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''You're going to kill me for this," says Martha Wainwright as she stalks through a cavernous UMass-Boston parking garage. ''But I've got a Rod Stewart song stuck in my head."

Now is not the time to deal with that, though. Along with Paul Langton, who handles radio promotions at Rounder Records (whose imprint Zoë released Wainwright's self-titled debut last year), we're 20 minutes late for a live segment on WUMB-FM (91.9).

But there she goes, singing in that glorious, nuanced voice that swells and resonates like a Greek chorus in the garage's echo chamber:

''Oh, rhythm of my heart is beating like a drum/ With the words 'I love you'

rolling off my tongue/ No never will I roam, for I know my place is home/ Where the ocean meets the sky, I'll be sailing."

When we get into the elevator, Wainwright looks panicked.

''Why does that guitar case feel so light?" she asks. She had just been at the Roxy getting ready to do her sound check for that evening's concert with Neko Case. ''Is it empty?"

Turns out the guitar is there, but what would she have done if it hadn't been?

''I'd sing Rod Stewart songs," she deadpans.

When we finally get to the studio, ''Folk Radio" host Dave Palmater is wrapping up a set. He scores major points for eschewing questions about Wainwright's famous family of musicians -- big brother Rufus Wainwright, mother Kate McGarrigle of the folk duo the McGarrigle Sisters, and father Loudon Wainwright III.

But over the course of the half-hour interview, the mood ranges from analytical and humorous to slightly contentious. At one point, Wainwright corrects Palmater on his pronunciation of ''milieu," purring the word in perfect French, to which he quips, ''Easy for you to say" (Wainwright grew up in Montreal).

Before singing her second song, she gives Palmater a fair warning.

''This is a song called 'Ball and Chain,' " she says. ''A lot of my songs also have swear words in them, but I will be careful here on NPR --"

''Yes, on behalf of our license, thank you very much," Palmater interrupts.

''-- to watch out," Wainwright finishes.

The first line is a doozy: ''Got your hand up all in my shirt, and you know it hurts," she sings, as Palmater grins slightly and blushes just a bit. Later, when she tries to self-censor another lyric, she flubs it by saying ''mmm" and then singing the very word she meant to bleep.

''Do you think that song was necessarily from the point of view of a woman?" Palmater asks about ''Ball and Chain."

Wainwright says the title is ''a reference to male genitalia and how controlling it can be. In a good way. In a longing way.

''In a nice way?" Palmater wants to know.

''In a nice way," she says.

''Yeah," Palmater says, visibly at a loss for words. ''Do you want to do another tune for us?"

She laughs, and they decide to stop the jousting right there.

''Well, he was not a fan," she concludes later as she packs up her guitar. And we're off to the Roxy. By now, Wainwright has missed sound check, so she breezes by security for a quick chat with the sound technicians and an even quicker sound check. ''A gin martini, dirty," she says when asked if she wants a drink.

Backstage, which for Wainwright is one level up from the stage, enshrouded by curtains (Case and her entourage are elsewhere), Wainwright is reclining on a sofa with Brad Albetta, her bass player, who also produced her album. No one is staffing the upstairs bar, so Wainwright slips under the counter and gets a pack of Camel lights. She doesn't smoke much, she says, but she likes to have a cigarette before a show.

''Good evening. We're the Chippendales, and we're here to entertain you tonight," Wainwright tells the audience at the beginning of her set, referring to the Roxy's weekly male revue.

Afterward, drummer Bill Dobrow is busy with his parents, who have come from Connecticut to see the show. ''That was so cool!" exclaims his mother as she gives him a hug. Albetta is catching up with someone he knows from the crowd, and Wainwright heads to the merchandise table to pose with fans, who are snatching up CDs, T-shirts, and underwear emblazoned with Wainwright's signature song, whose searing title we'll respectfully abbreviate as ''B.M.F.A." The merchandise is being sold by her lanky tour manager, who also happens to be her cousin (not to mention a spitting image of Rufus).

Around 11 p.m., we walk down to Teatro for dinner. As plates of antipasto arrive bathed in the restaurant's cobalt glow, Wainwright delegates the reporter to order the wine. When a bottle of Valpolicella is brought out, Dobrow begins extolling the virtues of the Veneto wine-growing region. Albetta is chatting closely with Wainwright, who picks at her chicken lasagna and talks about her future plans.

''So Rufus calls me up and says, 'Martha, I just feel like 'Stormy Weather' is too heterosexual of a song for me to sing,' " she tells the table. She's referring to her brother's upcoming two-night stand at Carnegie Hall, during which he will re-create Judy Garland's famed 1961 concert at the venue. ''So I'm going to sing it for him. I'll sing anything."
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