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Blues Songs for the Book

Hi! Here is a link to the Spotify playlist where you can hear the songs that are meant to introduce certain chapters. I included the earliest recordings and the original artists when possible. Some songs are repeated, and that is intentional. Hope you enjoy exploring!


	Chapter 1—Devil’s Gonna Git You by Bessie Smith

	Chapter 2—Nobody Knows the Way I Feel this Morning by Clara Smith and Evil Blues by Washboard Sam

	Chapter 3—Black and Evil Blues by Josh White 

	Chapter 5—Devil is Watching You by Lightnin’ Hopkins

	Chapter 7—Here Comes the Man with the Jive by Stuff Smith And His Onyx Club Boys

	Chapter 8—Evil Devil Woman Blues by Joe McCoy

	Chapter 10—Devil Sent the Rain Blues by Charley Patton

	Chapter 11—Blue Ghost Blues by Lonnie Johnson

	Chapter 12— Worried Man Blues by The Carter Family

	Chapter 14— Moon Going Down by Charley Patton 

	Chapter 15—See that My Grave is Kept Clean by “Blind” Lemon Henry Jefferson

	Chapter 17—Early Morning Blues by Blind Blake

	Chapter 23—Falling Rain Blues by Lonnie Johnson

	Chapter 24—Downhearted Blues by Bessie Smith

	Chapter 29—Me and the Devil Blues by Robert Johnson

	Chapter 35—Harlem Blues by William C. Handy

	Chapter 36—When I Get Low, I Get High by Ella Fitzgerald

	Chapter 42—Backwater Blues by Bessie Smith

	Chapter 43—All the Jive is Gone by Andy Kirk and His Twelve Clouds of Joy

	Chapter 45—Trouble in Mind by Richard M. Jones

	Chapter 46—How Long, How Long Blues by Leroy Carr 

	Chapter 47—Falling Rain Blues by Lonnie Johnson 

	Chapter 52—Backwater Blues by Bessie Smith

	Chapter 53—Graveyard Dream Blues by Bessie Smith

	Chapter 54—Cannonball Blues by Furry Lewis
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Prologue
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AZOMA, LOUISIANA, 1924

Beatrice

As the pallbearers lowered my sister’s body into the warm, rich earth, I wondered whether any change would have made a difference. Did anyone have the slightest control over the situation—except him? Perhaps it was useless to think so. Every tiny detail led me here, and I had a feeling, would have kept leading me here, no matter what I did to try to stop it. 

Because I did try. I really did. 
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Part I

Chapter 1
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THE DEVIL'S GONNA GIT you

Oh the devil's gonna git you

Man the devil's gonna git you

Sure as you're born to die


—Bessie Smith



Azoma, Louisiana, seven weeks previously

Beatrice

The Victrola player hissed snakelike before the brassy notes of the horns blared through the speaker. My fingers were sticky with the sweet, piney resin of the hemp leaves as I rolled a cigarette, almost as sticky as the air, which clung to us as fervently as a lover. 

Agnes, my sister, perched on a box of canned goods I had yet to unpack, fanned herself but failed to make even the slightest improvement in the heat. I licked the ends of the papers just barely, my tongue as dry as kindling, and reached for the box of matches to light up. 

“Christ, it’s hot,” I said, holding the edge of the paper to the flame. 

“You shouldn’t swear, Beatrice,” replied Agnes. Her hand ceased its fanning, the energy too much for too little reward. 

A wicked grin spread across my face. “Hottern’ the devil’s—” I began. My words were cut short with a fan flung in the general direction of my head. It clattered across the room harmlessly. Agnes tried to shoot me a disapproving look, but her eyes held a provocative spark to them. Instead, she reached for a newspaper, and I pushed it toward her. 

We currently escaped the wrath of another southern summer in Corbin’s Mercantile and Fine Goods, the store our daddy had built himself with nothing but a couple of bottles of whiskey and sheer cussedness. It was a humble thing, not much more than a tin roof and four thin walls, much like my house, and my parents’ house before that which my daddy built with old wood filched from the local lumber yard and rusty railroad spikes from derelict box cars. 

The only light that came through was from the large windows that faced front. It made the store dim, but I’d take darkness over heat. The rest of available wall space was crammed with floor to ceiling shelves that held, at any given moment, oil, lanterns, soaps, medicines, farm tools, cotton, linen, muslin—silk when I could get it—sewing notions, guns, cartridges and bullets, cigars, cigarettes, canned goods, cured meat, leather work gloves, hats, denim pants, nails, screws, hammers, and wrenches. And toothpaste. 

Along the floor crouched stout barrels full of flour, cornmeal, feed for cows, pickles, potatoes, dried corn, and dried beans. Once my customers wound their way through the labyrinth of barrels, and avoided the ropes, lanterns, pails, and harnesses that swung from the rafters overhead, they walked up to the counter. I made sure to put the peppermint sticks, licorice, jellybeans, horehound, rock candy, and lemon drops right at eye-level for children. The space between the tobacco jars and the cash register left just enough room for me to wrap up the purchases. Behind the counter were a couple of shelves where I kept liquor for those who knew how to ask. At present I had three bottles, but one was not for sale.  

I inhaled, savoring the sweet smoke in my lungs, and the aroma of leather and tobacco that always permeated the store, and then I offered the cigarette to her. Agnes only shook her head. “Pastor Dixon says it’s the devil’s plant.”

“Pastor Dixon says that about everything. ‘Don’t ride in cars; they’re the devil’s playground. Don’t listen to jazz; it’s the devil’s music.’ Tell me, how would he know what the devil likes?” Besides, Daddy always said not to trust the Christians; they had tricked us into leaving our home, and they did not believe in the Great Spirit. Agnes was the one who wanted to blend in with the town, despite our features: broad noses, high cheekbones, and skin the color of caramel. I only went to church because if I didn’t, no one would purchase from the store.  

Agnes tried very hard not to smile. Beads of sweat clung to her upper lip. “I’ll give you this, I disagree with Pastor Dixon on the music,” she said. She waved away the cigarette. “Truth is, tea makes me feel floaty.”

“That’s the point, Sister.” I inhaled again, already feeling the relaxation settle into my bones. “How’re we supposed to fly to heaven if we don’t practice first?”

Agnes did not respond, but she did not have to. The song humming through the record player was filling up the room just fine. I tamped out the cigarette butt and let the sounds of a swinging band lift me up as I reached for the inventory sheet.

Just then, Agnes sat up straighter than a toothpick in ice. “You ain’t gonna fly nowhere if you’re in prison,” she said. “Sheriff Arceneaux’s marching over, and he’s looking meaner’n a rattler.”  

“Goddamn it.” I hadn’t pegged him for a liquor raid for at least another week. 

