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  PROLOGUE




  When I was a baby child, they put the jinx on me.




  It was in my drink and food and milk. And when I ran, it heavied in my bones and when I sang, it stopped up my throat and when I loved, it let from me, hot and poisonous.




  I saw it in my daddy, the hard lines of his face, that uneasy lope—how in his years he didn’t lift his feet, but slid them, soles across this gritted earth. It settled in my mama,

  trembled her voice and blanked her eyes. My brother, Billy, locked it inside him and it carried him low into that deep earth, silting then into the river and dew and air, in the moths and bee

  catchers, borne skyward and, as will be, lowed again, into earth again again.




  It’s dusking.




  There goes the sun.




  There goes sky and cloud and light, taken into that black horizon. And I know I am bad crossed. I see its line. It reaches up, arcs. It cuts through me. It draws me on and dogs me down to that

  place where I am bound.




  And when it is I borne down, my eyes and mouth stitched with gut, when they take my balls and brain and heart, and that deeper black claims me wholly, then let me meet that sumbitch at his eye,

  for I know my name’s been writ—Robert Lee Chatham—in his Book.
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  The rain kept on like a dust and it was the oldest boy G.D. who said it wasn’t nothing, crossing through the woods behind Old Man

  Crookhand’s. The wind swooped through, chattering the branches, and blew the grit against their faces. They put up their hands and trudged on, G.D. ahead of the others, cutting his switch

  into the bushes. Whack, whack. Come on, you babies, he said, and he whipped again, the vines and leaves opening around his blows.




  They followed close, the boys wolfing on, whispering their jokes, trying to make the girls laugh and shiver. One at a time, they crushed across the underbrush, skimming spider vines and breaking

  off bits of sweetbark from the trunks to chew and spit.




  The trail began to climb and G.D. bounded up the hill in wide strides. At the top, he stopped and waited for the others. He could see Crookhand Grove, a cleft of cleared land that dipped below

  the path. At the center was the Bone Tree. It had been dead for years, its leaves rotting in a carpet around the trunk.




  One by one, the others crowded around him. They gazed out into the grove and fell quiet. There’d been stories about dead Injuns and their ghosts living inside the hollows. The wind came

  through and the naked branches clattered. The gang looked at one another, then up at G.D.




  He spit a wad down into the grove.




  Keep moving, he said.




  The mule path broke out into a clearing where the lumbermen had already come through. G.D. chose the tallest tree stump and mounted it. He splayed out his arms, waving the switch like a sword

  before touching the edge against his cheek—a nub of twig snagging on his tooth. It was time. His eyes drooped into lazy buttonholes, looking the others over. They fidgeted under his gaze,

  shifting from side to side, holding up their hands, rubbing rain into their fingers.




  G.D. sized them up. Their ragged clothes, the yellow mud caked to their shins. A girl unbraided a slip of hair. Her small fingers eased through the knots. A boy dug his toes into the soil,

  trying not to meet G.D.’s eye. Another stood with his arms folded across his chest, shifting his weight from knee to knee. He spotted her. She was tall and willowy compared to the other

  girls. Her hair was brushed back and she sloped her shoulders as she tried to hide her size.




  G.D. pointed with the switch.




  Dora, he said.




  The girl furrowed her brow.




  Not me!




  He moved the switch to the sharp of his smile.




  Yes.




  That’s not fair! I done it last time, G.D.!




  You, Dora. Again.




  It’s gonna rain, she said. I don’t want to get soaked.




  G.D. shrugged and grinned at the others.




  Best get started then.




  G.D. brought the switch down against his leg. Thwack. They made a circle around her. He beat down again. Thwack. Thwack. The girl looked up but it was too late. Already the circle

  had tightened and they’d begun to sing.




  Little Sally Water, settin’ in a saucer.




  Rise Sally rise, wipe your weepin’ eyes.




  The girl sighed, slumping. She hunched down on her knees and listened for the rhythm. Her backside bucked up, kicking out like a mule and swinging.




  Shake it to the east, Sally.




  Shake it to the west, Sally.




  Shake it to the one you love the best, Sally.




  Her frilled bloomers flashed out under her dress as she spun. The world swished inside her head. When the song ended, she righted herself and turned to see who she’d chosen. If it was a

  girl, they would have to start again, this time even faster as G.D. lashed out mercilessly with his switch.




  Slowly the world glided back into place. She righted herself and saw him. He was big cheeked and wet eyed, and he was at least a good head shorter than her. The boy looked blankly at her through

  his long lashes. She’d seen him before. He was always so quiet, never laughed or cussed, floating behind the others like some tattered kite tail. He fidgeted now with his hands in his

  pockets, looking unsure of himself until G.D. nudged him forward.




  Well, don’t just stand there looking dumb.




  G.D. led Dora and the boy out to Crookhand Grove where the earth was cracked and split along the roots of the Bone Tree. They were alone, the three of them, caught under the

  storm clouds. Thunder sounded out like split wood and they looked cautiously at the little bits of sky coming through the branches.




  G.D. took both their hands and grinned.




  My, my, Dora. I never knew you was such a tasteful lady.




  Dora slapped his arm and his eyes sparked.




  I’m gonna count to a hundred. Then you come on out.




  We know how it works, G.D.




  G.D. winked at the boy and headed back to the clearing, arms crossed over his head. She could hear him beginning to count.




  Dora smoothed down the sides of her dress. The boy was looking at a spider threaded between two branches. It sat fat and blood-filled in its web, its legs spread like fingers.




