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Dear Reader:

All I can say is wow… I’ve already said that Allison Hobbs is “the only one on the planet freakier than me.” Well, the prolific author, known for her over-the-top erotica, has outdone herself with her twenty-fourth novel, Secrets of Silk.

This time she spins a tale in the 1960s about Silk Moreaux, a woman who throws no punches and whose best friend is a switchblade. Raised by Big Mama, a voodoo queen in the backwoods of Louisiana, Silk ventures away to the city of Chester, Pennsylvania where she continues to attract men at every turn. They fall for her Creole looks and Southern “charm,” providing her whatever she seeks.

Find out what happens when she lures Richard “Buddy” Dixon, a recent widower and father, and moves into the family household. Chester will never be the same once this vixen follows her wretched path of evil and deception.

I appreciate the love and support shown to Strebor Books, myself, and our efforts to bring you cutting-edge stories.

Blessings,
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FOR STEPHANIE S. FITCHETTE

    My Favorite Cousin
Marathon conversations. So much love and laughter.
It’s wonderful beyond words.
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How the infant found its way into the backwoods Louisiana shack of Mattie Moreaux was as much of a mystery as the ingredients in the potions Mattie sold to white folks who lived on the right side of the tracks. Some of the residents of Devil’s Swamp said the baby was the unwanted offspring of some hot-to-trot white gal with a penchant for colored boys.

More imaginative gossipers said the child was one of many discarded fetuses that old Mattie had helped desperate women purge from their wombs.

But there was one secret that the townsfolk only dared to whisper. According to legend, when the old voodoo woman put one particular fetus in the ground, as she had with all the others that fertilized her unnaturally bountiful garden, the tiny, dead baby came to life, howling and screaming in fury. And the resurrected baby girl that she named Silk on account of her straight, blue-black hair, had been raising hell ever since.

•  •  •

The Low Moon, a honky-tonk in Devil’s Swamp, had seen better days and more illustrious entertainment than was currently available on the weekends. Old-timers enjoyed reminiscing about the time Bessie Smith had put on a bawdy show that raised the roof from eight o’clock Saturday night until it was time for Sunday morning sermon. The glory days of the Low Moon spanned the Depression Era through the early 1950s when Big Mama Thornton charged onto the stage singing her hit record, “Hound Dog,” the same song that catapulted Elvis Presley into an international celebrity when he recorded it a few years later.

By 1962, The Low Moon was nothing more than a dilapidated, wood-frame structure that leaned a bit to the right side. The dimly lit, one-room establishment with its uneven, wood-plank floor, littered with cigarette butts, housed an untuned piano as a testament to the days when Fats Waller came through, tinkling the ivories, and had the joint jumping. Nowadays, a dusty, old juke box that was filled with mostly out-of-date music was the only source of entertainment, but that didn’t deter the locals from filling the place to the rafters every Friday and Saturday night.

Wearing a low-cut, tight, pink dress and a pair of black, spike heels, Silk Moreaux looked gloriously scandalous as she came wiggling into the honky-tonk around ten o’clock when the place was in full swing. She brusquely pushed past dancing couples as she made her way to the bar.

Pudgy Hales, who was as drunk as a skunk on a combination of beer purchased from the bar and the homemade corn liquor he had stashed inside his seersucker jacket, took the liberty of grabbing Silk by the wrist. “Come on, gal; let’s shake a tail feather,” he slurred, his eyes bucking as his plump body shook comically from his shoulders down to his feet as he invited Silk to join him in a lewd, fast-moving dance.

The average woman would have rebuffed Pudgy in a more courteous manner, but not Silk. “Keep your filthy fucking hands off me or I’ll cut you too short to shit.”

Becoming instantly sober, Pudgy backed up, both palms held up in surrender. “I ain’t mean no harm, Silk. The way you all dolled-up, I thought you was looking for a good time tonight.”

“Not with your fat ass,” Silk scoffed, giving Pudgy a searing look of disgust.

As she continued her tantalizing sashay across the bar room, couples that had momentarily paused to observe the fireworks now scrambled to get out of her way. Silk was known to use her switchblade for lesser offenses than being asked to dance, and if she didn’t get you first, the all-seeing eyes of her blind-as-a-bat, voodoo mama would locate you no matter how cleverly you hid. If you messed with her baby girl, Mattie would put some roots on you that the most experienced voodoo priestess was hard-pressed to remove.

Only a few months ago, Darcy Nesbit developed severe facial spasms and started walking with a terrible limp after she began spreading the rumor that Silk was carrying on with the husband of one of the white women she delivered Mattie’s passion potion to once a month.

At that very moment, there were at least two of Silk’s victims inside The Low Moon, women who bore physical evidence of the sharp, slicing stroke of Silk’s knife.

Silk sat atop the ripped, plastic seat of the barstool and smiled at the bartender. “I’d like a rum and Coke, please,” she said in a honey-laced voice that was guaranteed to earn her free drinks with a generous shot of liquor added to each Dixie cup.

Drink in hand, Silk swiveled around on her stool, crossed her legs and leaned back against the bar. Slowly sipping her strong cocktail, she scanned the room, weighing her options among the men whom she felt were all at her disposal.