“Quick, quick!” hissed Agnes. 

I grabbed the three bottles of bourbon from beneath the counter, then hastened toward the back of the store. 

“How close?” I called over my shoulder. I yanked the line that was attached to the trap door that led to the attic. I shifted all three bottles to one arm and gripped the stairs with my right. 

“About ten seconds from lighting your behind on fire.” 

In that single moment that I have struggled to absolve in my mind, my fate, and that of my sister’s, was sealed. I rushed up the stairs, and one bottle—my Daddy’s bottle, the one he used as collateral, the one he told me never to sell because an old witch doctor woman told him if he never sold it, the store would be blessed, the one that had given us salvation from starvation—slipped from my grasp. 

It smashed against the dry hardwood floor. 

For a moment, I didn’t breathe. Then I rushed up the stairs and set the two bottles in the attic. I grabbed a tin box full of turpentine, unscrewed the cap, then dumped it all on the floor as well. The bell over the door tinkled. 

“Mornin’, Agnes,” said the Sheriff. Sheriff Beauregard Arceneaux was a handsome fellow, or so all the girls gossiped at the soda fountain, with a chiseled sort of face, a strong jaw, and golden curly hair that made him look cherubic. He once took me on a date to gig frogs, and he tried to gig something of mine, but the smell of sweat and beer breath didn’t appeal to me much, so I hopped on my merry way.

I briefly considered dumping turpentine on myself to mask the smell, but this was my mother’s dress, and I couldn’t bear to lose two parts of my family in the same day, so I left it. As I composed myself, Beau and Agnes continued talking. 

“Where you coming from that you look so hot and sweaty?” said Agnes. 

“Getting a coupla Negro boys and the Dupres kid out’a tight spot. They was playing down by the dam and one of ‘em got hisself stuck ‘tween the lip and the pipes.” 

“Well, that was right decent of you.” 

“Whooped all three of their a—, I mean, took a switch to their behinds, iffen you take my meaning. Don’t wanna foul up the sweet air around you with swearing.” 

“Now, Sheriff Arceneaux,” giggled Agnes. “You can’t talk like that now that I’m a married woman.” 

“What? Can’t I tell a woman how beautiful she looks?” 

I appreciated how much my sister distracted Beau, but I had to wise up sooner or later. Lifting my chin and squaring my shoulders, I took a few deep breaths to steady myself. Blood thumped in my wrists. I sauntered up to the counter. As soon as I did, Beau locked his eyes on me. 

“Mornin’, Ms. Corbin,” he said. His eyes drifting over everything. “Whatcha got going on in this store?” 

My heart danced the Texas Tommy as I looked him dead in the eye. “Clumsy hands of mine spilled some turpentine in the back.” 

Just turn around and leave.

Beau sniffed. “Don’t know no turpentine that smells like an 1899 Old Forester.” 

It was an 1891, but I’d let that particular slide like cheese off a biscuit. 

“Mind if I take a look around?” Statement. Not a question. 

Agnes lifted up a hand and set it on his arm. “Now, Sheriff Arceneaux—Beau— that ain’t necessary and you know it. My sister ain’t running no speakeasy. ‘Sides, you know Prohibition is a joke by the long, overreaching, greedy arm of the federal government.” She let go of him. 

“That’s for da—you have done hit the railroad spike on the head.” Beau lifted one of the cannisters of hard candies and plucked one out. Watermelon. He unwrapped the wax paper around it. Then he eyed some of the pharmaceuticals I had on the counter. “Now, what about this marihoo-wanna?”

I shrugged. My spine was as tense as an old guitar string. “It’s a cough syrup, Sheriff. And the leaves are good in a tea.” 

He popped the candy in his mouth. “I seen plenty’a Greasers smoking it in the fields. Ain’t no good can come of something like that.” Crunch. 

Far as I knew, it was just a plant that grew in clumps by the side of the road, same as tobacco or Devil’s claw. Plus, it was the only thing keeping me calm at the moment. 

He glanced at Agnes, then lifted a finger to me. I considered biting it off. “For the love I have of your kid sister, I’ll be on my way. But if I was you—” Crunch. “I’d use the two remaining gears in my brain to grind themselves together and not do anything extra-judicial.” Crunch. “At all.” 

Thumpthump. Thumpthump. 

“Y’all have a fine day now.” He left the wrapper on the counter. 

As soon as the bell tinkled overhead, Agnes let out her breath in a whoosh. 

“Jesum Crow, Beatrice, what happened?” 

A particularly painful lurch in my chest. “Accidentally dropped Daddy’s whiskey,” I mumbled. I slumped down onto a barrel. I would have happily traded a night in jail if I could have Daddy’s bottle put back together. And if I had known what trouble dropping it would bring, I would have spent the better part of my life rattling my tin against the iron. 

“Shit.” Agnes bit her lip and came down and sat beside me on another barrel. She rubbed my back. “At least it’s one less bottle you have to hide.”

“Beau’s a busybody anyhow.” 

“Come on, Beatrice, he was just doing his duty,” she said. She lifted a newspaper and gestured to the headline. “‘Axman kills again,” she read aloud, not bothering to hide the disgust in her voice. “Can you believe it? Murdering over music or some such.” She rattled the pages in indignation. “Aren’t you glad we don’t live in the city? Nothing like that ever happens around here. Beau keeps us safe.”

I took the newspaper from her and turned it to less sanguinary tellings. “Lookee here—a band is coming to town. Says here they’re supposed to be pretty hot. They’ll be here in a week or so.” I looked up at her. “Come with me.” 

She took the newspaper from me and eyed the dark face blowing an axe near a flower. “‘Honey Dripping Blues,”’ she read. “‘They’re the Honey Drippers and what a sweet thing is in store for Azoma. Just one taste and you’ll buzz right over. With a hot piano-trombone-cornet accompaniment, they’re here for one night only. Always fly, never sticky.’” She glanced up at me. “A married woman doesn’t need to go to all that. Sounds like too much sinful rubbing.”

I kind of liked the sound of that. I had a need that was growing, and I wasn’t ashamed to admit that I liked a little rubbing now and then. Just couldn’t tell anyone around here you did like it. 

“Please? I can’t go alone. You know how quick the barflies and Baptists will wag their tongues about my virtue being lost if I go alone? ‘Sides, don’t you wanna listen to some good music?”

Agnes glanced at the address. “Beatrice, the bar is on the west side of the tracks, in the Negro part of town. Isn’t it...dangerous?”

“Isn’t that half the fun?” I grabbed a broom to sweep up the broken shards of glass and the rest of my dignity but stopped when I felt Agnes’ eyes drilling two holes in my back like the oil pumps in Texas. “Listen, ain’t no danger in listening to good music. No one’s gonna make trouble less’n it’s me.” 

