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To the songwriters, who can say in a three-minute
song

what I struggle to say in three hundred pages.

And to the musicians, who can convey more

with the right four chords than I can in an entire
book.

And to Kendall, who is a song unto herself.

 


* * * * *

 


1. TERREBONNE PARISH, LOUISIANA

 


Fred Babineaux was halfway between Morgan City and
Houma when he decided he had a brain tumor. He couldn’t think of
anything else to explain the king-hell of a headache swelling
inside his aching skull. It was a tumor, he was sure of it, a tumor
the size of a pink Texas grapefruit.

Fred was driving south on a narrow stretch of highway
that traced the spine of a levee separating two cane fields thirty
feet below on either side of the road. He was heading for
Terrebonne Bay to meet with a man who wanted to buy a boat from the
manufacturer Fred represented. The sale would mean a fat commission
but at the moment Fred would have forfeited that plus two months
salary to make the headache disappear. He picked up the can of
Dandy’s Cream Soda that was sweating in the cup holder. He held it
to his head for a moment hoping the cold would soothe the pain.
When that failed, Fred thought maybe the problem was dehydration or
low blood sugar, so he gulped half the can.

The fields below on both sides of the highway were
lush with a young crop of sugar cane flourishing in the promising
Louisiana heat. It was hot for late April -- eighty-eight degrees
and eighty-nine percent humidity. A couple of Snowy Egrets stalked
the edge of the cane fields stabbing orange beaks at their lunch.
Here and there the familiar smear of armadillo slicked the road.
Fred identified with one whose head had been reduced to the
consistency of a thick roux.

His dehydration and low blood sugar theories
disproved, Fred took his hands off the wheel and steered with his
knee so he could massage his throbbing temples. The radio was tuned
to Kickin’ 98, “Classic Country for South Louisiana, playing a mix
of the old and the new, because a song ain’t gotta be old to be a
classic.” They were playing a ballad at the moment, soothing close
harmonies Fred hoped might ease his pain. By the end of the song,
however, Fred knew the cure would require pharmaceuticals.

He leaned over for the glove compartment when,
suddenly, he heard what sounded like an airplane landing on the
roof of his car. Startled by the abrupt roar of the thundering
engine, Fred jerked his hands back to the steering wheel, narrowly
avoiding a long plunge off the road. “Sonofabitch!” Adrenaline
poured into his system. His heart rate soared, turning his already
bad headache into severe unilateral periorbital pain. Fred looked
painfully out the window and saw the crop duster raining Gramoxone
onto the sweet young cane. Maybe that’s what caused my
tumor, he thought. He’d been up and down these roads so many
times over the years there was no telling how many gallons of
herbicides and pesticides he’d absorbed. That had to be it. You
could strap Fred Babineaux to the bottom of one of those noisy old
biplanes, poke a few holes in him, and spray a field with whatever
came out. Kill anything it hit.

Fred looked to make sure the plane wasn’t coming
again, then leaned over and popped open the glove box. He grabbed
the familiar yellow-and-red box of Dr. Porter’s Headache Powder, an
aspirin product sold only in the deepest parts of the South. He’d
bought this particular box at an E-Z Mart in Shreveport the day
before. To Fred’s great relief, the usually impenetrable plastic
shrink-wrap on the brand new box sloughed off easily and he quickly
fingered out one of the folded rectangular sheets of wax paper that
held the powder like a professionally packaged gram of something
else entirely.

With one throbbing eye on the road, Fred unfolded the
two ends of the rectangle and then the long top. He held one end
closed and, with a jerk, tossed his head back and poured the bitter
powder into the back of his throat. He chased it with the remainder
of his cream soda and, wincing slightly, swallowed the solution to
all his problems.

In no time flat Fred had forgotten about his
headache. Sadly it wasn’t due to the fast-acting nature of the
medicine. At first his face went numb and his breathing became
irregular. He considered pulling to the side of the road but the
shoulder was only four feet wide before dropping sharply into the
boggy cane fields below. The eighteen-wheeler bearing down from
behind prevented him from simply stopping in the middle of the
road.

Sixty seconds later, with no warning, Fred threw up
violently, spewing his fried lunch onto the windshield. Panic set
in as his body realized he was dying before his mind could grasp
the fact, let alone ask why. Desperate to see the road in front of
him, Fred wiped at the vomit covering his windshield. Smearing it
only made matters worse. As if his compromised vision didn’t make
driving difficult enough, Fred began to hear sounds that didn’t
exist and he felt his heart engage in what would best be described
as irregular cardiac activity. But at least the headache wasn’t
bothering him any more.

Fred’s mind fixed on why he suddenly felt like he was
dying. His wheels drifted onto the gravel shoulder, kicking up a
spray of rocks that scared the Snowy Egrets into the sky. Had Fred
been listening to the radio, he’d have heard the DJ introducing an
old Dorothy Dixon song. “Here’s a classic country flashback on
Kickin’ 98!” But Fred wasn’t listening to the radio any more. All
he could hear was what sounded like a chorus of outboard motors in
his head. The auditory hallucinations were part-and-parcel of the
process taking place throughout his body, namely, the total
cessation of his cellular metabolism. His central nervous system
was so compromised that it was shutting down, and not
temporarily.

Roy Acuff was singing a tragic song about blood and
whiskey and broken glass all mixed together on the road.

Struggling to keep his car on the highway, Fred began
to convulse and suddenly he couldn’t breathe at all. He began to
shake like a dog shittin’ peach seeds. Increased amounts of
unsaturated hemoglobin in his blood turned his mucus membranes a
bluish tint. His body suddenly jerked straight as a board, causing
him to floor the accelerator. His head pitched backwards and, a
moment later, Fred’s car soared off into the cane field just as the
crop duster passed overhead heading in the same direction.

And Roy kept singing about how his soul had been
called by his master.

“. . .and I didn’t hear nobody pray. . .”

 


* * * * *

 


2. FORREST COUNTY, MISSISSIPPI

 


Mr. T’s was just off Highway 49 a few miles south of
Hattiesburg. The place was named after the owner, Buck Talby, a
mean old coot with an ulcer. From the outside Mr. T’s looked like
it might be a dump but inside it was a genuine shithole. A filthy
wooden plank floor littered with peanut shells, cigarette butts,
chewed tobacco, and the occasional cockroach dimly lit by three
neon beer signs and a flickering florescent tube over a pool table.
The clientele consisted of local farm and forestry product workers
wearing baseball caps touting brands of outboard motors and oil
additives. There were also a few jar-headed looking yahoos from
nearby Camp Shelby, a National Guard training facility.
Grease-stained work shirts and t-shirts with yellow armpits met the
dress code. It was Saturday night and the men were gussied up in
the hopes of picking up on a little something the wife wouldn’t
have to know about.

It was in this context that Eddie Long stood on the
tiny stage with his guitar. He was tall and lean and handsome. He
was lost in his music, playing the hell out of a rocking version of
‘Ring of Fire.’ Eddie had tuned out his indifferent audience long
ago and was channeling anger into his performance, substituting a
torrid run of notes for the mariachi horns of Cash’s version of the
song. Every time he bent a note his face bent with it like his life
was attached to the strings of his Fender DG21S. He wouldn’t dare
bring his big flat top Gibson into a place like Mr. T’s. Damn thing
cost too much. The Fender was his road guitar but no less
dependable because it cost less. It was Indian rosewood with a
solid spruce top. It produced a sturdy bass and a brilliant treble
that Eddie rode like a racehorse.

Eddie’s anger stemmed from the crowd’s neglect. He
wanted them to pay attention, to hear what he was doing. He wanted
them to be enthralled but he would have settled for vaguely
interested. But they weren’t either one and there was nothing Eddie
could do but use his time on stage to practice until he found
himself in front of a crowd that cared.

What Eddie failed to notice was a guy named Jimmy
Rogers, sitting in the back, rapt by the performance. Jimmy had a
pen and a pad of paper and was poised to write something. But he
hesitated when it occurred to him, not for the first time, that it
was impossible to describe the sound of music with mere words.
Still, he shook his head and took a stab at it. Can’t win if you
don’t play, he figured.

As Eddie reached the mid-point of the song he was
snarling and distorting his good looks. He wouldn’t be doing it
tonight, but when Eddie smiled it was so beguiling you couldn’t
look away. His eyes were the same Cadillac Green as a 1958 Gretsch
Country Club Stereo guitar, and he was a right dresser too. He was
wearing Wranglers, pressed, with a crisp white t-shirt under an
open, untucked denim work shirt. A dark pair of calculated
sideburns dropped from underneath his silver belly Stetson,
tapering to point down at a pair of cowboy boots that had been
selected to convey a heritage that didn’t look nearly as store
bought as it was. Halfway between the hat and the boots was a shiny
silver belt buckle the size of a butter plate. The result of all
this was a sort of disinfected rodeo look. It was the latest in a
series of styles Eddie had tested for his stage persona.

Eddie was on the last chorus of the last song of his
last night at Mr. T’s when he looked down and noticed a change in
the expression of the National Guardsman at the front table. The
guy’d been drinking boilermakers all night and had just finished
eating an oyster po-boy and a side of tater-wads. Suddenly he had
the look of a man who couldn’t hold it down any more. Eddie would
have gotten out of the way except the stage was the size of a bath
mat and if he jumped off he figured he’d get pelted with a beer
bottle. It had happened before. So he just kept playing.

A moment later the guy’s mouth opened like a yawning
dog. What followed was a pleasant surprise, relatively speaking. A
single oyster, still intact, popped out of the man’s gaping maw and
landed on one of Eddie’s Durangos. Eddie didn’t miss a beat. With a
deft flick of his boot, Eddie launched the oyster back at the
guardsman, missing his mouth by mere inches. The man wobbled a bit
then, wearing an oyster eye patch, landed face down on the table.
Eddie just kept singing about how he fell into that burning ring of
fire.

This wasn’t the worst gig Eddie had ever played but
it ranked. He’d been playing bars like this one throughout the
South for the past seven years, paying his dues. He hoped to move
up to the relative glamour of the Mississippi Casino circuit and
eventually to Nashville, but his immediate goal was to finish this
set, get his money, and get the hell out of there. Eddie had
decided he was going to do whatever it took never to have to play
at a Mr. T’s again.

Eddie lived in Hinchcliff, up in Quitman County in
the delta, the birthplace of the blues, but he was a serious
student of all things country, especially Nashville fashions,
grooming habits, and music trends. He subscribed to Country
Music Weekly, Billboard Magazine, and had his satellite dish
aimed plum at TNN. It was all part of Eddie’s plan to become a
country music star.

In the meantime Eddie worked and took classes
part-time at Quitman County Junior College. At twenty-seven, he was
the oldest guy in his class. He’d taken a few years off after high
school and had resumed his education only after figuring out what
he wanted to do with his life. Eddie was a good student, taking
business courses with an emphasis on marketing. He could have taken
electives in composition or music theory down at Delta State but
the way he figured it there was more to becoming a superstar than
playing the guitar or being a good songwriter. You could hire
people for that sort of thing -- ‘outsourcing’ is what they called
it in his business management class. There were talented people who
supplied those services, helping make stars what they were. And
those people in turn depended on the stars for their own
livelihoods. It was symbiotic like many host/parasite
relationships, though in the music business it was sometimes hard
to tell who was which.

Eddie had picked up the guitar pretty quickly and,
thanks to some lessons, he was good and getting better. He
practiced daily, though he tended to use practice as an excuse to
avoid doing the things he didn’t want to, like getting what his
wife called a regular job. But that wasn’t to say Eddie didn’t
work. He brought in money from his singing gigs and from working
part-time for nearby property owners. He helped out on the Hegman
farm during harvesting and, during the spring and summer he tended
a small peach orchard owned by the Lytle family. But, to his wife’s
eternal aggravation, Eddie was far more dedicated to his dream than
to hers.

Her name was Tammy, and lately all she wanted to do
was start a family. But that hadn’t always been what Tammy said she
wanted. Before they married, she had promised to support Eddie
until he made it as a singer. “I believe in you Eddie,” she used to
say.

Eddie took Tammy at her word and, over the past seven
years, he had hustled together a string of clubs in Mississippi,
Louisiana, Alabama, and Arkansas where he performed on a
semi-regular basis. He was also hot on the college circuit, playing
frat parties at every university in the Southeastern Conference. He
was especially popular at Ole Miss and Auburn. His repertoire was
limited but smartly chosen. In addition to some catchy originals,
Eddie played the classics from the pop and country charts. He had a
good voice too. It didn’t make you bolt up and marvel at its
distinctive qualities, rather it was a country-lite tenor,
perfectly suited to the songs he chose.

But the folks at Mr. T’s didn’t care about any of
that. Eddie was just background noise for their Saturday night.
Most of them talked straight through his sets and nobody was afraid
to yell out their order to the bar in the middle of a ballad. It
was the sort of thing that usually pissed Eddie off but tonight he
was past caring. He’d done this for too long and was too good to
have to put up with this kind of shit any more. He finished his
song and got off the stage as fast as he could, heading for Mr.
Talby’s office to get his cash. He’d been counting heads for four
nights and by his reckoning was due at least three hundred
dollars.

“Hey, Eddie!” a familiar voice called out.

Eddie turned and, for the first time that night, saw
a friendly face, the one he’d missed earlier. It was Jimmy Rogers,
a freelance writer he knew from Jackson. Jimmy had reviewed several
of Eddie’s shows. “Hey, how you doin’?”

“Not bad,” Jimmy said with a shrug, “I heard you were
playing down here so I convinced The Hattiesburg American
they should hire me to write a review.” Jimmy had been following
Eddie’s career for several years and had become something of a fan.
“Lemme buy you a beer?”

Eddie looked towards Mr. Talby’s office. “I’d like to
but I’m driving back home tonight. Can I get a rain check?”

“Sure, no problem.” They shook hands. “I’ll send you
a copy of the review.”

“Thanks, man. Say nice things about me.” Eddie turned
and headed for Mr. Talby’s office. It was a cramped space with
liquor boxes and broken stools stacked around the perimeter. Mr.
Talby was sitting behind a desk in the middle of the room looking
every bit like the fat sixty year old mean-ass backwoods cracker
that he was. He was pouring whole milk into a glass of ice and
scotch when Eddie walked in. Next to the glass was the tray from a
cash drawer, a rotary phone, and a .38. Sitting on the edge of the
desk was a bouncer who answered to the name Hummer.

Mr. Talby looked up at Eddie standing on the other
side of the desk with his guitar case in hand. “I suppose you’re
here for some of my money.” There was nothing friendly about the
way he said it.

“Just what I’m owed,” Eddie said. “By my count it’s
about three, three-fifty, somewhere around there.”

Mr. Talby’s head jerked backwards. “Three-fifty! You
must be seein’ double or something.” He took a gulp off his drink
and winced. “Hummer, what was your count?”

Hummer shook his head. “More like two hundred.”

“That sounds more like it.” Mr. Talby peeled ten
twenty dollar bills off a stack and held it out to Eddie.

“Two hundred?” Eddie couldn’t believe it. He looked
at the money, then at Mr. Talby. “That’s not right. Can’t be.” He
pointed out toward the main room. “I counted every night.” He
pointed at the cash register tray. “It’s at least three.”

Mr. Talby put the two hundred dollars back in the
stack. “Well now, what’re you sayin’ son? You callin’ me a cheat?
‘Cause I don’t take that kinda bullshit from faggots like you.” He
slid his hand over to the gun, pulled it towards him. “You want the
two hundred or you want Hummer to show you the fuckin’ door?”

 


* * * * *

 


3. QUITMAN COUNTY, MISSISSIPPI

 


Eddie and Tammy Long lived in northwest Mississippi,
in a small two bedroom brick house not far from the Tallahatchie
River. The living room was appointed with a rent-to-own sofa, love
seat, and press board entertainment center. There was a faded ‘God
Bless This House’ needlepoint on the wall by the front door. Over
the sofa was an unframed watercolor of a cow in a cotton field done
by Eddie’s Aunt Theda who lived down in Greenville. The master
bedroom was given over to Tammy’s grandmother’s four-poster bed, a
dresser, and a vanity, all in naturally distressed pine. The window
unit air conditioner worked non-stop from May ‘til mid-October.

The kitchen, which was also the dining room and the
laundry room, was tighter than the skin on a sausage and slightly
less attractive. It was all mismatched appliances and bad lighting.
The avocado green fridge pressed against the rust brown stove. The
washer and dryer were squeezed over by the back door, preventing it
from opening all the way. The dishwasher was on wheels and hooked
up to the sink faucet. A large heavy table and four chairs were
wedged into the corner forcing you sideways to get past.

Eddie was in the kitchen and was in a good mood for
the first time in a coon’s age. It had been three months since he
got ripped off by Mr. Talby, and he hadn’t had much work since
then. But he’d just received a good news phone call that made him
feel like writing a song. Eddie sat on the edge of the kitchen
table with his feet on the seat of a chair. He hunkered over his
pride and joy, a Gibson SJ-200 Reissue. It was an instrument of
unrivaled beauty both in looks and sound. And that beauty hadn’t
come cheap. Eddie had dropped nearly three thousand dollars on this
baby. Its gleaming body of solid flamed maple and spruce lent
instant artistic credibility to whomever held her close.

Eddie focused on the bound Madagascar rosewood of the
fingerboard and the creamy dollops of rainbow radiating from the
mother-of-pearl inlay. He rearranged his fingers and tested a new
chord. Six strings of honey. He tried his newest lyric, “I’d cross
a double yellow line to get to your heart.” Chord change. “You know
I’ve loved you like that right from the start.”

Eddie smiled and pulled the pencil from behind his
ear. As he wrote the lyrics on the pad of paper at his side, Tammy
shuffled into the kitchen in her pale green housecoat. She stared
at the dirty dishes stacked near the sink, then made a production
out of sighing. “I thought you was gonna do these,” she said.

Eddie peeked up from under his cowboy hat. “Hang on,
Sugar Britches. I think I got one here.” He looked back at his
lyric sheet. “Uh, get to your heart, right from the start, uh. . .
let’s load the cart. . . I need a spare part. . .I want your cherry
tart. . .”

Tammy muttered, “Who gives a fart?” She turned on the
water full blast and threw the dishes in hard enough to chip one of
them.

Without looking up, Eddie gestured at the sink with
the head of his guitar. “Just leave ‘em, Sugar, I’ll get at ‘em
later.” Eddie didn’t see Tammy turning a nasty shade of red but,
the thing was, he didn’t need to see it to know it was happening.
It seemed to happen a lot lately. He knew it would pass just as
soon as. . . a plate whizzed by his head and shattered against the
wall. “Jumpin’ Jesus!” Eddie looked up just in time to see the
second plate leave her hand. He twisted his torso to shield his
precious Gibson from the flying dish. “Ow! Shit! That hurt,
Puddin’.”

“You don’t know about hurt, buster!” Tammy set her
jaw and squinted in a way that only rural women can. “I’ll show you
hurt!”

“Whoa, Sugar, let’s talk about this. . .” Eddie
scrambled off the table and ducked behind the solid backed chair.
“. . .whatever it is.”

Eddie and Tammy had been high school sweethearts with
no long-term plan. They were just young and ultimately incautious.
As Eddie’s Aunt Theda had said, they’d been eatin’ supper before
saying grace, and sure enough Tammy pulled up pregnant the summer
after graduation. So they got the Justice of the Peace to tie the
knot before Tammy’s dad found out and tied a knot around Eddie’s
sweet neck. A few weeks later Tammy miscarried. That was three
years ago. Things had been tense as a D string ever since.

With her long blonde hair and dreamy, half shut eyes,
Tammy had always been languid and slinky, but ever since her
‘misfortune,’ she carried herself like a dying succulent, a thirsty
blonde houseplant with a terminal case of the vapors. So it
surprised Eddie more than somewhat when she managed to throw the
heavy serving bowl across the kitchen like she did. Crash!

“Sugar, wasn’t that the bowl your Cousin Minnie gave
us?” Eddie had an easy going Southern country accent, not too
twangy, not too flat.

Tammy began screeching. “Shut up, Eddie! I am sick of
you and your songs and having to do all the work around here, and
bringing in all the money in this house on top of it all! If you
don’t take that job Daddy offered you, I’m gonna pack my bags and
move right out and then who you gonna find to pay your rent?
Huh?”

Tammy’s daddy owned The Dollar Store in town and was
ready to give Eddie what passed for a decent job in this part of
the country. Eddie would never say it, because he liked the old
man, but the truth was he’d rather have a catfish bone stuck in his
throat than put on one of those idiotic polyester vests with the
smiley-face button on it. Eddie knew you didn’t become a country
music sensation standing on the sales floor of The Dollar Store in
Hinchcliff, Mississippi. “Sugar, I thought we settled this before
we got married. You promised me. . .”

Thwick! A steak knife lodged in the wall behind
Eddie. “That’s right, you just keep throwing that in my face,”
Tammy hollered. “I got the right to change my mind if I want,
especially after what I went through.” When it suited her needs
Tammy used the miscarriage as an excuse for neglecting everything
from her appearances to the promises she had made. “I gave you all
the time you needed,” she said. “You just ain’t done it, and you
ain’t man enough to admit that you ain’t got what it takes to make
it in Batesville, much less Nashville.”

“Now, Sugar, let’s be fair,” Eddie said in his
sweetest voice, “even Elvis had to leave Mississippi to get
discovered.”

“Elvis?” Tammy raised her voice a notch. “You ain’t
Elvis, Eddie, and you never will be! Do you even hear what’s comin’
outta your mouth? You got a perfectly good job just waitin’ for you
and instead of takin’ it, you’re hiding behind the kitchen table
comparing yourself to the King. When are you going to give up on
this nonsense and do right by me?”

Eddie poked his head out from behind the chair.
“Sugar?” Another plate flew by, knocking Eddie’s hat off. He ducked
back behind the chair wondering how come his life had turned out so
bad. He put up with Tammy the best he could but he was running out
of patience. Episodes like this one made him want to slap her clear
into Coahoma County but his long-term plans prevented him from
giving into that temptation. Eddie picked up his hat and held it
out to see if it would draw fire. A plastic John Deere coffee cup
flew past and bounced off the wall. Eddie knew he had to calm Tammy
down before she ran out of dishes and went for the gun, even if it
was just a .22. He pulled the Gibson into playing position,
strummed a familiar chord, more slowly than it was usually played,
and sang in his softest voice, “Stand by your man . . .”

“Stand by where?” Tammy shrieked. “In the damn
welfare line?” She hurled a small cast iron skillet Eddie’s way.
“I’ve had about all of this I can take, Eddie. It’s time for you to
start taking care of me the way a man’s supposed to.”

“Tammy, sugar, that was a real good throw. Now
listen, I was going to surprise you with the news tonight, but I
guess now’s as good a time as any to tell you. . .”

Tammy had another steak knife raised over her head
ready to throw. “Tell me what?”

Eddie strummed the guitar, flamenco-style. He spoke
like a big city radio announcer, rising slowly from his crouch as
he spoke. “Starting this Wednesday at the Gold Coast
Extravaganza Casino in Biloxi, Mississippi, for five straight
nights, ladies and gentlemen, the next superstar of Nashville,
Tennessee -- Mr. Eddie Long!” He ended with a flourish on the
guitar.

A second passed as the news sunk in. Suddenly Tammy
squealed and began hopping on one foot. “Eddie!!!”

“I’m talkin’ regular paychecks for six weeks, Sugar.
Playing the casinos from Biloxi to Lula.” Eddie pushed up the brim
of his hat with his index finger. “What do you say to that?”

There was a pause as Tammy put her hands over her
mouth in amazement.

“Careful with that knife,” Eddie said.

Tammy slid her hands from her mouth to her cheeks.
Her voice took on a sudden sweetness as her eyes went wide. “Eddie,
how much?”

Eddie strummed the Gibson. “Three-fifty a week.”

Tammy laid the steak knife in sink, real gentle.
“Before or after taxes?”

“That’s take-home, sugar. I’ll be sending most of
that back to you.” Eddie picked a couple of notes and improvised a
lyric. “I’ll be sending you the money, ‘cause I love you so much
honey. . .” Eddie put the guitar down and crossed to where
Tammy was standing. There was one more thing he knew she wanted to
hear, even if he didn’t want to say it. “And I tell you what.” He
pulled her close. “You come up when I’m playing the casino in Lula
and we’ll get started on making those babies.”

Tammy squealed again. “I knew you were going to make
it, Eddie! I told you I believed in you, didn’t I? Haven’t I always
said that? You are going to be such a star!” She kissed Eddie’s
neck while hopping around squealing. Then she suddenly stopped. Her
mouth opened wide. “Eddie, I just had the best idea! Let’s drive up
to Memphis and go to that Chinese restaurant I like. I think we
need to celebrate!”

Eddie thought about it for a moment before a smile
crossed his face. “Yeah,” he said. “That’ll work.”

 


* * * * *

 


4. LEE COUNTY, ALABAMA

 


It was three o’clock on a stifling afternoon. The air
wasn’t moving. The oppressive heat was battling the humidity to see
which could do the most damage. Sheriff Bobby Herndon of the Lee
County Sheriff’s Department was driving north on county road 147
with his windows sealed and the air conditioning chilling the
cruiser. Having lived in this part of Lee County all his life
Sheriff Herndon knew the 147 was lined on both sides by cotton
fields even though he couldn’t see them. All he could see was the
tall bushy shrubs the Highway Department had planted along the
property lines most of the way between Auburn and Gold Ridge.

For the past hour Sheriff Herndon had been testing
the new UltraLyte Laser gun but traffic had thinned out and
everybody was doing the speed limit so he switched the gun off, sat
back, and tried to enjoy the drive. He was gazing down the road
thinking about where he was going fishing that weekend when his
peripheral vision suddenly picked up some movement in the tall
shrubs on his right. As he turned to look, a bright red 1995 Massey
Ferguson 8150 with the big 18.4R 42 duels in the back came roaring
through the bushes, hellbent for crossing the road about thirty
yards ahead.

Sheriff Herndon could see the driver struggling
terribly inside the tractor’s big glass encased cab. The man’s face
was red and hideously twisted as he fumbled desperately to open the
door. The sheriff recognized the man as Hoke Paley, one of the
richest men in Lee County. He owned half the land that bordered the
147. Mr. Paley was famous all across Alabama for his unscrupulous
business dealings. Word was he had screwed half the people in the
county without having sex with a one of ‘em. He was a mean, hard
man who didn’t lack for enemies.

Sheriff Herndon hit his lights and brakes at the same
time as the big red tractor lurched onto the roadway. Hoke managed
to open the door and, looking skyward with his hands clutched
around his own throat, he stepped out of the tractor’s cab as if to
walk a plank. Unfortunately he was eight feet above the ground and
there was no plank. He tipped over like a cartoon character and
landed flat on his terrified face.

The big red tractor continued, driverless, across the
road, through the big shrubs on the other side, and on through the
field. The sheriff called for an ambulance but it didn’t matter.
Mr. Paley was already dead when the sheriff rolled him over;
several of his teeth were on the pavement. His face was covered
with pinkish spit and gravel and there was a box of Dr. Porter’s
Headache Powder poking out of his shirt pocket.

 


* * * * *

 


5. BILOXI, MISSISSIPPI

 


Jimmy Rogers was a member of the Fourth Estate, but
only in the loosest sense of the word. He was really just a
freelance writer with a fondness for music and a girl named Megan.
Jimmy had been a reporter for a couple of the state’s newspapers
but had quickly tired of the assignments they foisted on him --
puff pieces on this year’s debutante fashions, that sort of crap.
He knew the only way to get the assignments he wanted was by
surrendering the security of a paycheck and going freelance, so he
had resigned and started writing concert reviews and artist
profiles.

Jimmy had been doing it long enough and well enough
to become the unofficial ‘official’ reporter-and-photographer
covering the entire Mississippi music scene. At one end of the
spectrum this meant reviewing the occasional big concert at the
Coliseum in Jackson or the one in Biloxi. At the other end of the
continuum he covered small clubs, like Mr. T’s, where local talent
got its start. But he spent most of his time at the state’s
thirty-some-odd casinos.

On any given night, 365 days a year, there was at
least one ‘newsworthy’ concert somewhere in the state. He covered
any show he wanted, wrote reviews, then tried to sell them.
Regional magazines and newspapers occasionally hired him to do
interviews or review specific shows, and the tabloids were always
interested in photographs -- preferably scandalous ones -- of
anyone approaching celebrity status. The World Globe once
paid Jimmy $2,500 for a photo of a drunk Jim Nabors impersonator
throwing a punch at a woman who heckled him at a show in Vicksburg.
“Faux Nabors, Real Punch!” was the headline. The casinos, which had
descended on the state like a plague in the early ‘90's, were
Jimmy’s bread and butter.

As a kid Jimmy was a devotee of the old James Bond
movies -- the ones with Sean Connery. It was through these films
that Jimmy formed his image of what a casino should be like. They
were elegance and sophistication, royalty and worldliness. Casinos
were glamor palaces filled with beautiful, witty people and
debonair espionage agents drinking martinis while surrounded by
alluring decor.

So Jimmy was understandably disappointed the first
time he walked into one of the casinos on the Mississippi Gulf
Coast. There wasn’t a tuxedo or a martini in sight, and Jimmy would
have bet his own mother’s life that no one in the building was
associated in any way with the intelligence community. The place
was ten million watts of tackiness with all the glamour of a
neon-lit cock fight. But it was where he plied his trade and
tonight was no different. He was there to cover Eddie Long’s first
appearance at The Gold Coast Extravaganza Casino in Biloxi.

Jimmy had asked Megan, his girlfriend of three
months, to join him. As they walked through the casino’s main room,
he turned to her. “Is it just me, or does it feel like we’re inside
a giant Dukes of Hazzard pinball machine?” Despite being a
native Mississippian, Jimmy sounded only vaguely southern.

“Granted,” Megan said, “it’s not Monte Carlo.” She
stopped at a slot machine. “But it’s still fun.” She dropped four
quarters into the slot and pulled the arm.

Just then a man who looked like he would have been
rejected by the producers of Hee Haw for looking too much like
white trash walked past wearing a Who Farted? t-shirt and a
big smile. Jimmy wondered if the man had hit a jackpot or if he was
just happy he still had those three teeth. “Look at these people.”
Jimmy’s tone was more sympathetic than condescending. “They can’t
afford to throw their money away like this. Hell, I can’t afford
it.”

“I don’t see a gun to anybody’s head. And how do you
know they can’t afford it?” The bell on Megan’s machine dinged a
few times then dropped two quarters into the tray. “Ha! Look, I won
fifty cents.”

“No, you lost fifty. You put in a dollar,
remember?”

“Well thank you, Mr. Negativity.” Megan plowed the
fifty cents back into the machine and pulled the lever. It made
some cheerful electronic noises before displaying the results.
Cherry. Orange. Bar. “Ohhh, poot.” Megan banged the front of the
machine with her fist, then reached into her plastic bucket of
coins and continued feeding the machine. “You know, I am so tired
of hearing people talk about the evils of gambling and how it takes
money from those who can least afford it and blahblahblah.” She
rolled her eyes as if to say quod erat demonstrandum.

Jimmy smiled at her “blahblahblah.” She never said,
“blah, blah, blah,” like three words. It was always, “blahblahblah”
real fast, like she was in too much of a hurry to express the et
cetera in whatever she was talking about, and it was a lot easier
than actually making a point. Megan wasn’t stupid, but she’d never
been accused of intellectual industriousness either. She was
ambitious and had every intention of ending up on top of the heap
before all was said and done. She didn’t have a specific plan but
she was adept at seizing opportunities.

But none of that mattered to Jimmy. He was too
smitten to care. He stood there watching her, still astounded by
his dumb luck. He met Megan at a media convention in Jackson some
months earlier. She was representing the radio station where she
worked as an on-air personality. Jimmy was there networking. Her
unconventional-for-Mississippi looks caught his eye immediately.
She was twenty-seven with purposeful cheekbones and a downy
complexion that had come by way of a beautiful Irish grandmother.
Like something out of Mirabella, she was wearing a black
silk charmeuse shirt, wool-silk trousers with a silk cummerbund,
and black patent stiletto pumps. Her eyes were Liz Taylor violet
thanks to tinted contacts. She was crowned with a bramble of wild
reddish-orange hair that looked unkempt and expensively styled at
the same time. In a state filled with blonde pageant beauties,
Megan was a head-turner of a different sort.

Jimmy had approached her immediately. “Hi, I’m Jimmy
Rogers,” he said. “I love your radio show. Especially your
character voices.” He smiled.

She smiled back. “Thanks,” she said. “Which one’s
your favorite?”

He pretended to think for a moment. “That would have
to be the Sweet Potato Queen. Very authentic. You really capture
the spud-ness of the character.”

Megan fingered the white glass necklace circling her
throat. “Yeah, she’s one of my favorites.” She glanced across the
room and waved at someone before returning her attention to Jimmy.
“So, you were saying?”

Jimmy gestured at her apparel. “Love your outfit
too.”

“Thanks. It’s Michael Kors, except the shoes, of
course.” She kicked a foot out to show off one of the pumps.
“Manolo Blahnik.”

“Of course.” Jimmy kicked out a foot, mimicking her.
He was wearing cheap, scuffed penny loafers. “Men’s Warehouse,” he
said. “Fifty percent off.”

Megan looked. “No. Those? And they look so. . . J. C.
Penny.”

“You just have to know how to shop,” Jimmy said. “But
I compensate for my lack of fashion sense by being cute.”

Megan stepped back and gave Jimmy the once over. He
was a boyish twenty-eight with an aversion to suits. He dressed to
accommodate his image and his income as a writer -- tan Dockers,
white button down shirt, occasional sports coat. He had thick dark
hair and a thin nose surrounded by a constant look of bemusement or
confusion -- it was hard to tell which. His eyes were trustworthy,
lending him an aspect of decency. “Still,” she said, “cute as you
are, you might want to consider shopping somewhere that doesn’t
have the word ‘warehouse’ in the name.”

They flirted for an hour or so before slipping away
from the conference and going for drinks at Nick’s where Jimmy
tried to talk her into becoming his fashion consultant in exchange
for his being her sex slave.

Now, three months later, while Jimmy was still
marveling at her beauty, Megan lost her bucket of quarters in the
slots. “Oh well.” She glanced at her watch. “Show starts in ten
minutes. Let’s go on up.” They went upstairs and were seated at a
table in the middle of the room. Jimmy pulled a small spiral
notebook from his inside coat pocket and laid it on the table next
to his camera.

