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PART I



1966


PROLOGUE


In all things there is a law of cycles.


—TACITUS





CHAPTER ONE



There’s no sweeter stench than the scent of a burning baby.


Grace raced across the yard, her steps hastened by the cries upon the wind.


“Somebody help me,” she cried. “My grandbaby’s trapped inside the house.”


She grabbed a large branch and began to beat against a window. It broke away and released a menacing gust of fire that licked the edges of her hair and sent her reeling backward in a choking fit.


The anguished cries from inside the house escaped through the broken pane, hanging upon the wind.


“Waaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa . . .”


It was a wild and airy sound, a wailing that trailed off into a whirlwind of echoes. In the midst of the biting-cold night, the house was engulfed in a blizzard of flames.


Polo stood out front, drenched in sweat, flinging buckets of water. The fire became more savage with each bucket he threw. Grace found her footing again and began beating her house with another tree branch.


“Mama, it’s not slowing down,” Polo said, out of breath. “It’s getting bigger. The water’s making it worse.”


“Just keep trying. It’s got to be stopped.”


“Waaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa . . .”


The cries of the baby were deafening.


Polo threw away the bucket and grabbed a tree branch. He followed his mother’s lead and began to swat at the fire.


Grace lifted her nose, catching the scent of the wind.


“Oh my God. Oh my God. Oh my God.” She fell to her knees in exhaustion.


“Waaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa . . .”


The haunting cry was like a lingering note in a dirge. Then it faded into the night and was never heard by Grace or Polo again.


Grace raised her head and listened to the sound as it waned. Silent tears fell onto the dusty earth. If not for the gentle shaking of her shoulders as she dropped her head into her hands, Polo would not have known she was crying.


“My grandbaby is dead.”


Polo dropped on his knees in the dirt beside her, trying to make out her words as she sobbed into her soot-stained palms. He thought she was asking about his sister. He wrapped his arms around her in a tight embrace.


“Mama, Ophelia’s all right,” he said. “She’s out there by them fir trees.”


Ophelia stood in the shadows of the woods, watching the fire gut the house. In the dazzling glow of the flames, she had seen her mother and brother trying to get to the baby and calm the blaze.


Grace’s sobs grew heavy as the soot from her hands now covered her face. Her long black satiny hair hung loose and tangled around her head. Polo held his mother close, rocking her in his arms.


The fire raged on before them, consuming the house.


“Mama, we couldn’t do nuthin’,” said Polo. “The baby was ’sleep when we went next door. It wasn’t nothing burning in the house. The stove wasn’t even on. The baby was ’sleep.”


“How we gon’ tell Ophelia about the baby?”


The look of terror and questioning in his mother’s eyes frightened him.


“I think she already know. Look like she came from out by the barn. That’s why she standing by them trees.”


“What was she doing over there?” Grace asked. She was almost hysterical.


“I’on know, Mama. She always be in the barn.” He rocked his mother faster. “She ain’t crying or even coming over here to ask ’bout the baby. I’on know, maybe she in shock. I guess she already knows he’s dead.”


At those words, Grace fell onto her son’s chest and began to cry again.


As the two held each other, the wooden porch collapsed, and the entire house folded in on itself.


Polo’s girlfriend came running from across the field.


“I could see it from my house,” she said. “I could see the flames just shooting up into the sky.”


Polo ignored her, rocking his mother. Coolie ran next door to Polo’s uncle’s house for more water. She returned, hurling the bucket so hard, the entire thing flew into the flames.


“What are you doing?” Polo cried. “The house can’t be saved, it’s already gone.”


“We gotta put the fire out,” she said. She ran next door for more water. Her short, curly hair was sticking to her face and neck in sweaty ringlets, and her peach-colored skin was flushed from the heat. She ran closer to the house. The fire licked at her, rushing up the front of her skirt.


She screamed and danced around in a frenzy.


Polo let go of his mother and leaped upon his girlfriend, throwing her to the ground. The fire on her skirt was extinguished as they rolled in the dust. Smoke rose from the hem in a funky puff.


A car approached in the distance. Grace’s husband, Big Daddy, sped toward them in his bright yellow ’59 Ford. Before he had turned the engine off, Big Daddy and Grace’s brother, Walter, were dashing out of the car, running to the house. Within seconds they realized there was nothing either of them could do to save it.


Big Daddy rushed over to Grace. Walter stood rooted, staring at the fantastic flames.


“What happened, baby?” Big Daddy said in his booming voice.


Grace’s sobbing grew louder.


“We was all next door just sittin’ around, like we’ve done a hundred times before. Hamlet was in there. We didn’t want to disturb him since he was ’sleep. The next thing you know, it’s this fire. My baby’s little boy done died in there.”


Big Daddy grabbed his head and dropped to his knees beside her. He wrapped his tree-trunk arms around her and released his muffled cries deep within the security of her shoulder.


Walter stood above them. “Ain’t nuthin’ we can do but let it burn out,” he said. “It’s too far gone now.”


He wanted to hug and comfort his sister, but Big Daddy and his overpowering strength were in the way.


“Where’s Ophelia?” Big Daddy asked, choking back tears.


