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PART ONE
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Dotted with thick forests of gray cypress, tulip, and magnolia, the territory known as Florida rests vaingloriously amid opalescent southern waters. Wild, long-stemmed flowers sway gently in the summer breeze, as damp moss that seems to fall from the sky clings to the trees. Along the Tamiami Trail across Florida’s Everglades, alligators sun themselves on the banks, ready to scramble into the muddy water at the slightest provocation.

Maureen Montgomery was born in Silo, near the Everglades, on a humid evening in July during dog days, that period of inactivity between early July and early September when the sultry summer weather comes to the northern hemisphere. It was so warm that day that the lazy alligators, seduced by pleasure, lay lined up along the swamp banks in orderly fashion, waiting.

In the midst of the swamp stood a crudely built shanty. Inside, on a living room sofa, lay a woman who was almost as big around as she was tall. Ruby Montgomery, wearing a long, shapeless black flannel duster, rested on her side sipping her twelfth can of beer that day, a thirty-year-old black woman with a round face, small brown eyes, heavy black eyebrows, and generous lips. She had a nose that was too wide for her to be considered handsome.

Her house smelled of boiled pork and steamed cabbage. She had just lit the coal-oil lamps, and the dim light illuminated the walls of the living room with huge distorted shadows. The furniture was cheap and shabby, but everything was neatly arranged, for Orderliness and Godliness were part of southern tradition. An immaculate home, no matter how humble and plain, would surely please the Lord, it was preached in southern churches. Ruby tried to live up to the Lord’s expectations, most of the time.

Outside, a chorus of barking coon dogs challenged the sweet calls of a remarkably fine lot of little birds: the mockingbird, the blue jay, the woodpecker. In the sky above, a broad-winged turkey buzzard made a swooping, whistling sound. Not too far away, in a desolate swamp, a panther cried plaintively beneath the hot Florida sun. In the dense huckleberry patch beyond the palmetto jungles to the north, a small black bear ambled about in search of its mate. The day was coming to a dramatic close; now only a sleeve of orange sunlight separated the horizon from the heavens, and darkness was descending rapidly. A great hoot owl, the nocturnal lord of the South, perched anxiously atop a moss-draped tree outside Ruby’s ramshackle house, a house almost hidden behind a knot of jasmine bushes. The hoot owl circled the house twice, then reluctantly returned to the moss-draped tree and waited.

The knocking at the front door was low at first. Ruby sat up on the sofa, annoyed by the noisy creatures outside. The knocking added to her irritation.

“Virgil!” she yelled.

There was no answer. Ruby waited a full minute before speaking again.

“I wonder where that simple boy of mine is,” she said to herself. She swallowed the last of the beer, draining the can to make sure she didn’t miss a drop of the precious beverage, and wiped her liver-colored lips with the tail of her duster. “Oomph . . . wonder where my teeth could be,” she murmured, looking around the room. She carefully lifted a mayonnaise jar lid from the floor. In it, a pair of dull, pink-gummed false teeth lay upside down. Ruby examined the teeth, looking at them for a long time before clumsily inserting both plates in her mouth. She clamped down and ground rhythmically, securing the teeth in place. “Now,” she said, as if proud of her accomplishment.

“Virgil!” Ruby yelled again, looking around the room. She felt her chest, where she carried a cross and a switchblade at all times.

A frail, light-skinned boy of eleven, with gray eyes and wavy black hair, appeared in the doorway between the living room and the kitchen. He was a reasonably attractive child with a small nose and thin lips. His square, angry face displayed a continent of dark brown freckles.

“What you want now, Mama Ruby? Seem like everytime I get me in a comfortable position, you start to meddle me. Virgil, get me a beer. Virgil, let the dog outside. Virgil, get me a beer. Virgil, change the channel on the TV set. Virgil, get me a beer—”

“Shet up, boy,” Ruby said, slapping her thigh with her hand and stomping her foot.

“Yes, ma’am,” Virgil muttered. His denim overalls were way too loose for his slender frame. He was shoeless, and his long, dusty feet were hard and reptilian, with curled toenails almost two inches long.

“Somebody at the door, sugar. Go answer it. I’m too tired to get up.”

“Mama Ruby, I’m tired too. And I ain’t your slave,” Virgil whined. “You been pesterin me all evenin.”

“Answer the door, boy.”

“But, Mama Ruby—”

“It liable to be that ole bill collector from the grocery store again. Or the candy man what we owe for the peanut brittle. Could even be old man Parker comin to collect rent, which we ain’t got.”

“It could be just about anybody, Mama Ruby. You know how you is,” Virgil said.

Ruby remained silent for a moment, thinking about what her son had said as if it were a startling revelation. She looked at him and sighed, shrugging her huge shoulders and shaking her head slowly.

“Praise the Lord.” Ruby set the empty beer can on the floor and rose up from the sofa with great difficulty. Virgil ran across the room to assist her. He grabbed her arm to steady her, almost falling himself, for even with years of practice, balancing this elephantine woman was no easy feat. The boy’s arms ached and he gasped.

“Have mercy on my soul,” he said, cursing his strain.

“Thank you, son.” Ruby smoothed her duster along the sides of her thighs. “Now, go answer the door. Tell whoever it is I’m at the church or somethin. I’m sho nuff tired and I don’t want to see no more human beins this evenin.” Ruby waddled swiftly across the room on into the kitchen. Virgil giggled and tiptoed to the front window. He pulled back the drapes and peeked out.

“Mama Ruby, I don’t see nobody!” he shouted over his shoulder.

The knocking continued, louder.

“Who it is, Virgil?” Ruby hollered from the kitchen, peeking from behind a large white cabinet that sat next to the sink. “Ax who it is, boy!”

