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and I saw the cemetery in my dream
or my back yard
I cannot tell which

there was no marker I just knew
and forgave myself
my sins

at the cross at the cross
where I first saw the light at
Sapphire’s grave where the burdens of my heart
rolled away 

it is easier to be angry than to hurt

I done give up cryin’
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prologue
SIERRA LEONE, WEST AFRICA
1749
The thing that hath been, it is that  which shall be; and that which is done is that which shall be done.
—Ecclesiastes 1:9
She was a fierce woman—the kind they did not bother. No, the captain said, raising one hand to stop the advance of several of his crewmen. This one is hostile. She may be violent. The crewmen stopped short, and backed away from her silent, smoldering ferocity. She was black—blue-black, as the crewmen described her—with several stripes carved into each of her glossy cheeks, and wary, narrowed eyes. She did not scream or cry in anguish as did the other women. She had been trekked to the coast from inland, where it was said that the women  did not cry, for internment until the ship set sail. Silent and resigned, her angry, level stare had warned of a latent wrath, barely held in check, dreadful as hellfire. The captain was intrigued by her kind. He would have her for himself.
Long after dark they came to retrieve her from the bowels of the lumbering vessel. She was not asleep, but staring expectantly at the opening to the hold. She had seen the captain’s lechery, and had known that they would come. She was prepared to do what was needed.
The captain’s quarters were illuminated by a strange glow from a covered receptacle. As her eyes adjusted to the eerie light, she sensed him moving behind her, smelled his alien stench as he came slowly, cautiously toward her. She turned to face him. He was shirtless, with strange, gossamer hairs on his chest that made her skin crawl and her lip curl. He raised a hand as if to fend off an attack. She did not move. Slowly, he lowered his hand. Her eyes followed it to his crotch as he began to speak, softly, in his alien tongue, his eyes moving across her bare breasts, the plane of her belly, the curve where her waist met her hips. Inwardly, she crouched as she waited, marking his steps, measuring the distance between him and herself. For a moment, she was distracted by his phallus, now exposed, pink and erect and defenseless.
She had steeled herself to face the unknown, watchful and alert for opportunities to escape. She had suffered, patiently, indignities not inflicted upon an ox, things that she must never mention. But she would not suffer the further insult of bestiality with this creature against her will. She would destroy him, and be destroyed.
He quickened his measured pace, suddenly, and she sprang upon him, her ankles locking around his body, her fingernails digging into his  back as she sank her teeth into the flesh surrounding his jugular. He cried out in pain and surprise, beating at her back in a futile, pathetic defense. He bellowed again, but she held her grip, willing him dead, he and all of his kind who had come uninvited from some unknown hellish place to destroy her and hers.
Men poured into the room, some shouting in horror and shock, others too frightened or stunned to move when they saw the blue-black woman and their captain, locked in a macabre embrace, his hoarse cries dying as she held his neck in her jaws, his blood dripping from her chin.
It took several men several minutes to detach her, their captain’s agony worsening each time they pulled at the woman, who tightened her death grip, digging into his shoulders yet more deeply, with each tug at her waist or legs or arms, and each blow to her back.
But when she was finally yanked away from him, she did not fight, only stood quivering with rage, not looking at her captors or struggling against the shackles with which they bound her.
Had they killed her, she would have won. The captain understood this. He pondered this blue-black woman quaking, he felt, with vengeance and an awe-inspiring and mystic power, as the crewmen tended his near-fatal wound. It had been her intention to kill, and then to be killed. He would see that she lived, in a misery that she could not yet imagine.
He gave the crew an unconventional order: This devil-witch was not to return to the hold. She would be bound, hand, torso, and foot, to the deck, to be sold not in Charleston but in Santo Domingo. He knew of a trader there who would see that she got her due.
But a violent tornado prevailed against the great ship, gathering so  suddenly and with such might that it took the crew, resting on deck as the human chattel lay secure in the hold, by surprise. The winds seemed to blow in all directions. The ship rocked dangerously as violent waves engulfed the deck and overtook the crew.
Their bodies were washed ashore days later at the Cape Verde Islands, to the alarm and delight of other crews who waited shipless on the shore. Replacement hands were hastily dispatched to rescue the floundering ship, which lay a day’s journey, it was guessed, from the islands.
At first the blue-black woman shackled to the deck went unnoticed, lying quietly and still, sunbaked, desiccated, and barely alive as the excited new crew examined the ship’s exterior. When they finally boarded the vessel and found her bound hand, torso, and foot, they speculated as to the reason for her cruel isolation, and the extreme measures that had been taken to bind her to the deck, measures ironically responsible for her survival. She was nursed to health and, exhibiting no signs of aggression, returned to the hold. She would fetch a good price in Charleston.
And indeed at Charleston she brought a handsome sum at auction, touted as a breeder and field servant, her corded arms and strong back, her slender fingers fit for cotton-picking. No mention was made of a violent temperament or rebellious spirit. No one knew that she possessed a power that had brought the wrath of God upon a great vessel.
Had they known that she was pregnant, she would have brought an even greater price. But they could not have known. Her pregnancy was barely apparent even at the time of delivery in a rice field in Charleston, some ninety days after sale. Her child, it was said, would not—could not—survive. The tiny girl child, nearly embryonic in appearance, could barely muster a cry when they drew her, a silent and reluctant arrival, into the new world, an ocean away from the place of her conception.