He looked around for his daughter amid the fire and smoke. Polo and Coolie pointed in the direction of the trees. Big Daddy turned to see Ophelia facedown in the dirt, her hands digging deep into the earth. Her body was wracked with sobs as they all watched her, alone in her pain.


From the porch next door, Sukie looked out. She glanced at her husband, Walter, who was still staring down at Grace and Big Daddy. She looked at the burning house, now a frame shrouded in the brilliance of the fire. She noticed Ophelia in the thicket of trees, covered with dirt and leaves as she grieved in the darkness.


Sukie shook her head.


With a slow turn, she sucked her tongue and went into the house to mop up all the water Polo and Coolie had wasted.





CHAPTER TWO



Downtown, Tennessee, was about eighty miles north of Columbia, right square in the middle of the route to Nashville. It was hard to get folks to drop in for a spell. There wasn’t much there for anybody to see.


Downtown was a dustbowl. There were four main buildings: the Green Goods Grocery Store, Kleinstein’s Feed and Seed, the All-County Bank, and the Lucky Star Liquor Joint. All the black folks lived around the inner edges of town in what was called Downtown’s downtown. The whites lived farther out, on the vestiges of what used to be plantations and farms. They came into town to stop at the All-County Bank, to shop for food, or to get supplies for their livestock from Kleinstein’s.


Downtown had been Downtown for over a hundred years. Billy Varnessy went to New York with his cousins in 1854. Every weekend his cousins would go downtown in the big city. Since Billy Varnessy was from up in the hills of Tennessee, he figured that downtown New York was called downtown because it was flat. He remained in New York for five years, made a decent chunk of money in land development, and returned to Tennessee. He married Betty Carbunkle from Hohenwald and they settled a little town. His wife wanted to name it Varnessyville. Billy decided to call it Downtown, because he hoped that it would one day become his version of New York. There was no area of land in that part of Tennessee that was flat. Billy Varnessy’s Downtown was very hilly.


During the week, many of the black folks worked the farms and homes of white landowners in the surrounding areas, and hung out in the evenings at the Lucky Star Liquor Joint. The Lucky Star was perched on top of one of the four hills that made up Downtown. At the top of the inclined dirt road, there was a big green house with a makeshift sign of Christmas lights in the shape of a star. More Christmas lights adorned a sign with the words LUCKY STAR LIQUOR JOINT painted in bright red letters. It flashed on and off twenty-four hours a day. Over the years someone had painted an F over the L in LUCKY, and someone else had tried to take it off with paint thinner. It never came all the way off, so to a stranger passing through town, it looked like the FUCKY STAR LIQUOR JOINT. Caesar Bucksport was the owner.


Caesar, with his big, greasy, processed pompadour, would walk around the Lucky Star drinking peach Nehi, dressed in shiny black pants, a crisp white cotton shirt with broad black stripes that was always too tight over his very potbelly, and white Stacy Adams shoes. He strutted back and forth across the room “shooting the shit,” as he put it, with the patrons.


He wore the same outfit every day. Folks figured he either had a whole lot of black pants and white cotton shirts with broad black stripes, or he had a woman stashed away who washed them every single night. No one knew. Caesar could leave the Lucky Star at five A.M. after juking all night and return at seven A.M. to reopen the liquor store, and the shiny black pants and white cotton shirt with broad black stripes would still be intact, pants creased, shirt crisp. He was never musky.


No matter what time of day it was, he always had a peach Nehi in hand. And he never had a stain on his shirt.


As he paraded around the store, not even sweating in the afternoon heat, he sucked on a cold bottle.


“Y’all done heard ’bout that Boten baby and the fire?” he said to no one in particular. He belched a bouquet of peaches as he turned a chair around and sat down.


“Yeah, but you know who baby that was, don’t you?”


A short, fat red woman with moles all over her face and neck talked out of the side of her mouth as she chawed on a chicken leg. Caesar nodded at her, gulping the soda.


“Uh-huh. I done heard it’s that boy Lay’s baby. That’s why they done shipped him off to Dee-troit like that, tryna be slick. Them folks ain’t foolin’ nobody. They think folks don’t know ’bout him and his sister.”


He belched again. This time it was loud.


The fat red woman was sucking the marrow out of her chicken bone. The suction noises of the marrow coming up from inside the bone were audible throughout the room.


“All them Botens got something wrong with ’em,” she said. “I’on know what it is, but they’s all a little quirky.”


“Not all of ’em. Just Grace and her family.”


Caesar and the fat woman stopped talking and turned around toward the back of the room. In the corner sat Sukie, hidden in the shadows. There was a warm glass of gin in front of her and a half-empty bottle. Her burnt-orange hair was wound in a big ball and piled high atop her head.


The natives in general were terrified of Sukie. People had heard talk for years that she was into roots. No one ever saw her do them, but they knew she was capable of laying down a serious mojo. It was obvious that once she had been very beautiful. Her hair was long and silky, her skin soft and smooth. And her eyes were an exotic blue-green-gray. No one had ever seen eyes like hers on a Negro in Downtown. A number of men made attempts to seduce her when she first arrived, even though she was married to Walter Martin. They knew she was from Louisiana. The men were excited to have a Creole in their midst.


