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Foreword

Delta soil is deep and rich. Down here things grow. When the alluvial soil washes over the land by the Mississippi River, cotton, corn, and soybeans take root and jump up. You see, as the water runs slow the heavy particles settle, and only the finest elements are deposited along the banks at the mouth of the river. This loam contains not just minerals, but the blood, sweat and pain of countless souls. While a few acquired great wealth, many broke their backs for little pay, or none at all.

And because of that, other things grow here too. The seed of imagination spouts powerful story tellers who, like their griot forebearers, use both words and music to create tales rooted in the old traditions, yet completely their own. Stories of lust, betrayal, loss, bad choices, revenge, heartache and heartbreak, but also grand hyperbole and dark humor. In this land a unique American form of music was born, a rootstock strong enough to spawn many derivatives. The Mississippi Delta is ground zero of the blues, meaning it was here where it all began.

This collection of short fiction captures both the art of the tale and the power of the blues, and is a nod at the human condition that often inspires musicians to write and sing the blues. These stories tell about bad men and bad women who sometimes do good—or sometimes follow their true nature. Some of these characters know all about the dangers of making a bargain with the devil. And some know the power of redemption. These are characters who would not be out of place in a Honeyboy Edwards tune, and would be right at home alongside the desolate wail of Clarksdale, Mississippi, native Son House—


Looked like 10,000 were standin’ ‘round the buryin’ ground

You know I didn’t know 1 loved her til they damn laid her down

Lord, have mercy on my wicked soul

I wouldn’t mistreat you baby, for my weight in gold.



In the preface of his book The Land Where the Blues Began, Alan Lomax notes that “the blues has always been a state of being as well as a way of singing.” He goes on to quote Leadbelly as saying, “When you lie down at night, turning from side to side, and you can’t be satisfied no way you do, Old Man Blues got you.” And as Leadbelly himself knew all too well, those dark moments can lead to very dark thoughts, and even darker acts. As Howlin’ Wolf said of that same feeling, “That’s evil. Evil is goin’ on.”

This music is the rootstock for all forms of American music from jazz to rock, not to mention the gritty (and often violent) narrative tradition it shares with the best of contemporary rap. Off this hardy, adapting Delta vine grew Chuck Berry, Led Zeppelin and the Rolling Stones. This land, which has seen so much wealth and so much poverty, is where it all began, in the heat and humidity of the Mississippi Delta cotton fields.

The story told by the blues is one of loss and suffering, bad luck and trouble, and joy and excitement as well. My grandmother kept me out of the juke joints during my youth calling them “buckets of blood.” Hard times, yes. But also hard rhythms, hard liquor, and “doin’ the mess-around.” Howlin’ Wolf sang about fire, death, crime, and of course evil, but he also said, “We gonna pitch a wang dang doodle all night long.” That’s the blues. Those same elements, both contradictory and complementary, illustrate many of the stories in this volume.

Like the blues, these tales move and shift over the character of human nature. They combine an element of crime or noir with the world of the blues. A partnership that is easy to understand. Both are messy, and they both tell about pain.

The South, and Mississippi in particular, has a long tradition of nurturing talented writers. But a writer doesn’t have to be born or live in the Pine Barrens or the Delta to feel this particular love of character and story. Writers, just like blues players—and blues lovers—come from all over the world. These stories, written by some of the finest authors working today, exemplify a natural talent for crafting a tale. Whether these are native born or adopted Southerners, each person in this collection shares a love of story that would make William Faulkner, Eudora Welty or Tennessee Williams proud. So lay your burden down a spell, have yourself a cool drink and hitch a ride down that dark and lonesome highway with these masters of the literary craft, and watch as their characters, their tales, and their take on the blues come to life.

—MORGAN FREEMAN





Preface

I’ve been a lot of things in my life, but one thing I’d never anticipated was being the editor of an anthology. As most good blues players will tell you, sometimes fate steps across a person’s path, and there’s no point fighting destiny.

I experienced the Mississippi Delta and the blues at roughly the same time. My first lengthy visit to the Delta involved a photojournalist assignment in the Mississippi State Penitentiary at Parchman. If there’s any place where the blues linger, it’s certainly there. Once I had a taste of that flat, rich land that comprises the Delta and the music of the jukes that made me want to dance with abandon and wish for a voice where I could wail out my woes and joy, I had to go back. Again and again. Like my home state of Mississippi, the blues and the soil that birthed them crept into my blood.

I met Benjamin LeRoy, now publisher of Tyrus Books, at a writers’ conference in Ft. Walton Beach, Florida, where we were both speakers. I had been impressed with the anthology Chicago Blues that Bleak House had published. He proposed the Delta Blues collection to me and asked me to edit it. By this time I had an inkling of who Ben was and the reputation that Bleak House was rapidly building in the world of literary crime fiction. Of course, I said yes. (And I said it so fast I didn’t even stretch the word into two syllables.)

And here, a little over another year later, is the effort of our labor—a collection that contains stories by some of the finest writers working today. While you can plainly see the abilities of these writers as you read the stories, I want to also mention their generosity. Writing short fiction is some of the hardest work around, and many of these contributors took time out from writing novels to do a story for Delta Blues. Their take on crime and the blues fills a wide road, but each twist and turn is executed with skill.

John Grisham takes us down to Parchman where we travel with a family cut from the whole cloth of bad decisions as they make a visit to that infamous prison farm, a place they are far too familiar with.

Sometimes music can lift a man out of the worst of circumstances, if only momentarily. Sometimes that isn’t enough. Sometimes the price is much higher, as James Lee Burke tells us in his masterful tale.

Charlaine Harris gives us her unique vision of a bargain with the dark side—a world that comes to life when the moon is high and also in dimly lit bars.

Nathan Singer, Les Standiford and Daniel Martine also explore supernatural forces, which are a vital element in the history and mythology of the blues. Legend is a powerful force at work in our lives, and these writers dig in and take a hefty bite.

David Sheffield offers us a very different take on the death of the legendary bluesman who met the Devil at the crossroads and made a bargain that left him dead at twenty-seven.

Dean James, Michael Lister, Suzann Ellingsworth and I have stories centered by women who take the necessary action—for survival, or maybe for revenge. Toni L. P. Kelner, Ace Atkins and Mary Saums give us a more traditional detective/lawman as protagonist, but these stories pack a special twist, while Suzanne Hudson takes us on a trip to Memphis with a young female blues singer … and a murderess … or maybe not.

Bill Fitzhugh uses the blues as the basis for deception in a tale about human greed. And Alice Jackson finds political intrigue woven with murder and the blues.

Lynne Barrett’s story is a blues lament, an exploration of a murdered woman from two different points of view, one black and one white, one who loved her and one who loved her murderer.

Writing as a team, Tom Franklin and Beth Ann Fennelly give us a strange and brutal story about a single act that leads to redemption.

The collection is diverse, and that is part of the joy. Short stories are meant to be read at a sitting, but I’ll lay odds that one story won’t be enough. So make time to read several when you pick up this volume.

—CAROLYN HAINES
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1 All the Way to Memphis

Suzanne Hudson

CLISTA JUNIPER WAS A METICULOUS WOMAN, from her immaculate housekeeping to her perfectly enunciated sentences to the way she presided over the Tender County High School library in southern Mississippi. It even extended to her daily wardrobe, which consisted of tailored suits in every shade of beige—so that the coral lips and nails, her trademark, would stand out all the more—her platinum-dyed hair double-French twisted in a tight, inwardly curling labial sheen, a la Tippi Hedren. Indeed, her colleagues—for she had no real intimates—often teased her about her early sixties look, whereupon Clista might express her practiced, breathy giggle and respond, “It is me, the look. Always has been.”

“Right down to the girdle?” a teacher might ask.

“Absolutely.”

“With the clips and all?” another might chime in.

“Certainly.”

“They still make those?”

“I have always believed in stocking up.”

“What’s a girdle?” a neophyte, a young woman poorly read who took no note of puns, might ask.

So Clista, though she was senior staff at sixty-something, would leave it to another woman, a fifty-something, to explain, getting back to her shelves and her silence and her computerized Dewey decimal system (although she maintained a card catalogue as well), shushing students with a coral pucker against her coral-nailed index finger.

The automobile she drove on this day, her champagne-colored Cadillac, was as meticulously kept as she, although, on this particular day, she was thinking of taking up a former bad habit and filling the car’s ash tray with coral-printed filters on the butts of fags she had smoked. She was on edge, shaky, the twists of her coif slightly wispy, like the frayed nerves she so tightly held inside the emotions she rarely let loose. She had let loose this morning, though, before performing her usual ablutions and applying her makeup, to step into the Cadillac and drive not to the high school, where she would be expected after the weekend, but north, to some indeterminate place, she knew not where.

When she saw the figure in the distance, on the side of the highway, she knew immediately what she would do. And, even though Clista was nothing like the sort to pick up a hitchhiker, she would certainly make an exception on this day, as she put her life, her profession, her town behind her, making a sure-to-be futile attempt to run away. This was a day of making all kinds of breaks, the shattering of facades, the clattering of realities, a day to step out of character and try to locate her self, if there ever was such a thing. It made a crazy kind of ironic sense to pick up a hitcher, who, as she drew closer, looked more and more like a teenage girl, finally becoming one, sturdy but slight of frame, like a gymnast. Certainly not threatening, like the haggard and tattooed serial killer stereotype that had forever lived in her wagons-circled mind. She pulled to the shoulder of the road and watched in the rearview mirror as the girl gathered up her things and bounded toward the waiting vehicle, then, catching her own eyes in the reflecting oval of silvered glass, saw a shadow of the emotion and primal fear that had captured her in the pre-dawn hours this morning, when she shot and killed her husband of forty-something years.

It was only an oddity to her now that she had done such a thing; it seemed distant and sketchily surreal. Strange how rapidly those tautly-bound emotions came undone, ramping into the kind of sight-blotted rage that would allow a person to do murder, settling afterwards into a numbness of spirit and mind that allowed her to believe in the possibility of, simply, running away—to almost believe it never happened in the first place. The numbness vibrated in an ear-humming buzz, as if her entire skull were swaddled in layer upon layer of cotton sheeting, but there were fuzzy sounds of car doors and heavy canvas bags thudding into the leather seats. Then a voice, a face, something like words.

“What?” Clista managed.

“It’s just that you’ve saved my life, that’s all. If I had to be in this nothing place just one more day, just one more day, I would go nut case. See, my family is an insane asylum. My dope fiend mother especially. And so I just now packed up my shit, marched my butt down that dirt lane, and sat myself on the side of the highway. And here you come right off the bat. Shit, what’s your name?”

It was a jarring question, and inside of Clista’s hesitation, her guest continued.

“I’m Savannah. But I don’t think I’ll keep that name. It’s just not the blues. Savannah. It’s a city in Georgia, not a bluesy person. Oh, what about Georgia? For a name, I mean. Do you have any chips or something? I’m always hungry. I’m definitely set on a different speed than most other people. Are you going to put it in drive?”

Again the out-of-left-field questions caught Clista off guard. “I—yes,” she said, pulling back onto the pavement. Ever prepared for emergencies, she gestured at the glove box, where Savannah found a pack of cheese crackers.

The girl tore into the package with her teeth, orange crumbs scattering, then, “I love states for names—Bama, Carolina. Cities, not so much. Missouri is nice. What’s yours?”

“My—”

“Name.”

