispered afew thingsand came on
down off the stand. He was ten feet tall.

"Wevegot it, Deek," he said. Therewasalight in back of hisforehead. "It's ours now."
| knocked the spit out of my trumpet and tried agrin. It wasafase.

Max put ahand on my shoulder. "Deek," he said, "that was a sanitary solo you blew, but I'm worried.
Y ou've been thinking about the accident. Right?"

"NO,"

"I don't blame you alot. But were complete now, you dig, and were going high. So forget about the
goddamn thing or talk it over with me after the show. I'm available." He smiled. ™Y ou know that, don't
you, Deek?!

I'd been praying to God he wouldn't say it. Now it was said. "Sure, Max," | told him. "Thanks."

"Nothing," he said, and went over to Bud Parker. Bud was hooked and Max kept him supplied. It
aways seemed okay because otherwise held be out stedling, or maybe killing, for the stuff.

Now | wasn't so sure. Parndlli leaned over and blew a sour note out of hisvalve bone. "Nicekid," he
sad. "l think Max'll want to keep him."

So right. With ten hot fingers, we started doing businessin agreat big way. | don't know why. Why did
Woody Herman die for weeksin a Chicago pad and then move two blocks away and hit like amother
bomb? It just happens.

We got out of the Corn Belt fast, got booked into the Haig in L.A. and out-pulled everything since
Mulligan. Quartets and trios were dl the bit then, and that made us aricky-tick Big Band, but nobody
cared. In amonth the word got around and they were coming down from Frisco to give alisten.

| didn't have much to do with either Max or Davey: they were buddy-buddy now. Max amost never let
him out of sight—not that he neglected us. Every couple of P.M.'sheld show, just like dways, ready with
the jaw. He was available. "Got to take care of my boys ..." But Davey was the star of the show, and he
didn't circulate much. It was enough just to see him, anyway. His piano was getting better, but he was
getting worse. Every night he told the story about him and Sally, how happy they were, how much he
loved her, and how she got whatever she got and died. Every mood they might have had, he pulled it out
of the box. And aways ended up in Weep City. Used to be he'd get mad as hell at the son of abitch that
took her breath out of her body and put her underground; now he was mostly just sad, lonely, brought
down.

And the Band of Angds couldn't do anything wrong. Before, we were a bunch of smart musicians; we
could give you Dixieland or we could give you Modern; hot or cold; and nothing you could cal astyle.
With Davey'sfingers, we had a style. We were just as smart, could play dl the different jazz, but we
were blues men. We played mostly for the dame at the end of the bar, al alone, with too much paint or



too much fat. Or for thelittle guy who won't dance so they think he hates women, only he's crazy about
women, but he's scared of what will happen when he's up that close. We played for little chickswith
thick glasses, thick chickswith little asses, and that drunk loser who kissed it al good-bye.

Bluesmen.

A padad sadit: "The Max Dailey band playsto that piece of everybody that got hurt and won't heal
up."

Bluesmen.

The Haig would have kept us six months more, forever maybe, but we had to spread the Gospd. Max's
Gospd . What was wrong with Birdland?

Not athing. Max had been sniffing around The Apple for years, but who were we then?
Day we hit, hetiptoed in church-style. Spoke even lower, to Davey.

"Kid, thislayout isdl for the Bird."

Common knowledge.

"Big troubles that spade had, yes, indeed,” he said. "Big talent.”

We crept out; later on we came back and ripped that church apart at the seams. Davey was going like
never before, but you couldn't get a him: he was lower than a snake's kidney. Once after ashow | asked
him did he want to go out and have a beer with the Deacon, and he allowed that was dl right, but Max
came along and | wasn't about to bresk through.

And that'sthe way it went. Downbeat tagged us as "the most individua group in action today" and we
cut aflock of dbums—Blue Mondays, Moanin' Low; Deegp Shores—and it was gravy and champagne
for breakfast.

Then, | can't remember what night it was, Max came up to my place and he didn't look gleeful. First time
I'd seen him aone since Rollo got picked up for molesting. He madeit real casual.

"Deek, you seen Davey around?'

Something jumped up my throat. "Not for quiteawhile" | said.
Hedid ashrug.

"Youworried?' | asked.

"Why should | be worried? He's of age.”

He powdered; then, the next night, it went and blew itsalf to pieces. I'd finished my bit with the
horn—Saturday P.M.—when Parndlli tapped me and said, "L ook out there." | saw people. "L ook out
thereagain,” hesaid.

| saw achick. Shewas eyebdling Davey.
"Max'sgoing to love that,” Parndli said. "He'sjust going to et that dl up, oh yes.”