Not long after she married Walter, Sukie caught him cheating with an eighteen-year-old girl from a neighboring town. The next day Walter’s eyes swelled up big and red, then closed shut for a week. The doctor was called in, but he could offer no clear explanation. Walter worked with Big Daddy as a ranch hand. He was unable to work for days until the swelling just up and went away on its own. The girl he was caught with met a similar fate. Word spread that her breasts turned hard as rocks. Everyone concluded this was the work of Sukie. The cryptic smile she wore gave it all away.


None of the people in town could understand why Walter stayed married to her. It was as though he were under her spell.


“Y’all ain’t got to stop talking just ’cause I’m here,” Sukie said to Caesar and the woman.


She picked up the glass of gin and sipped it. Sukie drank like a man but never showed her liquor. Caesar eased up with his peach Nehi and went back to the bar. The woman kept chawing on her chicken bone.


“Just as well that baby died,” Sukie said. “Couldn’t no good come from a child like that. God took it. Got his reasons, too. He don’t reco’nize sin. Won’t stand for it. That baby dyin’ was the best thing that could happen. That baby was the devil, he wasn’t no child of God.”


She picked up the bottle of gin and poured more into the glass.


“You want some ice in that, Miss Sukie?” Caesar asked.


He high-stepped over from the bar with a chilled lowball glass filled with ice. Sukie cocked a blue-green-gray eye at him like a parrot. She watched as he put the glass down on the table and filled it with the gin from the other warm glass.


“That baby wasn’t no child of God,” she repeated.


Caesar raced around the rest of the bar while everybody acted as though Sukie wasn’t there. No one wanted to say anything more to set her off. A tall black boy with a clubfoot and nappy hair got up and put some money in the jukebox. The sounds of Dinah Washington filled the room as he cripped over to the pool table and started a game.


Sukie finished her gin and pushed her chair back from the table.


“Y’all ain’t had to stop talking ’cause of me. Ain’t my family you talking ’bout nohow. She the one got them fool chillun.”


Caesar was doing his best impression of a barnyard rooster trying to be a gamecock. He rushed across the room, grinning with yellow teeth.


“You sho’ you don’t want nuthin’ else, Miss Sukie?”


Sukie got up and gave him an evil eye. He turned around and stepped over to the next table.


“They ain’t my chillun. They ain’t none of mine,” she said and left the Lucky Star, still mumbling under her breath. Everyone watched from the windows as she made her way down the winding dirt road to the bottom of the hill. When she was way out of earshot, the tall black boy with the clubfoot and nappy hair began to dance.


So did everyone else.





PART II



1945–1949


SUKIE


Woe to the house where the hen crows and the rooster keeps still.


—SPANISH PROVERB





CHAPTER THREE



Grace’s children were fascinated with Aunt Sukie. She was a mystery to them, with her beautiful burnt-orange hair and her strange blue-green-gray eyes.


When they were very young, they didn’t know to fear her. Sukie’s ways seemed magical, as did the air around her. Every morning after breakfast, before they headed to school, they rushed across the yard to her house to eat the thick slices of cake and fresh cookies she would leave for them.


Sukie was always making something in her kitchen. If it wasn’t food, she was boiling and drying leaves for the strange, fragrant concoctions that crowded her cabinets and countertops. The house always smelled of cinnamon. The spice’s keen scent matched the color of her hair.


Lay adored her. From the moment he could speak, his first words were “Susu.” It became his pet name for her.


•   •   •


Even though Lay was the middle child, his older sister Ophelia and kid brother Polo deferred to his authority. He was a wiry, athletic boy with strong features and a confident, aggressive bearing. His eyes were dark and penetrating, and when he stared at folks, often they couldn’t hold his gaze without being unnerved. He was a natural bully. He reveled in taunting the other children in town. He took toys, bikes, candy. He didn’t steal them. Kids surrendered when he asked. No one ever challenged him. That always disappointed him, because Lay relished a good fight.


He had a penchant for things dark, often dragging his brother and sister down to the banks of the creek to hunt small animals and fish for the sheer thrill of dissecting them. Ophelia never enjoyed these jaunts. She preferred hanging back, away from the water’s edge, reading books as her brothers toyed with their kill. She was a soft-spoken girl with a delicate demeanor, smooth brown skin, and thick plaits that hung past her shoulders.


Grace was very protective of the girl, sheltering her from the other children in town. Ophelia began school late, when Lay was big enough to go. She was two years older than her brother, but Grace didn’t want her to attend school alone.


“What do you get out of doing that?” Ophelia asked her brothers as they gutted a small squirrel near the bank. “Why you want to kill innocent animals? It’s not like we’re taking them home to eat.”


“I wanna know what’s inside,” Lay said. “I like knowing what makes things tick.”


“Those animals have families. You shouldn’t be murdering just for fun.”


“That’s dumb,” Polo said to his sister. “What other reason is there for us to do it?”


Polo didn’t believe his own words, but he wanted Lay to think he did. The killings sickened him at first, but over time he’d developed a thicker skin. He admired his older brother. Where Lay was fearless, Polo was hesitant and, at times, afraid. He was a lean boy, dark, rugged, almost pretty, with short legs, a long waist, and an even, sometimes excitable temperament. He was his father’s favorite.