“It’s Clista,” she said, thinking, and I murdered my husband this morning, because he did the unimaginable and betrayed our decades of sameness and safety and “understoods,” and “inasmuchases” and such immaculate respectability as most couples never achieve. He took all that was invested in our public presentation as a couple and crumbled every iota of trust into talcum powder and the fairy dust that magically transformed me into a cold, cold killer.

“—so of course you know that,” Savannah was saying.

“Know what?”

“What I was saying. Are you alright? I was saying how your name sounds something like a female part, but I guess you caught a lot of teasing at a certain age, so of course you know that. Junior high is hell for everybody.” She sucked in a breath. “I’m sorry if I offended you. Sometimes I go over the top. My mind goes faster than I can talk and I try to keep up and so words get blurted out before I know it. You know?”

Clista was not accustomed to such talk, talk of female parts with sexual references, cursing, and just plain chattiness of a distasteful bent, as she had no good best girlfriend, having kept the world at a polite, respectable distance. This girl, however, felt un-threatening in spite of her verbiage. “How old are you?” the driver attempted to divert.

“Twenty-six,” was the reply. “I know, I know. I look sixteen. I get it all the time. It’s because I’m so small-boned. And flat-chested. I’ve thought about store-bought tits, implants, but I just don’t believe in doing that shit to your body.” She sighed with a flourish. “It’s a blessing and a curse, being my size. I mean, when I tell people I’m a blues singer, they laugh. ‘Ain’t no big, bluesy voice gonna come out of that little thing.’ Plus I’m white, obviously. ‘Little bitty white chicks can’t sing the blues.’ Folks just don’t take me seriously. But when you’ve lived through the low-down dirty shit I’ve lived through, you can damn sure feel the hurt. Like, what do you do when it takes your crack-head mother two years to get rid of a man who’s pushing his hands in your panties and you’re nine years old? Two years!”

“Oh, my!” Clista drew away from her, an instinct, and was immediately embarrassed.

“Well, it wasn’t my fault, you know.”

“Of course not. Absolutely not. I’m so sorry. I’m just not accustomed—”

“My point is, that’s just one of the crappy things I’ve experienced. And it wasn’t even the worst. But I keep it upbeat, you know? Keep it in the sunlight. Positive thoughts. Let it out in the lyrics. So do you believe I can sing?”

“I would imagine so,” she said, thinking, betrayal feels like the big, silver blade of a very sharp knife slicing cleanly through the jugular. He betrayed me and I was unleashed in an unthinkable way, into utter insanity. I was not responsible, nor do I regret. The lioness kills to protect her vulnerable offspring, after all. Is there an analogy to be had? Does it even matter?

“—and my boyfriend—he’s a tattoo artist—he did all of mine, see?” She turned her leg to reveal the serpent-like lizard inked around her calf, winding toward its own tail; turned a shoulder bearing a crucifix, Jesus and his blood upon an elaborately detailed cross, the eyes of the holy martyr cast up in surrender to the Father. “His name—my boyfriend’s—is Dakota. A state, right? It fits with my world view. He’s amazingly talented. I mean, isn’t this gorgeous?” She pulled down the front of her t-shirt to reveal, just above her heart, a small but beautifully intricate insect of some kind—something like one might find in a fly fisherman’s tackle box. “I have others, but they’re in hard to find places, if you know what I mean.”

Clista’s husband was a fly fisherman with a vast, three-tiered tackle box loaded with treasured lures, some even from his navy days, the days of their courtship. He took regular and frequent fishing trips to Colorado at solitary resorts, to the Rocky Mountain streams where he danced his line in the rhythmic ballet of a cast. She did not accompany him as she had no interest in his hobbies other than as fodder for those sometimes necessary social conversations.

“Paul loves his lures as much as he loves me,” she might joke, “but at least he finds me more alluring.” Not that she alluded to any sort of physical sensuality between the two of them. Clista had always found that particular expression of human instinct to be distasteful at best, more of the time disgusting. There were un-artful fumblings early in their union, a marriage that followed a courteous courtship, but they soon settled into a life of platonic rhythms, ebbing away into their separate daytimes then flowing into their dining room and den of an evening, watching the woods at night from their isolated split-level home, tucking into the twin beds connected by a night stand bearing an antique Princess telephone, pink, with a nine millimeter loaded and at the ready in its French Provincial drawer.

“—so why don’t you just take a look,” Savannah had opened a cell phone and was scrolling through some photographs. “Here you go,” and she turned the screen to Clista.

“Oh!” It came almost as a shriek paired with another recoiling of her whole body. The wheels left the blacktop for a few seconds.

“Holy Christ—what was that?” Savannah looked at her as if she had two heads and then studied the screen of her phone, a close-up of her pubic area and the peace lily engraved above the curls. Her face fell. “Oh. I thought you wanted to see my other tattoos. Sorry.”

“No, it’s alright. I—I’m just not accustomed to such images.”

“No shit. Well, I didn’t mean to scare you. I mean, it’s just skin, basically. I’ve never seen what the big deal is. Skin is skin. It holds in our organs. Sex is something else, but it really amounts to just rubbing. But you’re the driver so I sure as hell won’t fuck with you. But you have to know up front that I was born without a filter.”

“Filter?”

“You know, I tend to blurt out whatever’s in my head. I’m ADHD, so it kind of goes with the territory. I’ll try to watch my mouth, though. I mean, you could easily just dump me on the side of the road again. And there I’d be with my thumb out. Again.”

“I won’t do that.” Then, for no real reason she could fathom, she added, “I’m going all the way to Memphis.”

“For real? Holy shit, that’s awesome. How lucky is it you picked me up, And don’t worry—no more tattoo pictures,” and she laughed a trilling, lively laugh.

Paul had a tattoo, from the time he served in the navy during the Vietnam Conflict. It was of two intertwining snakes encircling a cross, the word “Bound” crowning the top of the cross like a bent halo. He said it represented his love of country, how bound up in it he was. And he believed in what he was doing in fighting the Red Menace off the shores of Southeast Asia, even if he never had to dodge any bullets.

“Your husband?”

“What?” Clista had not realized she had spoken.

“With the serpents. So symbolic. I mean, my uncle Jessie actually fought over there—lost a leg and an eye. He has a cool glass eye he entertained us with—my cousins and me—when we were kids. He’d take it out and toss it up in the air and catch it in his mouth like popcorn.”

Clista shuddered.

“I know, pretty gross. But not if you’re a little kid and not really at all if you think. I mean, look what he’s been through. He deserves to do whatever the hell he wants, huh? He doesn’t have a fake leg anymore. He used to. And he could make it do fart noises, another thing little kids love.”

“Goodness!” Paul was not allowed—had not been allowed—to fart in her presence. Clista insisted that he step into the bathroom or outside if that urge was upon him. On those occasions when it happened serendipitously, he apologized with abject humiliation to her stony disdain.

Black earth was turned in the fields bordering Highway 61. Planting was done, and within months the rich soil would nourish the snowy crop of bolls, and cotton puffs would litter the roadside after picking time. Picking. To pick off. She had killed him, shot him in the head right there in his study, where she had found him before dawn, crept up to the door, borne witness to the sounds of lecherous, staccato-rhythmed motions and gritty, profane talk. He was preoccupied enough not to notice the slight click as she eased the door open, just a crack, just enough that she could see the man facing him on the computer screen, knew immediately who he was—the man in the photographs holding stringers heavy-laden with fish—the best friend from the navy, Spencer Kraus, also married. She fetched the gun and returned to wait it out. He didn’t notice, even when the screen had gone dark and he’d lain his head down on his arms, exhausted, as she padded across lush pile in one dreamlike motion, squeezed two bullets into his skull, turned and left just that quickly, with the stealth of a jungle cat.

“So tell me more.” Savannah’s words, again jarring.

“What do you mean?”

“You just said you were a cat.”

“What?”

“Yeah, a jungle cat. And I’m thinking, what the hell?”

“I’m sorry,” Clista stammered. “I’m just upset.” She had to watch her words, slipping out unintended and quick, like minnows darting across currents.

“Well, then tell it, sister. What did the son of a bitch do?” She pulled out a pack of American Spirit cigarettes. “Okay if I smoke?”

“Yes.” Her surrender felt like the beginning of some kind of relief. “But only if you light one for me.”

THE SOUND OF CLATTERING DISHES and running water came from a kitchen in the back of the diner. Savannah was putting heart and soul into devouring her sandwich, dousing it mid-chew, and frequently, with Dr. Pepper. “Thank you so much for buying,” she gulped. “My money situation is pretty busy, but that’ll change when I hook up with Dakota.”

Clista had attempted to force down a salad, but nausea made that impossible so she nibbled a couple of Saltines. She had bought her very own pack of cigarettes, Virginia Slim menthols, the brand of her younger years. You’ve come a long way, Baby, the old advertising jingle rattled around in her head. She exhaled a mushroom cloud of smoke. “I can’t think, can’t know what to do.”

“Sure you can.” Savannah leaned across the table, speaking in a hushed but animated tone. “You can absolutely know what to do. You just have to connect all the dots. That’s what my uncle Jessie used to say, anyway. But he was pretty PTSD. You’re probably kind of PTSD about now, too.”

“The dots are scattered all across the floor.” And she thought of throwing jacks as a child, the scattering stars, the ball bouncing. “That’s the way the ball bounces,” she murmured, smiling.

“Okay, okay, you’re not going all mental on me, right?”

“No. I’ve already been mental. Can I go sane on you?”

“That would be good, but dude, your life is going to go end over end either way. I mean, you’ve got to either get a new identity and disappear—and that’s really hard—or go back and come clean—and that’s really hard, too. Man!” Her eyes widened at the enormity of it all.

“Are my eyes still red and puffy?”

“Yeah, but that’s good. I think it keeps the waitress from coming over too often.”

Clista took out her compact and applied a fresh coat of coral to her lips. I am a coral snake. She blotted with a napkin pulled from the stainless steel holder.

They were in a desolate part of the state where the crook of the Mississippi separated Arkansas, Tennessee and Mississippi, at Buck’s Diner, where time had stopped decades earlier, an eatery with worn red plastic seats, dull chrome, and a hanging musk of aged bacon grease. It was just past the lunch hour, so the two women had the place to themselves while a sour-faced teenager bused a few tables. A grizzled-looking cook sat at a booth near the kitchen door, smoking, chatting in a low, gravelly voice with the one waitress, who sauntered over to the travelers once in a while, called them “honey” and “sugar” and “baby” as she offered more tea.

“Man, you’re in some serious shit. I’ve known all kinds of people slogging through all kinds of shit. Hell, my own mother only had me because she couldn’t afford another abortion. She was a drug addict. Cocaine. Sometimes she did men to get money for it. Now she’s killing herself with meth. I was trying to help her get straight, but that stuff is insane. In-fucking-sane. You really saved my life by picking me up.”

A hopeful little ripple went through Clista. “Do you think maybe that cancels out the other?”

“Maybe so,” Savannah grinned. “Maybe the karma is right now. Maybe that’s a reason to keep running. Or to go back.”

“I can’t believe I actually told you everything. It’s not like me at all.”

“But it is me. Seriously. It’s something about me,” Savannah said. “People tell me stuff all the time. Strangers. I mean, I’ll be in the checkout line and somebody will just unload their whole entire bizarre life story. It happens all the freaking time.”

But I don’t confide in anyone, Clista thought, still marveling at how Savannah had coaxed the darkness out of her.