When the waitress came over, she pointed at the
camera as if it were a snake. “Sir, you can’t have a camera in
here. It’s casino rules.” Jimmy reached into his jacket and pulled
out a stack of laminated press credentials. He had one from
Harrison County Civil Defense, one from the Associated Press, one
from The Sun-Herald, one of his former employers, and one
from the casino’s PR department. Jimmy handed her the last one.
“Okay,” she said. “I just have to check.” She handed the card back
and took their order.

Jimmy had seen Eddie perform almost thirty times in
the past several years, and he had written reviews of every show.
In fact, Jimmy had written the first published account of Eddie
Long in concert. It was a positive review that Jimmy sold to the
paper in Natchez. Since then, Jimmy had sold several more reviews
in addition to a short interview with Eddie. Eddie showed his
gratitude for all the good exposure by buying a great many rounds
of drinks. Between the liquor and the mutual admiration, they’d
developed a friendship.

As a writer Jimmy aspired to more than doing concert
reviews and lurking in the shadows hoping for disgraceful photo
ops. He wanted to write something more substantial, something big,
though he didn’t know exactly what -- a book, a play, something, as
long as it was about music or musicians. Jimmy hadn’t hit on it yet
but he was looking.

The waitress arrived with two draft beers and a deep
fried Cajun onion bloom just as the lights went down. An
announcer’s voice came over the loudspeaker system. “Ladies and
gentlemen, the Gold Coast Extravaganza Casino is proud to present a
rising star in country music. Please put your hands together for
Mr. Eddie Long!”

The crowd gave an enthusiastic round of applause as
the curtains parted in the darkness. All they could see was the
silhouette of a tall, Stetson-topped figure stepping up to the mic
stand. Eddie let the room settle until all they could hear was the
faint ping-ping-ping of the downstairs slot machines. Then, through
the hush, came the sound of Eddie tapping the soundboard of his
guitar as he counted down to the start of the first song. “One. . .
two. . . uh one, two, three.” The spotlight lit him up like a
rocket launch. And when Eddie let the big flattop Gibson sing, it
was like he’d closed an electrical circuit. A stray current surged
through the room, charging the crowd. Hair stood on end as Eddie
held the guitar tight up under his right arm while leaning left so
the head of the guitar tilted just a bit downward. He cocked his
head the way he’d seen in a picture of Hank Williams and smiled his
way through an up tempo honky-tonker that brought the audience to
its feet. Megan was the first to stand. She’d seen him a few times
with Jimmy and she liked what she saw.

Eddie sounded better than he ever had. His playing
was assured, his voice was strong and clear, and his stage presence
was undeniable.

The power of music never ceased to amaze Jimmy. He
picked up his camera and squared Eddie in the viewfinder. When
Eddie turned and looked to the middle of the room, the light jumped
under the brim of his hat and caught his face at the perfect angle.
That’s when Jimmy noticed Eddie’s smile for the first time. It was
a perfect and winning. Jimmy adjusted the focus and took a series
of photos. Click, whirr. Click, whirr. Click, whirr. Jimmy’s mind
suddenly began spinning like the motor drive of his camera and,
after about five shots, an idea formed. The last shot in particular
-- Eddie seeming to look straight into the lens -- stuck in Jimmy’s
mind like a thumb tack. He laid the camera on the table and looked
around, measuring the faces in the crowd. They were mesmerized.
Eddie owned them. At that moment Jimmy realized what he wanted to
write. He grabbed his pen and started scribbling furiously on his
note pad.

Megan barely noticed. She was riveted by Eddie’s
smile and his performance as he worked through his usual set, a
perfectly paced roller coaster of ballads, mid-tempo traditional
country, and upbeat Texas swingers. He ended his set with an up
tempo country rocker that brought everybody back to their feet and
elicited a dozen rebel yells. The stage was thirty feet wide and
Eddie used every inch of it, pouring tremendous energy into his
show.

He was at one end of the stage as he neared the end
of the last song. With one hand holding his hat and the other
holding his guitar, Eddie started running. He fell to his knees and
slid to a stop in the center of the stage where he leaned back and
hit the closing licks. Anyone not already standing shot to their
feet. Bathed in the spotlight, Eddie held his arms out to the side
and shut his eyes, smiling all the while. He was something to look
at, all right, and he got a standing ovation. After a minute, he
got to his feet, tipped his hat, and took a bow. “I wanna thank you
folks for coming out and having some fun with us here at the Gold
Coast Extravaganza.”

A woman in the crowd screamed, “I love you,
Eddie!”

Eddie smiled. “Why, I love you too, ma’am,” he said,
tipping his hat again. “I also love everybody in the upstairs
office for having me here this week. I really do appreciate it.” He
winked knowingly at the crowd. “And so does my wife.” He got a good
laugh with that. “Ya’ll have a good night,” he said, wrapping
things up. “And remember, friends don’t let friends gamble at the
other casinos.” With that, Eddie spun on his boot heel and
disappeared behind the curtains. A moment later, the house lights
came up and the canned music came over the house speakers.

As the standing ovation trickled out, Megan sat down
and popped some fried onion into her mouth. “Wow. I can’t believe
he doesn’t have a record deal.” Megan felt she was a fair judge of
musical talent. She was, after all, the assistant music director at
the radio station in Jackson in addition to being on the air.
“That’s the best show we’ve seen him do, don’t you think?” After
several years in radio, Megan had purged much of her southern
accent. She could call it back in a flash, and she did so regularly
in service of some of her radio character voices, but on an
everyday basis she spoke with a geographically nonspecific
broadcast intonation.

Jimmy nodded, but didn’t speak. He was preoccupied,
scribbling furiously in his note pad. He was hunched over the
table, his dark hair hanging down, obscuring his face. Megan was
about to say something when she felt a warm hand on her shoulder.
“Hey, good lookin’.”

Megan turned and looked up. “Eddie!” She turned her
head and offered her cheek which Eddie kissed in a gentlemanly
fashion. “What a great show!”

“Thanks.” Eddie spun a chair around and sat in it
with his arms resting on the back. “I tell you what, it sure felt
good.”

Megan put her hand on Eddie’s arm. “I just told Jimmy
I can’t believe you don’t have a record deal yet. But I just know
it’s gonna happen for you. I really believe that.”

“I appreciate that, I really do.” Eddie scanned the
room. “I heard some A&R guy from Nashville’s supposed to be
down here doing some scouting, but,” he shrugged, “nothing
yet.”

Jimmy, still lost in his writing, hadn’t acknowledged
Eddie’s arrival. Eddie looked at Megan. “Man, you’d think he might
at least look up when a guy kisses his girlfriend and sits down at
his table. Hell, I’da already punched somebody.” He winked.

Megan smiled and lapsed into the exaggerated Southern
Belle character she used on her radio show. “Why Mr. Long, you’d
defend my honah with violence?” She fanned her face then put the
back of her hand against her forehead. “I believe I might swoon.
”

Eddie shook his head in mock disdain. “Miss Megan, I
declare, you deserve better than this shabby treatment. Why don’t
you come live with me?”

“You mean, aside from the fact that you’re
married?”

“Yeah, aside from that.” He nodded toward Jimmy.
“What’s he doing?”

Megan shrugged. “Don’t know. He’s been working on it
since your first song.”

Jimmy suddenly looked up. “And you’re not going to be
disappointed either.” He extended a hand to Eddie. “Great
show.”

“Thanks, man.”

“And stop hitting on my girlfriend.”

“My bad,” Eddie said as he tried to get a look at
what Jimmy had written. “You’re not writing another review, are
you? I don’t think there’s a newspaper left for you to sell it
to.”

“I think you’re right.” Jimmy pulled his hair back
and smiled devilishly.

Megan reached for the notebook, but Jimmy wouldn’t
let her have it. “Ah, ah, ah. Not yet.” Jimmy folded his hands over
the pad and looked at Megan, then at Eddie. “Not five minutes ago I
had what I believe you’d call a revelation. Actually I had
two.”

Eddie held his hands up to testify. “Well then, amen
brother! Twice.”

“C’mon,” Megan said, “just tell us.”

“I finally figured out what I’m going to write,”
Jimmy said. “My master project.”

“Well don’t tell me it’s songs,” Eddie said. “Song
writin’ ain’t as easy as you think. I just make it look that
way.”

Jimmy got serious. “All right, now you have to see
this as a long-term project, okay? No telling how long it’s going
to take.” He turned and pointed to Eddie. “That depends on
you.”

Eddie tipped his hat backwards on his head and threw
up his hands. “I give up.”

Jimmy opened the spiral notebook and put it on the
table for Eddie and Megan to read. There, in large block letters
were the words: THE LONG AND SHORT OF IT -- THE EDDIE LONG STORY.
“I’m going to write your biography.” Jimmy sat back with his hands
behind his head. He was beaming.

Eddie broke into a huge, flattered smile. “Damn, son.
You serious?” He looked at Megan, then at Jimmy. “I think it’s a
great idea.” He turned to Megan. “What do you think?”

Megan couldn’t help but smile. She knew Jimmy was
miserable reviewing Little River Band concerts, and she could see
how enamored he was of this idea. “I think it’s perfect.”

“I do see one small problem,” Eddie said. “Seein’ how
nobody knows who the heck I am, why would anybody want to publish
my life story?”

Jimmy pointed at Eddie. “Because my second revelation
was that you are going to be famous.”

“That was your other revelation?”

“Yessir. And who’s been following your career from
the beginning? Who better to chronicle your development from
struggling singer-songwriter to Nashville superstar?”

“I think he’s right,” Megan said, reaching over to
touch Eddie’s arm again. “You’re too talented not to succeed.” She
let her hand linger.

Jimmy nodded. “I’ve seen you, what, thirty, forty
times? Something made me keep coming back to see you, right?”

“I thought it was ‘cause I kept buying you
drinks.”

“Didn’t hurt, but that’s not it,” Jimmy said. “I
watched the crowd react to you tonight and it struck me plain as
all get out that you have what it takes to make it in the business.
Your performance gets better every time I see you. You’re good
looking, you’re talented, and you’re a pro. Look, it’s no skin off
your nose, right? I’m the one taking the chance. Whaddya say?”

Eddie shrugged. “What the hell.”

“I think it’s a great idea,” Megan repeated, her hand
still on Eddie’s arm.

“Me too,” said Eddie. “Seems like a helluva lot of
work, though.”

“Hey, if anyone can do it,” Megan said, “it’s
you.”

“Thanks.” Jimmy appreciated the comment, but he
noticed Megan was looking at Eddie when she said it.

 


* * * * *

 


6.

 


Tammy had inherited the old four poster bed from her
grandmother. It was a queen with five wooden slats underneath to
support the box spring and mattress. It had six slats originally,
but one got lost in a move about twenty years ago. And now, in a
moment Tammy had been looking forward to since Eddie announced his
road trip, those old slats were being sorely tested.

Tammy dug her heels into Carl’s back and urged him
on. “Oh, baby, yes! Find the spot! Find the spot!” She tended to
direct the action as much as participate in it. “Right there, baby!
Now give it to me!” Carl didn’t mind. It was better than trying to
guess what she wanted, the way he had to do with his wife. “Rock
me, baby! Yes!” Carl was screwing to beat bobtail and thrusting so
furiously that he soon worked the slats out of place causing one
side of the box spring and mattress to crash to the ground, leaving
the lovers at a precarious angle.

“Whoa!” Carl grabbed the headboard.

“Don’t stop!” Tammy hollered. “I’m almost there. Go!
Go!” Carl hung on and, after another minute of turbulence, finally
delivered the goods. Tammy trembled and jerked and made a noise
that sounded like a yodel. “Oh, baby,” she cooed afterwards. She
let out a long sigh and closed her eyes.

For Carl, the guilt always came right after he did.
It never showed up in time to keep him from doing wrong, so he
always did it, and he always felt bad right after. Carl was lying
there at a sideways forty-five degree angle, fretting about the
potential consequences of sleeping with another man’s wife when
Tammy nudged him. “Carl, honey, be a sweetheart and fix the bed,
would you? I’m gonna get something to eat.”

“Bring something back,” he said. As long as he was
breaking rules, he thought, he might as well go all the way. His
own wife didn’t allow eating in bed. Carl climbed out of the bed,
put on his briefs, and put the slats back in place. A minute later,
Tammy came in carrying three cardboard food containers. “Whacha got
there?” Carl asked.

Tammy held the boxes up one at a time. “Orange beef,
mu shu pork, and shrimp in garlic sauce.” She handed the shrimp to
Carl.

“The hell’d you get Chinese food?”

“Me and Eddie went to Feng Shang’s in Memphis coupla
days ago. I always order way too much so I can have leftovers.”
Tammy climbed in bed and started in on the orange beef.

Carl sat there looking dumbstruck. “You didn’t bring
no beer?” Tammy didn’t respond; the answer seemed too obvious. Carl
grunted as he got out of bed. He headed for the kitchen.

“Hey, puddin’?” Tammy called from the bedroom. “Bring
me one too, okay?”

Carl gritted his teeth, grabbed two beers and went
back to the bedroom. He climbed back in and started nibbling around
the broccoli stems in the shrimp dish. “You know who’s working the
register today?”

“I think it’s Mary Jo, why?”

“No reason, just curious.” Carl and Tammy worked
together at the Dollar Store. He was in sporting goods. She was in
the young women’s department. Carl finished off the shrimp then
tilted the box to drink the last of the garlickly juice.

Tammy looked at him, then tapped her chin with a
finger. “You got some sauce on you.”

Carl wiped his mouth with the sheet, burped, then
started in on the mu shu pork. “Hey, lemme have a bite of that
orange beef,” he said.

Tammy shook her head and jerked the box away. “You
didn’t share none of yours,” she said. “So don’t you come sniffin’
around mine.” Tammy made quick work of the remaining beef then put
the container on the bedside table. While Carl chewed up the bits
of pork and egg and green onion, Tammy shut her eyes and started
rubbing her temples.

“This is good stuff,” Carl said, finishing the mu
shu. He glanced at the clock on the dresser and saw that they had
about two hours before they had to be at work. Carl drained the
rest of his Bud and dropped the can on the floor. He reached over
to Tammy. “Hey, you know what? I’m thinking I might want me some
seconds, puddin’. Whaddya say?”

“I got a damn headache,” Tammy said, pushing his hand
away.

Carl gritted his teeth again. If he wanted a woman
with a damn headache he could’ve stayed at home. Tammy got up and
padded into the bathroom. “I need an aspirin,” she said. Carl laid
in bed wondering if he ought to make a quick exit or if he should
wait and see if Tammy was willing to give it another go after she
medicated herself. After a moment he decided to get out of there.
He was looking around for his pants when he heard a crash in the
bathroom. It sounded like Tammy had just raked everything off the
shelves in the medicine cabinet. “You okay?” He waited a second but
Tammy didn’t answer. Then he heard an odd gurgling noise. With one
leg in his pants, he hopped toward the bathroom to see what had
happened.

Just as he reached the door Tammy staggered towards
him, her face frozen in horror. She was spitting pink mucus and she
couldn’t breathe. She lurched forward, grabbing Carl, nearly
pulling him to the floor. “Holy shit!” Carl had no idea what was
happening, but he knew it was bad. He had never seen such terror in
anyone’s eyes. “The hell’s wrong?”

Tammy convulsed and managed to say, “Carl.” Then she
collapsed. Carl was paralyzed as he watched Tammy’s face lapse into
a hideous twitching seizure. He thought about giving her
mouth-to-mouth, but quickly decided against it. He could tell this
wasn’t about needing air. And the unsightly foam gathering around
her mouth was damn unappealing. It seemed like he stood there for
an hour watching her die, but she actually stopped moving within a
couple of minutes. Carl squatted down and felt for a pulse, but
there was nothing. She had died all at once. Carl suddenly got a
terrible feeling in the pit of his stomach. Fuck! The Chinese
food’s poisoned! I’m going to die! With my pants half on! He
raced into the bathroom and tried to make himself throw up but he
couldn’t do it. After a minute he tried to get a grip on himself
and assess his health. Other than being scared sick, he felt fine.
Maybe it was just the orange beef. He was suddenly glad
Tammy had refused to share.

Carl’s mind raced as he considered his options.
What the hell do I do now? If I leave her here, someone will
eventually find her and God knows I left plenty of DNA evidence. I
shoulda used a damn rubber. Plan B? If I call the cops and tell ‘em
what happened, Eddie and my wife will find out we was screwing
around but at least I’ll be less of a suspect, since suspects don’t
usually call the cops, do they? Hmmm, that’s a plan of last resort.
Plan C? What if I dump her body in one of the big lakes? Sardis?
Arkabutla? Enid? Hell, there’s no time for that, I’d be late
getting to work, besides which there’s bound to be a hundred people
at every lake in the state this time of year. Plan D? What if I
make it look like somebody killed her? No, wait, somebody did kill
her, right? Or did they? Why the hell was she dead? Wait a minute!
Plan E! Best idea yet. He thought it through the best he could
and decided it was the right thing to do, all things
considered.

Carl knew he had to act quick. He didn’t think the
plan would work if Tammy started to get cold on him from the feet
up. First thing he did was run into the kitchen and put on the pair
of bright yellow rubber Platex gloves. They were two sizes too
small but they’d prevent the further spread of fingerprints. Next
he ran back into the bedroom and grabbed the little .22 pistol
Tammy kept in the dresser drawer. He stopped for a second to think
about everything he’d ever learned from television cop shows, then
he put the gun in Tammy’s hand, put it to her head, and helped her
squeeze the trigger. He looked the other way and got as far as he
could so nothing would splatter on him. Pop! The .22 kicked a
little when it fired. Carl looked and was relieved to find it
wasn’t too messy on his side of Tammy’s head.

He left the gun in her hand and watched her for a
minute. Dammit! He’d waited too long. There was hardly any
blood coming out of the wound. Without more blood, even the dumbest
cop would know she was dead before she was shot. Carl decided to
give her some CPR to pump some out. Once he’d coaxed a little blood
onto the floor, he started to wipe his fingerprints off everything
he’d touched. He went into the bathroom and put everything back
into the medicine cabinet, including the box of Dr. Porter’s
Headache Powder. He looked at the clock. Thirty minutes before he
and Tammy were supposed to be at work. Just one thing left.

Carl took a piece of paper and a pen and wondered
where to begin. He had never written a suicide note. What would
she say? Wait a second, I can’t write the damn note. Eddie’d know
her writing. Quick, Plan B? Uh, got it! Carl rummaged though
drawers until he found some scissors, some glue, and a couple of
People magazines. Like a frantic kidnapper, he cut letters out of
big print ads and story headers. After a few minutes he had what he
needed. He took the glue and pasted together the shortest suicide
note in Quitman County history. It said, simply,
“Depressed.” He put Tammy’s fingerprints all over it and
propped it up against the flower vase on the dresser.

Fifteen minutes till his shift started. Carl made the
bed, then ran back to the kitchen where he grabbed a plastic
garbage bag. He gathered the Chinese food to-go boxes and the beer
cans, then he stopped and looked around for anything he might have
forgotten. It looked good. He put on one of Eddie’s baseball caps
and snuck out the back door.

 


* * * * *
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Henry Teasdale had political ambitions. They weren’t
big ones, but they were ambitions nonetheless. The Teasdales had
lived in Quitman County for five generations and, over that period,
had evolved from a clan of clay-eating peckerwoods to a family of
social standing. Henry was well known throughout the county as a
successful businessman. He had a controlling interest in a large
catfish farm, owned significant tracts of arable land, had some oil
and gas holdings, and he owned the county’s largest retail
business, The Dollar Store in Hinchcliff, Mississippi.

Recently, after his district’s incumbent was
convicted of taking kickbacks from an FBI agent posing as a culvert
contractor, Henry decided the time was right for him to run for a
seat on the County Board of Supervisors. With the election still
five months away, Henry still spent most of his time managing The
Dollar Store. It was the best way to keep his employees from
robbing him blind and it was also the easiest way to campaign. He
just roamed the store pressing the flesh and handing out
twenty-percent-off coupons to anyone who agreed to vote for
him.

Carl had been at work for about an hour when his boss
walked into sporting goods. Carl was nervous as a frog on a busy
road with a busted jumper but he tried to remain calm. There was no
way Mr. Teasdale could know anything, right? Still, Carl was afraid
there was something about the way he looked that might give away
his terrible secret. He feared Mr. Teasdale could see his heart
pounding beneath his polyester shirt and vest. Carl knew sleeping
with the boss’s daughter was against company policy, but, as Carl
knew better than anyone alive, that wasn’t the worst of it. Just
relax, Carl told himself. Take a deep breath. Speak.
“Hey Mr. Teasdale, how you doin’?”

“I’ve felt better,” Mr. Teasdale said, “but it cost
me more.”

“Yes, sir. Me too.” Carl fiddled with a display of
aluminum baseball bats, trying to look busy and worth having as an
employee.

“Carl, you got any idea where that useless daughter
of mine’s at?”

Carl swallowed hard and acted ignorant. It was the
easiest thing he’d done all day. “I thought she was working.” He
looked over in the direction of women’s wear.

“No, she didn’t show up for her shift. I called over
to the house but got the damn machine.” Mr. Teasdale leaned an
elbow on the shelf with the catcher’s mitts and rubbed at his
forehead. “How the hell am I supposed to run a business if my
employees don’t show up, huh? Tell me that, Carl.”

Carl shook his head and shrugged, hoping his anxiety
didn’t show. “I don’t know, Mr. Teasdale. It’s not like her to miss
a shift.”

Henry nodded. “I guess I’ll ride over to her place
and see what’s going on.”

“Yes, sir.” Carl almost broke down and told his boss
he’d been with Tammy just a few hours earlier and that she had died
suddenly from a bad serving of orange beef and that in his panic,
he’d made the whole thing look like a suicide and Lord knows he was
sorry. But somehow Carl managed to keep his big fat mouth shut. He
knew if he let that cat out of the bag, the rest of the litter
would follow. If it was known Carl was present at the time of
Tammy’s death, the coroner might go poking around in areas that
would lead to certain foreign bodily fluids and, what with Eddie
being out of town and all, Carl would be in the awkward position of
having to give some blood. And that would lead to Carl losing his
wife, his job and, depending on how jealous a husband Eddie was,
possibly his life.

 


* * * * *
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Henry Teasdale didn’t want to believe his tormented
eyes, but there she was, lying on the floor, too dead to skin. “Oh
honey,” he whispered. “Why’d you do it?” It was a terrible sight,
the sort of thing no man should have to see, but Henry’d seen it
and there was nothing he could change. Or was there?

You ask anybody in Quitman County and they’d tell you
Henry Teasdale was nothing if not practical. Yes, he had emotions
and feelings and such, but he had become successful not because he
was in touch with his inner child, but because he was a pragmatist.
So after the initial shock wore off, he got to thinking about
things he could fix. He couldn’t fix the fact that Tammy had killed
herself and, in so doing, had committed a terrible sin, but he
could fix whether it looked that way.

His daughter was dead and he’d have to grieve, but
that could wait. God would pass judgment on what Tammy had done,
but unless Henry did something about what lay in front of him,
every voter in his district would pass their own judgment on Henry
and his suitability for the Board of Supervisors. After all, this
would be the third Teasdale suicide in the last fifteen years. The
rumors, already bad, would become unbearable. Henry knew he’d never
get elected if his opponent started raising the question of
insanity in the family gene pool. He had to do something. He
decided to make it look like murder.

He went to the kitchen and got the rubber gloves.
They were small but he managed to squeeze his hands into them. He
returned to the bedroom and pocketed the suicide note. Next, he
wiped the gun clean. Then he wondered what to do with it. Put it
across the room? No, there were powder burns on her head. Why would
a killer shoot her at point blank range and leave the gun across
the room? Now that he thought about it, why would he leave the gun
at all? Henry decided he’d take it with him and drop it off the
Talahatchie Bridge. That was fine, but still, something seemed
wrong. But what? Oh. Tammy wouldn’t have just stood there and let
the intruder shoot her. She’d either have something under her
fingernails from putting up a fight, or her hands would have been
tied or something. Reluctantly, Henry went to the back yard, pulled
down the wash line, and returned to the bedroom.

After wrestling Tammy’s stiff arms behind her back
and tying them, Henry set about making it obvious that Tammy had
walked in on a burglar with anger control issues. He rifled through
all the drawers, throwing stuff on the floor, overturning lamps,
taking jewelry. Having achieved the desired walked-in-on-a-burglar
effect, Henry picked up the phone and dialed 9-1-1.

 


* * * * *

 


9. NASHVILLE, TENNESSEE

 


Whitney Rankin sat in Owen Bradley Park wide-eyed and
wondering if he’d come to the right place. He was an unknown
songwriter, just arrived in Music City after spending ten years
honing his skills in thankless places. He was sitting at the north
end of fabled Music Row, directly across from the original Country
Music Hall of Fame. It wasn’t there any more, having moved downtown
a year or two ago. Whitney wondered if that was symbolic of
anything.

His tight-lipped smile was in conflict with the vague
sense that he was in the wrong place at the wrong time, but he
wasn’t sure where else to go to do what he did. “Damn,” he
whispered as he looked around. “Now what?”

Whitney knew Owen Bradley was one of the most
important producers in the history of country music, having made
Patsy Cline and Brenda Lee huge stars by applying to country the
songwriting and production techniques of pop music. Depending on
your point of view, Owen Bradley was the man who deserved either
credit or blame for having paved the way for what became known as
the Nashville Sound. Whitney gave him credit. He didn’t subscribe
to the notion that one type of country music was better than
another. They were just different. They were all part of the
music’s evolution where the worst thing that could happen was
stagnation. So it was no wonder to Whitney they’d honored the man
with a park of his own, even if the park itself wasn’t much to
speak of. It was small and unassuming and brought to mind Hal
Ketchum’s notion about how country music was just three chords and
the truth. It consisted of some trees, several pine straw-lined
flower beds, a few concrete benches, and a life-size bronze
sculpture of the man himself seated at the piano. It was a nice
little patch of calm, Whitney thought.

He was twenty-nine and dressed like a songwriter
who’d never had an appointment on Music Row, which was okay since
he’d never had an appointment there. The standard dress code up and
down The Row was country club casual and golf course ready. Every
now and then you saw someone wearing a suit and tie or dressed in
full country regalia, but not as often as the tourists
expected.

At first glance Whitney looked more-or-less like he
belonged. But on closer examination he somehow looked. . .
different. He was six foot three and, as his mama used to say, he
was so skinny he had to stand in the same place twice to cast a
shadow. He wore tight black Wranglers, a black t-shirt with a dark
gray vest over it, and a worn pair of black Tony Lama ropers. He
wore a ragged piece of an old red bandana tied around his wrist. He
had a turquoise stud in one ear and a dangling silver earring in
the other. His hair was long and dark and dangerous as it fell from
under a black Resistol Lancer with a thin leather lariat hatband
with a small red feather in it. He had a dark patch of stubble on
his chin but it wasn’t enough to spoil his narrow, still boyish
face. It added up to an off-kilter country look that tended to draw
queer looks but, having always been a little different than others,
Whitney was used to the stares.

He suddenly hopped to his feet to stop a woman who
was walking by. “Excuse me, ma’am.” He sounded southern as fried
okra. “I’m sorry to bother you, but could you do me a favor and
take my picture?” He handed her a disposable camera. “Over here by
the statue? I appreciate it.” Whitney was creating a photo
chronicle of his journey to wherever it was he was going. The woman
took Whitney’s picture then smiled at him. She saw his guitar case
and knew why he was here and what he was up against, especially
dressed the way he was. “Thank you, ma’am,” he said as she went on
her way.

Whitney was alone in the world, but he was all right
with that. He figured every good songwriter needed his share of bad
fortune. Whitney’s mom had died two years ago and his dad had
disappeared long before that. He didn’t know much about his father.
His mom told him only that he was a good man, but troubled. She had
remarried, to a man named J.C. Rankin who adopted Whitney and gave
him a new last name, but that was about all he’d given. He hadn’t
wasted much gas on being a father to the boy. Whitney was all right
with that too, after all J.C. hadn’t fathered him, so it was enough
that he’d fed and housed him until he was seventeen. And he rarely
hit him. You couldn’t ask more than that from a stranger,
really.

Whitney had grown up with a guitar in his hands, a
guitar that his father had left behind. Whitney could play it too.
And ever since he was fourteen, he’d been writing songs. He had a
suitcase full of them but, like many songwriters, Whitney had one
in particular that was his favorite. He couldn’t wait to play it
for somebody in Music City. And now here he was. Now he’d find out
one of two things. Either he had what it took or he’d come to the
wrong place. Either way, he hoped his mama was looking down,
watching him. He wanted to make her proud.

Whitney was sitting on a concrete bench, so uncertain
about his future that all he could do was look around and say in a
funny way, “Oh boy.” He didn’t know exactly what to do next, but it
was time to do something. So he stood and picked up his guitar
case. Just as he about to leave he heard a splash come from behind
the tall wooden fence that bordered the south end of the park.
Whitney wandered under a magnolia tree and looked for a spot in the
fence where he could see through. He wedged the toe of his boot
between a couple of slats in the fence and pulled himself up to
look over the top. What Whitney saw sent a tingle up his spine. It
was the crystal blue water of a swimming pool in the shape of a
great big guitar. He shook his head slowly. “Well, check it out,”
he said slowly. It even had strings painted on the bottom.

 


* * * * *
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The Mississippi Highway Patrol did the decent thing,
sending a patrolman out of the Gulfport substation to break the
news. Eddie was in his hotel room working on a new song when the
knock came to his door. “Mr. Long, I’m afraid I’ve got some bad
news.”

Eddie blanched when he heard Tammy had been shot. Of
all the things he might have imagined the patrolman saying, that
his wife had been shot would have been way down the list. The
patrolman reached out to catch him when it looked like Eddie’s legs
might give way, but he made it to a chair and sat down. “She was
shot?” He couldn’t believe it.

Eddie canceled the rest of his shows and made the
long drive back to Quitman County. The whole way back he thought
about what his future held now that Tammy was gone.

It was a bleak day in the Mississippi delta when they
laid Tammy to rest, overcast with thunder rolling in the distance.
The humid air was dead still and thick as two dogs’ heads.

Eddie did his best to be strong. He walked on one
side of Mrs. Teasdale offering support while Henry was on the
other. There was a good turn out at the church. The preacher kept
it simple and let anyone speak who was of a mind to. Carl sat in
the back of the church with his wife and toddler. He kept his mouth
shut and felt guilty about everything he’d ever done.

After the funeral, family and friends gathered at the
Teasdale’s home just outside of Hinchcliff. Everyone agreed, it
smelled good up inside that house. It was the largest gathering of
green bean casseroles ever recorded north of Yazoo City. There
wasn’t a can of cream of mushroom soup on a grocery store shelf in
a four county radius. And God alone knows how many chickens had
been fried. And the pies! The flakiest crusts, the sugariest
fillings, the best fruit and nuts, butter, lard, and shortening.
Pure comfort for the mournful and two tons of saturated fats.

A group of women gathered around a vessel of Miss
Lexie’s pineapple casserole, a dish notable for its unique
combination of a sweet tropical fruit, sharp cheese, butter, sugar,
and a pile of Ritz cracker crumbs. They ate the entire thing
straight from the dish.

Another group of women, this one cattier and less
particular than the casserole group, stood to the side of the room
making derisive comments about the diameter of certain thighs over
at the buffet. They also talked about how great Eddie looked in his
all-black suit. They knew it was tacky, what with the dirt still
being fresh on top of his dead wife and all, but they couldn’t help
themselves, and they meant it in the nicest possible way. He really
did look good in his grief.

Carl was there, still with his wife and toddler. He
had surrendered to what he assumed would be a lifetime of guilt and
fear of exposure. He was drinking bourbon by the tumbler and
weeping uncontrollably. The sheriff was there too. He had come as a
friend to express his condolences but at one point late in the
afternoon Mr. Teasdale pulled him aside. “What can you tell me
about the investigation?”

“Now, Henry, I’m not here on business,” the sheriff
said. “But if you insist, I’ll tell you what I can.”

Henry looked him in the eyes. “Let’s step
outside.”

They went to the back porch and lit cigarettes.
“Henry,” the sheriff said, “I gotta tell you, this is got me
stumped. I got evidence indicating both murder and suicide.” He
lowered his voice. “And I don’t mean to be disrespectful, but not
too long before she died, Tammy had sexual relations with someone
other than Eddie.”

“What’re you saying?”

“All I’m saying is this thing ain’t on all
fours.”

“It sure ain’t.” Henry looked away, ashamed that his
daughter had sinned by cheating on her husband and had compounded
the matter by taking her own life.

“I can’t make head nor tails out of it, Henry.” He
dropped his cigarette on the ground, stamped it out. “Now, the
medical examiner hasn’t finished all the toxicology tests, but I
tend to think the simplest explanation’s the best and that gunshot
wound in the head’s as simple as it gets. I’ll know more in a few
days, but for now I’m telling the district attorney it’s an open
murder investigation. We got no useful fingerprints and no weapon.”
He hesitated a moment, then looked at Henry. “Did Tammy own a
gun?”

Mr. Teasdale nodded as he flicked his cigarette away.
“She had a twenty-two. A pistol.”

“Hmmm, ‘at’s the caliber what killed her, but there
weren’t no gun at the house. That’s what got me thinking it was a
murder. You know, like someone broke in the house and found the gun
and then Tammy walked in on him. . .” He rolled his shoulders to
say ‘you know the rest.’

Mr. Teasdale looked off at the horizon and squinted.
“You said you got evidence of suicide too. What’s that about?”
Henry thought he’d cleaned things up pretty good. He didn’t like
hearing the word ‘evidence.’

The sheriff folded his arms and looked to the ground
for a moment. “Well, like I said, I was thinking it looked like an
open-shut murder case right up until we found some clippings from a
magazine in the trash can, then we found the magazine with letters
cut out of it, you know, like a ransom note situation? Once we
figured out what letters were missing, we pieced ‘em together and
came up with some options, but do you know the only one that made
any sense was the word ‘depressed’? That’s what got me thinking
about suicide.”

“Is that right?”

“Henry, I know it’s happened before in your family
and I just want you to know that I’m not saying it was suicide
because, well, like I said, this one ain’t on all fours. I don’t
wanna be calling it something’s it’s not, especially if it’s gonna
hurt your family.”

“I appreciate that.”

“So I’m trying to figure out why an intruder would
cut out a bunch of letters from a magazine to spell the word
‘depressed’ but then not do anything with it. Know what I mean? On
the other hand, if Tammy cut out the letters for a suicide note and
then killed herself, where’s the note and where’s the gun? I
suppose an intruder could have stumbled into the house after she
killed herself, if that’s what happened, and he’da taken the gun,
but why take the note, assuming there was a note, you know?” The
sheriff shook his head. “Like I said, it’s got me stumped.”

