Pretty Boy Floyd’s Clarinet

By Jack Shakely

A Short Story
I was just thirteen years old in the spring of 1934 when a bunch of us crammed into Mr. Reavis’ Packard in the little farm town of Pauls Valley and headed up to Oklahoma City for the Oklahoma State Young Musicians championships. Looking back at an old photo of my seventh grade class, it’s hard to believe that a pudgy kid in steel-rimmed glasses and wearing Oshkosh B’Gosh overalls could have been cocky, but I was. I could play the hell out of the clarinet, and I knew it.

I won All-State in clarinet, but to my surprise, came in a distant second to Georgia Ann Pratt from Ponca City, who played “Flight of the Bumble Bee” on the trombone, for best musician. Still, coming in second was a very big deal in Pauls Valley, got my picture in the Pauls Valley “Daily Democrat” and damned near got me killed. 
Pauls Valley (the apostrophe dropped off years ago) actually is in a valley, but you only feel it if you come at it from the south. I imagine that’s how old Mr. Paul, a mixed-blood Chickasaw, got there the first time, riding up along the ancient and stubby Arbuckle Mountains from Dallas, and dropping down the hill to stand hip-deep in the grasses that any farmer would recognize as prosperity waiting to happen.
Things weren’t all that prosperous in Pauls Valley in 1934, but we had it better than a lot of folks, I guess. Being mostly farmers and oil field workers, the Depression didn’t have much of a hold on us. And all that Dust Bowl- Okie stuff was north and west of us, in the wheat country around Enid and the Panhandle. That’s not to say it wasn’t bad; it was.
Pauls Valley farmers grew mostly alfalfa, which is heartier than wheat, some say, although it’s only good for feeding livestock. Mr. Carter, who was the principal as well as our sixth grade history and geography teacher, told us that any fool could make a living growing alfalfa in Pauls Valley if he had a strong back and would just lay off the hootch. We all thought he must have been talking about William Watson, who had been held back twice in third grade and was the only person we knew who said he’d drank whiskey.
Mr. Carter also told us that Pauls Valley was the second most fertile farmland this side of the Nile Crescent. He told us this quite a few times, always hoping, I think, for a bigger reaction from us kids. The fact that none of us knew what was on that side of the Nile Crescent or even where the Nile Crescent was probably ate into our enthusiasm.
It was Mr. Carter and Mr. Reavis who set me on my career as a clarinet player. My mother had a big old black upright piano that we got when my grandmother passed  away when I was around five, so I knew how to play and could even read music, but I had never seen a band instrument until Mr. Carter called the all-school assembly in September 1932.

“Your attention, please” Mr. Carter said in what he thought was his radio voice. “Most of you know Mr. Harold Reavis of Reavis Rexall Drugstore. He’s the former mayor of this fine town, head of the school board and now, I’m proud to say, will be a very special benefactor to some of you in this auditorium. Mr. Harold Reavis.”  He gave a broad sweep of his arm to the man standing beside him. We applauded politely.
All of us kids knew Mr. Reavis. Behind his back the boys called him “Downwind” because of his hair. Mr. Reavis was mostly bald and didn’t stop with just a comb-over. He coiled the very long and highly pomaded strands around the top of his head until they ended in kind of a spit curl in the center of his forehead. I guess it was just his bad luck that God plunked him down in one of the windiest places on earth. His hair looked pretty good when he was in the store, but when he was outdoors he was forever patting it in place. Three out of four times he saved it, but every now and then he’d be too late, and that hair would float straight out like a scrawny pennant in one of those Knights of the Roundtable movies. “It’s okay,” one boy would shout, “it won’t hurt you. He’s downwind.” 

Mr. Reavis always wore a white coat and tie in the drugstore, but that day he was wearing a suit and a vest, just like Sunday school. We were impressed.

“Children,” he said and immediately lost most of us. “I’ve recently returned from Elkhart, Indiana, where I was given the rare privilege of touring the Conn Musical Instrument Company. Their skill at producing musical instruments is legendary and today it is my happy task to tell you that I have purchased an array of these instruments for the school. Pauls Valley will soon have its very own band.” He stopped and looked over expectantly at Mr. Carter, who broke into applause. Then we did, too, a bit choppy and maybe a beat too late.