But survive she did, to grow strong and slender as a reed, blue-black and smoldering with the promise of hellfire in her narrowed eyes. People were frightened by the woman and her child. By the time she was five years old, the girl had become obstinate and sullen toward her masters; and so she was sold away to St. John’s Parish. She would never see her mother again.
She came to be called Sapphire for her blue skin and flaming, fearsome beauty, alien and frightful and exciting a terrible awe in all who saw her, drawn in spite of themselves.
At fifteen she received word of her mother for the first time in a decade; her mother—dark shadow of a memory who had instilled in Sapphire a sense of oneness with a God whose nature she could not recall. Her mother, Sapphire was told, had succumbed to a fire of her own setting in Charleston. That part of Sapphire that believed this relinquished its faith in her mother’s God. Her mother had been the only person who had ever loved Sapphire, and even in separation, that love had sustained her—until now.
She was courted, briefly, by a young man from Cuba called Neptuno, a boxer traveling with his master in the local prizefighting circuit. He was killed during a match in Stono. Sapphire bore his child several weeks later, a premature infant, brown-skinned and green-eyed, whose hair would grow long and straight as sugarcane. Her violent and early arrival caught the attention of the local veterinarian, a young man of Greek descent and gentle disposition. He had been visiting with the livestock when he heard Sapphire’s tortured screams. His compassion drew Sapphire to him. Her glowing black skin and feisty spirit drew him to her. Their affair lasted nearly a year and yielded another girl, this one pale and amber-eyed and, by Sapphire’s calculation, nearly six weeks early.
Sapphire shared a cabin for a time with a field hand recently imported from across the sea. She was given to him to distract him from the memory of his homeland, to assimilate him and make him feel at home. But after giving birth to their daughter, a dark girl who brought to Sapphire the clarity of her own mother’s face, Sapphire was taken from him one night upon the whim of the Master’s son, who shared her with his friends at a party given on the occasion of his impending marriage.
Rejected thereafter by her former husband, Sapphire moved to a cabin of her own with her three daughters. She began to receive visits—first a succession of white strangers, usually teenagers from nearby plantations who accosted her in the fields or en route to her cabin at dusk, their hands groping and awkward. Then, overseers and their friends, supposing that she enjoyed, rather than merely endured, their lewd attentions. Eventually, slave men began to take liberties with her, accusing her of disloyalty and asserting their right to exploit as white men had. And she began to give in to them in a desperate attempt to salvage some approval from the enslaved community in which she was forced to live; and when this effort failed, she gave in to them because she had nothing to lose.
When she discovered that she was pregnant, and horribly alone, Sapphire gathered all the faith that she could recover, and God sent her an angel of benevolence.
Concerned about the rising rate of infant mortality among the slave population, and the consequent loss of wealth, a neighboring planter had purchased a midwife—an African woman trained in the handling of difficult deliveries, and hired out to neighboring plantations. Sarah was her name.
Sapphire, with her history of premature deliveries, was a suitable candidate for Sarah’s care. Such care involved a diet of fish and beans, onions and dandelion leaves, and a regimen of herbal concoctions. It stopped short of relief from backbreaking labor in the rice paddies. Sapphire and Sarah developed a comfortable friendship. Some said that they even looked like sisters. Sarah felt this kinship in her heart; but Sapphire could not truly trust in the kindness of others. Sarah understood this, and maintained a comfortable distance.
But there was trouble: Sapphire had become coddled, the overseer reported, and was refusing to work. She complained of fatigue, headaches, and swelling of the extremities. The Master of the great house nodded his agreement. On two occasions, he had nearly taken a whip to her himself. He had feared that the care of a midwife might spoil the gal. By the time Sapphire’s child was born—another girl, small, but sound—he had decided to fix Sapphire. He would make an example of her that the others would not wish to follow.
And something in Sapphire would die, imperceptibly but certainly. The luxury of human weakness would die for Sapphire. She would be imbued with a hardness and tenacity born of hardship that exceeded the limits of human tolerance. Without understanding the import of his deeds, the enslaver would create the beginning of a legend.

chapter 1
WARREN COUNTY, NORTH CAROLINA
MAY, 1863
One generation passeth away, and another  generation cometh. 
—Ecclesiastes 1:4
At first, the people did not believe; not when they were gathered together, the music of their whispered prayers, their plaintive sighs, silenced; hoes in hand, their faces expectant; their feet caked with the red mud of the field, the lush, May grass beneath them, they listened but did not hear the message, the messenger, through lies and deceit, having lost the faith of the congregants many decades ago. They could go, or they could stay—it was up to them entirely. The people stood stunned, the messenger thought, into a silence of incredulity and joy. But it was only the silence of disbelief, and the fear of deception kept their feet frozen to  the grass. The fear of lashing and the loss of children, limbs, bound their feet to the muddy soil, and flattened the grass of a fine spring day, when freedom came four months late to taunt them, pitiless and unkind.
It was not until they were dismissed, by the nod of the messenger, his face crimson, his eyes afraid, that they turned en masse to return to the fields, the stables, the kitchens, and parlors of their labor. In these, their places, they resumed their work—the mindless, often backbreaking toil that blunted their senses and made possible the breaking of their spirits, that part of them which might have otherwise been free. They would not believe. They set their faces. They would not believe until God himself said it.