  Dora could hear the other children starting in on their singing again. They had begun another round.




  Well, come on then, she said.




  Come on what?




  Ain’t you played Sally Water before?




  The boy plucked up the spider. He turned it over and watched its legs bicycle. He held it up to Dora and she made a face. Then he set it down on a trunk and watched it race up the bark.




  You’re Billy Chatham’s brother, ain’t you?




  The boy shrugged.




  My uncle told me your brother was wild. That he loved up a white girl and he—




  Dora stopped herself. The boy sat down against the trunk and started scabbing at the bark, pulling it away in chips. He put them together in a pile, counting them out in his palm.




  What’s your name?, Dora asked.




  Robert, he said. He seemed to think for a moment then he added, Robert Lee Chatham.




  Dora looked back from where they came.




  Well, let’s not take too long then. Come here, she said. Stand up against the trunk there.




  He dusted the bark off and pushed his sleeves up to his elbow. They drooped back down, past his knuckles. His shirt was too large. It hadn’t been sized for him.




  Now shut your eyes so you can’t see nothing.




  Everything was still for a moment. Just the slow breath of the magnolias and the sound of mosquitoes making the air goosebump and tremble. He thought he could hear the other children laughing in

  the distance—their small twinkling voices in the breeze. Then he felt the kiss—the damp spongy pressing against his mouth, something cold skimming the underside of his tongue, warm air

  brushing against the slope of his upper lip. Something small and hard pressed into his hand. When he opened his eyes, the sky had split open.




  [image: ]




  ROBERT RAN. THE GROUND SUCKED BACK ON HIS FEET AS HE SLID on the loose mud. The rain smashed down, ruffled the trees, and beat the trails. He could hear

  the children scatter—screaming, giggling. He ran faster, twigs and leaves lashing against him, the warm sting rising into his cheek. Along the farm, the pebbled road bit into his feet. He

  wiped the slick off his face and sped faster, kicking from his toes. The cornfield was alive with chatter, the water running down into a trough along the road, billbugs crunching under his

  soles.




  Robert cut across the pasture. The clouds streaked white and thundered a line above the hills. He could see his house in the distance, the rain hammering the roof into a silver froth. On the

  porch, he caught his breath, pulling the air deep into his stinging lungs. The pour came down through the ceiling slats, and he rinsed the mud off his calves and ankles before going inside.




  The air was thick and sweet with the smell of char. He hung his shirt up on a nail and warmed himself over the stove, bringing his hands over the flame and feeling the cold run out from his

  fingers.




  His daddy came in from the other room.




  Where you been, Robert?




  He sat the boy down and toweled him off with the flap of his shirt.




  You know your mama don’t want you out in them woods.




  Robert said nothing, just let his daddy’s big hands comb roughly over his hair and neck and chest. His daddy sighed. He peeled off the wet clothing from Robert’s body and sent him to

  the basket for a dry shirt. Robert checked it for beetles, snapping it over the fire before putting it on.




  His daddy lifted the lid off the kettle; the steam rose up over his face. He peered in and dragged his fingers down the gray stipple of his beard.




  Dinner’ll be ready soon. Go on and get your mama.
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  ROBERT WATCHED HER FROM THE DOORWAY. SHE WAS IN HER CHAIR, her quilt drawn up over her shoulders, staring out into the rain. Outside, the mule was

  ducking under the shed, twitching its ears and blinking. Robert went in and touched her limp hand. She looked at him, her eyes traveling along the edge of his face—then his eyes, nose, mouth.

  Then she pulled Robert into her and started raking her hands across his hair, making sounds that were almost words. He could feel her strong fingers pressing into him, her body a volcano. She

  kissed the top of his head, his cheeks—her thumb rubbing at the ridges of his ears.




  It’s time to eat, Mama, he said.




  He slipped his small hand inside of hers and, slowly, he helped her to her feet. He could hear the breath shift inside of her, her body clenching and then letting go.




  This way, he said, walking her into the other room.




  His daddy had already set out the bowls and was scooping up hominy mush with a flat stick. Robert sat his mother down and settled into the seat beside her. Then when his daddy started the grace,

  Robert bent his head into his hands and shut his eyes. The rain crashed above him, and he pictured a field of birds thumping their black wings. His daddy finished and Robert took a spoonful and

  worked the mush around in his mouth.




  How is it, Robert?




  It was bland and rubbery but he didn’t complain.




  I know it ain’t nothing like your own cooking, Etta.




  His mama stared into the steam. Her lips were drawn back on her round face, the edges of her eyes puckered.




  His daddy shook his head and picked up his spoon.




  Me and the boy, we do miss your cooking. Ain’t that right, Robert?




  Robert said nothing. He lifted his gaze up from his bowl, then let it drop back down.




  I remember when you used to cook up those ribs. Could smell them coming a mile down the road. And Skinny, he’d be saying, Ellis, what you smiling at, and I wouldn’t say nothing, just

  walk back here with that big grin on my face. Robert, you too small to remember but your mama used to cook them ribs so good, even that damn mule would try to get itself inside. You imagine? A mule

  eating ribs. If that ain’t something else. He’d stay out there by the window, making a fuss like it was his day of judgment, you remember that, Etta?




  His daddy reached across the table and touched her arm. She didn’t move. He sighed and dug his spoon into the meal.