“Downwind is a blowhard to boot,” whispered Levi McLaughlin, who was almost a year older than me and, I thought, already a man. “But if he bought a tuba, then I guess it’s all right.” 
Mr. Carter then taped sheets of paper to the front of a long table with the name of instruments on them- cornet, saxophone, trombone, clarinet, flute, baritone, drums, but no tuba. “Now those of you who want to check out instruments, stand in front of the sheet of paper of the instrument you want. We’ll take your name down and give you a card to take home to your folks saying they promise to take good care of the instrument and pay for it if you break it. Then bring the card back to me and next week we’re in business.”
I wouldn’t say there was a mad scramble, but a pretty long line finally formed in front of ‘drum’ and another in front of ‘cornet’.  I made a bee line for ‘clarinet’ because I had just seen a Pathe newsreel of Benny Goodman at some ballroom in California, and the girls were just going nuts.

“Come on, Levi,” I said. “Let’s get ’em while the getting’s good.”

“Aw, I wanted a tuba,” he said dejectedly.
“Well, that’s what a baritone is, only it doesn’t weigh as much and you can see around it,” I said, “and girls love them, so I hear.” I had no idea about the girl part. I just wanted somebody I knew to go to band practice with me.

I took the card home to my mom, and the deal almost ended right there. “I don’t think I can sign this card, Charlie. You know I could never afford to pay for a new clarinet if you lost it or broke it.”

Mom and I were poor. Not Okie poor, but scratch-it-out, only two-pair-of-pants poor. She and I lived in the oilfield camp a few miles east of town. We lived in what they used to call a “shotgun” house, because you could stand on the front porch and shoot a shotgun out the back door and never hit a thing in between. My mom was a secretary for Jones and Laughlin Oil Company and they let us continue to live in one of the oilfield houses, even after my dad had died.

 Dad had been killed in an accident on one of the rigs over at Lindsey the year before. I wasn’t supposed to know how it happened, but I heard the men talking about it all the time when they thought I wasn’t around.  And they always said the same thing, and ended the story the same way. Dad had been up in the crow’s nest, that’s the little walkway at the top of the derrick, pulling pipe when they hit a gas pocket or something that sent about a hundred feet of pipe out of the hole like a rocket. One of the strands of pipe caught Dad in the chest, killing him instantly, and sending him flying into the mud pit a few hundred yards away. “How horrible,” they all would say, “What a tragedy.” Then it would be quiet for a few seconds and somebody would say something like “Looked like a chicken on a barbecue spit.” Then it would be quiet again for a few seconds, then somebody would chuckle. Always the same.

The next day when it looked like Mom wasn’t going to sign the card, I came up with the idea that I’d sign my own card promising to work the clarinet off at Mr. Reavis’ drugstore if anything should happen. I ran over to the J and L office to tell Mom my plan and get her to agree.

I came in the back way as always and Mr. Hooper, her boss, was standing back in the tool room with some men who’d come over to get a bit sharpened. When he saw me coming, he actually dropped one hand in a “shush” gesture and they all fell quiet and started looking at their shoes.
For some reason I finally got angry. “Mr. Hooper, I know what you’re talking about,” I said. “If I ever catch you telling that story so my momma can hear, I’m going to come looking for you, and if you think I won’t you got another think coming.”

Mr. Hooper started to laugh, then looked me in the eyes and thought better of it. He walked over to me and put his huge hand on my shoulder. “Aw, Charlie, son, I truly meant no disrespect. And you are right. That story has no business being told and I have no business telling it. I’m sorry. Your daddy was one of my best friends.” He looked down at the card in my hand. “You got something for me?”
It came over me like a flash. “Yes sir. The school’s going to give me a new clarinet to play if I can get somebody to sign this card saying they’ll be responsible if the horn gets broke or something. I was kind of wondering if you’d sign it for me.”

He looked relieved. “Why sure I will, Charlie, old man. You’re the most responsible fellow I’ve got out here. Here, let me have that card.”







*

I went to the school gym the next Monday to pick up my instrument. Levi was already there, making moose sounds on his baritone and arching his eyebrows Groucho-like at Earlene Helvey, who was sitting nearby, staring at the flute in her lap like it was a new-born baby, afraid to touch it.
Downwind was there passing out the instruments, and after I gave him the card, he handed me a shiny silver metal clarinet with a black plastic mouthpiece. “Here you go, young fellow. Now you’re part of the band.” Downwind squinted his eyes at me. “What’s the matter?”