“Who it is?!” Virgil shouted toward the door.

“It’s me, yall.” It was the small, whining voice of a girl child.

“In the name of the Lord! What you want this time of evenin, Alice Mae? I just left your house a little while ago. What you lookin for now, trouble?”

“If she is, she come to the right place!” Ruby roared, walking back into the living room. She stood in the middle of the floor with her arms folded.

“My mama say to send Mama Ruby to her. She sho nuff sick. The devil done put somethin on her a doctor can’t take off,” the voice outside said.

“Sho nuff?” Virgil asked. He lifted the window wide enough to stick his head out.

“My mama sick as a dog. She say what she got she wouldn’t wish on Judas. She need Mama Ruby. I think she fixin to up and die,” Alice Mae replied.

“Come on in this house, sweetie,” Virgil said. “Come on in before them mosquitoes eat you alive.” He closed the window and went to open the door. A tiny, fair-skinned black girl of four with thick auburn hair stood timidly on the porch. She had her thumb in her mouth and it was obvious she had been crying. There were tear streaks on her sand-covered face and her nose was red and snotty.

“Un-ass that thumb, girl! You want your lips to end up lookin like goldfish lips?” Virgil bellowed, stomping his foot. “Do you?”

“No,” the child said, removing her thumb from her mouth. She had on a soiled flower-sack smock and a pair of man’s tennis shoes. She was thin, but uncommonly pretty. Her nose was aquiline and her lips narrow. She had large, light blue eyes with long thick black lashes that gave her face an angelic appearance. Her father was an Irish grocery store owner in Miami whom her mother had had problems paying on time.

“Come on in the house, and praise the Lord,” Ruby said.

Alice Mae stumbled in. As soon as she was close enough, Ruby leaned down and wiped her nose with the tail of her duster. “Now, praise the Lord like I told you.”

“Praise the Lord,” Alice Mae sighed mechanically.

“Bless your soul. You ought to give thanks and praise every day. That way, you’ll be blessed. Now, what’s the matter with your mama? Her baby’s fixin to come, ain’t it?” Ruby said. “I knowed today was the day!”

“Yes ma’am,” Alice Mae agreed, nodding her head vigorously. She stood watching with interest as Ruby ran across the floor and stepped into a pair of limp, flat brown moccasins sitting near the back of the room. The whole floor shook when Ruby moved across it. Virgil now occupied the sofa and lay with one leg tossed carelessly across the arm.

“Get your leg off the arm of my good couch, boy,” Ruby growled, glaring at him. She sighed and brushed off her duster as Virgil obeyed silently. She pulled a red bandanna from the pocket of her frock and tied it neatly around her thick, knotty black hair. “Boy, find me my teeth.”

“Good gracious alive, Mama Ruby! You already got your teeth in,” Virgil said. Ruby felt around inside her mouth with her finger.

“Oh.”

“Mama Ruby, can I play with your teeth?” Alice Mae asked.

“Say what? Girl, you must be out of your mind! My teeth ain’t nothin to play with!” Ruby shouted, frightening the child. Alice Mae turned quickly to Virgil, whose eyes darted from side to side.

“But Virgil let me play with em all the time when you get drunk and they fall out,” Alice Mae said.

Ruby gasped and ran across the floor with her fist poised. She slid her knuckles across the side of Virgil’s face.

“Aaaarrrggghhh!” he screamed, leaping up from the sofa.

“Don’t you never mess with my teeth no more,” Ruby told him, shaking her finger in his face. Tears slid down Virgil’s cheeks as he whimpered softly, rubbing the side of his face.

“Yes, ma’am,” he mumbled. He turned to Alice Mae and gave her a murderous look.

“And you better not tetch a hair on Alice Mae’s head for tellin me. That clear?”

“Yes, Mama Ruby,” came the meek reply.

“Mama Ruby, yall got any more goobers?” Alice Mae inquired.

“In the pantry, lamb. In the same bowl with the pecans and nigger toes,” Ruby replied. She leaned down to pick up a broom off the floor and used it to chase a hen from the living room into the kitchen. “Virgil,” she continued, on her way out the door. “You tend to my pans on the stove. Don’t you let my cabbage and salt pork burn. And you might as well keep Alice Mae here with you. She’ll just be in the way while I’m tendin to her mama, with all them other kids there already. You hear me, boy?” Instead of answering, Virgil waved his hand at Ruby as she rushed from the house and off the porch. Her big heavy feet ground into the sand as she lurched across her front yard to the narrow pathway leading to the other side of the bayou where Othella Johnson lived, Alice Mae’s mother and Ruby’s best friend.
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Ruby, the seventh daughter of a preacher, and Othella, the illegitimate daughter of a notorious Cajun queen, had been best friends since childhood. Both had been born and raised in Shreveport, Louisiana, and had used World War II as an excuse to drop out of school, leave home at age fifteen, and latch onto servicemen.

“My mama told me to my face, when you get through with me, Othella, I’m goin to have a mess on my hands,” Ruby told Othella during their train ride to New Orleans in the winter of 1941. “Mama say we ain’t goin to find us no soldier-man husbands.”

“We goin to live it up first,” Othella said. “Then I’ll find us the best husbands looks can buy.”

A stout teenager, who had been carrying a switchblade since the age of eight, Ruby realized the advantages of her association with Othella. Othella was beautiful and clever, a resourceful young girl often accused of having “white folks’ sense.” Drawn by her beauty and brains, men and money came easily to Othella. But it was Ruby’s brawn and villainy that kept Othella out of serious trouble.