  Ain’t no mule at the window now is there?
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  THE FIRE HAD GONE DEAD IN THE NIGHT, BUT THE SMELL OF scorched wood stayed in the air. Robert opened his eyes. His mama was still

  asleep, her arms crossed over his small body. He listened to her breathing, low and ragged, as her breasts pushed into his back. Under the pillow he found the cold smooth stone Dora had put into

  his hand. He rolled it around in his fingers and conjured her up in the dark ceiling—her eyes, her lips, the weak taste of her mouth. There was something about her skin, damp and

  sticky—he could feel it spreading across his hands.




  The urge to piss swelled inside him. He climbed out of bed. He could hear the rain dripping from the ceiling into the rain pots. He took his brother’s coat from the wall, slung it around

  him. Out back, he unbuttoned his pajamas and pissed a hot stream into the darkness.




  When he went back inside, the chair where his daddy slept was empty. A light crept up behind the front window and splashed out onto the floor. It burned in a circle through the fogged glass. He

  watched it, pulling the sag of the coat around him, thinking about his mama’s ghost stories—the way the Devil can come in through a keyhole.
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  ELLIS STOOD ON HIS PORCH, LISTENING TO THE RAIN AGAINST THE overhang. It spilled through the slats, the floorboards, his feet. An

  uneasy feeling had rousted him out of his sleep and now he could see it on the road: a soft orb of lantern light coming toward him. He lifted up his rifle and trained it. Droplets splashed and

  beaded on the long barrel. He could hear the hollow of the chamber tinkling. The light paused at the gate, then slowly made its way up the path to the porch.




  Ho there!, he called out. Come any closer and I’ll pay you with lead.




  Easy!




  Who’s that?




  Ellis leaned his cheek against the sight. The man slid the lantern hood and let a ray cast across his face. It was Ellis’s partner, Skinny. The rain had matted his hair against his

  forehead. Ellis eased off his grip.




  Damn it, Skinny. Haven’t you any sense coming around this hour?




  Give me harbor.




  Ellis leaned his gun against the wall and took Skinny’s hand as he came up on the porch. Skinny shivered in his oilskin coat. He hung his lantern by the window and looked at the leaks

  spilling through the roof.




  I just come from Wilkin’s farm, he said. Talking with Dave Eaton’s boy. Said he saw dynamiters coming through Mayersville.




  Dynamiters, Ellis said.




  He scratched the rough hairs on his neck and tried take the measure of his friend.




  They actually going to do it.




  Skinny nodded.




  Me and Eaton are going around, telling everyone what we know.




  The two men stood and listened to the rain. It was filling up the countryside, and if there were dynamiters, it meant that the levee at Mayersville wouldn’t hold much longer. They’d

  blast it to ease the pressure but the force would bust every tributary south-river of Mayersville. Issaquena County and every township along the lowlands would be buried under a swell of rain and

  angry river.




  How long you reckon? Ellis asked.




  Skinny took off his hat and squeezed the wet out. He shook his head.




  Not long, I don’t think. I’m off tonight. I ain’t taking no chances. Going out to Winona—my boy’s family is out there.




  I ain’t got nobody in no Winona.




  Skinny sucked something out of his teeth. He fit his hat back on his head and took his lantern from its hook.




  You can’t stay here, Skinny said. He looked out back toward the night. I’m just telling you ’cause I known you a long ways back and I know your people’s been through hard

  times.




  Ellis looked back at the house.




  Skinny, he said.




  It’s just a place, Ellis. Wood and nails. A house ain’t like a person. You got to look after yours.




  Ellis put his lips together into a knot and nodded slow.
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  IN THE RAIN THE MEN CROWDED THE RIVER EDGE. THEY’D WORKED through the night, sandbags at their shoulders, the numbness set

  heavy in their chests and arms. They sunk waist deep into the soft mud, hefting their bodies forward and up. When the lantern went, they stopped in their places and listened to each other breathe.

  Rain flickered white in the darkness. Somewhere beyond them was the river. It groaned and roiled, eating the banks, crisping against the rocks. After a moment, someone cut the wet from the wick and

  relit the lantern.




  The men shifted under a cake of rain and mud and sweat. Come dawn a wound of light bellied through the clouds. In the light, they could see what they couldn’t before. Piece by piece, the

  embankment was falling away into the current, their sandbags shooting up downriver.




  There was a pop, and a jet of gray water gushed through the embankment. Shouts rose up and a wave of men raced toward the break. They shored it up with their bodies, crying more men, more men.

  The air cracked and the ground trembled. The water ripped through them like paper, sending them into the air, into the mud. The river burst forward and the levee crumbled under it, tearing through

  the camp, through forest, rising up in a great yellow wall, driving close, fast, screaming like a train, its roar sucking up the sky, a voice crowning open like the Almighty, through Fitler and

  Cary and Nitta Yuma, acre by acre, through cornfields and cotton rows; through plantation houses and dogtrots, wood and brick and mortar, through the depots and churches and rail yards, through

  forest and valley, snapping boulders through the air. Houses rose up, bobbed, then smashed together like eggshells. Homes bled out their insides—bureaus, bathtubs, drawers,

  gramophones—before folding into themselves. The people scrambled up on their roofs, up trees, clinging to one another. The water blew them from their perches, swept them into the drift,

  smashed them against the debris. They bubbled up swollen and drowned, rag-dolling in the current, moving deeper and deeper inland, toward Issaquena.
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  WHEN THE FLOODWATERS CAME, ELLIS LAY SPRAWLED IN HIS CHAIR, smothered down in sleep. In his dream he could hear his boy call for

  him—Daddy, Daddy—up through the depths, his voice crashing, warm at first then a jolt of panic. Each call came brighter, sharper—Daddy, please Daddy—hoisting him up through

  miles of dreaming. His eyes opened into the bright noise of the world. The floorboards were dark and swollen at his feet. Water bubbled up through the planks. Daddy. Wake up, Daddy, he heard, and

  he saw Little Robert beside him tugging hard on his flannel shirt.