“Nothing. I just thought they came in black is all.”

“Well, some do and some don’t,” he said. “These are better for young folks because they don’t come in so many pieces and you can’t burn them or break them like those wooden ones. Here, you get two brand new number two reeds and this music book.” He had gotten back his bluster. “And don’t worry about paying me for the reeds. They’re on me.”
I took everything out on the back steps of the school. I found in the book how to put the reed on the mouthpiece with the ligature, and then I put the mouthpiece in my mouth and blew. It made a satisfactory squawk and tickled my lower lip like crazy. I cupped the mouthpiece in my hands the way you would a duck call and discovered you could change the pitch of the sound pretty easily. Within minutes I was playing tunes. My favorite was the Saber Dance because you could sort of slide up and down without hitting the notes spot on. And it sounded good played real loud.
As I was honking Saber Dance for maybe the tenth time, Mr. Carter walked by. “Damn, Charlie, you’ve only had your horn an hour, and already you’re playing classical music? You must be one of those whiz kids.”

I was hooked. And I got good fast, thanks to my secret weapon. 
About a week after I got the clarinet, I was sitting out on one of the picnic tables behind the school where we used to eat our lunch, tooting the few notes I’d learned and squeaking to raise the dead. 
Mr. Sanders, the custodian, came up on me so quiet I felt him more than heard him.

“Well, young Mr. Charlie, what do you know? Playing the clarinet. Those things cost a penny. You rob a bank?”
“No sir, got it free loan from Mr. Reavis down at the drugstore. I like it fine, but it sure does squeak.”

“Do you mind?” he asked, and gently took the clarinet in his hands. I could tell instantly that he was a real musician. He ran his long fingers over the keys with  that hollow pad-pad, clickity-click sound clarinets make when they’re being fingered right.

“If you don’t mind me saying so, Charlie, you are squeaking because your embouchure is off.”

“Pardon me?”

“Your embouchure. That’s the way you hold your mouth,” Mr. Sanders said. “Remember you got to smile at a clarinet and frown at a saxophone.” He sort of looked off in the distance for a second. “Maybe that’s why they use the sax for blues. I never thought of that before.” He laughed quietly.
“Do you play, Mr. Sanders?” 

“Well, saxophone’s my main horn, but yeah, I play a little. Used to sit in with the Blue Devils up on the Deuce in Oklahoma City, but I had to give that up.”
“What’s the Deuce, Mr. Sanders?”

Mr. Sanders laughed again in that low, gravel-and-honey voice that was pure music to my ears. “Sorry, Charlie, you wouldn’t know. The Deuce is what we call Second Street up in colored town.  Some of the greatest musicians in the world are playing up there, and I played with every one of them- Lester Young, Count Basie, Buster Smith, Hot Lips Page. Damn they’re good, Charlie, and they taught me plenty.”
We were quiet for a few seconds, the only sound the rhythmic pop-click of his fingers running up and down the keys. “Then how come you’re here, if you don’t mind me asking?”  It was an impertinent question that only a chubby twelve-year-old wearing glasses could get away with. 
“Well for one thing playing music and getting paid isn’t necessarily the same thing, least-wise for colored folk,” Mr. Sanders said. “And for me music and booze just kind of seemed to go hand in hand. I drank something bad a while back and got a touch of the jake. That’s why I walk a little funny. Anyway, my sweet Naomi came and got me and brought me back home, and here I stay.”
I’d heard of jake leg, of course, but I thought of it more as a cuss word than an affliction. Mt. Hooper said it all the time: “That jake leg sumbitch; bunch of jake leg bastards.” Mr. Sanders just didn’t seem to fit.

“Will you teach me to play, Mr. Sanders?” I asked.

“My pleasure, Charlie. When do you want to start?”