“Ruby Jean Upshaw, I am fixin to show you how to live! When I get through with you, you ain’t goin to know your head from your feet. I ain’t got all this Cajun blood in me for nothin. First off, I got a notion we could make a killin if we could get set up in one of them sportin houses in the District soon as we blow into New Orleans. I know this old Irish madam name Miss Mo’reen my mama use to turn tricks for. Old Miss Mo’reen could probably use a couple of brown cookies like us, huh?”

“Sho nuff!” Ruby said eagerly.

Now New Orleans was a wild town and the bordellos were booming with business. But it was Othella’s exotic beauty—golden skin, large black eyes, slim body, and long black hair—that the District madams were interested in, not Ruby’s plain, moon-shaped face, short knotty hair, and bell-shaped body.

“You get us a job yet?” Ruby asked, greeting Othella just returning to the small, dark room they had rented in a musty boardinghouse on St. Jacques Square. They had been in town four days introducing themselves around. Aware that Ruby was a handicap, but not telling her, Othella made Ruby stay in the room while she visited the madams who had not yet rejected them. Because once the madams saw Ruby, they lost interest in Othella. Finally, after a week, fifty-four-year-old Maureen O’Leary took them in. Realizing what a salable package Othella was, and recalling all the business her mother had brought in, Maureen gladly accepted Ruby into her house as part of the deal.

“How come you didn’t come to me first, Othella?” Maureen asked, running her pale fingers through Othella’s long dark hair.

“I guess I wanted to start at the bottom and work my way up, Miss Mo’reen,” Othella confessed. “But it wasn’t so easy, me gettin Ruby work too. . . .”

“Well . . . don’t worry about her yet. Lord knows she ain’t no bathin beauty . . . feet like pie pans . . . fat . . . woo!” Miss Maureen exclaimed, shaking her head.

But Ruby surprised them; she became popular among the male visitors. It was not long before Ruby became Maureen’s favorite girl.

“Ruby, you got spunk. You goin to go a long way in life. I’m so glad Othella brought you out here to me,” Miss Maureen informed Ruby after one busy week.

After only three months, Ruby and Othella left Miss Maureen’s place and joined a traveling carnival from Silo, Florida. Othella sold balloons and Ruby carried water.

“I declare, Othella, you is sho nuff smart. First gettin us jobs in New Orleans. Now you done got us in good with the carnival circuit. You is got white folks’ sense!”

“Ruby Jean, I got too much good sense for my own good, true enough, but you the one with all the glory. Yep . . . you got the power and the glory.”

Ruby considered what Othella said.

“Must be my Christian nature,” she sighed, smiling broadly. “What we goin to do after the carnival?”

“Don’t you worry none. I’ll think of somethin good for us to do next.”
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“Ithink I’m ready to settle down with me a husband,” Ruby said longingly, as she and Othella worked alongside one another in a sugar-cane field one blazing hot day after only a few months in Florida.

“OK, Ruby Jean. I’ll see what I can do,” Othella sighed.

Taking care of Ruby’s needs had become a full-time chore. Jobs, men, places to live. Whenever Ruby had trouble with anything, Othella always came to her rescue.

“I don’t know what would become of me if I didn’t have you, Othella,” Ruby said on her wedding day. Othella had introduced her to Roy Montgomery, a local bootlegger, and within a month he had proposed.

Ruby’s happiness was short-lived. She had married a philanderer who often left her for days at a time.

Othella had married a traveling salesman and this added to Ruby’s depression, as Othella had little time to spend with her anymore.

One afternoon while babysitting for a white family in their home, Ruby, who was pregnant, saw her husband driving down the street with his arm around a woman. Ruby left the children and took out after Roy. She caught up with him in a honky-tonk at the end of the street and shot him dead. She was acquitted of murdering Roy but was sentenced to a month and a day in the county jail for leaving the white kids in the house alone.

Later that year Ruby gave birth to Virgil. Othella was now without her man, as he had gone on a selling trip one week and never returned. She gave birth to her first son shortly after Ruby had had Virgil.

“Just imagine us havin babies this close to one another,” Othella smiled proudly.

“It’s the Lord’s doin,” Ruby replied.

“Ain’t it so.”

“Just one little thing . . .”

“What’s that, Ruby Jean?”

“I kind of wanted me a little girl.”

“Well, maybe your next one will be a girl.”

“I sho nuff hope so.”

“Remember how you use to go up side my head when we was kids and take my girl dolls?” Othella said.

“I remember.”

“And I would always break down and give em to you.”

“Yeah . . . every time.”

“It seemed like I always had somethin you wanted, huh, Ruby Jean?”

“Sho did . . .” Ruby agreed, looking deep into Othella’s eyes.
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The years passed quickly. Before Ruby and Othella knew it, they were thirty.

“And I still ain’t got me no daughter,” Ruby lamented.

“Well it sho ain’t because you ain’t been tryin,” Othella reminded her, adding, “Shoot, you just barely feedin you and Virgil. Your little social security check can’t stand another mouth to feed.”

“I don’t care . . . I still want me one,” Ruby said.

The women lived beggardly lives. Othella worked in the fields most of the time and did domestic work when it was available. Ruby collected a social security check.

Because of her poor eating habits, Ruby developed a gum disease and lost all her teeth within a month. The cost of a pair of false teeth sickened her.

“Satan sho like to pile a load on me,” Ruby complained after receiving a threatening letter from a lawyer regarding nonpayment of her dental bill. “I need a man to live good!”

“Or a million dollars,” Othella added.

There had been many men in Othella’s life over the last fourteen years. She now had eight children, all with different fathers. Ruby had delivered the last six babies. Now, experiencing her most difficult pregnancy, Othella depended on Ruby more than ever.

They had been sitting on Othella’s front porch drinking beer that afternoon in July when Othella’s labor started.

“Mama Ruby, you reckon I’ll make it through the night? My labor usually don’t get real bad until after my tenth hour.”