The record slid into another song; it was hard to argue in the midst of really good music. 

“I’ll think about it,” she said in a tone that said she had already made up her mind to decline. “I’ll have to ask Tim.” 

I let it go for now. I was content to let life go on forever like this: just my sister and I, listening to music, talking about nothing. Time bent and warped under the smoke, and I liked it that way. Time could stand on its head, for all I cared, for all that I wanted anything to change. When I was done cleaning, I flipped through the advertisements in the back, searching for the next great record, when Agnes cleared her throat. 

“You just gotta get yourself married. Then you won’t be so lonely, wanting to go off to jazz joints and such.”

“I ain’t lonely.” That was only half-true. And that statement was only half-true, too. 

The record player changed tracks. I loved the delicate sizzle between each song, the tiny space that contained infinity. Then, for just a moment, something changed in the music. It was like a jump, a halt. A whisper, then nothing. Despite the heat, a chill crept down my spine. I ignored it. The haints wouldn’t get to me, today. 

“When do you think you’ll get married?” she asked, softly. 

“As soon as you stop asking that question.” I kept my tone lighthearted, to let her know I was joking. 

However, Agnes remained serious. “I worry about you, you know. Living in the house, alone. Day after day.”

“I’m not alone; I have Pecan.” 

As if summoned, my brown, fluffy cat came to sit beside me. As I stroked her, she chirped once, then started to purr. I rescued her as a stray when she was rail-thin and mangy. 

“You know what I mean, Beatrice.”

“As soon as I find someone who I love more than Pecan, I’ll marry them.” Pecan rolled onto her back, exposing her soft, belly fur. She only let me touch her belly when she was deeply relaxed, much like I was feeling now. I had the two persons that I cared about most deeply in the world with me – and a cat’s a person; I don’t care what anyone said. They were all I needed. 

“Plus, I would lose the store, which is something that I’d like to avoid, thank you kindly.”

It wasn’t the only reason why I avoided marriage, but it contrived a good portion. If I ever got married, all my property would become my husband’s, and I would have not a whit of legal recourse. It was the only connection to Mama and Daddy I had left. 

Especially since you were a damn fool and dropped the bottle, I thought savagely. 

“Well, I should get back to the house. Tim’ll be there soon, and I need to start lunch.”

“Just give it until the end of the record. It’s too hot to move, anyway.” 

And so, we did, just listening to the snazzy sounds of the new jazz music, feeling as though time would forever be on my side. I wish that record had played forever.  
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Chapter 2
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Leaving here on a Southbound train this morning, oh yes I am

I'm going all the way south

Well, I'm leaving here

Leaving here on a Southbound train

And let me tell you that nothing is ever going to bring your sweet, sweet baby back again

—Clara Smith



TRAIN EN ROUTE TO AZOMA

Frank

The music cut through the morning’s silence like a saw through wood, jagged, and gut-wrenching. Above the roar of the wheels against steel, someone played a harmonica, low, twangy, and full of fire. I twisted around in my seat, craning my neck towards the front of the train, where the music poured. They improvised, taking old songs that I had heard, but cutting and ripping them open into new ones, squeezing them for their juices, their inner sap, and distilling it all down to a heady new brew. 

The dining car rocked; the music grew so loud and hot that sweat broke out on everyone’s forehead. One woman felt the first stirrings of desire she had ever had since she was a teenager, and a man looked ready to cry with shame because he had never made anything so beautiful in his life. 

I must have that music. 

I strode to the front of the train, tracking down the source. Not easy on a rocking, bumpy ride. The first-class carriage was situated as far away from the smoke spewing, coal burning engine. I crossed the mail, then baggage cars, until I reached the first boxcar behind the locomotive. My eyes briefly glanced at the sign which read, “Part.,” short for “partition car,” which only meant to partition Whites from Blacks. Technically, I was the owner, but I had to bow to state laws, or else I risked the overarching rule of noninterference too much. 

What pulled me? What pulls anyone to music? Possessiveness, the longing for beauty. The harmonica made me feel something that I had not felt in a long time. 

Alive. 

If I were wise, I would have stayed put in my seat, for creating music was as human as other delights of the flesh. 

But I am not wise, only clever. 

As soon as I pushed open the door, my eyes swept over the piles of luggage. No seats here, just makeshift ones out of trunks and suitcases which were piled nearly to the ceiling. The only light that illuminated the dust motes that danced to the rhythm of the song sliced through the tiny windows on either side of the carriage. Those same windows let in the same amount of ventilation—that is to say, none— yet a stream of ash flew into my eyes; I took notes from this environment for my next rendition of the Underworld. 

Almost as soon as I opened the door, the music stopped. Dark brown faces looked up at my white one. It was my current disguise. 

“Don’t stop,” I implored. 

The young man who had wrenched the harmonica from his lips gave me a wary look, a deer locking eyes with a wolf. He had a wide, smooth forehead, with surprisingly plump cheeks which would have made him appear boyish if not for the close-cropped beard that accentuated the strength of his chin. His skin was a russet brown, suggesting Native ancestry, and he kept his fuzzy, charcoal hair nearly as close-cropped as his beard. He sat in the middle of two other men dressed in suits that were sooty from the road but still as slick as you please. Their coats had been carefully laid aside next to their fedoras and bowlers, a wise choice, given that wearing wool would have made the crescent stains under their arms even more prominent.  

Still, he held the harmonica to his lips to oblige. When the young man blew out the last note, I slowly clapped my hands thrice. 

“Bravo,” I said. “May I see that?”

A few glances askance at his traveling companions, but he handed it over to me; the harmonica was so hot that it glowed a soft red, and I was in danger of getting blisters on my hands. It wasn’t any different than any other harmonica until I turned it over. An old friend’s name was carved on the side, and I smiled. Oh, this was too perfect. Now I had to have this instrument. This harmonica was different, and I doubt this savant knew what he kept in his pocket; it was quite unique, indeed. Such a delicious, ferocious longing nearly bowled my bowler hat off. Of all the musicians in all the world, and I run into him. This harmonica was as good as mine. She owed it to me, at the very least. 

I need to visit her.

In my spare time, when I am not betrayed by dear friends who I helped—the ingrate—I escorted the souls of the recently-ceased-cerebral-lightning across The Threshold. I wasn’t the only one, mind you, but I was the best. And that—that—nearsighted ball of maternal sentimentality thought she’d pull a fast one on me and keep me confined for eternity. Ha. 

Sorry if I’m speaking too rapidly. I was pickled in pure poteen for eighty years, and I haven’t had anyone to talk to. 

With a reluctance that bordered on religious, I handed the harmonica back to the talented young man. And set a plan into motion. 