“I’m not doing anything right now,” I said, and got another gravel-honey laugh for a reward. 
We started playing together almost every day, sometimes at school after Mr. Sanders finished his chores and later at his house, which was sort of on my way home. I loved going to the Sanders’ house because it seemed like a birthday party over there every day, noisy as hell and everybody laughing. Far as I could tell, Mr. Sanders’ four children, who ranged in age from ten down to baby, didn’t play any instruments. The oldest girl, Juanita, knew the words to every song Mr. Sanders taught me, though, and sang along at the top of her lungs, especially on popular songs like “Sweet Sue.”
I practiced and practiced and when I got into seventh grade, I was already playing in the high school band. Long before Christmas we were through with all the school music books. “I’m happy that your momma taught you how to read music,” he said one afternoon. “That’s going to come in real handy when you want to start writing up charts and stuff, but Charlie, we’re through learning how to play a clarinet. Now I’m going to teach you how to be a clarinet, crawl right up inside that thing. Mr. Buster Smith, who just happens to be the greatest clarinet player in the world, can’t read a lick of music. But hum him a tune and before you can finish it, he’s got it and is playing it back to you, and maybe in another key. You watch him sometimes and you can’t tell where he stops and the horn starts. That’s what we got to work on.”

He taught me how to play in different keys, not just B flat, which every clarinet player likes because it’s easy, but E flat, D and F. He’d grab his C melody sax, which is about halfway between an alto and a tenor in size, and after teaching me the melody, he’d come in playing up a third in harmony. I thought it was the most beautiful sound I ever heard, and one time after “Ghost of a Chance”, I got tears in my eyes.

“That’s all right, Charlie,” Mr. Sanders said. “One time I saw the great “Pres” Young take a ten minute solo on “Good Mornin’ Blues” that was so good, by the time he finished, he was sobbing like a baby. So was I.”
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I learned how to play all the “uptown” music, which meant the music white people liked to hear, and the more complicated, pulsing “downtown” music like “Lester Leaps In”, “Toby” and “One O’Clock Jump ( which actually went uptown a few years later) that the colored people played for themselves. And of course I learned every Benny Goodman solo note for note. Goodman  was the first white man to play both uptown and downtown, and I adored him. I even started swinging my horn toward the ceiling on high notes like Goodman and for the first time in my life I was glad I wore wire-rimmed glasses, just like my hero.
I kept pestering Mr. Sanders to take me to The Deuce, so we could listen to the jazz greats of the Oklahoma Blue Devils, but Mr. Sanders said no. 
“Those fellows don’t start blowing until long after your bedtime, Charlie, and besides, it can get a little rough down there late at night.”

But finally, in late May, a month after I’d won all-state, Mr. Sanders surprised me. “Charlie, how would you like to go to Shawnee with me and a few folks next Sunday afternoon? They’re having a big barbecue to raise money for the farmers up in Boley at the Pythian Grand Lodge. It’s not an official Blue Devil outing, but Buster’s going to be there, and so will Hot Lips, maybe a few others. I’m going to sit in, and if you bring your horn, maybe you could play one or two of those uptown songs you like. I already asked Buster, and he said it would be fine.”
I couldn’t believe it. “Yes sir, please. But do you think I’m ready to play?”
Mr. Sanders looked a little annoyed. “If I hadn’t of thought so, I wouldn’t of asked Buster.  Go ask your momma and tell her I’ll have you home in time for supper.”

The next Sunday around noon, Mr. Sanders showed up in a big 1927 Dodge Tourer  loaded with men in white shirts and short ties and women in enormous flowery hats.

“Oh, Slap, isn’t he the cutest thing?” one of the women laughed. “Looks just like  a little Benny Goodman. You climb right back here with me, Benny.”
“You don’t know what Benny Goodman looks like, ‘cept he’s white,” said one of the men in the front seat in a voice so low it sounded like far-off thunder. “So is this your secret  white son we been hearing so much about, Slap?”

“Now none of that,” Mr. Sanders said. “I’d like you all to meet my friend Charlie Wallace, the second-best clarinet player in Oklahoma. And all I can say is, Buster Smith better watch his ass if he wants to stay first chair.”

The car exploded in laughter, as it would a hundred times during the fifty-mile drive up to Shawnee and the Pythian Grand Lodge.
The Lodge was a barn-like two-story building on the edge of town. It had dozens of tables, a band stand and a dance floor on the ground level and many more tables ringing the hall on a mezzanine. Everybody was eating and drinking and laughing all at once. I had never seen so many people in one place in my life and I had never seen so many colored people, period. 

I wasn’t the only white person in the hall, though. Directly in front of the band stand were two white men- one big, beefy-faced and loud, with a woman under each arm, the other skinny, pock-marked and pale who kept looking around  like he wanted to be somewhere else. Every now and then, a group of people would come up to the beefy fellow and say something and he’d throw his head back and laugh like he was a king or something.
“Is that who I think it is, Mr. Sanders?” I asked.