While having his father’s approval was important to him, Polo envied his brother’s confidence and daring even more. He longed for his brother’s attention. Polo and Lay had as good a relationship as two brothers could, but Lay and Ophelia had the stronger bond. Lay was curious about Ophelia and what went on in her head. She looked and behaved so differently from him and Polo. That alone was enough to keep his attention fixed.


•   •   •


One day Lay called Ophelia out to the front of the house.


“What?” she said.


“Come with me,” he answered, beckoning her with a crooked finger as he raced through the trees toward the creek. “I wanna show you something.”


Ophelia ran behind him, clutching a worn copy of Hans Christian Andersen’s fairy tales. When she reached the water’s edge, her brother was standing beside a small brown dog that was lying on its side.


“Whose dog is this?”


“It belonged to that boy named Booty,” Lay said. “I asked him if I could have it and he said no.”


Ophelia stooped to stroke the dog but saw that the underside was covered with blood. Flies had begun to gather and swarm.


She screamed, dropping the book she had been clutching. She moved away, stumbling back onto the muddy bank.


“It’s dead,” she whispered.


“I know,” he said with a grin. “I killed it. I wanted you to see it first. Look.”


He pulled a bloody knife out of his pocket. He held it out for her to admire.


Tears fell from Ophelia’s eyes as she scrambled from the creek bank and ran to the house.


•   •   •


The three children were as different from one another as could be, living in the shadows of Sukie and Walter’s strange presence across the yard.


As they grew older, two of them became more united in one area of thought.


Polo and Ophelia realized that neither of them liked their aunt very much.


•   •   •


All three of the children knew Sukie didn’t like their mother. They never saw any proof of this, other than Sukie’s obvious indifference. Sukie didn’t talk to Grace. She spoke around or about Grace even in her presence. On rare occasions Sukie would address her, and Grace would give a quiet response, appreciative of the scrap of attention. She wanted Sukie to like her, but she knew this was something that could never be.


Of all the children, Sukie was closest to Lay. She seemed taken with him from the moment he was born, and while she didn’t communicate much with Grace, she was more than willing to offer her assistance when her first son was born.


“Why she like you so much?” Ophelia asked.


The two were sitting by the creek bank. Lay skipped rocks off the surface of the water.


“She say we kindred spirits.”


“What does that mean?”


“It means I understand her, and she understand me.”


Sukie and Lay would sometimes sit for hours in her kitchen. She would share with him dark tales of New Orleans, her Creole people, and voodoo. He savored her words, enchanted by the power of chemicals and spirits over the mind. Lay’s attachment to her was so strong, he felt more affection for her than for his own mother.


As a child, he picked up cursing from one of the boys in town. It upset Grace a great deal, but he would not stop, no matter how she protested and threatened to punish him.


The first time Sukie heard him swear, she delivered a resounding slap to his face, a gesture that numbed his right cheek and produced a shrill ringing in his ears.


“Don’t let me catch you doing that again.”


“Why?” he asked, his face stinging. “I hear you cuss sometimes. If you can do it—”


She slapped him again. Lay stared up at her, his dark eyes glistening.


“You let me catch you doing it again,” she said, “and it’ll be the last time you ever say a word to anybody.”


Lay threw his arms around her waist.


“I’m sorry, Susu,” he said, his words muffled in her dress.


While Lay went on to a life rich with profanity, Sukie never heard another curse word from him again.


•   •   •


Lay followed Sukie’s every suggestion save one.


“You shouldn’t be spending so much time with that gal,” she said.


“But she’s my sister. I love Ophelia.”


“She ain’t like you and Polo. You ain’t never notice how different she look?”


“Yeah,” said Lay, “but that don’t mean nuthin’.”


She pinched him on the arm.


“Ow,” he cried.


“Don’t give me no lip,” Sukie said with a frown. “I’m telling you she different. You need to leave her alone ’cause I say so.”


•   •   •


No one knew why Sukie and Walter had no children of their own. People said it was because Sukie was evil and messed with roots. That God had cursed her womb because of the way she treated folks. She didn’t associate with anyone in town. No one dared to speak to her. Some had tried when she first moved to Downtown. She greeted them with a dark flash of her eyes and a cold turn of her shoulder. Yet every Sunday she was in church, her loud exaltations of prayer for a child rising up to the heavens. No one joined in her desperate pleas. Half the town hoped that her prayers would fail.


There was talk that maybe Walter was sterile. He’d had his share of venereal diseases and doctor visits from his days of whoring before marrying Sukie. Some of the town gossips disagreed with this. It was rumored that he had a secret baby with someone not long before he and Sukie were married.


“Oh, you talkin’ ’bout that gal . . . what was her name?” Caesar scratched his belly. “I can’t think of her name right off. Anyway, that baby was born dead.”


“No,” said Mrs. Betty, a grayed woman with a curved spine and a taste for whiskey. “That ain’t the one we talkin’ ’bout.”