“I have an axe myself. What’s your name?”

“Angelo Davis,” he said. “Thank you kindly. May I ask who you are?”

Others had given me many names through the years. Nergal. Yamaraja. Nija. Shaitan. But I gave them a name of my own choosing. 

“You can call me Frank Charbonneau.” I had a much longer name, but I would get to that hence. 

“My grandmother is Cajun, too, Mr. Charbonneau,” said Angelo. “I can hear it in your voice.” 

One of his companions, who had ebony skin with eyes like almonds, nudged him, but Angelo simply spread his hands as if to say, “Well, it’s the truth.”  

“Is she now?” A smile danced across my lips. “And your confidantes?”

“This here’s Sam and Eddie Walker.” Angelo gestured to either side of him. 

Sam had slicked back his hair in dark waves, with a pomade that smelled strongly of sulfur, coconut oil, and beeswax. Madame C.J. knew her business. Eddie was the one who had nudged Angelo. He greeted me with a deep voice that held the power of one who could make a trumpet holler above the din of a jazz joint. Or in this case, a screeching train. 

“You all are musicians,” I said. 

“Yes, sir,” said Angelo. “We’re traveling around the Chitlin Circuit to make our fame and fortune.”

Eddie cleared his throat. They did not trust this senseless white man who had come bursting into their space; that was fine. I wouldn’t trust me, either. 

I glanced around. “Pretty shabby back here. Hot enough to roast a hog. Dark, too. Seems to me that it would get mighty lonely back here by yourselves.” Soot grabbed my throat and refused to let go. I hacked out a cough. “And as I love good conversation, I’d rather not be interrupted by cinders in my chest.” Unless they were from hemp, of course. 

“What can we do?” said Angelo. “Can’t change the law.” He held up the harmonica and waggled it between his fingers. “Music helps.” 

The harmonica beckoned me. Their music was what I searched for. I had roamed, not knowing what it was I had needed until I heard it. The Sound. The thing which would cure, or at the very least ease, my loneliness of existence, of wandering the vast plains of the universe. I played a few instruments myself—a mean fiddle, if I don’t mind myself bragging, which I do not. I knew good music when I heard it. I knew talent when I heard it.

“How about this,” I said. “It’s a long ride, and I could use some company. And you three look like you could use some vittles. You come up with me to my car. There’s plenty of space.”

More glances. 

“Not wanting to be offending you, Mr. Charbonneau, but we don’t want any trouble.” Eddie folded his arms across his chest. 

All of the men, including Angelo, remained seated. The train rocked and shook so hard that it was a wonder their bones hadn’t rattled right out of their bodies. 

I waved a hand. “None shall be. Come.”

I must have that harmonica. 

The one who had freed me from that impenetrable, suffocating, maddening bottle of golden malt had had music playing in the background, which the discerning, clever Reader will note means that she loved music, so I scoured the Earth for music to enchant her. Music that would emancipate us both. She freed me from captivity, and therefore, I loved her. Or it was simply fate that it was her. I suppose it could have been anyone; you will ask why her and what makes her different? Nothing. Nothing makes her different except she was the one to open the bottle, if incidentally. She, unknowingly, chose to be my companion and therefore, I had to win her heart. I could have just pulled a few heartstrings, but where’s the fun in that? 

The only thing that stood between me and this creature of minorly tragic appearance (nose a bit broad, a gap in her teeth, hair curly like the toenails of the dead, although sometimes the best songs are set in a minor key) and a southern savior of this humble unearthly wanderer, was her sister. Now, I could not help her poor, doomed sibling. Her fate was certain, my next guest of honor. Her sister was doomed from the get-go, so if I could offer my lovely liberator a carrot, she wouldn’t mind the stick so much. I’d escort Angie? Agatha? in due time. Fate did not necessarily mean the absence of free will. We’re all just passengers moving about the cabin of a train fixed to the track of time. 

Slowly, Angelo rose to his feet, brushing off the dust of the road. After a moment, Sam did as well, followed by Eddie. Once they took up their jackets and hats, they followed me, past the other travelers, who whispered and pointed. Let them. The world would be a new place in one hundred years, anyway. 

Once we were situated in my cabin, I pulled out a deck of cards. “Now then, anyone inclined toward Hold ‘Em?”

“What are the stakes?” asked Eddie. He wore a black, pinstriped suit with a collar so starched it would stand up on its own. 

“How about the starting pot is five dollars,” I said. 

“Five dollars!” 

“Jesus Christ, five dollars is a lot of money.” 

“Don’t bring him into this. But let’s even your odds a bit. If I lose, I’ll give you fellas a place to wail. I’ll pay you triple what you would normally make.” They don’t call me Old Scratch for nothing. “You see, I’m something of an aficionado myself. It just so happens that I am looking for the best new music. I’d like to get started with my own record company, but I need to generate a little attention first. How about it?”

Angelo peered at me, as though trying to place where he had seen me before. Only in nightmares and in between shadows. 

“You a straight player?” 

“I always follow the rules.” But my, what curved paths they take. Of the very few rules I follow (laws of gravity, thermodynamics, and spacetime be damned—sorry Newton, you celibate, eyeball-stabbing screwball), one of which was not to directly interfere. At this particular juncture, you may be wondering about the exact rules of my world, my abilities. The only hint I’ll give you is this: we have a strict policy of non-interference if we manifest in physical form. It’s against the rules for me to shove someone in front of a speeding car. However, I can kick a ball, which a child will chase after, darting into the middle of the road. Of course, her mother will run to push her out of the way and at the very last second...the car will swerve to hit a bystander. 

In the best games, the only way to learn the rules is to play. So try to keep up. 

Angelo nodded and set the harmonica on the table to the side. Sam did the honor of dealing. My first two cards were a six of clubs and a six of diamonds. Not bad but not great. Eddie’s nose wiggled slightly; so he had a garbage hand, then. Angelo revealed nothing. 

Sam burned a card, then placed three cards face up: Ace of clubs, King of Diamonds, and a two of hearts. 

Eddie made a sound of disgust in his throat. “Fold,” he mumbled. He glanced over at Angelo’s hand, and his pupils dilated. Whatever he had, it was much better than my lowly sixes. 

Angelo confirmed my suspicions when he bet the pot. He slapped down a twenty-dollar bill, a good sum of money. I kept my face impassive, but I had to do something. But sometimes doing something was doing nothing, so I called. The next card that Sam placed on the table was a three of spades. 

God damn it. Worse and worse. 

Angelo leaned back, and his shoulders relaxed. He placed two twenties on the table, and my back started itching. 

“Don’t get too big for your britches, Angie,” murmured Sam. 

Then, I knew what to do. My muscles were coiled like a cobra, but was I going to let this two-bit player beat me? (I’m sorry, Angelo, you’re only a two-bit poker player; you play my harmonica quite well.)