“Mr. Sanders, huh?” came a pleasant voice behind me. “You’ve come up in the world, Slap. So this is your young clarinet player?  Well, I am Mr. Henry Smith, who some call Buster, and this here is Mr. Oren Page, who everybody calls Hot Lips.” He dropped his voice a little. “And that big man is Mr. Pretty Boy Floyd. The weasel sitting next to him is Lloyd Little. Mean as a snake. Don’t mess with him.”

“Isn’t he a dangerous bank robber?” I asked in wonder.

“Some say he is,” Buster said. “But around here, he’s something of a hero. Shawnee’s his home town and he takes good care of the poor folks in these parts. Besides,” he laughed, “ bank robbers don’t scare us none. Last time I looked there still weren’t any banks in colored town. Come on boys, let’s play a little music.”
I took my clarinet out of its pretend-leather case and sat in a chair on the edge of the band stand. “Just come on in when you’ve a mind to,” Mr. Sanders said, “And don’t worry. I don’t think Buster will be throwing you a solo just yet. Watch and learn.”

The band started with “You’re Driving Me Crazy” with a killer trumpet solo from Hot Lips Page, then moved into a driving rendition of “When My Dreamboat Comes Home”, with Buster pushing the beat more and more until the audience was in a frenzy. Then he said to nobody in particular, “Time to cool things down a hair.”
Buster went into a dreamy solo with just the piano and bass on “Until the Real Thing Comes Along.”  Mr. Sanders and I had worked on this one quite a bit, and when he came in on the second chorus, he nodded for me to join him. I tried to play as softly as I could, but when we came to the part “ If that isn’t love, it’ll have to do,” Buster and Mr. Sanders just stopped playing, leaving me with a lower register solo. I was too surprised to be afraid, and in a few bars they were back. Buster nodded his tenor sax up and down and smiled at me.
They played a few more songs, with Mr. Sanders taking a solo on “Toby”, which has a real syncopated beat like “I’ve Got Rhythm.”  Then Buster leaned over to me. “Okay, Charlie, it’s time for you to sing for your supper. What’s it going to be?”

I was frozen in fear and stared dumbly at Mr. Sanders to rescue me. “Why don’t we try “Stormy Weather”, Charlie?” he said casually. “In E everybody.”

I could have hugged him. “Stormy Weather” was by far my favorite song, played mostly in the middle register where you couldn’t get in trouble squeaking, and with an octave jump that allowed you to go up or down as the mood hit you. 

The piano player started a “keeps raining all the time” intro with the bass and drums throbbing underneath, and we were off. After I hit the three ascending notes that start the song, Mr. Sanders came in with a descending three-note echo just like we had practiced. We went through a few choruses, and when we got to the bridge the second time, the sing-songy “since you went away” part, Buster joined us, this time on his own clarinet, for harmony so close it almost sounded like one instrument. And at that moment  I truly understood about being the clarinet. For some reason I just knew every note the other two were going to hit, just as they were reading my mind as well. I got a little cocky and started swinging my horn back and forth, then up, and then I jumped the octave for the finish.
The crowd went nuts. I didn’t know what to do, so I just stood there, grinning from ear to ear. Then the pennies, nickels and dimes started peppering the band stand at my feet. “They really liked that, Charlie,” Buster said and put his arm around my shoulder.
Then to my horror, Pretty Boy Floyd walked up to the bandstand and stood right in front of me. “Hell of a job, Benny,” he said and gave Buster a wink. Then he pulled out a ferocious wad of money, peeled off a hundred-dollar bill and handed it to me. “Here you go, Benny. Go buy yourself a regular horn.” Then he roared in laughter, grabbed one of the girls and vanished into the throng.

“That money isn’t for you, Charlie,” Mr. Sanders said gently. “That’s for all of us to split. But you’ll get your share.”
Driving back to Pauls Valley that night, I kept staring at the three five-dollar bills Buster had given me. “Oh, Benny,” cooed the same woman who had first laid that name on me, “Now that you’re a rich man and all, would you like to get married? Maybe just for a little while? About ten dollars worth?” The car erupted in laughter again. “Now none of that,” Mr. Sanders said, but I could tell he was as happy as I was.