“What did the son of a bitch do?” she had asked.

“How do you know it’s about a man?”

“Always is. Your husband?”

“Yes.”

“So come on with it.”

“No.”

“Come on. Tell it.”

“I can’t.”

“Just say the words.”

And Clista’s fingers had tightened on the steering wheel of the smoke-filled champagne-colored Cadillac. “My husband betrayed me.”

“You know it.”

“He lied and cheated and did it from the start.”

“Uh-huh.”

“And it’s worse than that.”

“How?”

“My husband betrayed me.”

“Tell.”

“With a man.”

“Holy Christ.”

“A double life.”

“You’re right. That is worse. Way fucking worse.”

“I was faithful to that man forever and he was faithful to his man forever and I caught him in a despicable act and I killed him.”

“Killed?”

“Shot.”

“The fuck you say!” And Savannah had turned her body fully facing her in the car. “You are so not the type!”

“Apparently I am.” And she had pulled onto the shoulder of the road, rested her head on the steering wheel and howled like a wounded animal as Savannah, effervescence disarmed by the rawness of it all, tried impotently to console her.

THE WAITRESS SAUNTERED OVER. “Here, sweetie, let me get this out of your way,” she said, and began collecting plates and utensils, blood red fingernails clicking against heavy white glass.

Savannah picked up the last of her BLT and pushed the plate. “Are you still taking me to Memphis?” she asked as the waitress sauntered away.

“Of course.”

“You’re not, like, dangerous or anything, right?” It was almost a whisper.

“I have no weapons or designs upon your possessions.”

“I know that. It just felt like a question I had to ask, you know? I mean, how dumb would I feel if something really happened—and I know it isn’t—but something happened and I never even asked the question in the first place. Man, would I feel dumb.”

“Certainly.”

“Plus, I just got to get to Memphis.”

“What will you do when you get there? Where will you live?”

“With Dakota, of course. He’ll come pick me up wherever you and I land. He has a place off Beale Street, right in the thick of things. Man, I can’t wait to go out to some of those clubs. Not the touristy ones on the main drag. The real ones. The ones you have to just happen into. But the first thing I’m going to do—and I know this is stupid and touristy and all—but I’m going to get me some barbecue.”

“Can I join you?”

“Sure. Are you like, buying?”

“Of course. It’ll be my Last Supper.”

“Holy shit. You’re not going all suicidal or anything, are you? Because that’s even more messed up than what’s gone down. Seriously.”

“You’re right. Besides, I don’t know. Could I actually go home to that—mess, and put the gun to my own head? I just don’t see it.”

“Well, you know they say it’s a permanent solution to a temporary problem, right?”

“It would certainly be a problem for both my permanent and my temple,” Clista said, but her puny, half-hearted attempt at punning fell on deaf ears.

MEMPHIS WAS A PRESENCE she could feel well before hitting the outskirts. It was in the whispery thrum of potential stories in song—a spiritual imprint that webbed out and out to the rising hills and farms, cascading down the Mississippi River to rich Delta dirt.

Savannah must have felt it, too. She threw her head back and let fly several bars of melodic anguish, big and rich, at odds with the tiny vessel making the music. “You might think you’re living large, baby, but you’ll be dying when you get home. You might think you’re hitting the mark, baby, but you’ll just be trying when you get home.” She turned to Clista. “What do you think? It’s something I’ve been working on.”

“You’re very talented. I don’t know a lot about the blues, but you have a unique sound.”

“Unique good or unique I-can’t-think-of anything-good-to-say-so-I’ll-say-unique?”

“Definitely good. Raspy good.”

Savannah beamed. “Thank you. And you’re wrong about the other.”

“What other?”

“The blues. You know a hell of a lot about the blues.”

“I do? Well, yes, now.”

“No, always. Can you talk about your life? Your self? I mean, okay, you spent a very long marriage being some guy’s beard, but that doesn’t happen in a vacuum, you know?”

“A beard?”

“You know—the wife of a gay man who lives in a really deep closet.”

“There’s actually slang for it?”

“Sure. You don’t know a lot about sex, do you?”

“I know it’s messy.”

“Okay, see, this is what I mean. You don’t like sex. That’s how you and your husband connected, on a really basic level. So if you think about it, it was not a bad arrangement. You each got what you needed. You just couldn’t handle knowing it, right?”

“I’m not sure. What I’ve done is so much worse than knowing anything.”

“Who really knows anything?”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, my boyfriend Dakota, right? He believes that there is nothing but thought and that we’ve thought all this up. Like, you thought me up on the side of the road and poof, there I was. You thought up a husband who used you as his beard so you killed him.”

“This is all a lot of pseudo-philosophical malarkey.”

“Oh my god, you said ‘malarkey.’ You are so not the type to kill a person. But anyway, here’s the thing.”

“I suppose I could just think him back alive, correct?”

“Well?”

“You must be crazy.”

“Yeah, I am, but so is everybody—including you.”

Clista’s muscle memory sprang into a mode of defense that immediately fizzled. Crazy? With such a buffed and polished image? With a picture perfect life? With the dead husband laid out across his computer desk? “Maybe I can think him back alive?”

“Damn right. It’s got to be worth a freaking try.”

They ate just outside the city limits at Uncle Stumpy’s Bodacious Barbecue Bin, thick brown sauce crawling across their fingers, down their chins, sticky napkins piled on the tabletop. Clista found herself laughing at the mess of it all. “This is real barbecue. I’ve never had the real thing,” and she sucked on her fingers just like Savannah did. And when Savannah flipped open her cell phone to call her boyfriend Dakota to come and pick her up, Clista studied the way the young woman cocked her head, trilled her voice up and down, like a delightful little bird, as she spoke. Twenty-six, yet so much like a young girl—enthusiastic, forward-looking, hopeful, on the verge of a dream.

They embraced in the parking lot. “I never knew,” Clista said. “How could I not know?”

“But didn’t you, really? Come on, didn’t you? Way down deep? In your guts?”

Clista opened her purse and withdrew the compact and tube of coral lipstick. “I guess that’s a thing to consider.” She reapplied her signature color, pulled out a Kleenex and blotted a kiss onto it. She folded the Kleenex and handed it to Savannah. “If you’re ever really low, give yourself a kiss from me.”

“Oh, I’ve already been plenty low. I’m aiming for up now. But, just in case, thanks.”

“You’ll be okay here?” Clista glanced around the parking lot. It was not the best neighborhood, judging by the buildings in various stages of disrepair, and day had fallen into dusk.

“Oh, hell yeah. Dakota won’t be too long.”

“But it’s getting dark and you’re unfamiliar with the area.” There was a pharmacy across the street that was well-lit. “You should go to the bench by that drug store.”

Savannah giggled. “Are you kidding? Nothing’s going to happen to me. You should know this about me by now. No point in letting worry rule your world, huh?”

“I guess.”

“So have you decided what you’re going to do?”

“Yes, I have.”

“And it feels right?”

“Yes.”

“Good.”

The champagne-colored Cadillac was warm from the sunlight trapped inside just a short time ago—invisible but there, the traces of a star. Clista rolled down the windows and waved as she waited to pull out of the parking lot. She looked back for a few seconds longer to see Savannah arrange her possessions and plop down on her duffel bag next to the front of the rib joint, a snapshot of a reality Clista had enjoyed for a day. She wasn’t sure if the woman—no, the girl—was a chance that fell out of the sky or a providential event sent by some spiritual presence in an effort to set things right. Maybe the girl really would fade from existence once Clista turned away, so she hesitated for a moment, not wanting that vibrancy to dissipate, like the rays of the sun were.

“Just go!” Savannah shouted, waving her off, laughing.

Clista giggled, a genuine sound, pressed the gas, and pulled away. She started to roll up the windows but caught herself, even told herself “No,” right out loud. Then, at a glimpse of her eyes in the rearview mirror, she even whispered, “You crazy fucker.”

And she left the windows down into the evening, rolling south through the farm country, past the scrubby towns and lives of folks left behind. The push of air blew a rhythm of comfort into her soul, disengaging strands of platinum blonde that whipped about her face, growing into a small hurricane of color-treated hair spiraling around the eye of coral lips. She would drive well into the night, until she made it all the way home, consuming every millisecond with the fierce energy of thinking, thinking hard, thinking him back alive.





2 Love in Vain

David Sheffield

TO PUT IT REAL DELICATE, Miss Odessa Hervey was a woman of what you would call very ample girth, and so it was with some considerable difficulty that I rolled her over to complete the process of washing her down with germicidal solution. I had such fond memories of Miss Hervey from when she taught us fifth grade at Nichols Colored Elementary. Sadly, she had succumbed to the sugar diabetes, which no doubt contributed to her largeness.

I placed a modesty cloth over her privates before I called in Elnora to help me set the features. Sure enough, she was still acting all sulky with me.

All I said was, “Please go easy on the lip rouge this time.”

“Why you want to criticize me and I haven’t even started?” Elnora said with her eyes all snappy.

“All I’m saying is Miss Hervey was a Christian lady and I’m pretty sure her family wouldn’t like to see her done up too strumpish.”

“You just set her jaw and let me worry about the life picture,” Elnora said.

We went on about our separate business without saying a word, me bending and flexing Miss Hervey’s flabby arms to ease the rigor mortis while Elnora began the process of setting the poor lady’s hair in pin curls.

About that time a call come in from the Leflore County Coroner, Mister Ernest Hemplewhite, saying there was a colored man for pickup at an address in Baptist Town.

Maurice and me headed over there in the older hearse, the ‘34 Buick. We have a new ‘38 Packard-Henney at the Pruitt Funeral Home, but Maurice said it was in the shop to get the name painted on it. It’s always something with Maurice. He took to picking on me before we was even out of the drive, asking why was Elnora so touchy lately and cutting his eyes real sly.

“Me and Miss Elnora are colleagues,” I said. “That’s all.”

“I hear she colleagues with Lonnie Earl now,” Maurice said, checking me out to see how I would react.

This cut me but I decided to let it slide, looking out the window while Maurice drove down Fulton Street toward Baptist Town. It was one of those miserable days in August, so hot the tar was popping up out of the pavement in little bubbles that crunched under the tires of the hearse.

When we arrived at the location, a big old rambly yellow house at 109 Young Street, Mister Hemplewhite was waiting outside in the yard with a clipboard in his hand, acting all fidgety like he ready to get this over with. I been knowing him since he was elected coroner last November and I get the feeling he don’t much care about colored people. I’m not saying he hates. I’m just saying he regards people of color as some kind of bother to him.

We had to climb up some narrow outside stairs to get to the room where the body was at, and it was sweaty work hauling the gurney up there.

The room was dark and close where he was laying, with all the curtains shut and no electric light. It was two women in there, an older lady that owned the house, and her daughter, a very plain girl, no more than eighteen or nineteen, holding the hand of the deceased, waving a cardboard fan over his face like she was tranced. When we told her it was time to go, the girl commence to wail and moan from deep inside her chest with such a sound of grief and misery that it give me chills. The girl’s mama, the landlady, almost had to carry her out, with the girl still clutching that fan and wailing so hard her body shook. Then I heard some more women from another room take up the wail in that old Africa way they have that don’t hold nothing back.