When it was over, the kid ankled down and gave the doll afull set of teeth. She gave them back. And



they went over to adark corner and sat down.
"Oo-weee. Mr. Green has got himself asomething. | do declare. And won't you kindly lamp Big M?"

Max waslooking at them, dl right. Y ou couldn't tell exactly what he was thinking, because none of it
showed in hisface. He turned the knobs on his bass, dow, and looked. That's all.

After awhile Davey and the girl got up and headed for the stand.
"Max, I'd like you to meet Miss Schmidt. Lorraine.”

Hughie Wilson'seyesfell out, Bud Parker said "Y eah,” and even Rallo picked up—and Rollo doesn't go
the girl route. Because this chick was hallerin': little-girl style, pink dress and apple cheeks and abuild
that said, I'm &l here, don't fret about that, just take my word for it.

" She's been coming to hear us every night,” Davey said.

"I know," Max said. "I've seen you around, Miss Schmidt."

She smiled some pure sunshine. Y ou have afine band, Mr. Dailey."

"That'sright.”

"| particularly loved 'Deep Shores tonight. It was—"

"Great, Miss Schmidt. One of Davey's originds. | guess you knew that."

Sheturned to thekid. "No, | didn't. Davey—Mr. Green didn't tell me."

Our little box man grinned: first I'd seen him do it for redl. Y ou wouldn't have recognized him.

Andthat'sal shewrote. It was plain and smple: Davey was going upstairs with this baby and shewas
liking it; and let no cat put these two asunder.

She showed up on the dot every P.M., always solo. Listen out the sets and afterward, she and the kid
would cut out. He looked plenty beat of amorning, but the change wastherefor al to see. No question:
David Green was beginning to pick up some of the marbles he had lost.

And Max never said aword about it, either. Pretended he didn't gave a hoot one way or the other; nice
as hell to both of them. But Parnelli wouldn't wipe that 1ook off hisface.

"Playing out theline," held say. "Max isasmart fella, Deek. Anybody ese, held put it on the table. Say:
'We're taking a European tour' or something like that. Not our bossman. Smart piece of goods ..."

It got thicker between Davey and hisdoall, and pretty soon, if you listened hard, you could hear bells.
Y ou could hear more. | didn't know why, you couldn't finger the difference: but it wasthere, okay. We
were playing music. Likealot of guys play music. But wed lost something.

But Max wasn't upset—and he was atuning fork on two legs—so | figured it must be me. The dreams
again, maybe. They were coming al the time, no matter how much | talked about them ...

It wasn't me, though. We were beginning to sound lousy and it kept up that way, night after night, and |
was araid | knew why, findly.

Three days after Davey had announced his engagement to L orraine, the dam cracked. Like:



Wed all gathered on the stand and Max has one-twoed for "Tiger Rag" and we started to play. And
suddenly it was all fine again. The sound wasthere, only alot richer than it had ever been. Davey's piano
was throttled up and spitting out sadness again, throwing that iron frame around dl of us. Keeping us
leve.

Parndlli tapped me and | went cold. | looked at Davey—he was gone; out of it—and | looked into the
audience, and the chick was gonetoo. | mean she wasn't there. And Max was picking those strings, eyes
squinched, happy asapig in September.

We swung into "Deep Shores' and | thinkvl'm not sure, but | think—that'swhen it al got clear to me.
After Sx years.

| played it out, though. Then | started for Davey, but Max stopped me.
"Better leave thekid alone," he whispered. "He's had arough one.”
"What do you mean?"'

"The chick wasn.g., Deek."

"l don't believeit.”

"Shewasn.g. | knew it right along, but | didn't want to say anything. But—listen, I've been around. She
would have counted the kid out.”

"What'd you do?" | asked.

"l proved it," he said. Hisvoice was dripping with sympathy. "Chicks are dl the same, Deek. Hard lesson
to learn." He shrugged his shoulders. " So leave the kid done. Hell tdll you dl about it—with his hands.
Y ou've just been bothered with those dreams of yours. Why don't you drop by tonight and—"

"What'd you do, Max?'

"I laid her, Deek. And it was easy."

| jerked my shoulder away and started up the stairs, but the box was empty. Davey was gone.
"Where doesthe doll hang out?' | said.

Max gave with the hands. "Forget it, will you?It'sdl over now. The kid was—grateful to me!”
"At Forty-Five Gardens Road," avoice said. "Apartment Five." It was Parndlli.