The mood in the place changed when the first few beats of a slow song poured from the jukebox. On cue, the space closed up between couples who moments earlier had been frenziedly dancing to a driving upbeat tempo. As if hypnotized, they reached out and clung to each other, their eyes filled with a primal longing. Their bodies were pressed together as they rhythmically dry-humped and grinded. In the midst of this public display of unbridled passion, tight skirts inched upward, while groping male hands palmed and squeezed the plump derriere of their partners.

During these intimate moments at The Low Moon, when the room became muggy with body heat, there was bound to be an unwelcome tap on the male partner’s shoulder by a fellow who found himself deprived of a female dance partner, and who desperately wanted to get in on the erotic action. The intrusion was handled in various ways. Some men bowed out gracefully, reluctantly handing over his dance partner and others flat out refused to allow another man to cut in, growling in objection. On rare occasions, a fistfight would break out.

It was unheard of for a female to do the shoulder tapping and cut in on another woman’s slow dance.

Warmed by the effects of the alcohol, Silk started off innocently enough, moving sensually to the music while sitting atop the bar-stool, her black hair swaying back and forth like a satin curtain blowing in the night breeze.

But when she slid off the stool, and sauntered in the direction of her old beau, Duke Durnell, who was thoroughly engaged in a slow grind with Gwen Withers, a hush fell over the room. Silk didn’t merely tap Gwen on the shoulder; she gave her a harsh and impatient smack on the back, and when Gwen didn’t let go of Duke fast enough, Silk bunched up the fabric of Gwen’s yellow blouse into her fist and roughly snatched Gwen out of Duke’s tight embrace.

Several expressions crossed Gwen’s face: surprise, annoyance, embarrassment, and finally acceptance as she skulked away to join Brenda and Fayette, two lonely wallflowers who sat at a table in the back, sour-faced and bordering on drunk. Gwen flopped down on a wooden chair and without asking permission, she picked up Brenda’s drink and guzzled it down.

The record was coming to an end when Duke welcomed Silk into his arms with an inviting smile. Another slow song immediately followed, and Silk and Duke launched into a lustful dance that was so provocative, tongues quickly began wagging.

“Looks like they need the privacy of a rented room,” Fayette groused, noticing how Duke’s hands freely roamed over Silk’s body as he hunched over, kissing and sucking the side of her neck.

“Duke ain’t nothing but a fool when it comes to Silk,” Brenda added. “She treats him any way she wants and all he does is take it with a big, ol’ stupid smile plastered on his face.”

“Mmm-hmm,” Fayette agreed with her lips twisted to the side. “He could have at least told her to wait for the next record instead of letting her embarrass Gwen in front of everybody.”

Gwen nodded in agreement as she finished off Brenda’s drink and now reached for Fayette’s half-filled cup of gin, hoping to numb the pain of humiliation.

While Silk and Duke were carrying on as if they had the place to themselves, the door burst open and trouble entered in the form of a well-dressed, scowling white man, whose fierce eyes scanned the semi-darkened room. A few people recognized Nathan Lee Willard as a city-slick politician, but since none of the coloreds ventured into the city much, nor did any of them have the legal right to show up at the polls and vote, most had never set eyes on the man.

Figuring an innocent colored man was about to be accused of some petty crime or perceived misconduct, male patrons attempted to make themselves scarce…or even invisible. Bunny Carter kept his face obscured by lowering his head as he studied the repertoire of music in the jukebox, Aaron Joseph made a beeline to the john, and Tad Pritchard scanned the packs of smokes inside the cigarette machine as if considering changing his regular brand. Those who were left without cover, mopped nervous perspiration from their brow and quickly downed stiff drinks.

The shift in atmosphere went unnoticed by Silk and Duke, who were enthralled in their wanton display of passion and lust. The white man stalked across the dusty floor, and yanked Silk by the wrist, pulling her out of Duke’s arms. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” he shouted.

“What’s it look like,” Silk answered, snatching her wrist out of his grasp. She turned back to Duke, but he backed away without uttering a single word, relinquishing her to the white man.

“Come on here, gal. We’re gonna talk this thing out in private.” Nathan Lee took hold of Silk again. She laughed derisively, stumbling over her high-heels as he jostled her out of the honky-tonk and down the dirt path that led to the small parking area in the rear.

“Get in,” he demanded, pointing to his flashy, brand-new Plymouth. Silk got in and slammed the door. Nathan Lee got into the driver’s seat, and he too, slammed the door. “I waited under the bridge for two solid hours. What do you have to say for yourself?” he demanded, his face turning red with anger.

“I ain’t got nothing to say.” Silk examined her fingernails briefly and then turned her head and looked out the window.

“You can’t treat me like I’m one of those jiggaboos you got wrapped around your finger.”

“And you can’t treat me like I’m nothing more than a good-time girl. I’m tired of meeting you under the bridge and by the lake. When are we gonna run away up North like you promised?” Silk had an image of her and Nathan Lee living together in a place like New York or Chicago where interracial couples could cohabitate without anyone batting an eye. In her fantasy, Nathan Lee bought her a shiny Chevrolet like the one his wife had. She daydreamed about him keeping her jewelry box overflowing with trinkets, and providing her with plenty of help around a house that was much too large for her to even consider cleaning.

