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Chapter 1

R uby Bell was a constant reminder of what could befall a 
woman whose shoe heels were too high. The people of Liberty 
Township wove her into cautionary tales of the wages of sin and 
travel. They called her buck-crazy. Howling, half-naked mad. The 
fact that she had come back from New York City made this some-
what understandable to the town.

She wore gray like rain clouds and wandered the red roads in 
bared feet. Calluses thick as boot leather. Hair caked with mud. 
Blackened nails as if she had scratched the slate of night. Her acres 
of legs carrying her, arms swaying like a loose screen. Her eyes the 
ink of sky, just before the storm.

That is how Ruby walked when she lived in the splintered 
house that Papa Bell had built before he passed. When she dug 
into the East Texas soil under moonlight and wailed like a distant 
train.

In those years, after her return, people let Ruby be. They 
walked a curved path to avoid her door. And so it was more than 
strange when someone walked the length of Liberty and brought 
a covered cake to the Bells’ front porch.

Ephram Jennings had seen the gray woman passing like a 
haint through the center of town since she’d returned to Bell land 
in 1963. All of Liberty had. He had seen her wipe the spittle from 
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her jerking lips, run her still beautiful hands over the crust of her 
hair each day before she’d turned the corner in view of the town. 
He’d seen her walking like she had some place she ought to have 
been, then five steps away from P & K Market, stand pillar still, 
her rain cloud body shaking. Ephram had seen Miss P, the pro-
prietor of the store, walk nonchalantly out of her door and say, 
“Honey, can you see if I got the rise in these rolls right?”

Ephram watched Ruby stare past her but take the brown sack 
filled with steaming yeast bread. Take it and walk away with her 
acres of legs carrying her, while Miss P said, “You come on back 
tomorrow, Ruby Bell, and help me out if you get the chance.”

Ephram Jennings had watched this for eleven years. Seen her 
black- bottomed foot kick a swirl of dust in its wake. Every day 
he wanted nothing more than to put each tired sole in his wide 
wooden tub, brush them both in warm soapy water, cream them 
with sweet oil and lanoline and then slip her feet, one by one into 
a pair of red- heel socks.

But instead, with each passing year, he watched Miss P do 
her Christian duty from the corner of his eye. Watched the gray 
woman stoop to accept the doughy alms. He sat alongside the 
crowd of men parked on their stools outside P & K. Who read 
their papers, played dominoes and chewed tobacco. Toothpicks 
dangling. Pipes smoking. Soda pops sweating. Just as they had the 
day Ruby arrived back in Liberty. When she’d stepped from the 
red bus, the porch had crowded her with their eyes. Hair pressed 
and gleaming like polished black walnut. Lipstick red and thick, 
her cornflower blue sundress darted and stitched tight to her 
waist. Ephram had watched her light a cigarette and glare down at 
the crowd on the market porch in such a way that made folks feel 
embarrassed for breathing. Chauncy Rankin had said later, “Not 
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only do her shit not stink, way she act, she ready to sell it by the 
ounce.”

They had all watched, steadily, as she slipped into madness. 
Concern, mingled with a secret satisfaction, melted into the creases 
of their bodies like Vaseline. After a time they barely glanced up 
from their papers when Ruby walked up to the market. They 
yawned her existence away, or spit out a wad of tobacco juice to 
mark her arrival. A low joke might rumble as Miss P handed over 
her bread, followed by throaty chuckles.

But one end-of-summer day, Ephram Jennings took particular 
notice. One by one the men on the porch did as well. For instead 
of walking away with her bread, as she normally did, Ruby didn’t 
move. Her body rooted to the spot. She stood there, holding the 
brown sack, hand quivering like a divining rod. And then she 
peed. A long, steady stream that hit the red dust and turned it the 
color of brick. She did it absently, with calm disinterest. Then, 
because no one knew quite what to do, Gubber Samuels pointed 
and hurled out a rough bark of laughter. Ruby looked down and 
saw the puddle beneath her. Surprise flowered on her face, then 
fell away leaving a spreading red shame. Her hands leapt to her 
eyes, but when she brought them down the world was still there, 
so she dropped the sack in the pool of urine and ran. But it wasn’t 
running. It was flying, long and graceful, into the piney woods 
like a deer after the crack of buckshot. Ephram almost stood. 
Almost ran down the porch steps and into the woods after her. 
But the eyes of men were too strong, and the continued spitting 
and snickering of Gubber Samuels anchored him against the tug 
of mercy.

Because Ephram’s mama had long since gone to glory, that 
very day, he asked his older sister Celia to make up her white lay 
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angel cake because he needed to carry it to an ailing friend. Celia 
looked at him out of the corner of her eye but made it anyway.

She made it in that pocket of time before dawn, when the 
aging night gathered its dark skirts and paused in the stillness. She 
made it with twelve new eggs, still warm and flecked with feathers. 
She washed them and cracked them, one at a time, holding each 
golden yolk in her palm as the whites slid and dropped through 
her open fingers. She set them aside in her flowered china bowl. 
In the year 1974, Celia Jennings still cooked in a wood-burning 
stove, she still used a whisk and muscle and patience to beat her 
egg whites into foaming peaks. She used pure vanilla, the same 
sweet liquid she had poured into Saturday night baths before their 
father, the Reverend Jennings, arrived back in town. The butter 
was from her churn, the confectioner’s sugar from P & K. And 
as she stirred the dawn into being, a dew drop of sweat salted the 
 batter. The cake baked and rose with the sun.

Ephram slept as the cake slid from its tin, so sweet it crusted at 
its crumbling edges, so light little craters of air circled its surface, 
so moist it was sure, as was always the case, to cling to the spaces 
between his sister’s long three-pronged silver fork. Celia Jennings 
never cut her white lay angel cake with a knife. “It’d be like using 
an ax to skin a rabbit,” she’d always say.

The cake was cooling when Ephram awoke. It settled into 
itself as he bathed and dressed for the day.

Ephram Jennings smoothed the corners of his great-grand-
daddy’s hat for the tenth time that morning. His wide square 
thumbs running along the soft hide brim. The leather so thin in 
places the sun filtered through softly like a Chinese lantern.

The magical thing about Ephram Jennings was that if you 

Bond_9780804188241_4p_all_r3.indd   6 12/23/14   9:21 AM

r u b y  /  7

looked real hard, you could see a circle of violet rimming the 
brown of his irises. Soft like the petals of spreading periwinkle.

The problem was that no one, not even his sister, took the 
time to really look at Ephram Jennings. Folks pretty much 
glanced past him on the way to Bloom’s place or P & K. To them 
he was just another thick horse brown man with a ratted cap and 
a stooped gait. To them there was nothing special about Ephram. 
He was a moving blur on the eyes’ journey to more delicate and 
interesting places.

Ephram had become accustomed to this in his forty-five years 
of living. Slipping in and out of doorways without so much as a 
nod or pause in the conversation. At his job it was expected. He 
was a pair of hands carrying grocery bags to White folks’ shiny 
automobiles. Taking tips and mouthing “Thank ya, Ma’am.” 
Anger or kindness directed towards him indifferently as if he 
were a lump of coal. Ephram told himself he didn’t mind. But 
with Black folks there were times when a man might expect an 
eye to catch hold and stick for a moment. Folks never did see his 
Chinese lamp hat, or his purple- ringed irises, or the way that they 
matched just perfectly the berry tint of his lower lip. They didn’t 
see the ten crescent moons held captive in his fingernails, the way 
he moved, like a man gliding under water, smooth and liquid as 
Marion Lake. They didn’t notice how the blue in his socks coor-
dinated with the buttons on his Sunday shirt or smell the well- 
brushed sheen of Brylcreem in his thick hair.

They didn’t notice the gracious pause he’d take after someone 
would finish a sentence, the way he’d give folks the chance to take 
air back into their lungs, before he’d fill the space up with his own 
breath and words.
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They didn’t see the way his pupils got wide when his heart 
filled up with pride or love or hope.

But Ruby did.
When her life was only a building long scream that faded into 

night. Even then Ruby noticed Ephram.

~

It was after the big Brownsville hurricane of ’67. After eighty- 
  six-mile- an- hour winds crashed into Corpus Christi and rip-

pled all the way east to Liberty Township. Splashing the edge of 
west Louisiana and flooding the banks of the Sabine. It was after 
the bending of trees, of branches arching to the floor of earth. 
After Marion Lake had swollen up and washed away Supra 
Rankin’s hen house, and Clancy Simkins’s daddy’s Buick, and the 
new cross for the Church of God in Christ.

Hurricane Beulah had come Ruby’s fourth year back in Lib-
erty. It was then that she saw Ephram Jennings.

She had lain in the stagnant pools thick with mud and 
browning leaves. She had knelt before a cracked sugar maple tree 
and lain in the collecting waters, letting the thick fluid cover her 
like a bedtime blanket. She felt her skin melt and slip from her 
bones; her heart, spine and cranium dissolve like sugar cubes in 
warm coffee.

She had been muddy waters for three hours when Ephram 
found her. Her nose rising out of the puddle to inhale . . . and dip-
ping back to release. Out and back. Out. Back. Rhythmic, like an 
old blues tune.

He did not scream. He did not leap over the tree. He did not 
scoop into her water center to set her free.

For Ephram did not see what anyone else passing down the 
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road would see: a skinny dust brown woman with knotted hair 
lying back flat in a mud puddle. No. Ephram Jennings saw that 
Ruby had become the still water. He saw her liquid deep skin, her 
hair splayed like onyx river vines.

As rain began to fall upon her, Ephram saw her splash and 
swell and spill out of the small ravine. Ephram Jennings knew. 
That is when Ruby lifted her head like a rising wave and noticed 
Ephram. In that moment, the two knowings met.

They stared at each other under the ancient sky with the soft 
rain and the full wet earth. More than anything Ephram wanted 
to talk to her and tell her things he’d kept locked in the store-
house of his soul. He wanted to talk to her about the way Rupert 
Shankle’s melons split on the vine and how honeysuckle blossoms 
tasted like sunlight. He wanted to tell her that he had seen a part 
of the night sky resting in her eyes and that he knew it because it 
lived in him as well. He wanted to tell her about the knot corded 
about his heart and how he needed her help to loose the binding.

But at that moment Ruby closed her eyes, concentrated, and 
melted once again into the pool.

Ephram heard himself asking the strangest question, heard it 
before it left his berry lips. “Are you married?” But before it could 
lace through the air, he saw that she was once again water. And he 
couldn’t ask that of a puddle, no matter how perfect. So he tipped 
his hat, and made his way back down the road.

~

“Ephraaam! ephram Jennings your breakfast is been ready!”
As he had nearly every morning of his life, Ephram 

heard his sister’s call.
“Yes Mama,” he replied.
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Celia had raised him since March 28, 1937, when their 
mother had come naked to the In- His- Name Holiness Church 
Easter picnic. Ephram was eight, Celia fourteen. The thing he 
remembered was his sister running over to him covering his eyes. 
That next morning, their father, the Reverend Jennings, took their 
mother to Dearing State Mental— Colored Ward, then packed 
his own bags and began preaching on the road ten months out of 
twelve. Celia tended Ephram, cooked for him, cut his food, picked 
and ironed his shirts, blocked his hats, nursed him within an inch 
of his life when he came down with that joint ailment. She had 
paused only long enough to bury their father, the Reverend, when 
he turned up dead. Lynched a few days after Ephram’s thirteenth 
birthday. Ephram had curled up and lost himself in the folds of 
Celia’s apron where he stayed for the next thirty- two years.

“Ephram come in here boy!”
Ephram knew without looking that Celia was biting her 

inner cheek, a thing she did whenever a food item wasn’t eaten at 
the proper temperature. The colder it got the more furiously she 
would gnaw. Then he heard her sweeping with a vengeance. Each 
morning of his life Celia swept bad luck out of the kitchen door. 
Every evening she sprinkled table salt in the corners, and every 
morning she swept it out again, full of any evil the night air held. 
The sweeping stopped.

“I know you hear me!”
“Inaminute,” Ephram called as he smoothed the weathered 

brim of his hat once more and faced his sister’s mirror. This 
morning, this crisp, end- of- summer morning, Ephram did some-
thing he had not done in twenty years. He looked.

He had always straightened the crease in his slacks on Sun-
day, or picked bits of lint from his Deacon jacket. He had held a 
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handkerchief filled with ice on his split chin and lip, the one win-
ter in his life snow had slicked the front walk. He had combed and 
oiled his scalp and plucked out in- grown hairs. He had shaved and 
brushed his teeth and gargled with Listerine. But in twenty years, 
Ephram Jennings had not truly looked into a mirror.

His greatest surprise was that he was no longer young. He 
assessed the plum darkness under his eyes, the grooves along his 
full nose, the subtle weight of his cheeks. Ephram pressed a cool 
washcloth to his skin, then he practiced a smile. He had tried on 
five or six when Celia launched her final call.

As Ephram sat down to eat, his chair scraped against the but-
ter flower tiles.

“Sorry.” Ephram managed.
“S’all right baby, just got to remember to pick it up instead of 

drag.”
“I will, Mama.”
“And remember not to leave your bad day cane out where 

folk can trip on it.”
“I’ll put it away after breakfast.”
“Don’t forget now.”
“I won’t, Mama.”
Celia swept the long hall as Ephram dipped buttery biscuits 

into syrup. She straightened a wood- framed photograph of the 
Reverend Jennings as Ephram cut into the chicken fried steak. 
He had gotten the cutlet on special at the Newton Piggly Wiggly, 
where he worked.