“That’s a mess all right. Just don’t make much sense
any way you look at it.”

“No. It don’t.” The sheriff turned to go back inside.
“I’ll let you know soon as we find anything out.” He stopped and
put his hand on Mr. Teasdale’s shoulder. “Henry, I’m real sorry
about all this. Let me know if there’s anything I can do.”

Henry nodded, said thanks, and went back inside.

A few hours later, when most of the mourners were
either gone or drunk, Eddie and Henry were off to the side of the
living room having a heart-to-heart. “Son, I’m hurting pretty bad,”
Henry said, “and I suspect you feel the same or worse. I wish there
was something I could say, but I can’t improve on anything the
preacher said and he didn’t do much to make me feel any
better.”

“I appreciate that, Mr. Teasdale. I’m real sorry I
was gone. Maybe if I’da been here, none of this would’ve
happened.”

Henry put his arm around Eddie. “Don’t do that to
yourself, son. If you’da been here, you might be dead too.” In
truth he was thinking that if Eddie had been here, then whoever it
was Tammy had been sleeping with might be the one who was dead, but
Henry wasn’t going to tell Eddie about what the sheriff had said in
that regard. Henry reckoned Eddie’d been hurt enough.

Across the room, Carl’s wife was offering her
condolences to Mrs. Teasdale. Carl had finally stopped crying but
he was clinging like a vine to the fear that he would be exposed at
any minute. He stood at his wife’s side with puffy red eyes and a
nervous twitch.

Eddie looked at the floor, then at his father-in-law.
“Mr. Teasdale, I’ve been giving it some thought and I decided I
can’t stay here.” Henry looked like he might have expected this. “I
appreciate your job offer but you know I’ve been wanting to get my
music career going and, well, maybe this is God’s way of telling me
it’s time to move to Nashville and get serious about it.”

Mr. Teasdale nodded. “Maybe you’re right, son. Maybe
you’re right.”

 


* * * * *
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Blacks were to Nashville what Charley Pride and
Stoney Edwards were to country music -- rare, but there was no
sense denying they existed. The geographic center for Nashville’s
relatively modest black population revolved around a series of
presidentially named roads -- Van Buren, Garfield, Monroe, and
Harrison. And, as was the case in many southern cities, one of
Nashville’s favorite restaurants was located in this area, on a
rough cut of asphalt just off Jefferson Street.

The sign out front said ‘Estella’s Shrimp Joint’ but
to hear the locals say it, you’d have thought it was ‘Estella’s
Swimp Jernt.’ Estella’s had been open for thirty years, serving the
best fried shrimp plate in the state of Tennessee, mostly after
midnight. Estella’s was the place to go in Nashville when everybody
else stopped serving. It was a beacon in the darkness for the
city’s night crawlers -- black and white alike -- and for everybody
who worked the late shift and who wanted a drink after the statutes
said it was illegal to get one. In fact, after hours on any given
night of the week you were likely to find at least one state
legislator washing down his fried shrimp with a pint of
bourbon.

Estella’s was two deluxe mobile homes pushed together
side by side on a raised foundation. The dimly lit interior was
worn and friendly with red Naugahyde booths, four-top tables, and a
long service counter with soda-shop seats. The floor was tired tan
linoleum flecked with red. Pale blue shag carpet covered the lower
half of the walls. Above that was a sort of brown fabric-corded
wallpaper which gave the place terrific acoustics. In the corner by
the door was a jukebox with an old hand-lettered sign reading,
‘three selections for fity cent.’ Estella’s was the only place in
town where you were liable to hear the likes of La Vern Baker,
Ivory Joe Hunter, Solomon Burke, or King Curtis. The place was an
R&B clearing in a pedal steel jungle.

Otis and Estella Frazier were the sole proprietors.
Estella was somewhere in her sixties; she wouldn’t say exactly
where. She had mostly gray hair and was a little short for her
hundred and eighty pounds. A few years ago Estella had a heart
attack, “but it was jes a small one,” she said. They ran her
through a battery of tests. When it was all over her doctor told
her she had to stop smoking, stop eating fried food three times a
day, and start getting some sort of exercise. Estella swore she
would change her ways, but soon decided the doctor was
overreacting.

Estella had long known she’d never be rich, so she
decided she’d be comfortable instead. She wore loose fitting blue
jeans and a baggy old pullover shirt with long sleeves, always
topped with a knee-length white apron. A pair of reading glasses
dangled from a string around her neck, but she used them only while
at the cash register. Estella took orders, ran the register, and
went table-to-table chatting up the clientele no matter if they
wore corn-rows or cowboy hats. Everybody loved Estella.

Otis was a couple of years older than Estella and
built just the opposite. He was a scant little guy with brown eyes
that understood your problems. He had a silvery mustache streaked
with black that curled sweetly at the corners of his mouth. A wispy
tuft of gray sprouted just under his lower lip. He wore a black
leather beret and open collared shirts, and his expression -- a
sort of suppressed smile -- made it look like he was waiting for
you to get the joke. But Otis’s calm and amiable face belied a
troubled past.

 


* * * * *
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It was two-thirty on a Saturday morning and the place
was about three quarters full. Estella snapped a scrap of paper
into one of the clothes pins hanging in the window between the
service counter and the kitchen. “Three swimp plates and a
cheeseburger,” she said, ringing the little bell.

Otis looked up from the deep fryer to glance at the
order. “Three swimps and a cheese.” He tossed a meat patty on the
grill, then pulled the shrimp from the fridge where they were
soaking in milk and paprika. He drained half a pound and began to
dredge them in the flour.

“Otis,” Estella said with a gesture. “Who’s that
sittin’ over at fourteen?” Otis couldn’t see table fourteen through
the little service window so he went to the kitchen door and looked
out. Estella met him there, wiping her hands on her apron. “He’s
steady been actin’ funny since I carried him that gin,” she
said.

Otis shook his head a little, shrugged. “Never seen
him.” He went back to the kitchen knowing that if the guy was up to
no good, Estella was the better one to deal with it. Otis lowered
the basket of shrimp into the deep fat fryer. Greasy steam escaped
into the vent.

Otis came from Clarksdale, Mississippi. He had
discovered early that he had a gift. At nine, he was soloist in his
gospel choir and, by the time he was in his late teens, he had a
popular, late-night radio show where he played ‘race’ records and
occasionally sang a song or two, accompanying himself on the
guitar. His show ended at two in the morning when the station went
off the air. After that Otis and some friends used the production
room as a recording studio. Otis sent some of the tapes to a
Memphis-based record label and eventually signed a recording
contract and got a manager by the name of Bill Herron.

Otis’s first record, ‘Lookin’ for Ruby’ was on the
R&B charts for twenty-two weeks, peaking at #16. It also
crossed over to the pop charts hitting #39. His second record,
‘Don’t Let Me Go’ soared to #2 R&B, crossing over to become a
#12 pop hit. Otis looked to be on his way to the top. But, as Otis
was quick to point out, things ain’t always what they appear to
be.

Over the next couple of years, what Otis considered a
great deal of money passed through his hands on its way to buying
cars, whiskey, and women. Money problems followed, as they tend to,
and Otis was soon in need of another hit if he was going to
maintain his lifestyle. But his next two records stiffed and his
manager dumped him and stiffed him on a fair amount of royalties.
Forced out of the spotlight, Otis started drinking and soon ran
afoul of the law. But all of that was a long time ago and Otis
chose not to dwell on it.

Still, Otis was thinking back on that night in
Memphis when, suddenly, there was a commotion out in the main room.
He heard a table overturn, plates and flatware crashing onto
linoleum. Otis craned his head out the service window just as
Estella yelled, “somebody better call a amalance!” It sounded more
like a threat than a plea for help. Otis watched Estella charge out
the door with the small cast iron skillet she kept behind the cash
register. She was quick for her size.

Otis shook his head as several customers gave chase.
Otis just went back to his deep fryer. No point in letting the
swimps burn. Besides, he knew better than to go outside and tempt
fate. It always happened like this. Somebody would try to skip out
on their tab, Estella would chase ‘em down, several customers would
pull Estella off the customer before she did too much damage with
her little skillet. She’d get the money she was owed and they’d all
go back inside laughing while Estella carried on about how that
fool was lucky they pulled her off before she got a good swing at
him.

Tonight, Estella had a man pinned against his car.
She had the skillet raised over her head when a young black man and
an older white guy in a cowboy hat caught up with them. The cowboy
hat restrained Estella while the young black man kept the gin
drinker from going anywhere. Estella was hollering, “Lemme go! He’s
stealin’ from me and he’s got it comin’!” The cowboy hat was
snickering. He told Estella to calm down. “Calm down nothin’! This
nigga’s gonna find out what it means to--”

“Hey, Estella,” a man called out from behind the
crowd. “How you doin’?” The man asked it like he was passing her on
the sidewalk on a Sunday afternoon. The crowd parted as a tall man
in a tuxedo walked to the center of attention. Franklin Peavy was a
white man, but a dark one. With his chestnut complexion and his
black-dyed-hair done up in a militant bouffant style, Franklin
looked like the demon child of Conway Twitty and Johnny Mathis.

Estella knew who it was before she saw him. “I’m good
Mr. Peavy, how’re you?

“I’m fine, Estella.” Franklin reached up and removed
his clip-on bow tie.

“You sure looking fine,” she said. “Where you been
all dressed up, another one of them awards ceremonies?”

“Yeah, the Big Pick Awards were tonight. One of my
clients was nominated. Didn’t win though.”

“Thass too bad,” Estella said. “Maybe next time.”

“That’s right, there’s always next time,” Franklin
said. “So. What’s going on here?”

Estella struggled against the man holding her. “This
fool tried to run out on his bill,” she said, nodding at the fool
in question.

The gin drinker shook his head, wide-eyed as a
stereotype. “I was fixin’ to get my wallet out of my ride,” he
said, gesturing at the old Chrysler. “I was gonna pay.”

Estella pulled away from the cowboy hat and lunged at
the gin drinker. “You lyin’!” She landed her skillet against the
man’s ribs. Everybody heard the cracking sound. The cowboy hat,
struggled to keep from laughing as he grabbed Estella and pulled
her back.

“Estella, you’re gonna end up like Otis, you’re not
careful,” Franklin said.

“We’s both justified.” Estella couldn’t have looked
any angrier.

“Court might not see it that way.” Franklin reached
over and pulled a wallet from the gin drinker’s pocket. Both of
them feigned surprise. “What’s this?” He handed the wallet to
Estella.

“You got no business reachin’ in my pocket! You got a
damn search warren or somethin’? I’ll have you rested for civil
rights vilations.”

Franklin Peavy smiled at the man. It wasn’t a
friendly smile. Franklin’s bright white teeth stood out like little
square Klansman in the context of his nut brown face. “Got any
witnesses?”

“Everbody here’s a witness,” the man insisted.

Franklin looked around at the crowd. “Anybody see
what happened?”

“I didn’t see nothing,” the young black man
testified.

“I saw this man run off without paying his bill,” the
cowboy hat added.

“He attacked Miss Estella, but she defended herself
real good,” a woman in the back of the crowd said.

“This a frame up!” The gin drinker pointed a greasy
finger at Franklin Peavy.

“That’s gonna be hard to prove in Nashville-Davidson
County,” Franklin said, leaning close to the man. “I should know,
I’m a lawyer.”

“He’s a good one too,” Estella said.

This was true, as far as it went. But Franklin Peavy
was actually a partner in a well known artist management firm, so
his practice was confined almost exclusively to music industry
contracts. He hadn’t been in a criminal court since handling that
matter for Estella’s husband a few decades ago. But there was no
need to explain any of that to the gin drinker, so Franklin just
turned to Estella and asked if she got the money she was owed.

“Sho’ did, and a good tip too.” Estella handed the
wallet back to Franklin who stuck it back in the gin drinker’s
pocket. Franklin took the skillet from Estella then put his arm
around her shoulder and led her back toward the club. “Estella, I
think I need a plate of your shrimp and a little bit of
personality.”

“What kind you want, Mr. Peavy?

“Scotch’ll be fine.”

 


* * * * *
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Two days after seeing Eddie in Biloxi, Jimmy dropped
by the radio station where Megan worked. While she finished her
shift, he sat in the news room reading stories as they came over
the AP wire. The twenty-four year-old daughter of Delta businessman
Henry Teasdale was found dead in her home in Quitman County, one
story opened. At first, it caught Jimmy’s eye because of the tender
age of the deceased. The name ‘Teasdale’ didn’t mean anything to
him but he was curious about the death since most twenty-four
year-olds found dead in their homes have died of something more
interesting than old age. Jimmy was disappointed to find the cause
of death was still under investigation but he continued reading
until he got to the part that said, she was the wife of popular
local entertainer, Eddie Long.

“Oh my God.” Jimmy felt an empty, sinking sensation.
He read the story again. It was awful. He tried to imagine how he’d
feel if Megan died. It was sickening. But then something odd
happened. The sick, sinking feeling was replaced by something more
pleasant, which bothered Jimmy somewhat. Yes, he felt bad about
what had happened, but what could he do? It wasn’t his fault. It
was a tragedy, sure, but the fact remained that Tammy’s death was a
blessing in disguise if you happened to be writing Tammy’s
husband’s biography.

Jimmy waited until Megan finished her shift before
telling her what happened. She took the news with slack-jawed
shock. They debated whether they should attend the funeral. Megan
wanted to go, she said, to see Eddie and to offer condolences.
Jimmy argued they’d be strangers intruding on a private family
event since he knew Eddie primarily on a professional basis. In the
end it was a moot point as Megan had a shift change at the radio
station and couldn’t have attended even if she wanted. The day of
the funeral came and went. Megan sent flowers and a card. Jimmy
called and conveyed his condolences.

 


* * * * *
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The next week Jimmy started work on a magazine
article he’d been hired to write. He also started to worry about
his relationship with Megan. There was something about the way she
had looked at Eddie that night in Biloxi that left Jimmy feeling
insecure. He wanted to talk to someone about his feelings so he
turned to the King and asked his advice.

Elvis sneered at Jimmy as if to say he never had any
problems with women. Elvis was wearing his white high-collared
Eisenhower jacket, all spangled with sequins and glitter. His
guitar strap was a bandoleer draped across his chest. His right
hand pulled the microphone close. His dark eyes smoldered and
stared straight into Jimmy’s. Elvis would be this way forever, or
at least as long as Jimmy kept the little plastic statue glued atop
his computer monitor. It was a little piece of kitsch he’d bought
at Graceland while doing research for a magazine article. He
brought a little atmosphere to Jimmy’s office but he didn’t have
any solutions for Jimmy’s problems.

Perhaps it was just that Megan had been captivated by
Eddie’s performance that night. God knows he was good looking. And
standing on stage in the spotlight with that beautiful guitar and
that damn smile of his, well, Jimmy couldn’t compete with that. It
made him wonder suddenly if he really had a chance with Megan.
Writers weren’t sexy the way musicians were, especially unknown
writers. No one wants to watch a writer perform his craft, since it
pretty much looks like typing. But girls do like a handsome man
with a guitar. For that matter, they seem to like any sort of man
with one. Even Keith Richards has groupies for Christ’s sake.

Jimmy sneered back at Elvis. Maybe he wasn’t giving
Megan the sort of attention she deserved. That was probably it. It
was a simple problem with a simple solution. He made a note to take
Megan flowers the next time he saw her. With that, he returned his
attention to the article he was writing. It was a piece on the
Mississippi Delta Fried Catfish Blues Festival. He’d finished a
first draft, about fifteen hundred words. Now all he had to do was
cut a third of it. He stared at the screen for ten minutes but he
couldn’t concentrate. Dammit. He had the distinct feeling, an
instinct really, that the problem with Megan wasn’t going to be
solved with flowers. He started to wonder if Megan was thinking
about him or Eddie. He started to replay the Biloxi scene in his
head. Was she being polite to Eddie because he had just finished a
show or was it more than that?

The next thing he knew he was dialing her work
number. He got voice mail and thought about hanging up, but then he
made the mistake of saying, “Hi, it’s me.” Then he froze, couldn’t
think of what to say. Try to sound relaxed, he thought,
like none of this matters, like you could take her or leave
her. “Uh, you know I’ve been wondering if you. . .” Jimmy
stopped. He couldn’t believe it. He’d almost asked if she’d been
thinking about Eddie. “Uh, this is going to sound weird, and maybe
I shouldn’t leave this, but I was wondering, the other night at the
casino, was it just me or, I guess what I’m asking is if you’re
more interested in, well, oh, hell I never should have started
this. Forget you heard this. Is there a button to erase this shit?
Uh, call me.” He hung up. He felt like an idiot.

 


* * * * *
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When the toxicology reports came back, the sheriff
called Henry Teasdale and Eddie. He asked them to come down to the
jail. They sat in the sheriff’s office. Eddie looked like he was
still in shock. He had the dazed countenance of a lottery winner
who didn’t think he deserved to win. He responded to questions with
nods and shrugs and an occasional “yeah” or “I don’t think so.”
Henry short-stopped most of the questions, thinking there was no
reason for his cuckold son-in-law to go through more than he
already had. But there were some questions Eddie had to answer,
like whether he knew Tammy was having an affair.

Eddie looked up, wounded and confused. “No, sir. I
didn’t.” His voice was small and distant. He still couldn’t believe
things had ended the way they had.

“Well, I’m sorry to be the one to tell you, but we
know for a fact she was. In fact, she’d been with someone the day
she died.” He looked down at his hands folded on his desk. “Now if
we knew who she was seein’, we could compel a blood test and that
might help us clear some things up, but if you don’t know who it
was. . . ”

Eddie shook his head slowly. “I didn’t know.” He
continued staring straight ahead, remaining expressionless even as
the sheriff explained that Tammy had died of poisoning and that
she’d been shot after she was already dead. Eddie didn’t react
other than to blink a few times. The sheriff turned to Henry and
asked if he had anything to add to his previous story. Henry shook
his head, ashamed of what all he’d done.

“All right, Henry, I understand,” the sheriff said.
“Here’s what I think happened based on the facts I got. You stop me
if I get something wrong.” Henry just looked at the floor and
nodded. “You went looking for Tammy, just like you said. When you
got to the house you found she’d killed herself with the poison and
you found the note. You couldn’t stand the thought of your family’s
reputation suffering further, so you took the gun, made it look
like a murder, and then you got rid of the evidence, including the
note. Is that pretty much it?”

Henry nodded even though it wasn’t the truth. It was
close enough and he just wanted this to be over with. He said he
was sorry.

All of this was news to Eddie. Up until now, he
thought the intruder story was the truth. He thought someone had
shot her. He didn’t know anything about the affair or a suicide
note or that his father-in-law had tampered with evidence in the
hopes of protecting the family name, or that Tammy had really died
from the poison. It was such an incredible set of facts Eddie
didn’t know what to think, so he just remained silent.

“My guess,” the sheriff said, “and it’s just a guess,
you understand, but my guess is that Tammy was feeling guilty about
the affair she’d been having. Since Eddie was out of town, this
fella had come over and they’d. . . well, you know. . . and
afterwards, after this fella left, the guilt just got to her and
she took the poison.” He paused a moment. “I’ve seen it
before.”

Henry looked up, squinting as if he had a new theory.
“Maybe this fella she’d been seein’, maybe he’s the one who
poisoned her and then made the note.”

The sheriff shook his head. “Well, Henry, I suppose
the suicide note -- if that’s what it was -- it mighta been
intended to mislead investigators but since we don’t have it we
can’t say for sure, can we?” He looked Henry in the eyes. “Do you
have it? It might help us answer some questions.”

Henry shifted in his seat and looked out the window.
“It’s gone.”

“Okay.” The sheriff was patient, like he was involved
in a negotiation with a child. “I guess I expected that.” The
sheriff steepled his fingers and looked from Henry to Eddie. “If it
helps any, the medical examiner said she died real quick.” Eddie
looked up at the sheriff, but didn’t speak. “Now I considered some
other possibilities but they just ain’t flush with the facts.”

“Like what?” Henry asked.

“Well, like you said, it’s possible her lover gave
her the poison and then shot her. But why would he shoot her if she
was dead already, which she was?”

“Unless he thought the poison hadn’t killed her.”

“Well yeah, but that still leaves me wondering about
the letters cut out of the magazine. Why would she write a note?
Did it say ‘depressed,’ Henry?” Henry nodded, confirming the note’s
existence. “‘Course I suppose it’s possible there was something
more sordid going on, like if she was having some sort of affair
with two men or a man and another woman, but if we go down that
path, well, that’s a can of worms I don’t wanna open,” the sheriff
said. “About all I know for sure is that poison was in her before
the bullet was and, according to the medical examiner, if she took
this poison, she wouldn’a been able to shoot herself. Of course
somebody coulda slipped her the poison but there’d be no reason to
shoot her afterwards.” The sheriff held his hands up. “I can’t make
sense outta this except for the way I said.”

“I could see that,” Henry said.

“I’m real sorry to have to tell you this, Henry, but
I’m gonna write it up as a suicide.”

“Well, now, wait a second.”

“I’ve got to, Henry. I’m real sorry, but without
further evidence, I don’t have a better choice. We got no third
party fingerprints, otherwise we might be able to find out who she
was seein’ and then we might be able to compel a blood sample, but
without that note or the gun--” The sheriff tilted his head
slightly. “You don’t have the gun, do you Henry?”

Henry shook his head again. “It’s gone too.”

The sheriff let out a long breath. “Without that, I’m
stuck,” the sheriff said. “It’s either a suicide or I have to open
up a murder investigation that I already know don’t go anywhere.
And then I’d have to drag you into it for tampering with evidence
and such, and I don’t wanna do that, Henry. I think this other’s
the best way.” He stood and walked Eddie and Henry to the door.

“I understand,” Henry said. “I’m sorry I did what I
did, but. . .”

“I know, and I can’t say as I blame you.” The sheriff
put his hand on the door knob, then stopped and looked at Henry.
“Unless you got anything to add, I’m closing the case.”

Henry shook his head.

“All right then,” the sheriff said. He opened the
door.

Henry started out of the room but Eddie just stood
there, silent, his glazed eyes staring at the floor. “Eddie?” Henry
said quietly as he touched his son-in-law’s shoulder. “Eddie, let’s
go. It’s over.”

With that, Eddie looked up and said, “Good.”
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For the most part, Nashville’s fabled ‘Music Row’
consisted of a three-quarter mile stretch of two unassuming one-way
streets running parallel to one another. 16th Avenue ran one-way
north while 17th Avenue ran one-way south. Looking north from the
south end of either avenue, one would never guess the business
resulting in ninety percent of the country music consumed in the
world was conducted in this generally sleepy mile-and-a-half of
road, a stone’s throw from Vanderbilt University. But such was the
case.

Many of the publishing companies, recording studios,
law firms, and record companies were quartered in the modest houses
and other simple buildings that fronted on the magnolia-lined
streets. But not everyone worked out of these quaint dwellings.

There were several large structures of courageous
architectural design on Music Row, primarily at the north end. When
the country music industry hit it big and the money started pouring
in, the entertainment conglomerates began building on Music Row.
When they did, it appeared they were not hindered by any covenants,
codes, or restrictions in terms of architectural styles or the
unity thereof. For example, the Gaylord Entertainment building
looked like something out of a 1950’s science fiction movie. On the
other hand, Reba’s corporate headquarters, just up the street,
offered a more modern design, almost church-like in its motif,
while the MCA building, just off the Row, presented a facade
reminiscent of a Seattle Brew Pub or an enlarged Ray-O-Vac
battery.

The largest of all the structures on Music Row
belonged to the two main performance rights organizations. The
ASCAP and BMI buildings were so immense as to make songwriters and
publishers wonder if they were getting all the money they were
owed.

Somewhere on 16th Avenue, not far from Sony Music
headquarters, was a two story house that had been converted for
business purposes into Herron & Peavy Management, an artist
management firm. Downstairs was the reception area and all the
administrative functions. The upstairs featured two large offices
with views onto Music Row.

One of the offices contained a small legal library,
some fine art, and a beautiful maple desk and credenza on which sat
the most up-to-date computer equipment available at any given time.
This was the office of Franklin Peavy, Esquire and technophile.
Franklin was a serious over- clocker with a Celeron Socket 370
super-heatsink fan combo for keeping his gear cool. His CPU was
always equipped with the most memory, the fastest processor, zip
drives, and the latest video and audio cards on the market. He had
a wireless mouse, a mounted digital camera for video e-mail, a
thirty-six inch monitor, and every other cutting-edge peripheral
available. “Wireless application protocol connects me to the
universe,” was his motto.

The second office consisted of three walls covered
with framed platinum records, gold CDs, and cassettes of artists
the firm represented. There were photos of the artists accepting
awards, blown-up charts from Billboard, and racks of compact
discs. It was in this office where Big Bill Herron, co-owner of
Herron & Peavy, sat at his desk flipping urgently through a
paper. It was the new issue of Nashville Scene -- the one
with the annual list of ‘Nashville’s Power 100.’ Big Bill needed to
know where he stood among ‘The Most Important People in Country
Music.’

Big Bill was in his mid-sixties and liked to joke
that he was suffering from what he called ‘biscuit poisoning.’ He
wasn’t quite 5’8", 220 pounds, but he was damn close. His gut was
the first thing you noticed after you stopped staring at his
spectacularly round head. It was a fleshy beach ball. In fact, all
of Big Bill’s features, from nose to butt, were so unusually
bulbous that many people in the business referred to him as
Tennessee Ernie Borgnine.

“Goddammitall!” Big Bill threw the paper on the
floor, mad as a pig on ice with his tail froze in. “I don’t believe
it! That can’t be right.” He snatched the magazine up off the floor
and turned back to his listing and sure as God made little green
apples, he was Number 99. It was a comedown, and a bad one. Less
than ten years ago Bill was Number 7, and now he was Number 99?
“Well shitgoddamitall!”

Like many people in the business end of the music
industry, Bill started out as an artist. But it quickly became
clear he was better riding gain on the microphone than singing into
it. Over the years he established himself as an innovative and
successful producer as well as an artist manager. He had a good ear
for a song, and he had hooked up with a good attorney, Franklin
Peavy, to form a business exploiting their respective talents as
well as the talents of others.

That wasn’t to say Big Bill robbed his clients blind.
You didn’t stay in business long if all your clients went broke.
You had to be careful how and where you got that lagniappe. You had
to know the intricacies of publishing, recording, performance, and
merchandising contracts. You needed to know what songs were hits
and which ones were filler and who was willing to give up some of
their publishing just to get recorded. You also had to know when to
give up some of your own points and to whom. These were the things
Bill and his partner knew as well as anyone. Given that, Big Bill
wondered why he was so close to being off the damn list.

Big Bill knew the music industry was voracious, and
in more ways than one. It chewed up and spit out talent as well as
those who managed and produced them. The machine had to be fed. And
with fresh meat arriving every day, there was always someone to
feed into the teeth. It was just that Big Bill was used to doing
the chewing. He wasn’t used to being the meat.

Once a powerful and successful management firm,
Herron & Peavy was now just getting by. They blamed it on the
current state of country music. After a huge surge in popularity in
the 1990s, which had translated into record breaking sales and
staggering income for more than a few, the industry had gone into a
slump. In fact if you believed all the whining on Music Row, you
have thought everyone in the business was losing money. Still,
Herron & Peavy had a marginal stable of artists and
songwriters, and there was a steady trickle of old producing and
publishing money coming in. But Big Bill needed more and being
dropped to 99 on the Power 100 wasn’t going to help.

Bill was his own worst enemy, financially speaking.
His accountant liked to say Bill’s spending habits were out-of-line
with his income. He maintained a 10,000 square foot home in Belle
Meade, complete with a half million dollar recording studio which,
unlike every major studio in town, didn’t have a computer or a
single piece of digital equipment in it. Big Bill was dangerously
devoted to analog technology, arguing that it gave a warmer sound
than the crisp, isolated 0’s and 1’s of binary sound
reproduction.

Big Bill also wore expensive, tailor-made clothes.
Not that he was a connoisseur. He was just trying to compensate for
his looks. As someone once said of him, “Big Bill was born ugly and
had a bad setback.” He also threw his money at car dealers. He
figured if it was true that one was a lot more handsome with a
c-note in his pocket, then imagine how good looking he must be when
he pulled up to the valet in one of his Mercedes, or his Cadillac,
or his decked out Excursion, the largest model of compensation made
by the Ford Motor Company. And, as if the car payments weren’t
enough, Big Bill was sending alimony checks to three ex-wives along
with child support for six children and the lawyers they rode in
on. Things had gotten so bad lately that Bill had been forced to
sell his house in Aspen. Despite his six figure income, Big Bill
Herron was, as they say, in a bad row of stumps.

 


* * * * *

 


17.

 


It was noon on a Thursday when Bill’s partner
appeared in the doorway. Franklin was wearing his usual office
attire: black mock turtleneck, sports coat, dark slacks. He was a
graduate of Vanderbilt law school and a good attorney, but more and
more he’d been thinking what he really wanted to do was produce.
Unlike Big Bill, Franklin was enamored of modern digital studio
technology, especially the computerized systems by Alesis, Tascam,
and Fostex. But, like everyone else in the business, Franklin’s
favorite was ProTools by Digidesign, considered by many to be the
ultimate system for digital audio production.

Franklin looked up from the sheaf of phone messages
in his hand. He could see Bill was irritated and he knew why. “I
see you managed to hang on to the hind tit of that list,” he said
in his southern gentry lilt. Franklin had grown to hate Big Bill
more than he could say. There were a lot of reasons for the
hostility but what chapped Franklin’s ass the worst was how Big
Bill got all the glory and Franklin just dotted the ‘i’s’ and
crossed the ‘t’s’. Of course, Bill hated Franklin just as much as
he was hated. The two of them would rather not have to work
together one more day, but since the names Herron & Peavy were
worth a far sight more together than either name by itself and
since they both felt they were too old to go out and start from
scratch they stuck together like a hateful old married couple
afraid of being alone.

Big Bill tapped the face of his thin gold watch. “We
open too early for you today?” His voice had the twangy stress of a
mean good old boy.

“I was out late,” Franklin said, returning his
attention to the phone messages. “Went to Estella’s after the
awards, kept her from killing a man, had a few drinks.”

“That’s very touching. I’m happy for you both.” Bill
held up the magazine. “Now what the hell we gonna do about
this?”

Franklin shook his head in contempt. “Nothing to do.
The magazine’s out, you’re on the list, stop your whining.”
Franklin walked away leaving Bill to stew about his decline in
Music City’s power structure. One of the phone messages triggered a
thought and Franklin pulled his tiny digital recorder from his
pocket. “Reminder. Call Ken at Swerdlow, Florence to discuss
controlled composition clause.”

As soon as Franklin turned his back, Bill angrily
flipped him the bird, mouthing the words, ‘stop your
whining.’ He stood, went to the door of his office, and slammed
it. On the way back to his desk, Bill stopped to look at the wall
of gold records he had produced and he wondered how and when things
had gone so wrong. When Bill came into the music business all you
needed was a microphone, a room with padded walls, a two-track
reel-to-reel, and somebody who could sing and play guitar. Now
everything was 24 bit, integrated digital recording, editing,
processing, and mixing systems. Big Bill had seen things go from
45s to LPs to 8-tracks to cassettes to CDs. And now, according to
the trades, the compact disc was about to be replaced by something
called a flash memory device. Then there was something called music
streaming and a computer file compression code called MP3. What the
hell was that all about?

Before long, record company executives and artist
managers were going to be out of the loop entirely and the damn
artists would be in control of everything. This was not the kind of
world in which Big Bill was equipped to live. One minute he was at
the top of the charts, the next he was an eight-track tape in a
digital download world. It wasn’t supposed to end this way, he
thought. He just wanted to get across the finish line with some
dough in his pocket, but he’d gotten lazy and fallen behind. He
looked again at the Nashville Scene and knew he couldn’t let
it end like this. He had to find somebody to help get him out of
this mess.
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Two days after the funeral Eddie was still in an
emotionally blunted state. He calmly packed his car and headed to
Nashville. He got a cheap motel room his first night there. The
next day he found a one-bedroom unit at the Country Squire Manor
Apartment complex, a sprawling series of cheaply constructed
apartments offering three floor plans. Eddie took apartment number
nine, the smallest available. He signed the documents and put down
his deposit. He moved his stuff in and drew the curtains. Five days
later, Eddie was still inside with the curtains drawn. He hadn’t
arranged for phone service or cable. He had a pizza or two
delivered, but otherwise he was a complete recluse. The only way
his neighbors could tell he was there was the sound of his
guitar.

Eddie was troubled. In his mind everything had gone
to pieces. Nothing made sense. His emotions were all over the road,
like George Jones behind the wheel of a lawn mower on his way back
from the liquor store. He felt abandoned, cheated, guilty,
violated, confused, remorseful, anxious, and saved, all at once.
Eddie didn’t know how to deal with the emotional chaos, except with
his guitar. He was scared half to death and he knew he had to find
words for his confusion or it would consume him. But words wouldn’t
be enough, the emotional turbulence had to be set to music. The
dissonance in his mind had to be translated into melody. Minor
chords seemed inevitable.

Eddie couldn’t sleep more than an hour at a time.
When he did, he dreamed of Tammy, twisted and choked by the poison.
The shot to the head would jar him awake and he’d pick up the
guitar and try to pry the thing out from inside him.

By day five, Eddie was in the grip of a powerful
force and he knew what it was. He just hoped he could survive it.
He wondered if this was what great songwriters suffered every time
they wrote a great song. Eddie remembered an interview of a writer
whose work he admired. She said, “a lot of us have good songs
inside, the trick lies in getting one to come out. Every time I
manage to get one out, I’m immediately struck by the terror that
I’ll never be able to do it again. Or worse, that I will.”

Late on the fifth night, the song poured out of Eddie
like hot oil. The words, the melody, the lonesome harmonies. It was
sorrow set to music. It wasn’t a blues, but it was in the
neighborhood. It was a requiem, a confession, and a guilty
celebration. And it had a great hook.

It was over in an hour. Eddie seemed to wake from a
fugue state. He looked around, unsure of where he was. He set his
guitar down and wiped his sweaty hands. There was a pad of paper in
front of him. There was a song, written in Eddie’s hand, though he
only vaguely remembered writing it. He stood and stretched his
muscles. Eddie felt a relief he couldn’t describe. He felt cleansed
and purified, but it was more than that. It was a purge. It had to
be what women felt upon giving birth. Or maybe it was what Tammy
felt when she finally died after suffering through the poison and
arriving at relief.