“We’re gonna run away together as soon as I get some things straightened out.” Nathan Lee’s tone softened as he placed a gentle hand on her shoulder, his fingers meandering upward, caressing the soft hairs at the nape of her neck, and then moving around to the side and lightly stroking.

Silk flinched as his fingers touched bruised skin. With the glint of moonlight shining into the car, Nathan Lee detected the bluish-purple, passion mark that Duke had left on Silk’s fair skin. Enraged, he grabbed her by both shoulders and shook her. “How’d you get that love bite on your neck? You been two-timing me, you dirty tramp!” he accused and then slapped her soundly.

Silk laughed tauntingly and offered him her other cheek. “Go ahead and smack me around if that’s what it takes to make you feel like a big, strong man. Maybe if you’d hit me enough times in the past, you would’ve felt virile enough to get your wife knocked up without the help of Big Mama’s potions!”

A stunned look appeared on his face. “How you’d know about Dolly’s pregnancy?”

“Not much gets past Big Mama’s all-seeing eyes. She has a special way of knowing when her remedies take hold.”

Nathan Lee reached inside his shirt pocket and pulled out a pack of filter-tipped menthols. He shook one out of the pack and fired it up, using a lighter that was engraved with his initials. “I’m sorry for losing my temper, honey.” Looking remorseful, he extended a hand, but Silk leaned out of his reach.

“Now that the missus is carrying your baby, I suppose that puts the brakes on our plans.” She waited for him to respond, but he puffed away at his cigarette without speaking. “When were you planning on telling me, Nathan Lee?”

He shrugged.

“Did you change your mind about our big plans?” she persisted.

He looked down guiltily. “No, but we’ll have to postpone things for at least nine months.”

Silk made a scoffing sound. “That’s a mighty long time to wait when I done already been waiting for over a year. What happens after nine months have passed? Oh, let me guess…you’re gonna tell me we have to wait for your little crumb-snatcher to start school. And after that, you’ll try to keep me on standby, doing nothing but twiddling my thumbs until he finishes college.”

“You’re exaggerating the circumstances; it’s not going to take that long.”

“I’m not exaggerating a damn thing. Every word I spoke is the truth, and you know it. What kind of fool do you take me for?” Silk asked bitterly.

“All I’m asking for is a little more patience, sugar plum.”

“Don’t try to sweet-talk me ’cause I done ran clean out of patience.” Silk glanced out the window to keep from having to look at his puppy-dog expression, which enraged her rather than softening her heart.

“I can’t leave Dolly high and dry with a new baby on the way. I need some time to figure things out,” he said softly as his hand wandered beneath her dress and then lightly caressed her firm thigh. “I miss you, Silk. Let’s take a drive over to the lake, and look at the moonlight together.”

Silk chortled. “I done lay on my back and watched enough moonlight to last me a lifetime. What I’d like to watch is a picture show or even a little bit of television every once in a while.”

“I’d buy you a TV set if your mama had some electricity in that ramshackle hut y’all live in.”

“You’re a politician; why can’t you get some electricity to run through our place?”

“That area’s not wired for it.”

“And that’s one of the reasons why I want to leave this godforsaken town.”

“I know, I know,” he murmured in a placating tone, while his fingers took more liberties, rubbing on the crotch of her panties.

Silk jerked his hand out from under her dress. “I’m going back inside the honky-tonk and finish having me some fun.”

“No, the hell you’re not,” he said brusquely, roughing her up as she reached for the door handle. “I didn’t buy that dress and those snazzy shoes on your feet for you to prance around, enticing a bunch of black bucks.” He put a vise-like grip around her forearm and spoke through clenched teeth. “You try to step foot out of this here car and I swear for God, I’ll break your neck. Now get your ass in the backseat and take those drawers off. I’m not gonna waste any more time fooling around with your uppity nigger-ass tonight.”

“Fuck you, cracker!” Silk looked him dead in the eyes, staring so defiantly, she didn’t see the hand coming that flew up and backhanded her hard across the face, splitting her bottom lip. The metallic taste of blood that filled her mouth sent her into a blind rage. But she didn’t kick, bite, or scratch as was common among most women who found themselves in the sudden position of having to defend themselves.

Silk stuck her hand down in her bosom and pulled out her switchblade, and quick as lightning, Nathan Lee’s throat was slashed from ear to ear, presenting a deep, crescent-shaped gash that flowed dark red. Staring at Silk in horror and disbelief, he clutched his neck, attempting to staunch the gush of blood that squirted through his fingers, splashing the insides of the car. The interior of the new Plymouth suddenly looked as if it had been spray-painted carmine red.

There were also blood splotches on Silk’s arms, her face, her dress, and her shoes. She sat paralyzed for a moment or two. But when Nathan Lee’s body fell heavily against hers, she let out a little shriek and scrambled out of the car.

She looked right and left, searching for prying eyes, but there was no one to be seen in the desolate back lot. The only other car was an old beat-up Ford that belonged to Mr. Roland, the elderly owner of the honky-tonk. And by the time Mr. Roland or anyone else discovered Nathan Lee’s dead body, Silk would be long gone.