  I’m awake, Ellis said, his voice hoarse. He rose unsteadily to his feet. They watched a rocking chair slide on its legs. The water was climbing. The boy threw himself around his

  father’s waist and out of habit Ellis touched the back of the boy’s neck.




  Go get your mama, he said.




  Ellis wrapped up what food he could in newspaper and crammed their clothes into carpetbags and satchels. Quick now, he called to his son. Robert was waiting with his mother, holding her hand.

  She was dressed in her powder-blue church dress with a straw sun hat fit over her head.




  Ellis moved toward her.




  Etta, he began, but then he heard the house crack under his feet. Come on, let’s go.




  He unlatched the front door and the water sluiced through, soaking his lower half. Ellis grunted, pushed through the doorway, and out onto the porch.




  Beyond the steps, the floodwaters prickled moodily over the surrounding country. The dogwoods were stunted, their fluffed heads bowed over the water. Toward town, houses had broken free from

  their foundations and were bobbing in place.




  Daddy.




  He turned and the boy’s eyes started to glass. He sent Robert inside for a rope and made a yoke around his waist, tying one end to his wife and the other to his son.




  Stay close together, he told them.




  Ellis went in first. He lowered himself slowly off the porch, into the rush of water. He bit down on his yell and tried to shake the ice from his head. A piano floated by and he swung to the

  side and let it pass. He balanced his bundle on his head and looked up at his wife and son.




  Just like a bath. That’s all it is, he said.




  He motioned for Robert to come down next. Then Etta. Her dress flowered up around her, and she held her hat down against her head. Oh, she said. They shivered and hugged themselves, the slack of

  the rope floating up between them.




  They waded against the current toward the telegraph poles in the distance, to Rolling Fork. Every now and then Ellis would cry out left, left, right, right and he could feel the tug against his

  waist, the knot biting into his hip as they dodged the flotsam. Pebbles churned in the yellow soup, hitting his legs and ribs and stomach.




  Midday, the rain stopped and the sun broke through into the clean sky. The waters washed against them in thick moody rolls. Around them, people lay on their roofs, blankets spread out under

  them. The air buzzed with their crying. One man called out to them in a high ragged voice. Ellis watched him over his shoulder, jumping up and down and swinging his arms.




  Boy! You there!




  Robert looked over.




  Don’t pay him no attention, Ellis said.




  Hey! Where you going?




  There was a crack and a crown of water splashed up some feet away from Robert.




  I’m talking to you!




  Another crack, and Robert winced. He kept his head down and they trudged forward.
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  THEY’D GONE FOR HOURS THROUGH THE NUMBING WATERS, THEIR heads drooped and the space behind their

  eyes, deep and sonorous. Ellis felt the walls of his skull tensing. The waters stretched forever, smothering the roads and fields and district lines. Roof shingles drifted in the distance. He only

  dimly knew where he was, sighting out the tips of landmarks that peaked above the waterline. Robert was guiding his mama along, taking wide strides through the muck. He could hardly keep his eyes

  open. Ellis squeezed the bridge of his nose. The cave of his head yawned vast with air. He willed his legs forward but they refused.




  Ellis shut his eyes. He did not know how much longer they could go on. He could make out a noise in the distance. It was a song, coming through warm and brown. He opened his eyes and across the

  water he saw a boat skimming between the rooftops, and the man in it, pulling his oars back and singing toward the sky.




  I’m only going over Jordan, I’m only going over home, the man sang. I’m going there to see my Father, going there no more to roam.




  Hello, Ellis called out.




  The man let the oars hang loose in the water.




  Hello!, the man answered.




  The man paddled toward them, pulling up the water in white lashes. He was youngish—handsome with a thin sprinkling of hair on his sharp chin. How do you do? the man said. He extended out

  his hand. Name of Stuckey.




  Ellis lifted his own hand up from the water, wiped it on his shirt, and shook it. I’m Ellis Chatham and here’s my family. We been crossing over from Issaquena County.




  Looks like you Chathams are wet in a bad way.




  Was wondering if you could carry us some, Ellis said.




  You don’t say.




  The man’s tongue worked something over between his teeth. He leaned against the gunwale and flicked something away from his hair.




  What you got in them satchels?




  The muzzle of his pistol rested over the lip of the boat. Come on now, let’s see them.




  Just some food, Ellis said. Clothes. What little we got. We’d be happy to trade some—




  The man gestured with his gun. Get in, he said.




  We ain’t looking for no kind of trouble, Mr. Stuckey.




  The boat, the man said.




  Ellis wedged his hands under Robert’s arms and lifted him up. He set the boy down on the boat floor. Etta was next. Stuckey pulled her up by her arm, the heel of his boot anchored to the

  transom to keep from falling. Her dress clung to her thighs and she plucked the sticky cloth from around her legs. Her hat flipped off her head and went into the water. On board, her legs gave

  under her and she crawled to Robert, gathering him into her arms and cooing into his ear.




  Well, well, Stuckey said. He reached for Ellis and heaved him in.




  Looks like I caught me some duckies.




  The rowboat was wide and long. The Chathams set themselves up at the stern-side bench. Stuckey went through their sacks, throwing their clothes and keepsakes carelessly on the puddled floor. He

  found the loaf of bread and tore into it, his breath squeaking through his nostrils. He snorted, swallowed, and tossed the rest to the Chathams.