“You’ll be lucky to make it through the dinner hour. We got a mess on our hands this time. You been sick every other day since you got pregnant. When the pains start to comin every ten minutes, send one of the kids to get me,” Ruby said as she was about to leave.

“Don’t go yet, Mama Ruby. Stay and set with me a while. I need somebody to talk to. I’m feelin right de’pressed.”

“Othella, you ain’t got no reason in the world to be de’pressed. You got you all these fine children. This lovely house. Men comin from every direction. And talk about pretty—girl, you sharp as a tack!”

“You know how heavy my load is? What good is a big bunch of kids to me when I work from sun up to sun down five days a week just to feed em? You think I like workin in that cane field? And them beans—woo! Stringin beans is something they can’t get the chain gang to do no more! And my men friends? Where is they when I need em? Like now? Where is the one what rolled off top me and left me with this baby what now kickin my tail right and left? You tell me I ain’t got nothin to be de’pressed about?”

“Well, it could be a whole lot worse. You could be struck by lightnin and paralyzed from the neck down from now on. You could get raped by a Jew, foreigner, or gypsy. You could accidental walk out in front of a bus and get both legs squashed. You could lose your religion.”

“I declare,” Othella said, looking Ruby over carefully. “I hadn’t thought about all that. I guess you right. I ought to be on my knees right this minute praisin God.”

“And another thing, as long as you got me, you got a friend. True-blue. I ain’t goin to let nothin happen to you or them children of yours. Now, like I said, I’ll help you with this baby when the time come,” Ruby assured her.

“I know you will . . . but . . . just for a little while . . . lay your healin hands on my wretched bosom and soothe my broke heart. My man runnin off is somethin I ain’t never got over.”

Ruby sighed and placed her hands across Othella’s chest.

“Lord, let this woman forget that scoundrel what run off and left her for dead. He’s a low-down, funky black dog what ain’t fit to tetch the devil’s hem.”

Othella closed her eyes and moaned as Ruby continued.

“Lord, I went up to Satan last Sunday and slapped him down where he stood with my powerful prayer. Now I ax you, will you let this woman here be in peace? Will you help us birth her baby when the time come? In Jesus’ name I pray. . . . Amen.”

When Ruby left Othella’s house, she did so with tears in her eyes. For she felt she had delivered Othella from evil, as she left Othella with a broad smile on her face and not feeling the pain of her labor half as much.

Then, as promised, Ruby returned to assist Othella to deliver her latest child.
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“Come on here, Othella . . . it’s almost here . . . that’s it . . . that’s it. I can see the head. Woo wee!” Ruby exclaimed. She stood back from the bed where Othella lay, writhing in agony.

“Mama Ruby, lay your healin hands on me—help me!” Othella begged.

“You leave my healin hands out of this. This nature, what you goin through. My healin hands is for special occasions. And didn’t I just lay hands on you this afternoon?” Ruby waved her hands high above her head. “You just better come on and birth this baby so I can get on back home. I got a cabbage and some pork on the stove. I leave that simple boy of mine by hisself too long, he subject to set my house afire.”

“Oh, Mama Ruby, I can’t stand this misery!”

“Shet up, Othella,” Ruby grunted, gently slapping the side of Othella’s head with her palm.

Othella gasped and trembled violently. Her legs were splayed and she clawed at the insides of her thighs.

“Oh, Mama Ruby—please do somethin! Get me a shot of gin! Call a roots woman! Do somethin!”

“Didn’t I tell you to shet up!” Ruby placed her hands on her hips and glared down at the desperate woman. “Oh, Collette, bring me another beer, sweetie!” Ruby called over her shoulder. Within seconds a slender, dark brown girl of eight with numerous braids came to the door of the bedroom and handed Ruby a can of beer. Ruby snatched it and drank hungrily. The girl disappeared as quietly and quickly as she had come.

“Aaaarrrggghhh!” Othella screamed, arching herself off the bed, almost folding her back in half.

“Damn!” Ruby said. “Collette, bring me a spittoon.” Again, the dark young girl came to the door. She handed Ruby a spittoon and disappeared. Ruby cleared her throat into the spittoon, then set it on the floor and continued drinking her beer. As soon as she finished, she set the can on the floor next to the spittoon and five other empty beer cans. She wiped her lips with the tail of her duster and sighed, looking at Othella with pity. Ruby removed a limp blue towel she had draped across her shoulder and leaned over the bed to wipe the perspiration from Othella’s face. She then wiped her own face with the towel.

Suddenly, Othella’s children entered the room and began to move about.

“Is Mama goin to die this time?” asked Babette, age nine. She was the image of Othella, with the same tan skin and silky black hair.

“Naw,” Ruby growled.

“Mama Ruby, where you get that duster?” asked Job, age six. He was a child with deep brown skin and catlike eyes.

“I got it at a sidewalk sale in Tampa. Why?”

“I ain’t never seen nothin like it,” the boy replied shyly. The other children giggled.

“Mama Ruby, what happened to your feet?” Collette asked. “How come they so big and flat?”

“Yall quit axin so many silly questions. You, Clyde, get me a bowl of water,” Ruby barked. Clyde was the oldest.

“Yes, ma’am,” he replied and darted from the room. He returned shortly and handed Ruby a mixing bowl almost filled to the rim with fresh spring water. She grabbed the container and dipped the tail of the towel in it. The children formed a line, all staring at Ruby as she wiped her face, her neck, and her hands with the towel. Then she quickly drank all the water from the bowl. The children giggled.

“Yall get out of here!” Ruby ordered. “Get out on the porch!”

“But the mosquitoes is out! And it’s fixin to rain!” one of the children wailed.