“Well, I heard it’s another one out there somewhere,” Caesar said. “Much as that boy cut up, I’m surprised there ain’t more.”


“I heard the baby was ’flicted,” said Caroline Hixton. She worked at the Green Goods Grocery and sometimes cooked for the Lucky Star Liquor Joint. “If I had a ’flicted baby, I’d hide it, too.”


“Naw, see, that’s not what happened,” said Caesar. “The baby got the droplip. Lip hang down long as my arm. It’s just ugly, is all.”


Folks in the Lucky Star nodded and grunted as they listened to the talk. And while no one could agree on just what was wrong with the baby, they all agreed that the baby was alive somewhere and that it wasn’t normal. It was anyone’s guess which version of the story was true.


Mrs. Betty read dreams and tarot.


“Unnatural things come to unnatural people,” she said. “Something ’bout Walter Martin is real unnatural. An unnatural man can’t help but have an unnatural baby.”


•   •   •


When Polo was still a newborn, Grace walked in on Sukie and Big Daddy in the big four-poster bed, fucking. She could hear them as she walked down the hallway, and when she reached the doorway, she could see Big Daddy’s strong, tar-colored back pumping up and down.


She could hear Sukie’s moans and screams and see her wrapping thick honey-brown legs around Big Daddy’s back. Grace stood at the door and watched. The room smelled of warm cinnamon and musk. She watched her husband as he grabbed on to hunks of Sukie’s thick burnt-orange hair. Sukie was the first to see her. She kept fucking as her gaze remained fixed on Grace.


Big Daddy noticed that Sukie’s attention had shifted. Still pumping, he glanced over his shoulder, following the direction of her eyes. He saw Grace in the doorway, tears streaked down her face. He jumped up, his dark towering nakedness filling the room. As he stuffed himself into his pants, Grace turned and made her way to the kitchen. Big Daddy came in a few moments later, sitting down at the table across from his wife.


She was picking collards, separating the leaves from the stems, cutting them into ribbony strands to be boiled.


“Seem like I done throwed ’way more leaves with worms on ’em than I done cut up good ones.”


Big Daddy watched the movements of her hand as she rolled the leaves and cut them toward her body with the sharp edge of the knife.


“I started to get mustards,” she rambled, “but I know you like collards better. Mustards stank the whole house up.”


“Grace . . . I’m sorry.”


She looked up at him, her face bare of expression. She examined him, his eyes, his torso, the unfastened belt. She bit down on the inside of her lip as the taste of bile rose to the top of her throat. She coughed.


“I don’t know why you still wear them navy blue pants,” she said, still clearing her throat. “The hems done fell out, and the waist is unraveling. Every time I put ’em aside to make into rags, you manage to find a way to dig ’em out again.”


Big Daddy fidgeted, his dread heightened all the more by her calm.


“Grace, baby, she came in here, and I was by myself, and she just started touching me. I couldn’t get her offa me. I couldn’t stop touching her back.”


“Some people just like that,” Grace said. “They defenseless against people like her. Sukie’s pretty, Big Daddy. You ain’t got to apologize for being a man and seeing what a man see when he look at her.”


She looked over at him sitting across the table from her. She felt sorry for her husband. She knew his strength was no match for her sister-in-law’s.


Big Daddy let out a deep moan, tears dropping onto his cheeks. “But I let it happen,” he said, shaking his head. “I betrayed you. I made a vow ’fore God to be true to you. I don’t love nuthin’ more than I love you, Grace. She’s just a woman. I shoulda been stronger than that.”


“She’s not just a woman,” Grace said. “There was nuthin’ you could do.”


“I shoulda been stronger.”


“Just hush, baby,” she said. “Sukie’s got a power none of us ain’t gon’ ever understand. All we can do is just live ’longside it, and do our best not to stir it up. Wasn’t nuthin’ you could do.”


Big Daddy’s mouth hung open, a trail of saliva dripping out as his body heaved with silent sobs.


“You think this enough greens?” Grace asked.


Big Daddy sat before her, wringing his hands.


“It won’t never happen no more. I promise. I love you, Grace. I swear ’fore God I love you.”


“I think this’ll be enough,” she said. “I’ma put four hamhocks in the pot. We shouldn’t eat more than that.”


Big Daddy reached over and touched Grace on the arm. He looked her in the eye. She smiled at him as though she understood.


“She shole got some pretty hair, don’t she?”


“You got pretty hair, too,” he said.


“Mine don’t smell like cinnamon, though. And it ain’t that color, neither.”


Sukie sauntered in the kitchen, pulling her clothes together. She walked toward the back door. She looked into Grace’s eyes as she walked by.


“I guess we even now,” she said. “Time’ll tell how even we gon’ be.”


Big Daddy hung his head.


“I’ll send Lay over in a while with some greens,” Grace said. “He probly gon’ want some of that pie you made anyway.” Her tone was soft. Big Daddy glanced sidelong at his wife, terrified by her even demeanor.


Sukie smirked and opened the screen door. “Don’t want no greens. I done ate already.” She glanced over at Big Daddy. His head hung to his chest.


“We’ll send some anyhow,” Grace persisted. “Walter might be hungry.”