Sister, too, did not believe that she was free; not when she ventured alone, with caution, to the edge of the field, unsure whether she was seen, then wandered back to the high, dense tobacco field, feeling foolish and sweating, her heart beating wildly. She paused for a moment, her hoe in hand, and placed her free hand on her pounding chest. No one spoke to her. No lash came down on her back, the onerous heat her only oppressor, the silence of the people a void resounding. You may go, or you may stay. Sister would stay. She would wait until a sign came.
She had not thought of liberty. She had not thought of bondage. She had worked, her mind numb, not daring to confront the betrayal of a god who had enslaved. She had been offered this god. She had not received him. She did not think of him. But alone in her cabin, alone in a room filled with others—others numb to all things except the fear of an unknown almighty—she closed her eyes and allowed herself, briefly, to peer into heaven with anxious eyes, eyes fixed on the inner, the eyes of her heart, not her mind. Eyes that heard—freedom whispered. And in the field of her labor, freedom whispered. It did not shout. It did not come.  When freedom came, its name was Prince. On loan to a nearby farm, where he had sired a brood, he had not heard until his return. People saw him running, ’way out across the field. Some took off their hats and stopped to watch him, their hands shielding their eyes from the sun, from whence there came a more acceptable messenger, his shirt loose and flapping, his arms flailing.
He arrived to stand before them breathless, his eyes dancing, his face aglow. He smiled, displaying the empty spaces where there once resided three teeth kicked out by the boot of a Negro overseer; and God spoke in the voice of a fool.
“We free!” he shouted.
The people stood stunned in the silence of incredulity and joy.
“We free!” he repeated, and tilted his head in puzzlement at their silence. Sister set down her hoe. She leapt into his arms, her skirt entangling her legs. He spun her around, chanting. “We free! We is free!”
She lost her hat. Her knees were exposed. She did not care. Freedom had come.
They were married the next year, on an April day, beneath an elm. Sister wore a crown of hibiscus and juniper. A garland draped one shoulder and encircled her narrow waist. Barefoot in a gown made of bleached white sacks, she felt like royalty beside her Prince as they recited their vows in the setting sun, beneath the elm.
They came back to make love there when the guests had dispersed  and the sky had grown dark and starry; and again on the night of their first anniversary, and the next year and the next.
Until the babies became children, and her life an uninterrupted blur of domesticity and toil. An overtime schedule of parenting and hard work made the frivolities of youth an indulgence she could no longer spare the time for, much less the energy. Besides, they had moved to town for a time, and the pebble-strewn dirt road to the elm made for an inhospitable journey. And so it was honey let’s just do it in the yard it’s more convenient;  and then honey let’s just do it on the floor; and then honey I’m tired let’s just do it tomorrow; and finally, they did not do it at all or talk about doing it or, eventually, even think about it.
But when he was gone, she could think of little else: his hands his mouth his breath and his eyes, wide with wonder and excitement when he came.
Sometimes, she recalled the smell of hibiscus and juniper, on a dew-soaked April morning, beneath the elm.
And there lived in Sister the memory of things horrid to recall; things she had lived in her own time; things passed to her from her mother, and her mother, who had received them from hers. Sister chose not to recall. She would not cause her daughter to recall. They would be free of this memory, and pure. The former days were past, carefully interred, and securely, she thought; and all things had become new.

LICKSKILLET, WARREN COUNTY, NORTH CAROLINA
SEPTEMBER, 1873
There had been a time when life was new, and love untried; when love, in fact, had filled these very rooms. That had been when she was young and thoughtless. She had assumed that things would always be this way. Never had it occurred to her that he was not “future-minded.” The too lavish gifts during the early days of their marriage, she had accepted eagerly and with appreciation. He was a good man, hardworking and devoted. Maturity, purpose, and a vision for their future would come later. She had been sure of it, as she squeezed his large brown hand, dry even in the sweltering summer heat. She had envisioned growing old together.
But not so soon, and not like this. She could not recall just how or when the fabric of their well-woven love had become frayed at its edges, the delicate porcelain bracelets and carved figurines becoming relics of a long past and foolish time of extravagance. The babies had come in rapid succession, leaving her strained and impatient, as cruel, cold winters, scant meals, and past due debts ushered in a harsh reality.
They whispered of her Sunday mornings, supposing that she did not hear: He be wit’ his woman on Thursday nights, while she prayin’. Straight-backed, steely-eyed, Sister brushed past these women in their severe white dresses and, one child’s small hand held tightly in each of hers, she lowered herself stiffly onto a pew, all the while staring straight ahead at the mammoth cross that lent a calculated austerity to the otherwise humble schoolhouse, which on Sundays doubled as the Bull Swamp Methodist Church. Thus seated, she would squeeze her eyes shut against the hot torrent of tears that pushed past her lashes to stream down her  carefully powdered cheeks. Always, she thanked God first for her height and carriage. They communicated a haughtiness and indifference that she did not possess but needed desperately to convey, enabling her to disguise her pain as piety until it subsided, finally, mercifully, if only briefly.