By way of apology Ephram said, “You fixed that cutlet up real 
nice, Mama.”

“That was a fair cut. Why don’t you get me some more when 
you go into Newton today.”
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“I ain’t going in today Ma’am.”
“Oh. I thought maybe your sick friend was from Newton since 

you didn’t say who they was.”
“I’ll pick up more of them cutlets on Tuesday, Mama.”
Celia put Andy Williams— Songs of Faith on the phonograph 

while Ephram peppered his grits and four scrambled eggs. She 
finished sweeping salt from every corner of the house as “He’s Got 
the Whole World in His Hands” smoothed across the furniture. 
Ephram chewed slowly and glanced at Celia’s cake. Flaked white 
inside, the outside was all honey- gold. He imagined handing it 
to Ruby Bell and seeing something he had not witnessed in over 
thirty years— Ruby smiling.

Celia sailed into the room with her dustpan full of salt. “Well, 
if you ain’t going to Newton, do your friend stay out by Glister’s?”

“No.”
“Cuz Glister got six of my mason jars if you goin’ round that 

way.”
“I can’t today Mama.”
“I was going to make Supra Rankin some of my fig pre-

serves for her husband’s great-uncle’s funeral on Monday if you 
was going that way . . . Lord knows it’s a shame that family don’t 
believe in getting they people preserved right. And how they 
think the man will keep fresh while they waitin’ on them Missis-
sippi Rankins to get here I don’t know.”

“Shephard’s Mortuary lay folk out nice, Mama.”
“Shamed Mother Mercy last year with them red lips and 

rubbed-on fair skin.”
“Mama . . .”
“Woman look like a peppermint stick, Lord know. You yet 

one of Junie’s pallbearers?”
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Ephram nodded yes. Celia opened the kitchen door to empty 
the dustpan, just as a strong wind blew a mouthful of salt into her 
face. She spit it from her lips, wiped it from her eyes and quickly 
swept what was left out of the back door.

Celia turned to face Ephram, “You know Baby Girl Samuels 
back in town.”

Ephram took a bite of eggs.
Celia wiped the table with a damp rag. “Supra Rankin say 

Baby arrive from New Orleans three days ago, painted up like a 
circus clown, wrigglin’ like a mackerel all over town.”

Ephram lifted his cup and plate as she cleaned. “Mama— ”
“I didn’t say it. Supra Rankin did.” Celia looked hard at Eph-

ram, “Which is why I asked you to get my jars from Glister, since 
the Samuels are just past that way.”

“Mama! I ain’t taking that cake to Baby Girl Samuels! I ain’t 
thought nothing about her in fifteen years.” Ephram stood up. “I 
got to go.”

“Finish your breakfast.”
Ephram reluctantly sat.
Celia poured the steam back in his coffee. He ate the last of 

his meal as Andy Williams’s rendition of “Battle Hymn of the 
Republic” syruped its way through the kitchen. Celia circled 
back to the sink, emptied water from soaking green beans, sat 
beside Ephram and began snapping the tips off the beans. With 
practiced grace she chucked the remaining pod into a pail with a 
hollow ting!

Without looking at Ephram she said, “Run into Miss Philo-
mena yesterday at P & K. She asked after you.”

Ephram ate quietly as the music curled under him. . . . truth is 
marching on . . .
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“I didn’t say it. Supra Rankin did.” Celia looked hard at Eph-

ram, “Which is why I asked you to get my jars from Glister, since 
the Samuels are just past that way.”

“Mama! I ain’t taking that cake to Baby Girl Samuels! I ain’t 
thought nothing about her in fifteen years.” Ephram stood up. “I 
got to go.”

“Finish your breakfast.”
Ephram reluctantly sat.
Celia poured the steam back in his coffee. He ate the last of 

his meal as Andy Williams’s rendition of “Battle Hymn of the 
Republic” syruped its way through the kitchen. Celia circled 
back to the sink, emptied water from soaking green beans, sat 
beside Ephram and began snapping the tips off the beans. With 
practiced grace she chucked the remaining pod into a pail with a 
hollow ting!

Without looking at Ephram she said, “Run into Miss Philo-
mena yesterday at P & K. She asked after you.”

Ephram ate quietly as the music curled under him. . . . truth is 
marching on . . .
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Celia continued, “That Miss P always be so generous. Helping 
all manner of folk and such.”

The song infused itself into the air.
I have seen Him in the watch fires . . .
Ephram breathed it in.
The beans echoed. ting.
Celia continued, “Way she give ’way that Wonder Bread to 

them folks flooded out in Neches.”
Ephram nodded. . . . of a hundred circling camps . . .
ting.
“And her old jerky and pickles to them no count Peels.”
ting. ting.
. . . builded Him an altar . . . 
“And don’t she help out that Ruby Bell quite a bit?”
. . . in the evening dews and damps . . . 
ting.
“Now that Bell gal one sad case, ain’t she?”
I can read his righteous sentence by the dim and flaring lamps . . . 
ting.
“You knowed her as chirrun, didn’t you? Pretty thang she was 

too, with them long good braids.”
Glory glory Hallelujah!
ting.
“Look like”
Glory
“she was gonna”
Glory
“come to something,”
Hallelujah!
“being raised by that White lady after Papa Bell died.”
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ting.
“Going off ”
Glory
“to New York”
Glory
“City like she done.”
Hallelujah!
“Even going”
His
“to that White”
truth
“folks’ school up there.”
Is marching on.
ting. ting. ting.
The song faded into the wallpaper, but Celia sang on.
“It’s more than a sin how far she fall. Hair nappy with mud, 

raiment’s torn and trampled. Now I hear she take to doing her 
pee- pee in the streets! Beggin’ for scraps with crazy scratched 
acrost her pate. And they say what happens at night with menfolk 
in old Mister Bell’s house would set his bones to spinnin’.”

Ephram felt little dots of sweat along his temples. “Ma— ”
“But I don’t blame them none. You know how men do. 

Nasty ring its bell and they come running like it’s suppertime 
in hell. Devil got him a firm foothold in Liberty. I know. I seen 
firsthand what conjure can do. Folk cut down, men shriveled up 
like prunes. Leave a body empty of they spirit so they just a hol-
low thing ’til they lay down dead. Boy, I sat acrost the hearth from 
Satan, close as you is. Seen him stirring his big kettle a’ souls over 
a lake of fire. I’m on a first name basis with the Devil, so I know 
how his mind be working, always looking out for another sinner 
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to season his brew. So when Glister say her boy Charlie seen you 
eyeballin’ that Bell gal ever day. Sniffin’ after her, I say to her, No 
Sir. I raise my boy better than to eat at no Jezebel’s table and I 
know he ain’t bringing dessert.”

“Ceal— ”
“I ain’t got flippers.”
“Mama— ”
“What?”
Ephram noticed his wrist trembling. Just barely, but there it 

was. He set his cup down.
“Mama— it’s just cake.”
“Bait more like it.”
“She just— ”
“Tell me you ain’t lie your own mama into making ho- cake?”
Ephram breathed in a huge gulp of air, as the sleeping pain 

in his fingers yawned to waking. Far away Andy began singing 
“Amazing Grace.”

“Your bones botherin’ you today baby?”
“No.” The pain stretched itself into his knuckles, wrists and 

arms.
Celia took his hand. “Ephram, you always been simple. 

When you was a boy you’d come back with half a pail a’ milk 
instead of whole. Couldn’t never figure out how to stop that cow 
from kickin’ it out from under you. But that’s all right. God love 
 simple, but so do the Devil. Cuz simple ain’t got the kind of mind 
to withstand temptation.”

Ephram’s bones began to shoot through with fire, the very 
marrow sizzled under his skin. It was the bad day pain, the worst 
he’d felt in years. He began to perspire. His legs began to shake as a 
dot of sweat dropped onto the kitchen table. Ephram stood.
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“You need your bad day cane?”
He didn’t look at her when he said, “I’m not going out today 

Mama.” Ephram walked to the doorway as Celia took a cloth and 
wiped away the drop of sweat. He walked past the narrow hall-
way as she stood and plopped her green beans into a waiting 
pot on the stove. He crept into his bedroom, slipped off his pol-
ished shoes, took off his jacket and hat, then lay back flat upon 
the iron bed.

Celia called in from the kitchen, “You want a slice of cake, 
baby?”

“Not now Mama.”
“Well, I’ll cut you a piece. Leave it out for when you get up.”

Ephram prayed against the pain. It came anyway, sizzling like a 
pit fire. Rising, burning, sucking. Ephram gritted his teeth against 
it. Sweat poured into the curve of his ear, onto the pillowcase. It 
began receding. Ephram took in a breath. He felt the bedsprings 
coiled beneath him. The ceiling low and bumpy from when Celia 
hired the Pastor’s son to scrap stucco gray over the wood.

It started again, clanging like a fire alarm, wrenching his stom-
ach. Ephram balled his fists so hard, all ten crescent moons disap-
peared to white. It passed. He gasped for air.

The spells were getting worse. Lately, he’d felt like his bones 
were God’s kindling. That God must be awfully cold to set so 
many fires. As Ephram waited for the pain, he saw Ruby as she 
used to be, the first time he’d seen her. The sweet little girl with 
long braids. The kind of pretty it hurt to look at, like candy on a 
sore tooth.

Ephram gasped in. He could tell this wave would be big. The 
hurt rose up, and the world crashed down. Ephram’s last thought 
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before passing out was of sorrow, that Ruby would never taste 
Celia’s angel cake.

His body grew limp upon the chenille spread, his bones 
grinding even in slumber. The Saturday sun ruffling his cur-
tains, sending fingers of light across the floor. Outside something 
cawed from atop a tree. Something shiny and black. It flew from 
its perch and made lazy eights over Jennings land, then it drifted 
down from the sky into a patch of yard just outside Ephram’s 
room. Scratching and strutting until a broom- toting woman 
yelled at it from inside the house. At that the crow tilted her head, 
spread her wings and caught the wind. Then she cawed.
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Chapter 2

The piney woods were full of sound. Trees cracking and falling 
to their death; the knell of axes echoing into green; the mewl of 
baby hawks waiting for Mama’s catch. Bull frogs and barn owls. 
The call of crows and the purring of doves. The screams of a Black 
man. The slowing of a heart. All captured, hushed and held under 
the colossal fur of pine and oak, magnolia, hickory and sweet gum. 
 Needles and capillary branches interlaced to make an enormous 
net, so that whatever rose, never broke through to sky. The woods 
held stories too, and emotions and objects: a tear of sleeve, bits of 
hair, long-buried bones, lost buttons. But mostly, the piney woods 
hoarded sound.

Like the sharp squeak of a wheel from a child’s wagon turning 
round and round. A rusted Radio Flyer, being pulled by a little 
brown boy, rattling with a lunch pail of chicken and dumplings, 
biscuits with fig preserves stuffed inside, collard greens and a spe-
cial dessert wrapped in a red and white napkin.

The boy named Ephram pulled the wagon with great antici-
pation. He guessed what dessert his big sister had put in his pail. 
She’d made one just like it for his eleventh birthday four months 
ago. The white lay angel cake. His mouth watered so that he 
stopped under the big trees and opened the cloth. He was right. 
He nibbled one corner and covered it. He paused for a second, 
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The call of crows and the purring of doves. The screams of a Black 
man. The slowing of a heart. All captured, hushed and held under 
the colossal fur of pine and oak, magnolia, hickory and sweet gum. 
 Needles and capillary branches interlaced to make an enormous 
net, so that whatever rose, never broke through to sky. The woods 
held stories too, and emotions and objects: a tear of sleeve, bits of 
hair, long-buried bones, lost buttons. But mostly, the piney woods 
hoarded sound.

Like the sharp squeak of a wheel from a child’s wagon turning 
round and round. A rusted Radio Flyer, being pulled by a little 
brown boy, rattling with a lunch pail of chicken and dumplings, 
biscuits with fig preserves stuffed inside, collard greens and a spe-
cial dessert wrapped in a red and white napkin.

The boy named Ephram pulled the wagon with great antici-
pation. He guessed what dessert his big sister had put in his pail. 
She’d made one just like it for his eleventh birthday four months 
ago. The white lay angel cake. His mouth watered so that he 
stopped under the big trees and opened the cloth. He was right. 
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opened it again, then crammed the slice into his mouth. It was 
like eating sweet air. When he was done he shook the napkin 
over his face to catch any crumbs, brushed off and walked until he 
smelled the water.

There were two suns at Marion Lake, the one high above and 
the one floating on the surface. The water was a blue mirror, sur-
rounded by a hundred trees and a million frogs. Ephram took off 
his shoes and cooled his toes first thing. He loved Marion Lake, 
especially on Sunday morning when nobody else was there. He 
used to go on Saturdays before his mama had gone, but only after 
he’d finished his chores. She was very firm about that.

Ephram watched the water swirl and skim not too far from 
shore. He knew the fish would be biting. He baited a bent nail 
with a bit of fatback from Celia’s slop jar. Then hoisted his branch 
pole between two rocks and sat down to eat his dinner. Ephram 
knew he might sit there for hours and never catch a fish. Some-
times, he’d feel one tussle with the line, he’d pull it above water 
and see those invisible teeth still grabbing ahold of the bait. Scales 
flashing silver, tail twisting . . . single glass eye staring straight 
ahead until they realized the spot they were in and let go. Flop! 
Splosh! Down into the sky water until it was out of sight. His real 
mother had called it “feeding,” not fishing. He guessed that was 
true. Otha Beatrice Jennings always took notice of the little things. 
Maybe that’s why she’d been such a good lace- maker. Ephram 
wondered if they let her make lace up where she was now. He sure 
hoped so.