CHAPTER 2
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Silk took her heels off and ran barefoot through a dark field of damp, muddy grass and wild flowers with thorns and bristles. Running for her life, she darted past low-hanging trees with moss-covered branches that seemed to reach down and grab her, trying to slow her down so the law could catch up with her and dispense justice.

Night creatures made sounds that she should have been accustomed to, but the sudden noisy squawks and whistling sounds of large-winged birds were as startling as a police siren. Adrenaline kept her legs pumping and prevented her from reacting to the scrape of sharp-edged stones and the prick of knotty twigs that lacerated her bare feet.

Silk had drawn blood from plenty of people who had provoked her, but it was only the second time she’d killed a man. It was an unnerving sensation, yet thrilling at the same time. But there was no time to bask in her excitement. In about three hours, The Low Moon would shut down for the night, and when old man Roland came outside to get in his car, he’d discover the bloody murder scene she’d left behind. She ran faster, rushing to get home and pack her things. A pretty gal like her wouldn’t have any trouble hitching a ride to Baton Rouge, and from there, she’d hop on the first thing smoking, and get the hell out of the state of Louisiana.

Silk was counting on the fact that witnesses to the spat she’d had with Nathan Lee would be too afraid of Big Mama’s wrath to accuse her of harming the white politician. They’d have no choice but to suggest that her old beau, Duke Durnell, had gone into a jealous rage and murdered Nathan Lee. Duke would be lucky if Sheriff Thompson got to him and locked him behind bars before an angry mob of Klansmen came calling to string him up, vigilante style.

If and when somebody put two and two together, and figured out that Silk had committed the crime, she’d be somewhere up North, living the good life.

She glanced up at the sky and squinted at the bright half-moon. She was in luck. Big Mama always went out on the nights of the half-moon to do a little night hunting and to dig around in the ground until dawn. Although blinded by cataracts, Big Mama could see amazingly well in the moonlight, when she went out to hunt down the mysterious assortment of small critters, worms, insects, and vegetation required to prepare her occult remedies.

At last Silk reached the shack in the woods she shared with the peculiar old woman who had loved her as mightily as any natural mother would…in her own way.

She crept into the darkened place, feeling her way around as she searched for Big Mama’s battered old suitcase. The scrapes and cuts on her feet left a trail of smeared blood as she roamed the wood cabin. She pulled the suitcase out of a closet and dumped the contents: yellowed documents, old invoices, and faded black-and-white photographs of Big Mama’s relatives—people Silk had never known. After stuffing her fanciest clothes into the suitcase, Silk stripped out of the bloodied pink dress and stuffed it under the mattress. She would have burned it if she had more time.

She hastily washed her face, neck, and arms with water from a bowl on a table near the sturdy bed with its iron headboard and footboard, the same bed Silk had shared with Big Mama since the day she was born.

Wearing only underwear, she tiptoed to the area of the shack where Big Mama cooked up her remedies in a pot-bellied stove. She hated stealing from Big Mama, but had no choice. Silk fumbled in the dark, looking for the tin breadbox that was Big Mama’s money vault. To hasten her mission, she was tempted to, but dared not light the kerosene lamp or a candle. A mere flicker of light would draw Big Mama back to the house with her shotgun cocked, ready to mow down an intruder.

Feeling her way around in the dark, she touched items near at hand. Her fingers skimmed across pots and pans, straw baskets, and other objects. Finally, she tapped against the smooth surface of the breadbox. With a sigh of relief, she opened the lid, reached inside and grabbed handfuls of paper money, but her heart dropped in disappointment. Though she was holding what seemed to be a lot of cash, it wasn’t anywhere close to the piles of money Big Mama had been squirreling away over the years. Where could that money be? Big Mama loved to brag about the ten thousand dollars she’d been saving up and planned to share with Silk on her twenty-first birthday.

Silk figured that since it was technically her own money, Big Mama wouldn’t have too much to complain about when she discovered her savings were gone. But where was the bulk of the money? With no time to search any further, Silk smoothed out the crumpled bills from the breadbox, and concluded that she’d have to make do with whatever amount she’d scrounged from the tin money vault.

She dressed hurriedly in a navy-and-white, polka dot swing dress with a sailor collar. It was a decent-looking garment with a full skirt and a tight bodice that showed off her trim waistline. It was pretty enough to travel in, but not so provocative that it would draw unwanted attention to Silk. She didn’t feel the pain of her cut feet until she slipped her feet halfway into a pair of navy patent leather shoes that were tucked beneath the bed. No time to give in to discomfort, she pushed her right foot and then the left into the glossy, flat shoes.

Next, she doused her hands in the bowl of water and applied her wet hands to her hair, slicking it back and twisting it into a hastily styled bun. Unable to see her reflection in the dark, she imagined she looked as innocent as a schoolteacher.

Ready to go, she picked up the suitcase. But before she made it out of the cabin, the door burst open and the shimmering moonlight lit up the place. With her shotgun pointed at Silk, Big Mama’s wide body filled the doorframe. The snow-white, coarse, little beads of hair that covered her dark-brown head seemed to glow ethereally in the darkness.

Silk gasped in alarm. “Big Mama!”