  Stale, he said, wiping his mouth.




  Ellis stared at him.




  Go on. Eat, Stuckey said, opening up another satchel. Son of man, eat thy bread with quaking and drink thy water with trembling and carefulness.




  Ellis broke the loaf into pieces and handed a piece to the boy. Robert ate slowly and quietly, nestled in between his mama’s arms.




  What you going to do with us?, Ellis asked.




  The man stood up. Etta tightened around the boy.




  Row, the man said.




  Stuckey hung his hand off the side of the boat, letting his fingers slice into the water. They were in the basin, where the water had gone high-deep. Beneath, dogtrots and

  lean-tos hung in the water—neither floating nor sinking. Now and again, something would bubble up to the surface. A chair. A table. A blouse. He skimmed up the blue wad of cloth, then spread

  it open. It was small. A girl’s. He looked at it amused, then set it back in the water.




  You know, friend, if there’s a heaven, I hope it’s a dry one.




  Ellis had stripped off his shirt—a thin skin of sweat greased his body. With each stroke, he let out a breath. Behind him, Etta was still clutching the boy, shivering, staring back at the

  man.




  Stuckey sat up.




  You a man of God, friend?




  Ellis kept on with his paddling.




  That’s all right. You don’t have to tell me. Me, my daddy was a pastor outside of Tunica. Tiny little place. A flock that wasn’t more than a sheep and a half. He made me say

  verses and passages every night at supper. It got so’s I’d turn hungry every time someone read from Corinthians. That man used to go on and on, about the angry God and the loving

  God.




  Stuckey leaned forward.




  Now which one of those you believe in?




  Ellis lifted the paddles up and let the boat drift. He stared hard at the man. The sun had started setting and was bruising pink overhead. Mosquitoes skimmed along the surface of the water, and

  he could hear the creaking of bust-up houses shifting beneath them.




  Stuckey shook his head.




  You said you from Issaquena County? You hear about that boy they hanged two months ago? Fourteen. Was off fooling with some plantation owner’s daughter. A real beauty. A real lily as they

  say. Well, right before they strung him up, they got the rope round his neck, they ask him why he’d done it. You know what he said?




  Ellis clenched his face together. The tendons in his shoulders tightened.




  Love! You believe that?




  Stuckey laughed.




  Now, I done a lot in my time. Don’t even start me to talking. But go near a white woman? Never. I’d never be that reckless. Shoot.




  Stuckey opened his arms and swept them over the boat. In the distance, a train lay on its side, figures huddled on top of the boxcar. Telegraph poles had collapsed together in a nest of

  crucifixions, their cables willowing into the dark water.




  I mean, will you look at this mess?










  It could’ve been the ocean for all Robert knew—the water going on and on forever in every direction save for the small stitch of

  telegraph line in the distance. They rowed over a switching station, and he looked over the side to see the trains underneath.




  There’s nothing to see, Stuckey said. He was lying across the length of the boat, his hat tipped over his eyes. He crossed his legs and Robert could see the soles of his boots, worked and

  muddy.




  Robert’s mama had fallen asleep holding him. Her head was slumped against his shoulder, her chin hooking down from behind. She breathed slow and deep.




  He could feel himself slipping off as well, watching the rhythms of his father’s rowing—the muscles in his back crimping on every stroke, the greased sheen of his body with the sun

  on his neck. There had not been any crying or wailing for hours. There was not another soul. Only the oars patting the water.




  Robert stood up suddenly, tearing free from his mama’s hold. He stared out toward the horizon, shading his eyes against the light. He had heard it. Like a piece of wire humming. Ellis held

  the oars midpaddle. Stuckey lifted the hat from his face. They looked out together. The clouds were spread thin over the horizon, the underbelly gone red and raw. The others had heard it too.

  Muffled and small, but it was there all the same. A voice. A human voice traveling out across the water.




  He rolled his head back and set his arm over his eyes.




  Well, Stuckey said. Go on then.




  They spotted a slice of high ground where the sun dissolved into the water. They rowed toward it, watching it grow by degrees into a grass jetty—a narrow arm of land, slanting up into the

  hill country. A man on the banks hollered out across the water, Lord Lord Lord! Show mercy for us the poor and the sinful.




  The man’s shirt was unbuttoned, his preacher’s collar splayed open. Around him were piles of white cloth. It wasn’t till the boat had almost touched land that Robert saw that

  they were men and women done up in baptismal robes. Their heads were pressed into the grass as they moaned and twitched. Men in tan uniforms were stepping carefully among them, touching their

  wrists or feeling their foreheads, then scratching their notes out on their clipboards.




  The boat floated into the shallows and Stuckey stood up.




  You get off here, he said. He pointed to their bundles. These you won’t be needing anymore.




  Robert climbed out of the boat and waded toward the shore, his mama and his daddy following behind him. His legs were stiff and he was so tired he felt like he would fall through the earth.




  He looked behind him. Stuckey was already at the oars. He smiled back at Robert, lifting up one hand to wave. Then he took up the paddles and worked them back, sliding out toward the dark

  water.




  Wash the devilment from your souls!, the preacher cried. From gambling halls and cathouses! He has seen our wickedness!




  Robert felt his daddy’s warm hand graze the back of his neck.




  He has seen our wretchedness! Let us be clean! Take the Devil from our souls!