“I said get out of this house!” Ruby shouted. She threw the bowl into the crowd and the giggling youngsters scattered, fleeing into the night. The slamming of the front door was drowned out by the screams of childbirth. The pain had become so intense that Othella passed out. Ruby shook her head, cursed under her breath, and then left the room.

“Don’t tell me ain’t no more beer,” Ruby sighed. She was now in Othella’s kitchen, frantically searching the ice box. She had drunk every can in the house. Realizing this, Ruby became alarmed. She slammed the ice box shut and ran out to the front porch. The children were catching lightning bugs in the front yard.

“Clyde, you and Collette run down the road a piece to old Mr. Hamilton and tell him I said to send me a few beers,” Ruby hollered.

The children giggled again and all took off running down the dark road to the nearest bootlegger. Ruby shaded her eyes with her hand and watched until they were out of her sight; then she smiled, returned to the bedroom and sat down at the foot of Othella’s bed.

It was two hours and six beers later before Othella regained consciousness. Ruby set her last empty can down next to the others. Othella looked up at Ruby, who had a scowl on her face and her arms folded.

A coal-oil lamp, burning softly, sat on a melon crate next to the lumpy bed. Under the lamp was a dog-eared confession magazine with a provocative cover. Under the magazine was a shabby Bible.

Ten minutes later the baby came; a beautiful, dimple-cheeked, brown baby girl with thick black hair, just like Ruby wanted.

“She was beautiful,” Ruby informed Othella, biting her bottom lip to hold back her tears. “She was a girl.”

“Was,” Othella said, sitting up. “What’s wrong? Where she at? How come she didn’t cry none when she popped out?”

“Othella, you still got all them other kids—”

“Ruby Jean, where is my baby I just birthed?” Othella wailed, attempting to get up from the bed.

“Be still before you brain damage!” Ruby warned, gently forcing Othella back down by pushing her shoulder.

“Where my baby?”

“Othella, you just had a dead baby,” Ruby announced.

The women looked at one another, each recognizing the disappointment in the other’s eyes.

“Dead, huh? My baby come here dead, sho nuff?”

“Dead as a Jew’s tittie.”

“Mama Ruby, what you reckon happened this time? You reckon I been hexed?”

Ruby shook her head.

“This ain’t nobody but the devil. That bastard been pickin on us for months. Ever since we got saved.”

Othella looked at Ruby’s face and frowned.

“But we get saved at least once a year. With all the backslidin we do and all. You reckon the devil got it in for us cause we been cursin him for so long?”

“Probably so. I guess I got too much glory and it’s crossin Satan’s wires. Like lightnin. Yeah, that’s it. Satan wonderin how come he can’t lay me out. He workin at me through you.”

“Lord have mercy! What we goin to do?”

“Like I always do. I’m goin to beat the shit out of him. Tonight I plan to get on my knees and pray like I ain’t never prayed before. When I get through, Satan’ll be yellin uncle in a foreign language. Sendin us this here dead baby.”

“Where is she? Where is my dead baby girl, Mama Ruby?”

“In the kitchen on the counter next to the ice box. She was a itty bitty thing. Couldn’t have weighed no more than a pound or two.”

“Sho nuff?”

“Sho nuff.”

“Well I declare.” Othella paused and closed her eyes. She rubbed her face, then looked up at Ruby again. “Mama Ruby . . . is it true what they say about you?”

“What?” Ruby asked, alarmed. She rose from her seat and moved a few feet from the bed.

“Folks say you can raise everything but hell with your healin hands. I seen you myself rub the croup out of my boy Joe,” Othella whispered. “You straightened out Brother Hamilton’s crooked leg what got crooked up in the war. You delivered my soul. You growed a rose bush on a bed of rocks. I seen you do it.”

“I been blessed sho nuff,” Ruby shrugged, faking modesty. “I don’t brag about it. Much.”

“Flawless. You is flawless, Mama Ruby. If anybody was ever able to help folks, it’s you. Why you think I took up with you as my best friend when we was playin in sandboxes and just bein weaned?”

“You was smart, I guess. Shoot. I never denied your white folks’ sense.”

“Then you gotta help me. You got to do what you can about my dead—”

“I already tried it! I laid hands on the dead baby twice already and it didn’t do no good. She sho nuff dead.”

“You mean even you can’t breathe life back in her? You is the Lord’s pet nigger.”

“And the devil’s walkin stick! You forgettin how much stock Satan got in my soul? You know how I been battlin my tail off tryin to shake that low-down, funky black dog. Shoot. Jesus been at a tug-o-war with that baboon since the day I was born. Tryin to set me free.”

“I just thought—”

“I can do anything I set my mind to . . . long as that low-down, funky black dog Satan ain’t on my case. Now like I said, I tried to raise that dead baby with my healin hands but Satan say ‘Hell no.’”

Othella blinked to hold back her tears.

“My poor little ole dead baby girl,” she mumbled.

She closed her eyes and shook her head sadly. Suddenly she looked up again at Ruby. “Was she pretty? Was my dead baby girl pretty like all my other girls?”

“Flawless. She had your hair. She had skin that was brown like a nigger-toe nut.”

“And you couldn’t save her? I kind of thought you could do anything you set your mind to. You havin a hot line to heaven and all . . .”

“Well, the devil sometime disconnects my line.”

“Oh.”

Ruby watched Othella swing her legs across the side of the bed.

“Where you goin, Othella?”

“I’m goin in the kitchen to look at my dead baby.”

“You ain’t goin no place! You want to brain damage? I’ll get that baby so you can look at her!” Ruby rushed from the bedroom and returned a few moments later holding the baby, which had been wrapped in a faded green towel.

“Let me see her,” Othella mumbled, coughing.