Eddie knew he’d just forged a great song out of
emotional turbulence and suddenly the pall lifted, whatever had
happened was over, and the air was calm and clean. It was just past
dawn. Eddie went to the curtain and pulled it back. He saw trees
and sunshine and he knew he had a song that could launch a career.
Now he just had to take it out for a test ride.
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Buddy Glenn wrote a beauty back in 1974. He called it
“Good Old Daze.” Carson Fletcher recorded it on his debut album
with Big Bill Herron producing. It went to number one on the
country charts and crossed over to become a number one pop hit as
well. Carson Fletcher’s career took off and soared for six good
years until he had a heart attack in 1980 and retired.

After “Good Old Daze” Buddy Glenn spent the next
twenty-seven years trying to write another hit. Yet despite his
prolific output Buddy never wrote another song that earned him more
than a few thousand dollars. He wrote a lot of good songs during
that period but, as sometimes happens, nobody recognized them.
Fortunately Buddy had retained his half of the publishing rights
and “Good Old Daze” still brought him about $15,000 a year from
radio play and record sales. But that was about all Buddy had
coming in and lately nobody was particularly interested when he had
a new batch of songs to plug. “Too old school,” they said.

All of this chipped away at Buddy’s spirit,
eventually crushing his confidence and stealing his gift. But
things really fell apart a year ago when Buddy’s wife, Lynn, was
diagnosed with cancer. They didn’t have any insurance and they ate
through their meager savings in short order. Buddy took a second on
the house to cover medical expenses. He started giving guitar
lessons and working as the night manager at Shoney’s but it wasn’t
enough. When the money ran out he turned to his publisher for a
loan. The terms were simple. Big Bill loaned Buddy ten thousand
dollars. Buddy agreed to pay it back in a year with five thousand
in interest. If he was unable to repay the loan with the interest,
Big Bill would take ownership of Buddy’s half of the publishing on
“Good Old Daze.” Now the loan was due.

Buddy walked into Big Bill’s office that afternoon
drawn and tired. He’d aged badly in the past few years. Lynn was at
home dying and just about everybody had stopped returning his
calls. He recently sold his last two guitars.

“Hey now!” Big Bill said, gesturing at a chair. “Come
on in, take a load off.” Big Bill sat down behind his desk. “How’s
Lynn doing?”

Buddy sat down and took off his hat. He couldn’t look
Big Bill in the eyes. He just worried the rim of his hat as he
spoke. “Not real good,” Buddy said. “The tumors didn’t respond to
the last round of chemo.”

Big Bill frowned slightly. “Mmmm.” There was an
envelope in front of Big Bill. He picked it up and began tapping it
on the top of the desk.

Buddy tried to sound optimistic. “But we just heard
about a new, experimental treatment that might help.”

“Well all right,” Big Bill said, pointing with the
envelope. “Sounds like things are startin’ to turn around for
ya.”

Buddy shook his head. “Problem is they can’t do the
treatment here ‘cause the FDA hadn’t approved it yet. We gotta go
down see this doctor in Mexico. He does the treatment at this
special clinic. It’s real expensive.”

Big Bill nodded. “Boy, I tell you, they get you
comin’ and goin’, don’t they?” Bill casually opened the envelope
and removed the document inside. “Look,” he said, “I know you wanna
get back so you can take care of Lynn, so let’s just go ahead and
do this and then you can head for the border.” He gestured toward
the south.

“Bill, I ain’t got the money.” Buddy just blurted it
out.

Big Bill sat there, expressionless. “You ain’t?” He
said it real flat, almost like he knew already. “Well. Hmmm.” He
unfolded the piece of paper and glanced at it.

“The bank won’t do a third on the house,” Buddy said.
“Fact, I’m a couple months behind and they’re gonna take it if I
don’t catch up by the end of next week.” Buddy’s voice was
wavering, like he might crack if he had to talk about it any more.
“Lynn’s real sick, Bill. I gotta keep that publishing. I need that
money real bad.”

“That’s a shame,” Big Bill said flatly. “I’m real
sorry, that’s the truth.”

Buddy finally looked Bill in the eyes. “I’m begging
you. I need your help. Lynn’s gotta get that treatment or I’m gonna
lose her.” He looked back at the floor. “Ask yourself what Jesus
would do and I know you’ll do the right thing. That publishing
money’s the only thing I got left.”

“That’s tough all right,” Big Bill said, “but listen,
this ain’t Bible School and I really don’t appreciate you dragging
all the personal stuff into this. It’s unprofessional. I mean, you
don’t hear me pissin’ and moanin’ about all the bills I gotta pay,
do you? All my personal problems? And believe me, I got more’n I
can say grace over.”

Buddy put a hand to his face to hide his tears. “I’m
sorry, but I don’t wanna lose her.”

Bill held up their agreement. “Buddy, we’re just
gonna do what we agreed on,” he said. “That’s all. Only thing left
to do here is figure out the multiple.” The multiple was a factor
used when determining the value of the publishing rights on a
catalogue of music, though in this case it was just for the one
song. Depending on the marketplace, the multiple typically ranged
anywhere from three to fifteen times the current annual revenues
the publishing generated. The agreement stated they would negotiate
the multiple according to the market as of the due date of the
loan.

Buddy hated to do it, but he didn’t have much choice.
He just hoped Big Bill would consider his situation and help him
out. He took a moment to compose himself, setting his jaw, steeling
himself for the business. “Well now, I’ve been asking around,”
Buddy said, “and just about everybody I talk to agrees ‘Good Old
Daze’ has got some legs on it and, well, I think we oughta be
talking about a multiple of at least ten.”

Big Bill shook his head like a disappointed teacher.
“Ten, huh? He scratched the back of his neck. “I guess me and you
must talk to different folks ‘cause my survey says it’s more like a
one. It’s not getting the radio play it used to, nobody else is
recordin’ it, and Lord knows Carson Fletcher’s records ain’t
selling much any more. Things is just flat out there, Buddy. You
ask around town, nobody’s making money on anything.”

Buddy looked up, startled. “One? One’s not a
multiple! Stop horsin’ around with me, Bill. You know that song’s
worth a lot more’n that.”

“I sure wish the market was in better shape,” Big
Bill said. “Just bad timing, I guess, but I don’t think I can go
any higher. I’ll give you fifteen grand for it right now.”

“I can’t take that, Bill. That don’t get me outta my
hole much less get me down to Mexico to get Lynn her treatment. I
can come down to nine, but that’s it. I just can’t do it for less
than that.”

“Well, damn, that leaves us about a hundred’n twenty
thousand dollars apart.”

“Bill, if you can’t do nine, you gotta let me go
across the street with it. I know I can get nine from Johnny Rae
and that’ll let me pay you back with the interest and I can still
take Lynn for that treatment.”

Big Bill face drained of all humanity. He picked up
the agreement and read for a moment before thumping the page with
his finger. “Says here I got thirty days to come up with a counter
offer,” he said. “So I guess I’m gonna need some time to think it
over.” He folded the agreement and slipped it back in the envelope,
then he stood up. “I’ll call you at the end of next month.” He
smiled. “How’s that sound?”

Buddy swallowed hard. Visions of Lynn’s funeral
passed his narrowing field of vision. “I ain’t got thirty days.
Doctor said Lynn’s only got a couple weeks without that treatment,
and even then he can’t say for sure.”

Big Bill nodded. “Well, my offer for fifteen grand
still stands. You can take that right now.” He winked at Buddy.
“Either way, it’s up to you.”
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The Dirty Dawg Howse in Starkville, Mississippi
catered to fans of the Mississippi State Bulldogs. The walls were
covered with team pennants, schedules, flags, and neon beer
signs.

Boomer and Skeets were second string tackles. They
were at the Dirty Dawg Howse drinking beers with a couple of girls
they’d just met. Naturally the two big boys were trying to impress
the co-eds. “What the hell you tryin’ to say?” Boomer hammered a
fist on the table top. He demanded an answer and, at six-foot-four,
280 pounds, you’d think he’d get one pretty quick.

But Skeets was six-five and 275, so he wasn’t
particularly intimidated. In fact he just sat there, smirking,
peeling the label off his bottle, wondering if he was getting laid
tonight.

“Don’t just sit there grinnin’ like a barrel of
possum heads,” Boomer said. “You sayin’ I don’t know what I’m
talkin’ about?”

Skeets leaned onto one of his beefy forearms. “I’m
sayin’ you can’t measure a snake ‘till it’s stretched out dead.
What are you, from Alabama or something? I’m speakin’ English.” He
looked at the girls and winked. They giggled.

Without taking his eyes off Skeets, Boomer turned his
head slightly and spit some tobacco juice onto the floor. “Shit,
boy, you better put it down where the goats can get it if you
expect anybody to understand what--” Boomer didn’t get to explain
his point fully because Skeeter suddenly hit him upside the head
with a beer bottle. All hell broke loose as the two behemoths
exploded into one another sending bottles and ashtrays crashing to
the floor. The girls jumped up from the table, squealing, tickled
that two rutting bucks would put on a show just for them.

Then, out of the blue, a screeching chaos roared over
the house loud- speakers. “Hey, goddammit!” a voiced howled over
the sound system. Everyone in the place stopped and turned to look
at the small stage in the corner of the room. There they saw Eddie
Long standing with his guitar and his eyes burning. He had a
bottleneck wedged on one of his fingers which he ran up and down
the neck of the guitar while torturing the strings into a
caterwaul. The place fell silent, all eyes on Eddie. “Now, I’m here
to play some music. You two wanna play Gladiator, go somewhere
else.” There was a pause before the crowd applauded Eddie’s command
of the situation. They laughed and hooted some more as Boomer and
Skeets and the two girls were escorted from the place.

Eddie had booked a weekend gig at the Dirty Dawg
Howse. It was his first since Tammy’s funeral. He thought a college
crowd would be a good focus group for the new song. He opened his
set with ‘Dixie National,’ one of his upbeat honkey-tonkers, then
went into his usual repertoire. About fifteen minutes into his set,
Eddie saw familiar faces at the door. Jimmy and Megan had driven up
from Jackson. They worked their way through the crowd and found a
table in the back. Megan tried to make eye contact with Eddie while
Jimmy ordered beers.

Eddie was working through his version of ‘Act
Naturally.’ The crowd sang along with the only line they knew, “. .
.and all I gotta do is, act naturally. . .” Eddie looked
great in the bright light, wearing his black jeans and white
t-shirt with an unbuttoned work shirt over it. He moved like
nobody’s business up there and, by the end of the song, the
audience was his. “Thank you,” he said. “Thank you very much.”
Eddie made eye contact and acknowledged Jimmy and Megan with that
subtle upward nod musicians on stage share with their close
fans.

Eddie pulled a barstool over to the mic and sat down
for the first time that night. He dropped out of his antic, fun guy
persona. “If you folks don’t mind, I’m gonna slow things down just
a bit and do something new for you.” His tone was somber, almost
confessional. The lights dimmed as Eddie prepared for his big
moment. He slid the capo down a fret and strummed the guitar slowly
once, then again. He tuned one string, then another, stretching
things out and built the anticipation. This was, after all,
theater.

When Eddie looked up from his guitar, the crowd saw a
changed man. The hundred watt smile had been turned off and there
was something different about his body language and his gaze. Eddie
was serious, wounded, shocked, and ready to confess. Having seen
Eddie’s show so many times, Jimmy sensed this more than anyone.
He’d never seen Eddie put on this mask. He felt something of
consequence in the air, so he clicked his pen, ready to write.

Eddie was still strumming the guitar slowly, a chord
change here, a chord change there. “This time last month,” he said,
“I got the notion in my hard head that I pretty much knew how
things were going to turn out in my life, like I was in control of
things. I had a wife. I had some gigs lined up playing my music and
figured it was just a matter of time ‘fore I hit it big.” Eddie
cracked a wry smile and shook his head. “To quote a famous
Mississippi songwriter, ‘Have you ever seen a bigger fool than
me?’” He bent a note and tried to look ironic. “Well, it turns out
I was wrong. Turns out this is the only gig I’ve got lined up in
the foreseeable future. I don’t know if I’m ever going to make it
to the big time, and even if I do, I won’t be able to share it with
my wife because . . . because she died not long ago.” He strummed a
minor chord, beautiful and sad, and let that sink in. The place was
stone silent, even the bartenders had stopped to listen.

Eddie resumed strumming the guitar slowly. “She was
beautiful and I loved her, I gotta say that, but she’s gone now
and. . . well, it just goes to show you. . .” He shook his head. It
looked for a moment like he might cry, but he kept it together.
“Anyway, after she died, I moved up to Nashville where something
happened I can’t really explain. I can’t put words to it, but one
night, it was late and I was struggling with all my emotions about
what had happened and--” Eddie stopped playing and he leaned
forward onto the body of the guitar. “And all the sudden, a song
just. . . I dunno, it just sort of poured out of me. Like I said, I
can’t explain it. It just . . . happened.” He resumed playing.
“Anyway, I know her soul’s in this song and I’d like to do it for
you now. This is the first time I’ve played this for anybody, so
bear with me. I hope you like it. It’s called, ‘It Wasn’t Supposed
To End That Way.’”

Most of the women in the place were crying before
Eddie started to sing. Megan was in tears and Jimmy was on the
verge, wiping his eyes so he could see enough to make notes in his
notepad. He wanted to get that speech down verbatim. The song
opened in a medium slow tempo, a bar or two of lament. It put Megan
in mind of a sad hymn with each change softly chosen. Then he
started to sing, and it came straight from his soul.

When the song was over, there were no dry eyes in the
house. Jimmy was astonished. This was as close to perfect as a song
got. Eddie soaked up the applause and humbly thanked the crowd. His
melancholy smile conveyed appreciation as well as a sadness
appropriate to the moment. The crowd’s response confirmed that
Eddie had that rare and valuable thing known as a hit. After a
moment, he got off the stool, took a modest bow, then resumed his
usual set. He got the house rocking with a Steve Earle cover
followed by an original. Then he played himself off the stage with
Lefty Frizzell’s, “She’s Gone, Gone, Gone.” He got a standing
ovation and came back out for a second bow, but he didn’t do an
encore. He left them wanting more. Eddie took off his guitar and
held it up. “I’m gonna take a little break, folks. I’ll be back in
about twenty minutes, so stick around and be sure to tip your
waitresses.”

After his set Eddie joined Jimmy and Megan at their
table. Megan jumped up and wrapped her arms around him. “Eddie, I
am so sorry about Tammy,” she said. “The song is beautiful.”

“Thanks. I appreciate that.” He held on to Megan,
enjoying the feel of her sympathy. “And thanks for your note and
the flowers. That was real nice.”

As Jimmy waited for Megan to unwrap herself from
Eddie, he wondered about the etiquette of grief hugs. Weren’t you
supposed to keep your pelvis away from the other person’s? Megan
obviously didn’t think so, and Eddie didn’t seem to mind. Jimmy
thought hugging Eddie would be the emotionally correct thing for
him to do, but the Dirty Dawg Howse seemed like the wrong place to
do it. Besides, he wasn’t sure they were quite that close. When the
time came, he opted for a firm left hand on the back side of a
regular handshake, a sincere minister sort of thing. “I’m really
sorry,” he said. “How’re you doing?”

Eddie shrugged. “All right, I guess. All things
considered.” They sat down and a waitress brought a round for the
table. Megan reached over and put her hand on Eddie’s. “I wish you
had a recording of that, I’d love to play it on my show.”

Eddie smiled. “Really?” He gave Jimmy a How about
that? look. He turned back to Megan. Her hand was still on his.
“That’d be great,” Eddie said. “I mean, I think it’s the best thing
I’ve ever written. But when someone in the business, I mean, you’re
a professional radio programmer--”

“Look, I’m just the assistant music director, but my
boss listens to me.”

“Still, that means a lot, coming from you.”

Jimmy wrote something in his notebook then looked up.
“It really is a great song. You really have something there. I
mean, seriously, that’s a hit.”

“Thanks, man, I appreciate that. But I tell ya, if
that’s what you gotta go through for a great song, I’m gonna have
to find a new job.”

Jimmy nodded. “How long did it take to write? You
said it just poured out of you, what was that like?” He was poised
over his writing pad.

Eddie smiled. “You’re really serious about writing
that book, aren’t you?”

“Hell yes, I’m serious. I’ve already written about
thirty pages,” Jimmy said. “It’s a little scattered and I’ll have
to go back and get some information about your ‘formative years’
but, yeah, I’m serious. And I’ll tell you, after hearing that song,
I’m more convinced than ever you’re going to make it.”

“I appreciate that,” Eddie said, “I really do,
but--”

“Oh, wait a second,” Jimmy said. “Maybe you can
answer this.” He flipped back a few pages in his pad. “Do you know
who said, ‘writing about music is like dancing about
architecture?’”

Eddie thought about it a moment. “I think it was
Elvis.”

Jimmy shook his head. “I don’t think so. That’s a
little out of the King’s range.”

“No,” Eddie said, “Costello. But I wouldn’t bet on
it.”

“Hmm, that’s the first time his name’s come up. Megan
thinks it was Frank Zappa.” He wrote Elvis Costello’s name under
Zappa’s. “But neither one sounds right to me.”

Eddie watched Jimmy writing in his notebook until
Megan gave his hand a tender squeeze. When he looked over, Megan’s
violet eyes were all his. And then, subtly, she winked at him.

Jimmy was too involved in his writing to notice. He
knew others would come along to write about Eddie, but Jimmy’s
would be the definitive biography. He was the only guy who’d been
there from the start. His would be the only book to have Eddie’s
first speech about ‘It Wasn’t Supposed To End That Way.’ His
imagination started to run away. Rolling Stone might preview
a few chapters in a feature article, and from there, who knew what
could happen?

“Here you go Eddie.” Jimmy looked up and saw the
club’s manager standing by the table holding out a cassette. “Great
set,” he said, slapping Eddie on the back.

“Is that what I think it is?” Megan reached for the
tape.

Eddie pulled it out of reach. “I had ‘em record it
off the board,” he said. “I’m sending it to some publishers and
artist managers.” He smiled as he felt one of Megan’s hands dancing
lightly on his thigh. “And I’ll make one for you too.”
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“Get it girl!” Doreen hollered as she watched Estella
bump and grind to the funky percussion coming from the jukebox.
Estella was on the floor dancing to Slim Harpo’s 1966 hit, ‘Baby
Scratch My Back.’ Otis was out there with her, clapping his hands
as he circled Estella’s big wiggling planet like a skinny little
satellite. His choreography was starchy, his steps painful and
economic due to arthritis. The ache informed his dance resulting in
a style that was pure Otis.

Toward the end of the song, Estella lapsed into some
final, frenzied gyrations. “That’s it, that’s it,” Otis said,
backing out of the way until she was done. “Mmmmm-lawd! Yes! Nobody
move like my sweet baby,” Otis said.

Estella was laughing hard when the song ended. She
plopped down at the table next to her old friends, Doreen and her
husband, Maurice. “Child, it’s too hot in here to be dancin’ like
that,” Doreen said as she dabbed at her forehead with a napkin. “I
ain’t even movin’ I’m all wet.”

Maurice pushed a cold beer over to Doreen. “Cool on
down with that, mama.” He said it like Don Cornelius or something,
a real smoooove operator, sort of Barry White by way of Billy Dee
Williams.

Estella picked up a menu and fanned herself. “I’m
tellin’ you,” she said. “I know I ain’t dance like that in a long
time.” She laughed and pulled Otis into her big lap. “But I still
got it!”

“Yes, baby, you do,” Otis said, patting Estella’s
substantial thigh. “And you always will.” He turned around and
kissed her cheek and they both laughed some more. It was nearly
four in the morning. There were only three customers left in the
joint and they were just drinking. Otis had closed the kitchen
hours ago and, until he got up to dance to Slim Harpo, he’d been
sitting with Doreen, Maurice, and Estella just talking about the
old days.

Maurice started chuckling. “I know you ‘member that
show down in Baton Rouge. . .” He ducked his head and started
giggling so hard he couldn’t finish the sentence.

“You talkin’ about that night the police came
backstage and caught that funny boy playing with hisself. . .ooohhh
child! And that promoter throwin’ a buttonhole on that
half-and-half.” Doreen slapped a hand down on the table. “Liked to
never stop!”

They all hooted and still acted as shocked as they’d
been when it happened. They were younger then, by about forty
years, and innocent in the ways of a wider world. They had all
traveled together while Otis was having his moment in the sun.
Estella and Doreen were backup singers. Maurice played tenor sax.
He was smoooove back then too.

“Whatever happened to the man what opened that show?”
Doreen asked. “Great big, fat mother.”

“Old Chubby Dykes?”

“Yeah, what become of him?”

“He moved back to Georgia long time ago,” Maurice
said. “Sure could sing.”

“Sure could,” Estella agreed. “I be surprised if he’s
still alive though, big as he was. Probably had a heart attack by
now. I know he had the high blood.”

“You one to talk,” Doreen said. “And you ain’t done
half a what that doctor told you. You ever quit them
cigarettes?”

Estella waved a hand in front of her face. “Lawd,
yes, child, I quit. Takes me a mumf to smoke a pack now.”

“Well that’s good,” Doreen said. She nudged Otis.
“You know who I was thinking about the other day? That white man
you used to run with.”

“Who you talkin’ about?” Otis took off his beret and
wiped his glistening head.

“You know, played guitar on Ray Charles’ country
records, you know, ‘I Can’t Stop Loving You,’ and them. He had a
couple sides of his own got pretty big.”

Otis nodded. His face creased, all serious. “You
talkin’ ‘bout Chester Grubbs,” he said.

Doreen pointed at Otis. “That’s him. Where’s he at
now?”

Maurice shook his head. “I heard all sorts of things
‘bout that man. Either drunk hisself to death out in Texas or maybe
it was heroin, I forget, but I heard he’d passed.”

“That’s a shame,” Doreen said. “He sure had it going
on for a while. Yes he did.”

Otis looked off into space, thinking about his
unlikely friend, Chester Grubbs. The two of them had hit it big at
the same time. Both based in Nashville, they played on some of the
same bills when Otis’s records were crossing over to a white
audience and Chester was playing with Ray Charles. They shared a
taste for livin’ high on the hog and they rode their respective
waves to the top before things went bad for both of them. Their
friendship was like a struck match, flaring up hot and fast and
going out before the whole stick was consumed.

For Otis, it was the confluence of jealousy, liquor,
and knowing he’d lost most of his money. He’d had his early hits
but they’d stopped coming just as quick as they’d started. But Otis
thought the money would never stop coming in, so it had never
stopped going out. Before he knew it, he had to trade his Cadillac
for a Chevrolet. When Bill Herron dropped him and took most of his
royalties, Otis was forced onto the chitlin’ circuit where he
started drinking too much. Otis could see the writing on the wall
and it left him in a foul mood. One night, out back of a club in
Memphis, drunk and angry, Otis pulled a knife when he caught a man
trying to force himself on one of Otis’s backup singers. The man
said he wasn’t taking ‘no’ for an answer from the woman, so Otis
did what he had to. He killed the man. Stabbed him to death. “Don’t
nobody mess with my woman,” Otis said as the man bled out at his
feet. The woman was Estella. She and Otis had been married less
than a month.

The Memphis police might’ve written it up as
justifiable, except the dead man was white. Otis was looking at a
one-way ticket to Fort Pillow State Penal Farm, so he called the
only lawyer he knew, one Franklin Peavy, Esq. Franklin was a young,
white attorney who hadn’t partnered up with Big Bill yet. Franklin
had negotiated the contracts of several R&B artists Otis knew
from the concert circuit. The two had met in Birmingham, backstage
at a show headlined by Percy Sledge. Franklin told Otis that his
song, ‘Lookin’ for Ruby,’ was one of his all-time favorites. He
gave Otis a business card and told him to call if he ever needed a
lawyer for anything. Of course, Franklin was thinking more along
the lines of contract work but, when Otis called from jail about
fifty dollars from being broke, Franklin agreed to handle the case
pro bono and he did a good job.

Otis was sentenced to eight years for manslaughter,
an unimaginable sentence for a black man convicted of killing a
white man in Tennessee in the 1960s. And Otis knew it. Just before
they took him from the courtroom after sentencing, Otis turned to
Franklin and said, “I owe you, Mr. Peavy. If there’s ever anything
I can do for you--” Then they took him away.

Estella was faithful to Otis while he was gone. She
visited him and she went to church. And she went to night school to
learn bookkeeping. She’d saved all her money and, without Otis
knowing, she’d saved some of his too. She bought a little piece of
property in Nashville and put a mobile home on it. She lived in the
back and ran Estella’s Shrimp Joint right out of the kitchen.

Otis got out in five years for good behavior. He went
back to Nashville, joined Estella, and had been fryin’ swimps ever
since. But Estella would tell you, Otis was never the same after
prison. He’d been plenty crazy when he was younger, but now he was
quiet, maybe even a little philosophical. Standing over that deep
fryer night after night, Otis reflected on all the things that had
happened to him and all the things he’d let get away. One of those
things was his friendship with Chester Grubbs. He wondered whatever
happened.
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Franklin was in his office reviewing royalty
statements. God, this is depressing, he thought. The money
wasn’t coming in the way it used to and that had Franklin worried.
He hadn’t made as many investments as he might have when the firm
was on top, and the one’s he’d made turned out to be bad. Like many
day-traders Franklin had managed to screw the securities pooch
during the biggest bull market in America’s history. On top of that
he took expensive vacations and put four kids through private
colleges. And now, with retirement looming it was becoming clear
Franklin wouldn’t be able to maintain the lifestyle to which he’d
become accustomed, unless something changed.

He slipped on his brand new Q375 Technologitronic
wireless phone headset and turned to look at his reflection in the
window. It didn’t change his financial situation, but he liked the
way it made him look -- on top of it, technologically hip, superior
in a cutting edge sort of way. If nothing else, he had that.

As he returned his attention to the royalty
statements, Big Bill started the tape for the umpteenth time.
Despite being able to hear only muffled noise through the wall
separating their offices, Franklin could tell his partner had been
listening to the same thing all afternoon, and it was driving him
nuts. He yanked the headset off. “Bill, turn that shit down!” he
yelled.

Big Bill ignored the request. He was leaning forward,
his head positioned perfectly between the two speakers mounted on
the far corners of his desk. Lids closed over his bulging eyes, he
moved to the music and mouthed the words. He looked like a bullfrog
doing karaoke. When the song ended, he reached over and hit
‘rewind’ again. He turned and yelled at the wall, “Hey, Franklin,
come in here! You gotta hear this!”

“In a minute!” Franklin yelled back. “I’m trying to
run our business!”

Bill turned to the wall and made some sort of angry
Italian gesture he’d picked up from a movie. “The hell you think
I’m doin’ in here, lap dancin’? I’m working on the part that
actually brings in money! Now come listen to this!” He lowered his
voice slightly, “You prick.”

“What was that?” Franklin thought he heard the word,
‘prick’ seep through the wall. Who the hell did that toad think he
was? Franklin had put up with a lot of shit from Bill over the
years but he wasn’t about to put up with name calling.

“I said come here quick! You’re going to want to hear
this!”

Franklin flipped the bird at the wall and mocked his
partner under his breath. “You’re going to want to hear this . . .”
He snatched the royalty statements off his desk and went over to
Bill’s office, waving the papers as he walked in. “Hey, you’re the
broke dick with the cash flow problem. The sooner I go over these
things and review the allocations, the sooner you’ll get your
dough. God knows you need it.” Franklin enjoyed pushing Bill’s
money button.

Big Bill sat there, glaring at Franklin, his finger
poised on the ‘play’ button. “Shut the fuck up and listen,” he said
finally. He pushed the button and the song played. Franklin stood
there, impatient at first, but halfway through the chorus he sat
down and started to pay attention. After another verse he looked at
his partner. Big Bill smiled, nodding. “What did I tell you?” He
slapped his desk top. “God, I love this business!”

“Shhhh!” Franklin looked toward the ceiling and
listened. It was the sound of money.

Big Bill jerked a finger into the air, waiting for
something. Then, cued by a chord change, he pointed at one of the
speakers. “Mandolin solo right there,” he said, already mixing the
final version in his head. “Pedal steel comes in here, way in the
back.” He tilted his head slightly. “And right here, a low fiddle
part, no, maybe a cello, just underneath the whole thing. You’ll
hardly notice it, but it’ll make you cry.” The song ended and all
they could hear was tape hiss. Franklin looked at Big Bill. “Who
the hell is that?”

Bill held up a glossy eight by ten photo. “Name’s
Eddie Long. Good looking kid, just moved here. According to his
letter he’s looking for management.” He arched his eyebrows.

Franklin took the photo and studied it. “That’s quite
a smile.”

Bill snatched the photo away from Franklin. “Yeah,
the only problem is, we ain’t got it under contract yet.”

Franklin knew Bill was right. That was a hit country
song with serious pop radio crossover possibilities. “Any other
songs on the tape?”

“Mostly filler, but not bad.”

“Publishing?”

“Doesn’t say, but I betcha dolla he’s still
looking.”

“You call him yet?”

Bill held up Eddie’s letter. “Didn’t give a number.
Just invited us to come hear him Monday night at the Bluebird.”

“Can’t go, Monday,” Franklin said. “That’s the
Country Music Confederation Awards. We got somebody nominated for
Best New Countrypolitan Act Appealing to Women.”

Bill pushed the ‘rewind’ button. “That’s very
touching. Send a proxy. We gotta get this kid, or at least that
song.” Bill looked at Eddie’s cover letter. “He says if he doesn’t
get picked to play on stage, he’ll play for us in the parking lot.”
Bill grinned. “You gotta like that.”

“Whatever.” Franklin shrugged. He pulled out his
digital micro recorder and held it to his mouth. “Reminder. Print
out standard contracts for artist Eddie Long.”

 


* * * * *
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Whitney had been driving around for quite a while
when he saw the ‘Room 4 Rent’ sign in the front yard of the simple
brick house on 16th Avenue. Ten minutes after knocking on the door
he was signing papers on the place. He couldn’t believe his luck.
First off, the room came at a fair price. But the price didn’t
tickle him half as much as the location at the south end of Music
Row. Literally on the Row. He could just sit on the front porch in
the shade of the big magnolia tree and play his songs, looking up
occasionally to see if any of the big shots were driving by. “Man,”
he said to the landlord, “this is some town.”

The next day Whitney went looking for work that would
allow him to pay his bills while pursuing his music. The ‘help
wanted’ ads led him to a job waiting tables at the South Side Smoke
House. Situated halfway between Music Row and Vanderbilt
University, the place was always filled with important looking
music industry people and good looking college girls. It wouldn’t
make Whitney rich, but it was enough and it was close to home.

Whitney was driving back from the interview, humming
the melody of his favorite song, when something started to grind
under the hood of his old truck. “Hang on,” he said as he patted
the dash board. “We’ll get you fixed up.” Whitney loved his truck.
It was one of the few things that never let him down. He turned and
headed to Broadway where he’d seen some auto repair places. The
mechanic said he’d get to it as soon as he could. Whitney sat in
the greasy waiting area wondering how he was going to pay for the
repair. If worse came to worse, he’d leave the truck until he got a
few paychecks under his belt. He could walk to work. It wasn’t that
far.

Whitney looked through the magazines on the table:
Guns and Ammo, Field and Stream, and Road and Track
held no appeal for him. Over by the door was a tall stack of
Nashville Scene, a free local alternative newspaper. The
front cover screamed at Whitney: ‘Nashville’s Power 100 -- The 100
Most Influential People In The Music Business!’ It was exactly what
Whitney was looking for, and he didn’t even know he was looking for
it.

Flipping forward from the back of the paper, Whitney
immediately came across the name of Big Bill Herron at number 99.
Whitney read the names of the performers and songwriters that
Herron & Peavey managed and/or produced over the years. There
were some true legends on the list. Big Bill Herron was quoted as
saying, “We’re in the talent business. We’re always looking for new
songwriters and performers. There’s nothing more gratifying than
taking a raw talent and guiding them, helping them find their sound
or their voice. It’s the best job in the world.” These fellas
seem like the sort I should talk to, Whitney thought. Might
help me with the ropes. He’d make an appointment to see them
soon as he had the truck back.

“Gonna need a new water pump,” the mechanic said as
he wiped his greasy hands on a blue shop rag. “Gonna run about
three hundred dollars.”

Whitney tried not to look poor, but three hundred was
a lot more than he’d ever had. He twisted at the ragged bandana
tied around his wrist. “Be all right if I just left the truck until
I get the money to pay for it?”

The mechanic shrugged. “All right, but this ain’t no
damn storage facility. You don’t come back by next month, I’ll part
it out.”

“Yes, sir, I understand,” Whitney said. “I’ll be back
soon.” He turned to leave, then stopped and turned around, holding
up the copy of Nashville Scene. “Okay if I keep this?”

“It says ‘free’ on it, Jethro.”

On the walk back to his place, Whitney read the list
of the industry’s power brokers. He was surprised at how many he’d
never heard of. Whitney didn’t notice but the most telling aspect
of the list was the ratio of lawyers and executives to songwriters.
He focused more on the names of people he recognized and anyone
from his home state. He figured any of those folks might be glad to
help him, but still he was going to start with Big Bill Herron and
Franklin Peavy.

Thirty minutes later, Whitney was almost home. As he
stood at the corner of 16th and Horton waiting for traffic to pass
he got to thinking. With the exception of the busted water pump,
the news was all good. Nashville was all right. It was green and
there were hills and it smelled more like the country than the
city. It’d do for now. Five minutes later, when he got back to his
place, Whitney sat under the big tree in the front yard with his
writing pad. He wished he had someone to write a letter to, but he
didn’t, so he wrote a song instead.

 


* * * * *
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Megan held the razor between finger and thumb, unsure
if this was what she really wanted to do. Her indecision was
compounded by feelings of guilt for thinking about leaving Jimmy
this way. Would he understand? Did she owe it to him to talk it
over? It wasn’t as if they were engaged or anything. Sure, they’d
dated for a couple of months and, yes, she had feelings for him
but, big deal. They obviously weren’t strong enough to stop her
from doing this. She looked at the clock and saw it was
four-thirty. If she was going to do it, she had to do it now.