  Over here!, a voice called out. Three men in uniforms came running toward them. They pulled the Chathams up from the bank, one by one, and wrapped them in blankets. Robert’s mama sat down

  on the grass. The men tried to lift her up, but she closed her eyes and shook her head.




  The men looked at each other. Then they took out their clipboards and started in on their questions. Ma’am, what’s your name? Do you know your address?




  His mama only stared, holding the blanket tightly around her front. His daddy tried to say something, but a man in uniform stood in front of him.




  Sir, sir. I need your attention a moment.




  Robert listened to the way they talked, those cramped, pinched voices. They were young and extraordinarily white, whiter than most white men he’d seen. There wasn’t any kind of burn

  on their noses or faces or necks, just pale apple flesh.




  Son, you need to tell me your name, son. Before we can help you, we need to know your name. For the chart.




  Robert, his daddy said. Answer the man.




  The man wrote something down on his sheet.




  Sir, I need this young man to speak for himself.




  That’s my boy Robert, his daddy said. He’s only eight.




  Sir. Please.




  Tell him, Robert. It’s all right.




  Sir, another man said. I need you to pay attention to me. You can talk with your family later but for right now, you need to talk to me.




  Now hold on there, his daddy said, standing.




  Sir.




  Now hold on.




  Sir. Sir, please, sir, they said.




  The men circled around his daddy. Their hands were up in front of them, as if they were afraid he might pounce.




  Robert watched the scene. More men in uniform charged down the hill past them toward the water. People were still coming in—some on boats, or pieces of wood yoked together with twine. They

  called out for help and the white men would splash down after them.




  When he turned back, his mama was gone, the print of her wet body still on the grass. He looked around. The white men were moving swiftly from one person to another. They went around carrying

  blankets and urns of coffee. A woman was crying, cradling a bundle in her arms, and one of the men was trying to take it away. Robert kept looking. He saw his mama walking past the preacher, toward

  the water’s edge. No one else noticed her as she moved among them, stepping over their prostrate bodies, her blanket dragging in a tail behind her. Robert’s daddy and the men were still

  arguing. Robert got up and ran after her.




  He caught up with his mama at the flood bank and slipped his hand quietly into hers. She looked at him as if trying to place who he was, then she shifted her shoulders and cinched up the blanket

  tightly around them both.




  Farther down the bank, a man was howling, beating his head with his fists. He rushed out into the water and it took four men to pull him back. A terrible wail escaped his body and he struggled

  in their arms before finally going slack.




  Robert’s mama squeezed his small palm.




  Serves them right, she said.




  Robert put his hand in his pocket. Dora’s stone was still there. The preacher’s voice gathered in some far-off part of his mind like silt. Years later, he would think back to this

  moment, holding the stone—its smooth black surface digging into the meat of his palm, the water still sticky on his skin. Love, the man had said. Will you look at this mess?
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  Augustus Duke wiped the pollen from his goggles and cranked hard on the gearbox. The A-Model kicked forward, churning yellow air under the tires.

  There were flowers on the roadside—whole bouquets of roses, irises, carnations—dried into fists. The smell followed him all the way to the Big Farm. It was in the air, in the hollows of

  his nose and mouth, puddled up in the jaw of spit. He watched the Farm rise up from beneath the road, the acres of plowed earth and wood houses behind a six-mile stretch of chicken wire and guard

  towers. Up at the gate, he turned off the engine. A guard came out from the guardhouse and met the car. His uniform was unbuttoned and his undershirt was matted with sweat.




  Help you?




  Duke unstrapped the goggles, massaging the red circles around his eyes. He showed him the envelope from his pocket. The guard turned it over, read the name, then frowned.




  Have to telephone the warden.




  The man went back into the guardhouse. Duke climbed out of the car and spat into the dust. The sun made the air slow and prickly, and he ran his tongue along the sticky sucking walls of his

  mouth. Beyond the wire, he could see the Negroes lined along their furrows, their spades cutting into the dark earth—hear their soft grunts, their exhales.




  The guard returned. His uniform had been loosened.




  Warden said to stay here, the guard said. He handed back the envelope. You can wait inside, out of the sun, if you like.




  Duke followed the man inside. It was small and cramped like a garden shed. Shelves cluttered with papers and boxes of ammunition lined the inside wall. A small glass window looked out into the

  camp. Duke bumped the telephone from the wall, and the guard reached over and placed the speaker back on the carriage.




  The guard sat down on a stool and wedged off his boot.




  Can’t stand that smell, the guard said. He burst a blister under his big toe and rubbed his fingers on his trousers.




  They say you get used to it but ask me, seems like it gets worse every day.




  Duke didn’t answer him.




  The flowers, I mean. The Overnight runs right through here.




  Duke had seen it driving up, first the tracks chasing alongside the road, then the train racing up, spitting gravel against his car. He remembered the hobo eyes that stared out at him from the

  half-open freights.




  That’s how come you got this smell, the guard went on. They got these nigger girls come in with their hair all done up. All up and down the state. Lined up for hours sometimes. We tell

  them every time. No flowers. So they trash them right on the roadside there.




  The guard tugged the top button of his shirt and aired out the pits of his arms.




  They hide things, you know? You’d be surprised. The women are sneaky. Sneakier even than the men. One selling her cunny from Aberdeen come up to see one of our lifers. Says he was her

  sweet boy. She was hauling this whole bloom of lilacs and daisies and whatever else. Draped up over her shoulder, sticking up in her face, practically falling out of her arms, there were so many

  flowers. A sight to see. Didn’t no one seem to notice that those flowers were tied off with a foot of piano wire.