I pulled out my wallet and slapped two hundred-dollar bills on the table. “I’m all in.” 

Angelo blinked. “Fine by me.” 

“Now, now,” I tutted. “If you want to win the whole pot, you’re going to have to toss in that harmonica to cover the difference.” I smiled. “Only fair.” 

Angelo’s Adam’s apple quivered like William Tell’s aim. He placed the harmonica in the middle of the table, our faces distorted in the silver. 

We were in poker patois, at a showdown. We would both lay down our cards, then Sam would turn over the final card. I was a gentleman, so I let Angelo go first. He lay down an Ace of Hearts and a King of Spades. Eddie grabbed his shoulder and said, “Hot damn, you got it. You got two pair of the best.” 

Angelo raked his eyes over me, a sybarite and indefatigable rake, just as even then he raked the pile toward himself, just as Sam was wondering if he, as the dealer, should have taken a rake. (Human language was such fun.) Angelo gloated because a pair of Aces and a pair of Kings was usually good enough to beat whatever garbage hand the other player would have had. 

Usually. 

“Wait,” I said. 

Here came the river; the river will always get you. Sam laid down the final card. A six of hearts. My two sixes smiled up at them, and they nearly ate their hats in (righteous) fury. I plucked up the harmonica from the table. My harmonica. If it truly kept him company, then perhaps it would do the same for me. 

Damn it felt good to be a player. 

“You cheated,” accused Sam. 

“Nothing of the sort.” 

Not the best form but far from cheating.

“Do not look so discouraged,” I said. “I’m more of a bargain-maker than a gambler. Tell you what. Since you fellas put up a good fight—” 

They didn’t, but human egos were so preciously fragile.

“I’m willing to make a trade. I’ll keep the harmonica, but I still want you to play at the joint.” I loved a good music joint, with flowing liquor and tea-smoking cats. They would bring the music I needed to attract my companion. “Where were you going to stop?”

“Azoma.” 

“Perfect.” I could still call on my old friend. “And I’ll still pay you triple, if everyone is as good as your man, Angelo, here.” 

“We’re better,” said Sam.

That earned a laugh from me. “So how about it?”

Sam gave me the stony, infinite look of an angel atop a cathedral. “And have you fleece us yet again? Absolutely not.” 

The others nodded in agreement. 

“If you want to book us, we’ll need payment. In advance.” 

“Of course, I would expect no less from professionals like yourselves.” I lifted out my wallet and gave them every last bill that was cradled in its leather depths. Even showed them its empty belly when I was done. “What does everyone play?”

Once bills were firmly in pockets, Sam held up his hand. “I play the trombone,” he said. “And Eddie wails on the trumpet, if his hand ain’t halfway up a skirt.” 

“Just ‘cause you can’t get none don’t mean you gotta sling mud at the rest of us.” Eddie’s face was perfectly neutral as he picked up his cards and stored them for now. 

“Wherever did you learn how to blow—”

The sliding door burst open. Two gentlemen clothed in the uniform of the railway marched up the aisle, disbelief and indignation oozing from their faces. They walked right up to our table and stared down at the men as if they were no more than cockroaches. 

“Boys, you ain’t got no place being here,” said one. “Leave. Now.”

My traveling companions looked terrified. 

“Didn’t you hear me? This is the whites-only car. You can’t be here.”

This was not the more literate and dignified north. This was the gateway to the south, built on years of blood and human bondage, suppressed dignity, and ignorance parading as highhanded religion. Humiliation vied with anger among the players. 

Now, I love feeding off of good ole rage as much as the next creature of flesh, but I hate good conversation interrupted. 

The players rose, and I reached out and stopped Angelo with my hand on his arm. The two officers of the train raised their eyebrows at my gesture. I addressed the buffoon in front of me, blocking my view of the endless azure sky behind him. 

“I know you possess what passes for manners in your backwater, no-account home,” I said. I did not even lift my eyes. “But these gentlemen will stay at my behest and you will apologize for disturbing us.”

The overgrown man, full of corpulence as he was of hate, turned a quite delightful shade of red. Really, I thought he might explode, and that would be so grossly entertaining to watch. 

But someone had to bring me my coffee. 

“You can’t order us about, like the help. The conductor says that you have to move back.”

I laughed, a dark, joyous sound. Oh, how I loved humans and their presumptuousness, as if they knew anything about the next person, as if they didn’t know that I was the prince over darkness, the lord over right and wrong. I created right and wrong, the nitwit; I created the first balance of power, helped to tip the scales back into humanity’s favor! I relished their idiocy over who could sit where, whose skin color looked the best, when they would all look the same rotting six feet underground, the same shade of earthworm shit. 

I stood up. “Dear gentlemen, I can and I already have,” I said. I reached into my jacket pocket for my wallet. I loved the way the morning sun had warmed the leather until it smelled like the earth and sweet hay. I took out a card, crisp and white and presented it to them. I was tempted to fling it at their faces; I was no stranger to anger, but a gentleman was as a gentleman did. 

“Tell me, then, who am I?”

A trick question, of course. They would have no idea who I was, even by reading that lying little card. They scanned over my name, and when they read my title, their eyes grew hard as boulders. 

“Speak up,” I said. “What does it say?”

Angelo and the others were silent, their eyes volleying back and forth like it was a fierce game of tennis. The other passengers were holding their breath. 

“Owner and proprietor of Black Diamond Railways,” the man mumbled. 

“Wonderful! You do know how to read,” I said. “Apologize to my friends, and we’ll forget this little mess ever happened.”

I never forgot.

“Sorry.” He couldn’t have spit with more venom. 

I clapped the man on the shoulder. “Now, please leave us and only return when you have brought coffee. Black. And a tray of those delightful lemon cookies. And a menu for the rest of these gentlemen.” 

The two men looked ready to throw a fist at the wall, and I imagined they would do just that. Their faces screamed, “Imagine, coloreds sitting in our car, sitting with the owner!” 

My car, you mean. 

They scurried off, and I re-took my seat. The players seemed to be afraid, wondering what exactly they had gotten themselves into. 

“I love a good party. Keeps me young,” I said. I couldn’t help but laugh at my own joke, until tears ran down my face. 

Poor Angelo, Sam, and Eddie simply thought white folks were crazy. 

“Ah, here’s our coffee now,” I said when the cart arrived. I could taste the rich bitterness already. 