                                        


*
One of the things my clarinet playing had gotten me, finally, was a girl friend. Earlene Helvey, the girl afraid of her flute, had resisted Levi McLaughlin’s leery charms, and attached herself to me. She was real cute in a skinny sort of way and could no more sit still than she could jump over the moon. I liked her a lot. She was the only other person in our class who wore glasses, so I guess we were just naturally attracted. Earlene was as close to rich as you came in Pauls Valley. Her family owned Helvey Brothers Funeral Home, and they also owned an Emerson floor model combination radio and record player that was big as an ice box. That’s where I got to hear all the new records. I’d come over after school on the days I didn’t practice with Mr. Sanders, and we’d sit on the floor listening to the latest Benny Goodman, and later Artie Shaw, records over and over. Sometimes I’d play my clarinet along with the records, but I had a habit of wanting to play along with the same four bars until I memorized not only the melody, but the harmony, too.  It drove Earlene’s mother crazy and sometimes she’d shoo me home. She was always real nice about it though. “I swear, you’re going to be the world’s greatest musician someday, Charlie,” she sighed, “ But it won’t do me much good to have known you ‘cause I’ll be up in Norman at the State Hospital For the Slightly Wobbly.”
On Saturdays we would have a real date.  Sometimes we’d go to the picture show if I had the twenty cents, but it always started the same way, listening and playing music at Earlene’s house and then lunch at Bob’s Pig Shop, which was a pretty well-known barbecue café. It was owned by Mr. and Mrs. Bob Hammons- he was the cook and she worked the cash register. Mrs. Hammons and I had hit it off real good the year before when I’d hang around there on the cold or sleety days after school, waiting for Mr. Hooper to pick me up and take me back to camp. When I came in second as best musician in Oklahoma, Mrs. Hammons took the whole page of the “Daily Democrat” and framed it, so one of the first thing you saw when you came into the café was me smiling and holding my shiny metal clarinet. “We couldn’t be more proud of you if you were our son,” she told me when she showed me the picture. “Bob says that you can come in here any time you want, and there’s a free plate of barbecue waitin’ for you.” 
So one Saturday in early June, just before school was to close for the summer, I took Earlene to lunch, complete with my clarinet and my hidden agenda.
I got us a booth out of Mrs. Hammons’ line of sight, because it was the day I was determined to kiss Earlene Helvey. I had asked Mr. Sanders a while back how you asked a girl to kiss you, what words and so forth. “Charlie, it’s just like playing your horn,” he said. “You don’t say ‘S’cuse  me, miss, do you mind if I  play “Stardust”?  You just take into playing and she closes her eyes and leans back and says, ‘Yum, “Stardust”’. It’s the same way with kissing.”
I decided to get the ordering part over with fast, so I poked my head over the top of the booth. “Mrs. Hammons, could we have two chopped beef sandwiches and two Royal Crown Colas, please,” I said as manly as I knew how.

“Sure, Charlie, but you got to promise to play me a tune before you leave. What are you guys doing way over there anyway?”

Before I could think of an answer, the little bell on the café front door started jingling and two men barged in. One look and I knew immediately who it was.
“Duck,” I whispered to Earlene. “That’s Pretty Boy Floyd. Be quiet.”

“The outlaw?” she mouthed. I nodded and we both put our heads on the table. I reached over and took her hand, and in one of those crazy moments when you know you are supposed to be thinking about something else, I was thinking “Man, this is almost as good as kissing.” I was also a little surprised that I wasn’t scared, just curious.
“Afternoon, gentlemen,” Mrs. Hammons said. “Just sit anywhere you like.”

“We may not be staying,” said the voice I knew must be Lloyd Little. “I don’t think this is such a good idea, Choc. Wynnewood’s probably crawling with cops  by now”. (Buster had told me that Choc was Floyd’s other nickname- the one he preferred. Choc stood for Choctaw, which stood for Choctaw home brew, which Floyd drank by the gallon).
“Aw, hell, Lloyd, a man’s got to eat, don’t he?” boomed the other voice. “Besides,” he said, and I could tell he was saying this more for Mrs. Hammons’ benefit than Lloyd’s, “Robbin’ banks can flat put an edge on a man’s appetite. Got any spare ribs, ma’am?