“A angel if ever there was one,” Ruby said, unwrapping the towel. She wiped tears from her eyes with the sleeve of her duster while Othella stared at the child’s face.

“Flawless,” Othella said and turned her head. “Take her away.”

“Don’t you want to hold her one time?”

“Naw,” Othella said, returning her attention to the child. Othella was tired and anxious to be left alone. She wanted to cry. Her last child had also been stillborn. “I’d have given my soul for this child to have lived. I declare, I would have. Mama Ruby, please take care of her for me. The buryin and all. Like you done with my other dead child.” Othella fell back onto the bed and breathed hard, thankful that her ordeal was over. “It just don’t add up. Her comin dead. She seemed so healthy in my belly. With all that kickin and flippin and flop-pin and all. I even dreamed about her. A bad dream. I dreamed she was a happy little girl what got took away. Death or somethin.”

“Nothin but the devil lettin you know he was sendin her here dead. I done told you Satan’s a low-down, funky black dog! He the one responsible for me bein big as a Cadillac!” Ruby retorted, lifting one of her heavy legs for Othella to inspect.

Othella examined Ruby’s leg and nodded.

“What about the beer?”

“What about it?” Ruby returned her leg to its place. “I wish I didn’t have to drink so much of it.”

“That the devil too? He the reason you drink so much?”

Ruby sighed and shook her head slowly.

“I’m a alcoholic,” she admitted.

They got silent and looked at the baby again.

“Othella, let’s name this one.”

Othella looked from the baby to Ruby, then back to the baby.

“We didn’t name that last one what come here dead. Why you want to waste up a good name on a dead baby?”

“Well . . . it’s just that . . . this one different. The other one was a boy. You know yourself how bad I been wantin me a little girl. We can make out like this one was mine. You know, play like I gave birth to her.” Ruby smiled crookedly, waiting for Othella’s response.

“Mama Ruby, I can’t do that! It ain’t Christian.”

“Ain’t nobody but me and you got to know.”

“God’ll know. Satan’ll know. All Satan need is us to do some more backslidin so he can go to meddlin me and you again.”

Ruby let out her breath and looked up at the ceiling.

“I just want . . . I just want me a daughter,” she cried.

“Have mercy,” Othella whispered, watching Ruby’s tears slide down the sides of her face and onto her bosom.

“Let me name her and make out like she mine,” Ruby pleaded, looking in Othella’s eyes. Ruby held the baby against her and swayed from side to side. “Please, Othella.”

“Stop actin crazy, Ruby! Feed them kids of mine before you go back home. Hear me?”

“You goin to let me name this child. That clear?” Ruby said in a low voice, frightening Othella.

“I . . . I . . . don’t know. Um . . . Mama Ruby, please go in my kitchen and hunt around for somethin for them kids of mine to sop up. Some buttermilk and cornbread. Or some molasses and tea cakes. Grits’ll do.”

“Othella, I ain’t playin with you now . . . let me name this baby and make out like she was mine!”

“Lord, that’s just what you use to say when we was kids and you wanted my girl dolls. Just before you would maul my head with your fist . . . uh . . . uh . . . if it mean that much to you, you can name her, Ruby.”

Ruby’s eyes got wide and she smiled.

“I’m namin her for Miss Mo’reen,” Ruby said.

“I hope you happy. You write Miss Mo’reen a letter and tell her she got a dead baby named after her! Miss Mo’reen busy runnin her sportin house. You think she care about some dead baby named for her?”

“I don’t care if Miss Mo’reen care or not. I don’t care if nobody care. I can say I had me a baby girl I named Mo’reen,” Ruby said, dancing around the room, cradling the baby.

Othella shook her head and laughed.

“OK now. Time for you to stop actin the fool you is. Feed my kids and go home so I can get me some rest. Tell that boy Clyde to get you a shoe box out the chifforobe to bury that baby in.”

As soon as Ruby had set out food on the kitchen table and arranged the noisy children in an orderly fashion, she left Othella’s house.

It was dark outside. Lightning bugs led the way as Ruby returned to her shack through the bayou. She stopped and looked up at the glowing moon, the shoe box containing Maureen held against her bosom. She kissed the shoe box and thanked God for letting her get this close to having her own daughter.

Outside her house, Ruby spoke to Maureen.

“You is my very own little girl. I prayed to get you and I got you.”

Virgil appeared in the living room window and snatched it open.

“Mama Ruby, what you doin out there in the dark? What you mumblin about?” he asked.

Before Ruby could respond, Virgil came out on the porch holding a coal-oil lamp. Alice Mae followed behind him.

“What you got, Mama Ruby? Who you talkin to?” Virgil said, holding the lamp up high.

“Who me? Huh? Oh . . . I was talkin to these mangy coon dogs what’s blockin my way! Shoo! Shoo! Get out my front yard.” The two snoozing hounds ignored her.

Virgil looked at her suspiciously.

“You wasn’t talkin to no coon dogs a minute ago. . . .”

“I was talkin to myself,” Ruby lied, annoyed.

“Mama Ruby, Virgil went up side my head with a spoon cause I told you he let me play with your teeth,” Alice Mae complained. “I got a risin on my head already.”

“I’ll get him, Alice Mae,” Ruby said calmly, unlike her usual self. This made Virgil even more suspicious.

“Mama Ruby, what you got—aw damn!” he cursed. He held the lamp out toward Ruby and saw that she carried a shoe box. It meant only one thing. “Another dead baby I got to be up half the night diggin a grave for!”
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“Is this here enough, Mama Ruby?” Virgil asked as he held out an armful of newspaper. They stood in Ruby’s cool, dimly lit kitchen over a table cluttered with plates and pots and pans. They had eaten the cabbage Virgil had finished cooking while Ruby was with Othella. Bread crumbs, empty plates, beer cans, and assorted bones lay scattered about the table.