Mister Hemplewhite carry out his examination of the decedent, checking for a pulse, palpating the chest and so forth. It was a tall, thin, fine-featured young colored man laying there, wearing his underwear shirt and just the pants of a pinstripe suit. His skin was chalky and his lips was parched but you could see he was what the ladies call a pretty boy. The thing I remember most was his hands, his uncommon long and slender fingers, froze like they was reaching for something.

The landlady come back in and Mister Hemplewhite asked her what did she know about the dead man.

“Some peoples calls him R.J. and some calls him Bobby,” she said. “His last name could be Spencer but he go by Johnson. I know for sure his mama married a Dodds from down around Robinsonville.”

Mister Hemplewhite was writing all this down. “Age?” he asked.

“I believe twenty-seven.”

“This his regular address?”

“No, sir. He stay here with my daughter while he play music at the juke in Three Forks.”

“What’d he die of?”

“He come in the other evening with a terrible colic which he had for the last three days.” The landlady stop and give a shiver. “Right up to he died he was trembling and struggling for every breath he took.”

“Prob’bly pneumonia,” Hemplewhite said. “Y’all should a called a doctor.”

“Yes, sir, I know,” she said, “but ain’t nobody have the money.”

Under “Cause of Death” on the coroner’s report, Mister Hemplewhite wrote down, “No doctor.”

Just about then we heard somebody thumping up the stairs and in come a young colored man in a rumply suit, all out of breath, looking a little crazy eyed, like a man that hasn’t had no sleep.

“My name is Honeyboy Edwards,” he said. “If y’all fixing to signify how my friend R.J. died, then I’m here to tell you—the boy was poisoned.”

Honeyboy asked the landlady could he have a glass of water and when she left the room, he lower his voice and say, “It’s like this. R.J. always had two kinds of womens. Plain girls to stay with and hot tamales to fool around with. This time, he picked the wrong honey for sure, because it turns out she go with the very motherfucker that own the juke at Three Forks.”

“We don’t need that kind of talk,” Mister Hemplewhite said. “Let’s have some respect for the dead.” But Honeyboy didn’t pay no mind, just catch his breath and go right on.

“They give R.J. a bottle of whiskey that had strychnine in it,” he said. “Sonny Boy Williamson was playing mouth harp with him, and when the first bottle come, he knocked it out of R.J.’s hand and said, ‘Don’t ever drank from a bottle that’s already open.’ R.J. said, ‘And don’t you ever knock a bottle out my hand again.’ Pretty soon they come back with another bottle and R.J. drank it down. He seem like he all right for a while, but about two thirty in the morning he have to put his guitar down and go outside to vomit. He got worse and worse so we brung him back here. It was strychnine killed him, sure as I’m standing here.”

“If you knew it was strychnine, why didn’t you call the law?” asked Hemplewhite.

Honeyboy didn’t have no answer for that.

“When are you people going to learn? When you got a problem, call the law,” Hemplewhite said. “I can’t go changing the cause of death. I done wrote it down.” Then he signed his name to the report and passed it over for me to do likewise.

Honeyboy stepped up to me with his voice all trembly and said, “What’s your name, boy?”

“Vernon Pruitt, Junior,” I said. “Associate Director of the Pruitt Funeral Home.”

“Look here, Pruitt,” he said. “If you sign that, you letting the man from Three Forks off the hook. He killed him. He killed my man R.J.”

“He don’t have no say in it,” Hemplewhite said. “I’m the coroner and I done wrote it down.”

We carried the body down to the hearse and since this was an indigent case for the county, we took charge of the personal possessions for the time being—a guitar, a valise, and an old coach trunk full of something so heavy it took me and Maurice both to lug it down the steps.

By the time we got ready to go it was a number of people crowding around in the yard, most of them women crying and carrying on. The girl come down from the house and hung onto the hearse to where we couldn’t leave til her mama pull her off.

As we was leaving, Maurice looked back in the rearview mirror with that nasty smile of his and said, “Reckon if I played and sang the womens would cry for me too?”

“I doubt it,” I said.

Back at the funeral home, Maurice asked could he leave early because he have to take his mother to get her feet scraped or otherwise she wouldn’t be able to stand up in the choir on Sunday. It’s just like Maurice to claim some kind of mercy doings he knows I can’t dispute.

The county won’t pay for embalming on an indigent case, just a pine box and a hole in the ground. Still, I try to carry out these preparations with as much dignity as I can and so I looked through the boy’s things til I found him a clean shirt and tie. Unfortunately the jacket to the pinstripe suit was wadded up with stains all over it, so I took it in the back to sponge it clean and go over it the best I could with the steam iron.

When I come back in with the clothes, Elnora was standing over the boy’s body with her head bowed, moving her lips so soft I couldn’t make out what she was praying. When she finish and turn around I could see her eyes was all puffy.

“You going to have to do this one by yourself,” she said. “It hurt too bad to see him this way.”

“Where you know him from?” I asked.

“Three Forks,” she said. “Me and some friends of mine went down there to hear him sing.”

“Is that where you go with Lonnie Earl?”

“Why can’t you leave me alone?”

“He’s never going to treat you right. A man like Lonnie Earl don’t give a damn about nobody but hisself.”

“That’s for me to worry about,” she said. “Listen, Vernon. I can’t work here no more with you disapproving me all the time.”

“You don’t have to go,” I said. “I’ll stop.”

“No, you won’t,” she said. “You can’t help yourself. Please tell your daddy I’m sorry but I have to go.”

Elnora gathered up her things and then she was gone, leaving me to casket the boy by myself. The coach trunk caught my eye. I opened it out of curiosity and it was full of records. I picked one out and took it to the chapel where we have an electric phonograph.

Sitting in a pew by myself, I listened to his music. How could one man squeeze so much sound out of nothing but a plain guitar? Raw and driving on the bottom, sweet and tinkly on the top. When he sang, his voice was rough as a field hand and soft as a seraphim—



When the train rolled up to the station

I looked her in the eye

When the train rolled up to the station

and I looked her in the eye

Well, I was lonesome, I felt so lonesome

and I could not help but cry

All my love in vain



When the song was over, I sat a long time, listening to the needle scratch and pop. Then I got up, turned off the phonograph, and went back in to finish the preparations.

It took some doing to get the suit on him, being that his back was so stiff and arched up from struggling to breathe. Maybe Honeyboy was right. If he did get a dose of strychnine it could of wore him down til he caught the pneumonia later. People think the poison kills a man’s brain but what it really does is rob him of his breath.

I knotted his tie, smoothed out his lapels and fluffed up the handkerchief in his breast pocket.

“Why you? Why do all the women love a man like you? What is it they see in bad men, dangerous men like you and Lonnie Earl? Why you? Why you and not me?”

I flexed and worked his hands, stretching out those long elegant fingers, smooth as a girl’s except for the calluses on his fingertips from where he fretted the guitar. I folded those hands, then leaned down close and whispered—”A lot of good it done you, pretty boy. Look at you now.”

As soon as it passed my lips, a wave of sorrow come over me. I closed the pine lid and nailed it shut, driving each nail straight so as not to split the wood, the bang of the hammer pounding in my head. When I finally stopped and let go, I wasn’t sure if I was crying for the dead boy, or for my own sorry self.





3 Nine Below Zero

Ace Atkins

THE DEPUTIES HAD COME AND GONE, trying to track a couple of meth-heads boosting anhydrous ammonia from a holding tank down the road. The sheriff had his boys in four-wheelers out in the snow zipping up and down the Sunflower River and along Highway 49, but we paid the whole thing little mind, turning back to cold Budweiser, warm Jack, and endless cigarettes. This was as cold as the Delta had been in fifty years, and it seemed even colder inside the cavernous space of the old Hopson Commissary.

The only illumination shone from a strand of Christmas lights snaked through dusty booze bottles and the heavy fire glow pulsing from a pot-bellied stove trying its best to heat a room as large as an airplane hanger. A stereo played some vintage Muddy Waters.

“So,’’ said the man at my elbow. “You just took up and left New Orleans? Just like that? Nothing but your truck and that old trailer?’

“I didn’t have the trailer then,’’ I said. “I found that Airstream over in Pocahontas.”

“What about all your things? Personal items and such.”

“I took what survived the storm, a couple books and a Stones album. Most of my clothes had been looted.’’

“What was it?”

“What was what?”

“The album?”

“Exile.” “Si. Si.’’

I nodded. Ice had formed hard and stiff in the corner of a small window glowing red with a Budweiser sign. My thick jacket felt as if it were made of paper.

“You sound a little angry.”

“It is what it is.’’

“That whole thing was a mess, my friend. You think it will ever be the same?’’

“Nope,’’ I said, and toasted the fella with half a Budweiser, feeling confident in a nice steady buzz.

The commissary had been part of the plantation back in the day and had since been turned into a local juke joint and gathering place for town misfits and out-of-town travelers. The owner, a fella by the name of James Butler, had kept the place about as original as he could, leaving the old post office toward the front of the building and even keeping the odd hay bale near the main stage where bluesmen like Pinetop Perkins and Big Jack Johnson sometimes played. Old farm equipment and rusted Delta relics hung from the wall. Muddy kept on singing.

“And you’ve been right here?”

“I went to France for a while.’’

“What was in France?”

“A girl.’’

“I knew a girl from France once,’’ he said, staring into nothing. “Big blue eyes and fantastic ta-tas.’’

“How big?”

“Big enough.’’

The back door opened, and in walked a shirtless man, slathered in mud, with red eyes and blue lips. His thin chest looked as light as a bird’s and just as bony, and he stood and shivered, seeking the heat of the old stove. He stood there for several moments, trying but failing to hold onto a cigarette, and I watched him as he planted his feet, dead-eyed, and tried to revive his blue skin.

I looked back to my drink and signaled to James for another round for me and my drinking partner. It was about a quarter til midnight. Muddy kept on. One More Mile. One More Mile.

“Mr. Thoreau once said, “A man is rich in proportion to the number of things he can afford to let alone.”

“I don’t feel too wealthy, brother,’’ I said.

Out of the corner of my eye, I watched the shirtless man stare at the clock over the bar. Toward the front of the commissary, the big door blew open and another man, just as scrawny as the other, but this one wearing a long black trenchcoat, wandered in and nervously looked all around, everywhere but at the man by the stove. Same mud all over him, same bad teeth and hollow face with stubble.

“I admire you. No possessions. Nothing to hold you down.’’

“God bless you,’’ I said.

“May I buy you this round?’’

“I won’t fight it.’’

“What did you do before you ended up here?’’

“I was a teacher.’’

“No more?’’

“Some things happened down there.’’

“Like the man said, ‘However mean life is, meet it and live it.’’’

INODDED, but the nod turned to a shrug. I rubbed my face and drank more. I watched the clock’s second hand. In the bar’s mirror, the two men finally met at the stove, drawn by the heat and muttering to each other like little insects working in their own secret language. One of the men nodded towards the bar and I saw that in his dirty little hand he held a shitty little revolver. “Something happened to you? Right? Please, I don’t mean to pry.’’ “You’re not prying.’’

“But you just stay in that trailer. I didn’t even know you lived here til tonight.’’

“It’s pretty goddamn cold tonight.’’

“Did you want to get out?”

“It’s goddamn cold.’’

“From the trailer.’’

“I wanted a drink.’’

“Si.’’

The man in the trench had ice in his hair and he ambled over to the bar, his teeth chattered hard, whirling some tale to James about his car breaking down. Broke down near the crossroads. As he spoke, the ice melted from his greasy hair and fell to the floor.