And after a time, she would no longer wonder about his paramours, about who, how long, how frequently, or how many. These questions, like most others, would cease to matter. Gone—the artless girl of so many hopes and unspoken pleas ago; gone, her eyes would tell him each time he looked at her, to some distant place where his touch no longer melted her and his tears no longer moved her and his words, thankfully, could no longer hurt her.
This morning, as on many others, she rose before dawn to begin her washing. But this time, she paused in the doorway of her shotgun hut, squinting at the darkness that stretched ahead, listening, but hearing only the breathing of her sleeping children.
Last night, she had dreamed an indecipherable dream of yellow-eyed witches and devilment, and things unspoken, unheard of. She had dreamed of pirates and thieves transporting human treasure stolen from another continent; of loss and sorrow and heaviness too awesome to bear; and of a broken heart, and contrite spirit. She had dreamed of a great black bird, its wings spanning an ocean. Without understanding, she had nodded and said: Yes, Lord. Thy perfect will be done. 
Neither do I exercise myself in great matters, or in things too high for me. Surely I have behaved and quieted myself, as a child that is weaned of his mother: my soul is even as a weaned child . . .

LICKSKILLET, NORTH CAROLINA
MARCH, 1874
I cry in the daytime, but thou hearest not; and in the night season, and am not silent.
—Psalm 22:2
This night Sister did not pray. She had deliberately not prayed for weeks now, taking care not to whisper thanks in the mornings or before she ate her meals, as had been her custom; not leading the children in prayer as she tucked them in at night. They looked at her curiously, and she felt all the more the glaring omission, the absence of God in her daily routine.
But she had felt God’s absence from her heart for some time now. She was angry. Mama is angry at Daddy, the children thought. Or at God. She kissed them lovingly, the boy a replica of his father, handsome and sly; the girl a reddish brown, testament to a Cherokee ancestor whose name was not recorded in the family bible. Another child, a burnished boy with blazing eyes, had succumbed to cholera in infancy. She wondered if that loss had been the beginning of their end. Her eyes closed for a moment as she queried God for the thousandth time. Then she reminded herself, as she blew out the lamp and closed the door against the puzzled expressions on the faces of her children, of her own resolve not to think on such things, to not think or care or feel, and above all, to refrain from prayer, from the thought that anyone would hear her if she prayed. Faith involved risk, and she lacked these days the fortitude to believe.
Night after night she steeled herself against the need to vent, to cry and labor before God as she had been taught, to unburden herself and fall to thankful, restless sleep. She was angry.
For a decade, she had done all things correctly, a soldier of faith and humility, her citizenship celestial, her allegiance to her man and her God—not the god of her oppressors, but the God of her longing, her prayers. And him. She had withstood his self-indulgences and insults to her personhood, his myriad small betrayals, those countless accumulated injuries. She had been the obedient servant, mopping up his messes, both literal and figurative, defending and excusing his transgressions, stopping just short of calling him Lord.
She had been studious and attentive to God’s will, careful to select a God-fearing man, and still, he had turned suddenly, it seemed to Sister, into someone else; someone who could leave her behind as offhandedly as a man changing his clothes, discarding her as soiled laundry, yet another mess for her to clean up: the wreckage of her own visage to tidy up and hide, again atoning, her own blood covering his sins; the malady of her own spirit to heal alone, unloved, and untouched.
Wearily she lay down and blew out the single candle that gave light to her room.
My God, my God why hast thou forsaken me?
 Why art thou so far . . .

Slowly, she succumbed to sleep, and a woman appeared quite suddenly, either in a dream or in the backyard. Sister was not certain. Intrigued, she rose to her knees to better view the scene outside the small, square window that faced the backyard. The woman, slight but muscular, with an oddly cunning, almost insane look about her face, was kneeling on a dirt floor strewn with straw. She was quite dark, with striking features and a muslin scarf askew on her short, tight locks. Sister could, she felt, almost reach into this other world, both real and surreal, and touch the bony, earnest face, trace the outline of the bulbous lips the color of raisins that moved silently. The woman leaned over suddenly, doubled over with her face to the ground. She appeared to be praying. Then, she sat up resolutely, and Sister noticed for the first time one small breast exposed by a savage tear in her dress, one ashen knee scraped bloody, and ten broken, dirty fingernails as the woman brought her hands to her face and cried. Touched by the woman’s distress, Sister searched for words of comfort. A slight movement not six feet from the woman caught Sister’s eye; and there, on the dirt floor, lay a tiny bloody mass of human flesh and exposed bone, gasping desperately and hopelessly for life.
The woman vanished with all of her surroundings.
Sister awoke with a start.
Each morning thereafter, Sister awoke with an aching jaw and grinding teeth, surprised to find how tightly they had been clenched throughout the night. Her back began to give her trouble. Her hair fell out in clumps.
And a spirit came to rest upon her. Subtle at first, it went unnoticed as she went about her tasks: Aloneness; then Sadness followed. Before she knew it, they had settled comfortably, growing sturdy and rotund.
The others, Anger and Worry and Death, also flourished unnoticed. Each day began to blur into the next as Sister slowly came undone, detaching herself from her children, her surroundings, her miserable reality.
Before long, her absence from the pews at Bull Swamp caught the attention of the overtly righteous: Those who with practiced eye sought out and discovered opportunities for public displays of charity and compassion. This vanguard brought the following disturbing report to the Bull Swamp Motherhood Board and Missionary Group Number Two: Sister had been feeling poorly. Her usually tidy home was in disarray, and the children needed tending to. Certain of their heavenly reward, the women determined that they would visit Sister at home.