“Yeah. Little as this child is, she won’t be needin that much paper to be wrapped up in,” Ruby replied. She took the paper from Virgil and looked at him, blinking her eyes rapidly. He looked up at her and bit his bottom lip.

“What’s the matter with you now? You standin here lookin at me like I’m somethin good to eat,” he murmured.

“I thought I heard somethin. Like somebody cryin,” Ruby replied in a whisper.

“Aw, you ain’t heard nothin.” Virgil waved his hand in her face. “And you hurry your slow self on here. You done had this dead baby layin around a whole hour.”

“Did you walk Alice Mae all the way home?”

“I walked her to the clearin,” Virgil answered.

“You was supposed to walk that child all the way home, boy! You want her to get snatched up by some maniac?”

“Mama Ruby, everybody say you the only maniac in Silo,” Virgil answered seriously, with his hands on his hips.

Ruby looked away and thought about what Virgil said. She turned to face him again and quickly slapped him alongside his face with the newspaper.

“Boy, I did hear somebody cryin. You go take a look-see out on that back porch and see if that girl Alice Mae is out there. That clear?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Virgil went to the kitchen door and opened it angrily, as Ruby stood looking at him. He leaned his head out and looked around quickly. Convinced that there was no one on the back porch, he slammed the door shut and returned to Ruby.

“Ain’t nobody out there. You must be hearin things, Mama Ruby.”

“I know doggone well I heard somethin. Moanin and groanin.”

Virgil gave Ruby a thoughtful look.

“It was probably your conscience,” he suggested. Ruby slapped his face with the newspaper again. He only laughed and made a face at her as she walked over to the kitchen counter where the baby lay.

Virgil followed behind Ruby, stepping on the back of her heels. She turned to swat him with the newspaper again, but he dropped to his knees and confused her by snatching the tail of her duster.

“Get up from that floor, boy! We got work to do.”

Virgil leaped up and stood next to Ruby as she bent over the counter.

“Where we goin to bury this one at, Mama Ruby?”

“Down in the bayou, I guess. Down there where we buried that ole meddlin government man what come snoopin around here last month axin questions about me and a stole income tax check. . . .”

“Oh. Mama Ruby, wonder how come nobody ever come lookin for that ole man.”

“Oh they come all right. Another peckerwood with a bad attitude. Axin me them same questions. Plus axin me about that one what come before him.”

“Hmmmm. I didn’t know another government man had come meddlin you.”

“Come tomorrow . . . I’ll show you where he’s buried. . . .” Ruby closed her eyes and shook her head. “I’m out here in these swamps mindin my own business. Dedicatin my soul to the Lord. I don’t know why folks come out here to meddle me. I don’t mess with nobody . . . lest they mess with me. Nothin but the devil.” Ruby opened her eyes and looked at the baby.

“How come we ain’t puttin this baby where them other dead babies is buried? Othella’s other dead baby. Anna Simpson’s dead baby. All them other dead babies you done birthed.”

“Cause I want to get this took care of tonight. These dog days. We was to let this baby set out all night she liable to bust wide open. Remember that time me and Othella forgot we had that dead rabbit in the chicken coop last summer during dog days? You remember how it swole up from the heat and busted? I know you don’t want no busted baby to be cleanin up.” Ruby looked at Virgil and wiggled her nose.

“Good God no! Ain’t nothin worse than busted, rotted humans. Remember that time that man tried to rape Othella and we put him in the chicken coop?”

“Yeah. Just like that rabbit, we forgot he was in there. That sucker popped wide open. We couldn’t get the stink out of these woods for weeks. I thank God it was the season of flowers then. Lilacs, magnolias, dandelions, and lilies perfumin the air,” Ruby recalled.

“. . . Mama Ruby . . . you ever . . . I mean . . . well what I’m tryin to say is, you ever think about them folks we done chastized? I mean, sometime at night I be layin in the bed thinkin about it. I use to have dreams about dead folks comin to haunt us,” Virgil said.

Ruby shook her head and tapped her bare foot.

“Boy, I ain’t done nothin Jesus wouldn’t do.”

Virgil gasped and moved back.

“But Mama Ruby—”

“But what?” Ruby said, with her eyebrows arched.

“Nothin . . .”

“What you lookin at me so funny for now, boy?”

“I guess I don’t know all I need to know about Jesus, huh?”

“I guess you don’t. Let me tell you somethin, boy. I carry Jesus with me everywhere I go. I always have. On account of that was how I was raised. I know I ain’t perfect, wasn’t nobody perfect but Jesus, but I apply myself to the Bible to a T.”

“Remember that time we was comin back from Miami and that spic gave us a ride?”

“The one what got to my house and sucked up all my beer then had a notion to rape me?”

“Rape you? I didn’t know he’d a notion to rape you! Did he try to rape you, sho nuff, Mama Ruby?”

“No—but he wanted to. Why else would we carry him to the swamp? Me and you and Othella and Clyde.”

“Oh. I didn’t know no more than what you told me. You just made me and Clyde empty his pockets and dig a hole. Seem like we could have sent him on back to Miami. Him bein so drunk and all. I kind of liked that spic. He was all right by me. Give me a whole quarter. He give Clyde one too.” Virgil dropped his head and stared at the floor. “Sometime, Mama Ruby, I go to thinkin. What if—what’s wrong, sugar?” Virgil was interrupted by Ruby’s frantic sobs. “What you cryin for?”

Ruby removed a handkerchief from the pocket of her duster and began to cry harder, wiping her eyes and nose vigorously.