Deer antlers held a twelve-gauge shotgun beautifully above the beer cooler. I glanced at it and then back at my new friend. “Are your people here?” he asked. “I know some.’’ “Where are your people?” “Mostly dead.’’

“Si. Si. Well, that’s something that happens. But you have to live your life.’’

“I’m not hiding.’’

“I didn’t mean that, friend.’’

“There was a—aw, hell.’’

The man in the trench nodded to his friend and turned back to the bar. You could see all this in the mirror, the whole pirouette and shape of it.

The minute hand on the clock turned.

I looked at the whiskey, still feeling the cold.

I looked at the gun.

Another drink was laid down, James leaned in and whispered, “Phones are dead. I can’t get a signal on my cell.’’

I met his eyes and then turned back to my drinking companion whose mouth formed an O, seeing it all come to shape.

The man in the trench had started to pace, the gun loose in hand, more ice melting from his hair as he smoked a cigarette. He quashed it underfoot and then started another.

The clock headed toward midnight.

Muddy kept on. One more mile. One more mile.

“It’s as hard to see one’s self as to look backwards without turning around,’’ said my drinking companion.

“What’s that?” I asked.

The mirror was unreal. The second hand moved and the music filled the cold, timeless and still.

The wiry fella drew the gun and yelled in a shaky voice for all of us to come to him and get down on our knees. “Who called the police? Who’s the goddamn bright boy that called ‘em?”

I slid from the bar stool, hands up, and turned to him.

“On your knees.’’

My friends looked to me. I remained standing.

“They’re coming for you,’’ I said.

“Who called ‘em?” His gums purple, teeth blackened. “You?”

“Does it matter?”

“On your knees,’’ he screamed.

I shook my head. No one moved.

He thumbed back the hammer. The gun looked like it might break apart in his trembling, cold fingers. You could hear the wind outside, sliding across the curved metal roof; hollow whistling sounds came from the holes in the commissary attic.

The man snarled and spit and came for me, gun outstretched, calling me a “dead brightboy sonofabitch” until my drinking companion moved between us and said, “Sit. Let’s drink. No one wants to go back out there.’’

I stepped back toward the bar, feeling my weight against the length of it. The album had played out, the silent hiss of the stereo blending with that cold, lonely wind and the broken voices, nonsensical words coming from the men’s rotted mouths.

I met James’ eyes and glanced up at the shotgun. He nodded and moved backward, slight and slow toward the antlers.

“I said, ‘On your knees,’’’ the shirtless man said and shuffled toward us, his breath rancid as rotting fish. He swiped the Jack from the bar, taking a hit of booze, and tossing the rest to his buddy, who drained the bottle. “Hands behind your head.’’

For a moment, the whole building felt as if it might blow away, leaving nothing but the frame—the haze of whisky and fear blending into a shaky, unreal film strip that comes at you with broken patterns of light, some unrecognizable, until it all clicks into place and the reel starts rolling again, with new images, some of them broken and jumpy but moving forward just the same.

I waited. James stood under the gun.

The second hand of the clock seemed to echo the pumping of my heart.

I took a deep breath and nodded ever so slightly.

One More Mile.





4 Cuttin’ Heads

Alice Jackson

FAYE MAE WATCHED Daddy Ray’s callused fingers slide down the list of names and figures her granny kept behind the bar. His mouth chomped at the unlit stogy clamped between his gold teeth, warning her she was striding into deeper water.

Considering her next move, Faye Mae turned to fiddle with the dials of the old tube radio Granny had set on the bar. A peckerwood voice blared from KFFA, across the river in Helena, Arkansas. She turned the sound louder, ensuring Granny wouldn’t hear her conversation with Daddy Ray. Granny loved listening to the blues on King Biscuit Time, mainly cause most of the ole blues singers and musicians had played right here at the Dew Drop at least once way back before some of the white places up in the big northern cities had begun hiring them.

“That was J.D. Short and Son House, pounding out their latest single, “You Been Cheating Me.” Those men have a gift, a mighty gift, shore nuff, and remember, you hear the blues more right here on KFFA, 1360 on your dial,” the nasal deejay rambled.

Faye Mae’s older brother Levon had confided to her that Granny had known Robert Johnson before he up and found himself down at the Crossroad, trading songs with the Boogey Man. Levon had told her the story last Halloween, and while she wasn’t certain of its truthfulness, she suspected it had some basis in fact. When she was five, Levon had told her all about her mama, how she used to sing the blues at the Dew Drop and how she’d been attracted to the men who arrived with battered guitars, hoping for a few dollars, food, whiskey and, most of all, attention.

The summer of 1963 was blue blazing hot, and the afternoon Delta heat poured through the doorway Granny had opened in order to air out the Dew Drop. She did it every Friday, regular as clockwork, getting ready for the payday customers like they were relatives from far away. It was one of the many things Faye May loved about the Dew Drop. The sunlight brightened the pine floors scarred by years of dancing, loving, fighting and killing. Faye Mae had not seen it happen, but she knew the dark spot near where Daddy Ray’s old blue tick hound Rex now laid was the place of last repose of a no-good two-timer who had stolen money from Granny.

The bar had been Faye Mae’s home since her mama had dropped her off as a baby. Just up and left her with Granny, who’d kept her wrapped and warm in a wooden beer delivery box behind the bar while Granny waited on the payday customers. Faye May didn’t remember any of that, but she loved the stories Granny told, especially how the customers dropped extra coins into the tip jar to pay for her baby food. By the time she was in first grade, Faye Mae was permitted to open the co-colas, but only during the early hours of the evening. She’d even managed to intercept a few of the coins before they fell into Granny’s jar. Nowadays, Granny rarely let her come into the bar when customers were there. Granny was always mumbling stuff about how bad things happened to growing girls who found themselves in the wrong place. Granny was especially watchful to keep her away from the occasional musicians who still came to the Dew Drop to play the blues.

“I learned my lesson with your mama about those men,” Granny said. “Those musicians ruined her sure as I’m telling this, and you ain’t gonna go like that.”

Most of what Faye Mae knew about her mother, she heard from Levon. The rest she learned by keeping her ears open and pressed against closed doors when Granny and Daddy Ray thought they were all alone in the Dew Drop. That’s how she came to discover her mama was really Daddy Ray’s and Granny’s daughter, even though Daddy Ray was a white man with a white wife, white children and white grandchildren.

He and his white family lived in a big house whiter than they were, set back among towering oak trees on one of the finest streets in Greenwood, Mississippi, practically the heart of the entire Delta. Just a few weeks ago, she’d seen Daddy Ray and his white granddaughter, Claire, walking down Main Street. Faye Mae recognized Claire—she’d once seen her modeling a pink Easter outfit in Bonner’s Department Store. Claire’s blond hair was almost as white as her skin. Faye Mae had wanted to talk to Claire, but when she got close enough to speak, Claire turned up her little white nose and spun around so fast her crinoline petticoat twirled in a circle before she stomped away in her white patent leather shoes.

That day in Bonner’s Department Store had taught Faye Mae the real difference between white folk and people like her and Granny. Claire’s insult had hurt, but Faye Mae wasn’t going to always be ignored. A month earlier, civil rights activist Medgar Evers had been gunned down in front of his wife and children at their home in Jackson. That horror was causing white people from up north to slip into the Delta, encouraging black folks to register to vote. And Dr. Martin Luther King over in Alabama was shaking up all kinds of things. Even President Kennedy was helping him. When Dr. King had been jailed, President Kennedy had called, asking him if he needed anything. That’s when Granny got photos of both men and hung them in her living room at the back of the Dew Drop. “These men are gonna make your life different than mine was,” Granny had promised when she nailed the photos to the bare pine walls.

That was exactly why Faye Mae wanted to talk to Daddy Ray. She was planning to change some things herself. In the long run, all she wanted was for him to give her a special birthday present.

“Daddy Ray, I promise. It’ll take just a little while. No more than ten minutes. Please, Daddy Ray,” Faye Mae whined.

Daddy Ray’s cigar froze. He yanked it from his mouth, then tossed it into one of the old soup cans Granny set along the bar for ash trays. The deep blue of his eyes sparked as he grabbed one of Faye Mae’s tiny brown arms, squeezing it hard enough to bruise.

“Young’un, I swear you got only about half the brains your mama did!”

Daddy Ray shook her like he did Rex when the old hound failed to do exactly as Daddy Ray wanted. “Didn’t your granny tell you why I can’t go shashaying up the main street of downtown Greenville with you?”

Rex raised his head and groaned. Faye Mae squeezed her eyes shut, willing Rex to jump up and bite Daddy Ray. Not too hard, of course. She didn’t want Daddy Ray to be hurt so badly he couldn’t give her what she wanted for her birthday.

“Daddy Ray, you’re hurting me!” Faye Mae screamed.

“You hush now,” Daddy Ray hissed into her ear. “You’re going to rile up your granny.”

Faye Mae screamed again, louder this time. Because of Granny, she never truly feared Daddy Ray. Levon had told her Granny kept a pistol somewhere in the Dew Drop, and although she’d never been able to find it, she believed him.

Bent over from the waist, trying to wench away from Daddy Ray’s grasp, Faye Mae relaxed when she saw a slender shadow darken the Dew Drop’s doorway.

“You let that girl go right this instant!”

Daddy Ray released her and pushed her away. “Go on to your granny, you little whiner. You little baby.”

Faye Mae ran and flung her arms around her grandmother’s waist, burying her head into the calico apron that covered her dress. Granny’s silence was deafening, scaring Faye Mae.

“Ed Ray, don’t you ever again put your hand on this child!” Granny’s voice was so cold it sounded like someone Faye Mae didn’t know.

Daddy Ray took a deep breath, exasperated. “You don’t know what that young’un just asked me to do.”

“I don’t give a fartin’ damn what she asked you to do,” Granny replied. “I run this joint. I make the money you’re countin’ there. I take care of you. I take care of your high-falutin’ friends and their whores. You will never, ever touch this child like that again. Do you understand?”

Granny grabbed Faye Mae and spun her towards the doorway. “Girl, you go on outside and git those chores done before dark falls.”

Faye Mae skedaddled, the Dew Drop’s front door almost catching her as Granny slammed it shut.

FAYE MAE STRAINED to lift Granny’s bottle opener off the nail behind the bar. She carefully opened four bottles of Dixie beer, then returned the opener to the nail. Faye Mae wanted everything to be just perfect since Granny had left her in charge. She placed each of the cold bottles on the oval tray, added a bowl of Granny’s salted peanuts and a handful of napkins. Watching every step, she headed to the table where Daddy Ray sat with Big Jim and his guests, who were from New Orleans. Faye Mae thought she had heard Big Jim call the older man Mr. Banner and the younger man Lee. No mister for him. Big Jim always brought men to the Dew Drop to talk politics. Daddy Ray said a U.S. Senator as important as Big Jim needed a private place to meet with people, and Daddy Ray was happy to provide the Dew Drop. Like most of Big Jim’s guests, Mr. Banner didn’t seem to step and fetch for Big Jim, but Lee was different. He was as jumpy as a country whore in church.

“Ray, you know well as I do things are changing. That’s why it’s got to be done this way. Carlos is in total agreement, and his boys will help us.” Big Jim’s fat hands sliced the air as he talked. “Guy here will make all the arrangements. Let him be seen. Let a few people get to know him a little. At least enough to remember him when the time comes for it.”