Big Mama sniffed at the air. “I can smell your blood on the floor and someone else’s is on that dress you hid under the mattress. What have you done, chile?”

“I ain’t done nothing,” Silk protested in a quavering voice.

Big Mama lowered the shotgun and came inside, slowly closing the door behind her. Wearing a man’s shirt, a long, wide skirt, and a pair of black brogan boots, she lifted the skirt and sat down heavily on a wooden chair.

“Don’t lie to me, Silk. You know Big Mama’s got eyes in the back of her head. I had a vision about you,” Big Mama said in an ominous tone and then nudged her head toward the bedroom area. “These blind eyes saw the vision right there in that basin of water that’s now red with blood.” She shook her head. “Stealing my money and running up North ain’t gonna solve your problems. From what I seen, it ain’t likely that you’ll ever find the easy living you’re hoping for. If you could be faithful to one man, you could live like a queen. But you ain’t nothing but a tramp. You’ll spread your legs for any man who got hisself a shiny car and some folding money in his pocket. I tried to keep your nature down with my potions and the womanly attention I gave you. But you’re jest like that white-trash woman who borned you—headed for disaster.”

Despite her blindness, Big Mama was always several steps ahead of Silk. No matter how hard she tried, Silk had never been able to outslick Big Mama, and it was frustrating.

“I’m sorry, Big Mama, but I ain’t got time to go back and forth with you. I gots to get out of town before the sheriff and his men come looking for me.”

“Don’t sass me, gal. Sit yo’ yella tail down before I go outside and pull up some switches or better yet, I’ll grab my leather strap to tan your ornery hide,” Big Mama said menacingly.

Intimidated, Silk immediately sat on a crude wooden chair that was identical to the one Big Mama sat upon. Although Silk was close to twenty years old, Big Mama didn’t think twice about turning the young woman over her knee, pulling her panties down, and giving her a sound whipping when she felt Silk needed discipline.

“The sheriff ain’t looking for you, not yet. He ain’t coming for you until morning. Now, tell me, something…” Big Mama looked at Silk intently as if she could actually see her.

“What do you want to know, Big Mama?”

“Do I have to interrupt my hunting to go drag another dead body out of the woods and bury it on my property to keep you out of the hands of the law?”

“No, ma’am,” Silk said respectfully. “I didn’t leave him in the woods. He’s in his car with his throat slit…in the parking lot behind The Low Moon. Old man Roland won’t find him for a few more hours.”

“Who’s him? Who’d you kill this time?” Big Mama inquired as she reached in her shirt pocket and pulled out a pinch of snuff, which she promptly tucked in between her bottom lip and gums.

“I killed Nathan Lee Willard, but I didn’t mean to, Big Mama. It was an accident; I loved him.”

Big Mama snorted and then spat out excess, brown-colored saliva into a rusty bucket. “That’s hogwash. You was born bad, and you don’t have it in your heart to love nobody except yourself.”

“That’s not true. I loved me some Nathan Lee, with all my heart.”

“Hush up and let me think.” Big Mama closed her eyes, screwed up her lips, and rocked forward and backward as she contemplated Silk’s dilemma. From deep in her throat, she made a discordant humming sound. A few minutes later, she opened her eyes and pronounced, “This ain’t gonna be easy to cover up like that other one. Nathan Lee Willard is a big-time politician with a pregnant wife. White folks will want you to hang for what you done did.”

“I know; that’s why I’m trying to get out of Devil’s Swamp and make it to the bus depot in Baton Rouge,” Silk said, her eyes darting around nervously as she stood up, prepared to hightail it out of the cabin.

“Not so fast. We got business to handle. How much of my cash did you steal?”

“I don’t know, I didn’t have time to count it. But don’t worry, Big Mama, I’m going to pay you back every dollar…I promise.”

Big Mama got up and shook the tin breadbox, rattling around the small change that Silk had left behind.

Accurately estimating the amount of money Silk had taken, she said, “Your promises ain’t worth spit. You owe me a hunnid and sixty-two dollars…plus interest.”

“I’ll send you the money as soon as I get settled up North.”

“There you go, telling falsehoods. You don’t intend to pay me back one red cent. After all these years of raising you up, you jest gonna steal my money and try to make fast tracks outta here.”

“I’m sorry, Big Mama. I really am.”

“You ain’t sorry about nothing, except for the fact that you got caught. I reckon I need to collect on the interest while I still got you here,” Big Mama said, hitching up her wide skirt.

“Please, Big Mama; not tonight,” Silk whined.

“Hush up and get your yella tail in that bed and spread your legs for me. I don’t see you closing your legs to none of the menfolk you like to entice, so don’t try to close your legs to me.”

“I don’t have time, Big Mama. I gotta get going before the sheriff catches up with me.”

Big Mama stroked her shotgun threateningly. “All that sass coming out yo’ mouth is gon’ be your ruination. Now, go get in that bed and gimme some poontang! Don’t make me do Sheriff Thompson a favor by putting a bullet hole through your thieving hide.”

Resignedly, Silk felt along the walls as she moved in the dark, making her way to the big iron bed. She took off her traveling dress to keep from wrinkling it. And then she took off her panties, uncovering her privates for Big Mama’s pleasure.