This week’s Radio & Records, the radio
industry’s Wall Street Journal, was on the table next to the
old Ampex reel-to-reel where Megan was editing her air check tape.
The R&R was open to ‘Opportunities.’ One ad was circled, for a
radio station in Nashville. They were looking for a female air
personality with strong production and promotion experience. This
had Megan’s name all over it. She had to do it, right? She was
chasing her dream, right? This was about her career. This wasn’t
about chasing Eddie Long. Whoever said it was? She looked again:
four thirty-five. She had to get the tape edited, dubbed, and to
the Post Office before five, so she made the first cut. She rolled
the tape ahead until she found the other mark she’d made with her
stubby grease pencil. Megan carefully laid the tape in the editing
block. The door to the production room squeaked open just as she
was about to cut the tape. She didn’t look up to see who it
was.

“Surprise. . .” When Megan heard Jimmy’s voice she
almost sliced through a knuckle. She looked up and saw him pull
some flowers from behind his back. “Pistils and stamens for my
radio sweetheart,” he said, smiling like a child who’d done a magic
trick. He hoped the flowers would make romance appear out of thin
air.

Oh God, she thought, not flowers. Megan
already felt bad enough, and now she had to proceed in light of a
bouquet. But as long as he’s bringing flowers, she thought, why
bring such cheap ones. Don’t I deserve a dozen yellow roses?
“Jimmy. . .” Her inflection implied he wasn’t supposed to do that
sort of thing on account of the fact she wasn’t really serious
about their relationship. “That’s very sweet, thanks.”

“You’re welcome.” He looked around for an impromptu
vase. Megan hoped he wouldn’t notice the ad she’d circled for the
Nashville job. Of course, if he brought it up, she could say
someone else was considering the job. Just because she was in the
same room with a circled want ad didn’t mean she was leaving town,
right? Megan didn’t want to lie, but she also didn’t want to get
into a big heart-rending discussion about why she was applying for
a job in Nashville and what does that mean about her feelings for
Jimmy and blahblahblah. She only had twenty-two minutes to finish
what she was doing and get to the post office on time. “What’re you
doing here?”

Jimmy leaned over the mixing console and looked at
the notes Megan had made about her tape. “I was at the library
doing some research for the book, was in the neighborhood, decided
to drop by.” He turned the notes slightly so he could read them
better. “What’re you working on?”

Megan ignored the question. She made the second cut
on the tape and spliced the ends together. “This is so primitive,”
she said, nodding at the reel-to-reel. She imagined herself in an
all-digital production room of the station in Nashville. “What were
you researching?”

Jimmy admired Megan’s soft hands as they deftly
manipulated the tape. “I was looking for newspaper accounts of
Tammy Long’s death. There wasn’t much written about it, so I guess
I’ve got to go up there and interview some people. The sheriff,
coroner, that sort of thing.”

“Right,” she said. “Great idea.” This is good,
Megan thought. Jimmy’s really getting into the book. Maybe he’ll
get so caught up in his writing and research that she could use it
as an excuse to end things with him. “All you ever think about is
that book!” she could say. “What about me? What about my needs?”
That wasn’t a bad approach, she thought. “I know I’ve said this
before, but I think the book’s a great idea.”

Jimmy was pleased by her endorsement. “It’s coming
along good too,” he said. “I’ve got my notes organized and I put
together a chronology for the ‘early years’ chapters.” He paused.
“That reminds me.” He pulled out his pad and made a note. “I need
to call Eddie and get his early impressions of Nashville.” He put
the pad down and glanced again at Megan’s handwritten notes. “So
what’re you working on?”

The lie came to her suddenly. “Oh, yeah,” she said
brightly. “I was going to tell you, but I wanted to hear about the
book. I got the wildest call this morning. The program director
from a station in Nashville called, completely out of the blue,
said he heard me do a shift when he was driving down to New Orleans
for the Me-Oh-My-Ohs.”

“The whats?”

“The ‘On The Bayou Country Music Awards.’ They’re
new. The little trophies they give out are called Me-Oh-My-Ohs.
They’re little statues of Hank Williams standing in a pirogue.
Anyway, this PD was going on and on about how he loved my voice and
my banter. It was really flattering and he wanted to have a tape
and blahblahblah, so I decided to send him one, just so he could
have it on file, you know, just in case.”

Jimmy felt like he’d been hit with a nine pound
hammer. “You’re moving to Nashville?”

Megan saw his eyes drifting toward the open Radio
& Records so she dropped her grease pencil on the floor by
his feet. When Jimmy bent to pick it up, Megan swept the R &
R into the trash can. “Nooo,” she almost chortled. “I’m not
moving to Nashville. Well, it’s not up to me, anyway, is it? He
just asked me to send him an air check tape. He didn’t even say
they had a job or anything. And who knows? The guy’ll probably be
working in Buffalo by the time this tape gets to Nashville. You
know how radio is. But still, working in a larger market would be a
great career move for me, don’t you think?”

“Well, sure, but I just. . . it never occurred to me
you might want to leave. . . Jackson.” Megan rewound the
reel-to-reel then popped a cassette into the deck. “It’s not that I
want to leave Jackson.” She cued up the newly edited tape and
started dubbing. “In fact it’d be great if Jackson suddenly became
a medium size market, but I don’t think that’s going to happen. So
-- look, it’s no big deal,” she said.

Jimmy sagged a bit. “It’d be a big deal to me if you
moved.” He seemed wounded. “Who would I give flowers to?” He looked
at Megan and smiled as hard as he could, but he started to get an
empty feeling, like he was one date from the old
I-think-we-should-see-other-people speech.

Megan struggled to look sympathetic. It’s not like
she wanted to hurt him. All she wanted was, well, she wasn’t really
sure what she wanted. But she knew whatever it was, it wasn’t in
Jackson and it wasn’t with an unknown freelance writer with limited
financial prospects. “You’re right,” she said, “it would be big
deal, I’m sorry. I don’t mean to-- I don’t know what I mean.” She
waved a hand hoping to make it all go away. “I wouldn’t worry about
it.”

“Yeah, well, easier said than done.” Jimmy leaned
against the wall, arms folded, an inch away from a pout. He didn’t
say anything, he just looked at Megan.

Megan couldn’t look at him. He was in love and she
wasn’t. And even if she was, she figured she could do better. And
didn’t she owe it to herself to try? Why couldn’t Jimmy just get
the clues and let her go easily? Why did someone, specifically her,
always have be the bad guy in these scenarios? She didn’t like
breaking his heart or anyone else’s, but it’s not like you marry
everybody you date, right? She felt the pressure from Jimmy’s stare
and suddenly, it just shot out of her mouth. “It’s just -- I feel
like I’m stagnating here.” Megan thumped the Ampex machine with a
finger. “I don’t want to get stuck here where everything’s still
analog. I want to go someplace digital, you know?” She finally
looked up at Jimmy. All he could do was shrug. “I don’t want to
spend the rest of my life making ten dollars an hour doing live
remotes for every donut shop that opens out on County Line Road.”
She held a hand up. “Not that there’s anything wrong with that. In
fact, it’s such an honorable calling I think I should move on so
someone else can have this opportunity.” She faked a laugh, hoping
to lighten the moment.

“So you’re just thinking of others then.” As soon as
he said it, Jimmy regretted the sarcastic tone.

Megan snapped back. “It’s just an air check tape,
Jimmy.”

“Okay,” he said. “I’m not trying to stand in the way
of your career. I guess I just thought there was more to us than
this.”

“This has nothing to do with us,” Megan said as the
cassette rewound.

Jimmy absorbed the comment. “That pretty much says it
all, I guess.” The bad news about loving someone, Jimmy
thought, was that they didn’t have to love you back.

Megan had ten minutes to get to the post office.
“Look, don’t try to make me feel bad about this.”

“That’s not what I’m trying to do,” Jimmy said.
“Besides, I’m not sure that’s possible.”

Megan stuffed the cassette in an envelope and sealed
it. She stood and looked at Jimmy. “Listen, I gotta go.”

 


* * * * *
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It’s a generally accepted fact that it takes years to
become an overnight success in Nashville. About the only folks who
don’t accept this are the ones who just got to town. They were the
big fish in their own small pond who decided it was time to share
their gift with the world. They were pretty sure all they had to do
was knock on a couple of doors, let somebody hear a few of their
songs and, quick as you could say ‘Grand Old Opry’, they’d be
opening for Shania Twain.

When that failed to happen, they either went home
blaming their failure on Nashville or they got serious. For those
who got serious there were plenty of opportunities to be heard.
Bellevue Station, The Broken Spoke, Douglas Corner, and 12th and
Porter were just a few of the Nashville clubs that featured an
‘open mic’ night offering performers a chance to play in front of
an industry crowd.

But of all the clubs in Nashville, one in particular
had become the Mecca for aspiring singers and songwriters. It was a
small, unassuming place several miles south of Music Row. The
Bluebird Cafe served food and drink like any other modestly priced
cafe in the south, that is, with more cholesterol than regard. But
it also served up music, and this it served with reverence. In
fact, the club had a motto p rinted on t-shirts to reflect this
reverence. It said: Shhh! The food, it had to be noted,
didn’t get a slogan.

Tucked into a shabby strip mall on Hillsboro Pike,
the Bluebird Cafe was famous for being the place where a lot of
stars got their big break. Artists like Vince Gill and Sweethearts
of the Rodeo were said to have been discovered here and the artist
formerly known as Chris Gaines was alleged to have secured a
recording contract with one of his Bluebird Cafe performances.

The Bluebird had two ‘open mic’ nights, one on
Sunday, one on Monday. Sunday night’s required an audition and so
usually had a higher level of talent. Monday night, however, was
luck-of-the-draw and the performances ranged from pleasant
surprises to don’t-quit-your-day-job. Every Monday afternoon around
five, the hopefuls arrived in the parking lot. The doors opened at
five-thirty and those wanting to perform rushed in to sign up. The
names were all dropped into a hat and twenty-four of them were
chosen. Starting at six o’clock, each person got to sing two songs
and hope for the best.

It was Monday night and the Country Music
Confederation Awards were getting underway across town at the Ryman
Auditorium. This was good news for Bill Herron and Franklin Peavy
inasmuch as it meant there would be plenty of parking at the
Bluebird and there would be few competitors scouting the ‘open mic’
talent.

Franklin arrived first and snagged a good table.
While he waited for his partner, Franklin nursed a scotch and
played with his new toy, the latest wireless application protocol
internet connection device. He was as fond of digital gadgetry as
Big Bill was averse to it. Franklin constantly goaded Bill about
this, suggesting a connection between technophobia and Bill’s
diminished status among Nashville producers. While everyone else in
the recording industry had embraced the use of computers in the
studio, Big Bill was still holding firm against the new technology.
That idiot would bring a club to a gun fight, Franklin
thought as he used his toy to get some stock quotes, make a few bad
trades, and check his E-mail.

Franklin was logging off when his partner arrived.
Despite plummeting to 99 on the Power 100, the staff at the club
still treated Big Bill with a certain respect. He could hardly get
across the room without one of the club’s regulars stopping him to
pay respects, “Excuse me, Mr. Herron, I’m a big fan,” they’d say.
“I bet I’ve got every record you ever produced.”

Franklin watched all this from his table, his eyes
narrow and bitter. The thing that galled him most after all his
years in the industry was that no one ever stopped him to pay
respects. They’d all scurry over to that fat, bug-eyed partner of
his, scraping and bowing and hoping for a word or two, but they
never acknowledged Franklin. It wasn’t fair. Franklin had been
involved with as many hit records as Big Bill, if only in the
contract negotiations. And he knew all the big stars, or at least
their attorneys. How come he didn’t get any damn adoration? Because
he was a lawyer, that’s why. The guy who wouldn’t be eaten by a
shark out of professional courtesy. Yeah, yeah, he’d heard ‘em all
and they weren’t any funnier coming from Travis Tritt than from
some twice-divorced car salesman dissatisfied with his custody
arrangement.

This hadn’t always bothered Franklin, but as he
approached the end of his career, he’d begun to crave recognition.
To this end, Franklin had lately been thinking about producing
records himself. He’d been to hundreds of recording sessions and
watched Big Bill practice his craft. It didn’t seem to amount to
much more than telling the engineer to make the drums louder or to
put some echo on the vocals. Anyone could do that, he thought. And
by God if that’s what garnered respect in this town, then Franklin
was ready to do it. The only problem was all their clients had
signed contracts making Big Bill their producer. Now all Franklin
had to do was figure out how to get around that niggling detail.
But how hard could that be? After all, he was the one drawing up
the contracts.

Bill arrived at the table, chuckling. He could tell
by Franklin’s pained expression what was going through his mind.
Bill held his hands out, palms up. “What can I do?” he said, “I’m a
famous producer, you’re a lawyer.” He said it the same way he might
say ‘hemorrhoid.’ Residual celebrity status was the one thing Big
Bill had that Franklin didn’t, and rubbing it in was one of the few
pleasures left to him.

Franklin looked up, eyes mad as Merle Haggard on a
jag. “Oh, I meant to tell you this afternoon, but I forgot. . . go
fuck yourself.”

Big Bill laughed as he sat down across the table from
Franklin. “I understand.” They ordered drinks and sat there, not
speaking, just waiting for the music to start.

The first act was a stunning blonde whose
arrangements seemed influenced primarily by Trini Lopez. When she
finished she was approached by several men, each claiming to have
access to important A&R executives for major labels. False
promises were made and phone numbers exchanged. The next two acts
were as earnest as they were unpolished. One appeared to be doing a
poor imitation of Robert Earl Keen while the other was an
uncomfortable cross between Jimmy Dale Gilmore and Little Jimmy
Dickens.

The rest of the candidates were out in the parking
lot in front of the Bluebird. A pair of speakers mounted under the
eaves allowed them to hear the performers inside. Eddie Long was
out there, sitting on a low concrete wall, tuning his guitar. His
name had been drawn tenth, so he still had thirty or forty minutes
before he was up. In the meanwhile, he was listening to and
criticizing each performer that came before him. Every now and then
he looked out from under the brim of his hat at the others who were
waiting. Some were cool, leaning against trucks, smoking
cigarettes. Some were pacing, nervous, having second thoughts. One
kid seemed to be saying a prayer. Eddie smirked at that and shook
his head. He had the distinct feeling he was the cream of this
crop.

An employee stuck her head out the door, looked at
her clipboard, then called for the next performer. “Whitney
Rankin?”

He finished his prayer and looked up. “Yes ma’am,” he
said. “I’m right here.” He picked up his guitar and followed her
inside. Whitney waded through the crowd and stepped up to the
microphone, scared to death. The dark haired skinny kid drew the
queer looks he was used to but he shook ‘em off. Still, he was
afraid to open his mouth at first for fear he might throw up. He’d
never been this nervous. Too afraid to speak, he quickly slipped on
his harp rack with his Honer 565 Cross Harp. After a deep breath
and a glance at his audience he positively attacked his guitar. It
was a dark country rocker with renegade overtones and something
evil bubbling just under the surface of the harmonica. His voice
was sure and the song was as smart as it was angry. Before he was
halfway through, the queer looks were gone. When it was over, some
even looked ashamed as they applauded. “Thanks very much.” Whitney
smiled and took a deep breath. “Man, am I nervous.” The crowd
laughed with him. Whitney twisted at the bandana around his wrist
as he looked out at the full room. “I guess I’ve written a hundred
songs or more, but out of all of them, this next one’s my
favorite.” He tuned a string. “It seems like I’ve known the song
all my life, even though I only wrote it a few years ago.” He
shrugged. “Anyway, I call it ‘Night’s Devotion’ and, uh, well. . .
here we go.”

The first chords stilled the room, taking everyone by
surprise. It couldn’t have been any more different than the first
song, like a lullaby following Steppenwolf. When Whitney started to
sing, Big Bill felt the strangest sensation. Judging by the
expressions of the others, he wasn’t alone. Big Bill couldn’t
explain why, but he suddenly felt like a child being loved. He
couldn’t remember the last song that made him feel like that. Could
this song possibly be so good? Bill looked at his glass. It was
only his second drink, so it wasn’t the alcohol. No, this was a
good song, pure and simple. Maybe even a great one.

During the soft harmonica bridge Bill found himself
thinking of the word ‘lovely’ -- an adjective that hadn’t crossed
his mind since who knows when. He pulled out a couple of business
cards and wrote ‘Whitney Rankin’ on the back of one.

There was silence after the song ended. Whitney
thought he’d bombed, thought his favorite song was crap. But the
crowd suddenly snapped out of their dream state and gave him the
sort of applause usually reserved for established craftsmen who had
just performed an acknowledged gem.

Big Bill nudged Franklin and nodded at the stage.
“That’ll kill cotton knee high,” he said. Whitney stood in the
spotlight, genuinely relieved, surprised, and pleased. He smiled
modestly, thanked the crowd, then headed for the door. As he passed
the table in the corner, Big Bill reached up and handed Whitney a
business card. “Hey, kid, give me a call.”

Whitney paused to look at the card. He recognized the
name from the list in Nashville Scene. “All right,” he said.
“I sure will.” He floated into the parking lot feeling like he’d
just signed a record deal. He would have stayed to hear the other
performers, but it smelled like rain and Whitney had a long walk in
front of him, so he headed home, not even thinking about the little
hole in the sole of his boot.

The other singers stared as Whitney headed out to the
road and started walking east with his guitar case, a new man in
black, different and fearless, they thought. They looked at each
other as if to ask if his song was as good as they thought. The
woman stuck her head out the door and called the next name on the
list. The guy just shook his head. “I ain’t going up there after
that,” he said. She shrugged, called the next name. There was no
response, but a Ford driven by a recently discouraged singer
screeched out of the parking lot heading south.

Eddie stood up, tilting his hat back. “I’ll go,” he
said. The others turned and looked, wondering who the hell this guy
was. The woman stepped aside, holding open the door. Eddie walked
through the crowd with his big flattop Gibson held above his head.
He stepped into the light, looking down at first, then slowly
tilting his head back to reveal his face. “They said I could do two
songs,” he said, “but I think I’m just gonna do one, so everybody
else’ll have time to do theirs.” He strummed the guitar once, then
again. “I wrote this song not too long ago, after my wife died,” he
said, grabbing everyone’s attention. “It’s called, ‘It Wasn’t
Supposed To End That Way.’” And then he sang the song.

Just as it had in Starkville, the song left the
entire room breathless. Looking out at the stunned faces, Eddie
knew he’d kicked some ass. He politely thanked the crowd as he
slipped the guitar strap over his head, then he headed outside. Big
Bill brushed Franklin’s arm as he stood up. “C’mon,” he said.
“Let’s go have a talk with our boy.” They caught up with him in the
parking lot. “Hey, Eddie,” Big Bill called out. “You got a minute?
We’d like to talk to you.”

“Sure thing.” Eddie held out his hand. “Eddie Long,
what can I do for you?”

They shook hands. “Eddie, I’m Bill Herron and this is
Franklin--”

“Big Bill Herron, the producer? Are you kiddin’
me?”

Big Bill smiled and looked straight in Eddie’s
crystal green eyes. “No kiddin’.”

“I sure didn’t expect to see you here. I figured
you’d be at the CMC Awards.”

Franklin elbowed his way past Bill. “By the way,
Eddie, I’m Franklin Peavy, Bill and I work together.”

“Nice to meet you, Mr. Peavy.” Eddie pointed at him
knowingly. “Hey, you negotiated that big recording deal for Luther
Bridges, didn’t you? That was a helluva deal!”

Franklin puffed up a bit. “That’s right,” he said,
“You must read the trades pretty close.”

Eddie scuffed his boot on the asphalt. “Oh I just try
to keep up with both ends of the business, that’s all.” Eddie
leaned his guitar case against his car then pushed up the brim of
his Stetson. “So what do a couple of big shots like you want with
little ole me?”

Big Bill smiled. “Son, we’d like to talk to you about
your career.”
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Under normal circumstances Bill and Franklin would
have taken Eddie to The Sunset Grill to discuss career
possibilities. The Sunset Grill was an enticing fusion of Nashville
and Hollywood with deep fried spinach served by hip young waiters
dressed in black. Using excess flattery and the big city atmosphere
of the place, Herron and Peavy found they could get most
new-to-town artists to sign almost anything. But with the CMC
Awards wrapping up, it would be too crowded to get within a block
of the place, so they decided to go elsewhere.

Big Bill was at the wheel of his monumental Ford
Excursion. Franklin was way the hell over in the co-pilot seat and
Eddie was two yards behind them in the first row of back seats.
Eddie was leaning forward, hanging on their every word. Two
big-time music industry vets telling war stories.

Big Bill and Franklin Peavy got along fine when it
counted. And nothing counted more than signing new talent with an
unpublished hit song. They’d done it so many times it was a dance.
One minute Bill would lead, then Franklin would take over. They
two-stepped on the fears and egos of the uninitiated and they
rarely stumbled.

“Seriously,” Eddie said, “you really think it’s a
good single?”

“A good single?” Bill looked in the mirror at Eddie.
“Hell, son, it’s way more than that. You put that song on the worst
disc you ever heard and I betcha dolla it’d go gold, maybe
platinum. You got any idea what a song like that’s worth?”

“Not really.”

Big Bill smiled inwardly. “Let’s say you sell five
hundred thousand units, okay? That’s good, but not as good as I
think this song is, but let’s just use it for an example. A gold
record brings in four million for the label.” Big Bill paused to
let the seven figures sink into Eddie’s imagination. “Now, you
don’t get all that,” he said with a smile, “you gotta share some of
it with your producer. But even if you’re not very good at math,
you can tell you gonna do all right.”

“That’s a lot of money,” Eddie said. He sounded
almost suspicious.

Franklin actually said, “You ain’t just whistlin’
Dixie. You come out of the gate with a big hit single like we’re
talking and the record company’s gonna wanna keep you happy,
right?” Eddie nodded. “Sure, they got the option on your next seven
discs and a greatest hits package but trust me, they’ll
renegotiate. Probably increase your royalty rate from the standard
eight percent to, say, ten percent, maybe even better if you let me
handle it.”

“Better than ten percent?” Eddie smiled like he’d
just been let in on a secret. “You’ve done that before?”

“I’m the one who did it first,” Franklin said. “I’ve
renegotiated some of the best contracts in country music history.
Trust me, I can get you a higher royalty than anybody in town.” For
the next fifteen minutes, Peavy and Herron spun wild stories of
success and financial excess they had personally witnessed. They
gave one example after another about the artists they’d handled and
the money they’d made. “You shoulda seen that girl’s face when she
saw that check for a hundred thousand dollars. I thought she was
gonna faint.” It was a sales pitch they’d made a hundred times and
it sounded mighty tempting. Sign with Peavy and Herron and get the
keys to the kingdom.

During a lull in the pitch, Eddie glanced out the
window. He’d been in Nashville long enough to recognize what
neighborhood they were in. He leaned forward and tapped Franklin on
the shoulder. “You mind if I ask where’re we going?”

Franklin reached into his coat pocket and pulled out
his global positioning satellite receiver, showing it to Eddie. He
pointed at the map on the screen. “We’re here, right?” He pointed
again. “Place we’re going to is there. It’s called Estella’s. Best
fried shrimp you’ll ever put in your mouth.”

“Plus they got a great jukebox,” Big Bill said. “If
you like old R&B.”

Eddie smiled and nodded. “Sounds good.” He didn’t
care about the jukebox or how good the shrimp were. His just wanted
to get down to business.

As he pulled into the parking lot, Bill looked in the
rear view mirror at Eddie. “You like old R&B? I’m talking
Little Milton, Jackie Wilson that sort of thing.”

“That’s a little before my time.”

“You know I managed some of those R&B acts when I
first started.” He shook his head. “Boy, that was a long damn time
ago,” he said with a laugh. “Produced some hits too. Also did some
concert promoting.” Big Bill found three parking spaces near the
front door and took them all. As soon as they got out they could
hear the jukebox.

“Hey,” Eddie said, cocking his ear toward the music,
“Tyrone Davis.”

Big Bill gave Eddie a shove. “You rascal. Before your
time, my ass. I been had!” He chuckled. He was starting to like
this Eddie Long. He had a bit of the larceny in him.

Eddie smiled. “Well, you know, I heard a little of
this and that.”

Big Bill reached the door first, opening it for the
others. The smell of tobacco and fried shrimp hooked them and drew
them in where they were greeted by Estella. She was perched on her
stool, her upper body heeding the call of Tyrone’s song. “Well,
well,” she said as the three men came through the door. “If I could
turn back the hands of time. . . Come ooon in!” Estella slowly got
up off the stool and slid three menus off the stack in front of
her.

Big Bill stepped up and slapped the top of the
podium, an old man acting foolish. “Who do I see about gettin’ a
table at this establishment?” He forced a laugh, causing everyone
else to do likewise.

“Hello, Mr. Herrons.” Estella had a habit of putting
an ‘s’ on the end of his name. “How you doin’ tonight?” Not that
she cared. She didn’t like the man. Didn’t trust him any further
than she could comfortably spit a rat, but there was no point in
acting it out. There was nothing wrong with his money. “Good to see
you.”

“We’re all right,” Big Bill said. “We just come to
get our mouths greasy.”

“You come to the right place, then.” Estella had long
suspected Big Bill of stealing money back when he was Otis’s
manager. It was just a hunch, of course. It wasn’t something she
could prove, so she just kept him at a polite distance. Estella
looked at Franklin and gestured with the menus. “You want the
booth, Mr. Peavy?”

“That’ll be fine, Estella,” Franklin said as Estella
led them toward their table. “You doin’ all right tonight?”

“Oh yeah, ain’t complaining. How ‘bout you?”

“Good, good, we found us a new young talent here and
decided to fatten him up with some of your shrimp.” Franklin
clapped Eddie on the back and winked.

Estella led them to a corner booth and pulled out the
table so they could squeeze in. “Well all right. Everybody just set
down here.” After pushing the table back in, Estella took their
orders, then left to get their drinks.

Bill leaned back in the booth, arms spread wide
across the back of the seat. “You know, Eddie, I been in this
business a long time and I’ve come to be a pretty good judge of
talent. And I gotta tell ya, when I got your tape, I said to
Franklin, I said, ‘betcha dolla this boy’s goin’ places.’” Bill
gave a quick nod to confirm he was speaking the truth.

“I appreciate that. But here’s the--”

“So,” Big Bill interrupted, “where’re you from and
how long you been in Nashville?”

Eddie leaned forward and fixed Bill with his eyes.
“Mississippi and long enough,” he said. “If you don’t mind, Mr.
Herron, I’d like to cut to the chase on this.” Big Bill and
Franklin wouldn’t have looked more surprised if Eddie had stood and
pissed on the table top. They glanced at one another, curiosity
replacing surprise. “No disrespect,” Eddie said, “it’s just that I
ain’t much for small talk and I kinda take a business approach to
things. That’s all. I hope you don’t mind.”

Franklin and Bill looked at one another for a moment
then laughed. “Well all right, then,” Bill said. “Let’s cut to the
chase.” He gestured at Franklin. “Show him the contract.”

Franklin pulled a document from his inside coat
pocket and handed it to Eddie. “This is a standard artist-manager
contract. It has all the usual clauses detailing our percentages
for the different types of deals you might enter into, touring,
recording, publishing, et cetera.” His tone was relaxed and meant
to imply that there was no reason to even read the thing it was so
standard and usual and normal. “Why don’t you go ahead and take a
look at it while we have our drinks.”

When Estella brought the drinks to the table, she saw
Eddie looking through the contract. She was tempted to warn him
against selling his soul to Mr. Herrons, but it wasn’t any of her
business, so she held her tongue. “Mr. Peavy, ya’ll wanna go ahead
and order?”

“I think we’ll have three shrimp plates, if that’s
all right.” Franklin looked at the others to get their approval.
Big Bill nodded. Eddie never looked up from the contract but made a
vague wave of his hand. “Yeah,” Franklin said, “three of the
plates’ll be fine.”

Estella took the menus and went back to the kitchen.
“Three swimps,” she said as she came through the swinging door.

Otis went to the refrigerator and pulled out the
large metal bowl. He set it on the counter and turned to Estella.
“This Mr. Peavy’s order?”

“Un huh. He’s over there with Mr. Herrons, ‘bout to
get some boy to sign papers.” She looked out the service window at
the booth where they were sitting. “That man is ugly as a stump
full of spiders and twice as crooked.”

“Man can’t help the way he looks,” Otis said. He sunk
his hands into the big bowl of cold milk and paprika and he
gathered extra shrimp the way he always did for Mr. Peavy. “And you
don’t know he’s gettin’ his hooks in that boy’s pocket any more’n I
do. Now just do like me and let it go.” He lifted his hands out of
the bowl and let the juices drain between his fingers.

Estella put her hands on her hips and looked at Otis.
“That’s right. That’s ‘xactly what you did.” Her head jerked from
side to side as she spoke. “You just let it go and he just went
right on down to his bank and made a gret, big deposit with all yo’
monies.”

Otis smiled serenely, forcing the little grey tuft of
whisker under his lip to point outwards. “Jus’ let it go,” he said
as he worked the wet shrimp into the spicy flour. “Bye, bye.”

Estella turned and headed for the door. “Hmmph.” She
loved Otis, but she could never understand his peace of mind and
the way he accepted his fate. There was no denying that he had
stabbed that man in Memphis, but the way Estella figured it, Big
Bill Herron had put the knife in Otis’s hand. When she walked by
the booth, Estella looked at Eddie and hoped things would turn out
better for him.

Eddie didn’t notice Estella. He was absorbed in the
subparagraphs of the clauses in the contract. Somewhere on page
seven he stopped and looked up. “What’s this?” He turned to
Franklin. “You co-produce everything I do?”

It was hard to say who was most surprised by this
question. Franklin, who never expected some hick kid to actually
read the contract, let alone understand it, or Big Bill who, up
until this moment, had always been the sole producer listed in the
contracts they issued.

“Oh, that’s just a credit,” Franklin said, trying to
remain calm. “It’s nothing, standard stuff.” He tugged on the cuffs
of his shirt and inspected a button closely. He hoped against hope
that Big Bill had suddenly gone deaf and that Eddie would drop the
matter.

But Bill’s hearing was fine. And, despite the web of
veins in the whites of his bulging eyes, so was his sight. He
stared across the table at his entrepreneurial partner. The son of
a bitch was sneaking shit into the contracts. Bill wondered how
long that had been going on. He wanted desperately to say something
about the knife twisting in his back but he didn’t want Eddie to
know there was dissention in the ranks, so he acted like this was
business as usual. “Oh yeah,” Bill tapped his forehead with his
fingers. “That’s the credit-only clause we discussed adding to the
new contracts? I’d completely forgotten about that.” He emphasized
the word ‘completely.’

Franklin looked at the tiny red veins in Big Bill’s
eyes. “Yeah, credit-only, like we discussed.” He’d begun to sweat
like a pedophile on a playground.

Eddie flipped ahead a page and pointed at something.
“Well here in paragraph six, sub-b, doesn’t that trigger this
producer royalty?”

“Let me see what you’re pointing at.” Franklin took
the contract and pulled some reading glasses from his pocket. Head
tilted downward, Franklin pretended to read what he already knew
was there. “Well, I can see how you might misread that, yes. It’s a
complicated clause and perhaps not as artfully written as it
might--”

“Well, let’s lose it all,” Eddie said flatly. “No
offense, but I’m only going to agree to have Mr. Herron produce the
record, all right?” He flipped forward to review the last pages of
the contract without waiting for a response.

This was a first. Big Bill and Franklin didn’t know
what to say. Bill was tempted to laugh since Eddie had just pulled
the rug out from under Franklin’s attempted co-producing scheme.
And Franklin was tempted to reach across the table to strangle him
for doing it. But neither of them said anything. They just sat
mute, waiting, as if under Eddie’s spell. He had taken control of
the situation and the two veterans were willing to let him, for
now. Eddie had a song they wanted. It was a hit, plain and simple.
They figured the best way to get it was to play along until the kid
was in so far over his head they had to bail him out. Then they’d
show him how to renegotiate a contract.

Eddie gauged the reactions on their faces. “Don’t get
me wrong,” he said. “I want you guys to handle things for me, but
let’s get one thing straight from the get go. I’ve done my
homework. I know about compulsory licenses, producer royalties,
synchronization rights, and mechanicals. I also know about things
like MP3 files, I-drive, and Internet marketing strategies. The
bottom line, fellas, is that we can have a mutually beneficial
relationship only if we don’t try to fuck each other at every turn.
Know what I mean?”

Franklin and Bill were dumbstruck. They’d never met a
young artist who seemed to know so much about the business. Artists
usually didn’t know this much ‘till they’d been screwed several
times, lost their record deal, been through detox, and ended up in
court with the IRS. Herron and Peavy could only stare across the
table at this prodigy. This kid was going places.

“Here’s what it boils down to,” Eddie said. “You want
me and my song, you’re gonna have to do it my way.” He shrugged.
“Otherwise I’ll find somebody else.”

Each of them had a reason for agreeing to Eddie’s
terms. Big Bill needed the money he knew the song would fetch.
Franklin didn’t care about the money as much as being associated
with a hit. He figured it would go a long way toward earning him
the industry respect he so coveted. Bill and Franklin looked at one
another with what-do-you-think expressions. They’d worked together
long enough for each to know what the other was thinking. Finally,
they both nodded. “What the hell,” Big Bill said. “We’ll try it
your way.”

Eddie’s face didn’t light up the way most young
artists did when their deal closed. In fact if there was any change
at all in his demeanor, it was that he seemed to grow a little
darker. “Oh, yeah, one more thing.” Eddie leveled a knowing finger
at Franklin. “The standard royalty rate for a new artist is twelve
percent,” Eddie said. “Not eight. Twelve.” He looked off toward the
kitchen, then back at the stunned lawyer and his partner. “After we
eat, I’ll tell you about my marketing plan.” He turned and looked
back toward the kitchen again. “Now where’s this shrimp plate
you’ve been bragging about?
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Megan was doing her best to forget about Jimmy.
Clean breaks hurt less, right? Was that true both of bones and
of broken hearts, or was it just bones? Wait a second, it was clean
cuts that hurt less than ragged ones. That was it. Paper cuts hurt
more than -- Christ! Why am I worried about paper cuts?

Megan knew Jimmy was in love with her but she didn’t
think she bore any responsibility for that. All she did was go out
with him. Sure, she laughed when he told a joke, and she’d met a
few members of his family, but that didn’t mean anything, did it?
And, yeah, they’d had sex, pretty good sex, come to think of it,
but so what? They screwed more than they made love, or at least
that’s what Megan’d been doing. Jimmy would probably tell the story
differently, but he tended to be more of a romantic about those
sorts of things. Was it Megan’s fault that guys just tended to fall
in love with her? It’s not like she asked them to.

Well, she couldn’t worry about that right now. She
was running out of time. She was at the radio station clearing out
her desk. She was due in Nashville in two days to start her new
job. Between now and then Megan had more to do than she had time to
do it. She was in too much of a hurry to worry about neatness so
she dumped the contents of a drawer into the liquor box she’d
brought for packing.