As the forgettable man poured our coffee, we entered into the deep South. 
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Chapter 3
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BEATRICE

Everyone around here knows how to drive away an evil spirit. If your crops suffer from drought, you read Psalm 65, verses 9-13 out loud, upon rising with the sun and at night when both y’all fait do-do. If you got a wart, you charm it off by tying a knot in a horsehair and burying it. Seventh sons of seventh sons have the sight. If you think a demon plagues you and yours, you take a scrap of red flannel and rub garlic, Devil’s dung (yankees call it asafoetida), a bit of red pepper and red onion all on it, douse it in camphor or whiskey, then burn it. Devil’s shoestring, chewed and rubbed on the hands, will give a man control over a woman when he shakes hands with her. But to drive a man away, or make him crazy, if he deserves it, a woman’s got several options: She can throw his tracks into running water, put his hair in the gill of a fish and throw it back in a stream, or tie one of his socks to a freight train. 

Everyone around here knows that you don’t go to the cemetery after dark, lessin’ you want to meet a revenant. They usually fiddle among the orange trees or snack on a few oysters in the delta. Most of them are just trying to find someone who’ll do them the smallest kindness so they can drift back to their coffins to rest in sleep eternal; usually all they want is a handful of salt, but how many of us will do that small gesture? And you especially don’t go into the swamp at night, since either a zombi, loogaroo, or feu follett will get you. The feu folletts may dazzle and delight with their shine and their bright, but you best pound yourself a nail into a tree and hightail it outta there. 

Everyone knows that when someone goes missing, they better watch out for a wayward hog, big black dog, or a black bird. Sooner or later the truth clubs their families and friends on the head—that thing is poor Suzanne. 

Everyone around here knows demons exist. As sure as I knew how to hook a line or that tadpoles turned into frogs. Of course, they did. I was not too sure about angels, now, but demons—hell, yeah. I knew, because I heard one. 

Once, when I was a little girl and my whole family was out for the evening, I heard one in my room. I was reading by the lamplight; it was a book of poetry if I did myself the justice of recollecting correctly. Mama and Daddy were working late at the store, and Agnes was in the living room. 

When I reached over to blow out the lamp, I heard it. Laughter, high-pitched and ugly. Laughter, coming from inside my brain and outside at the same time. Menacing and cruel. Laughing for no other reason than knowing I was alone and defenseless. 

My hand froze. I couldn’t move.  Then it broke the silence—there was nothing else it could have been. Not the radio, which was turned off and cold. Not the neighbors—they were at least a mile away. Nothing but the crickets and cicadas and frogs to hear that night. 

I ran to Agnes. Surely a demon wouldn’t go where my sister was—she was too good for that. If we were together, then we were safe, out of reach of anything from hell. 

*
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I UNLOCKED THE DOOR to the shop. Shelves were crammed with Gold Dust washing powder, soap chips, and boxes of shredded wheat. A Chinaman danced on a can of borax, and a smiling Negro woman stared at me from a box of “Fun-to-Wash,” her hair hidden by a red polka dot headscarf. It was too hot for anyone to be smiling. Even though the sun had risen just two hours before, the sky was already white with heat. During the summer, the air never cooled, even at night. I once woke to use the john in the backyard and the red, flaming mercury in the thermostat read 96 degrees at eleven o’clock at night. 

My back itched as sweat trickled down between my shoulder blades, and I wished for a breeze to stir the air. Of course, it wouldn’t be a cool breeze, because the wind was just as hot as the baking ground or the corn in the fields or the cotton so airy and fibrous that it sometimes caught fire from simply standing in the sun too long. The store held an aroma of damp cedar and dust to it, warm and sweet, yet old and dilapidated. I sneezed, having a slight allergy to cedar, but I loved the smell all the same. It was the smell of endless summers, of stepping off my grandmother’s porch after having drank lemonade made with lemons from her backyard tree. It was the smell of home, but home made my eyes water and nose itch. Why did we love the things that hurt us? 

I set about getting ready for the day, working on various tasks that did not get finished the day before and probably wouldn’t get finished today. I steadily worked on inventory, taking into account every single can of dry goods, every pound of beans and cornmeal, every pencil and pen to sell. Some said it was tedious work, but I enjoyed losing myself into the rhythm of counting and taking notes. 

Sugar—5 pounds, 35 cents

Bread—1 pound, 7 cents

Coffee—1 pound, 5 cents

I briefly considered adjusting the prices, but we had had a pretty good year, and I didn’t see the need to change. 

As I made notes, I flicked on the radio and waited for the tubes to warm up. After about a minute, a blues song cut through the haze of the day. It still somewhat thrilled and baffled me that music could travel through the air, and a sound that originated as far away as New York or Chicago could reach my humble little town. 

Despite myself, I felt my spirit rise like the heat of the morning listening to that song. 

Oh my baby done left me

She done up and gone

Oh my baby left me

Soon I’ll be dead and gone.

There was a twisted comfort in knowing that someone else was just as broken as I was. I hummed along. Our mama used to play the phonograph while she got dressed or fixed grits or cornbread for Agnes and me. Right up until the Spanish Lady escorted her out of our lives and I had to be the one to cook for Agnes and our Daddy. 

The bell clinked overhead, and when I looked up, I stiffened. 

Johnny Johnson was mean as a water moccasin, and near about as ugly too. I grit my teeth in preparation for the uncomfortable exchange that would surely follow. 

“Mornin’ Beatrice,” he said. He sauntered over to a cabinet, where he lifted up a hammer, inspected it, as if he really did intend to buy it with the few dimes he didn’t use to purchase moonshine with. 

“Johnny.” 

He tossed the hammer on top of a barrel. “Weather sure is gettin’ hot.” After he unfolded several pairs of overalls, inspecting them as though he were Mr. Levi himself, he meandered over to the counter, while I steadily added columns of numbers and kept my eyes firmly on my account books. Not because I was afraid to meet his eyes, but I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of thinking he was anything worth my time.

“If you would kindly place the merchandise on its intended shelf, I would be deeply appreciative.” 

He laughed as though I had just cracked a great joke. “They’ve got great sodas at the fountain to cool off.” He leaned against both arms, which were a shade or two darker than they ought to have been, and I wondered how he had managed to get a layer of dirt on him that early in the morning. 

“Do you want to suck syrup with me, sometime?” 

Lord. 

“I ain’t got a sweet tooth, Johnny,” I replied.

“Yeah, but I do,” he said. 

The lead broke off the end of my pencil and I carefully laid it on the page. “Johnny, I’m going to say this as politely as I can.” I finally looked him in the eye and said sweetly, “Go. To. Hell.” 

He flicked the pencil, and it clattered to the floor. “Don’t have to be so nasty.” 

“I do. I really do.” I inclined my head. “There’s the door.” 

He shoved himself off the counter, mumbling something nasty about me selling to coloreds. The bell clinked overhead, and my shoulders dropped in relief. I fetched the pencil on the floor. 