The chicken and dumplings were good. Not as good as 
Mama’s, but Celia was a good cook, even though she was too bossy 
about it. She was bossy about everything since their father, the 
Reverend, had been asked to step down by the Elders. He would 
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mumble at bedtime, to no one in particular, “That was a mighty 
unchristian thing for a pack of Christians to do.”

To make matters worse, the acting preacher was Elder 
Rankin’s cousin and a part- time janitor at the Piggly Wiggly in 
Newton, who had only recently heard the call. The Reverend 
renamed it “the Piggly Service,” then bade Celia and Ephram to 
never cross its threshold. “We’ll have church in our own house, 
fifty-two Sundays a year whether I’m here or no.” Celia had kept 
the faith, making Ephram memorize huge sections of Leviticus 
and Revelation and recite them perfectly each Sabbath. When 
the Reverend was in town, Sunday mornings before breakfast and 
after chores, Ephram and Celia would kneel and he would preach 
while eggs turned to yellow glue and pancakes shriveled and died. 
Long. And sometimes, he would pour two fingers of rye, and slip 
a sip between Ephesians 1 and 2, until he dozed off. That had hap-
pened that very morning in fact. Celia had scraped their breakfast 
into the bin, made the Reverend some coffee, then fixed Ephram’s 
dinner and told him to go play.

He had just finished eating and was sitting with his pole when 
he spotted them— Maggie Wilkins and the quiet little girl beside 
her. They were across the lake. The girl tiptoed and leaned in, her 
nose almost touching Margaret’s cheek. She was caramel brown 
with her hair up and fancy, grown- up eyes in a heart- shaped face. 
She held shining black shoes with white stockings balled into the 
toes. She wore a pink dress and looked about eight or nine. Mar-
garet was dressed like a farmer. She was one of those grasshopper 
children, with legs almost as thin as their arms and twice as long. 
There were six tall rough girls in the Wilkins family including 
Margaret. All lanky and black brown with a constant sheen of ash 
on their knees, elbows and shins. Every one of them known for 
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being bad, but Margaret had the worst reputation. The Wilkins 
were the Bells’ no count relations and they lived just on the edge 
of Liberty.

Ephram had heard of Margaret— Maggie’s right hook getting 
her kicked out of school long before he’d seen her fight. None of 
the Wilkins girls stayed in school for long. Most left after half- 
killing some student or teacher.

After each of the girls spilled a good amount of blood, they 
stayed home and helped their mother, Beulah Wilkins, farm her 
twenty-seven acres of cane and cotton. Beulah Wilkins was bigger 
than all her children put together, a mountain of a woman who 
made the earth shake just a bit when she walked. Beulah had been 
his mama’s good friend and Ephram had heard his mama say-
ing that staying out of school might be fine for Samella and the 
other girls, but not so fine for Maggie, since she was the smartest 
of them all.

Still, he’d never met Margaret face to face. He remembered 
just last month he’d seen her fight Chauncy Rankin’s younger 
brother Rooster— so named for the rust color of his hair, and the 
way he liked to crow. He was built like all the Rankins. Big. Mag-
gie was ten, Rooster was fourteen and he’d picked a fight with her 
because, he said, he wanted to “see if she could really fight.” He’d 
made her take off her boots because they were pointed at the end. 
She’d beaten him in bare feet. Beaten him bloody. Ephram had 
seen this horrible thing she had done to Rooster. Seen his pride 
water down to a puddle, and he couldn’t help feeling a little sorry 
for him. Maggie beating Rooster was all anyone had talked about 
for weeks. So when Ephram saw Margaret on the other side of the 
lake, he had no desire to cross paths.

Just as he thought of retreating into the brush, he saw the 
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quiet girl pointing in his direction. Maggie turned fiercely and 
cut her eyes at him.

“What you staring at?” she called across the lake.
“I’m not staring.”
“What you doing then?”
“Fishin’.”
“Well you best not be staring at nobody if you know what’s 

good for you.”
Ephram nodded. “I’m just fishin’.”
“Well see that’s all you do.”
Ephram watched the other girl whisper into Margaret’s ear. 

The two began to approach, walking along the water’s edge. As 
they got closer Margaret asked, “You catch anything?”

“Naw.”
“How long you been here?”
“Awhile.”
“You ain’t fishin’, you feedin’.”
Ephram paused and looked at Margaret. Although he was a 

year older, Margaret towered above him.
“Gimme that pole.”
Ephram handed it over before she asked twice.
“You Celia Jennings’s brother, huh?”
Ephram nodded.
“You got a name?”
“Ephram.”
Margaret slipped a bobby pin from the other girl’s hair and 

bit off the tip. The girl’s two plaits fell past her shoulders.
“What you using for bait?”
Ephram handed her more salt pork.
She took one look at it and rolled her eyes, “No wonder.” She 
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walked straight to the lake’s edge, dug her hand into the soft earth 
until she retrieved a long earthworm. She walked over to the pole, 
fastened the black pin to the string and bent it back. Then she 
pierced the moving worm with the sharp end of the pin and cast 
it easily in the water. Ephram and the little girl winced.

“Ruby ain’t never had no catfish. This here’s Ruby.”
Ruby nodded at him. Ephram nodded back.
Margaret continued, “Ruby stay up in Neches most the year 

with a White lady. They ain’t got no catfish where she from.”
Ephram ventured, “Ain’t they got catfish ever where?”
“What I just say?” said Margaret. The three of them fell silent.
They sat on the lake’s shore, Ephram to the left, Margaret in 

the center and Ruby to the right of her. Out of the corner of his 
eye, Ephram saw Ruby’s sleeve barely touching Maggie’s cover-
alls. Then Ruby leaned back and let her head rest against the soft 
moss grass. Ephram did the same and they looked into the iden-
tical swatch of sky. He hadn’t noticed it before but the blue had 
blown away and a dark flannel had taken its place. Maggie took a 
cigarette from her left ear and struck a kitchen match against the 
wedge of her belt.

“Ain’t your mama up at Dearing?” Maggie asked out of the 
corner of her mouth, her eye squinting against the smoke.

Ephram didn’t make a sound. Maggie went right on.
“Thought that was you.”
Ephram saw Ruby nudge Maggie as if to stop her.
“Naw, I ain’t sayin’ nothin’ bad. Papa Bell usta say some of the 

best people he know be up there. Say world be better off if them 
inside come out, and them out go in. How long she been there?”

Ephram cleared his throat. “Three years.”
“See then? She not bad off as some. I know a lady who mama 
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been there fifteen years. Ain’t no reason to be shamed.” She 
sucked her teeth. “So, why they send her up there anyway?”

Ruby finally spoke, “It’s gonna rain.”
Maggie slipped off her overshirt and handed it to her. Ruby 

covered her shoulders with it.
“What she do?” Maggie repeated, flicking an ash without 

removing the cigarette from her mouth.
“Nothing.”
“She had to do something big else she wouldn’t be there. I 

ain’t gone tell nobody, and Ruby going back to Neches this after-
noon. I’ll tell you what I hear and you tell me if it’s right. Say your 
mama come out naked to the church Easter picnic. That so?”

Ephram just stared ahead at the water. He didn’t want to talk 
about his mama, and he surely didn’t want to talk about her to 
this rusty butt girl.

“Say all them church ladies near wet theyselves. Samella was 
there for the free food and said they was trippin’ over theyselves 
to throw some clothes on her back and she just took off running, 
titties flappin’ ’til the Rev, your daddy, catch up with her and 
knocked her cold. Next day she up at Dearing. You was there, 
huh? When it happen?”

Ruby parted her lips and there was a scream at the edge of her 
words, “Mag, stop! ”

“Hush now, s’all right. I’m just sayin’ what happened is all. Just 
tryin’ to find out why the boy’s mama done that. Seem like if any-
body know it be him.”

Ephram was standing now. Some flood of courage nearly 
drowned him, and he found his hands pushing up his sleeves 
and knotting into two tight fists. “Don’t talk about my mama no 
more.”
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Maggie started laughing. “Boy, don’t make me hurt you. Sit 
your scrawny butt down. I ain’t mean no harm.” Just then a fish 
tugged at the line. Small at first, and then harder. Maggie stood 
up and just when it seemed it was about to escape she jerked hard 
and fast on the line. The fish came up wriggling with the black pin 
sticking through its nose. “Y’all ’bout to make me lose my supper.”

Maggie swung the wriggling fish to the earth and popped its 
head on a smooth stone. Of all the fish in that lake, luck brought 
Maggie a catfish. She flicked out her jackknife and split him down 
the center and ripped out his insides.

Ruby turned away, “Maggie . . . what you do that for?”
“You say you want catfish. So I catch you some catfish.” Then 

she turned to Ephram. “You, go get us some twigs so we can make 
us a fire.”

“It’s gonna rain,” said Ruby.
“Not before I cook me some fish. Go on.” Maggie scaled the 

small fish and chopped off its head and tail as Ruby started to 
cry. Maggie stood up and looked into her eyes. “There, there, gal. 
I ain’t did it to hurt him. That fish know what he gettin’ into, 
swimmin’ in that lake. He ain’t the first fish been caught and fried, 
and won’t be the last. That’s how he live. That be his life. Swim-
ming and knowin’ that any day, whoosh, he gone be on somebody 
plate.” Ruby cried harder and Maggie wrapped her in her arms. 
“All right now. See up there? See that wind moving at the top a’ 
those trees?” Ruby looked up. “That fish be swimming up there 
now. He ain’t got to stay stuck in some ole lake size of a dime. 
See? That’s how it be. He come to us. He wants us to make a nice 
fire and eat him so all his memories of that lake be inside us. See 
Ruby? You see that fish up there?”

Ruby looked back at Maggie. “You just saying that.”
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“I am not. I swear to it. And your Mag- pie don’t lie. Not ’bout 
catfish anyway.” Maggie winked and grinned.

Ruby smiled back and showed perfect white teeth. Ephram 
had never thought of the life of a fish like that. He picked up the 
bits of wood just around them, then gathered a few more behind 
a wall of thick trunks. He brought them back and Maggie made 
a fire with her great match sticks. She took out a jackknife and 
whittled a sharp point on a stick and pierced it through the fish. 
Then she roasted it, turning it this way and that until its fat siz-
zled into the fire. When it was done they all sat around that small 
fire and munched on that fatty, crunchy fish, careful to avoid the 
bones.

“See what I tell you? It’s good, huh?” Ruby nodded and winked 
at Maggie. Ephram chewed. He wished he had something to offer 
up as grand and soulful as that catfish. His heart sank when he 
thought about that slice of cake he’d gobbled in the woods. Celia’s 
cake stood up to Maggie’s fish any day. He guessed Celia was right 
about that gluttony sin after all. When they were done eating, 
just as Maggie had promised, the wind picked up and it started to 
sprinkle.

Ruby stood to go but Maggie said, “We got to do one thing 
first.” Then she took the fish head and dug a small hole beside the 
water. She placed the head so that it was straight up and she cov-
ered it over. The rain was misting the tops of their heads, their 
noses and shoulders.

“Now we got to make a wish on this good fish we just ate. But 
you got to make it quick so it’ll come fast.” So they all closed their 
eyes and wished. Ephram opened his and watched Ruby’s lips say 
very softly, “Tanny.” Ephram couldn’t imagine what that Maggie 
would be wishing for, but he cast his for his mama.
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tugged at the line. Small at first, and then harder. Maggie stood 
up and just when it seemed it was about to escape she jerked hard 
and fast on the line. The fish came up wriggling with the black pin 
sticking through its nose. “Y’all ’bout to make me lose my supper.”

Maggie swung the wriggling fish to the earth and popped its 
head on a smooth stone. Of all the fish in that lake, luck brought 
Maggie a catfish. She flicked out her jackknife and split him down 
the center and ripped out his insides.

Ruby turned away, “Maggie . . . what you do that for?”
“You say you want catfish. So I catch you some catfish.” Then 

she turned to Ephram. “You, go get us some twigs so we can make 
us a fire.”

“It’s gonna rain,” said Ruby.
“Not before I cook me some fish. Go on.” Maggie scaled the 

small fish and chopped off its head and tail as Ruby started to 
cry. Maggie stood up and looked into her eyes. “There, there, gal. 
I ain’t did it to hurt him. That fish know what he gettin’ into, 
swimmin’ in that lake. He ain’t the first fish been caught and fried, 
and won’t be the last. That’s how he live. That be his life. Swim-
ming and knowin’ that any day, whoosh, he gone be on somebody 
plate.” Ruby cried harder and Maggie wrapped her in her arms. 
“All right now. See up there? See that wind moving at the top a’ 
those trees?” Ruby looked up. “That fish be swimming up there 
now. He ain’t got to stay stuck in some ole lake size of a dime. 
See? That’s how it be. He come to us. He wants us to make a nice 
fire and eat him so all his memories of that lake be inside us. See 
Ruby? You see that fish up there?”

Ruby looked back at Maggie. “You just saying that.”
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“I am not. I swear to it. And your Mag- pie don’t lie. Not ’bout 
catfish anyway.” Maggie winked and grinned.