"Y ou want some, too, Deek?' Max asked. He laughed: it was the nastiest sound I'd ever heard.
"Coo," Parnelli said. "The cold touch of the master.”

| studied the man I'd loved for Six years. He said, " She doesn't deny it," and | thought, thisisthe ax
between the eyes for Davey. HEIl never get up now. Never.

| grabbed Max'sarm. He smiled. "I know how you like thekid," he said, "and believe me, | do, too. But
it's better he found out now than later, isn't it? Don't you see—I had to do it, for his sake.”

Some of the crowd wasinching up to get ahear. | didn't care. "Dailey,” | said, "listen good. | got anidea
inme. If it turnsout right, if it turns out that ideais right, I'm going to come back here and kill you. Dig?"



Hewasbig, but I had wings. | shoved him out of the way, hard, ran outside and grabbed ataxi.
| sat in the back, praying to God she was home, wishing | had a horn to blow—something!

| skipped the elevator, took the stairs by threes.

| knocked on Apartment Five. No answer. | felt the ice on my hide and pounded again.

The chick opened up. Her eyeswerered. "Hello, Deacon.”

| kicked the door shut and stood there, trying to find the right words. Everything seemed urgent.
Everything wasright now. "1 want thetruth,” | said. "I'm talking about the truth. If you lie, I'll know it." |
took a breath. "Did you deep with Max Dailey?"

She nodded yes. | grabbed her, swung her around. "The truth, goddammit!" My voice surprised me: it
wasaman talking. | dug my fingers hard into her skin. "Think about Davey. Put him in your mind. Then
tell methat you and Max dept together, tell me that you took off al your clothesand let Max Dailey lay
you! Tdl methat!"

Shetried to get away; then she tarted to cry. "I didn't,” shesaid, and | let go. "I didn't ..."
"You lovethekid?'

"Wes"

"Want to marry him?"

"Y es. But you don't understand. Mr. Dailey—"

"I'll understand in ahurry. Thereisn't any time now."

| let the tears bubble up good and hot.

"Comeon."

She hesitated a begt, but there wasn't any fooling around and she knew it. She got a coat on and we got
back into the taxi.

Neither of us said aword the whole trip to Birdland.
By now it was closing time; the joint was empty, dark. Some dow blues were rolling out from the stand.

First guy | saw was Parnelli. He was blowing histrombone. The rest of the boys—al but two—were
there, jamming.

Parndlli quit and came over. He was shaking good now.

"Wheres Davey?' | asked.

He looked a me, then at Lorraine.

"Whereishe?'

"You'retoo late," Parndli said. "It lookslike the Big M pushed amitetoo far. Just amite.”

Lorraine started to tremble, | could fed her arm; and somebody was dicing into my guts. The blueswere



dill rolling "Deep Shores™ Thekid'stune.
Parndli shook hishead. "I went out after him the minute you left,” he said. "But | wastoo late, too."
"Where's Davey?' Lorraine said, like she was about to scream.

"In hisroom. Or maybe they've got him out by now—" Parndlli stared at me with those eyes. "He didn't
have agun so he used arazor. Good clean job. Finejob. Doubt if I'll be able to do any better mysalf

Lorraine didn't say aword. Shetook it in, then she turned around dow and walked out. Her heels hit the
dancefloor like daggers.

"Youfigured it out now?' Parndlli said.

| nodded. | was hollow for asecond, but it was al getting filled up with hate now. "Whereis he?'
"Inhisroom, | guess.”

"Y ou want to come along?’

"I might just do that," he said. He blew a sour note and the session stopped. Bud Parker came down, so
did Hughie and Rollo and Sig.

"They know?" | asked.

"Uh-huh. But, Deek, knowin' isn't enough sometimes. We've been waiting for you."

"Let'sgothen.”

Wewent upstairs. Max's door was open. He was Sitting in achair, his collar loose, abottlein his hand.
"Et tu, Deek?'

| grabbed a handful of shirt. "Davey'sdead,” | said.

Hesad, "I'vebeentold." Helifted the bottle and | dapped the left sde of hisface, praying to God hedd
want to fight. He didntt.

"Youdidit," | sad.
"YS"

| wanted to put my hands around his neck and squeeze until his eyes ran down hisface, | wanted to give
him back the pain. But dl of asudden | couldn't. "Why?' | said.

Max tilted the bottle and let alot of the stuff run down histhroat. Then, very dowly, and in that soft
voice, hesaid: "l wanted to make music. | wanted to make the best music that ever was."

"That'swhy you lied to Davey about the girl?*
"That'swhy," Max said.

Parnelli took away the bottle and killed it. He was shaking, scared. " See, Deek, you thought you werein
aband," hesaid. "But you werent. Y ou werein atraveling morgue.”