It wasn’t often Big Jim had to work hard to convince Daddy Ray of anything, and Faye Mae was determined to learn what they were up to. As she neared the table, Daddy Ray hushed the senator with a tilt of his head in Faye Mae’s direction.

“Gal, I declare you are the spitting image of your Granny,” the senator said, turning to give Faye Mae room to slide her tray onto the table. He leaned down to her and whispered loud enough for Daddy Ray and the other man to hear, “Now, you pay attention to how your Granny kept her legs together. Don’t you go spreadin’ ‘em like your mama did!”

Daddy Ray burst out laughing along with Big Jim and Mr. Banner, laughing at Granny, Faye Mae and her mama just like he always did when white visitors came to the Dew Drop. Only Lee looked embarrassed. Faye Mae knew if Granny had been serving them, Big Jim wouldn’t have said such a thing, but Granny refused to serve Big Jim anymore. Now days, Granny left the Dew Drop long before Big Jim and his friends arrived to talk business with Daddy Ray. Faye Mae didn’t really mind. Occasionally, Daddy Ray’s friends left her tips.

“Do you ride the streetcars in New Orleans, Mr. Banner?” Faye Mae blurted out to the older, gray-haired man. “I want to see New Orleans. My teacher last year, Miss Johnston, says it is one of the best places in the whole United States.”

Clearly, Faye Mae’s comments upset the man, who sighed and looked to Big Jim in exasperation.

“Shut up, young’un!” Daddy Ray yelled, slamming his fist on the table hard enough to rattle the Dixie bottles. “His name is not Banner. Do you hear me?”

Daddy Ray had been bringing Big Jim and his friends to the Dew Drop as long as Faye Mae could remember. Most of them were from places that Faye Mae had only heard about. Places that she hoped to visit one day. This was the first time her questions had made Daddy Ray angry. Something was up!

“I thought I heard you call him Mr. Banner …”

“What in the hell did I just say to you, girl? His damned name is not Banner,” roared Daddy Ray.

Before Faye Mae knew it, Daddy Ray had her arm in his grasp, shaking her so hard the blue barrettes on her pigtails jumped, his face as red as one of Granny’s June tomatoes.

“I was jus wantin’—”

“You don’t want nothing. Do you hear me? You don’t know this man. You have not seen this man. Do you understand?” His fingers bore into the skinniness of her forearm.

Faye Mae nodded her head and tried to back up.

“Ray, let the child go now.” Big Jim’s voice was smooth. “Let’s not make trouble that’ll be remembered further than today.”

Daddy Ray nodded, keeping his eyes fixed on hers as he eased his grip.

“Course, you’re right, Senator,” Daddy Ray said, easing back into his chair. “I just got carried away. You’re right, of course.”

Big Jim reached into his pocket and brought out a shiny half-dollar that he held out to Faye Mae.

“Look here, gal. I got this over to the U.S. Mint last week. Not many people can do that, but ole Big Jim’s got his ways.” He nodded reassuringly to Faye Mae when she hesitated.

“Why don’t you go on outside and visit with your brother while we men talk about all this stuff you’re not interested in?” he continued. “Levon’ll tell you some stories about Washington, D.C. Now, gal, that’s a real city! Don’t you want to hear about Washington?”

Faye Mae snatched the coin from his fingers and headed out the Dew Drop’s front door as Big Jim proceeded to mouth whip Daddy Ray.

LEVON WAITED in the Dew Drop’s parking lot, polishing Big Jim’s black Caddie. It was the first time she’d seen him in weeks. He whistled “Big Legged Mama” in time to the white rag he pushed around the chrome.

“If you got another rag, I’ll help you,” offered Faye Mae.

Levon looked up with a grin. “Now, that’s the kind of welcome home I like. Come give your brother a hug.” He smelled of Turtle Wax and Big Jim’s cologne. Faye Mae wrinkled her nose as he stooped and wrapped his long arms around her.

Levon had a different daddy than Faye Mae. His skin was so light he passed as white in some of the places where he drove Big Jim. When he couldn’t pass, he helped Big Jim with people like her and Granny. Faye Mae was smart enough to know, even if Levon wasn’t, that was one of the reasons Big Jim had hired him. That and his connections with Daddy Ray. And, like Daddy Ray, Big Jim never did anything for other people unless he got more out of it than they did. Still, Faye Mae knew enough to not burst Levon’s bubble with all these facts. What she really wanted was to find out why Big Jim and Daddy Ray were acting all weird about Mr. Banner and Lee from New Orleans.

Levon stepped back and looked Faye Mae up and down. “My, you’re getting big, Little Bit. The boys’ll be fightin’ over you before long.”

Faye Mae tried to act disinterested. Seemed every man she met these days felt compelled to say the same things. Thank heavens no one said those things in front of Granny, or she would never see life beyond the Dew Drop again.

“Say, are the gentlemen from New Orleans relatives of Big Jim’s?” Faye Mae picked at lint on her cotton shorts, pretending like she could care less who the pair was.

Levon’s response was to spin his head around, searching the Dew Drop’s yard like a scorched dog looking for water. Satisfied they were alone, Levon turned back to Faye Mae with an angry face the likes she’d never seen on her brother. “You don’t need to be asking nothing about them men from New Orleans. You forget who they are and where they’re from. You understand me?”

Faye Mae solemnly nodded her agreement and smiled for Levon’s benefit. As always, the best way to deal with Levon was to turn the conversation back to him.

“Say, would you like one of those cold beers Granny put out for Big Jim and them? There’s more in the Frigidaire than they’ll drink.”

Leon pulled off his black chauffeur’s hat and touched the polishing rag to his brow.

“You are a genius of a hostess, Faye Mae. Yes, I’d like one. The sun’s hot enough to burn the cotton in the fields. A cold bottle of beer would do me nicely.”

Levon had been around Big Jim for so long he was beginning to sound and act like him. In the old days, Levon shared all his secrets with Faye Mae, but he’d worked for the senator since he reached legal driving age. He was still Levon, but he was different too. He was too young to be drinking, especially in a dry county where liquor and beer were illegal, but Faye Mae wasn’t going to remind him. Breaking little laws was just another perk of being Big Jim’s driver.

“If you’ll play for me, I’ll sneak around to the kitchen and go in that way so I don’t disturb Big Jim, Daddy Ray and, uh, their guests,” Faye Mae said.

“Shore I’ll play whatever you like.” Levon popped open the Caddie’s trunk to reveal the guitar Granny had given him years ago. He pulled the instrument out into the sunlight and lowered his voice for only Faye Mae’s ears. “Don’t be asking no more questions, you hear?”

Big Jim brought guests to the Dew Drop all the time, but nobody had ever been so skittish about them before. “Sit down. Rest and cool off til I get back,” Faye Mae said. “You owe me two songs.”

A few minutes later, Faye Mae was sneaking away from the Dew Drop’s bar, Levon’s two bottles of beer resting in the crook of one arm, when she realized Mr. Banner was speaking. Pausing, she strained to make out his words above the whir of the barroom’s old ceiling fan.

“Nobody will ever figure this thing out. I can promise you that. That’s why it’s so important for us to muddy the waters. In a few weeks, it’ll all die down. Levon simply has to drive Lee around the Delta so he can get out of New Orleans for a while and apply for some jobs. It’s that simple. Nothing will happen to Levon as long as he drives and doesn’t ask questions.”

Daddy Ray grunted, then mumbled something Faye Mae couldn’t decipher. Big Jim jumped in.

“Ray, you just keep your head down. I’ll take care of Levon. He’s a good boy. Look, the people in New Orleans want what we want, just like Guy here says. We’ve got to do it for the good of the country. Folks don’t know it, but they need men like us to do the right thing here.”

The blood pounded in Faye Mae’s ears as she strained to hear more, but the scraping of chair legs against the Dew Drop’s floor told her someone was getting up from the table. A trip to the men’s bathroom would mean someone was likely to see her. Careful not to creak the old floorboards, Faye Mae hurried out of the Dew Drop.

Levon sat beneath Granny’s favorite pecan tree, using his polishing rag to wipe dust from his fancy black patent chauffeur shoes. To his right, the guitar sat in the open case. To his left sat Lee, who looked strained and edgy.

Faye Mae handed each of the men a Dixie bottle. Levon took a long swig, closed his eyes and leaned back against the pecan tree. Lee sniffed the lip of his bottle and wiped it with his shirt before putting it to his lips.

“That sure is refreshing in this heat. I do thank you for coming up with this idea.” Levon again used his best Big Jim imitation, showing off for Lee. Faye Mae wondered if Levon ever slipped into it in front of Big Jim.

“Say, Little Bit, don’t you have a birthday coming up soon? What do you want your big brother to buy you with some of this mess of money he’s making from the senator?”

Faye Mae had momentarily forgotten her obsession with her birthday wish in her desire to learn more about Mr. Banner. She shifted gears. “I want the same thing I wanted last year and the year before that, and the year before that … “

“Little Bit, grow up! You know Daddy Ray isn’t gonna do that. Quit making him mad every year. Ask him for something appropriate for a young lady. Ask him for jewelry. That’s what you need to do.”

Faye Mae stuck out her tongue at Levon, who reached as though to snatch it out of her mouth. Levon wasn’t going to be any more help with her birthday this year than last. She could see that, and she was tired of his actin’. It was time to change the subject. “Who is that Mr. Banner from New Orleans?”

Levon sat up so suddenly a little of his beer sloshed out of the bottle. “Whoa! I warned you to mind your own business, little sister!”

Faye Mae turned to Lee, who ignored her gaze. “What are you men up to? A few minutes ago, Daddy Ray almost whipped me when I asked about him being from New Orleans. Why does he make all of you so nervous?”

Levon resettled his beer bottles, winked at Lee and chuckled. “Now. Now. There’s nothing wrong with, er, … Mr. Banner. I guess he and Big Jim are just doing political business for the first time. That sort of thing makes everybody a little jumpy. If you were around it like I am, you’d understand it more. Why, when Big Jim gets up in Washington—”

Faye Mae didn’t care about Washington. “I understand Daddy Ray’s got no need to go all crazy when I asked Mr. Banner about New Orleans.”

Lee’s dark eyes snapped at her as he poured out his beer, then stood to sling the bottle across the yard into Granny’s rose bushes.

“You need to keep your little sister quiet, or other people will do it for you,” Lee warned before heading back for the Dew Drop.

“I knew y’all were up to no good. Granny isn’t going to like—”

“You shut up, Little Bit!”

Levon had never spoken to her in that tone. Tears filled Faye Mae’s eyes.

Across the yard, Lee started for the Dew Drop, then changed his path to the old barn down the road. Levon eyed him nervously before turning back to Faye Mae.

“Look, Little Bit, these big political guys have all kinds of secrets. I hear a lot of them, and I have to keep quiet. Why do you think there’s a glass partition between the front seat of the Caddie and the back? It’s so Big Jim can keep me from hearing him talk when he wants to.”

Faye Mae shook her head. What needed so much secrecy? “Granny isn’t going to like it. We need to tell her.” Faye Mae’s tone was pleading.

“Whatever Daddy Ray and them is talking about, you don’t need to worry about it. Let them handle it. Why, some of the stuff I hear, I just put it out of my mind because it’s too big and too scary to think about.” Leon took another long pull off the Dixie’s neck, tilting it so far back the bottle’s sweat fell onto his cheeks like tears.