“Sure,” Mrs. Hammon’s voice said,  and I could tell she wasn’t any more afraid than I was. “Pardon me for asking, but are you Mr. Pretty Boy Floyd?” She’d probably seen his picture in the papers, just like me.
“Some call me that, Ma’am, but it’s not a name I’m partial to. Do you see anything pretty about this face?” His roaring laughter saved Mrs. Hammons from having to answer.
“Say, Choc, I been telling you it don’t mean nothin’. Them newspapers just have to give all you guys headline names that’s all, like Ma Barker and Baby Face Nelson.”

“How come you never got one, Lloyd? It just don’t seem proper,” Floyd boomed. “Let’s see now. Here you go. I got one for you- Baby Shit. That’s perfect. Baby Shit- it covers you breath and your complexion all in one swoop.”
I couldn’t help it. I burst out laughing. Earlene started softly praying, “Oh hush, oh hush, oh hush, oh hush.”

“Who the hell’s that?” roared Floyd. “Come out of there.”

I popped up fast, my hands above my head. “Don’t shoot, Mr. Floyd. It’s just me, Charlie Wallace.”

Lloyd Little gave me the evil eye. “I think we know this kid, Choc. Look at that newspaper on the wall there.”
Pretty Boy Floyd leaned into the picture of me and the clarinet, then turned back around. “Well, I’ll be go to hell,” he laughed. “It’s Benny Goodman. What the hell you doing here, Bennie?”

“I live here, sir. I was just visiting over at Shawnee.”

“Did you bring you horn, Benny? I sure could use some relaxing music with my barbecue.”

“Yes sir,” I said and grabbing my clarinet, moved around in front of the booth. I was relieved to see that Earlene had slid under the table and completely out of sight.

Mrs. Hammons brought them big platters of ribs, then went to stand by the cash register near the front door.
“You don’t have to worry about me robbing you, ma’am,” Pretty Boy Floyd laughed. “I strictly specialize in banks. In fact, I just think I’ll pay you for this meal right know while I’ve got a mind to.” He took out that wad of money and peeled off another hundred-dollar bill. “Here you go. Now Benny, play me something. Do you know that Bing Crosby one about the blue of the night and the gold of the day? That’s my favorite, but I never can get Buster and his boys to play it.”
I didn’t say anything, just nodded like I thought Buster would and started playing “When the Blue of the Night Meets the Gold of the Day”. I thought it was kind of corny, but I was also thinking that Pretty Boy’s wad might just have another hundred-dollar bill with my name on it.
Floyd interrupted me. “That’s it. That’s it. But stand up on that chair so I can see you better.”

I’d only gotten about  half-way through when the bell over the front door started ringing again. We all looked up to see Sheriff Tom Harjo. He was wearing his badge, but there was no gun in sight.
“Hey, Helen, what’s for lunch?” he asked brightly, then he caught sight of me standing on the chair. “Well, hello, Charlie. What’s this, a local version of ‘Noonday Serenade’?” Finally his eyes fell on the two men and he slowly raised his hands. “Gentlemen,” he said quietly.

Lloyd Lewis had turned his chair from the table and looked ready to pounce like a mountain lion. Pretty Boy just sat there, licked his fingers and said “Afternoon, sheriff. We really don’t want any trouble in here, do we?”
“No sir,” Sheriff Harjo said politely, his hands above his head. “I’m not going to pretend I don’t know who you are. I sure don’t want any trouble, but I’m afraid trouble’s headed your way. My police radio says you robbed the bank at Wynnewood and the highway patrol are out looking for you. They think you are on your way to Shawnee, which probably means they’ll be coming through Pauls Valley pretty soon.”

“God damn it, I told you, Choc,” Lewis shouted. “We got to get out of here.”
Floyd wiped his mouth with a paper napkin and tossed it on his plate. “That was real good, ma’am. Thanks. And thank you, too, sheriff, for the heads up. We’ll be making our way on down the road, I guess. But just in case you take a notion to use that police radio, I want you to know we’ll be taking Benny Goodman here with us. You keep mum, nobody gets hurt.”
“You’re taking a hostage?” the sheriff asked incredulously.

“Is that what you call it? Yeah.” Floyd gave me a nudge. “Come on, Benny, let’s get this show on the road. And bring your horn with you. I may need some more relaxing music. Do you know any more Bing Crosby songs?”