"Tel memore, Parnelli. Tell me how in the name of the sweet L ord this has anything to do with Davey
and Lorraine.

"It had everything to do with it. Dailey went over to the chick's place and gave her one of his high-voltage
snow jobs. Got her to go dong with the lie and stay away from Green.”

| tried to grab somelight; it wouldn't come. My head was pounding. "Why?'

"Simple. Sheld be taking the kid's talent and tossing it in the crud-hegp. He'd betelling thingsto her, not
to the box. And she didn't want to rob the world of a Great Genius, did she?'

Parnelli sucked afew more drops out of the bottle and tossed it in a corner.

"Here's the thing, Deek—our boss has quite a unique little approach to jazz. He believes you've go to be
brought down before you can play. The worse off you are, and the longer you stay that way, the better
themuscis Right, Max?"

Max had hisfacein his hands. He didn't answer.

"Look around you. Y ou: ten years ago—it was ten, wasn't it, Deek?—you got drunk one night and got in
acar and hit alittle girl. Killed her. Rollo, over there—he's queer and doesn't likeit. Hughie, what's your
Cross?'

Hughie stayed quiet.

"Oh, yeah: cancer. Hughie's gonna die one of these days soon. Bud Parker and Sig, poor babies:
hooked. Main stream. And me—a bottle hound. Max picked me out of Bellevue. Shdl 1 go on?"

"Goon," | sad, | wanted to get it dl straight.

"But for some reason Max couldn't find areal brought-down piano man. They pretended to be
miserable, but hell, it turned out they only had a ssomach ache or something. Then—he found David
Green. Or you did, Deek. So we were complete, at last. Eight miserable bastards. See?' Parndlli patted
Max's head, and hiccupped. "But you don't get bugged because you didn't catch on. Ol'Dailey's smart.
Y ou might have pulled out of your wing-ding years ago, only he kept the knife in. Every now and then
hed giveit atwist—Ilike winding us up, so wed cry about it out loud, for the public.”

Hughie Wilson said. "Bull. It'sdl bull. | can play just as good happy as—"

Max brought his hands down on the chair, and that was the last time he ever looked powerful and strong.
"No," he said. He was trembling and red. "L ook back, Deacon Jones. Who were the great pianos? |
mean the great ones. I'll tell you. Jaly Roll—who they said belonged in awhorehouse. Lingle—a hermit.
Tatum—ablind man. Who blew the horns that got under your skin and into your bones and wouldn't let
you be? I'll tell you that, too. A rum-dum boozie named Biederbecke and alonely old man named
Johnson. And Buddy Bolden—he went mad in the middle of a parade. Look back, I'm telling you, find
the great ones. Show them to me. And I'll show you the loneliest, most miserable, beat and gone-to-hell
bastards who ever lived. But they're remembered, Deacon Jones. They're remembered.”

Max glared a uswith those steady eyes of his.

"Davey Green wasanicekid," hesad. "But theworld isfull of nicekids. | made him agreat piano—and
that's something theworld isn't full of. He made music that reached in and touched you. He made music
that only God could hear. And it took the trouble out of the hearts of everybody who heard him and
everybody who will hear him—"



His hands were fists now. The swesat was pouring off him.

"There never was agreat band," he said, "until thisone. Never abunch of musicians who could play
anything under the goddamn sun and play it right and true. And there won't be another one. You were dl
great and | kept you great.”

He got to hisfeet unsteadily. "Okay, it'sal ripped now. It'sover. I've screwed up every lifein thisroom
and made you prisoners and cheated and lied to you—okay. Who hits mefirgt?"

Nobody moved.

"Comeon," hesaid, only not in the soft voice. "Come on, you chicken-hearted sons of bitches! Let'sgo!
| just murdered afine clean kid, didn't 1?7 What about you, Parnelli?'Y ou've been on to me for along
time. Why don't you start things off?"

Parnelli met hiseyesfor awhile; then he turned and picked up his horn and went to the door.
Sig Shulman followed him. One by one the others | eft, nobody looking back.
And they were gone, and Max Dailey and | were alone.

"Y ou told me something early tonight," he said. ™Y ou told me you were going to come back and kill me.
What's holding you up?' He went over to the bureau, opened a drawer, took out an old .38. He handed
ittome. "Goon," hesad. "Kill me."

"l just did,” | said, and laid the gun down on the table where he could get at it.

Max looked a me. "Blow out of here, Deek," he said, whispering. "Be free."

| went outside and it was pretty cool. | started walking. But there wasn't any placeto go.
TheEnd