The heavy weight of Big Mama’s plump body on top of her was as normal to Silk as getting her butt tanned, and as normal as breathing. For as long as she could remember, she’d been giving Big Mama poontang whenever she wanted it—before she went to bed at night and oftentimes, Big Mama wanted more poontang first thing in the morning.

But tonight was the first time Silk felt inconvenienced and violated. There could be a lynch mob heading her way while Big Mama was writhing on top of her and dripping tobacco down Silk’s neck.

It seemed like Big Mama was taking an extra-long time to get her thrills. Trying to speed her along, Silk reached under her manly shirt and squeezed her floppy, big tits. This action resulted in Big Mama groaning louder and drooling more dark saliva on Silk’s neck.

“Come on, Big Mama, don’t hold back; let it go,” Silk purred in a coaxing voice.

“Stop trying to rush me, gal!” Frustrated, Big Mama rolled off of Silk and lay on her back, huffing and puffing. “The half-moon and the smell of that dead man’s blood on your hands is messing with my nature. I think I’ma need me some special treatment tonight.”

Silk was appalled. She didn’t have time to give Big Mama the special treatment, but she dared not refuse the irritable woman who ruled with an iron fist. With her brogan boots on, Big Mama propped her legs up and spread them wide. Silk shimmed downward to the middle of the bed, but instead of giving Big Mama the special treatment she desired, Silk slipped out her switchblade and shoved the blade into the large flap of flesh that was Big Mama’s lower abdomen.

“Here’s your special treatment,” Silk said through clenched teeth. Enraged, she yanked the impaled knife upward and then downward, trying her best to gut Big Mama like a pig. But Big Mama’s excess flesh prevented Silk from getting the job done. Big Mama flailed around on the bed for a moment or two and then attempted to pull the knife out of her gut.

Frustrated, Silk wrenched the knife free and promptly plunged it into Big Mama’s neck. With her eyes wide open in surprise, Big Mama lay choking on a mouthful of blood and tobacco. Using her index finger, she circled the air and made zigzag motions, putting a hex on Silk before taking her last breath. 
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Using the red-tinted water in the basin, Silk washed the blood off her hands and her knife, mixing Big Mama’s blood in with Nathan Lee’s. Although she couldn’t bring herself to look at Big Mama’s sprawled-out, dead body, she felt oddly exhilarated by the same mixture of fear and adrenaline she’d felt immediately after killing Nathan Lee.

She quickly threw on the polka dot dress and shoved her feet into the patent leather shoes. Without bothering to spruce up her hair, she picked up the suitcase that had a big dent in the front and hurried out of the shack. Guided by the light of the half-moon, she found her way to Highway 61. She stuck out her thumb when she saw approaching headlights.

A light-colored station wagon screeched to a halt. “Where you heading, Missy?” a white man with a toothy smile asked. The words “Jimbo’s Exterminating” were painted on the side of the station wagon.

“I’m going to Baton Rouge, sir.”

“You’re in luck; that’s where I’m going, so hop on in.” Being helpful, the driver got out and relieved Silk of her suitcase, putting it on the floor of the back of the car that was crowded with exterminating equipment, large paper bags, boxes, and all manner of junk.

Silk rushed around to the passenger’s side and climbed into the station wagon that stank of roach spray and cigarettes.

“You sho’ is a pretty lil’ gal,” he observed, acknowledging her good looks in a tone that sounded more fatherly than flirtatious.

“Thank you for the compliment, sir.”

“It’s mighty peculiar for you to be hitching a ride in the middle of the night, but I shouldn’t be surprised. I done seen many a strange thing while driving through Devil’s Swamp at night. So, who are you running from this hour of the night? You got a no-good husband chasing after you?”

“I’m not running from anyone. I got me a teaching job up North and if I don’t get there on time, I’m likely to lose the position,” Silk said, reinventing herself on the fly.

“Ain’t that something—a hitchhiking, mulatto schoolteacher.” He laughed uproariously.

As the station wagon sped along the asphalt road, Silk, relieved to be putting distance between her and the murders she’d committed, smiled broadly.

The driver introduced himself as Floyd.

“Oh, I thought your name was Jimbo,” Silk said cheerily, looking out the window as they swiftly left Devil’s Swamp behind. She became practically giddy with the knowledge that Sheriff Thompson would come up empty-handed when he came looking for her with a pack of hound dogs and a pair of handcuffs.

“No, I work for Jimbo. I cover hundreds of miles of territory, exterminating restaurants and diners all over Louisiana. You’d be shocked at the amount of cockroaches and vermin that food establishments have crawling all over the meals they serve to customers. I remind my wife of that fact every time she tries to get me to take her out to dinner.” Floyd gave another hearty burst of laughter.

“Cockroaches in the food…that’s awful.”

Floyd turned his mouth down in disgust. “I done seen worse than cockroaches. Eateries are the worst when it comes to breaking all sorts of health codes. They don’t bother to call for Jimbo’s Exterminating until the Board of Health is about to shut them down. And that’s when I make my side money.”

Silk’s ears perked up. “What do you mean?”