We made our way to the parking spaces next to the café and got into a brand-new 1934 royal blue Dodge Sedan. The back seat was as big as a sofa, and I tried to scrunch down so I was almost lying on my back. Pretty Boy Floyd was sitting next to me laughing uproariously. “Good idea, Benny. Just stick your horn in the air and let her rip.”
I actually started playing. I couldn’t think of any more Crosby songs, so I went back to “Stormy Weather”, thinking that if he liked it enough to give me a hundred dollars last time, maybe he’s at least let me live this time.

We were only a mile out of town when we heard the sirens. The next thing I knew, my clarinet was flying out of my hands and it felt like someone had hit me in the mouth with a crowbar. I could taste blood in my mouth and when I looked on the floor there was glass everywhere and a huge bullet hole in the bell of my horn.

“Shit, I’m hit, Choc,” Lewis shouted, and grabbed the side of his head. “I thought they were supposed to only fire warning shots.”

“Not when you’re riding with Pretty Boy Floyd, I guess,” he said, firing his pistol out the broken back window and laughing. The noise inside the car was unbearable. “Well, so much for hostages, huh, Benny?”
Then it became suddenly quiet. “I got ‘em,” Floyd yelled triumphantly. “They got you in the clarinet, I got them in the front tire. Come up here and have a look. Hell, I got hit, too.”

I peeked out the back window and saw the highway patrol car leaning at a crazy angle in the ditch beside the highway. One of the officers was trying to pull himself out of the window, but it was clear the car was going nowhere.

“We got to get to Doc Barnes,” Lewis said. “I’m bleeding pretty bad.”
“Yeah, me too,” Floyd said. “Hell, Benny, you’re bleeding, too. What happened to you?”

“Nothing. I just cut my mouth,” I said. By this time my chin was trembling so hard, I could hardly gasp out the words, and I guess I was crying a little. “Look at my clarinet. It’s ruined. I got to turn it in to Mr. Reavis in two weeks.”

“Sorry, kid,” Floyd said, holding his shoulder. “Look, we got to get to a doctor. You get out of here now. I want you to stand right in the middle of the highway and flag down the cops when they get here. They’ll have to stop for you, and we’ll be long gone. Thanks, Benny, and I’m sorry about you horn. I’ll make it up to you.” And the big car sped off.






*

About a week later, Mom and I were surprised to get a visit from Mr. Sanders. He stood shyly on the front porch with what was unmistakably a Conn clarinet case under one arm. In his other hand he held what looked like a little leather suitcase.

After we got settled in our tiny living room, Mr. Sanders sort of ignored me and started talking to Mom.

“Ma’am, Buster Smith, that’s the saxophone player we played with up in Shawnee a while back? He came to see me last night and said I was supposed to deliver these to Charlie as gifts from a secret admirer.” He handed me the little leather suitcase. “Open it up, Charlie.”

While my mom looked on, I flipped the tiny brass hinges and opened the lid. There, in a deep blue velvet case worthy of the crown jewels, sat a brand new Selmer clarinet, just like the one Benny Goodman played. We all just stared at it, it was so beautiful. Finally Mom spoke.
“Now, Charlie, I don’t want to break your heart, but I’m not sure we can accept these gifts. Did they come from Pretty Boy Floyd, Mr. Sanders?”

“Well, ma’am, Buster told me that he got an envelope with some money in it and an unsigned note asking him to buy these two clarinets and get them to you, Charlie,” Mr. Sanders said. “ Buster said there’s nobody to return them to, so you’re stuck with them. The Selmer’s for you, Charlie, and the Conn is for Mr. Reavis.” He was smiling and I noticed, so was my mother.
So on June 20, 1934, I walked into the school auditorium with Earlene in one hand and the new silver clarinet in the other. I walked straight up to Mr. Reavis, who was deep in taking inventory on all the instruments. I laid the clarinet case on the table in front of him and opened it.
“Mr. Reavis, I’m bringing you this brand new Conn clarinet to replace the one you loaned me a couple of years ago,” I said. “I don’t need the loan of one anymore because I have my own- a Selmer, just like Benny Goodman’s. And I’m giving you this new one because, as you might have heard, the one you gave me got shot up in a gun battle. There are even two brand new number two reeds in there. And don’t worry about paying for them. They’re on Pretty Boy Floyd.”
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