“What kind of stuff?” whispered Faye Mae. “Is it the Russians? Miss Johnston told us all about them last year in fourth grade. How they spy on us all the time and want to bomb us and how jealous they are because we make better rocket ships than they do.”

Levon leaned around Faye Mae to peer back towards the Dew Drop, making sure one more time that they were alone. When he spoke, his voice was a conspiratorial whisper.

“It’s kinda the Russians, but again, it’s not exactly them. You wouldn’t believe the things Big Jim is mixed up in. The things he has to do in order to keep all of us safe. Why, one day last month I even drove him to the White House to talk to President Kennedy.”

Faye Mae’s eyes were as round as Big Jim’s silver dollar tucked inside a pocket of her shorts. “Did you meet President Kennedy? What did y’all talk about?”

Levon looked around the tree again. “Miss Johnston ever talk to you kids about Cuba?”

“Of course she does. But, what does that have to do with Big Jim?”

Levon sat his lips in a straight line, looking for all the world like the older brother who thought his baby sister was too young to know adult secrets. Instinct told Faye Mae to relax. Levon had never been good at keeping secrets. She held her breath until he began talking again.

“Now, Faye Mae, you can’t ever tell anybody what I’m going to tell you. Not even Granny,” warned Levon. “You gotta remember. Big Jim would fire me and kill me if he knew I told you these things.”

“I promise on Robert Johnson’s grave and the night he made his deal with Mr. Devil,” said Faye Mae, quoting one of Granny’s favorite sayings.

“One night I drove Big Jim down to Biloxi, and he met with some men who’d come in on a boat. They were from Miami. They spoke Spanish,” Levon whispered. “I think they were Cubans. I didn’t hear everything, but I guarantee you from what I heard, Big Jim is gonna fix this mess with Castro.”

“Is Mr. Banner part of that? Is that why Daddy Ray got so mad that I knew his name?”

Anger clouded Levon’s eyes. “His name is not Mr. Banner, Faye Mae, and if you know what’s good for your dark hide, you’ll forget about him and what I just told you. You especially won’t be mentioning this to Granny.”

She stuck out her lower lip and started to invoke Granny’s name again, but suddenly Levon’s face softened. When he spoke, it was in his best Big Jim voice.

“Say, I seem to recall that birthday present you’ve wanted for years, but nobody would let you have it. Do you still want it?”

“You know I do! You’re gonna do that for me? No lyin’ now!”

Levon leaned back against the tree’s trunk. “If you can keep this secret from everybody you know, you’ll get that birthday present. I’ll see to it personally.”

Faye Mae was skeptical. This was obviously a huge secret she was being asked to keep. “You better not bum out on me. If you do, I’ll . “

Levon lifted his Dixie bottle in salute. “I swear on my own grave I’ll give you your special birthday wish, but only if you keep our secret.”

Faye Mae’s head bobbed up and down.

FALL FROSTED THE DELTA, and Faye Mae had forgotten about Mr. Banner. Her birthday was fast approaching, and she reminded Levon of his promise every time he dropped by the Dew Drop. Lee was living in Granny’s backyard, and Levon was driving him all over the Delta to apply for jobs. Faye Mae was curious about the man, especially since she’d overhead Daddy Ray warning Levon against being seen with Lee. Daddy Ray had advised Levon to drop Lee off, let him apply for work and pick him up later at another location. It was all so strange.

Faye Mae hurried into the weathered barn next door to the Dew Drop, taking care no one was watching. Granny had banished Lee to the barn’s dusty old tack room shortly after his arrival, then warned Faye Mae to keep her distance. A couple of hours earlier, Granny had headed out to buy groceries, and Lee had left with Levon. No doubt to apply for more jobs that never panned out.

The time was right to do a little searching of Lee’s things, but if Granny caught her, she would kill her on the spot. Holding back information from Granny would be bad enough. Snooping through someone else’s things was a killing offense. Granny was Baptist, hard-shelled, and there wasn’t leniency for certain crimes.

Sunlight sneaked through the old planks enough for Faye Mae to see. The cot Daddy Ray had brought for Lee was made up so tight she could have bounced one of Big Jim’s silver dollars off it. An upended wooden crate was a makeshift nightstand, and a kerosene lamp with a smoked chimney sat atop it. Not much to discover, unless there was something in the long, black box stored beneath the cot. Faye Mae thought it was a guitar case, but as she pulled it out into the light, she saw it was too slim. If it was a suitcase, it was the skinniest one Faye Mae had ever seen. She popped its latches and slowly lifted the top.

Nestled into a cloth cutout was the biggest and shiniest rifle Faye Mae had ever seen. A lot of the men she knew hunted for food, especially during the winter, but none of them, including the white men who pretended to hunt when they were spending time with their girlfriends at the Dew Drop, had ever carried a rifle like this. It even had a little eyeglass for the shooter to look through just like Audi Murphy used in the old movies Granny liked to watch.

Tires crunching on gravel terrified Faye Mae into action. It had to be Levon bringing Lee home. She slammed down the case’s lid and shoved it back under the cot without realizing she had failed to close the latches.

“You found a job yet?” Faye Mae asked as she stepped out into the sunlight. She pushed a rickety old bicycle that had belonged to Levon years ago. Her heart beat like an injured sparrow’s.

Lee’s eyes narrowed, and for a second Faye Mae thought he was mad, but the moment passed, and he only shook his head.

“My friend Ratchet said his daddy found a job over at the little sawmill in Shelby, and Ratchet’s daddy is a no-good drunk. You might have a chance there ‘cause you don’t seem like a drunk to me.” Faye Mae pushed the bike toward him.

The corners of Lee’s mouth turned up enough to suggest maybe he could smile, if he set his mind to it. “No, I’m not a drunk. I don’t do sawmill work either.”

“What kind of job you looking for? Maybe we can help. Granny knows bunches of people.” Lee looked like he needed a job real soon since he was so skinny, and he wore the same pants, shirt and light-weight jacket every time she saw seen him.

“I’m not really looking for a job,” he said. “I’m here because I already have a job, but I can’t tell anyone what it is. What you been doing in the barn?”

Faye Mae’s hands sweated on the rust of the bicycle’s old handlebars. She was going to be killed right here within sight of the Dew Drop, and nobody would ever know what happened.

Lee took a step forward. “Why are you so curious about me?”

The sound of Granny’s approaching footsteps stopped the conversation, and Faye Mae silently promised God she would be good for the rest of her life. In fact, maybe God had let Granny show up as a sign Faye Mae should confess everything to her.

“What are you doing out here?” Granny demanded of Faye Mae. She turned to Lee. “Weren’t you told to stay away from my granddaughter?”

Lee gave Granny the same little shit-eating smile he’d given to Faye Mae earlier.

The last thing Faye Mae wanted was for Granny to get into a fight with him now. She wasn’t certain if her guess about Lee was correct, but the hairs were rising on the back of her neck, and that grin of his wasn’t calming her any.

“Granny, a tire went flat on my bike, and I remembered this ole one of Levon’s. I thought I maybe could use one of the tires,” she stammered.

Granny glared at Lee as though she were going to throw him off her property but thought better of it. She turned her attention back to Faye Mae.

“Levon said he’ll be back up here next week.” Granny nodded at Lee. “He had a message for you, Faye Mae. He said to tell you he remembers about your birthday.”

“That’s right, Faye Mae. Levon told me he has a special gift for you,” Lee said, his tone a warning only Faye Mae understood. “But, he said you get it only if you’re a really good girl. Did he tell you that?”

Faye Mae could almost feel the blood pulsing through the veins in Granny’s neck.

“Nothing for you to worry about,” Granny shot back at him. “Maybe you’ll be long gone before we celebrate her birthday. Faye Mae, move that bike. I need you to help me get ready for tonight’s customers.”

Faye Mae barely got out a “yes ma’am” before Granny was gone. It was the first time Granny had ever walked away from throwing someone she disliked off her property. That was all Faye Mae needed to confirm her suspicions about Lee. He was here on nasty business, Daddy Ray was part of it, and they were using Levon. If Granny knew Levon was involved in anything with a gun, she’d put Lee on the road. Faye Mae wanted to tell Granny everything, but she also wanted that birthday present. She would just have to trust Levon to do the right thing.

THE NOONDAY SUN warmed the Delta dirt tilled in preparation for winter crops, sending its scent drifting into the Cadillac’s open window. Faye Mae, wearing the new red plaid shift dress and white blouse Granny had given her, sat in the front seat between Levon and Lee. It was her tenth birthday, and she was heading to an afternoon party at the house of Norma Jeanette, her best friend. Levon was driving Lee to see someone, but she didn’t know who. She only knew that Levon had reassured her that Lee was nothing more than a political organizer for Big Jim, and if he had a gun it was likely for his own protection. For the first time in a week, her mind was at peace.

The radio played blues from KFFA something fierce.

“Whew, that’s real music, Lee. The stuff down in New Orleans is good, but it can’t hold a candle to the Delta blues,” bragged Levon.

“I’m not a big music fan.” Lee focused straight ahead.

“You need to drop by the Dew Drop when some of these ole guys are cuttin’ heads, and they’ll make a believer out of you.”

“Cuttin’ heads? You mentioned that the other day. What is that?”

Levon chuckled. “Where you from? Y’all don’t cut heads down in New Orleans? That’s when two blues players want the same crowd, so they outplay each other, forcing the audience to pick one of them as the better player. Round these parts, it also means anyone who’s trying to outdo someone else. Or when two people are working together, but they got different intentions.”

Levon stretched to turn down the blues song that blared from the Caddie’s radio. “When I pick you up after the party, you finally get that birthday present I’ve been promising you,” he said to Faye Mae.

Faye Mae could hardly wait. She’d gotten nice clothes from Granny, a doll from Daddy Ray, and she was looking forward to the party, but Levon’s present was the one everyone had told her she’d never receive. Faye Mae crossed her arms and stared dead ahead at U.S. 61, watching the Caddie gobble it up.

FAYE MAE SHIFTED HER BIRTHDAY GIFTS in her arms as the Caddie rolled to a stop in front of Norma Jeanette’s house. The sun was sinking low, and Levon was late picking her up. To her astonishment, Lee was behind the wheel instead of Levon, who was nowhere to be seen. Faye Mae had never seen anyone but Levon drive Big Jim’s Caddie.

“Your brother didn’t finish with his business. He told me to pick you up and take you home. Did you enjoy your party?”

“Yes, it was nice. We played spin-the-bottle, and I outran every boy there,” Faye Mae said. “Levon promised he would give me my birthday present now!”

Lee opened the Caddie’s trunk and motioned for her to put her presents inside. Faye Mae almost dropped them when she spied Levon’s guitar case. Levon never went anywhere without it. She tightened her hold on the presents.

“I don’t think I should go anywhere without Levon.” She backed away from the Caddie. “I can wait here til you bring him.”

“Levon not being here is part of your present. He needed Big Jim to set it up, and he’s doing that now.” Lee took the gifts from Faye Mae’s arms and placed them inside the trunk. What Lee had said was true. Levon was always so correct, and seeking Big Jim’s help made sense to her.

When the Caddie reached Greenwood’s largest intersection, Lee turned it away from the highway that headed home. Parking right in front of Barclay’s Drugstore, Lee came all the way around the Caddie to open and close the door for Faye Mae. Together, the white man and the young black girl headed up the sidewalk of downtown Greenwood. Faye Mae could feel the stares of every person who passed them.