Ruby smiled back and showed perfect white teeth. Ephram 
had never thought of the life of a fish like that. He picked up the 
bits of wood just around them, then gathered a few more behind 
a wall of thick trunks. He brought them back and Maggie made 
a fire with her great match sticks. She took out a jackknife and 
whittled a sharp point on a stick and pierced it through the fish. 
Then she roasted it, turning it this way and that until its fat siz-
zled into the fire. When it was done they all sat around that small 
fire and munched on that fatty, crunchy fish, careful to avoid the 
bones.

“See what I tell you? It’s good, huh?” Ruby nodded and winked 
at Maggie. Ephram chewed. He wished he had something to offer 
up as grand and soulful as that catfish. His heart sank when he 
thought about that slice of cake he’d gobbled in the woods. Celia’s 
cake stood up to Maggie’s fish any day. He guessed Celia was right 
about that gluttony sin after all. When they were done eating, 
just as Maggie had promised, the wind picked up and it started to 
sprinkle.

Ruby stood to go but Maggie said, “We got to do one thing 
first.” Then she took the fish head and dug a small hole beside the 
water. She placed the head so that it was straight up and she cov-
ered it over. The rain was misting the tops of their heads, their 
noses and shoulders.

“Now we got to make a wish on this good fish we just ate. But 
you got to make it quick so it’ll come fast.” So they all closed their 
eyes and wished. Ephram opened his and watched Ruby’s lips say 
very softly, “Tanny.” Ephram couldn’t imagine what that Maggie 
would be wishing for, but he cast his for his mama.
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Ruby slipped on her shoes, then Maggie took her by the hand 
and the two walked quickly into the woods. Maggie turned back, 
“Hope your mama on the mend.”

“Uh- huh.”
Ruby half waved, but Maggie pulled her along and they were 

gone. Ephram stared after them. He put his dinner pail into the 
Radio Flyer, thought to leave but got snagged by the rain on the 
lake instead. By the blue and the gray. It looked like the drops 
were falling up, catapulted from a thousand tiny explosions. He 
thought about Ruby Bell. He had heard about her plenty too, but 
he’d never seen her before today, the Colored girl being raised by 
White folks up in Neches. Where did she get those eyelashes and 
that beauty spot on her left cheek? Ephram let himself get bone 
wet as the rain found the parts on his scalp and trickled down his 
face. A piece of thunder broke off and rolled about on the forest 
floor.

Ephram hadn’t heard anyone behind him until he felt her 
hand on his shoulder. He spun around quickly and there she was. 
That little girl Ruby. She was completely soaked and she was talk-
ing. But he missed it. Only seen the movement of her lips and the 
smell of Dove soap. That and the scent of Dixie Peach and some-
thing else he couldn’t quite place in the rain. There, he had missed 
it again. He tried to catch her words in midthought— 

“— just ain’t called for. See?” She had finished. She was looking 
up at him and he had no idea where to start or end. Was she chid-
ing or comforting?

She stood for another moment then said, “Well, I gotta go.”
He had to say something before she turned. All he could come 

up with was, “I was thinking . . .”
She stayed, her face screwed up a bit. “What?”
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“Nothing.” He looked down into the mud to hide the lie. “Just 
thinking about what you said.”

“What about it?”
Scrambling: “About things not being called for.”
She eyed him a moment then seemed to relax. “Thanks. But it 

ain’t just me who says it. Papa Bell says it too, all the time.”
He was lost again, but nodded his head anyway.
Margaret called from the rise, fenced by post trees and grass. 

“Ruby we got to be going!”
Ruby called back, “Said I’d be along!”
“Ain’t leavin’ you in all this rain. ’Sides she gonna be waitin’ 

on us.”
Ruby screamed and her voice lifted like the wind, “I said go on!”
Maggie stood there quiet against the bark of a long- needle 

pine. Walls of water between them, her head bent down just a bit. 
She moved away, like a puppy who’d been scolded, until only the 
top of her head showed above the rise. It did not budge.

“She get jealous a’ everybody. It ain’t just you.”
“Why she act like that?”
“Why you act like you act? Why do your mama?”
“I didn’t mean no harm.”
“Don’t be talkin’ ’bout her. Or askin’ after her. You ain’t 

nobody to be questioning her.”
Ephram was silent and he was starting to get cold. He wanted 

to find some shelter but he didn’t want to leave. Instead, he felt 
himself leaning into her— this girl— and before the idea could gel, 
he knew that he wanted to kiss her.

Suddenly Maggie appeared beside them. Her eyes sliced into 
Ephram as if she could read his thoughts, then she took both of 
their hands.
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Ruby slipped on her shoes, then Maggie took her by the hand 
and the two walked quickly into the woods. Maggie turned back, 
“Hope your mama on the mend.”

“Uh- huh.”
Ruby half waved, but Maggie pulled her along and they were 

gone. Ephram stared after them. He put his dinner pail into the 
Radio Flyer, thought to leave but got snagged by the rain on the 
lake instead. By the blue and the gray. It looked like the drops 
were falling up, catapulted from a thousand tiny explosions. He 
thought about Ruby Bell. He had heard about her plenty too, but 
he’d never seen her before today, the Colored girl being raised by 
White folks up in Neches. Where did she get those eyelashes and 
that beauty spot on her left cheek? Ephram let himself get bone 
wet as the rain found the parts on his scalp and trickled down his 
face. A piece of thunder broke off and rolled about on the forest 
floor.

Ephram hadn’t heard anyone behind him until he felt her 
hand on his shoulder. He spun around quickly and there she was. 
That little girl Ruby. She was completely soaked and she was talk-
ing. But he missed it. Only seen the movement of her lips and the 
smell of Dove soap. That and the scent of Dixie Peach and some-
thing else he couldn’t quite place in the rain. There, he had missed 
it again. He tried to catch her words in midthought— 

“— just ain’t called for. See?” She had finished. She was looking 
up at him and he had no idea where to start or end. Was she chid-
ing or comforting?

She stood for another moment then said, “Well, I gotta go.”
He had to say something before she turned. All he could come 

up with was, “I was thinking . . .”
She stayed, her face screwed up a bit. “What?”
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“Nothing.” He looked down into the mud to hide the lie. “Just 
thinking about what you said.”

“What about it?”
Scrambling: “About things not being called for.”
She eyed him a moment then seemed to relax. “Thanks. But it 

ain’t just me who says it. Papa Bell says it too, all the time.”
He was lost again, but nodded his head anyway.
Margaret called from the rise, fenced by post trees and grass. 

“Ruby we got to be going!”
Ruby called back, “Said I’d be along!”
“Ain’t leavin’ you in all this rain. ’Sides she gonna be waitin’ 

on us.”
Ruby screamed and her voice lifted like the wind, “I said go on!”
Maggie stood there quiet against the bark of a long- needle 

pine. Walls of water between them, her head bent down just a bit. 
She moved away, like a puppy who’d been scolded, until only the 
top of her head showed above the rise. It did not budge.

“She get jealous a’ everybody. It ain’t just you.”
“Why she act like that?”
“Why you act like you act? Why do your mama?”
“I didn’t mean no harm.”
“Don’t be talkin’ ’bout her. Or askin’ after her. You ain’t 

nobody to be questioning her.”
Ephram was silent and he was starting to get cold. He wanted 

to find some shelter but he didn’t want to leave. Instead, he felt 
himself leaning into her— this girl— and before the idea could gel, 
he knew that he wanted to kiss her.

Suddenly Maggie appeared beside them. Her eyes sliced into 
Ephram as if she could read his thoughts, then she took both of 
their hands.
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“Come on, y’all gone catch your death.” They were walking, 
then running through the wet forest.

“Where we goin’? I’m cold,” Ruby whined.
Ephram and Maggie began speaking at the same time.
Ephram: “They’s a cave on yonder side— ”
Maggie: “Ma Tante expecting us Ruby.”
Ephram: “— of Marion, by that clearing.”
Ephram watched Ruby savor their attention. The way her 

head tilted up in something akin to pride. The way she let them 
wait for just a beat longer, weighing more than their suggestions 
in the rain. Finally Ruby looked at them and said, “I hate that old 
clearing. ’Sides, Ma Tante’s just around that bend.”

Ephram stated, “My daddy say he don’t want me goin’ over 
there.”

Maggie jumped in, “Well, then, you ain’t got to go, do you, 
Preacher son?”

Ephram said simply, “I’m going.”
They all walked, then ran, to Ma Tante’s door.
A row of dead trees, chopped and dragged from the forest, 

fenced Ma Tante’s hut. Twigs, moss, mud, cloth and bits of hair 
had been stirred together and smoothed between each post. The 
fence door was made of wood and clay. The sky grumbled low as 
Maggie hauled back her fist and hit the heavy door. It croaked 
open.

Inside the yard Ruby and Ephram stopped in spite of the tor-
rent. There were mirrors everywhere, glinting and winking, next 
to open jars collecting wet sky. The entire yard smelled of myrrh. 
Ephram’s heart tightened as he saw small mounds of earth cov-
ered with soaked crimson flags. Smoke churned out of the hut’s 
stovepipe as what looked like badger and fox skulls clattered on a 
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clothesline. Spades were jammed into the soft earth and the sev-
ered dried wing of a red-tailed hawk stretched across the porch 
awning. Strange herbs crept up twine and sticks, next to tomato 
plants with their fuzzy, acrid scent. At the edge of the yard a Gall 
Oak stood tall, its branches ripe with bottles of colored water, 
swinging like plump figs. Purple. Green. Red. Black. Blue. Yellow. 
Tapping against one another.

Maggie pointed to the tree and whispered, “That there’s a soul 
tree. They’s souls in them bottles.”

“Nuh- uh,” Ephram managed.
“Break one and find out.”
Ephram hurried on. They were soaked through when they 

reached the porch. Maggie knocked. The sound was dull and flat 
in the rain. She knocked again, waited, and then pushed the door 
open and slipped into the hut.

Maggie spoke from inside of the dark, “Come in. She ain’t 
here.”

Ruby shook her head no. “Uh- uh.”
Maggie urged, “She won’t care none. You just being scared.”
“I ain’t going in there.”
From the black Maggie said, “I won’t let nothing happen to 

you girl.”
Ruby shook her head no.
The rain picked up speed and strength. It whipped against 

Ruby’s calves and patent leather shoes. Her white lace socks were 
soaked through. Ephram’s trousers clung to his skin as he slipped 
his hand over Ruby’s. He held her hand as she looked up at him. 
Before she could smile, Maggie grabbed her by the wrist and 
yanked her inside. Ephram followed.

They were swallowed in the inky gloom. Maggie patted her 
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“Come on, y’all gone catch your death.” They were walking, 
then running through the wet forest.

“Where we goin’? I’m cold,” Ruby whined.
Ephram and Maggie began speaking at the same time.
Ephram: “They’s a cave on yonder side— ”
Maggie: “Ma Tante expecting us Ruby.”
Ephram: “— of Marion, by that clearing.”
Ephram watched Ruby savor their attention. The way her 

head tilted up in something akin to pride. The way she let them 
wait for just a beat longer, weighing more than their suggestions 
in the rain. Finally Ruby looked at them and said, “I hate that old 
clearing. ’Sides, Ma Tante’s just around that bend.”

Ephram stated, “My daddy say he don’t want me goin’ over 
there.”

Maggie jumped in, “Well, then, you ain’t got to go, do you, 
Preacher son?”

Ephram said simply, “I’m going.”
They all walked, then ran, to Ma Tante’s door.
A row of dead trees, chopped and dragged from the forest, 

fenced Ma Tante’s hut. Twigs, moss, mud, cloth and bits of hair 
had been stirred together and smoothed between each post. The 
fence door was made of wood and clay. The sky grumbled low as 
Maggie hauled back her fist and hit the heavy door. It croaked 
open.

Inside the yard Ruby and Ephram stopped in spite of the tor-
rent. There were mirrors everywhere, glinting and winking, next 
to open jars collecting wet sky. The entire yard smelled of myrrh. 
Ephram’s heart tightened as he saw small mounds of earth cov-
ered with soaked crimson flags. Smoke churned out of the hut’s 
stovepipe as what looked like badger and fox skulls clattered on a 
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clothesline. Spades were jammed into the soft earth and the sev-
ered dried wing of a red-tailed hawk stretched across the porch 
awning. Strange herbs crept up twine and sticks, next to tomato 
plants with their fuzzy, acrid scent. At the edge of the yard a Gall 
Oak stood tall, its branches ripe with bottles of colored water, 
swinging like plump figs. Purple. Green. Red. Black. Blue. Yellow. 
Tapping against one another.

Maggie pointed to the tree and whispered, “That there’s a soul 
tree. They’s souls in them bottles.”

“Nuh- uh,” Ephram managed.
“Break one and find out.”
Ephram hurried on. They were soaked through when they 

reached the porch. Maggie knocked. The sound was dull and flat 
in the rain. She knocked again, waited, and then pushed the door 
open and slipped into the hut.

Maggie spoke from inside of the dark, “Come in. She ain’t 
here.”

Ruby shook her head no. “Uh- uh.”
Maggie urged, “She won’t care none. You just being scared.”
“I ain’t going in there.”
From the black Maggie said, “I won’t let nothing happen to 

you girl.”
Ruby shook her head no.
The rain picked up speed and strength. It whipped against 

Ruby’s calves and patent leather shoes. Her white lace socks were 
soaked through. Ephram’s trousers clung to his skin as he slipped 
his hand over Ruby’s. He held her hand as she looked up at him. 
Before she could smile, Maggie grabbed her by the wrist and 
yanked her inside. Ephram followed.