At that remark, Sukie’s eyes narrowed. She slammed the door behind her. In the back room, baby Polo awakened and started to cry.


“I’ll go get him,” Big Daddy said.


“No, you better go wash up. That cinnamon smell might make him sick. We’ll be eating after a while.”


Grace pushed her chair back and wiped her hands on her apron. Big Daddy pulled her to him, his tree-trunk arms locked tight.


“It won’t never happen no more,” he whispered. “I promise.”


Grace could smell cinnamon all around her. She couldn’t breathe in his arms. She was spinning. When he let her go, she smiled at him and kissed his lips.


“Now go wash up,” she said to her husband.


Big Daddy grabbed a heavy pot of hot water from the stove and rushed from the kitchen.


Grace leaned over the sink, her mouth a tight line. She waited until she could hear him pouring the water into the washtub behind the curtain in their bedroom. After a short while, she heard him climb in.


She opened her mouth and threw up. When she felt she could not throw up anymore, she grabbed the dipper from the bucket of water beside the sink and drank. She sloshed the water around in her mouth. She spit it into the sink.


In a rare moment of rage, she yanked open her kitchen cabinets, sorting through the contents. With her right arm, she swept everything onto the floor, dropped to her knees, and rifled through the pile. When she found the cinnamon, she threw it into the sink. Fumbling for a match, she set the cardboard box of spice aflame. A red burst of smoke shot straight into the air, filling the room with its powerful sweet odor. The kitchen was filled with Sukie’s presence.


Grace sank back onto the floor, her head in her hands. Polo’s hysterical cries from the bedroom resonated throughout the house.


The kitchen smelled of warm cinnamon and musk.





CHAPTER FOUR



Walter met his wife, Sukie, the first day he was in New Orleans.


He left Tennessee in a hurry, when Ophelia was still a baby, and landed at a graying, portentous boarding-house just off Dauphine in the French Quarter.


The Chateau le Lux, a grand and luminous name for such a dilapidated place, was governed by Madame Lucien, a small Creole woman with a shock of coarse, flaming red hair and penetrating green eyes. Her accent rolled with a syrupy thickness, at once very French and very southern, resonant with the dark mystery of dank tropical forests, primal poisons and panaceas, warm winds, and midnight rituals.


Around Madame Lucien’s neck hung a dried chicken foot curled tight around a twig. The ominous claw was nestled between the leathery curves of her yellow bosom, highlighting the harsh delicacy of the claw and the woman herself. She lived in the Chateau le Lux with her two sons, her daughter, Sukie, and an assortment of transient tenants—faceless people who faded into and out of the house during the hazy shadows of dusk and dawn.


Her sons were twenty and twenty-one, big, rusty-haired boys who towered over everyone in the house. There had been another daughter, Celine, the eldest of the children and very beautiful. She died in a tragic fall from the window of one of the rooms on the third floor. It had been a sitting room when Celine fell to her death.


Madame Lucien’s husband, a mortician, died in that same sitting room a few months after Celine’s death. He had been having a vigorous debate with Sukie when his chair fell back into the exposed blades of a window fan. The fan was installed in the window the day after Celine fell.


François Lucien was decapitated at once, the sharp blades shearing off his head in swift, clean strokes. His blood stained the staid pattern of the carpeting in an odd design of ever-widening circles. The head rolled over into a corner, resting upright next to an African fern. Blood formed a pool around the base of the fern’s pot and was absorbed into the texture of the clay. Within the week, the fern had doubled in size.


François’s eyes were stunned wide by the shock of death. At the funeral, he was buried in a blindfold, his head perched snug atop the body. Behind the blindfold the eyes pressed, bare-balled, against the cloth. Not even the mortician who prepared his body could get the eyelids to shut.


The room had been closed off from boarders ever since. It was now Sukie’s bedroom. She had been the sole witness to her father’s death. She never spoke of it to anyone. Not even the police.


•   •   •


Walter studied the pictures on the mantel as he waited for Madame Lucien to show him to his room. He picked up the frame that held the smoldering image of Celine. Her eyes were a penetrating green, and the bounteous mane of reddish hair cascaded over her shoulders. Her smile was sweet and generous. Walter traced her face with his finger.


“C’mon. I’ll show you your room,” crackled a twisted Creole drawl.


Walter looked up. Madame Lucien stood before him. Her eyes were on his hand as it clutched the picture of Celine. She glared at the finger that had been tracing her daughter’s face. A fury danced behind the green lights of Madame Lucien’s gaze.


Walter hurried to place the photo back on the mantel. In his haste, it fell over and crashed to the floor, glass shattering against the stone hearth and flying in shards around the room.


Madame Lucien’s face turned several shades of red. Her fists clenched and unclenched as she stepped closer to him.


“We’ve got your room all ready,” the daughter, Sukie, said, materializing from the gloom and breaking the bitter silence that hung between Walter and her mother.


Madame Lucien turned to look at her daughter, her eyes narrowing in anger. Walter saw what appeared to be a wry smile as the corner of Sukie’s lips curled upward. She faced off, eye to eye, with her mother.


Placing her hand in his, Sukie led Walter up the stairs to the third floor.