“I tell the customers they’re gonna need an extra-strong mixture to get rid of their infestation of bugs and vermin, and then I charge ’em an extra twenty bucks. That’s my side money that goes right inside my pocket,” he boasted, holding the steering wheel with one hand and smacking his bulging left pocket with the other.

“Does the stronger mixture get rid of the bugs?” Silk asked, feigning interest in the exterminating business, when her mind was actually focused on his left pocket that was filled up with cash.

“Nah, I spray those restaurants with the same basic, pest control spray that I use for all commercial businesses. But you know what they say: What the customers don’t know won’t hurt ’em.” He chuckled and gave Silk a conspiratorial wink.

“Anyways,” Floyd continued, “aside from the filth that I find in the kitchens of restaurants, my wife is such a heck of a good cook; I don’t want to eat anyone else’s cooking.”

“What’s your wife’s specialty?” Silk asked, faking a smile while her brain was at work trying to figure out a way to sweet-talk Floyd out of some of the money he’d collected from the restaurants. Maybe he’d fall for a hard-luck story about a sick old mother who was depending on her. The cash she’d taken out of the bread box would only last but so long, and she suddenly wanted Floyd’s money so badly, it became difficult for her to breathe.

“My wife, Shirley’s baked ham is one of her best dishes, but everything she cooks is mouthwatering.” He patted his protrusive belly, and said, “This here ain’t no beer belly—it’s from Shirley’s good, home cooking. She packs me up enough food to feed an army when I have to drive long distances out on the road. I got some fried chicken in a Tupperware container in a brown sack, back there.” He turned slightly, nudging his chin toward the backseat. “If you’re hungry, reach back there and get yourself a leg or a wing. I’m a thigh and breast man, so you won’t find none of those parts left.” Again, Floyd erupted in laughter.

“I’m not hungry, but thanks for your hospitality,” Silk said politely. Looking out the window, she noticed a sign indicating Baton Rouge was only eight miles ahead. Floyd was tearing up the road, driving fast. With time ticking away, she didn’t have a lot of time to come up with a believable sob story.

“So, where are you gonna be teaching school, Missy?”

“I’ll be teaching at a private school, uh, for Christian children.”

Floyd chuckled. “A teacher with your good looks is gonna give those little Christian boys a head full of impure thoughts.”

Silk lowered her eyes demurely.

“I ain’t never been up North and can’t say I want to. What city is the school located in?”

Silk was planning on putting down roots in either New York or Chicago, and willing to go wherever the next bus that pulled out the station was headed to, but she didn’t want to give Floyd the full truth about her intended destination, in case he was ever questioned by Sheriff Thompson. “I’ll be teaching in Boston, Massachusetts.”

“Oh, that’s where President Kennedy hails from. I’m Irish like the president and I was happy to give him my vote. But I’m not too pleased with the way he supports those radicals that want to change the segregation laws here in the South. I consider myself to be a reasonable person, and as long as you coloreds stay in your place, I treat you with decency. I don’t like the way those high-minded Negroes are starting to insist that their little pickaninnies be allowed to go to the same schools as white children. It’s unnatural and goes against God’s plan.” Floyd gazed at Silk curiously. “Is that school you’re gonna be teaching at, a school for coloreds-only or are the races all mixed together?”

“It’s all colored, sir,” Silk replied.

Floyd nodded in satisfaction. “That’s good.”

They rode along with Floyd jabbering a mile a minute, his conversation shifting back and forth from pest control to race relations. They were only five miles from Baton Rouge when Silk turned to Floyd with her face flustered in embarrassment. “I hate to trouble you, but I need a restroom something terrible. I tried, but I can’t hold it any longer. Would you mind pulling over so I can relieve myself in those bushes?” She pointed to the forest area on the right side of the darkened road.

“I reckon it’ll be all right if I stop for a few minutes,” Floyd said, pumping the brakes.

“Did your wife put any napkins in with your food?” Silk lowered her eyes demurely.

“I forgot…you females can’t piss and shake your snake like men can.” He twisted around in his seat, reaching inside a large paper bag, scrounging around for napkins.

While his back was turned, Silk reached into her bosom and pulled out her knife. When Floyd turned to hand her a napkin, she plunged the knife in his chest.

“What did you do that for?” Floyd stared at Silk and then grimaced down at the knife that was sticking out of his chest. Dying painfully, Floyd beseeched her in a croaking voice, “Don’t let me die. Help me.” Not only did Silk ignore his plea, she gripped the protruding handle of the knife and twisted it cruelly. With Floyd now silent and still in death, she rifled through both pockets, relieving him of the thick wad of money he’d collected from the restaurants.

Using Floyd’s pant leg, Silk wiped her knife clean and returned it to her bosom, and then calmly counted out four hundred and eighteen dollars. Woo wee. I hit the jackpot!

“Thanks for the ride,” she said to the dead man. She retrieved her suitcase, opened it up, adding Mr. Floyd’s money to the pile she’d stolen from Big Mama. Humming one of the songs she’d heard playing from the jukebox in The Low Moon tonight, she began the trek to Baton Rouge.
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The only bus going up north was headed for Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, but it wouldn’t be pulling out of the station until six in the morning. Half-expecting Sheriff Thompson to burst inside with his hounds, Silk ambled over to the colored waiting room, steadily glancing over her shoulder. There wasn’t any point in trying to blend in with the straggling few late-night travelers. With her fair skin and straight hair, she stood out like a sore thumb. She considered hiding out in the restroom, but that was futile. The other colored travelers would only point the sheriff in that direction after he described her.