They were swallowed in the inky gloom. Maggie patted her 
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inside pocket and swiftly lit a candle. “I can keep a match dry in a 
hurricane.”

In the sudden light, Ruby gasped and Ephram’s mouth fell 
open like a fish. There were knives everywhere, on every surface 
and wall. A dagger hung over the fireplace. A leather strapped 
machete hung against the wall. There were bolo knives and jack-
knives, hunting and butcher knives, broadswords and tomahawks, 
and blades they had never seen before or since. Some shining and 
clean, others orange with rust, all cramming the insides of Ma 
Tante’s hut.

Ruby spun about to go and almost slipped on the puddle they 
had made.

Maggie grabbed her arm hard. “Ruby she just keep them 
blades, she ain’t got much cause to use ’em.”

At that moment a strong breeze pushed open the front door. 
It swallowed the flame and knocked the dead candle to the floor. 
Maggie scrambled for the taper as the wind spun about, lifting 
the black curtains, letting in peeks of gray only to smother them 
again. Papers were lifting, rustling, flapping like wings. Then the 
door banged shut and the room settled against itself. Maggie felt 
the candle in the darkness, struck a match against a dry floorboard 
and lit the wick.

All three children screamed as they saw Ma Tante standing 
above them. She was burnt cork black with yellow eyes, rake thin 
and tall as God. She glared down at them.

She asked in a thick Creole accent, “Ever heah of méchant 
stew?”

Ephram, Maggie and Ruby remained deathly silent.
“Answer.” Her eyes cut into Maggie.
“N- no Ma’am.” Maggie answered.
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“It is good. Start with onions and salt pork. Twelve carrot. 
Some potato . . . then you slice three naughty children into quar-
ters and throw them in a pot.”

The candle began shaking in Maggie’s hand, causing shadows 
to wriggle along the wall of knives. All three children held their 
breath as Ma Tante, all sharp dark angles stared down upon them. 
Six watery eyes looked back.

Finally, Ma Tante griped, “Too bad you all too skinny. Be a 
waste of good potatoes.”

“I -  I’m sorry Ma Tante— ”
“Yes, you one sorry- ass rude child. Gaiwn make that fire so I 

can have my tea.” Maggie went to the kettle as if she lived there 
and stoked the wood in the stove. Ruby and Ephram stood, their 
shoes and clothes drunk with the storm, tributaries widening 
the pool around them. Ma Tante sneered at Maggie, “Dry up 
and quick. My plancher not no basin.” Maggie ran and grabbed 
well-used flannel towels, tossed them to Ruby and Ephram, then 
sopped up the water on the floor. They all fearfully patted and 
blotted as best they could.

Ma Tante lit a corncob pipe, lowering her lids as she puffed. 
Eyes closed she added. “And tell the méchants to sit down. Stand-
ing make me nervous.”

Ephram and Ruby quickly sat at the table, facing Ma Tante, 
cold and damp. Maggie lit candles and fed the stove until the 
room was aglow. As the dark woman smoked, Ephram snuck 
looks at her. She was so black she was almost blue. He’d heard his 
father say that she was the Devil’s midwife and stitched evil into 
night’s coattails. The Reverend had preached for his congregation 
to stay away. Still, everyone in Liberty knew about Ma Tante. Her 
late night visits into the piney woods to forage for animal bones 
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inside pocket and swiftly lit a candle. “I can keep a match dry in a 
hurricane.”

In the sudden light, Ruby gasped and Ephram’s mouth fell 
open like a fish. There were knives everywhere, on every surface 
and wall. A dagger hung over the fireplace. A leather strapped 
machete hung against the wall. There were bolo knives and jack-
knives, hunting and butcher knives, broadswords and tomahawks, 
and blades they had never seen before or since. Some shining and 
clean, others orange with rust, all cramming the insides of Ma 
Tante’s hut.

Ruby spun about to go and almost slipped on the puddle they 
had made.

Maggie grabbed her arm hard. “Ruby she just keep them 
blades, she ain’t got much cause to use ’em.”

At that moment a strong breeze pushed open the front door. 
It swallowed the flame and knocked the dead candle to the floor. 
Maggie scrambled for the taper as the wind spun about, lifting 
the black curtains, letting in peeks of gray only to smother them 
again. Papers were lifting, rustling, flapping like wings. Then the 
door banged shut and the room settled against itself. Maggie felt 
the candle in the darkness, struck a match against a dry floorboard 
and lit the wick.

All three children screamed as they saw Ma Tante standing 
above them. She was burnt cork black with yellow eyes, rake thin 
and tall as God. She glared down at them.

She asked in a thick Creole accent, “Ever heah of méchant 
stew?”

Ephram, Maggie and Ruby remained deathly silent.
“Answer.” Her eyes cut into Maggie.
“N- no Ma’am.” Maggie answered.
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“It is good. Start with onions and salt pork. Twelve carrot. 
Some potato . . . then you slice three naughty children into quar-
ters and throw them in a pot.”

The candle began shaking in Maggie’s hand, causing shadows 
to wriggle along the wall of knives. All three children held their 
breath as Ma Tante, all sharp dark angles stared down upon them. 
Six watery eyes looked back.

Finally, Ma Tante griped, “Too bad you all too skinny. Be a 
waste of good potatoes.”

“I -  I’m sorry Ma Tante— ”
“Yes, you one sorry- ass rude child. Gaiwn make that fire so I 

can have my tea.” Maggie went to the kettle as if she lived there 
and stoked the wood in the stove. Ruby and Ephram stood, their 
shoes and clothes drunk with the storm, tributaries widening 
the pool around them. Ma Tante sneered at Maggie, “Dry up 
and quick. My plancher not no basin.” Maggie ran and grabbed 
well-used flannel towels, tossed them to Ruby and Ephram, then 
sopped up the water on the floor. They all fearfully patted and 
blotted as best they could.

Ma Tante lit a corncob pipe, lowering her lids as she puffed. 
Eyes closed she added. “And tell the méchants to sit down. Stand-
ing make me nervous.”

Ephram and Ruby quickly sat at the table, facing Ma Tante, 
cold and damp. Maggie lit candles and fed the stove until the 
room was aglow. As the dark woman smoked, Ephram snuck 
looks at her. She was so black she was almost blue. He’d heard his 
father say that she was the Devil’s midwife and stitched evil into 
night’s coattails. The Reverend had preached for his congregation 
to stay away. Still, everyone in Liberty knew about Ma Tante. Her 
late night visits into the piney woods to forage for animal bones 
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and secret plants. Her trips to the graveyard. Her penchant for 
pulled baby teeth.

Ephram had heard she was born in a place called Jamaica, 
but that she had moved with her people to Louisiana when she 
was five, into a community where every tongue was thick with 
French Creole. She had left there at twelve to begin her “minis-
try.” No one in Liberty admitted to following her, but Christian or 
not, folks lived their lives according to a set of rules nobody spoke 
out loud but everybody understood. Never hanging panties on a 
clothesline, lest someone steal them for hexing. Be ever watchful 
for red powder in your shoes or crossing your path. Never borrow 
or lend salt. Good church women with straying husbands knocked 
at her gate after prayer circle. Sisters and missionaries came with 
dollar bills folded in their bra straps. Came with clippings of their 
fathers’ hair, their husbands’ fingernails, a placenta from a still- 
birth folded in newspaper. Came with awe, trepidation and hope. 
And once there, Ephram had been told, Ma Tante would glare at 
them with her yellow eyes and smoke her mustard pipe. Those 
who came without money would be sent away. Still others with 
money were turned away if they had a bad, what she called, “odeur 
spirituelle.” The rest she kept, inspecting their palms, the soles of 
their feet and ears. She would look at their tongues and the whites 
of their eyes. Then she would give them a colored powder, potion 
or gris- gris. For stirring into coffee, for boiling up with tea leaves, 
for folding into egg whites with a touch of sugar and molasses, 
for leaving out at suppertime sprinkled onto a full plate, for hid-
ing under the bottom porch step, for sleeping under a pillow. For 
dusting the house only to sweep it out again.

Ephram had heard how she had told a man, “If you go home 
now you be dead in three hours.” Sure enough the foolish man 
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got hungry for supper and walked the fifteen minutes it took 
him to get home. Upon arriving, his wife shot him in the thigh 
for cheating. It took him exactly two hours and forty- five min-
utes to bleed to death while his wife mended and pressed his good 
suit for his upcoming funeral. There were many such stories told 
throughout the piney woods. Ephram wondered if they were all 
true. Especially about Ma Tante and the story Gubber had told 
him about the black bird, and the horrible thing the conjure 
woman was said to have done.

Ma Tante suddenly opened her eyes. “Don’t stahr at me boy. 
I bite.” Then, “Come heah.” Her eyes caught him, like a hook 
through a fish’s gills. He wobbled over.

“Your name.”
“E- Ephram Jennings.”
Ma Tante’s eyes gentled. “Ah. Otha’s boy.”
“Yes’m.”
“You got her eyes.”
Ephram let his head drop, so Ma Tante picked it back up 

again, his chin resting in the crook of her hand.
“Hope you ain’t got her luck.” Ephram wanted to run out 

of the room, but something in the midnight face held him. She 
touched the back of his head, her fingernails scraping softly along 
his neck.

“You ain’t nothing but a wishbone. See there?” She touched 
the base of his skull— tapped at a small bump. “That say you lives 
on wishes.”

She pressed into the nape. “Thing ’bout wishbones? They got 
to snap in two to give up they wish. And somebody always lose. 
But still . . .”

Ephram felt his heart quicken as she stared hard into him. 
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and secret plants. Her trips to the graveyard. Her penchant for 
pulled baby teeth.

Ephram had heard she was born in a place called Jamaica, 
but that she had moved with her people to Louisiana when she 
was five, into a community where every tongue was thick with 
French Creole. She had left there at twelve to begin her “minis-
try.” No one in Liberty admitted to following her, but Christian or 
not, folks lived their lives according to a set of rules nobody spoke 
out loud but everybody understood. Never hanging panties on a 
clothesline, lest someone steal them for hexing. Be ever watchful 
for red powder in your shoes or crossing your path. Never borrow 
or lend salt. Good church women with straying husbands knocked 
at her gate after prayer circle. Sisters and missionaries came with 
dollar bills folded in their bra straps. Came with clippings of their 
fathers’ hair, their husbands’ fingernails, a placenta from a still- 
birth folded in newspaper. Came with awe, trepidation and hope. 
And once there, Ephram had been told, Ma Tante would glare at 
them with her yellow eyes and smoke her mustard pipe. Those 
who came without money would be sent away. Still others with 
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spirituelle.” The rest she kept, inspecting their palms, the soles of 
their feet and ears. She would look at their tongues and the whites 
of their eyes. Then she would give them a colored powder, potion 
or gris- gris. For stirring into coffee, for boiling up with tea leaves, 
for folding into egg whites with a touch of sugar and molasses, 
for leaving out at suppertime sprinkled onto a full plate, for hid-
ing under the bottom porch step, for sleeping under a pillow. For 
dusting the house only to sweep it out again.

Ephram had heard how she had told a man, “If you go home 
now you be dead in three hours.” Sure enough the foolish man 
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the base of his skull— tapped at a small bump. “That say you lives 
on wishes.”
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Little dots of perspiration bloomed along his forehead and tem-
ple as she twisted her face into his. Then Ma Tante turned away, 
shook her head, sucked at her teeth and said, “Girl, where my 
tea?”

Maggie clanged and fussed by the stove. “Almost, Ma’am.”
Ephram remained beside Ma Tante.
She suddenly turned upon him almost snarling, “Why you 

standing there?”
He cleared his throat. “I— thought you wasn’t through talkin’ 

Ma’am.”
“You got money?” she snapped.
“No’m.”
“Well come back when you do. I done give you what you git 

for free. You pay if you want more.”
Ephram stood still. His ears hot with shame.
“You want tea?” Ma Tante asked him.
Ephram shook his head no.
“What you say?”
“No’m.”
“Margaret, fix him some. And the girl too.”
Ephram slipped back to his seat and tried not to look too hard 

at anything. Maggie slid a bowl of hot tea across to him. He fol-
lowed the steam up and spied an entire wall of the hut. Besides the 
knives it was stocked with shelves upon shelves of mason jars, some 
filled with small bones, others with brightly colored powders. 
There were dried frog legs, snake rattles, apple cores, fuzzy rabbits’ 
feet. Many jars were stuffed with herbs and roots. One seemed to 
be full of children’s teeth, a huge glass urn was full of black raven 
or crow feathers, another with bits of what looked like gristle.

An ember popped in the oven. Ephram let a shiver take hold 
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of his spine. He knew he had to leave, but how to maneuver Ruby 
out of this place? Maggie handed him a steaming bowl of tea for 
the girl. The smell was strong, different than his. He felt a twang 
of concern as he passed it to Ruby, but was soothed by the sweet of 
her smile as she took the cup.

Ruby smiled at the chocolate boy as he handed her the cup. She 
liked the way he grinned all droopy when she did. She smelled 
the hot tea. It was as black dark as the old lady. The left side of her 
dress, closest to the stove, was warming against her skin, but her 
shoes were squishy. She softly pried them off with her toes. She 
sipped and saw the boy Ephram frown, and her Maggie give Ma 
Tante a nervous look. Ruby tried to trace everything with her eyes 
so she could tell her friend Tanny later on.