The radio suddenly snapped off. It took me a moment to notice, for I had confused it with the phonograph. Out of habit, I went to change the record in the Victrola. But it was empty. Before I had time to notice how odd that was, the bell tinkled, and I geared myself up for telling Johnny off again. 

When the man who changed my life came into the store, the air rushed out. The stifling, dense air that had been making my head hazy suddenly left as if it could sense trouble when it approached. In the corners of my eyes, the shadows grew darker, the lines on the planks of wood grew harder, and everything had a new edge to it, sharp as a new guitar string. I had the same feeling a moment before lightning struck—the hairs on my arms rising, the back of my neck tingling, something sizzling and vibrating in the air. Except, the feeling was like that of an earthquake hundreds of miles away—deep, resonant, unconscious. 

My heart beat like a hummingbird’s wings, and blood coursed through my wrists and my chest. 

“Morning,” I said, my back turned to the door. If I didn’t look at evil, it didn’t exist. “Help you with anything?”

“I believe you can,” the person answered. 

I knew that sort of deep voice, smooth as honey over cream, as rich as the earth. The kind of voice that made a woman melt a little into the ground, that made her want to start discarding pieces of herself until there was nothing left for the ground to take. 

I turned around abruptly. He was gorgeous. I cannot impress upon anyone how beautiful this man was. He looked as though one of the great Renaissance painters had designed him from their own hearts, what they thought a beautiful person should look like. Black hair swept over a tall, white forehead, thin cheeks, and a straight nose. But for all his beauty, he carried a deadly edge to him, as though he could crush something between his fists or fire a gun at a moment’s notice. Beautiful and deadly, like a tiger or poisoned flower. 

He moseyed around the store, inspecting goods, calmly reading labels. He stood out in a town of dirty overalls with his cream, cotton suit, matching fedora, and real leather shoes. His golden eyes filled the room, and when they looked in my direction, I felt a hitch in my throat and a low throb in my stomach. 

“What might that be?” I asked. 

“You freed me Beatrice. I’ve been watching you.” he said. “And I believe you’re perfect.”

The gates to my mind rose in an instant. No woman wanted to be told that someone had been watching her. 

My mouth went dry. “Perfect for what?”

“Marriage,” he replied. “Will you marry me?” 

A high-pitched note wailed in my head as he asked. The gates turned to stone. 

“Is this a joke?” I asked. “Did Johnny or someone put you up to this?” My eyes raked over the finery of his clothes, the crisp cut of his suit, and the small lily he had tucked into his lapel. A curl dangled on his forehead. “We might be country folk around here, Mister I-don’t’-even-know-your-name, but we ain’t so Podunk that you can come in and have a laugh at our expense.” I was a coon cornered, fear making me lash out.  

He grinned, and I imagined slapping that grin off his smug, arrogant, beautiful face. 

“My full name is Lucien Cornett-François Bonfils de Charbonneau.” He lifted his hat in salutation. “Mais, please call me Frank. And I promise this is no joke. I have been waiting for someone like you. Strong-willed, strong-minded, gives no attention to flattery or easy charms.”

When he smiled, I sank into that smile. That was how I knew I should flee. For a moment, his offer tempted me. He was handsome; he was rich. He asked with no other conditions, no other alternatives. Compared to some folks in the town, he was a godsend. I glanced at his hands, with fingers so elegant that they looked like they might play the piano.

“You’re right, I’m not easily taken in,” I said. “So my answer is no.”

“You’ll change your answer.”

“My mind is made up.”

“I never said you would change your mind, just your answer.”

That left me in silence. I could not imagine ever saying yes to this man, to do what he had asked. 

“Could I interest you in some cherry tobacco before you leave?” I asked pointedly. 

He laughed. “Yes, I might as well take some of the sweetest while I’m here, since I am deprived of other natural delights.”

I hated the way I shivered when he spoke those words. I simply wanted him gone. I scooped a bag full, twisted the top, and plopped it on the counter. 

“Let me also buy two bottles of whiskey.”

“We’re a dry Parish. Besides that, you know prohibition is going on,” I said. 

“Just as I know you’ve got a few bottles under your counter there. For your loyal customers.”

“Which you ain’t.”

“You have no idea the depths of my loyalty. There is a traveling band come to town today,” he added. “They’ll be playing in the joint near the tracks. I would love it if you came.”

“Absolutely not. I don’t like music.”

“Says the woman listening to the radio for half the morning.” 

It flicked on again immediately. 

“That’ll be fourteen dollars.” I opened the cash register with a clang and extended my palm out. 

“Fourteen dollars! You sure do have the good stuff.” He took out his wallet and showed me the utter barrenness of it. “I’m a little short on cash at the moment, but I promise that I’ll have a ring shortly. I’ll trade you for it.”

Gold was as good as anything around here. As long as it would get him out of my store. I was thankful that he could not see my knees shaking beneath the counter. The radio continued playing. My beating heart kept pace with the wild, swinging number. 

“Fine.” I slammed the cash register door. I dipped below the counter and grabbed the two remaining bottles. If Sheriff Arceneaux came back, at least they’d be gone. “You come back tomorrow.”

“I promise I’ll give it to you within the week.” He tipped his hat and turned to go. 

“Wait,” I said. “Do you have a calling card?” Couldn’t let him skip town without any way to track him. 

“Of course. I have three.” He laid them on the counter, then left.  

The backs looked like ordinary playing cards, and I flipped them over. Six of hearts, six of spades, and six of clubs. Dread dripped down my spine. 

Lucien sounds a lot like—

I ran to the door, and flipped the closed sign over. 

That man gave me the same feeling as hearing that laughter as a child. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 4
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FRANK

When I walked into her general store that morning, I was completely unprepared to be hit by a falling star. It hurt, but it was spectacular. When I opened the door, I saw an ordinary woman going about her ordinary life in some backwater town, but she was radiant. 

Pounding heart, swooping stomach, fluttering in my wrists. 

Everything happened so quickly. It started as almost a feeling of relief, of pulling a sharp kernel of corn from between your teeth or removing a pebble from your shoe. Something that had been wrong my entire existence was made right. It was more than my heart lurching. A blind man seeing color for the first time. Plato’s man emerging from the cave. Nothing meant much to me anymore; I busied myself with games and wandering to ease the interminable loneliness that plagued me. 

I understood what the poets and priests sang about. Love. Pure, undiluted, love. I understood the what but not the why. Or where. Where did this feeling come from? Jealousy, ambition, bitterness—those I understood. But where did this—this sensation of warmth, happiness, and a tiny tinge of desperation—emerge? Was it truly the heart, like the Egyptians thought, or the mind, where the storage of organic chemicals lay tucked away? My spirit didn’t function from chemicals. So where? I had to understand. But that was a secondary goal. 