  The guard clucked his tongue and cut his hand across his throat.




  No flowers after that.




  The guard worked a finger under his heel and horned his foot back into his boot. The boot kicked forward and Duke stepped back to dodge the arc. He took out his pocket watch and hooded his eyes

  into slits.




  The guard looked at him.




  They’re animals, plain and simple. Take that boy you’re waiting on. Eli Cutter. Now that one is a piece of work. You heard about what he done?




  Yes, Duke said.




  The guard clicked his tongue.




  That poor girl. Her insides all rotted out.




  Duke watched the guard take full measure of him. He chewed down on his bottom lip and nodded slowly.




  And now here you are with that fancy piece of paper of yours. Well, don’t that beat all?




  Duke looked steadily at the guard. He worked his tongue against the roof of his mouth. He slipped two fingers past his teeth and drew out a flap of dead skin.




  Well, piece of advice. You just watch yourself around that one. Everybody here knows to keep clear of Eli.




  The guard motioned toward the sky.




  He ain’t clean.




  A gunshot cracked in the distance and the guard’s jaw turned taut and fierce. He leaned against his rifle butt and stared hard at the fields. Nothing had changed. The prisoners kept up

  their work as the sergeants drove their horses steady down the lines. There came another report, echoing into quiet.




  I wouldn’t worry. Chances are, that wasn’t your old boy, Eli. You got a cigarette? It’ll cut the smell.




  Duke reached into his jacket.




  The guard eyed the pack and let a smile tighten on his face.




  He fit a cigarette between his lips. Duke struck a match, lit the guard’s and then his own. The cigarette crackled like radio air.
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  ELI BROKE TWO EGGS IN A LITTLE CUP AND WITH HIS LONG THIN fingers, he scooped out the yolks. The strands shivered and dripped and he rubbed the yellow

  between his hands, then back through his hair. A prison trusty stood in the doorway of the bunkhouse, tugging on the straps of his dungarees with one hand, balancing his rifle with the other. Eli

  watched the trusty in the piece of mirror, his fat lips working into an angry bud.




  Eli patted down the rest of his hair and wiped his hands on a rag. He slipped on his jacket, straightened out the lapels, then set his hat neat on his head. He gave himself one more

  look—narrow face, clear almond eyes, a spray of silver on his mustache. Eli sucked back on his teeth.




  Outside, he could hear the inmates plucking their spades dully at the earth as a skin of red dust settled outside the bunkhouse.




  The trusty cleared his throat. You ready?




  Eli grinned, turning from the mirror.




  Show on.




  They walked through the prison farm, Eli in front and the trusty behind. Outside, the sky was wide and full, doming above the wire fencing. The cotton fields lay spread in dark tracts while the

  inmates stooped over in their rows, cutting the soil with their hoes, their leg chains twinkling.




  They crossed to the laundry lines outside the administration building. The prisoners looked up from their washboards, cheeks flecked with soap, hands bleached and sudsy over the blue-black

  water. They pressed their cracked rutted faces against the glass. No one made a noise, only the crackle of soap sounding as they waited for Eli to pass.




  At the gate the warden stood with his suit stiff and freshly pressed. Beside him was a man. He looked like an egg, round and pale and smooth except his nose, which was blistered and full of

  blood. The man was staring hard at Eli, the small muscle in his throat going up and down.




  The warden sent the trusty away.




  This the one you wanted?




  The man unfolded a square of paper from his pocket.




  You’re Eli Cutter?




  He was surprised the man knew his name. Yessir, he said. That’s me.




  Out of Natchez?




  And happy to be here.




  The man read aloud from his paper:




  Cutter, Elijah Paul. Age, thirty-eight years; height, five feet eight inches; weight, 129 pounds; nativity, Adams County; complexion, mulatto; hair, black; eyes, brown; mole behind left ear;

  scar on the right thigh. Sentenced from Wayne County, October 29, 1929, for the crime of manslaughter; term, fifteen years.




  The man looked up from the slip of paper.




  The warden smirked. Well, not quite fifteen is it, Mr. Duke?




  The man ignored him. Let me see your hands.




  Eli rolled up his sleeves. His palms were dusty and cracked, but his fingers spanned out wide like a cellar spider, knobby at the knuckles but smooth and womanly down to the tips. He touched his

  thumbs together lightly.




  That’s him, the man said. He reached into his jacket and handed the warden a thick envelope.




  I trust this settles everything.




  The warden smiled. He patted the envelope across his palm before tucking it under his arm.




  He’s all yours, Mr. Duke, he said.




  They drove for hours, neither of them talking. Eli fought down the excitement in his gut. He gazed out at the surrounding country. The hills rolled past and in the distance

  there were clusters of houses—towns he’d spent years in. They flashed in some dark part of his brain—barrelhouses, hotels, barbershops, his arm around some young smiling thing,

  the two of them stealing out to the potter’s field, their naked bodies on the cold wet grass.




  The man named Duke stopped the car at a clearing along the road. Out beyond the tall grass was the old colored church, burned-out and gutted. The walls were charred black and had fallen through

  in places, strands of wild millet growing through cracks in the floor.




  We’re here, Mr. Duke said. He hefted up a small leather suitcase and carried it out with him.




  Flies flicked around their eyes and nostrils, buzzing drunk and angry. They stepped over the smashed pews and collapsed roof, the wood groaning underneath them. There were chalk lines scratched

  into a piece of wall, and empty bean tins on the floor. The stink of shit hung humid in the air.




  They climbed up to what had been the pulpit and the man pulled the cloth from off the organ. With the heel of his hand, he wiped down the bench.