Walter followed the girl in silence. From behind her, he watched the thick tresses of silky red hair bouncing free upon her shoulders. He admired the firm turn of her calves as she led the way through the shadows of the hall. The seductive swing of her hips pulled him in. The faint scent of cinnamon toyed with his nostrils. Walter could feel his nature swell, despite the anxious beating of his heart.


Sukie stopped in front of a door and, with hesitation, turned the knob. She glanced over her shoulder at him, her hand still clasping his, her eyes beckoning him to follow.


Walter did, the swell pressing tighter against his pants as he gazed into the mysterious blue-green-gray eyes of the girl. Her skin was beautiful and smooth. In the darkness of the doorway, he imagined she smiled at him.


The room was spacious but dim and gave off both a seductive warmth and a dusty chill. A large canopy bed dominated it. Candles adorned every open area of space, including the floor. Shadowy pieces of filtered light broke through the darkness, giving greater outline to the furniture, the candles, and the figure of Sukie, who had released his hand and walked on farther, deep into the room.


Walter placed his suitcase on the floor and stood just inside the doorway.


“When was the last time this room was used?”


Sukie walked over to the dark, heavy drapes and tied them back. Gossamer curtains lay behind them. More light sifted into the room, but it was dimming as dusk faded into darkness.


“A long time ago,” she answered, her voice magical and spicy, not as patois-thick as her mother’s, but a distinct southern flavor with a pronounced, provocative drawl.


He could smell Sukie’s cinnamon scent as it enveloped the room, despite the dusty funk that hung over everything.


“This used to be my nana’s room,” Sukie said. She sauntered away from the window, over to the bed. “Me and Nana used to lie in this bed and share all kinds of secrets.” She sat on the edge of the mattress, stroking the covers with a reverent hand.


Walter couldn’t make out the details of her face, but he could see the penetrating eyes peering at him from the shadows.


He sat down in a chair near the door, making a discreet tent with his palms over his crotch to conceal the bulge.


“Who is Nana?” he asked, his voice quivering against his will.


Sukie fell back on the bed, her arms outstretched like wings.


“Na-na was my grand-ma,” she sang, her arms moving in swift motions over the covers, as though she were flying.


“Oh.”


“Umm-hmm. Nana talks to me sometimes. She tells me what to do.”


A strange feeling began to wash over him as he sat in the chair, his member paining him, watching her lying so carefree on the bed. He wanted her to leave him alone in the room. At the same time, he wanted her there. Walter was both afraid of her and aroused by her beauty, her mystery, and the cinnamon smell.


“Do you have a nana?” she asked. Her voice zinged around the room with a sharp resonance.


“Huh?”


“Do you have a nana?”


Walter didn’t answer as his palms made anxious movements across the fabric covering his crotch


“What’s the matter with you? You can’t talk or somethin’?”


“I only saw my grandma one time,” he said. “When I was little. At my daddy’s funeral.”


The room grew dimmer as Walter listened to the sounds of Sukie’s arms flapping against the bed mingled with the sound of his palms moving across the rough cloth of his pants.


“Close the door,” she said, her voice breaking the darkness.


“What?”


“Shut the door and come here.”


Walter sat frozen in the chair.


“Shut the door,” she demanded.


Walter pushed the door with his palm.


“Now come over here,” Sukie said, her voice charged with electricity.


Walter didn’t get up from the chair. He didn’t know what the girl wanted. And he was afraid. Of what, he wasn’t sure.


“Don’t make me come over there.”


Walter rose from the chair and walked with slow steps across the room. Sukie patted the bed beside her, gesturing for him to sit down, and peered into his face.


“You scared of me, ain’t you?” Her spicy breath was hot against his cheeks. “Yeah,” she whispered, “you scared of me. Everybody’s scared of me. Even my mama.”


As she said this, her hand touched Walter’s thigh, sending a charge through him that wracked his body. Her hand snaked its way up his thigh to the tight spot in his groin that had been troubling him. She held his gaze as she found the spot and squeezed it.


“You shouldn’t be scared of me,” Sukie said, her hand massaging the area. She unzipped his pants and pulled his hardness through the opening in his boxer shorts. Walter’s heart beat an erratic rhythm; his face broke out in a cold sweat that blended with the hot mist of Sukie’s breath.


Sukie held him in her hand, her grip tight. She jerked him a few times, then stopped, her face closer to his, her lips a hair away from the flesh of his own.


“You still scared of me?” she asked, the softness of her voice disintegrating around him.


Walter was overpowered by her presence.


“Uh-uh,” he said, the sound escaping him as a high-pitched, closed-lipped groan.


She pushed him back onto the bed, sliding down his body, her mouth hovering above the tight swell of his groin. Her mouth encircled him.


Walter closed his eyes and leaned his head back. His blood raced through him, hot like lava, building thick and rapid, until he erupted, filling the receptive mouth of the girl.


She smiled, snaking her way up onto his chest. She moved close to his face, her breath still cinnamony, but now coupled with a gamy, musty smell.


“I told you you shouldn’t be scared of me.” She smiled.


Walter stared at her with wonder.


She grinned, laying her head down on his chest.