As she slid the drawer back into the desk, Ken
Hodges, the station’s general manager, appeared in the doorway. He
looked like a weasel wearing a bad hair piece. It wasn’t really a
rug, but his hair was done in such a rigid Trent Lott style that it
looked like one. “You can’t just quit,” he said. “You gotta give me
some notice.”

Megan pulled out another drawer. “I gave you notice
an hour ago, Ken.”

“C’mon Megan, that’s unprofessional. I need a couple
of weeks. Just do your shift for two more weeks. I’ll give you a
little raise.”

Megan dumped the contents of the second drawer into
her box. “Starting to wish you’d given me that contract last year
when I asked, huh?”

A sigh of resignation seeped out of Mr. Hodges. He
needed to keep Megan on the air. She had terrific numbers and, up
until now anyway, Ken hadn’t had to pay her much more than minimum
wage. “All right,” he said. “We can talk about a contract, if you
want. But--”

“There’s no point in talking about it now, Ken.
You’re too late.”

Mr. Hodges assumed a fatherly tone. “Megan, you’ve
heard the expression ‘the grass is always greener on the other
side’? You might want to think about that. In fact, you know what?
I got a file full of resumes from jocks in places like Nashville.
They all hate working in markets like that where they live from
book to book, their job completely dependent on their ratings. They
all want to come here where there’s security and more of a family
atmosphere. Isn’t that what you really want?”

Megan stopped what she was doing and turned to face
Ken. “Do you remember what you told me every time you refused to
give me a contract or even a small raise?”

He thought about it for a moment. “No. I mean, about
what?”

“You said the real value of working here is that it’s
a springboard to bigger markets. That’s how you justify your
piss-ant wages. You said this was a training ground for moving up.
The thing you always said I should aspire to.”

Ken shrugged, unembarrassed by his lies. “Well sure,
what do you expect me to say?”

“You’re right,” Megan said, “by now I should just
expect you to lie. I suppose you don’t have any other skills to
rely on.”

Ken gestured at the flowers Jimmy had given Megan.
“What about your boyfriend?” he asked, snidely. “Is he moving or
are you leaving him too?”

“He’s not my boyfriend,” Megan insisted. “He’s just a
guy.” Megan paused, surprised by how easily those words had shot
out of her mouth. But she meant it. Jimmy was just another guy
standing between her and something better. Sure, she cared about
Jimmy in her own peculiar way but she wasn’t in love with him.
She’d never said she was. More important, Megan thought,
yeah, the grass has got to be greener. If nothing else, she
owed it to herself to take a look on the other side of the
fence.

Ken knew he wasn’t going to change her mind, so he
decided to try something he’d been considering for a while. He
glanced up and down the hallway to make sure no one was watching,
then he slipped inside the small office and closed the door behind
him. Click. He locked it. The next thing Megan knew, he was
standing directly behind her with his hands on her ass. “You know,
I was just thinking I might be able to come up with a real nice
severance package for you.”

The clod was kneading her ass like pizza dough. And
his tone wasn’t that of just another idiot good-old-boy making a
clumsy sexual advance. He sounded more determined than that. Megan
scanned the desk top. Her options were a letter opener, a stapler,
and a pair of scissors.

Ken fumbled with his zipper. “Whaddya say we tear off
a quick piece and I’ll see about a couple week’s pay as your
parting gift?” He leaned against her, trying to pin her to the
desk.

Megan selected the best office supply for her needs
and reacted with remarkable swiftness. Grabbing the large stapler
with both hands, she opened it like a set of jaws, spun around, and
closed it within an inch of serious pain. Ken was stunned not only
by her quickness and her accuracy but by the viciousness of her
proposal. If she finished what she’d started, the next time he peed
it would look like a gimmicky lawn sprinkler. “Okay, okay,” he said
putting his hands in the air in surrender. “But you don’t know what
you’re missing.”

Megan shook her head. “I can’t even believe you said
that.” Then she stapled him.

Ken screamed like a baby.

Megan handed him the staple remover then shoved him
aside. And on her way out the door she snatched Jimmy’s flowers and
tossed them in the trash.
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Jimmy knew he’d screwed up. Instead of popping for
the yellow roses, which he knew Megan loved, he’d made the mistake
of operating under the naïve assumption that it was the thought
that counts, resulting in the chintzy $6.99 grocery store
arrangement. But in a world where upgrades are always available,
who can blame a girl for wanting to improve her position? Jimmy
figured it was unfair to expect Megan to lower her standards just
because he was a broke-dick writer. Better that he improve his own
financial position and pop for the roses next time.

Once again he thought about calling Megan to
apologize. He knew the worst thing he’d done was to buy cheap
flowers but he was still thinking about an apology. Christ,
he thought, this sensitive guy thing’s got a death grip on me. I
didn’t do anything wrong. Why should I always be the one to try to
smooth things over? Would it be any skin off her perfect, slightly
upturned nose to pick up the phone and call me with a little sweet
talk and an ‘I’m sorry’? I mean how tough would that be?

All this was running through Jimmy’s head as he sat
staring at his computer. On the screen was a tentative outline for
the opening chapters of The Eddie Long Story. But Jimmy
hadn’t written anything lately. The momentum of his great book
project had petered out owing largely to the fact that Jimmy was
spending most of his time trying to figure out a way to make Megan
fall in love with him. Jimmy looked up at plastic Elvis for
inspiration. “Give me a sign,” he said. “Tell me what to do.” Jimmy
jumped when the phone rang. He stared at it a moment before picking
up. “Hello?”

“Hey, man! You workin’ on my book?”

Jimmy smiled. “Hey, Eddie, how you doin’? I was just
about to call you.”

“Uh huh, and I bet you promise you’ll pull out in
time too.” Eddie laughed the way guys do when they retell old
jokes. “Listen, Mr. Hemingway, I was just callin’ to let you know
that I got your next two chapters. It turns out yours truly has
signed a contract with Herron and Peavy Management.”

“Holy shit! As in Big Bill Herron? Damn.
Congratulations!” Jimmy opened a new blank document and started
typing. “Details, man. What’s the deal?”

Eddie told the story of his performance at the
Bluebird. “After I played the song,” he said, “I just walked out of
the place. Left ‘em with their jaws on the table tops.” He told
Jimmy how Herron and Peavy had approached him afterwards, and how
they had sealed the deal at Estella’s.

Jimmy pried the particulars from Eddie. He knew there
was a good anecdote in the scene where Eddie negotiated changes in
his contract over a plate of fried shrimp with Joe Tex singing in
the background. Now that Eddie had signed with one of Nashville’s
most storied producers, Jimmy felt new momentum gathering on his
project.

“Alright,” Jimmy said, “so you signed with Herron and
Peavy. What’s the other chapter?”

“My marketing plan.”

Jimmy paused. “Your marketing plan?” He stopped
typing. “I don’t think so. But here’s an idea,” he said brightly.
“Maybe you could write a song about it. A real honkey-tonker about
direct mail and targeted demographics. I can hear it now.” Jimmy
started singing in a twangy baritone. “Come ‘n’ listen to a story
‘bout my marketin’ plan, gonna do some advertisin’ and establish me
a brand.”

Eddie summoned a dark chuckle, then lapsed into his
own exaggerated country accent. “Well shoot me for a billy goat if
‘at ain’t the funniest thang I ever heard!”

“You’re the one with the funny ideas,” Jimmy said.
“The book’s supposed to be about the rise of a populist
singer-songwriter, not a business plan.”

“And if it was still nineteen-fucking-sixty and I was
just handing my career over to a producer and his shyster partner,
I wouldn’t even bring it up. But times’ve changed and one of the
things you’re gonna wanna put in there is how I took charge of my
career from the get go. And, to tell the truth, I bet this’ll be
one of the better chapters.”

“Yes, as the marketing section of most musician’s
biographies tend to be,” Jimmy said.

“Look, smartass, you don’t have to use it, but you
oughta at least hear it.”

“All right, what’s the plan?” Jimmy sat back and
propped his feet on the table, figuring there was no need to write
this part up.

Eddie took a deep breath. “We’re creating a
character,” he said. “A very mysterious character, a guy with a
tragic background. And once we’ve generated sufficient interest in
this mystery man, we’re going to find him. And then we’re going to
sell him to the public.”

Jimmy sat up. He had no idea where this was going,
but it wasn’t what he’d expected. He put his hands back on the
keyboard and listened with increasing fascination as Eddie
explained the plan. They had already put the first part into
play.

“We set up a website attributed to a woman named
Frances Neagley,” Eddie said. “She lives on a farm somewhere in the
Tecumseh Valley. Her website is dedicated to an unknown musician,
the identity of whom Miss Neagley is trying to discover. According
to the information on her site, this unknown musician -- apparently
a young man -- is the artist behind the most beautiful song Frances
Neagley has ever heard.” Eddie sounded like he was sitting around a
campfire telling an old story.

The story, as Miss Neagley related it on her website,
was that she was surfing the net one night looking at the web sites
of popular country music artists when she stumbled on an otherwise
unidentified site called ‘Mysong.com.’ According to Miss Neagley,
the mysterious site had a little text and one small MP3 file free
for the downloading. Here’s a song that came from deep within my
heart, the mysterious musician had written at ‘Mysong.com.’ Please
listen to it and pass it on if you like it. Miss Neagley downloaded
the file but promptly forgot about it as she continued surfing that
night.

A week later, according to the story, she remembered
the file and listened to the song. What she heard was so moving she
could hardly believe her ears. She sat there, at her computer,
mouth agape, as this stranger probed the aching parts of her heart.
She felt like he was singing to her the song she would have written
about her worst heartache if she could ever write a song. Her sense
of wonder at all this suddenly turned to shock when, halfway
through the refrain, the song stopped cold.

At first, Miss Neagley wrote, she thought she’d
accidentally hit a wrong button or something. She played the song
again and, just as it had the first time, the song ended abruptly
before it was half over. Miss Neagley assumed she had done
something wrong in downloading the file. She immediately went on
line searching for ‘Mysong.com.’ But the site was gone without a
trace, as if it had never been there.

“‘I listened to this fragment of my heart over and
over that night,’ Ms. Neagley writes.”

“Now wait a second,” Jimmy interrupted. “Is this for
real? How did you find this woman?”

Eddie laughed. “There is no woman,” he said. “Well,
there is a Frances Neagley. She’s a friend of mine, she’ll be the
webmaster for the site, but the rest is just story telling.”

“Alright, alright, keep going.” Jimmy had been sucked
in.

“She was so haunted by this song that she’s been
trying ever since to find out who and where the mystery musician is
and where she can get a complete version of the song, because she
has to hear how it ends,” Eddie said. “Now, somewhere on her site,
Frances gets a little confessional, and she tells us about herself.
She’s a woman in her late thirties, raised in the country, moved
around a bit over the years. Had her share of relationships, good
and bad, but she finally met the love of her life. They got married
and bought a small farm and on their first anniversary her husband
was killed in a tragic accident. Frances had no other family and
she was left with little more than a mortgage and a hard heart.
After her husband died, she thought her capacity for feeling had
died with him. Until she heard that song.”

“We’re talking about ‘It Wasn’t Supposed to End That
Way’ right?”

“Of course,” Eddie said. “At any rate, she’ll start
writing letters and emails to country music radio stations asking
about this unknown artist, citing lyrics from the song, asking if
anyone knows who the musician is.” Eddie paused again. “Are you
gettin’ all this?”

“Yeah,” Jimmy said. “This is the best chapter so
far.”

“Like I said.” Eddie continued with mounting
enthusiasm. “Okay, in the meanwhile, music directors and
programming consultants in other parts of the country are going to
start getting letters and faxes from the general public asking
about this MP3 file that’s been floating around the net. They want
to hear the whole song, they’ll say. People will start writing to
country music magazines and record labels and sooner or later,
somebody in the business is going to have to hear this song.”

“What if nobody writes these letters?”

“Jimmy?” Eddie sounded like he was speaking to a
child.

“Yeah?”

“Wake up! We’ll be the ones writing the letters,
people we hire. They’ll mail the letters, and send the faxes, and
zap E-mail from all over the country. It won’t cost much more than
the price of stamps and some long distance charges.”

“Clever boy.” Jimmy had never thought of Eddie as
devious, but this was certainly in the neighborhood. It was an
inspired deceit but it raised a question. “How ethical is
this?”

“This is a marketing campaign. What’s ethics got to
do with it?” Jimmy snorted a laugh. “Anyway,” Eddie continued,
“assuming this works and we get the attention of the marketplace,
we’ll move to phase two where someone posts a message on Miss
Neagley’s site saying they think the mystery musician is a guy
named Eddie Long who wrote the song after his wife died and no
one’s seen him since. Now, one thing we want to do, but we haven’t
figured out how to do it yet, is to get promotion directors at
country radio stations to turn this into a ‘Find Eddie Long’
contest. But we’re working on it.”

“Interesting,” Jimmy said. He was impressed by the
quirky possibilities of the plan, but he was skeptical of it’s
viability.

“Again,” Eddie said, “assuming all this works, Herron
and Peavy eventually contact the record labels to announce that
they represent this Eddie Long guy, the artist behind the most
wanted song in America. And any record label that wants me and my
song is welcome to make offers. Whaddya think?”

Jimmy thought about it for a minute. “It’s different,
I’ll say that. But, I don’t think that’s how record companies work.
I mean, I guess I’m having a hard time imagining that a record
company would sign an artist based on Internet buzz.”

Eddie paused a moment. “I’ve got three words for you,
Jimmy. Blair. Witch. Project. Remember that a few years ago?
No major Hollywood film distributor would ever consider picking up
and releasing a feature shot mostly on videotape by a bunch of
nobodies from Florida, right? Never happen, right? Not in a million
years. But it did happen, and the damn thing made over two hundred
million dollars.”

“Well, I’ll give you that.”

“We’re just trying to find a new way to skin the cat,
that’s all. If it doesn’t work, we can still take our tape to the
record labels, we just won’t be in as good a negotiating position.
No big deal. See, even though the Internet’s ready to be a means of
music distribution, the general public isn’t ready to use it that
way. But the public is already using it to get information, even if
the information isn’t genuine, so that’s what we’ll use it
for.”

“Maybe you’re right,” Jimmy said. “Could be a great
way to get the labels’ attention.”

“That’s the plan,” Eddie said. “So what about the
book? How’s it coming?”

“It’s shaping up pretty good,” Jimmy said.
“Especially now. I mean you getting hooked up with Herron and
Peavy, well, I know it doesn’t guarantee anything, but that’s a
major step. Right now I’m still working on the first three or four
chapters and I’m heading up to your old neck of the woods to find
out about the young Eddie Long. You know, interview some of your
old teachers, friends, and neighbors, that sort of thing.”

“Oh?” Eddie’s tone changed suddenly. He sounded
unenthused.

“Yeah, who’s most likely to tell embarrassing stories
on you?”

“No shortage of folks to do that,” Eddie said. “Most
of ‘em’ll make shit up if they think it’ll get their name in a
book. Fact there ain’t no tellin’ what kind of crazy shit you’ll
hear about me from those folks. Best advice I got is, don’t believe
everything you hear.”
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Jimmy felt like someone had plugged him in. He pushed
back from his desk and spun around in his chair a few times. Then
he leaned back and closed his eyes and let things take shape in his
mind. He could see the cover for the book -- a tall backlit figure
wearing a Stetson, arms outstretched with a guitar held aloft in
the right hand, a glint of light starring off the pearl inlay of
the fingerboard. The title stretched boldly across the top: The
Long and The Short of It. The Eddie Long Story cut a path
through the middle of the backlit figure. Finally, in a slightly
larger typeface across the bottom, the author took his place:
Jimmy Rogers.

Someone called his name. The curtain pulled back.
Jimmy strode onto the stage to warm applause. “Oprah! So nice to
see you,” he said, bussing her cheek. No, it wasn’t really an Oprah
book, was it? “Dave!” Nah. “Jay!” No, none of the network shows
ever promoted authors. “Charlie Rose, such a pleasure.” Unlikely.
PBS was probably too snooty for the book. “Crook and Chase! So nice
to be here!” Syndication was better than nothing.

But what if Eddie didn’t make it? What if he was a
complete failure? Jimmy couldn’t afford to waste a year writing a
book about a guy no one ever heard of, unless he recast it as a
work of fiction. Hmmm. On the one hand, if Eddie succeeded,
Jimmy had a great biography. If Eddie tanked, Jimmy simply had to
add a few small elements, a murder or two, perhaps some sex, a
little betrayal, and voila! He had a novel. It was a great story
either way and Jimmy could end the fictional version however he
wanted. Country superstar rides off into the sunset or failed
artist dies by his own hand.

Inspired by the possibilities, he spent the rest of
the afternoon writing. He fell into a state as everything Eddie
told him poured out of his head. Jimmy had never been to the
Bluebird Cafe, so he was forced to add some imagined details. He
wrote up Eddie’s account of the negotiation at Estella’s, softening
Eddie’s portrayal of Herron and Peavy as obsolete country buffoons,
rendering them instead as crusty old music industry sages.

Jimmy then got into the chapter on Eddie’s marketing
plan. The more he considered the details, the more he came to see
how canny the idea was. An alternative fictional ending abruptly
presented itself: Eddie fails in Nashville, then moves to New York
and becomes the most successful marketing strategist in the
advertising industry. Nah, if he fails, it’s better if he hangs
himself. Dramatically speaking.

Several hours later Jimmy came out of his state. His
eyes were red and dry, his neck hurt, and he longed for Megan. He
wanted to call her while still exhilarated from his writing. He
wanted to tell her about Eddie. He wanted to tell her he loved her
and he needed to hear her say it back, so he picked up the phone
and dialed. No apologies this time, he told himself. No
one’s to blame. He’d just ask if she wanted to go down to
George Street for a drink. He’d casually mention his idea about
writing the book as a novel if it didn’t work out as nonfiction. He
wouldn’t make it sound like he was seeking her approval, of course,
just another idea he had, no big deal. He’d been wanting to write a
novel for years anyway. Maybe if she started thinking of me as a
novelist, he thought, then she’d start taking me
seriously. He smiled. Things were going to work out just fine.
He could feel it.

After the fifth ring he started to think she wasn’t
home. And sure enough, a recorded voice came on the line. “I’m
sorry,” she said, though she didn’t sound like she meant it. “The
number you have reached is no longer in service.” What? That’s
impossible. “If you feel you have reached this recording in
error, please hang up and dial the number again.” Jimmy looked at
the number pad. Must’ve dialed wrong, he thought. He dialed
again, concentrating on the digits this time. “I’m sorry,” she
repeated. Jimmy hung up. A lonely feeling grew in his heart and it
made him desperate for an explanation. Maybe some psychotic radio
fan had gotten Megan’s number. Sure, and she’d been forced to
change it. That had to be it. No problem. Jimmy would just call the
station.

“Yes, I’d like to leave a message for Megan Taylor
please.”

“Miss Taylor no longer works here,” the receptionist
said. “She got a new job.”

Jimmy grew desperate. “Really? Like over at Z-102?”
He asked the question without any conviction because he knew the
answer. He just couldn’t bring himself to say it. So the
receptionist said if for him.

“No, some station in Nashville. I don’t know which
one.”

Jimmy hesitated. “Yeah, okay, thanks.” He hung up,
shaking his head. What a schmuck. He could hear Megan’s voice.
‘Nooo, I’m not moving to Nashville. Well, it’s not up to me,
anyway. He just asked me to send him an air check tape. He didn’t
even say they had a job available or anything. And who knows? The
guy’ll probably be working in Buffalo by the time this tape gets to
Nashville. You know how radio is.’

Yeah, Jimmy knew. Radio was famous for disloyalty.
You give your heart and soul to a station, then you come to work
one day and find the locks changed, the format abandoned, and the
request line no longer in service. It reminded Jimmy of somebody he
knew, or someone he thought he knew. Damn. He wondered if she was
already there, wondered what she was doing. Was she thinking about
him? He wished he could read her mind, just for an hour.

He sat there thinking about her for a long time.
Segments of their relationship popped up on the screen in his head.
He remembered the time she got the hiccups from laughing so hard at
something he did, and he thought about that day in Vicksburg. God,
he’d never forget that. He pulled an envelope from his desk drawer.
It held photos Jimmy had taken at a party a month or so ago. He
flipped through the photos until he found one of Jimmy with his arm
around Megan. He was smiling like a fool drunk in love. Megan
looked like she was just waiting for the moment to pass. He hadn’t
noticed that before. Now that he did, he began to fear it was over.
She was gone. Maybe she’d never wanted to be there in the first
place. She’d dumped him. And now he was alone, sitting in a small
room in a small apartment in a small town feeling sorry for himself
as the broken-hearted are wont to do.

Like far too many people in this state of mind, Jimmy
started to think his brand of heartache was special and would make
a great song. He quickly came up with a title: The number you’ve
reached (is no longer in service). But what rhymed with service?
Nervous? Purvis? No good. Back to the drawing board. How about, If
you reached this recording in error (please hang up and dial
again)? No, that was too long. He struggled with the idea late into
the night but he couldn’t make it work. Rhymes were hard to come by
and those that came didn’t say what he wanted.

Outside it was dark but Jimmy didn’t notice. He was
preoccupied by his own darkness, a lonely black melancholy that
tended to make him melodramatic and fatalistic. His girl had left
him and he couldn’t even come up with a song title to express his
anguish. Oddly that’s when he saw a faint glimmer. All things
considered, Jimmy realized he wasn’t as bad off as he could be. At
least he still had the book, nonfiction or otherwise. Maybe he
could win Megan back with that.

Jimmy stood and went to pack. He’d be leaving for
Quitman County in the morning.
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Whitney called Big Bill the Monday after his open mic
performance at the Bluebird and, to his surprise, Big Bill invited
him to dinner to discuss his career.

Even though his mama had warned him against it since
he was little, Whitney allowed himself to feel a little more
important than he’d allowed the day before. He’d have bet not
everyone got invited to dinner with Big Bill Herron and Franklin
Peavy. He just wished him mom was still alive so he could tell her
the news. The restaurant wasn’t far from Whitney’s place, probably
a ten minute walk. Since his truck was still at the repair shop and
the hole in his boot wasn’t getting any smaller, it was a good
thing Mr. Herron had picked a place close by. A guy just couldn’t
get any luckier than that, Whitney thought.

He cut out a new piece of cardboard and slipped it
into his boot. Then he put on his black Wranglers, a dark plaid
shirt, and his dark gray vest. He stood in front of the mirror as
he put on his black Lancer. He took a good look and told himself
things were going to work out, then he headed over to the
restaurant.

Whitney stopped cold on the sidewalk across the
street from the restaurant. The moment he saw the Mercedes pull up
to the valet his outsider status was reconfirmed. He hadn’t dressed
for this sort of place, but it was too late to turn back. Inside
the hostess took one look at him and tried not to smirk. She’d seen
an untold number of hopefuls come through here looking for their
future, but she’d never seen one dressed so mal à propos.
Sometimes she wished they’d just stop coming to town. All they did
was muddy the water for real singers and songwriters like herself.
“Welcome to the Sunset Grill,” she said. “Can I help you?”

Whitney took his hat off and ran his fingers through
his long hair. “Yes ma’am. I’m here to meet Mr. Bill Herron and Mr.
Franklin Peavy.” He could tell by the way she looked at him that
she disapproved.

The hostess smiled mechanically. “Right this way.”
She took Whitney to the table where Herron and Peavy were waiting.
More than a few heads turned to eye the skinny kid in the
belligerent outfit.

“Hey now!” Big Bill said as he stood to shake hands.
“We was startin’ to worry you’d signed with Fitzgerald-Hartley or
something. C’mon, sit down. Thanks for joining us.”

“Thank you for inviting me.” Whitney turned to
Franklin and shook his hand too. “I mean, both of you. I appreciate
it.” Whitney generally wasn’t the nervous type, but he’d never felt
so out of place. Here he was, shaking hands with two people who
were, by his reckoning, among the most influential in Nashville. He
didn’t know what to say. He spoke best through his music and never
had to talk business with anyone more influential than the bar
owners who usually hired him. He sat down and looked around. He’d
never seen a crowd of people like this. They all looked and dressed
different from what he’d been expecting. Whitney sensed the
disdain.

Big Bill saw Whitney was somewhat unsettled. “I gotta
tell ya, I hadn’t been able to get your song outta my head since I
heard it.”

“Which one?”

“Oh, the, uh, slow, pretty one,” Big Bill said.

“Night’s Devotion?”

“That’s it,” Big Bill said. “You know, it all starts
with the song. Sure does. A good song can do a lot more for a
mediocre performer than a good performer can do for a mediocre
song, if you know what I’m sayin’. And your song is a good
one.”

“Well, thank you,” Whitney said. “I got more of ‘em
too.”

“You got a gift,” Big Bill said. “No doubt about it.”
After seeing Whitney in a better light, Big Bill made a career
decision for him. It wasn’t fair but, given the importance of
videos in marketing music these days, he sometimes had to steer
some kids toward songwriting from the beginning so they didn’t get
it in their heads that they might be on a big stage some day. “You
are one helluva songwriter.”

“I appreciate that,” Whitney said. “Especially coming
from you.” He began to relax and enjoy the unlikely situation where
he found himself the center of attention. Big Bill pulled a bottle
from the bucket of ice next to the table. “Wine?”

“Uh, sure.” Whitney had never been a big drinker, and
he preferred beer on the occasions when he did drink, but he didn’t
want to seem like a rube. It was bad enough he felt like one.

“You like chardonnay?”

“You bet,” Whitney said, not knowing chardonnay from
shinola. “It’s. . . real nice.”

For the next hour, Herron and Peavy blew enough
balloon juice to float Whitney over the Cumberland River and into
Adelphia Coliseum on the other side. They predicted his songs would
be at the top of the charts and that he was looking at a big money
future with more beautiful women than you’d find at a Miss
Mississippi pageant. The two industry giants poured it on thick,
insisting over and over that Whitney had that something special.
Actually, the only thing they were sure of was that Whitney had a
couple of songs, one of which Big Bill felt was a hit. If it turned
out the kid had more than that, well, there might end up being some
truth to what Herron and Peavy were saying. But for now they just
wanted the one song.

Whitney absorbed everything, including the
chardonnay. He found that sipping the wine only accentuated it’s
bitterness, so he took to gulping it. “Well, that’s flattering and
all, but--”

Big Bill held up his hand and gave Whitney a serious
look. “Son, we’re not in the flattery business. We’re in the music
business so don’t think we’re here to blow smoke up your skirt and
buy you dinner. We wanna sign you as a client.”

Big Bill poured more wine while Franklin reached into
his briefcase and pulled out a contract -- one that Big Bill had
already checked for covert producer credits. “This is our standard
agreement.” Franklin flipped page to page, pointing as he spoke.
“It covers publishing rights, mechanicals, sync rights, compulsory
license, all the boilerplate that’s in everybody’s contracts.”
Franklin pulled a pen from his coat and clicked the push-button
with his thumb. “By the way, what’s the name of your publishing
company?”

Whitney shrugged. “Uh, I don’t think I have one,
really. Should I get one?”

Big Bill smiled broad as a double-wide. “It’s no big
deal, some writers use publishers, most of ‘em just let their
managers handle that kind of stuff.”

“All this is real standard,” Franklin said.

Whitney nodded. He didn’t have the slightest idea if
any of what they were saying was true, but he couldn’t see any
reason they’d lie to him. “I’m just a songwriter and a singer. I
figure you guys know all that other stuff.”

Franklin could barely hide his contempt. One of the
few things he and Big Bill agreed on was that it wasn’t their job
to educate anyone who wasn’t their client. In fact, the way they
saw it, it was against the basic tenets of business to do so. As
far as they were concerned it was the potential client’s
responsibility either to learn about the business or to hire an
attorney to handle their affairs. Otherwise it was in Herron’s and
Peavy’s best interest to operate under the assumption that the
potential client was a competent party. It was like football. Each
team arrives at the field assuming the other understands how the
game is played. If one of them doesn’t, they get their butts kicked
and learn a valuable lesson for next time.

From a contract law perspective, Franklin felt they
were on solid ground. If a client didn’t know any better and felt
like he got a good deal earning thirty thousand dollars even when
he could have earned a hundred thousand, well, in Franklin’s
experience the courts tended not to consider the adequacy of the
consideration in most contract situations, unless the difference
was startling. Of course, for obvious reasons, once Herron and
Peavy signed a client it was in their best interest to continue not
educating them, lest they go back and read their contract.

Whitney flipped through the thick document. “This
looks pretty complicated. You think I should get a lawyer to look
at it?”

“A lawyer?” Franklin pointed at Whitney. “Absolutely.
Best thing you can do.”

Big Bill waved the waitress over. “Sugar, could you
bring me the Yellow Pages?” He passed the hors d’oeuvres to
Whitney. “Have you tried these little ham and goat cheese things?
Man are they good!” He picked up the bottle and refilled Whitney’s
glass. “And try ‘em with this wine. It’s a great combo.”

The waitress returned with the phone book. Big Bill
opened it to ‘Attorneys’ and slid it in front of Whitney. He ran
his finger down a column of names. “I know all these fellas.
They’re all real smart. This ole boy went to Vandy with Franklin.
That one went to Ole Miss. I betcha dolla there’s even a Harvard
guy or two in there. And I’m tellin’ you, these guys know their
contracts.” Big Bill leaned across the table to share a secret with
Whitney. “But I tell you what, every last one of ‘em’ll charge you
five grand just to tell you this is all standard stuff.”

“Five thousand dollars?” He turned to Franklin. “Just
to read this?”

“Up front.” Franklin shrugged. “That’s pretty
standard.” He held the appetizers out to Whitney. “Care for
another?” Whitney ate another one and gulped some more chardonnay.
It was starting to taste pretty good, especially with the salty ham
and cheese things.

They ordered their dinners. The waitress talked
Whitney into the pan-seared catfish with okra and fig chutney.
Franklin got the pasta with crawfish and andouille in a heavy cream
sauce. Big Bill ordered prime rib with the crabmeat topping then
held up their empty bottle. “Honey, could you bring us another one
of these?”

Franklin took the contract from Whitney, turned back
a few pages and pointed at a long obfuscating paragraph. “Here’s
the most important part of this as far as you’re concerned. The
standard songwriter royalty for Herron and Peavy clients is five
percent. Of course after a little success, we’ll negotiate that up,
but for starters you gotta admit, that’s good money.”

Whitney looked unsure. “Five percent doesn’t seem
like much.”

“You’d be surprised,” Big Bill said, picking up his
pen. He took the contract, turned it over and started doing the
math. “Say you sell a million records at an average price of, well,
let’s just say ten dollars to make the math easy, right? I mean
otherwise you gotta go through the calculation of suggested retail
list price, recoupable advances, packaging deductions and all that,
so five percent of ten dollars is fifty cents, right? Times a
million units is half a million dollars.” Bill circled the $500,000
several times for emphasis. “Can you imagine? The heck would you do
with five hundred thousand dollars? And that’s just one
record.”

“Wow.” Whitney smiled and shook his head. He’d never
allowed himself to think such thoughts, and now these guys were
telling him it was not only possible, but they were making it sound
like it was more likely than not. Whitney didn’t know what had him
feeling better, the wine or the endless promises, so he slugged
down the rest of his chardonnay and urged them on.

Big Bill refilled Whitney’s glass while Franklin
flipped the contract over and turned to the back. “Have you already
got a personal services corporation set up?” He made it sound like
this was something every songwriter should have done a long time
ago.

“No sir. You know, I just got to town and. . .is that
something where I just go down to the courthouse and fill out some
forms?”

Big Bill pushed the Yellow Pages back in front of
Whitney. “Any one of these fellas will help you set it up. Probably
cost another five or seven thousand, no more than that. But most of
our clients save the money by running their income through our
corporation since we already got it set up for that sort of
thing.”

“Well that makes sense,” Whitney said. “It sure
does.”

The waitress brought their dinners and, before long,
a third bottle of wine. Herron and Peavy eased off the contract
talk while they ate. Instead, they regaled Whitney with ribald
tales of country music celebrities. Big Bill ticked off the names
of famous players and singers who were serious cocaine and heroin
users, then Franklin shocked Whitney with news of the sexual
orientation of one of the industry’s biggest stars.

Whitney stared drunkenly at Franklin, his mouth
agape. “He’s. . . gay?”

“Queer as a blind guide dog,” Big Bill said.

“But I read where he was datin’ that TV actress.”

Big Bill arched his brows. “Oh yeah, we got some fine
public relations firms here in Nashville. Don’t let anybody tell
you otherwise.”

Later, as the waitress cleared their plates, Franklin
rolled the contract into a tight tube and wagged it at Whitney.
“Think about this,” he said. “We want to sign you and we’ve only
heard two of your songs. You know how many other artists we’ve
signed after hearing just two songs? None. Not a one. Now that must
mean we see something in you we don’t see in others, right?”

“I got a whole lot more than just those two,” Whitney
said. “If you want, we can go back to my place and I can play some
of the others.” Whitney wondered if they were ever going to ask him
to sign the contract.

Big Bill ordered brandies all around. He was
surprised Whitney hadn’t offered to sign the contract yet. Most
newcomers signed before dinner was brought to the table. Big Bill
swirled his brandy around his snifter for a moment, then looked up.
“Franklin, show him page eight.”

Franklin flipped through the contract. “This is
something else we don’t do very often,” he said, pointing to the
clause in question. “We’re prepared to offer you a one thousand
dollar signing bonus if you’ll let us manage and produce you and
publish your songs.”

Whitney took a deep breath. He couldn’t believe it.
“You’ll pay me to be my manager?” He could get his truck out of
hock and get his boots fixed with that kind of money. He smiled and
started to think maybe he’d come to the right place after all.
“Where do I sign?”
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It was another sleepy, dusty Delta day when Jimmy
arrived in Quitman County. He had lunch with two of Eddie’s
childhood friends, then met with his high school algebra teacher.
After that he went to see two of Eddie’s former employers. There
was no one at the Hegman farm where Eddie used to help out during
harvesting, so he went over to the Lytle’s property. Lamont Lytle
said Eddie had been a good worker, tending their small peach
orchard. “He mostly did pruning and fertilizing and keeping the
bugs away,” Lamont said. “Some folks don’t like that kind of work,
but Eddie didn’t seem to mind. And I’ll tell you, we never lost
much crop when he was here.” Mr. Lytle said he wasn’t surprised to
hear Eddie had moved to Nashville. He pointed to a rickety
out-building down by the grove of peach trees. “That boy used to
set down there by the tool shed and play his songs whenever he was
waitin’ on me. He’s got talent, they ain’t no question ‘bout
that.”