And so they came with covered heads, outfitted in white and carrying their bibles. They opened steaming covered dishes, fed the children, and saw that they bathed. They set the disordered house to gleaming, tactfully not mentioning or alluding to the wayward husband’s conspicuous absence.
Finally, silently, the women joined hands in prayer. It had become apparent to all present that their reserved Sister, whose snooty arrogance had often occasioned their annoyance, was in a much more sorry state than they had first imagined: Her sickness was one of spirit, not flesh, and her ailment was of the heart.
As they began to pray and leap and shout in earnest, they noted that their formerly pious Sister did not pray, but instead stared glassy-eyed ahead, an expression of serene patience on her heretofore expressionless face. One by one, they fell silent.
And within each one of them, godness stirred, moving them to compassion. Mother Hedgebeth moved to take Sister’s hand.
“Baby, we don’t know what it is, but it ain’t go’ do you no good to hold it in. ’Taint no secret what God can do if you jes—”
“ ’Taint no God.” An audible and collective gasp was followed by a hushed astonishment in the small spotless room, and Sister smiled contemptuously at the cadre of stunned believers. “Betcha didn’t know that,” she added.
SHOCCO CREEK, WARREN COUNTY, NORTH CAROLINA
JUNE, 1874
There shall not be found among you any one that maketh his son or his daughter to pass through the fire, or that useth divination, or an observer of times, or an enchanter, or a witch.
—Deuteronomy 18:10—Exodus 22:18
Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live.
—Exodus 22:18 

It was June. The merciless heat and the endless outpouring of anger, sorrow, and hurt had taken its toll. No more today, she thought. She feared that her power was waning. Wiping the sweat from her brow, the sorceress sat heavily in a cane-backed chair. She sighed, releasing a gale that whistled faintly as it moved across the barely furnished room; wove its way through the rows of candles arranged on small, rectangular tables of varying heights; and settled against a wall covered with gilt-framed mirrors. She caught a glimpse of her own reflection in the dwindling, late-afternoon light that peeked through the small round window above her head. The skin was becoming sallow. Small bags were forming beneath the eyes. She was weary.
But there would be more.
The warm evening sun beckoned the choir from its stand at the holiness church across the road. Hearing their voices, the sorceress opened the whitewashed door and moved onto the porch of her clapboard house. She watched them file down the three steps of their rickety house of worship, fanning themselves with their slender brown hands, to stand in a ragtag semicircle, their plaintive, mournful song drifting across the road. Sensing a presence nearby, the sorceress glanced to the right of the house. A young woman, perhaps in her late teens, was approaching, her jet black hair shining in the setting sun. The sorceress moved to meet her at the door.
Brown, timid, and fragile in appearance, the young woman’s lip trembled. Her hand shook slightly as she introduced herself—Queen Marie was her name—and pressed a crumpled dollar bill into the sorceress’ hand.
The sorceress glanced once more across the road and led the young woman inside, watching closely as Queen Marie’s eyes adjusted to the darkness of the room, then gestured toward a battered chair. Queen Marie sat, glancing eagerly up at her hostess, an imposing figure over six feet in height, her hair concealed by a white cotton head wrap. For several moments, neither woman spoke.
“Watcha want, Chile?” The witch’s voice, melodic and sweet, belied her ascetic appearance. She was a yellow woman, large and square, with  broad African features and slanted amber eyes. When she spoke, her lips barely moved, and Queen Marie doubted that it was, in fact, she who had spoken. She fidgeted, uncomfortable beneath the gaze of the all-knowing yellow eyes. She could not answer.
Once, she had written a poem.
A wandering soul . . .
It had been before she met Prince, but she had known that she would, someday.
The man of my heart is a wandering soul
She had known that he would be troubled, and elusive, a challenge to love.
from path to path
and from door to door—
See?
She lifted both hands to reveal the horizontal scars that embellished each wrist.
I have tried to stop him
She had assumed that the sorceress could hear her words. The yellow eyes confirmed that she did.
Like the memory of a tryst long laid to rest
 he is present
yet absent/he is 
as sand in the fingers of a child
never tarrying long
always leaving
 my longing heart enveloped 
in the billowing dust of his departure . . .

The poem had ended there. Now, she sought the words that could describe her desperation and obsession. It had become evident, very early on, that she could no longer hold his attention. She was bested by his memory of a love that was dead, yet remained, a miraculous hope, in his heart: Someday, some way, he believed, his wife would look at him in that way again, that worshipful, adoring way; and all of Queen Marie’s efforts had failed to distract him from this confidence.
The girls outside the lone small window sang of God’s amazing grace and o! how sweet the sound; and of how they had come to stay, Lord, until they died. The girl sobbed. The sorceress looked away.
“Go, Chile.”
Queen Marie looked up in surprise. The small, hot room was suddenly cool. The sorceress’ eyes seemed to sparkle with—insanity? “Go,” she repeated. “You have your wish.”
The girl sat frozen, too frightened to move, yet afraid to disobey, determined not to leave this place without accomplishing the purpose for which she had come. “He—,” she began, then faltered under the burning gaze of the sorceress. “He has forgotten his wife?” She choked on the words, having voiced her desire without first forming the conscious intent to do so.