Maggie pointed scared- like, “And that there’s Ruby Bell, the 
one I tole you ’bout.”

“I see.” Ma Tante breathed out a curl of smoke.
Ruby looked first to the left. Then the right. Then settled, like 

a divining rod, into the woman’s face.
Ma Tante hissed at her, “Drink.”
Ruby blew across the lake of tea, then took a big sip. It was bit-

ter. Still she took more. When the cup was almost drained Ma 
Tante reached over, took it and studied its well. Her eyes like coal 
set in butter.

“You got company.” Was what she said.
Ruby felt her breath coming in shallow bursts.
“You was born with a glaze over you face. Come out the womb 

with the white gel what let you see into the gray world. Yes?”
Ruby just barely nodded in agreement.
Ma Tante reached out and grabbed Ruby’s right hand. She 
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set in butter.
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with the white gel what let you see into the gray world. Yes?”
Ruby just barely nodded in agreement.
Ma Tante reached out and grabbed Ruby’s right hand. She 

Bond_9780804188241_4p_all_r3.indd   37 12/23/14   9:21 AM

Bond_9780804188241_4p_all_r3.indd   47 12/23/14   10:48 AM



3 8  /  c y n t h i a  b o n d

turned over her palm and pointed. “You got da mystic star. 
There.” She took her other hand. “There too. Lord child you 
ain’t nothing but a doorway. How many haints you count at your 
heels?”

Ruby stopped dead. It was the first time anyone had seen. It 
meant she couldn’t pretend it was a game anymore, or a piece of a 
bad dream. Finally she answered, “Three.”

“Your count be off. And more on the way.”
Maggie and Ephram stayed still, but Ruby began trembling 

from somewhere near her heart.
Ma Tante’s voice quivered deep and quiet. “Child, they ride 

you like a chariot ride a horse.” She spit like popping grease into 
the girl’s hand. Ruby felt frozen in place. Ephram pushed his seat 
back and stood. Maggie stayed strangely quiet.

Ma Tante leaned into Ruby, staring, fingers digging into her 
wrist. Ruby could smell the old woman’s pipe breath as she came 
close. And something that smelled like rotten meat. “Legba, 
Legba, libérez cette enfant de douze mauvais esprits. Legba, Legba, 
libérez cette petite fille, s’il vous plaît.” Ma Tante drew back her 
hand and slapped Ruby across the cheek.

Ma Tante explained to no one in particular, “Sometime they 
need a good exsufflation to make them leave the livin’.” She spoke 
to Ephram and Maggie, “Y’all go outside. I got work to do.”

Ruby started crying. With one frightened step, Ephram put 
himself between Ma Tante and Ruby.

Through her tears Ruby saw Ma Tante look at him as one 
would a gnat. “This child gots a powerful hex sur son esprit, done 
by peoples who knows how. Make her flypaper for all manner of 
traveling haint. May already be too late. Now get.”

Ruby watched Ephram give way. She couldn’t stop crying, her 
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face slick. Even still, Maggie took Ephram by the hand and led 
him outside. Leaving her alone with the knives, the pulled teeth 
and the yellow eyes.

~

Maggie and Ephram stepped onto the damp porch and caught 
the tail end of the rain. The sky was an ashen pink. Ephram 

heard Ruby’s hollow sobs and put his hand back on the doorknob.
“Where you think you going?” Maggie edged.
“Inside.”
Maggie ducked under his arm, leaned against the door and 

said, “Nah- uh you ain’t.”
“I is.”
“That right?”
Maggie squinted at him, mouth tight. Then never taking her 

eyes from him, she retrieved a Lucky and lit a dry match against 
something inside of her pocket. She breathed it in like air, then 
said, “Try.”

They stared at each other. Maggie, coiled tight beneath a lazy 
smile. Ephram trembling.

He was afraid to push past her, ashamed to sit down, so instead 
he asked. “Why you bring us here?”

“I didn’t bring you.”
“Why you bring her?”
“She needed bringing. Now shut your black ass up and go.”
Ephram reluctantly released the doorknob. Ruby’s sobs were 

softer now, blending in with the last bit of rain. Ephram left 
the door, looked towards the gate and instead sat on the damp 
step, his face burning— a red shame staining the brown of his skin.

Maggie sat beside him. The trees, the fence, the little glass 
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bowls, everything around them was shining and wet. Maggie blew 
clouds of smoke into the sky.

She picked a bit of tobacco leaf from her tongue, and said 
softly, “You don’t look nothing like him.”

In the silence, she answered for him, “Yo daddy, the Rever-
end Jennings. Walk like him, stink like him, talk like him.” Mag-
gie turned to face him, bitter. Then, “You best do like he say and 
stay way from round here. I ain’t ’bout to let no harm come to 
Ruby . . . not while I’m yet livin’.”

Ephram felt a sudden, unspoken fury crackling in his throat like 
hot grease. Some of it popped, “ ’Cept leave some old lady to beat 
on her.”

Maggie cut her eyes against his face, her fists tight in her lap. 
“Beatin’ ain’t the worse can happen to a body.” The orange tip of 
her cigarette devoured the white. “ ’Sides she ain’t no concern of 
yours. I looks after Ruby.”

They both sat in silence. But Ephram answered her behind 
his eyes. No words just loose thoughts floating like the tea leaves 
caught in his teeth: Girls don’t look after girls.

Maggie answered as if he had spoken aloud, “You more girl 
than I’ll ever be and I’m more man than you ever gone grow into.” 
Maggie scanned Ephram from top to toe and let out a guffaw.

He looked at her. The cock of her head, the way she threw her 
bony shoulders back and puffed her chest out like a rooster. This 
horrible girl seemed to think she was somebody’s boyfriend. Eph-
ram swallowed the thought as another steamed into his temples: 
Ain’t no way to magnetize when it’s the same between the thighs. It 
was something he’d heard his daddy say low to Gubber’s Uncle 
Clem. Both men had chuckled into their collars, but neither 
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Gubber nor Ephram had known what it meant. Now the under-
standing made Ephram feel sick.

Maggie sneered. “Now get yourself home for I whoop you into 
next week Sunday school.”

Ephram didn’t move his head one inch. He sat still as earth, 
afraid to swallow his spit.

Maggie let out an angle of smoke. Then, quick as a rattler, she 
punched Ephram across his jaw. Stunned, he felt her pinkie fin-
ger like a stone as it cut into his neck, her ring finger gouging just 
under the jaw. Blood collected where his molar met the lining of 
his cheek. He tried to swing with his right but she was on top of 
him, cigarette pinched between her tight lips. He tumbled down 
the porch stairs. She sprung after him like a cat. Ephram tried to 
block his head from Maggie’s assault, but she was in high gear. 
There were no words.

From inside the house they heard Ruby scream. Then Ma 
Tante’s voice booming: “Lâchez! Lâchez!” Maggie stopped for a 
second, fist midair. She and Ephram turned in the direction of the 
door. Then Ephram tried to push up to run to the house, as Mag-
gie smashed into his nose with a hard left.

She looked straight into the boy’s eyes. He was easy to  polish. 
Poke into his right eye, pop against his left ear. Solid like she used 
on Rooster Rankin. The boy didn’t know the first thing about 
blocking. Skin on wet skin. Smack into his lip. Blood between the 
crack of her fingers. Mud everywhere. She heard her Ruby cry out 
again. Her Ruby. Pam! Jab into the boy’s nose. More blood. Pam! 
Same hit again. It sprayed against her lip and cheek. His weakness 
made her angry, his softness lit a fire under her lungs. The ciga-
rette never leaving her lips, she puffed deep and breathed dragon 
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Gubber nor Ephram had known what it meant. Now the under-
standing made Ephram feel sick.

Maggie sneered. “Now get yourself home for I whoop you into 
next week Sunday school.”

Ephram didn’t move his head one inch. He sat still as earth, 
afraid to swallow his spit.

Maggie let out an angle of smoke. Then, quick as a rattler, she 
punched Ephram across his jaw. Stunned, he felt her pinkie fin-
ger like a stone as it cut into his neck, her ring finger gouging just 
under the jaw. Blood collected where his molar met the lining of 
his cheek. He tried to swing with his right but she was on top of 
him, cigarette pinched between her tight lips. He tumbled down 
the porch stairs. She sprung after him like a cat. Ephram tried to 
block his head from Maggie’s assault, but she was in high gear. 
There were no words.

From inside the house they heard Ruby scream. Then Ma 
Tante’s voice booming: “Lâchez! Lâchez!” Maggie stopped for a 
second, fist midair. She and Ephram turned in the direction of the 
door. Then Ephram tried to push up to run to the house, as Mag-
gie smashed into his nose with a hard left.

She looked straight into the boy’s eyes. He was easy to  polish. 
Poke into his right eye, pop against his left ear. Solid like she used 
on Rooster Rankin. The boy didn’t know the first thing about 
blocking. Skin on wet skin. Smack into his lip. Blood between the 
crack of her fingers. Mud everywhere. She heard her Ruby cry out 
again. Her Ruby. Pam! Jab into the boy’s nose. More blood. Pam! 
Same hit again. It sprayed against her lip and cheek. His weakness 
made her angry, his softness lit a fire under her lungs. The ciga-
rette never leaving her lips, she puffed deep and breathed dragon 
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smoke into the wet air. Pam! Against the boy’s ear. Teeth. The 
next hit skidded on blood and bent back his nose. Pam! Mag-
gie felt something like tears squeezing out of her eyes. Pam! She 
knocked them away with a blow to his chin.

Suddenly, the door of the house shook. Glass tinkled against 
wood. Ma Tante’s words were blades cutting wood and nails and 
air: “Relâchez cette enfant . . . Maintenant!”

Right cut. Upper cut. Full on. Maggie would not let herself 
look towards the door. Not even when she heard whimpering on 
the other side. He was almost finished, a few more and he would 
be out cold.

Ephram squinted at Maggie through the blood in his eyes. 
The world was fists and red and the orange of her cigarette, but 
somehow, he caught her fist with both hands. Brought it to his 
mouth and bit hard. He saw her draw in deeper on the cigarette. 
And then she kicked.

Ephram felt something rise up inside of him. Something 
brewed and steeped and lining the edges of his soul. It entered 
his left shoulder then jolted down his arm and shot into Maggie’s 
chest. Pow! It landed firm and back she went. Surprised. Cigarette 
still tight. Orange tip drawing brighter as she hopped back and 
kicked Ephram in the side. The man boot connecting before the 
foot inside brought pain. He grabbed her foot and down she fell 
again. He jumped on top of her, his blood sliding into the narrow 
part in her lips wetting the cigarette. Maggie flipped him over. 
They were tumbling into the small mounds of earth, tangling 
the red flags. Ephram shot off three crunches into her ribs. Only 
one made a clear connect. Maggie’s cigarette broke off, the orange 
dying in wet dirt.
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Inside the house, Ma Tante gathered Ruby in her arms amid 
the clutter of glass and stone. The child’s eyes fluttered white. 
Ruby tried to speak but a low croak hissed from her mouth. 
Ma Tante held out a painted knife to an invisible something in 
the gloom. “Passez cette enfant! Trouvez un autre cheval à monter!” 
Then Ma Tante began speaking in tongues, spit arching from 
her mouth into the darkness. “Schoon Netwaye li Tiszta Bersihkan 
Garbitu Bersihkan . . .” God’s gibberish lifted and filled the room.

Outside Maggie rounded back against Ephram. She held the 
nap of his hair and hit his jaw with all of her might. Ephram 
began speaking in tongues. Strange words muttered into the gray 
world. Maggie paused for a moment. Leaned in. Pam! Ephram 
hit her face. He was on top of her. He crashed into her head. Her 
neck. The mud. Maggie had rolled away just in time. He heard a 
hairline snap as his fingers crashed into stone.

Inside, the walls leaned towards the two. “Rompre le lien! 
 Rompre le lien!” Ma Tante snarled. Ruby looked up as Ma Tante 
lifted the knife and brought it down hard, halving a pomegranate 
on the floor beside them.

Ephram grabbed at his hand, the pain cutting like nails. Mag-
gie was up in a flash, wheeling back her foot then pop into Eph-
ram’s cheek. Ephram lay still, moon eyes walled, then fluttering, 
then soft and still. Head tilted into the mud.

The juice dribbled down the part and into Ruby’s hair. Ma 
Tante tore open a glut of seeds and squeezed the fruit until a 
crown of red streamed down the young girl’s face.
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They were tumbling into the small mounds of earth, tangling 
the red flags. Ephram shot off three crunches into her ribs. Only 
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Maggie walked back to the porch as the wind brought 
another blanket of feathery rain. The sky sweetened and thinned 
as sunlight sprinkled through. She took note of the fact that Eph-
ram was still breathing.

Ruby held the juice against her tongue and the roof of her 
mouth while the old woman smoothed it into her skin, still 
 clucking words from a fold in the black of time: “Tumulong 
potrebno . . . Duboko haja Gu-semerera esivanemad . . . O-negai 
 shimasu. min f aDlik Apsaugoti savo . . . en smeken Era berean seo Faoi 
deara . . .”

Maggie lit a new cigarette from her porch vantage. Bent but 
still intact.

“There, there, child . . . there, there . . .” Ma Tante hoisted 
Ruby upon her lap. Ruby looked into her yolk eyes. “I don’ mean 
no harm.”

Outside, Ma Tante’s yellow cat found its way from under the 
house, hopped onto Maggie’s thighs and purred into her chest. 
Maggie petted the cat, blew out smoke and pretended not to 
shake.