Jimmy went to take some photographs around the old
tool shed. Inside were ancient rusting shears and rakes and peach
picking tools. A thick network of spider webs connected everything.
Rat traps were stacked high on the shelves next to a dozen old
brown glass gallon-size bottles and some big rusty cans containing
an array of pesticides and fertilizers and other tools of the
trade. Jimmy noticed a beam of sunlight blooming through the
colored glass, casting amber light on an old pair of boots with
high Cuban heels. He took a couple of shots of that and several
from the exterior before heading off to track down the public
records on Tammy’s death.

The County Clerk’s office and the Sheriff’s
Department shared a new, one story brick building with thick
tempered glass windows and good air conditioning. Walking in the
front door Jimmy could smell fresh paint and caulk that was still
curing. Behind the counter was a small, skinny man wearing a maroon
knit polo shirt. Jimmy introduced himself and explained why he was
there. The man looked at Jimmy with suspicion. “So, what is it you
want?”

“I just need to take a look at the coroner’s report
and the death certificate for Tammy Long,” Jimmy said. “She died
about--”

“Oh,” the man interrupted. “That’s something you
need, is it? Not just something you want, but need.” The man
squinted in Jimmy’s direction. “Well, if that don’t tear the rag
off the bush, you comin’ up here nosin’ around other people’s
affairs. You might as well be peepin’ in windows far as I’m
concerned.” He leaned on the counter that separated him from Jimmy.
“I’m not sure I’m gonna let you see ‘em. Whaddya think about
that?”

Jimmy was new at this, having done very little
investigative reporting, but he was surprised by the man’s
aggressive attitude. He could understand if he was at the Pentagon
trying to get some compromising federal documents, but a Quitman
County coroner’s report? “I’m writing a book on her husband and I
just want to get the facts right.”

“Oh, I see.” The skinny little man pulled a stool
over to the counter and sat down. “You wanna get the facts right
‘cause you’re so concerned for the families and all, is that
it?”

“I just want to get the facts,” Jimmy said. “What do
I have to do?”

The little man looked at Jimmy for a moment. “Well, I
tell you. You’re entitled to get a look at them documents according
to Title Five, U.S.C. Section 552.” He leaned across the counter
again. “But I guess a big city writer like you knows all about the
Freedom of Information act, don’cha?” He pointed at Jimmy. “Guys
like you enjoy pokin’ around in the files and gettin’ everybody’s
dirty little secrets, ain’t that right? Does it get you excited? Is
that it?” The little man seemed to be rubbing against the other
side of the counter.

“No, that’s not it.” Jimmy tried to see what the man
was rubbing against. “Like I said, I’m writing--”

“A book, I know. You told me already. What do you
think I am, stupid?” The man backed away from the counter
slightly.

“Look,” Jimmy said, “the public has a right to
information concerning--”

“Oh, now you’re gonna lecture me on the fundamental
rights of a constitutional democracy, is that it?” The man smiled
in an odd way.

“I’m not lecturing about anything. I just want to
know what I have to do to get a look at the public records.”

“Same as everybody,” the man said. “Fill out some
forms. I need to see copies of a 37 dash 131 and the Federal FOIA
request form along with your tax returns for the past three years
and two forms of photo identification.”

Jimmy made an involuntary face. “What? That’s insane.
I’m not asking for sensitive federal information here I just--”

The man behind the counter slowly opened a drawer and
pulled out a small, dirty pistol which he laid gently on the
counter. Jimmy’s eyes opened wide. What sort of a nightmare had he
stumbled into here? He half expected the man to open another
drawer, pull out a banjo, and start playing the theme to
Deliverance. The man’s face tensed like a dam holding back
an emotional reservoir. Jimmy couldn’t decide whether to go for the
gun or the door. When the man made a sudden move, Jimmy snatched
the gun and skittered backwards on the tile. That’s when the dam
burst and the man started laughing. “Ewww-weee! You shoulda seen
your face!” he cackled. Then he got all serious again. “I’ll need
to see your last three tax returns.” He laughed some more. “I’m
just having fun with ya man, relax. I don’t get to have a lot of
fun here.”

Jimmy was unable to see the humor. He felt the heft
of the gun in his hand and wondered if the skinny little guy was
the sort of person who ought to be in possession of a loaded
weapon.

“Gone and shoot me if you’re mad,” the man said.
“Ain’t nothin’ but a starter’s pistol.” He chuckled some more as he
imitated himself. “37 dash 131 and two forms of photo I.D.” The
skinny man turned and headed for the filing cabinet. “What was the
last name again?”

Jimmy stared at the man for a moment before
answering. “Long,” he said. “Tammy Long.” Figuring the best thing
to do was play along with this lunatic, Jimmy faked a laugh and
pointed the gun at the man. “You had me going there,” he said. “I
was ready to go get my tax returns for you.”

The guy was rooting through a filing cabinet now, not
paying attention to Jimmy. He mocked himself again as he stood
there, “Plus your tax returns for the past three years.” He
laughed. “I wish more folks came in here so I could do that,” he
said as he walked back to the counter holding up the file. “You’d
be surprised at how dull this job can be.” He stopped short of
handing the file to Jimmy. He cocked his head to one side. “What
kinda book you writin’?”

“Biography,” Jimmy said. “You ever hear of Eddie
Long?”

The skinny man said he’d seen Eddie perform once at
the casino up in Tunica and thought he did a real nice show. “I
didn’t realize he was from around here though.” He put the file on
the counter, then looked around like a naughty school boy. “You
better not let the sheriff walk in here and see you holding that
gun on me.”

Jimmy slid the pistol across the counter in exchange
for the file. It contained crime scene photos along with copies of
reports from every county agency that dealt with the matter. The
newspaper reports Jimmy had seen said only that Tammy had been
found dead in her house. There had been no details about cause of
death, only that it was under investigation.

The coroner’s report filled in the blanks. It said
Tammy had died of poisoning and the death was listed as a suicide.
But there was also mention of a gunshot wound to the head. Jimmy
looked at the skinny man. “Doesn’t that seem strange to you?”

“Yeah,” the man said. He looked over to his desk,
then back at Jimmy. “And you wanna see something past strange?” He
went to his desk and picked up what turned out to be a printout of
an e-mail. “This came in a few days ago from the State Police in
Terrebonne Parish, down in Louisiana.”

Jimmy took the document. The information had come by
way of the National Crime Information Center, a federal
clearinghouse of malfeasance. It said a man by the name of Fred
Babineaux, first assumed to have died in a single vehicle
automobile accident, had actually died of sodium fluoroacetate
poisoning. According to the investigating officers, the poison
appeared to have been put intentionally into a dose of Dr. Porter’s
Headache Powder which Mr. Babineaux had ingested moments before
crashing his car. According to a receipt found in the wreckage, Mr.
Babineaux had bought the powder at an E-Z Mart in Shreveport the
day prior to his death. Louisiana State Police were investigating
his death as a homicide and were making routine inquiries about any
similar poisonings in the region on the chance that this was part
of a pattern.

“My guess is they’re thinkin’ it’s a serial killer
like that Tylenol pois’nin’ back in the eighties,” the skinny man
said. “That’d be a pretty good chapter for your book if Eddie’s
wife turned out to be a victim of a serial killer, wouldn’t
it?”

Jimmy nodded. It certainly would be interesting, he
thought. In fact a good serial killer story might be a book unto
itself. Jimmy’s publishing career couldn’t seem to stay on one
track. He already had a possible biography or a novel -- depending
on how Eddie’s future played out, and now he suddenly had the start
of a true-crime book. Except for the fact that Megan had dumped
him, he was having a good week. He held up the fax. “Did you
respond to this?”

The skinny guy looked wounded. “‘Course I responded.
I called and told ‘em we had a pois’nin’ and that we’d found a box
of the Dr. Porter’s stuff in the medicine cabinet.” He rifled
through the crime scene photos and found one taken in the bathroom.
It showed the open cabinet with the box clearly visible on the
shelf. “We sent ‘em the box and, sure enough, there was poison in
every one of the little doses, you know, those little envelopes.”
He indicated the size of the envelopes with his thumb and index
finger. “And you wanna know something else weird?” The man found
the part of the coroner’s report detailing the contents of Tammy’s
stomach. “Says she’d eaten Chinese food ‘fore she died -- didn’t
even get digested that poison killed her so fast.”

Jimmy saw that she’d eaten orange beef, one of his
favorites. “What’s weird about that?”

The man spread the sheriff’s report on the counter
then slapped his hand down on top of it. “Where’d it come from? You
know what I’m saying?” He pointed at the photos. “Ain’t nothing in
the pictures. No Chung King cartons in the trash, no take-ee out-ee
boxes on the counter, nothin’. Not a dirty dish in sight, and ain’t
a decent Chinese restaurant within fifteen miles of Hinchcliff. I
think they oughtta be looking into that, is what I think.”

“That’s weird all right.” Jimmy collected the
sheriff’s and coroner’s reports. “Can I get copies of these?”

The skinny man pointed at the copy machine. “Go on.”
As Jimmy made copies, the skinny guy took a phone call. Jimmy
stapled the coroner’s report to the death certificate, then made a
note to find out what sodium flouroacetate was. After a few minutes
of saying “uh huh” and “issat right?” into the phone, the skinny
man hung up and looked at Jimmy. “Well, talk about scratchin’ where
it itches. . .” The man pointed at the phone. “That there was a
detective from Tuscaloosa, Alabama.” He walked to the fax machine
just as it started to ring.

“What did he want?”

The skinny man didn’t answer. He just stood by the
fax machine, grinning. When the fax finished printing he handed it
to Jimmy. “Seems somebody down there had a headache too.”
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Eddie picked up the phone to make a call but there
was no dial tone. He pushed the button a couple of times, trying to
hang up, but to no avail. Finally he said, “Hello?”

“What?” The woman on the other end sounded startled.
“I never heard it ring,” she said, then paused. “Eddie?”

The voice was familiar, but he couldn’t place it.
“Yeah,” he said. “Speaking.”

“Surprise! It’s me. Megan.”

“Hey, girl! What’s going on with you?”

Megan moved her lips close to the mouthpiece of her
phone and slipped into her earthiest radio voice. “Guess who’s
working nights at 106 point 9 FM in Nashville?”

“Get outta town!” Eddie said. “But don’t stop talking
that way.” He knew flirting when he heard it.

Megan lilted the station’s tedious slogan, “Givin’
you everything you want. . . and more.”

“Wow,” Eddie said. “You oughta forget radio and go
into phone sex.”

“Probably pays better,”Megan said, “but you don’t get
all the free cd’s and t-shirts.”

“So what’s the deal?” Eddie asked. “How long’ve you
been in town?” He hoped Jimmy hadn’t come with her but he wasn’t
sure if he should ask or wait to see if she dropped it into
conversation. “Where’re you livin’?”

“Some apartment complex way the hell out past
Brentwood. It’s pretty tacky, but at least my commute’s a
bitch.”

Eddie laughed. He could picture Megan behind the
control board at the radio station wearing a too short t-shirt
revealing her flat stomach. “Man, I’m glad you called when you did.
You came damn close to missing me,” he said. “Just now, I was
pickin’ up to call the phone company about getting an unlisted
number. I mean, one second later and, hell, I don’t even have call
waiting.”

“Well, like they say, timing’s everything.” Timing
was one of the things on Megan’s mind at the moment. She was
wondering how long Eddie planned to wait before he started dating
and she wondered how long she should wait before making a move.
“You gettin’ an unlisted number ‘cause you got girls stalking
you?”

“Not hardly.” Eddie told her all about signing with
Herron and Peavy.

“Ohmigod Eddie! That’s fabulous! Congratulations! I
knew you were going to make it. And just think, I knew you when. .
.” Wow, she thought, timing is everything.

“The unlisted number’s part of this whole marketing
plan we got.” He paused. “Listen, I’d love to tell you about it. .
.”

“And I’d love to hear about it.”

“Hey, listen,” Eddie said. “Uh, did Jimmy, I mean is
he--”

“Oh, we broke things off,” Megan said, real casual.
“I mean we’re still pals, but he didn’t want to try the long
distance relationship thing. So I guess he sort of dumped me in
that sense. But, you know, no harm done. No blood, no foul. I’m a
big girl.”

“Well, I’m, uh, sorry, you know. So, uh, how’re you
doing?”

“Hey, I’m over it,” Megan said. “New city, new
apartment, new start.”

Eddie knew the door had just been opened. “That’s
cool,” he said. “Listen we’re going in to record this weekend. You
wanna be my date?”

“I’d love to.”
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Eddie and Megan arrived at Big Bill’s house an hour
before the start of the recording session. The three of them sat in
the six hundred square foot kitchen sipping sweet tea. Megan was
playing it cool, but she was agog at the proportions of Big Bill’s
Belle Meade estate. This was exactly the sort of place Megan could
see herself living. “I just love your house,” she said.

Other than that, Eddie was doing most of the talking.
He was noticeably excited, and not just about the recording
session. He had some good news. “Silicon and copper,” Eddie said
cryptically. “Connects the whole world.” After a brief rumination
on the wonders of the microprocessor, Eddie gave Big Bill an update
on the Internet marketing scheme. He had explained the entire
strategy to Herron and Peavy the night he signed his contract.
Herron and Peavy had agreed to fund the plan as long as the costs
were as low as projected and only if Eddie managed it. They’d
figure out later how to make it recoupable against Eddie’s
royalties, assuming he ever had any.

Meanwhile, Eddie had hired eight net-savvy Vanderbilt
undergraduates for minimum wage plus promotional copies of CDs from
Herron and Peavy’s stable of artists. Their job was to create buzz
by spreading the word on the Frances Neagly website and the search
for the mysterious musician who had stirred her still heart with
his song ‘It Wasn’t Supposed To End That Way.’ The Vandy crew was
in the process of visiting every e-zine, bulletin board, and chat
room related to pop music, country music, or free downloadable
music files.

“You can’t be serious.” Big Bill was looking at a
document Eddie had handed him. “You’re telling me that more’n five
thousand people’ve already heard the song?”

“Well, half of it, anyway,” Eddie said. “And it could
be two or three times that many. The only thing we can track is the
number of times it’s been downloaded from the site. Once it’s
downloaded, people can forward it to others who can forward it and
on and on. It’s electronic word-of-mouth. So far we’ve left
footprints at over two thousand sites on the web,” Eddie said.
“Like I said, we can’t track how many of those have started telling
others who have told others--”

“It’s called mushrooming,” Megan said, just to
participate.

Eddie nodded. “Right. But we know that inquiries
about the Frances Neagly website have started to pop up
independently on search engines and message boards.”

“That sounds like a good thing.” Big Bill was
clueless.

“It’s fantastic,” Megan said. “It means people are
talking about it. Somebody’s even trying to sell it on E-Bay! Can
you imagine trying to sell cassettes of half a song?”

Big Bill nodded knowingly despite not knowing what an
E-Bay was. “It sounds like it’s going good.”

“It’s going great,” Eddie said. “These numbers are
unreal. If it keeps up like this. . .” Eddie leaned back and put
his hands behind his head. “. . .we’re talkin’ double
platinum.”

Big Bill couldn’t resist the enthusiasm. “Well,
then,” he said, suddenly drumming his hands on his belly. “I guess
we better produce a goddamn record!” He pushed back from the table
and stood up. “Let’s head on down to the studio.” Bill led the way
through the cavernous house. “Oh, by the way, Franklin sends his
regrets he can’t be here tonight. He had to attend the Class of ‘89
Awards in Atlanta. One of our clients got nominated for Best New
Hat Act, but he’ll be here tomorrow. In fact, he’s bringing our
newest client with him, kid named Whitney Rankin, real talented
songwriter. I think you’ll like him.”

As they walked down a long hallway, Megan counted the
gold records on the wall. “You know, Mr. Herron, I just started
working at WCMR FM, and like I told Eddie, when the time’s right
I’m going to work on the promotion director about running a
‘Where’s Eddie Long?’ contest or something to increase awareness
within the industry.”

Big Bill allowed as how he thought that was a good
idea. “Never hurts having somebody in radio on your side,” he said,
turning to Eddie with a nudge. “I’d hang on to her if I were you.”
They arrived at a large, heavy door which Big Bill pushed open.
They stepped inside the studio. It was warm and smelled faintly of
cedar. “You can keep your silicon and copper,” Big Bill said,
gesturing at the bank of tubes that pushed his Pulltech midrange
EQs and his Teletronix leveling amp. “Iron and gas are the things
that connect me to the universe.” He smiled.

“Wow,” Megan said as she laid her hands on the mixing
console. “Is this whole room analog?” She couldn’t believe anyone
could be that much of a dinosaur.

Big Bill nodded. “Damn right, and I don’t care what
Don Cook says about all that fancy digital crap. I’ve done blind
tests too and, believe me, nothin’ sounds as good as analog,
period. End of story.” He showed them around the studio. It was a
thing of beauty as well as a technical wonder, though not in the
modern Nashville sense. This was a working museum of high-end
vintage recording equipment. “That’s an original Marshall eighteen
watt combo.” He said this with the sort of pride usually reserved
for parents talking about their Harvard graduated children.

Megan pointed at some equipment. “What are
those?”

“Those, my dear, modern, FM girl, are 1954 Fairchild
compressor/limiters that I bought from an AM radio station that
went out of business in 1969. The transformers were still in pretty
good shape, but I had ‘em refurbished and had all the tubes
replaced. Cost a small fortune, but worth every damn cent.” He
showed off his API console, his Neve EQs, and his Manly Vox Box.
“That’s a five way, class A, piece of gear,” he said.

Eddie acted impressed, though he wasn’t sure what
that meant. “Are those tube mics?”

“That’s a Neuman U47 and those’re AKG C-12s. Better
microphones have yet to be built.” Big Bill put his arm around his
client. “Eddie, I’m telling you, this is going to be a helluva
record. Nobody in town can reproduce the sound you’re gonna get in
these rooms.”

Behind the main board, the control room floor was
elevated and appointed with two plush sofas and matching
overstuffed chairs. The lighting was recessed and the bulbs were
soothing blues and grays. The main studio was a large room with mic
stands and a Steinway D grand off to the side. Surrounding that
were five isolation rooms, all with perfect line of sight
throughout the studio. Big Bill’s only concession to modern studio
design were the acoustic treatments for the walls and ceiling. They
were fixed with all manner of fabric wall systems, diffusers, and
absorbers. By anyone’s standards, the room had some of the best
acoustics in the city. And for the better part of $600,000, it had
better.

Over the next fifteen minutes, the session players
began drifting in, greeting Bill, Eddie, and Megan. They were all
middle aged men, all members of AFM Local 257, all accomplished
pros. They’d all been in earlier in the day to get sound for their
instruments. The engineer for the session was a Music City veteran
by the name of Ed Simmons who, for reasons even Ed couldn’t
articulate, was known as Porky Vic.

As the session guys were setting up Eddie overheard
the pedal steel player complaining to the keyboard guy. “Hell,” he
said, “I don’t know anybody in town who’s making any money these
days.” It was an oft-repeated phrase and explained why all these
guys were here, working ‘off-the-card.’ Not too many years ago
they’d all been making double scale along with fancy catered meals
and other union negotiated perks. But with the country music
industry in its post-Garth tailspin, that sort of gig had dried up
for all but a few. And since all these guys still had bills to pay,
it was easy to find top-flight players willing to work cheap.

Megan had expected a bunch of cowboy boot wearing
good ole boys, but instead they looked like balding ex-hippies --
short pants, baseball caps, Hawaiian shirts, Birkenstocks. Not a
cowboy boot in the bunch. Half of them were reasonably trim for
guys roughly the age of her own father, the other half could have
benefited from some sit ups and a fashion consultant.

Big Bill was talking to the bass player. They were
looking at Bill’s newest piece of old equipment. “It’s got a tube
boost with a passive cut. It’s a nice little box,” he said. “You
know how piano gets all washed out in the middle?” He pointed at
the device. “This thing fills it in, makes it sound like it’s all
around you.”

The bass player nodded solemnly. “Beautiful.”

Before Nashville entered the digital age, a producer
could get in and out of the studio with a complete album in a
couple of days. One reason was the playback equipment and the
listening environments in the old control rooms weren’t that great,
so they couldn’t hear all the blemishes. They recorded their songs
then listened to them. If they sounded good, they moved on. But
with the equipment available now, producers and artists -- and the
consumers -- could hear even the tiniest mistake. Coupled with the
introduction of computerized systems like ProTools which were
capable of correcting pitch errors and other flaws, the technology
led everyone to believe perfection was attainable. As a result,
producers and artists tended to spend more and more time trying to
achieve that goal, which in turn ran up the cost of making a
record. What used to take a couple of days and a few thousand
dollars now took weeks and cost closer to a quarter million, all of
which was charged against the artist’s royalties and, whenever
possible, cross-collateralized.

But Big Bill thought he had a way to get around
Nashville’s current economic model. His recording plan was as bold
as Eddie’s marketing scheme and, if it all played out, Big Bill
would rise once again to the top of Nashville’s Power 100. Looking
out from the control room, Big Bill felt the time was right. He
nudged Porky Vic then took his seat behind the console and clapped
his hands. “Hey now! What say we get this show on the road!”

As Eddie turned to go into the studio Megan surprised
him by taking his hand. She leaned toward him and kissed his cheek.
“For luck,” she said, lingering close. Eddie breathed in her scent
and let her wild red hair brush his face. “Now go make me some
music.”

Like everything else in life, a recording session can
go good or it can go bad. When it goes bad, it’s as ugly a thing as
exists in nature. But when it goes good, it’s like dreaming out
loud. Now, there’s no way to control which way a session goes,
otherwise they’d all go smooth as a new stretch of blacktop. It’s
all about the chemistry between the people involved. Fortunately,
Big Bill had a knack for picking people who would mesh. Earlier in
the week Bill had introduced Eddie to the musicians and they’d hit
it off. They rehearsed Eddie’s songs and were ready to do it, as
Big Bill said, the old fashioned way. Instead of having everyone
lay down tracks individually and then putting them together in post
production, they would record the songs as a band would perform
them live. It was either risky or downright nuts, depending on your
point of view, and they could have wasted a lot of time waiting
until they got it right, but, as everyone would later agree, the
force was with them.

Before each song, the players huddled around Eddie in
the main studio. They each had their sheets with the Nashville
Number System notations showing the chord progression for every
song. They discussed solos and reminded each other of things that
they’d come up with in rehearsals, then they broke their huddle and
moved to the isolation booths like flankers to the line of
scrimage. Eddie would count ‘em down and they’d do the song,
usually without any significant errors. After each take they’d talk
it over.

“Hey, Eddie, let’s switch parts between the first and
the second,” the other guitar player said. “You do it up to the do
do do’s, then I’ll take it the second time to the do do do’s.”

“Good idea,” Eddie said.

“I don’t know if it’s good, but it’s different
anyway.”

From his throne in the control room, Big Bill nixed
some of the ideas and promoted others. He did it all with enough
diplomacy to make everyone feel free to toss in their two cents.
The result was usually several conversations going on at the same
time in everyone’s headsets.

“Is that a vocal tag?” Porky Vic asked.

“You want to do that on all three bars?”

“We’re tagging the second ending.”

“No, do it at fifteen, eleven.”

“What key is this in?

“Boy.”

“Good. Boy’s good.”

“Got it. Are we ready?”

And just like that, they’d do another take, creating
the song anew each time, filling out the corners, trimming a bridge
or repeating a chorus with a variation on the lyrics. Eddie tapped
out the count on the soundboard of his Gibson. “One. . .two. . .uh
one. . .two. . .wait a second. . . wait, wait, wait.” Eddie waved
his hands until everybody stopped playing. “Sorry guys. I don’t
know what made me think about this just now, but does anybody know
who said, ‘writing about music is like dancing about
architecture?’” He looked to the control room and saw Megan
smile.

“Yeah,” the bass player said. “I just read that
somewhere.” He plucked a few low notes as he thought about it.
“That book by Bruce Feiler, I forget the title, but I think he
quoted Martin Mull saying that.”

The pedal steel player disagreed. “No, it was Tom
Waits.”

“I don’t think so,” the piano player said. Tom Waits
said, ‘The big print giveth, and the small print taketh away.’”
Everybody laughed at that.

Eddie shrugged then looked to Megan. “What do you
think, Martin Mull or Tom Waits?”

Sitting next to Big Bill, Megan reached over and
pushed the mic control button. “I still think it was Zappa,” she
said.

Eddie shrugged again. “Just curious. Sorry to
interrupt the flow, guys. Are we ready?” He looked around and got
thumbs up from everybody. “Well, all right then.” Eddie pulled his
guitar up close. “One. . . two. . . uh, one. . .two. . .three. . .”
They launched into one of Eddie’s outlaw country tunes which fit
perfectly with the loose, relaxed living room atmosphere of the
session. It was an edgy country rocker that could have passed as
something co-written by Robbie Fulks and Kinky Friedman. It was
about a guy running from the law who was lusting for a girl he’d
just met in a bar. “You know what I’m thinking,” Eddie sang,
“and you know that it’s true.” He was looking straight at
Megan with a devilish smile. “Ain’t no gun in my pocket. .
.” the music stopped cold, Eddie paused, then spoke in an
exaggerated baritone, “I’m just damn glad to see you.” The drummer
hit a rim shot and the rest of the band kicked back in and took it
home.

By two in the morning they had five good songs in the
can and a camaraderie that was inescapable. The fiddle player tried
to organize an excursion to Estella’s for shrimp plates. Porky Vic
and the pedal steel player signed up, but the others reluctantly
begged off citing potentially irate spouses and lovers.

Megan slinked up next to Eddie as he was putting his
guitar away. She let out a little sigh.

“S’matter?” He stopped what he was doing and looked
at her.

“I’ve got a staff meeting tomorrow morning and I
really don’t want to drive all the way back out to Brentwood,
‘cause I’m just going to have to turn right around and drive right
back into town in a few hours.”

Eddie snapped the latches on his guitar case, trying
not to respond too quickly. “Well it ain’t exactly the Vanderbilt
Plaza,” he said, “but you’re welcome to stay at my place. We can
stop off and grab you a toothbrush and whatever on the way.”

Megan moved closer. “Oh, we don’t need to do that,”
she said. “I packed an overnight bag.” She pressed her lips against
his ear and whispered. “Just in case.”

 


* * * * *

 


34.

 


The skinny oddball at the Quitman County Clerk’s
office ended up being quite helpful. In addition to showing Jimmy
the National Crime Information Center bulletin, he handed over a
list of law enforcement contact names and numbers. The next day,
droving back to Jackson, Jimmy ran up his cell phone bill talking
to various people with the Louisiana State Police as well as
investigators in Tuscaloosa. Jimmy learned of a fourth suspicious
poisoning death that had occurred several months earlier in
Gulfport. The deaths had two things in common, the type of poison
used and a certain locally manufactured headache remedy which
appeared to be the poison delivery system.

Jimmy now had ninety minutes to kill as he drove east
out of Jackson. He had a two o’clock appointment with a
representative from Okatibbee Pharmaceuticals which was based just
east of Meridian, near the Alabama border. Oak-pharm, as it was
known locally, was the maker of Dr. Porter’s Headache Powder and
was once the biggest employer in Lauderdale County. But over time
the market for headache powders had shrunk considerably, even in
the South. And as their market share dwindled so had the company’s
labor force. Once boasting over a thousand employees, Oak Pharm was
down to about forty now and looking at more layoffs.

The drive from Jackson to Meridian was a straight
shot east on I-20, a hundred miles of concrete walled on both sides
by tall, thin pine trees. Jimmy would have preferred a dangerous
winding road, some God-awful weather, or a series of road rage
incidents -- anything to occupy his mind which was otherwise
engaged. He was fixated on what it said about him that Megan could
dump him so easily. Was he that uninteresting, that unattractive,
that disposable? Maybe, he hoped, it wasn’t him so much as it was
Jackson. Maybe Megan was right about moving to a bigger city. Maybe
he should move to Nashville too. He could live anywhere and write;
it was one of the profession’s few benefits. Come to think of it, a
fresh setting was probably what their relationship needed. They
were stagnating in Jackson. They needed new friends, new circles in
which to circulate, a more exciting social milieu.

Jimmy didn’t believe that, but it was less
humiliating to blame Jackson than to accept being dumped. But maybe
‘dumped’ was too strong a word for what happened. Sure, Megan had
moved to Nashville without saying goodbye, but maybe she hadn’t had
time to call. Maybe she was so busy packing and having her phone
disconnected. . . Okay, maybe ‘dumped’ was accurate, but couples
got back together all the time after one dumped the other, right?
Jimmy thought of examples to bolster his argument, but every couple
he considered had broken up, one even ended with an attempted
manslaughter charge. All right, so those were bad examples.

Then it hit him. Why do I even care? We weren’t
together very long and she never even hinted that she loved me. Why
the hell can’t I stop thinking about her? This is nuts. Shouldn’t I
hate her? Shouldn’t I at least forget about her? She leaves town
without a word, making me look and feel like a fool but I can’t get
her out of my mind! Jimmy knew reason had nothing to do with
it; emotions always trump intellect. Why do I miss her? How can
I miss something I never really had? Am I pathetic or what? Hey,
maybe that’s the title of my love song.

By the time he passed the exit for Pelahatchie, Jimmy
realized he was obsessing. He turned on the radio hoping to get
Megan off his mind. It didn’t help that Clay Walker was singing
that he didn’t know how loved started but he sure knew how it
ended. Jimmy tuned to a different station only to run into another
familiar song. He couldn’t remember where he’d heard it before,
then it hit him like a punch in a barroom brawl. It was Eddie’s
song. Jimmy got honest-to-God goose bumps. He slapped the dashboard
and turned up the volume. This could only be good news for Eddie.
And anything good for Eddie was good for Jimmy’s book. Eddie’s
Internet scheme was obviously working. Jimmy laughed out loud and
started humming along. Then, halfway through the refrain, the song
stopped cold.

The disc jockey came on immediately. “I know it’s the
name of the song,” he said, “but I just don’t think the
song’s supposed to end that way either, but it does. Just
that like, ever single time. Now, I been in the radio business for
twenty-five years, and I’ve heard a lot of good songs. But I’d put
that half a song up against anything I ever liked.” The
announcer talked about the Frances Neagley website, the MP3 file,
and how no one knew who the artist was. He asked listeners to call
and let him know what they thought about the song and to speculate
who the mystery singer-songwriter might be. “And don’t worry, we’ll
keep playing what we got until we can find the back half of it.
Meanwhile, let’s get back to songs with beginnings, middles, and
ends. Here’s a little something from S-K-O on Country Mixx 96. .
.”

This was fantastic. Jimmy grabbed his cell phone and
dialed the station’s number, but it was busy. Just as well, he
realized. Since the plan was to pique curiosity, Jimmy shouldn’t be
revealing the answer this early. He couldn’t wait to tell Eddie. He
punched in the Nashville number. After a few rings, a familiar
voice came on the line. “I’m sorry,” she said. “The number you have
reached is no longer in service.” Shit! Not again. “If you
feel you have reached this recording in error--” Jimmy
disconnected. He tried Nashville information but was told Eddie
Long now had an unpublished number.

Jimmy couldn’t imagine why Eddie would have done
that, but there was nothing he could do about it. “Try Megan
Taylor.” He heard the operator typing into her computer.

“I’m sorry, sir, that’s unpublished too.”

Jimmy sucked at his teeth and tapped his fingers on
the steering wheel. “All right,” he said, “how about Herron and
Peavy Management?” He wanted to talk to these guys anyway, get
their perspective on their client and the Internet marketing plan,
that sort of thing. Besides, they could put him in touch with
Eddie. The operator gave him the number then connected him.

A second later, Jimmy was on the line with Big Bill
Herron. Jimmy explained who he was and why he was calling.
“Listen,” Big Bill said brusquely. “Eddie told me all about you and
this book you’re supposed to be writing. And I’m going to tell you
something, and I’m only going to tell you once, so you better
listen. Stop. Harassing. My. Client.” He said each word as if there
was a period after it. “Eddie wants nothing to do with you or your
book and we will get a restraining order to keep you away from him
if you won’t stay away voluntarily.”

Jimmy was flabbergasted. His foot inadvertently eased
off the gas peddle. “I think there’s been a misunderstanding, Mr.
Herron. Eddie signed off on this a few months ago. I’ve been
covering his shows for a couple of years now and the book’s
underway. Maybe you--”

“Get this right, Mr. Rogers, there ain’t no
misunderstanding.” His tone bordered on menacing. “As Eddie’s
manager, I’m tellin’ you that you’re treading on some damn thin
ice. Any publishing rights to Eddie Long’s story belong jointly to
Eddie Long and to Herron and Peavy management and if you persist
with this project, we’ll slap you with a cease and desist
order.”

“Well, now, hang on--”

“No. You hang on,” Big Bill said. “Further, if you
represent to any publisher in this country or any other that you
have the rights to this story or if you submit any proposals with
such representations, we will sue you into fiscal year 2020. Do we
understand each other?”

“Well, no, I. . .” Jimmy had no idea what to say. He
had to speak to Eddie. “Could you just give me Eddie’s number?”

“Try to get this through your little head,” Big Bill
snarled. “I do not give out my client’s unpublished phone number.”
His voice was rising. “If and when we decide the time is right for
a biography on our client, we will get in touch with our publishing
industry contacts and we will hire a professional biographer and we
will do the book professionally.” He was yelling now. “We don’t
need some clown from his home town trying to cash in with some
pissant memoir!” He calmed down a few decibels. “Now, I am very
busy and I don’t have time to discuss this any further. If you
pursue this, I will turn the matter over to our attorneys.”
Click.

Jimmy was dumbstruck. What the hell just happened?
This had to be a mistake. He stared at the phone until he heard his
tires drifting onto the gravel shoulder. He looked up just in time
to see a large wooden sign on the roadside in front of him, but not
soon enough to avoid it. He yanked the steering wheel but he
clipped the sign and sent it flying. It landed in pieces on the
side of the road behind him. The part that landed face-up said:
‘Welcome to Meridian -- Home of The Singing Brakeman.’