Of course, I had to hide it. She knew what I was, even if she didn’t realize it, yet. She could never love me in my present form. 

She was as hard and soft as starlight. No explanation to it. No reason, no method, no logic. I loved her. 

When I saw Beatrice Cobin, a supernova exploded within my chest. It was all I could do to hold on. I just had to ask her to marry me. To complete the human ritual. I knew that I would do anything to get her to be with me.

Anything. 

I perched in an old dogwood tree in the front yard of Shirley Freeman’s house, mulling over the words of the one who I would marry. I had come here for two reasons: to thank Ms. Freeman, for if she had never been a wily, scheming ingrate, I never would have been trapped in that blue bottle, and never would have met my love. Plus, being confined, I’ll admit, it gave me plenty of time to think. To ponder the meaning of it all. To go a little mad, but madness was nothing compared to love. The best sort of madness. 

Shirley was busy searching for her glasses. In the old days, Ray, her husband, would usually help her find them, picking them up from a place she had passed over a dozen times. They had fallen to the floor. 

I appeared in her house. “Looking for these?” I proffered the glasses. 

“Voleur.” 

“Assassin y tout ça, oui,” I sighed. “That’s what everyone is content to think about me. Even if I did come here to thank you, not be harangued by a quotation of John 10:10.” 

“Thought I done seen the last of you.” Shirley didn’t even change her respiration at the sight of me. Her knees gave a painful creak as she stood up from looking under the table. “It’s disrespectful to pop into someone’s house.”

I lifted my shoulder a fraction of an inch. “You would never have let me help you otherwise,” I replied, as she brushed dust off her long skirt. I pulled out my harmonica and played a few notes. Shirley’s eyes went wide at the sight. 

“What did you do to him?” 

“Nothing.” I wiggled the harmonica in the air. “I won this fair and square.” 

“Ain’t nothing you do is fair.” She gestured to me. “If you had to go around as a real human, you’d know. You’d understand.” 

The other entities—myself included—always regarded the humans with a mixture of pity, disdain, and, at times, jealousy. While humans’ lives were terribly short, full of pain, fractured hopes, and squalor, they seemed to possess something that none of the rest of us had. I could not quite place my finger on what it was, but I would never align myself with the humans. Too messy. Then again, I didn’t align myself with the other entities, either. 

“Undignified, isn’t it? Being old, slow, blind, helpless?” 

“You’d know plenty about being undignified, wouldn’t you?” She hobbled step by step to where I was and took the glasses but did not put them on. “And better slow than six feet under.” 

“Nonsense. The best is yet to come.”

“Kisa ou vle? Hm? Why are you bothering me? I ain’t got much time left on this beautiful earth, and I’d rather not spend it with you.” She turned her back to me and limped back to the table. Shirley was like a cat, never letting anyone see how much pain she was in. She slowly lowered herself onto the wooden chair. 

“I could give you more,” I said, plunking myself down at the empty seat across from her. “You know I could stretch the time you have.” 

“In exchange for one of your favors? Not hardly. I remember your favors. Je me souviens.”

I glanced around her house, at the cast iron oven, the wooden floor where ants and termites had chomped their way through, the one shelf with little more than cornmeal, molasses, and salt. “What about money? I could make your last few, very few, years very comfortable. I could place you above these hillbillies who’ve mistreated you, condemned you, made you the bottom of the societal refuse heap. I could shower you with riches.” I never expected Shirley to accept this offer. It was only to make the next one sweeter. 

“I can neither be bought nor sold,” Shirley said. “Now, move along ‘fore I find my shotgun.”

“You’d have to load it first,” I replied. “I know you keep it empty. But I won’t waste any more of your time. What I’d really like from you, dear, loving Shirley—” I placed my hand upon hers—“is your ring.”

Shirley stared into my deep blue eyes without even a flicker of an eyelash. “Ain’t you done took enough from me?”

But then I lifted a paper bag and smiled at her. “In exchange for a bottle of whiskey.”

“The hell would I need a bottle of whiskey for?” Shirley began to stand up. 

I languidly lifted an eyebrow. “One never knows. You could always trade it for money. Dry Parish; bet lots of people want a taste of the forbidden.”

Shirley didn’t move. I merely set the bottle of whiskey on the scratched, worn surface of the table. Right next to her glasses. 

“You drive a hard bargain. All right. Your ring...for a night with your husband.”

Shirley swallowed. Tried to inhale quietly, to not give away how her heart started beating rapidly. I heard the steady thump-thump anyway. 

“He dead. Ain’t no bringing him back.”

“Of course.” I leaned back in my chair. Already in my pocket. “He wouldn’t be here physically. Just his presence. You could see him, talk to him. Couldn’t touch him; nothing physical there to touch. You have all your memories of him; you don’t need a simple little ring.”

Shirley gave me a hard look. “Fifty years,” she said. “Fifty years of hard work, compromise, heartache, and profound fulfilment and ecstasy you’ll never understand. Fifty years of seeing the same person, of sometimes wanting to strangle them, wanting to run away, wanting to shield them from the world itself. My ring weighs fifty years, and I think it’s too heavy to take off this old hand of mine.”

“Maybe I want to understand.”

“Mantè,” she replied. “You father of lies. You ain’t up to no good.”

“I promise I’ll return it,” I said. “I just need to borrow it for a little while.” I paused. “There is one more thing that you need to do for me. You need to give someone a message. A sign from the future.” 

“You know I can’t see the future.”

“You don’t have to see. I’m sure you’ll think of something. You know how these White folks are, so easily taken in by anything labelled magic.”

Our gazes clashed as swords do. Her poor eyes were brown with tiny patches of white. It was a wonder she could see at all. “Do that for me, and you can talk to Ray.”

“How long?” she whispered. 

I smiled. “From sundown til sunup. All night.”

Would it matter if it were just a dream? Would it matter that her longing, her love would create the very one she wanted to see? My end of the bargain would be kept in any case. The need to speak to her beloved, to see her partner, hear the deep cadence of his voice, gaze on his face that was not wrinkled with time, would be fulfilled. Would it matter if it were a dream, that she possessed this power all along to conjure her loved one?  

Shirley inhaled sharply. “I’ve waited so long...” Then her gaze pierced me like a sword. “Fine. Leave that whiskey. And one more thing. While you’re here, you put whatever power you have in that harmonica. I don’t know what mischief you’re up to, but it cain’t be good.”

“You want to even the odds.” I leaned back in the chair. How interesting. It would certainly add the tabasco in this bland gumbo of a town if I had to work harder. Besides, using magic on humans interfered with free will; after being trapped for so long, I knew the power of choice. 

What the hell? Why not. 

“Deal.” I pushed her glasses toward her. She put them on. 
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