“Just wait,” she said. “I’m a different kinda woman. I can show you some things.”


•   •   •


Walter awakened to cold air rushing over his naked body. The covers were on the floor and the sheets were tangled.


He sat up in the bed, his limbs sore, his mouth dry. He squinted in the darkness of the room.


“Hey,” he called out. “Hey.”


The chill wind whipped through the open window, flapping the curtains like elephant ears.


“Hey,” he called out again.


No one answered.


Walter stared into the pitch dark of the room, afraid. When he tried to move, his groin hurt. His arms felt as though he had been lifting something heavy. He rubbed his eyes and peered into the darkness.


He stood from the bed with slow, meticulous effort. As his legs adjusted to the weight of his body, a sharp cramp pierced the back of his thigh.


He sat down on the cold floor.


“Where are you?”


His words ricocheted off the walls. He patted the floor in search of his clothes.


Sukie sat in a corner of the room, near an open window at a point where the walls met, her knees tight against her chest.


The cold air blended with the faint smell of cinnamon and sent a chill through him that made his teeth chatter.


Sukie crawled forward, then sprang upon him naked, her weight pushing him back against the floor. She mounted him like an animal, her arms raised high above her head as she thrashed against him. Walter watched her, his arousal divorced from his conscious mind. His eyes were wide as he lay beneath the girl. She bucked and lurched above him, uttering obscenities and words he’d never heard before. Her hair was a maze of red ropes in orbit around her head.


Walter felt his pelvis swell. The swelling mounted with her thrashing until Walter thought his bladder, or whatever it was that was filling up, would burst.


He squirmed, surprised to find that he was pushing back and moving with a desperation that matched the girl’s. He squeezed his eyes shut as the tightness in his groin became unbearable.


Sukie fell forward on his torso, her lips close to his ear. Her hair fell heavy on his face. Walter’s groin exploded, and the starburst radiated outward until it reached his very fingertips.


He opened his mouth to speak. She hushed him with her hand. And even though his body was no longer being physically moved, Walter felt as though he were being taken hostage and spirited away.


•   •   •


“You ain’t got but one nut.”


She was leaning over him. The blue-green-gray eyes shone with a magical light, even in the darkness.


“I ain’t never heard of nobody with one nut.”


“Don’t matter,” he said. “Everything else still work.”


Sukie laughed, shaking her hair. “I like it. It makes you different. Just like me.”


“What are you?” Walter asked.


“I’m just what you see.”


“I’m not sure I know what that is. I ain’t never met nobody like you before.”


“I’m just what you see,” she repeated. “I tasted you. Just as you tasted me.”


The odd cadence of her words mixed with the eerie glow of her eyes made Walter nervous. He sensed trouble. It excited him. Something inside told him he should leave that house, right then, and get as far away from the woman as he could. He remained beside her, compelled by her very presence.


“If you want to, you can leave,” she said, as though reading his thoughts.


Walter reached out and touched her face.


“I know.”


•   •   •


When dawn began to break through the shadows of the room, Walter and Sukie were still entangled on the floor.


Careful not to disturb her, Walter sat up, rubbing his eyes. He glanced down at the sleeping girl. As she stirred under his gaze, her mouth opening, her eyes making erratic movements beneath the lids, a realization as bizarre as the moment descended upon him.


It the midst of fear and desire, he had fallen in love with this girl.


•   •   •


Sukie and Walter were married by a local preacher, and then they left New Orleans.


Madame Lucien went missing not long after Walter’s arrival in New Orleans. It was said that no one saw her leave. No one ever saw her return.


When Sukie left town with her husband, she never even told her brothers goodbye.





PART III



1928–1932


GRACE


We find things beautiful because we recognize them and contrariwise we find things beautiful because their novelty surprises us.


—W. SOMERSET MAUGHAM





CHAPTER FIVE



Grace was born in Downtown, Tennessee, on March 18, 1928. She was the second child of two. Her parents, Benny and Amalie Martin, raised chickens and grew squash and collards to sell to the Green Goods Grocery.


Walter came first. He was a quiet boy, full of dreams. Too many dreams, Benny Martin thought. Walter was always looking for something different than what anybody else had.


“That’s gon’ get you in trouble one day, boy,” Benny would say. “Don’t you know ain’t nuthin’ new and different under the sun? You ain’t gon’ never have nuthin’ nobody else ain’t done already had befo’.”


Grace was Walter’s joy. He thought she looked like a doll, with her head full of jet-black curls. She was a smooth pecan-tan color and had eyes that danced like jumping beans. Her smile was beautiful. Big, brilliant teeth. Teeth too big for words. Walter was consumed by her presence.


She was different from all the other black children he’d seen in Downtown. Her hair was not coarse like theirs. When their mother braided it, it hung in big thick plaits down Grace’s beautiful brown back. Walter begged his mother to let him wash his sister’s hair. It wasn’t like regular Negro hair that would shrink as tight as sheep’s wool when it got wet. Grace’s hair would relax and hang, long and slippery, like wet strands of silk.


“Mama, where did Grace get that hair from? You and Daddy ain’t got hair like that.”


“She got it from God,” Amalie said. “Same place you got yours.”
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