The yellow woman stared for a moment at the young woman. “ She has left him.”
An unease quite unlike any the girl had ever experienced began to creep up within her, and settling first in her stomach, it filled her to the base of her throat. For a moment, she fought the impulse to vomit. Then she collected herself and, standing unsteadily, sweating in the cool, dark room, she left the clapboard house of the evil yellow woman, closing the door softly behind her.

LICKSKILLET, NORTH CAROLINA
JUNE, 1874
For I the Lord thy God am a jealous God . . .
—Exodus 20:5
The door was opened slightly when he stumbled up the two wooden steps and determined that yes, this was the one: his house. The girl jumped up to hug his waist when she saw him standing in the doorway, an only slightly drunken grin making him appear adolescent and penitent, his eyes scanning the disheveled room for his long-suffering and forgiving wife. He caught the belated attention of his son, who glanced at him with his own eyes from a corner across the room where the boy sat, his back against the wall, studying a worn picture book that lay open on his knees.
The boy did not stand or greet his father. This hurt, but only for a moment. He wandered toward the back of the house, his gait casual if slightly unsteady. The room with the cornhusk mattress was empty. He saw her through the small square window that faced the backyard, sitting on the edge of a straight-backed wooden chair, her back turned toward the window. She was clad in overalls with no shirt, her shoulders hunched and thinner than he recalled, her hair longer but more sparse, hanging just past her shoulders in one thin braid. He squinted, moving closer to the window.
She was shelling peas, tossing them into one iron pot and the pods into another. She turned to find him watching her through the window, but did not appear surprised, only nodded slightly as if to acknowledge his presence. Slowly, she wiped the sheen of sweat from her brow with the back of her wrist before turning back to her work.
He sat on the cornhusk mattress to wait for her embrace or silent reprimand—he never knew which to expect. At times she was reticent, her eyes angry, refusing to look at him upon his returns from unannounced departures. She held her sensuous lips tightly shut, making them protrude from her face in a way that beckoned him. She would move about the tiny house, her face a wall between them, a closed door, making dinner, sweeping the dirt floor, braiding their daughter’s hair, an open jar of lard beside her on the cornhusk mattress. Sometimes as she moved purposefully from the front room to the back, he intercepted her path, stopping her in midstride, his arms outstretched for the embrace he craved and had come home to obtain. But her icy stare quelled the swelling at his groin, and she stepped around him. His arms fell to his sides.
“Take me through, dear Lord, take me through . . .” she would croon, softly, her voice deep and throaty and compelling. He would watch her from across the room until he caught her eye, and she would look away resolutely and kneel before the window, her slender torso swaying forward then backward, her eyes closed and her face upturned, singing in her throaty voice a song of pleading and adulation.
It was at these times that he felt furthest from her. Something in her posture made him shrink from her, feeling himself a rejected sovereign, a lesser god.
At other times, joy overcame her pride and she fell into his arms, breathless with relief at his return, almost apologetic, he thought, as if it was she who had wronged him. Tentatively, she would touch his face, confirming that he was really here, had actually returned, mercifully to bestow himself upon her.
“Why you do this?” she would finally ask him wearily. “Why you go  away and leave us so long? Prince Junior, he need you—he don’t even know if he got no daddy. We don’t hear nothin’ ’bout you, don’t know if somebody done cut you and lef’ you fo’ dead . . .”
He would kiss her gently on her forehead creased with concern. She would pause only for a moment, then swallow and continue more earnestly. “Why you stay gone so long? Why you can’t tell nobody where you go? Why you make me worried all the time? I don’t know what to tell people . . .”
He would kiss her again, this time insistently on the animated mouth to quiet her, and she would struggle free of his embrace to step backward and—“Prince!”—she would say, her chest heaving. “I’m  talking to you, but you ain’t hearin’ me. You got to stop now. You’s a grown man with chirren, and you got to stop progin’ ’roun’ in the street, you hear me?” And her voice would rise to a whine as he stepped toward her and wrapped himself around her, cutting off her breath with a fierce and determined kiss, holding her tightly as she struggled hopelessly to free herself, then relented, her body folding lifeless as a rag doll to the dirt floor. It was for these moments that he lived, and for this reason that he made his frequent and randomly scheduled departures: to feel her weak with surrender as he covered her body with his own; to feel her, as he rarely did, truly his.
He stood to watch her from the window. She had not moved from the wooden chair. Peas and pods fell haphazardly into their respective pots. Her motions were languid and unhurried, her posture relaxed. She paused for a moment to stare absently toward the wooded area behind their yard, but did not turn again to face him. He realized with a pang that she was not ignoring him, but was genuinely uninterested. Puzzled and  hurt, he moved into the front room, where his daughter sat fussing with a yellow-haired doll.
“Daddy, look what they gave me at Sunday school.” He smiled indulgently at her. His son did not look up.
He opened the door, negotiated the two steps to the ground, and walked around the side of the house with much scuffling and kicking of pebbles. His wife did not seem to hear. He shuffled on and stood in front of her. Intent on her work, she lifted only her eyes, and only for a moment.
Exasperation and fear made his smile tremulous and his words came out in a whimper.
“I don’t get no hug?”
Again she lifted her eyes to gaze up at him bemused, then her face, sarcastically surprised.