Ma Tante petted Ruby’s head. “I try to make it harder fo’ them 
to steal your soul’s purse. They’s things that happen out in them 
woods under the blood moon. Nights when a child like you need 
to stay behind locked doors. But it’s too late for that, ain’t it?”

Ruby nodded yes.
“They already dragged you out to they pit fire, ain’t they?”
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Ruby nodded again.
“Already cracked open your spirit like a walnut and try to 

stuff they rot in there. Dat’s why them spirits pester you so. They 
like openings and you a sieve. You got to know they two kinds 
of  spirits—haints is like leeches, hang on, but can’t swallow you 
whole. Dyboù something different. Ain’t content with nothing 
but snuffing out all you is—smell like a burned out candle when 
it come.

“I try to suck the poison of the pit fire out. I try. Girl, you got 
to fly off next time they take you down there. Don’t hold fort in 
your body, surrender it so you can come back when they done. 
I’m afraid they’ll whittle you down to nothing if you keep on 
fightin’ ’em. Won’t be nothing left of you.” She motioned towards 
the door. “You tell her?”

Ruby shook her head no.
“Good. Don’t. She too stiff a tree to take that weight.”
Ruby let her long neck soften and bend. Let her lungs push air 

out and sat there empty, until nature nudged her to breathe in.
Ma Tante rubbed Ruby’s back, lifting only an ounce of the 

weight in her chest— but it was something. “Lawd, Lawd. Man 
and magic wasn’t never meant to go together. Dey got to rule ovah 
things. And magic be the ocean say you ride my wave. But when 
you know man be content to ride nothing ’thout  breakin it first?”

She petted Ruby’s head. “Child, they’s a rainbow of doings in 
this here world, but man, he only see the black and the white of 
it. Do good work with his right, and the Devil work with his left. 
Stay way from that left hand as much as you able.” Ma Tante spit 
into her apron and wiped Ruby’s skin clean like a mother cat.

“Me? I am not long here, you see that, yes? I take in too many 
people sin when I was young and didn’t know where to put them 
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out and sat there empty, until nature nudged her to breathe in.
Ma Tante rubbed Ruby’s back, lifting only an ounce of the 

weight in her chest— but it was something. “Lawd, Lawd. Man 
and magic wasn’t never meant to go together. Dey got to rule ovah 
things. And magic be the ocean say you ride my wave. But when 
you know man be content to ride nothing ’thout  breakin it first?”
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it. Do good work with his right, and the Devil work with his left. 
Stay way from that left hand as much as you able.” Ma Tante spit 
into her apron and wiped Ruby’s skin clean like a mother cat.
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down. So my nails and eyes yellow like piss in the sun. Some 
things you cannot be fix. Some can. Too early to tell how it turn 
for you.” Ma Tante wrapped Ruby in a furry blanket.

She rocked her like a baby against her chest until Ruby had 
fallen into sleep, then set her gently on the daybed and opened 
the front door.

Ma Tante looked onto the porch through the screen. “Maggie, 
help dat boy up and quick.”

Maggie rose and walked to where Ephram lay, surrounded 
by flashing stars. “Get up.” Maggie puffed and reached her hand 
under the crook of his shoulder. Ephram wobbled up, leaning 
against Maggie. Ma Tante supervised from the porch. The rain 
had started again. Harder than before. The crows were complain-
ing in the trees as Maggie sat Ephram down on the steps. For 
 Ephram, the world was dizzy with lights and the sound of waves.

“Come in boy.” Ma Tante waved him in. “N’, Margaret, you 
best sit out there ’til you can think to act right.” Maggie flicked 
her cigarette into the rain. Got up to leave and turned around.

“I ain’t leavin’ ’thout Ruby.”
“Then I guess you ain’t leavin’.”
Maggie huffed as Ephram stumbled alongside Ma Tante into 

the house.

Ruby woke up to the smell of cocoa. Her face sticky with dried 
juice and the old woman’s spit, her cheek swollen from where 
she’d been slapped. Miss Barbara would be mad about that. So 
would her grandmother. Ruby peeked out from the moldy- 
smelling daybed. She would fake sleep a little while longer. Ruby 
couldn’t get a proper look at the boy from where she lay but she 
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saw Ma Tante rattling around, her skirt swishing against the floor 
like a broom. She was fiddling with something on the table— 
Ruby hoped she wasn’t slipping the bones out of a live bird, as 
Maggie had seen her do, or cutting a hex out of a horny toad. 
After what she had seen, Ruby didn’t doubt a word Maggie had 
said. Those yellow eyes had seen the thing Ruby hid, even from 
herself. And when two people see a thing, for better or worse, it 
becomes real. Ruby felt that knowing smooth over her like tree 
sap and fill in a little of the ache.

The boy Ephram fidgeted in a chair. The light caught his face 
and Ruby saw him, eye purple and swollen shut. Two fat lips. 
Nose busted for sure. Cotton balls stuffed up in it. Hand ban-
daged. He sat like he’d wet himself in front of class. Shamed like 
that. Damn Maggie.

“Hot chocolate, y’all share,” Ruby heard Ma Tante say to 
 Ephram. Ruby could smell the sweet bitter before it reached her 
and she pretended to wake.

Ma Tante set the cup down on a side table and wiped Ruby 
clean with a wet towel.

Then she handed the cup over to Ruby and turned to Eph-
ram, “Come on over here, son.” Ephram carefully lifted himself 
onto the far end of the bed and sat there quiet. Ruby caught the 
tail end of his silence and let it settle across her lap. She sipped the 
hot cocoa. There was a knock on the door.

“You ain’t ready yet,” Ma Tante called and Ruby could hear 
Maggie stomp across the porch and sit hard. Ruby handed the cup 
to Ephram.

He waited, then took hold of the handle with his good hand. 
“Thank you.”
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“Maggie give me this,” Ruby said after a pause and pulled a 
 silver thimble from her dress pocket. “From P & K. She got that 
five finger discount.”

“Hmmm.”
“She do that for me sometime. Steal me treasure. She ain’t 

always like that, how she were with you. She get jealous is all . . . 
that, and she ain’t too fond of your daddy, the Reverend.”

He was quiet in a way that seemed to say that he understood 
very well how someone might come to dislike his papa.

Ruby took in the wreck of his face up close. Bits where Mag-
gie’s knuckles had busted the skin on his cheek wide open. His 
limp right hand swollen and wrapped like a splint.

Damn.
Ruby felt the lonely before it came. Knew that for all she’d 

have to face when she left this tiny shack, the lonely would be the 
worst of it. She knew too that it was the thing each of them shared, 
only it was waiting for them in different places. For Ruby it was a 
room at Miss Barbara’s. For Maggie it was the minute after Ruby 
said good- bye. And for Ephram, it was right here, right now. She 
felt how the lonely never left him, not even sitting beside her.

Her throat squeezed until her lashes got wet. But she never 
cried, not since moving away. Not since she’d gotten her room at 
Miss Barbara’s. She swallowed it down.

He looked right at her. “I’m fine.”
“It hurt?”
“Little bit,” he lied.
He handed the chocolate back to Ruby and she slid in close to 

take it.
“Who look after you?” Ruby asked.
“My sister Celia— who look after you?”
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“Mama’s up in New York City. She’s gonna send for me 
next month she misses me so bad. But ’til next month and since 
my grandmama got all that work to do— this White lady up in 
Neches take me in.”

“You working for her?”
“Sometime.”
“What you do?”
“Stuff. Pick up after folk. Take care of her other children too. 

But she sends me to school and such. She gone a lot. Own a couple 
a’ shops in Lufkin and Newton.”

“What kind?”
“Miss Barbara Brides.”
“Miss Barbara’s Bridal Necessities?”
“Think so.”
“There is where my mama usta work!”
“Naw! What did she do?”
“Stitching hems and such. And she a lace- maker too. She real 

good at it.”
“Miss Barbara be there?”
“Sometime. Usta be.”
“Your mama worked with her? Ain’t that something. Was 

she— nice to work for?”
“Miss Barbara was nice enough, I ’spose. She give me candy 

sometime. Do she you?”
“Oh yes.”
“What she give you?”
“Them gumballs mostly.”
“I like those. She mostly give me Tootsie Rolls.”
“I like them.”
“Yeah, they real good.”
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They sat quiet for a minute. Then Ruby added, “But, if you see 
her, don’t tell her I said nothing ’bout her. She don’t like being in 
people’s mouths. She say it uncouth.”

“I won’t. Promise.”
“Thanks.”

Ma Tante walked to the front door and swung it open. “Come 
on.” Maggie walked in like a scolded puppy. She watched Ruby 
and Ephram lean against each other on the edge of the bed for a 
moment. She looked to Ma Tante, busy pulling the black drapes 
from the windows, then slowly sauntered over to the bed, hoisted 
herself up and tickled Ruby in her side. Ruby laughed.

“What y’all doing?”
“Talking.” Ruby said, “He know Miss Barbara. Say his mama 

usta work for her.”
Maggie loosely put her arm around Ruby’s shoulder, draw-

ing her away from Ephram in one easy move. “Now ain’t that 
something.”

Ephram looked away and saw that the sky had turned a soot 
black. Ma Tante lit a kerosene lamp and walked over to the three 
of them and scooted them from the bed like chicks.

“Y’all got to leave. I got me a paying customer comin’.” She 
took the empty cup from Ephram. “Open yo’ right hand to the 
sky.” And all three turned their right hands up.

Ma Tante looked down at the three of them. Stupid as dirt 
before God blowed across it to make up some humans. Dumb as 
dishwater, light on suds. Three ignorant children with grown up 
sorrow living inside they eyes. They wasn’t worth her time. Didn’t 
know why she’d wasted so precious much of it.

Ma Tante sighed and felt suddenly old. Her whole life a drop 
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of water in a pool. Make a little wave and then fade away to noth-
ing. The eyes were still looking up at her. Palms raised. So she 
answered them.

“Ain’t nobody ever gone answer you cries. You can fill a well 
with tears, and all you gonna get is drowned. You sit there long 
enough and the crazy man find you. You weep too long, your 
heart ache so, the flesh slip off your bones and your soul got to find 
a new home. You wait on answers ’til the scaredy- cat curl up in 
your belly and use your liver for a pin cushion. And that’s just how 
you die. Ascared and waiting. And death find your ghost wailing 
for help. In this life, if someone promise you aid, they a lie. If some-
one offer they hand, check five time ten to see where they hide the 
bill. You ain’t nobody but alone. And God come to those with the 
fight to find It. Ain’t nothing easy. Not for the likes of you.”

The sky groaned outside. The storm was not over. In fact, it 
had not yet begun.

Useless, Ma Tante thought. To give them the gris- gris she’d 
made. What difference could it make? Didn’t have the juice time 
would have fed them. She’d made them up quick when she’d 
smelt the children coming through the rain. Couldn’t stop noth-
ing. Still, it was a sin not to paddle your boat, even in a lake of fire.

So, into each hand Ma Tante put a teeny Black doll with red 
cross eyes. No bigger than a child’s pinkie.

“Don’t peek,” she warned.
The doll with the crow’s wishbone stitched to its heart she 

gave to the boy. The one with a woman’s silver ring sewn about 
its waist she handed to Maggie, and the third— the one with the 
oval lodestone tied on its back— was for Ruby.

After a beat she pointed to both Ephram and Maggie and said, 
“You two. Trade. Don’t look just trade.”
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They sat quiet for a minute. Then Ruby added, “But, if you see 
her, don’t tell her I said nothing ’bout her. She don’t like being in 
people’s mouths. She say it uncouth.”

“I won’t. Promise.”
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“Y’all got to leave. I got me a paying customer comin’.” She 
took the empty cup from Ephram. “Open yo’ right hand to the 
sky.” And all three turned their right hands up.

Ma Tante looked down at the three of them. Stupid as dirt 
before God blowed across it to make up some humans. Dumb as 
dishwater, light on suds. Three ignorant children with grown up 
sorrow living inside they eyes. They wasn’t worth her time. Didn’t 
know why she’d wasted so precious much of it.

Ma Tante sighed and felt suddenly old. Her whole life a drop 
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of water in a pool. Make a little wave and then fade away to noth-
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your belly and use your liver for a pin cushion. And that’s just how 
you die. Ascared and waiting. And death find your ghost wailing 
for help. In this life, if someone promise you aid, they a lie. If some-
one offer they hand, check five time ten to see where they hide the 
bill. You ain’t nobody but alone. And God come to those with the 
fight to find It. Ain’t nothing easy. Not for the likes of you.”

The sky groaned outside. The storm was not over. In fact, it 
had not yet begun.

Useless, Ma Tante thought. To give them the gris- gris she’d 
made. What difference could it make? Didn’t have the juice time 
would have fed them. She’d made them up quick when she’d 
smelt the children coming through the rain. Couldn’t stop noth-
ing. Still, it was a sin not to paddle your boat, even in a lake of fire.

So, into each hand Ma Tante put a teeny Black doll with red 
cross eyes. No bigger than a child’s pinkie.

“Don’t peek,” she warned.
The doll with the crow’s wishbone stitched to its heart she 

gave to the boy. The one with a woman’s silver ring sewn about 
its waist she handed to Maggie, and the third— the one with the 
oval lodestone tied on its back— was for Ruby.