Adrenaline fueled Jimmy’s agitated system. His mind
and body bristled. Goddammit! What the hell’s going on? A month
ago, Jimmy’d been in tall cotton. He had a girl he loved and a
project he was passionate about. Now all he had was a new dent in
his front quarter-panel. As he drove though Meridian, Jimmy tried
to assess the situation. Had Eddie betrayed him on the book deal or
was this a case of gatekeeper interference? Either way, Jimmy was
pissed. He’d put in too much time and invested too much of himself
and his future on this book. He wasn’t going to curl up and die
just because Eddie’s manager was playing hard ass. Hell, he was
probably putting words in Eddie’s mouth but there was nothing Jimmy
could do about that for now.

But what if Eddie really had turned on him? What if
Herron and Peavy had blown so much smoke up Eddie’s ass that he was
taking their advice on the book deal? The fact that he had an
unpublished number all the sudden, just like Megan, didn’t help.
And, come to think of it, it wasn’t like Jimmy hadn’t noticed the
way Eddie and Megan had looked at each another in the past. Maybe
Eddie had betrayed him. Well, screw him, Jimmy thought. If Eddie
was too much of a coward to say it to his face, fine. If Eddie
didn’t want Jimmy to write his official biography, fine. He’d write
the unofficial biography. They couldn’t stop him from doing that.
And even if they could, Jimmy could always fall back on writing his
fictional version of the story as well as the book on the serial
killer. So, ha! Jimmy’s plate was still full and the rest of them
could just kiss his ass.

Jimmy was blown up like a toad by the time he pulled
off the freeway. A few minutes later he pulled into the parking lot
at Okatibbee Pharmaceuticals. The building, like the business
itself, was in need of a face lift it would never receive. The sign
was sun-faded and the whitewash on the bricks was flaking off like
bad dandruff. The company spokesman met Jimmy in the lobby. He was
a handsome man, a few years older than Jimmy. He was tanned and had
an oily smile. He seemed nervous the way people do when the smell
of downsizing is thick in the air. After introductions, the man led
Jimmy down a hallway. “Okatibbee Pharmaceuticals has long held an
important position in the economy of Lauderdale County.” He stopped
and gestured at a large portrait hanging on the wall. “The company
was founded by--”

“Whoa,” Jimmy said, “I’m not here for the tour.”

The man turned and looked at Jimmy. “No?”

“No. I’m here to ask questions.”

“Questions?”

“Yes, the opposite of answers,” Jimmy said.

“Questions about what?” The man seemed uneasy with
Jimmy’s prickly attitude.

“Questions about Tammy Long and Fred Babineaux and a
couple other folks.”

The man looked at the portrait, then back at Jimmy.
“Uhhh, do they work here?” His tone was as feeble as his feigned
ignorance.

“No, they were customers.”

“They’re customers?”

“Were,” Jimmy said. “As in now they’re dead.”

“Dead customers?”

“Yes, quite dead,” Jimmy said, “and all with Dr.
Porter’s Headache Powder in their systems.”

The spokesman paused, thinking. He gestured toward a
door. “Perhaps we’d be more comfortable talking in my office.” He
showed Jimmy into the room. “Can I get you something to drink?
Coffee? Co-Cola?”

Jimmy shook his head. “I just need some information.”
He pulled a file from his satchel.

“I don’t have any information about dead customers, I
can assure you.” The man sat down behind his desk and began
fidgeting. “Perhaps I could answer some other questions, like how
many boxes of Dr. Porter’s Headache Powder we make in an hour,
something like that?”

Jimmy looked at the man and shook his head. “No, that
wouldn’t do me any good.” He pulled a sheet of paper from the file.
“This is a lot number,” he said, handing the paper over. “I want to
know exactly when and where this lot was shipped.”

The man looked at the list, then at Jimmy. “Are you
sure I can’t get you a Co-Cola or something? Tastes real nice on a
day like this.”

Jimmy cleared his throat and set his elbows on the
desk. “No. Thanks.” He steepled his fingers and stared at the man.
“Look, this is very simple,” he said. “I’m writing a book about a
guy, okay? The guy’s wife dies suddenly, so I have to look into the
death, right? Turns out she died from poisoning after taking your
product. So I have to look into that, right? Much to my surprise, I
find out about similar deaths in Louisiana, Alabama, and the
Mississippi Gulf Coast. Now, I know you’ve been contacted by all
these police agencies, and you’ve given them this information. Now
you just have to give it to me.”

The man looked genuinely confused. “I do?”

Jimmy pulled out his wallet which got the man’s
attention. “Let me ask you a question,” Jimmy said. “Does the press
know about this?”

The man looked around nervously. “I don’t think so.”
He was starting to imagine a hefty bribe. Maybe he’d be able to get
that jet ski he’d had his eye on.

Jimmy pulled out his laminated press credentials and
tossed them onto the man’s desk. “Do you want to keep it that
way?”

The man looked at the credentials and nodded. “Maybe
you’d like a Mountain Dew instead of a Co-Cola?”

“I’m not thirsty,” Jimmy said. “But thanks. Now,
here’s the deal. This book I’m writing? It might not get published.
And if it does, it won’t be for a while. Meanwhile, you guys will
be very quietly recalling everything on the shelves and
implementing new safety packaging, right?”

The man continued to nod, keeping a hopeful eye on
Jimmy’s wallet.

“By then the police might have already caught the
perpetrator, in which case the news won’t hurt your sales too
much.”

The man shifted in his seat thinking Jimmy would
reach into the wallet again at any moment. A jet ski would sure
be real nice, he thought.

“Alternatively,” Jimmy said, “in the interest of
public safety, I could make a few phone calls to my friends in the
news business and break the story. This would probably push your
crumbling little enterprise here over the brink into financial
ruin.” Jimmy smiled as he slipped his press credentials back into
his wallet, all the while thinking that Big Bill Herron wasn’t the
only guy who could play hard ass. “Like I said, it’s very
simple.”

Disappointed he wasn’t being bribed, the man looked
at the lot number, then at Jimmy. “That’s blackmail.”

Jimmy held up a finger, then reached into his pocket
and tossed a coin on the man’s desk. “Here’s a quarter, call
somebody who cares.”

 


* * * * *

 


35.

 


Megan opened with the traditional, “Oh my God, Eddie,
you’re sooo big,” which never failed. Combined with an unnecessary
readjustment of her hips and a practiced look of amazement, it was
a solid confidence booster for her new sexual partner. About
halfway through she started in with the “give it to me’s” and the
short gasping breaths as if it was the best thing she’d ever had
and she wasn’t sure how much more she could take it was so
unbelievable but please don’t stop. Then, toward the end, Megan
called his name with each turgid thrust. “Eddie. Eddie. Eddie.”
Each call matched the flimsy percussion of the cheap headboard
tapping the wall. And then, as he achieved, “Oh, Eddie! Yes!” She
just hoped it sounded like she meant it.

Megan could have been reciting a cornbread recipe as
far as Eddie was concerned. He just didn’t want things to end too
quickly, which was a distinct possibility given how long it had
been since he’d engaged in this sort of activity. He tried thinking
about NASCAR standings and fishing lures to delay the countdown,
but even visions of Kyle Petty in his Nomex jumpsuit couldn’t keep
Megan’s expert coaxing from triggering the launch, and the mattress
dance was over less than ten minutes after it started.

“Oh my God, Eddie. That was un-be-lieve-able!” Megan
sprawled across the bed, huffing like she’d just finished a four
minute mile.

Eddie couldn’t remember ever feeling this good. He
was still thrilled by the recording session and was excited about
returning the next night. To top that off with a steamy horizontal
mambo, well, hell, he was doing fine as frog’s hair. Thinking maybe
he should do some cuddling, Eddie leaned over to kiss Megan, but
she was already snoring. Eddie smiled. Could things get any
better, he wondered.

 


* * * * *

 


36.

 


Big Bill was in a pensive mood. He was thinking about
how great ideas often come from the strangest places. Specifically
he was thinking about the phone call he’d received from the guy
calling himself Jimmie Rodgers. Because of the name Big Bill
assumed the guy was a crackpot but still, it set Big Bill to
thinking that a biography of Eddie Long was a terrific idea,
assuming Eddie ever had a hit. Of course if you were going to do a
book, Big Bill thought, now was the time to get started. You wanted
it ready so you could rush into publication and cash in on what
might turn out to be a flash in the pan. To that end Big Bill was
thinking he would write the book himself. After all, how hard could
that be?

He’d been sitting at his kitchen table for an hour
trying to think of a good title when Eddie arrived. Big Bill looked
up and saw the satisfied face of a man who not only got laid the
night before but figured he had it coming again tonight. “Hey now!”
Big Bill said, pointing at Eddie. “Betcha dolla I know who got some
gravel for his goose!” He slapped his hand down on the table and
laughed. “You ready to make some music?”

Eddie tipped his Stetson back and smiled his best
Eddie Long smile. “If nothin’ breaks or comes untwisted,” he said.
“How you doin’?”

“Well, I feel more like I do now than I did when I
got here,” Big Bill said. “And I felt pretty good to start
with.”

“Well, all right then.” Eddie set his guitar case
down and sat at the table with his producer. “You decided when
we’re gonna do ‘Wasn’t Supposed To End That Way?’ I think we oughta
do it third or fourth, after we’re warmed up a bit, but not too
late that we might be tired.”

“Whatever you want. We’ll do it when it feels right,”
Big Bill said. “That’s the key with a song like that, you gotta do
it naturally. See, the great thing about that song is it’s, uh,
what’s the word I want? It’s organic. There’s not a false note or
an untrue word in it. And we gotta capture that.” Bill shook his
head. “So we can’t do it on a schedule. It’s not like a bought
single. I bet you didn’t write it on a schedule, did you?”

Eddie thought about it for a second. “No, sir, that’s
true.” He grew serious all the sudden, looking at his hands and
where his wedding band used to be. “That song came out of me like I
don’t know what. Most of my songs I have to think about and work on
but that one. . . it was like. . . it was hard.”

“Like splittin’ gum logs in August,” Big Bill said,
nodding his giant round head. “I know. I could tell the first night
I heard it.” Bill reached across the table and touched Eddie’s
chest. “It came from in there.” He reached up and touched Eddie’s
forehead. “Not there.”

Eddie felt comfortable with Big Bill. They were
kindred. In a way, he was a father figure and Eddie just opened up
to him. He told Big Bill about Tammy’s death and how he moved to
Nashville just afterwards. He told him all he could remember about
the five days he spent trying to get the song to come out, and how
it felt when it was over. “I’m tellin’ you,” Eddie said, “it was
rough.”

Big Bill took it all in, thinking it would be good
material for the book. He’d heard others tell similar stories.
Songwriting was a mysterious process even when it consisted more of
steady hard work than out-of-the-clear-blue inspiration. It was
mostly day-in, day-out spent working with a theme, or taking a
common phrase, putting a twist to it and building a song around it,
or telling a story with perfect economics. It was poetry with the
added complication of being set to music. But every now and then a
song would force itself on a writer, make their life hell for some
time, then present itself when it was ready. This was how many of
the best songs were born. Knowing this served to bolster Big Bill’s
belief that Eddie’s song was a classic. He couldn’t wait to get it
on tape. Big Bill stood up. “Come on,” he said, putting his arm
around Eddie. “Let’s go make some music.”

An hour later, Porky Vic and the players were back
and it was like the night before had never ended. It was a
recording session the likes of which everyone dreams. And it wasn’t
just that everyone was playing well and getting along, though both
of those things were certainly true. The thing was, they could tell
they were making a great record. They didn’t know if it would be a
commercial success or not, but they could tell it was something to
be proud of. The confidence and camaraderie that followed from that
was palpable. Each player was in perfect sync with the others,
requiring no more than eye contact or body language to communicate
their ideas in the middle of a song. It was a fast break with
guitars. They started with a sort of rocking west Texas shuffle
that sounded like it had been filtered through an early Doobie
Brothers hit. After running through it a couple of times, they
compared notes.

“How ‘bout we do three bars on that to the downbeat
to the chorus,” the bass player said.

The pedal steel guy held up his hand. “Wait, wait,
wait! You wanna make it four minors? That might be cool.”

Eddie thought about it for a second. He looked at his
charts, tilted his head. “11, 55, 44, 11? That’s different from
what I was thinking of, but it might work. Let’s try it.”

The pedal steel guy smiled as they played a few bars
that way before pausing. “Yeah,” he said, “that works, doncha
think?”

“Yeah, four.” Eddie smiled back and nodded. “I’m
diggin’ that.” He looked to the control room. “Boss?”

Big Bill pushed the mic button. “I got special tape
rolling. It captures magic. Now go!”

Eddie counted it down and they nailed it in one take.
Absolutely nailed it. It was impossible, but they did it. There was
a pause as the last note faded and Eddie looked from one face to
another. They ranged from sublime smiles to shit eatin’ grins.
Eddie leaned into his microphone and spoke softly, like an
announcer on a classic music station. “Gentlemen,” he said. “I
believe we have our mojo working.” Everybody let out with hoots and
hollers and high fives.

The door behind Big Bill opened. Megan stepped into
the room and waved. “Hey, everybody! That last one sounded good
even through the door.”

The sight of Megan’s wild red hair sent a charge
through Eddie. “Hey girl! Glad you could make it,” he said with a
wink. “We’re on a roll. Just make yourself comfy while we knock out
another one.” He turned to the guitar player. “How about ‘Homeless
in Love Town’ next?”

The guitar player shrugged. “I’ll follow you
anywhere, man.” So Eddie counted it down and they did a run
through. It was a mournful, lovesick ballad that wouldn’t have been
out of place on a Clint Black or a Randy Travis record. Afterwards,
they listened to a playback and did their post mortem.

“Something’s hinkey,” Porky Vic said.

The guitarist agreed. “Yeah, there’s a seventh on the
fiddle.”

“It might be duckable,” someone suggested.

“You don’t like the seventh?” The fiddle player
sounded a little hurt.

Big Bill jumped in. “No,” he said, “but only because
of the harmonies we’re going to do. Can’t have that and the
seventh, right?”

The fiddler player nodded understanding. “Cool.”
After three more takes, ‘Homeless in Love Town’ was in the can,
save the harmony tracks Bill would record and mix in a few
days.

Megan sat in the control room admiring her new man.
Even though Eddie was the youngest one in the studio, she could see
the rest of them were glad to have him lead them to the promised
land. She kicked back on the sofa and began to imagine a plush
future at Eddie’s side.

“Hey, Bill,” Eddie said. “You think the time’s
right?” He’d been waiting for Megan, for inspiration. “I’m feelin’
organic, if you know what I mean.”

“You rascal, I know what you mean.” Big Bill was
about to give a thumbs up when the door behind him opened again and
Franklin walked in with Whitney. Big Bill turned around. “Hey now!
Look who we got.” He waved everybody in from the studio. “Let’s
take five, fellas. Eddie, we’ll do the song when we come back.”

The players emerged from the isolation booths and
headed for the control room. The pedal steel player stopped the
guitarist as he passed by. “You bring your two-fifteen?”

The picker smiled slyly. “Yeah, you got an idea for
something?” He set his guitar down and pulled his 1955 Martin Style
2 15 mandolin from its case. It was a beauty, rosewood and
tiger-striped maple and an unbound ebony fingerboard with 7 ivoroid
dotmarkers. The pickguard clamp was an unusual shade of jade and
brown. The instrument made sounds that might have come from heaven,
if angels played mandolins. The picker pulled a stool up next to
the pedal steel guitar. “What’ja have in mind?”

Out in the control room some of the players chatted
with Franklin, whom they knew from prior business dealings.
Franklin made a joke about Big Bill’s studio being the Jurassic
Park of Nashville. “I’ll take a digital rig any day,” he said. “But
what do I know, right? I’m just a lawyer.”

Big Bill introduced Whitney to everyone. Whitney
tried not to look too astonished at where he suddenly found
himself. After some small talk, Porky Vic and a couple of the
players headed out for smokes. Big Bill corralled Eddie and brought
him over. “Eddie, I want you to meet Whitney Rankin, the writer I
told you about. He’s our other newest client, wrote a song that’s
going to be a big hit. Whitney, this is Eddie Long.”

Whitney was a little disappointed Big Bill had
introduced him as a writer only. He thought of himself as a
performer too, but he didn’t think now was the time or place to
bring that up. Eddie and Whitney shook hands, each looking at the
other with a vague sense of recognition, though neither remembered
they had played at the Bluebird open mic that same night. “Good to
meet you,” Whitney said.

“Likewise.” Eddie wondered what was up with the
earrings and the bandana tied around Whitney’s wrist, but he wasn’t
going to say anything. He turned and introduced Megan as his
girlfriend.

She looked at Eddie in mock surprise. “When did I
become your girlfriend?”

Eddie smiled, pulling her tight to his side. “Last
night, if I’m not mistaken.”

“Oh, that was you.” Megan smiled. “I knew you looked
familiar.” She arched her thin eyebrows and smiled at Whitney.
“It’s nice to meet you.”

Whitney tipped his black hat. “Ma’am.”

“Oh, my,” she said in her Southern Belle voice.
“There are some real cowboys left.” She looked Whitney up and down.
Nothing prefabricated about this guy, she thought. He was authentic
something, though she wasn’t sure what. He seemed somehow out of
place.

“So,” Eddie said, “where you at with your song, the
one Bill’s talking about? You shopping a demo?”

“Yeah, we recorded a bunch of my stuff here coupla
weeks ago, but we hadn’t heard nothin’ back from nobody yet. Tell
you the truth,” Whitney shrugged meekly, “I’m not real sure what
the whole process is, but Mr. Herron says he’s out there pluggin’
me.” Eddie nodded his head as if he cared. Whitney twisted
nervously at the bandana tied around his wrist. “You know, I play
too,” he added. “I mean, I’m not just a writer.” He wanted Eddie to
know he was a member of the club, hoping to gain a little
acceptance. “Mr. Herron didn’t mention it, but uh--”

Just then Big Bill rumbled by and slapped Eddie on
the back. “All right,” he said. “‘Nuff of this socializin’. Let’s
make us some music.” Bill sank into his big chair behind the
console and rubbed his hands together like he was about to do a
magic trick. “Where’s Porky?”

As the players filed back into the studio, Whitney
and Megan moved to the sofas behind Big Bill. Franklin walked over
and leaned onto the mixing console, watching the musicians. He
spoke to his partner without looking at him. “By the way,” Franklin
said, “our boy didn’t win Best New Hat Act. Probably won’t get his
deal picked up now.”

Big Bill was busy adjusting something on the tape
machine. He shrugged off the news. “Tough break,” he said. “Maybe
he’ll pick up a something at the Viva NashVegas Awards.”

Franklin nodded. “Yeah, everybody wins something
there.”

Big Bill punched the mic control button. “”Whaddya
say, fellas? We ready?”

“Hey, Bill?” It was the pedal steel player. “Before
we get started, we got a little something we worked out during the
break. Might work good with the song.”

Big Bill looked to Eddie. “It’s your session. Whaddya
say?”

Eddie smiled. “I ain’t in no hurry.”

Big Bill held his hands up, surrendering to the
musicians. “Let’s hear it.”

The pedal steel player nodded to the picker and they
began to play. It was just the two instruments, a pedal steel
guitar and a mandolin, their voices combining to create a third.
What they played wasn’t strictly a melody; it was more of a mood or
a setting or an emotion put in chords. The fiddle player stood by,
arms folded gently over his instrument, nodding his head solemnly
as if to say, ‘Yeah, I’ve felt that way too.’ Megan and
Whitney sat forward on the sofa, listening intently. Franklin stood
there, hands clasped behind his back, wishing Eddie hadn’t cut him
out of the producing credit. The passage lasted only fifteen or
twenty seconds but left everyone marveling. When it ended, you
could’ve heard a pin drop. Porky Vic sat there smiling.

Big Bill broke the silence when he punched the mic
button. “Play that again,” he said as he hit the ‘record’ button.
So they did. As they approached the end of the piece, Eddie and the
fiddle player made eye contact and joined in with what used to be
the opening parts. The bass player and drummer fell in a couple of
bars later and they did a complete run through. Eddie sang his
heart out. Big Bill sat at the console, riding the gain, his head
tilted back slightly and poised perfectly between the monitors. He
closed his eyes and listened. When it was over Porky Vic stopped
the tape machine. Bill hit the mic button again. He paused, not
knowing at first what to say. “I don’t think we can improve on
that,” he said, finally, “but let’s do another take, just for
grins.” He pointed at the pedal steel and the fiddle player. “And,
at the end, I want you to come back in with that same thing and
we’ll fade it out.”

They did the song two more times, each as affecting
as the one before. When they had the take they wanted, Eddie went
over and shook the pedal steel player’s hand, thanked him for his
contribution and said, half joking, that he might be willing to
give up a quarter of a point of the publishing for the intro.
“That’s not necessary,” the slide player said, though he didn’t
mean it.

“All right,” Eddie said quickly. “If you insist. But
I’ll mention it in the liner notes.”

No one said another word about what they had just
recorded. It was as if they all knew it was a monster, but no one
wanted to jinx it by saying so. “You wanna take a break or move
on?” Big Bill asked.

“Long as the Spirit’s with us,” Eddie said, “let’s go
on and do ‘Dixie National.’” The players shuffled through their
charts and toyed with the chords for a few minutes, warming up.
‘Dixie National’ was Eddie’s tribute to the rodeo he used to go see
as a kid at the Mississippi Coliseum at the fairgrounds in Jackson.
The song was two parts Chris LeDoux, one part Charlie Daniels, and
just enough Eddie Long to make it his own.

In the control room, Franklin worked on Whitney. “For
example, say you play a mid-size venue and they want to record your
show and pay you five thousand dollars for the right to sell copies
of that performance in perpetuity.” He paused, tilting his
head the way he remembered one of his law professors doing. “Would
you sign that contract?”

“For five thousand dollars?” Whitney thought about it
for a moment. He looked at Megan, then back at Franklin. “Sure,” he
shrugged. “I guess. I mean, why not?” Whitney hated talking about
business. He’d come here to play music, to record, to do his craft.
If he’d wanted to talk about contracts, he’d have gone to law
school.

Franklin assumed a fatherly demeanor. “See, that’s
why you need us. I’d never let you sign that contract. Never.
Everybody in this town’ll tell you, I can’t scratch the words ‘in
perpetuity’ out of a contract fast enough.”

“But it’s just one show,” Whitney said. “Five
thousand’s good money to me, especially for one gig. You know what
I mean?” He looked to Megan for her thoughts. She smiled politely
and shrugged as if to say she couldn’t argue. She thought that was
nicer than coming out and just calling him a short-sighted
clodhopper.

“Now don’t get me wrong,” Franklin said, “five
thousand’s not bad, but stick with me and Big Bill and you can
probably do better’n that. That’s all I’m sayin’.”

Whitney nodded thoughtfully, figuring Mr. Peavy was
right. After all, he and Mr. Herron had been in the business a long
time and, by all appearances, were doing well. A guy like Whitney
was probably better off sticking to what he knew and letting the
big dogs with the brass collars handle all that business stuff.

Eddie and the band finished ‘Dixie National’ and
started talking about what to cut next when Big Bill suddenly
slapped the arms of his chair and spun around. “Hey now! I just had
a wild idea,” he announced. “What do you think about having Eddie
record your song?”

A moment passed before Whitney realized Big Bill was
talking to him. “What do you mean?”

“That’s a great idea,” Franklin said, hands held wide
in well-practiced wonder.

Big Bill held his own hands out as though they were a
part of his argument. “We need a demo to take the song around
anyway, right?” He gestured at the players in the studio. “Long as
we got a band, why not kill two birds?”

“It’ll save you some money too,” Franklin said,
nudging Whitney. “Demo session with a band’ll usually run you five
or six grand. This a good opportunity.”

Big Bill looked at his watch, then at Whitney.
“Whaddya say, hoss? We’ll just record it as a demo, full band, no
charge.”

Whitney felt the pressure as they waited for his
decision. He always thought he’d be the first one to record his
song, but maybe he misunderstood the purpose of a demo. He could
ask about it, but he didn’t want to look stupid in front of all
these people. And he sure didn’t want to get anybody mad at him
just when he felt he was getting a foot in the door. He looked
around, unsure about what he should do.

“Whitney?” Big Bill looked at his watch again.

In the acoustically perfect room, he could hear the
watch ticking. “This would just be a demo,” Whitney said,
tentatively, “so I could still record it, right?”

“Absolutely,” Big Bill assured him. He pointed toward
the studio. “Go on in there and play it for ‘em so they can get a
feel for it.” He pushed the mic button. “Fellas, we’re gonna do
Whitney’s song next.”

“We got charts on it?” the bass player asked.

“Nope, you’ll have to roll your own,” Big Bill
said.

A moment later Whitney was in the studio with a
borrowed Martin, playing his song while the musicians charted it
for themselves. Whitney sang it a couple of times while Eddie wrote
out the lyrics. It was an elegant ballad, sweet and aching with a
beautiful chorus. The bridge was simple and lovely. The lyrics were
straightforward and honest and conveyed the tender security of
true, unconditional love. It timed out at just over three minutes
and left you wanting more. “That’s a terrific song,” Eddie said.
“What’s it called?”

“Night’s Devotion,” Whitney said.

“That’s nice. I’ll try not to mess it up too bad.”
Eddie winked at him.

“Thanks,” Whitney said. “I, uh, I appreciate it.” He
didn’t know what else to say. He put the Martin back in its stand
and returned to the control room to watch his song come to life.
He’d never heard anyone else -- let alone an entire band -- do one
of his songs and he wasn’t sure how he felt about it.

Eddie and the band ran through it a few times with
Big Bill making suggestions here and there. He turned to Whitney
every time he made a change to the song. “You see why I did that?”
Whitney would always nod, even if he didn’t really understand. But
at the moment, he didn’t care because they were playing his song
and, honestly, it sounded better than it ever had in his head.

Whitney sat back on the sofa and took it all in. Here
he was at the home studio of one of Nashville’s most storied
producers. Sitting on one side of him was his own manager, on the
other side was the very attractive girlfriend of the recording
artist who was in the studio recording one of Whitney’s songs. For
the first time since moving to Nashville, Whitney felt like he
belonged. His elusive dreams seemed to be coming true. He just
wished his mama could see him now.
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Jimmy got back from Meridian late that night and went
straight to the Dutch Bar and Lounge, an exceptionally seedy beer
joint that served up a good plate of fried pickles and cheap draft
beer. He chose the DB&L not only for its atmosphere and menu,
but also because it was close enough to his apartment that he could
stumble home afterwards if it came to that. And Jimmy was thinking
after the day he had, it just might.

On the upside, he’d gotten the information he wanted
from Oak Pharm, but the deal with Eddie still had him shook up.
Cease and desist and restraining orders? What the hell was that all
about? Jimmy could think of three possible explanations, none of
them auspicious. The worst case scenario, the one comprised of both
personal and professional humiliation, was that Eddie was now
sleeping with Megan. In that case Eddie would likely be unable to
visualize himself working side-by-side with the guy from whom he
stole the girl. But that raised other questions. Had Eddie stolen
Megan or had she gone after him? Jimmy knew Megan better than he
knew Eddie, and he had to admit the latter was entirely
possible.

As Jimmy sucked down a second draft and ordered a
third, it occurred to him that he might be jumping the gun. It was
possible Eddie and Megan hadn’t even been in contact with each
other. It could be that Big Bill Herron had convinced Eddie that
Jimmy was simply the wrong guy to write the book. There were
certainly other writers -- proven biographers, for example -- with
whom publishers would rather be in business. Given Eddie’s
ambitions, it was easy to imagine him buying that argument. The
final possibility was that Eddie had never even mentioned the book
idea and that Big Bill was simply caught off guard by Jimmy’s call.
In that case his threats might have been a knee-jerk reaction to
buy some time while he checked with his client or tried to find a
way to work it more to his advantage. So Jimmy didn’t know if Eddie
had really betrayed him or if his manager was just being a
dickhead. Worse, the only way he could find out for sure was by
going to Nashville, finding Eddie, and asking him. And right now he
didn’t have the time for that.

There was only one thing that didn’t pass the sniff
test no matter which way Jimmy approached it. That Eddie hadn’t
called after getting his unlisted number told Jimmy where he stood
more than anything else, just as it did with Megan. With that in
mind, Jimmy finished his third beer and fried pickles and headed
home.

He lived in a two bedroom unit at the River Wood Oaks
Townhouses, one of a hundred unimaginative apartment complexes in
Jackson with the sorts of names that made you expect better
construction than you got. The wafer thin walls were actually a
convenience inasmuch as they allowed Jimmy to hear, in exquisite
detail, the vocal sex life of his next door neighbors, which in
turn allowed Jimmy to masturbate without having to overuse his
limited store of sexual memories.

Perhaps he’d get to that later, he thought, but right
now Jimmy was more interested in the information he’d picked up
about the poisoned Dr. Porter’s Headache Powder. It turned out that
all of the tainted boxes had come from a single lot shipped to a
store in Little Rock, Arkansas eight months earlier. The killer
apparently bought several boxes from that lot, added the poison,
resealed the packages, then put them on store shelves in at least
three southern states. So far, the police had found nothing to
connect the victims other than sodium fluoroacetate and Dr.
Porter’s. No debt problems, no common lovers, nothing.

The only death Jimmy and the feds didn’t know about
was Hoke Paley’s in Lee County, Alabama. Sheriff Herndon had never
seen the Federal Crime Information bulletin about the other
poisoning deaths and besides, he already had two good suspects in
the crime. So he didn’t feel the need to see if other, similar,
crimes had been committed anywhere else.

Jimmy put one set of the Oak Pharm documents into his
file labeled ‘Serial Killer Book Proposal.’ He then pulled out the
file labeled, ‘Eddie Long Biography.’ He picked up a black pen and
angrily modified the label with the word ‘Unauthorized’. He put the
second copy of the Oak Pharm documents in the ‘Unauthorized
Biography’ file then reviewed the autopsy report on Tammy. He’d
glanced at it once or twice since Quitman County but this time he
read it in more detail. Among the other contents of her stomach was
MSG, monosodium glutamate. Hmmm. MSG triggered two
associations in Jimmy’s mind. The first was Chinese food. The
second was headache, which in turn triggered an association with
Dr. Porter’s Headache Powder. Hmmm, again. Jimmy remembered
the skinny guy at the County Clerk’s office saying he wondered
where the Chinese food had come from. It seemed like a good
question, the answer to which was probably back up in Quitman
County. Jimmy closed the file, grudgingly accepting the fact that
he had to drive back up to the Delta the next morning.

He sat at his desk for a moment, making notes about
the things he still needed to find out. Where did the Chinese
food come from? How come no food containers mentioned in police
reports? Was Tammy allergic to MSG? What is sodium
fluoroacetate? As he sat there trying to think of other
questions, he heard his neighbors giggling in the bedroom. “Trust
me,” he heard the man say, “it only seems kinky the first time you
do it.” It suddenly occurred to Jimmy that he had all the questions
he needed so he doused the light and went to his bedroom.
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Big Bill was in such a high and palmy state after the
recording session that he took everybody out to Estella’s. He was
hunched over his plate biting a shrimp off at the tail secure in
the knowledge that this time next year he wouldn’t have to put up
with industry people constantly assaulting him with Barbara Feldon
jokes. He looked over toward the jukebox where Eddie was standing
with Megan and he smiled. Big Bill Herron wasn’t going to be 99
next year, that was for damn sure.

Estella’s was crowded with its usual late-night
congregation. The Staple Singers were on the jukebox endorsing
self-respect. A table of hip-hoppers was feeding in one corner
while a sloth of legislators was drinking in another. Franklin,
Whitney, Big Bill, Porky Vic, and all the session players had
pushed a couple of tables together not far from the kitchen. It
wasn’t long before Franklin was again arguing the merits of
ProTools over Big Bill’s archaic methods. “Now you have to admit,
most sessions aren’t as perfect as Eddie’s, right? All I’m saying
is the computer saves a lot of time and lets you assemble a perfect
take even if you don’t get one in the studio.”

Big Bill was in too good a mood to let Franklin
bother him. “That’s true,” Big Bill said, “and if you don’t mind
putting out records of performances that never happened and can
never be reproduced live, then it’s the way to go. But I like the
idea of something more authentic, that’s all. Call me old
fashioned.”

Franklin didn’t want to push the ProTools issue too
far and spoil the festive mood, but lately he’d taken a couple of
weekend seminars on modern recording techniques. Franklin was
enamored of the technology and, like anyone else, he liked to talk
about things he’d learned.

Just then, Otis slid two shrimp plates across the
ledge of the service window and rang the little bell. Estella
picked up the plates and shambled over to Big Bill’s table. “Here
we go.” She set one plate in front of the pedal steel player and
one in front of the fiddler. She pulled a bottle of hot sauce from
one apron pocket and a pint of scotch from the other. “Here you
are, Mr. Peavy. You need more ice?”

“No. Thank you, Estella,” he said, “I’m fine.” He
unscrewed the cap and tipped the bottle over his glass.

“All right, then. Ya’ll enjoy.” Estella turned her
attention to Big Bill who was busy with his fingers, herding the
remainders of his potato salad onto his fork before stuffing it
into his roly-poly face. Estella watched him chew for a moment. She
halfway wished he would choke and die face down on one of her
plates but he just swallowed and looked at her, smiling, like he
knew what she was thinking. Estella didn’t bat an eye. She just
pointed at his plate which held little more than crumbs and shrimp
tails. “Mr. Herrons, you gonna eat them scribbles or you done?”

“I’m all topped off,” he said, leaning back with his
mouth full. “You can take that.”

Estella took the plate and headed for the kitchen. As
she crossed the room with the plate in her hand, Estella’s eyes
landed on Eddie and everything but her thoughts suddenly seemed to
decelerate, as if life had slipped into slow motion. She recognized
Eddie from the night he had signed with Herron and Peavy, right
over there at that table. The handsome young man was with a pretty
redheaded girl tonight. They were standing by the jukebox. Estella
looked to her right and saw Otis through the service window. His
face still and peaceful as he watched the angry oil cook another
batch of shrimp. She could hear him saying, “Just let it go,” and
she wondered where they might be if things had been different. If
Herron hadn’t given up so quick. If Otis had had another hit. If he
hadn’t drunk too much. If she hadn’t gone out in that alley.

And then the switch flipped again and everything was
full speed ahead and she smelled the shrimp frying and she heard
booze splashing on ice and she felt the plate in her hand and she
was standing right next to Eddie all the sudden. He looked at her
and she looked right back and she said, “Mr. Herrons says you
finished makin’ your record.” She sort of pointed at Eddie with the
plate in her hand. “That’s real good,” she said. “You should be
proud.”

“Yes ma’am, thank you.”

Estella glanced over her shoulder at Big Bill’s
table, then back at Eddie. “Don’t tell him I said it, but you be
careful with that man.”

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/19279
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!

cover.jpg