“Who are you?” she asked almost sweetly, the edge on her face, rather than in her voice.
His mouth worked silently and desperately, and he stammered, finally, “I’m—I’m yo’ husman.”
Her expression did not change. She raised one fist over a pot and dropped several peas, then placed her hands on her knees and leaned toward him. He could see her breasts suspended and loose against the denim of her overalls. “You bastard,” she said, her teeth clinched in an otherwise expressionless face. “You my husman?” she inquired, and laughed a short, humorless laugh. “Well. Husman. Where you been all yo’ chirren’s life? An’ who da heifer you been sneakin’ ’roun’ wit’ dis time? Yeah, I know ’bout ya women, husman, ’long wit’ dis whole godforsaken town. An’ I’m ti’ed of it, ti’ed, you hear me?” She paused, and smiled wickedly. His mouth had fallen open. “Yeah. Close yo’ mouf. ’Cause I done  got ti’ed o’ foolishness. I don’t need it. I don’t need you, and my chirren don’t need no part-de-time daddy. What you lookin’ at so hard? Oh. I know who you lookin’ for. Well, she gone. I don’t hurt no more. I done give up cryin’. I done give up carin’, you hear me? So you can go back to your whore”—this word carefully pronounced—“or who’es—I don’t care. I don’t care if yo’  private parts lay down and don’t even get up on Judgment Day. Ain’t doin’ me no good no way.”
He had begun to back away from her, his face shocked and boyish in a way that used to move her. He stared hard into her angry eyes, not knowing this woman, or this thing that had possessed his wife. She stared back unflinchingly.
She has left him . . .
She looked away from him, finally. Again she wiped the sweat from her brow and licked her lips, almost teasingly, but with an expression of great seriousness on her face. She nodded, as if he had asked her a question, and without looking at him. “Yeah. You best to be gettin’ on.”

INEZ, NORTH CAROLINA
JULY, 1874
Queen Marie had learned to cope with his dalliances: the many women, wealthy and poor, black, white, and Cherokee, married, widowed, and single; even his wife, she tried to persuade herself, was a mere dalliance. Prince belonged to her—Queen Marie felt this. He had been the stuff of her teenage dreams, the loping knight in shining black armor come to  save her from the boredom of chastity. Surely he would recognize the truth in time: He belonged to her, as she belonged to him.
She had learned also to wait, with the forbearance of Job waiting for his returns from these dalliances, and welcoming him every time with the affection she had quickly learned that he required. For two years she had waited in the boardinghouse upstairs from a barroom, waiting nervously and praying and hoping against expectation that today would be the day that he would come back again as he always had before, sometimes broken by his wife’s rebuff, sometimes drunken and cheerful, wearing pink or red or mocha lipstick on his shirt or on his thigh as he lifted her and spun her in the air. For two years she had loved him and forgiven him, reminding herself that he would come around in time. For two of her seventeen years she had barely spoken with her mother, a dignified widow who lived in a hard-earned house not far from town, close to the white folks. Her devotion to him had been costly. She loved him all the more for this.
Her rivals were many but manageable. She had persuaded herself of this, and become almost indifferent to the myriad women whose doors he darkened; except for his wife. She had not met the bony old hag, but had heard of her piety and pride.
“I don’t see what you need wit’ her,” she had told him more than once as they lay entangled and satiated, diagonally across her bed in the boardinghouse above the barroom. “Bet she don’t do this,” she had often urged while demonstrating some erotic proficiency that she had perfected under his instruction. “Or this,” she whispered on darkened dance floors or in a smoke-filled billiard hall. He never confirmed the wisdom of her wager, only stared uncomfortably ahead or changed the subject whenever  she brought up his wife, or questioned his reasons for clinging, as if for survival, to the hope of his coming reconciliation to her.
For he believed that it would come: the day when he would come home to find his wife compliant and ready to love him with the singlemindedness and ardor that she had never demonstrated consistently, but that he believed her capable of rendering. He had told Queen Marie of this, and others of his dreams, babbling drunk and only half-coherent, on the morning they had met at the holiness church.
She had come with Dottie, her closest friend and only ally at Bull Swamp’s one-room school, where her peers had openly scorned her while they secretly envied her brilliance: She was gifted, and was going to be a poet the likes of which Negroes had not produced since Wheatley. Her mother, who took in sewing, made her bright pink and yellow dresses tied with ribboned sashes, and bound her jet black hair with bows to match. This drew the envy of the other girls, whose hand-me-down cotton dresses had been pilfered or inherited from the families of former slave masters.
The white teacher had fawned on her from the beginning, coaxing and praising her, urging the talent that, in a short time, would bring her the accolades of her elders and the envy of her peers. She had taken extra assignments in reading, writing, and public speaking, creating phrases and sentences, then finally prose, melodic and lilting and beautiful, lofty and soaring, or scathing and provocative, while the other children struggled with letters and words.