Faye Mae had walked by the drugstore many times, always looking inside to see who was eating ice cream at the soda fountain. Sometimes she’d seen Daddy Ray and Claire sharing a hot fudge sundae. Suddenly, Faye Mae took a step backward and shook her head at Lee.

“I can’t go in there. I’m not allowed. We could get in big trouble.” Faye Mae’s voice shook. Granny would kill her if she started this kind of mess in Greenwood.

Lee opened the shiny bronze door and laid a firm hand on her shoulder. “It’s fine for you to come in today. Big Jim and Levon worked it all out for you.”

Big Jim had never done anything for Faye Mae, but apparently he would if Levon asked him. Maybe Big Jim wasn’t as bad as Granny had warned her.

“You promise? I don’t want Granny getting all mad at me.”

“I promise,” Lee said. “The manager knows we’re coming. Big Jim called him. He knows how to handle these things. Nobody crosses Big Jim around these parts. Now, how can your Granny get mad at that?”

Faye Mae let him guide her into Barclay’s past the perfume counter with its boxes of Evening in Paris already stacked up for Christmas, past the gift counters with boxes of flowery stationery and cards, then finally into the soda fountain area with its black and white tile floor and small tables, each surrounded by four wooden chairs and set with glass holders of straws and napkins. Faye Mae moved like she was in a dream. Self-conscious over how she must look after the raucous party, she smoothed down her pigtails and stood a little taller. She wished Norma Jeanette were here to see this. She would just die with envy.

“We don’t need a menu, ma’am,” Lee told the teenaged blond who came over to take their order. “I believe the Senator called in our order.”

Faye Mae watched how the girl kept her eyes only on Lee, never looking in her direction.

“Yes, sir. He called. And, he said you and … uh … the young girl would want a hot fudge sundae each. I’ll get ‘em for you right away.” She scurried off, still avoiding Faye Mae until she got to the kitchen. Then, she turned and stared through its square of glass like Faye Mae was some wild animal on the prowl.

“That girl is upset,” announced Faye Mae.

“We don’t really care,” replied Lee. “We’re Big Jim’s guests, and they know that. Enjoy your birthday present.”

“I wonder why nobody else is in here. I’ve never seen Barclay’s empty before.”

“Don’t worry about that either,” Lee said. “Worry about how you’re going to eat all this sundae.”

The blond girl sat a huge paper cup, filled above the rim with ice cream and chocolate syrup, in front of Faye Mae. In front of Lee, she sat a pretty glass dish that sparkled with vanilla ice cream, chocolate syrup and cherries atop it. Faye Mae’s sundae lacked cherries.

“Young lady, I believe you mixed up our orders.” Lee’s voice was quiet and firm. “I believe Big Jim was explicit in the directions he gave your manager.”

Rolling her eyes, the blond quickly swapped the two sundaes. “Don’t tell anyone I did that,” she said before heading back to the kitchen to resume her position behind the door.

Digging into the rich whipped cream and cherries, Faye Mae knew this was the best birthday she was ever going to have in her entire life, even if Big Jim did make it happen and even if Daddy Ray and Claire weren’t there to see it.

GRANNY’S SCREAMS woke Faye Mae before midnight. Before she could get her feet on the cold wooden floor, Daddy Ray was barging into her bedroom, and she smelled the Southern Comfort before he pulled on the overhead light.

“Get up. Granny needs you,” he slurred, almost falling on top of her.

Faye Mae knew Daddy Ray drank, but this was the first time she’d ever seen him drunk, and it scared her to death. No doubt he’d discovered she’d been sitting up in Barclay’s Drugstore having a hot fudge sundae. Maybe he was drunk because it would make it easier for him to kill her. He certainly was mad enough.

Faye Mae ran to Granny, who sat in her rocking chair with a photo frame clutched to her breast. Her salt and pepper hair, normally brushed smooth and knotted into a bun, stood out around her head in clumps where she had run her hands through it. The chair’s rockers beat a steady whamp whamp on the hard floor in time with her crying and wailing.

“Lord, young’un, what’re we going to do? It’s the end. The end.” Granny reached out a hand to pull Faye Mae closer, but she was reluctant to let either adult lay hands on her until she knew what they’d heard about the Barclay’s Drugstore incident.

“I’m sorry, Granny. I know I shouldn’t have done it. I didn’t mean for anything bad to happen.”

Granny’s feet halted the rocker’s rhythm. She lunged from the chair, but Faye Mae was quicker. Granny threw her hands heavenward as though praying an incantation. “Please, Lord, reveal to me what this child had to do with the killing of my beloved baby, Levon. Reveal it to me here and now, Lord, and if she deserves it, strike her dead for what’s she’s done!”

Levon was dead? Faye Mae ran to her grandmother, burying her head into the soft bosom.

“I didn’t do anything to Levon. I thought you were talking about something else. Please, please don’t let Levon be dead.”

Granny tilted Faye Mae’s chin upward until their eyes met.

“Child, your brother is as dead as my womb. They found his body tonight out near the river, strung up like they always do us.” Her hold tightened on Faye Mae. “Now tell me the truth if you knew one single thing to do with that!”

“I didn’t Granny. I swear I didn’t.” Tears poured from Faye Mae’s eyes. “I loved Levon. You know that Granny.”

“Well, then why were you so afraid and all ready to confess?”

Faye Mae closed her eyes and took a deep breath, preparing herself to meet Levon in the hereafter.

“Because I went into Barclay’s Drugstore in Greenville this afternoon and had a hot fudge sundae. Lee took me. He made me go, but I knew you wouldn’t like it. I’m sorry, Granny. I’m so sorry.”

“Lee? You say he took you?”

“Yessum. He said Levon had Big Jim set it all up for my birthday so it would be okay and they wouldn’t throw me outta there. It must have been true because the white people were as nice as pie to me. Lee said Levon couldn’t come because he had to get Big Jim to set it up.”

Granny let go of Faye Mae, then suddenly reached her arms around her, drawing her into a tight hug.

“Oh, child, child, child,” Granny murmured, stroking the little girl’s hair. “I want you to tell Daddy Ray this. It’s his evil that’s done this. His and Big Jim’s. Not you.”

LEVON WAS BURIED in the graveyard where most of Granny’s relatives had been taken since they were freed. At the end of the service, Daddy Ray left Granny’s side to speak to Big Jim, who’d arrived with his new chauffeur, a light-skinned young man from Greenville. The two old men shook hands and hugged, burying the truth behind Levon’s murder deeper than his coffin in the Delta dirt.

Granny grabbed Faye Mae’s hand, yanking her along past the two men as they headed to the Caddie.

“Laura Mae, I’ll be along to the Dew Drop in just a minute,” Daddy Ray said to Granny.

Granny didn’t veer from her course, and her eyes never rested on Daddy Ray again after that moment. “Don’t trouble yourself, Ray, you stay here with your kind. You’ll never be needed at the Dew Drop again, ya hear?”

LEVON HAD BEEN IN THE GROUND five weeks when Miss Harding announced to Faye Mae’s class that President Kennedy had been shot, and students were being released early. The cloudy November day matched Faye Mae’s spirits as she walked into the Dew Drop. Since Levon’s death, Granny had taken to the living room sofa rather than sit in her rocking chair, and she was there now, watching news reports from Dallas about President Kennedy.

As darkness fell, Faye Mae heated a can of soup for Granny. Several hours later, the bowl of soup remained untouched. Granny hadn’t said a full sentence since Faye Mae got home from school.

“Granny, you need to eat something. I’ll heat this soup back up.”

Before Faye Mae got to the kitchen door, a familiar voice sounded across the room.

“I did not shoot the President. I’m asking an attorney to come forward to represent me. I’m a patsy.” Lee’s voice was soft but clear. Faye Mae hurried to look at the television.

Handcuffed and standing in the Dallas Police Department, Lee was surrounded by angry-looking policemen and unruly reporters who kept flashing cameras at him. His eye was blackened.

“Oh, Lord, my Lord.” Granny gripped her old rag quilt tightly around her. “I knew that man brought nothing but the Devil’s trouble. I knew it. I knew it.”

“I WANT TO GO UP TO THE FRONT DOOR, ya hear?” Granny insisted.

Granny’s feet barely held on the icy lawn of Daddy Ray’s white house. Ever since Levon and President Kennedy had died, Granny had been sinking out of life. Faye Mae held tightly to her arm, guiding her. Faye Mae had barely knocked against the leaded glass door before it was opened. Claire, wearing a black velvet dress with black velvet bows in her blond hair, stood solidly in the opening, staring at her and Granny like they were beggars.

“Claire, darlin’, now you get on back to your room while I take care of these folks,” said the large black woman dressed in a white uniform, who descended a huge staircase just beyond the door. Claire stood rooted like one of Granny’s pecan trees. “Shoo now, missy!”

Turning up her pert nose without speaking, Claire retreated. The door swung wide for them. The black woman smiled and gently waved them towards the stairs. “Doc Brumfield says you got just a little time ‘fore he passes.”

Daddy Ray laid in the biggest bed Faye Mae had ever seen, surrounded by mounds of white pillows. Rex was sprawled across the foot of it, and he raised his head to greet Faye Mae. The room’s heavy blue curtains were drawn against the winter day. A fire burned low in the fireplace, and the maid moved to stoke it back to a blaze. A bandage as white as her uniform covered Daddy Ray’s bare chest.

The maid had found Daddy Ray seconds after she heard the gunshot from his study. Even so, he couldn’t survive the self-inflicted wound.

Granny stopped a good two feet from the edge of the bed. “We’re here, Ed Ray, what do you want with us?” she demanded.

Daddy Ray’s eyes flickered, then tried to focus on them. “Need to know truth,” he barely got out.

“Well, you’d be the last one to see about that,” Granny snorted, leaning more onto her walking stick.

“Levon. He knew too much,” Daddy Ray wheezed before a coughing fit brought the nurse to his side. She turned him slightly, then backed away again. Daddy Ray looked to Faye Mae. “When did you find the gun?”

Granny beat her walking stick against the floor. “Ed Ray, shut up your nonsense. This girl don’t know nothin’ about a gun. You’re out of your head!”

Daddy Ray’s eyes pleaded to Faye Mae until she hung her head in shame.

“I went looking in the barn. It was under his cot. I wanted to know what y’all were up to,” Faye Mae admitted.

“So she found a gun. What does that mean?” Granny shouted.

Daddy Ray took in a breath that rattled on the way out of his chest. “Lee told Big Jim. That’s why Levon died. He knew too much …” The coughing began again, and Faye Mae smelled death, like when Levon used to bring home dead squirrels in a gunny sack.

“Faye Mae was supposed to have died too. Instead, he took her to Barclay’s.”

Faye Mae sputtered. “But he said Big Jim set it all up. There was nobody else there. They served me. Only Big Jim …”

“Hush, young’un!” Granny spat. “For once in your life! Be quiet!”

Daddy Ray lifted a hand, motioning her to the bed. “Things … never … what … they … seem.” Daddy Ray’s chest rose and fell beneath the bandage. Quiet blanketed the room.

Granny stepped forward and touched Daddy Ray’s arm while Faye Mae squeezed his hand, willing him to hang on.

Daddy Ray’s voice was thready and weak. “I’m … sorry … Laura Mae. He was … my boy, too.”

Daddy Ray’s eyes fluttered, then rolled halfway down. Faye Mae watched his eyeballs glaze into nothingness.
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