  Have a seat, he said.




  Eli sat down and Mr. Duke lifted up the fall board. The keys were clean and white.




  Been a long time, Eli said.




  Mr. Duke opened the case. He lifted up what looked like a phonograph and pointed the horn at Eli. He flicked a switch and there was a grinding noise. He flicked it again and the noise evened

  out.




  Play something for me, he said.




  Boss?




  I want you to play a blues for me.




  Eli set a finger on a key. It was cold and foreign.




  Go ahead, Mr. Duke said.




  Eli rolled up his sleeves and knuckled his fingers, trying to rub the buzz out of his joints. He floated his big hands above the ivory, the cords tightening into a claw. The pads of his fingers

  touched lightly over the keys; they were cold and smooth and sent a shiver through him like a sword.




  The pedal clunked into its place. Eli touched the first note. Soft. Then he touched it again, letting it ring out. His mind burned. He closed his eyes and struck. A chord boomed beneath his

  hands. His heart was beating. He let the sound flare then cool. Something in his throat unhitched. Another chord. Then another. Beneath him, the organ trilled. He felt its air against his face. His

  heart fired in his chest.




  When Eli had finished, Mr. Duke switched off the machine and folded the horn back into its case.




  Marvelous, Duke said. Simply marvelous. You’re as good as they say.




  Mr. Duke placed the fall board down and sat beside Eli on the bench. His large belly strained against the buttons of his shirt.




  He rubbed his thick palms against the knees of his pants. Eli could smell him from where he sat, the stink of mold in his clothes.




  Mr. Duke placed his hand on Eli’s shoulder and the man’s grip tightened.




  I am starting a traveling musical act and I’ve been looking for a Negro to play the piano for me. Thirty dollars a week. Thirty dollars and your freedom.




  Eli sat there stunned. His head was swimming and he had to brace himself against the bench to keep from falling over. Eli began to laugh, shaking his head and cupping his palms over his

  face.




  Mr. Duke handed Eli a sheet of paper and showed him where he could put his mark. They shook hands and Mr. Duke counted out a hundred dollars in crisp new bills.




  There’s a town in Calhoun County by the Skuna River called Bruce. A colored woman by the name of Lucy Quinn runs a hotel out there. The Hotel Beau-Miel. You take this money, get yourself a

  nice suit and a meal, and meet me there in two weeks.




  Eli folded the bills together and tucked them into his pants pocket.




  In two weeks? What’re you going to do till then?




  He watched Mr. Duke slip the paper with Eli’s name into his case, then secure the two brass latches over the lid. He hefted it up with one arm and started for the door.




  With his free hand, he gestured to the burned-out walls of the church.




  Why, Mr. Cutter, someone’s got to find something for you to bang those magnificent hands on.
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  THE JOSTLING ON THE BUS KEPT THE SLEEP FROM SETTLING. HIS eyes stung and his groin itched. The other passengers were asleep. Eli

  could hear them snoring, making low wet sounds, dreamy half words. The country spread black against the windows. Here and there he could make out the reddish glow of tramp fires through the pines.

  He closed his eyes and half expected to open them up again to his bunk back at the Farm and smell the stale sweat and manure hanging in the air.




  But instead, he smelled perfume.




  It drifted faint from the front of the bus. A fire lit up in his head, his nerves going hot and bright at the tips. She climbed on board, a gloved hand steadying herself on the back of a seat.

  The silhouette of a pillbox hat floated into the aisle. She took slow careful steps toward the back of the bus, arms feeling the dark space ahead of her. Her hips bobbed—Swish!

  Swish!—stopping in front of Eli.




  Evening, she said.




  Eli slid over and cleared a space for her to sit. The scent of calla lily grew thick and heavy. He could feel its weight in his mouth, like a lump of sugar on his tongue.




  You a pretty little thing to go riding around this hour, he said.




  Couldn’t find no one to carry me, she said.




  Now I don’t believe that. You weighed five hundred pounds, I’d carry you. On my back if I had to.




  The woman snickered. Maybe, but you can’t take me any place I need to go.




  Don’t you worry. I know all the right places.




  Oh, I bet you do.




  I know all the right spots, he said again.




  Eli couldn’t see her face. He wasn’t sure if she was ignoring him.




  You going to see your man?




  You’re awful lippy, mister.




  You didn’t answer my question.




  The woman was quiet for a while. I’m going to see my husband.




  If I had a wife like you, I wouldn’t never let her out of my sight.




  Don’t get fresh with me, she said. You don’t even know me.




  I don’t mean offense. All I mean is lots of things out in these roads at night. Not all of them safe.




  Like you.




  Eli laughed.




  Me? Sure. But there’s plenty worse than me. When I was a little boy, my grandma told me about a gypsy woman live out in the country. If a little boy or little girl was in devilment,

  she’d come at night and take them away. Boil them up and eat their bones, then she’d spit them out and put them in her little conjure bag.




  The woman laughed. He could make out the swell of her breasts, the smooth slope of her neck. The whites of her eyes glowed a dull blue even in the dark.




  You ever been in devilment, little girl?




  Bad boy, she teased.




  ’Cause I can devil you right.




  He touched his fingers lightly to her skirt. The warm of her thighs came up through the cotton.




  The woman laughed. I’m a full-grown woman.




  Very grown, Eli said.




  A grown woman ain’t got no need for tall tales.




  Maybe you ain’t never had a tale tall enough.




  Don’t matter how tall if it don’t do nothing.
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