Her mother’s business had become increasingly lucrative and consuming, and as she reached her teens, Queen Marie had found herself left almost entirely to her own devices. Encouraged by the teacher, she filled  much of this time by reading voraciously, Trollope and Austen and the Brontë sisters, her imagination growing more and more vivid and inventive. At night, she would slip out while her mother worked or slept, and sneak into the barrooms in town. In these dark places, full of immodestly clad women, and dressed-up men bearing the wages of a week’s labor in the tobacco fields, she discovered new mystery and the promise of adventure. In these places, she became aware of a peculiar power that she possessed: power that made men leer and whistle and all but drool when she passed by them, making women giggle or laugh aloud, “You betta quit foolin’ wit’ dat gal. She justa baby. Gal, what you doin’ up in here? Yo’ mama know you up in here? You hear me talkin’ to you?”
But Queen Marie was gone, not wishing to suffer the humiliation of being ejected, or worse: being found out and reported to her mother. But something kept drawing her back to these places. Her stories became dark and filled with veiled passion, expressions of things she could not fully comprehend but found words in her heart to describe.
Only with Dottie did she share these stories: melancholy stories born of loneliness and boredom and anger at her peers; increasingly sinister stories, deliberately shocking or frightening and, as she began to discover the power of her own sexuality, increasingly lewd. Dottie was alarmed. “Girl, you betta stop talkin’ dat stuff. You gon’ git in trouble.”
But Queen Marie had sucked her teeth and waved her hand. “Oh girl. I ain’t gittin’ in no trouble. What kinda trouble you think I’m’a git in? I ain’t gittin’ in no trouble.” Unconvinced of this, Dottie had invited her to church, hoping to save her from the darkness of her imaginings and the magnetism of her newfound sexuality.
The service had been uneventful and uninspiring, as Queen Marie had expected, until he had wandered into the hot and overcrowded little  church, world-weary, despondent, and impressionable, his gait betraying his intoxication even before he passed close enough to assault her with the aroma of corn liquor. He stood for several minutes in the doorway, his face rapt with attention. She thought him beautiful, tormented, and disconsolate, like a character from a tragedy.
Under the spell of the minister’s dogma, he soon lay rigid with sorrow and repentance on the plywood floor. At Dottie’s urging, Queen Marie had come to the altar, too, not in sorrow for her transgressions, but intrigued by the mystery and despair of this handsome man. Sitting beside him on the mourner’s bench, she had not been able to fight the temptation to raise her skirt, ever so slightly, revealing her shapely right calf, slung over her left knee. He had blinked, but slowly, and shook his head before opening his eyes to meet hers, and they had smiled.
He relieved her of her virginity in the woods outside her mother’s house that night, after a Sunday dinner marred only by her mother’s inquiry as to his marital status. He had lied unconvincingly, squirming beneath her mother’s disapproving stare, and disappeared before dessert, mumbling apologetically about a sick mother to visit. But her fifteen-year-old heart had been pricked by the possibility of him. She met him while her mother slept soundly, slipping out of the house in her white cotton nightgown to allow him to undress and adore her by the light of a brilliant moon, filtered by the branches of the elms.
She had asked him then if he still loved his wife, as he had this morning before their bonding. For surely, he could see now that theirs was not a passing desire, but a union spiritual and fundamental, leaving no hope for his ill-destined marriage, no future with his wintry wife.
He had been silent. Their breathing had joined the chorus of the crickets, the solo of an owl, and she had felt the two of them one with each  other and with nature. And although he did not answer, she had known that as of this night, his marriage was over, his wife a mere phantom, not yet aware that she was dead to him.
Her mother had been appalled to find the muddy nightgown crumpled beneath her bed. Her baby, child of a slave and the pride of her race, a candidate for college at the age of fifteen, turned so suddenly into the brazen wench of a drunken field laborer! After weeks of disapproval and consternation, the distraught mother had finally been reduced to begging: What about her writing? What about her scholarship to Bennett, the Methodist school for Negroes, soon to open at Greensboro? But the girl had found her life’s vocation: the pursuit and keeping of the man who had brought life to her life, that previously missing and masculine mystique, embodied in this bumbling man-boy, worldly but lost, heroic and precious to her. She would care for and live only for him.
Before Prince could fully comprehend the extent of her preoccupation and delusion, she had declined the proffered and much-celebrated scholarship to take a job as dishwasher in a barroom. He heard of this by chance at a roadhouse near Fishing Creek: The estimable seamstress, proud freewoman and widow of a slave, had put her only child—a student of considerable talent, with a scholarship!—“outdoors” for philandering with a married man. Smart girl, right smart you know, but forward and never quite right in the head. Um, um, um! You don’t say!
Prince had tried to discourage her. Sober and apologetic, he had encouraged Queen Marie to continue her schooling, make amends with her mother, and find herself a nice boy. She had responded with much wailing and gnashing of teeth, threatening starvation, self-mutilation, and suicide. Confused and frightened by her ardor, Prince had finally withdrawn, only to find her waiting for him one night outside the roadhouse near Fishing Creek, bleeding from her wrists and begging him to give her reason to live. This stratagem worked beautifully: He was bound to her by guilt and obligation. She was pleased to have secured his attention, no matter how ill-obtained.
For Queen Marie had discovered early on that, despite the accolades of her teachers, and the envy of her peers, in her world of women so recently liberated from the fetters of forced whoredom to the men of two races, the necessity of male patronage was obsolete in theory only, not in fact, outweighing in importance all other considerations.
And if she did nothing else in her misspent life, she would have this man. Questions of right and wrong and sin and morality became abstractions to her—interesting from a philosophical standpoint but irrelevant. She would have this man at any cost.
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