After a beat she pointed to both Ephram and Maggie and said, 
“You two. Trade. Don’t look just trade.”
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And Maggie gave over her secret and Ephram did the same.
“Me make a mistake sometime. Rare. But sometime.”
There was a knock on the door.
Ma Tante hissed, “Get!” as she opened the back door and 

pushed the three into the night.
The oak, pine and maple trees heard the heavy thud of the 

witch’s door and took note.
They watched three children pause, then, one by one peek 

into the hole of their palm. The piney woods heard a growling 
scream, “I said get!” Then watched the children bolt out of the 
yard stumbling. The tall lanky girl jerked ahead. Ruby stayed 
at the gate with Ephram. He whispered something into her ear, 
something so soft that even the smallest saplings could not catch. 
Then she answered, “I already got me a walk home Ephram Jen-
nings and a beau.” She turned to go, then spun about and gave 
the boy a kiss on his left cheek. The old trees watched as she ran 
away from him and into their arms. The dark boy stood still as 
the rain washed his scalp clean. He stood staring after the girl for a 
very long time. Then, with a crack of thunder he jumped and ran 
through the woods, to the lake, and grabbed a rusting red wagon. 
It squeaked double time as he ran all the way home. The old for-
est caught every tinny creak, only to echo them back some thirty 
years later, to an old house perched on the edge of the great wood, 
to a man sleeping inside, curled in the sun like a kitten.

~

Ephram nearly leapt from the bed, leaving all thoughts of  
 pain tangled in the covers. Shrugging off sleep and memory 

he lifted a nearby floorboard and retrieved a small flask for his 
right stocking garter and a tied white kerchief. He gently placed 
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them in his right pocket. He then laced his waiting shoes and 
moved with determination into the kitchen. The wall clock 
read 3:27 p.m. So much time had passed. There he saw the slice 
of cake Celia had cut with her special wire blade. It had a white 
cloth napkin draped over it like a flag of surrender. He carefully 
removed it, lifting it with both hands at the corners, slipped the 
three-pronged silver fork under the slice and fitted it like the last 
piece of a great puzzle into the whole.

The afternoon sun reached in through the window and 
slanted against his hands. He felt his breath quicken. He turned 
and Celia was there, standing behind him.

“You going somewheres?”
“Yes’m.”
“In that shirt? You wrinkled it sleepin’. Take it off and I’ll pass 

the iron over it.”
It was a moat he had to leap over. “It’ll be fine.”
“You sure you ain’t feelin’ too poorly?”
Tingling began to creep into his left hand. A ring of fire to 

hurtle through. “I’m quite well.” He took the cake and reached for 
the glass cake cover.

Celia spat, “I’ma need that cover later.” She took it out of his 
hands.

Ephram swept into an open drawer and retrieved a plaid 
cloth. The sun pulled at his sleeve. “I’m going Mama.”

Celia turned quickly and whisked down the hall, tripping 
and falling into the wall, tilting the Reverend’s portrait. “I told 
you ’bout this cane!” Drawbridge lifting. He would have to jump. 
“Help me with this here.” She held the portrait up.

With the cake perched in one hand he jerked down the hall-
way, lifted the framed picture and righted it, then leaned and 
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them in his right pocket. He then laced his waiting shoes and 
moved with determination into the kitchen. The wall clock 
read 3:27 p.m. So much time had passed. There he saw the slice 
of cake Celia had cut with her special wire blade. It had a white 
cloth napkin draped over it like a flag of surrender. He carefully 
removed it, lifting it with both hands at the corners, slipped the 
three-pronged silver fork under the slice and fitted it like the last 
piece of a great puzzle into the whole.

The afternoon sun reached in through the window and 
slanted against his hands. He felt his breath quicken. He turned 
and Celia was there, standing behind him.

“You going somewheres?”
“Yes’m.”
“In that shirt? You wrinkled it sleepin’. Take it off and I’ll pass 

the iron over it.”
It was a moat he had to leap over. “It’ll be fine.”
“You sure you ain’t feelin’ too poorly?”
Tingling began to creep into his left hand. A ring of fire to 

hurtle through. “I’m quite well.” He took the cake and reached for 
the glass cake cover.

Celia spat, “I’ma need that cover later.” She took it out of his 
hands.

Ephram swept into an open drawer and retrieved a plaid 
cloth. The sun pulled at his sleeve. “I’m going Mama.”

Celia turned quickly and whisked down the hall, tripping 
and falling into the wall, tilting the Reverend’s portrait. “I told 
you ’bout this cane!” Drawbridge lifting. He would have to jump. 
“Help me with this here.” She held the portrait up.

With the cake perched in one hand he jerked down the hall-
way, lifted the framed picture and righted it, then leaned and 
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kissed Celia on the cheek. “Love you, Mama.” He unlocked the 
door with one hand. “What about this here cane? EphRAM!” 
Drawbridge rising higher. He leapt free onto the front porch, 
but stumbled on the bottom stair. A pillar of will sent the cake 
up and out of his right hand. It was falling, flat and hard towards 
the earth. Time slowed. The yard spun before him. Then he 
swooped under the falling circle, fell to one knee and caught it in 
two steady hands. The cake quivered under its cloth but did not 
 crumble. Ephram could have sworn he heard a holy jubilation, a 
swell of cheers from the passing clouds.

He turned and it was only Celia. Doubled over in the black-
ened doorway, guffawing into the open air.

He lifted himself and almost ran to the front gate.
“Cain’t make it out the yard much less down the road.” Her 

laughter barked and cut through the air like flying bullets as he 
unfastened the latch and scurried down the road.

“Goin’ courting ’n’ cain’t walk two feet ’thout fallin’ flat. 
Oooooo hoooo! Ooooooooo hooooo! Even crazy gonna throw 
that fish back. Ooooooooo hoooooo!”

Moving. Steady. Moving away. A slim tear in his pants leg, 
knee bleeding in slow tender drops. Ephram heard her porch 
laughter as he walked stiffly down the road. It didn’t fade until he 
had covered nearly a mile in distance, the clay pathway gathering 
small drops of his blood like bread crumbs.
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Chapter 3

Ephram felt the sun warm the back of his neck. It glowed 
against his dark skin, calling forth a thin sheen of sweat. His 
breath was slowing some. The faint scent of Johnson’s Baby Pow-
der kept him company. Calmed the rocket in his chest.

He sat on a tree stump beside the road and situated the cake 
on a tuft of grass, tucking the corners of cloth under the plate, a 
Maginot Line against red ants. It was then he realized he’d left his 
old hat. Maybe, he thought, it was best to keep the thinking that 
had been ground into it, right where it was. Ephram took a quick 
sip from the flask in his pocket— felt the warm liquid burn and 
smooth the rough of his throat. He opened the kerchief he’d hid-
den for over thirty years, and saw the same two dusty Black dolls 
with red cross eyes. One with a silver ring about its waist, the other 
with a lodestone tied to its back. He tried not to think about how 
he came to have Ruby’s in his possession. He closed his eyes against 
the why of it and pushed it back into a well in his mind. He then 
slipped the dolls into his front pocket. Still bleeding, slacks torn, 
he caught sight of his Timex. Three forty-five. Late. But there were 
still a good three and a half hours of daylight left. He picked up 
the cake and began walking southwest towards Ruby. Late. But if 
he hurried, still time enough to stop by P & K for a bit of iodine 
and cotton. Maybe a needle and some brown thread.
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A few of the Rankin brothers were out working their seventy-
two acres when he passed. From this distance, little men in dark 
coveralls lifted hoes only to let them fall. But up close all seven of 
the Rankin men towered above six feet. Chauncy Rankin, whom 
Ephram had secretly envied the whole of his life, was the tallest, 
boldest and most handsome of all the Rankins. “Six foot fo’,” he 
often bragged over dominoes and cola. Then said, winking, “Then 
add two mo’.”

Supra Rankin, the matriarch, rang the dinner bell. Every man 
stopped dead still, dropping hoes and bags, and strode like small 
giants to the Rankin house. Ephram kept walking.

He saw the stretch of road before him. Narrow and red—too 
small in fact to fit most four-wheel cars. It had been cleared when 
the town lived on horseback and bootheels. Most folks viewed it 
as impolite to go barreling down the road. So the  people in Lib-
erty traveled by foot, horse, or mule save when supplies were 
brought in to P & K and a few other locales. The Red Bus to 
Newton, taking janitors and housekeepers to work, was another 
exception.

He passed the In- His- Name Holiness Church, Pastor Joshua 
wielding chalk and board in the front yard. Each Saturday the 
Pastor wrote some headline of scripture pertaining to God’s judg-
ment on the old blackboard and rolled it out to the road, where 
folks on their way to Bloom’s Juke would be sure to  stumble upon 
it and rethink their almost-sin. 

In Liberty, Pastor Joshua was one of two men well-known for 
stammering, but if Paul could withstand a thorn in his flesh, like 
in Second Corinthians, Pastor Joshua was more than happy to 
oblige God’s will.

The Pastor was dabbing his forehead against the heat as the 
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cloud of chalk dust settled into his skin. He had almost finished an 
abbreviated, hard- hitting bit of scripture:

Because I have called, and ye refused; I have stretched out my 
hand, and no man regarded . . . I will mock . . . when distress 
and anguish cometh upon you. Then shall they call upon me 
but I will not answer; they shall seek me early, but they shall 
not find me. Proverbs 1:24– 28. 

It was one of Celia’s favorites.
Pastor Joshua turned from his work. “Good afternoon Ephram.”
“Afternoon Pastor.”
“Where you off to with one of Celia’s cakes?”
Ephram stared into the Pastor’s eyes and, for the first time since 

he’d known him, uttered a bold- faced lie, “Mo’s wife is poorly.”
“Her dyspepsia flaring again?”
“I believe so.”
“Well, you give Bessie and Mo my best. They haven’t had 

a Sunday off since they started working for them Goldbergs in 
Burkeville.”

Ephram nodded yes lest he give voice to another lie.
The Pastor, reviewing his own handiwork, eulogized, “Sh- sh-

shame ’bout old Junie Rankin. Donated more than  p- p- plenty to 
the church fund when he c- come last Easter. He will be missed.”

“He surely will.” Ephram’s heart pinched at the thought while 
his feet itched to keep walking. He kept his lips pressed tight, lest 
he inspire one of the Pastor’s on- the- God- spot sermons.

Thankfully the Pastor said, “Now you boys come nice and 
early Monday morning to set up for the funeral.”

“I will Pastor. I got the whole of Monday off from the store.”
“Good. Good.”
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hand, and no man regarded . . . I will mock . . . when distress 
and anguish cometh upon you. Then shall they call upon me 
but I will not answer; they shall seek me early, but they shall 
not find me. Proverbs 1:24– 28. 

It was one of Celia’s favorites.
Pastor Joshua turned from his work. “Good afternoon Ephram.”
“Afternoon Pastor.”
“Where you off to with one of Celia’s cakes?”
Ephram stared into the Pastor’s eyes and, for the first time since 

he’d known him, uttered a bold- faced lie, “Mo’s wife is poorly.”
“Her dyspepsia flaring again?”
“I believe so.”
“Well, you give Bessie and Mo my best. They haven’t had 

a Sunday off since they started working for them Goldbergs in 
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Ephram nodded yes lest he give voice to another lie.
The Pastor, reviewing his own handiwork, eulogized, “Sh- sh-

shame ’bout old Junie Rankin. Donated more than  p- p- plenty to 
the church fund when he c- come last Easter. He will be missed.”

“He surely will.” Ephram’s heart pinched at the thought while 
his feet itched to keep walking. He kept his lips pressed tight, lest 
he inspire one of the Pastor’s on- the- God- spot sermons.

Thankfully the Pastor said, “Now you boys come nice and 
early Monday morning to set up for the funeral.”

“I will Pastor. I got the whole of Monday off from the store.”
“Good. Good.”
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“Well good evening to you,” Ephram managed as he edged 
away.

“Good evening.” Then he paused a moment, his eyes finally 
taking Ephram in fully. “You always such a help to this church. 
Set a fine example.”

“Thank you Pastor.”
“See you tomorrow son.” At that the Pastor patted Ephram’s 

back, chalk dust billowing about and sticking to his warm neck.
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Chapter 4

F ive steps away from the church Ephram saw the rooftop of 
Bloom’s Juke. It stood just across the road and down the rise, bra-
zenly selling bootleg Saturday night straight through to Sun-
day morning so that good church folks on their way to service 
passed the weaving and the drunk on their way to bed. As Lib-
erty had been situated in a dry county since Prohibition, it was 
desperately in need of Ed Bloom, otherwise known as Liberty’s 
“pocket apothecary.” Ephram remembered how Bloom, a tobacco 
brown bootlegger from Livingston, had come to Liberty after his 
brother, Shep Bloom, had been run off by the lobster red sher-
iff from Newton. But only after Shep had cheated the sheriff out 
of his 50 percent. So Ed had come in his brother’s stead, with a 
re negotiated 60 percent cut in the lawman’s favor.

The whole town of men made their way there on Saturday 
nights. Gathered against stacked lumber and around the pit fire. 
Inside the one room house, thick with sweat and smoke, men 
bellowed at the roll of a seven or turn of an ace. Knives lined the 
backs of trousers and for the men who worked at Grueber’s, or in 
Newton or Jasper, Friday pay bulged inside work shirts or front 
pants pockets. Nearly once a month, a few of the working girls 
from Beaumont would ride down with one of Bloom’s cousins. A 
Falcon or a Tuscadero with Beaumont plates would alert the men 
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