Hoping her luck would hold out until sunrise, Silk sat on a bench and tried to relax herself. Three killings in one night had given her a sort of high unlike anything she’d ever experienced. It seemed like her whole body was tingling and buzzing with excitement.

Clutching the handle of her suitcase that was filled with cash, Silk closed her eyes and began to reminisce about her childhood.

“Miss Mattie ain’t your real mama,” Ozella Scott said to six-year-old Silk.

“Yes, she is,” Silk shot back.

“I heard that some trampy white woman left you in Miss Mattie’s backyard.”

“That’s a lie.”

“It’s the truth,” Ozella insisted, giving Silk a hard shove that knocked her down and resulted in a scraped knee.

When Silk went home, crying to big Mama, the old woman frowned in disapproval. “If you don’t stick up for yourself, those ornery churren jest gon’ keep on taunting you.”

“But Ozella is bigger than me; she’s a fifth-grader.”

“The bigger they are, the harder they fall,” Big Mama stated, whipping a switchblade out of her ample bosom. “You take this here knife and I want you to use it on that blubber-lipped gal the next time she starts deviling you. If you give her a deep slash across the arm and if you draw a good amount of blood, I guarantee you won’t have any more trouble out of the little heifer.”

The next day, Big Mama lured Ozella to their shack under the pretext of wanting her to run a quick errand with the promise of paying her fifteen cents for her time and trouble. When Ozella arrived, she knocked on the creaky wood door and yelled through the wire screen, “I’m here, Miss Mattie.”

In the shadows of the darkened shack, Big Mama put the switchblade in Silk’s hand. “Go on out there and cut her. Make her blood flow like a river; do you hear me?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Silk said in a shaky voice.

“All right, then. Get to it, gal.” Big Mama gave Silk an encouraging shove.

With the switchblade hidden behind her back, Silk went outside.

“Hi, Silk,” Ozella said in a friendly tone, as if she hadn’t taunted and pushed Silk the day before.

“Hi, Ozella,” Silk said shyly.

“Where’s Miss Mattie?”

“She’ll be out in a minute.”

“Okay.” Ozella stomped her foot, scaring off a chicken that had come snooping around her shoes. That sudden movement prompted Silk to take action. In two swift movements, she slashed Ozella across her arm and put another gash across her back. Ozella shrieked to high heavens, which was a signal for Big Mama to come outside.

“What’s all the fuss about?” Big Mama asked. “Goodness, gracious, where’d all that blood come from?”

“Silk cut me for no reason at all. She just hauled off and cut me,” Ozella cried as Big Mama examined her wounds, clucking her tongue.

Big Mama shook her head. “Looks like you need stiches, so I guess I’m gon’ have to sew you up.” She turned to Silk. “Go clean that knife you cut her with before it turns rusty.”

Silk scampered off, skipping happily as she went to clean and polish the switchblade.

Ozella howled in pain as Big Mama doctored on her. After she finished, she patted Ozella on the head and said, “You’re too messed up to run my errand, so go on home. Tell your mama that she owes me a dollar for doctoring you up. And tell her to bring my money around here by Friday…or else.”

“Yes, ma’am; I’ll tell her,” Ozella responded. Bent over in pain, the girl slowly made her way back home.

It took several more knife slashings for kids to realize if you messed with Silk, you’d end up requiring stitches. Since the closest physician was eleven miles away, it was Mattie Moreau who tended to the wounded. Parents who complained about Silk found themselves hexed: their chickens refused to lay eggs, fresh milk suddenly turned sour, and alligators began crawling out of the swamp and hanging around their property.

As the years progressed, Silk didn’t have to be provoked to cut someone. If she so much as suspected a girl had eyes for her current boyfriend, she’d cut her on the spot and ask questions later.

Big Mama accused Silk of being hot-in-the-butt and boy-crazy. She tried her best to dissuade Silk’s interest in the opposite sex by climbing on top of her numerous times throughout the day. Sometimes she kept Silk in bed for hours on end, but even her best efforts failed to calm down Silk’s unnaturally high nature and her desire for sex with members of the opposite sex. As a last resort, Big Mama made up a potion for Silk to drink. “You gon’ wind up with a gut-full of responsibility if you don’t calm your hot butt down. And if you get pregnant, you’re on your own. I’d be a fool to take on another screaming baby with a big ol’ mouth to feed,” Big Mama had grumbled.

Early one morning when Big Mama was out fishing, Silk opened the door for Mr. Perry, who made a weekly delivery of a big, cinder-block-sized chunk of ice. He carried the block of ice with a pair of sharp, pointy-ended tongs, dripping water as he made his way to the antiquated, wooden ice box against the wall, a few feet away from the outdated stove.

“You’re growing like a weed,” he commented, looking Silk over with a slow, caressing gaze. She was fourteen years old at the time, and her body had ripened into womanly maturity.
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