“I’ve done all I could to be a Christian mama. I never dreamed my own son would question my ways. Boy, I do what the Lord tells me to do. I ain’t never tetched nobody what ain’t had it comin. That spic, he was better off dead. Couldn’t speak no more English than a year-old baby. Now you tell me . . . what good was he to anybody?”

“Well, them other spics, they speak spic. I seen em do it. Plus the man said he had a woman and some kids somewhere. It don’t seem right him gettin hisself kilt like he done. What all he do anyway?”

“He was a rapist for one thing,” Ruby snapped. “What else reason did we need?”

“Oh . . . let’s change the subject, Mama Ruby. I get a chill when we talk about the folks we done chastized.”

Ruby returned her handkerchief to her pocket and cleared her throat.

“You know somethin, Mama Ruby, too bad we live so far from town. It would be nice to get this baby embalmed or somethin.” Virgil touched the baby.

“We ain’t got no time for all that red tape. You think we white folks or somethin? We fixin to bury this baby soon as I get her wrapped up. Poor little ole thing. Cutest little drink of water I ever seen.”

“Sho nuff is. I noticed that right off when you opened that shoe box.”

Ruby wrapped the baby as she hummed a spiritual. Once wrapped, the package resembled a small loaf of bread. As Ruby placed the package on the kitchen table, a colorful newspaper advertisement displaying kites caught Virgil’s eye.

Ruby waddled across the floor to her ice box, where she removed a can of beer. She stomped and ground a roach on the floor with so much wrath the loose planks rose and fell awkwardly back into place.

“Where is my can opener, Virgil?” she bellowed.

“I don’t know. You the only one what uses it; you ought to make it your business to know all the time.” Virgil spoke without looking up from the newspaper. “Mama Ruby, can I have a dime so I can get me one of these here kites?” He lifted the neatly wrapped package as Ruby searched for her can opener. To read the advertisement better, Virgil began to unwrap the newspaper that contained the infant.

“What in the world is you doin, boy?!” Ruby shouted. She rushed back across the floor and thumped Virgil’s head with her fingers.

“YOWWWW!” he screamed.

“What you call yourself doin to that baby?”

“I’m goin to wrap her back up! I was just tryin to see these kites better! Don’t you go up side my head no more, Mama Ruby! Shoot! I got so many risins on my head from you maulin it! You do it again, I’m goin to learn you a lesson you won’t forget!”

Ruby attacked the boy’s head with both hands this time.

“YOWWWWW!” he cried, trembling and waving his arms about. “I declare! I ain’t goin to sass you no more, Mama Ruby! Stop maulin my head!”

Ruby turned her attention from Virgil back to the baby. She quietly began rewrapping. Suddenly, she froze, her eyes bugged out, and her mouth fell open.

“What’s the matter, Mama Ruby?!”

“VIRGIL, THAT BABY MOVED JUST NOW! SHE AIN’T DEAD!”
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“Somebody comin, Mama Ruby. Somebody comin up the walkway!”

“Shet up, Virgil!” Ruby hissed.

Outside, the wind was blowing hard. The branches of the pecan tree in front of Ruby’s house scraped against the side of the old building.

“Shhhhh. It’s just the wind, boy.” Ruby hoped it was just the wind. She sat in her living room in semidarkness, holding the pitiful infant she had wrapped in a freshly laundered flour sack. The only light in the room was provided by three large candles that sat on a crate in front of her.

“I swear to God, it sounded like somebody was comin this way, just itchin to catch us!” Virgil exclaimed, listening and looking around nervously.

“Wouldn’t nobody but a stranger be foolin around my house this time of night. Or a fool. But just in case, go put your ear to the door. Let’s be on the safe side. Go on now, listen at the door,” Ruby instructed.

“OK, Mama Ruby.” Virgil leaped from the sofa where he had been sprawling and went to the living room door. He placed his ear against it and held his breath.

“Hear anything?” Ruby asked, holding Maureen against her bosom.

“Naw.” Virgil moved cautiously away from the door and stood in front of Ruby.

“You think anybody suspicion anything?” he asked.

Ruby shrugged.

“Like what? We ain’t done nothin. Lately.”

“We ain’t opened the curtains none today. Folks been comin to the house and we ain’t answered the door. And I know folks know we in here. Othella was expectin me and Clyde to catch her some crabs to make crab soup this evenin. You know how she is about crab soup right after she done birthed a baby, Mama Ruby.”

“Yeah. I know how Othella is. . . .” Ruby let out her breath and gently lowered Maureen down across her lap.

“Run get me some more goat milk, boy.”

“You want some more meal too?”

“Yeah.”

Virgil left the room quietly and returned shortly holding a soup bowl containing goat’s milk with yellow cornmeal.

“Hand it here so I can feed her some more.” Ruby reached for the bowl, almost dropping it on the baby. “Boy, you make me drop this bowl on Mo’reen and kill her and the next hole we dig in the swamp’ll be for you.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Virgil watched as Ruby dipped the tail of her duster in the bowl, then squeezed it in the baby’s mouth. The baby sucked hungrily. But after a few drops, the child slipped back into oblivion.

“She dead again and I ain’t had nothin to do with it!” Virgil yelled, leaping about the floor. “Lay hands on her, Mama Ruby. You the one what raised her from dead in the first place when you fetched her with your healin hands. Lay hands on Mo’reen again!”

“Shhhhh! Somebody might walk up on us. The law come down on us, they’ll be blamin everything but the last war on us!”

“But the baby dead again!”

Ruby reached up and slapped Virgil’s face, then quickly returned her attention to the baby.

“Mo’reen, please don’t up and die sho nuff on me. I need you. Please don’t up and die,” Ruby begged. She squeezed the baby’s cheeks and the baby started crying. “Now,” Ruby sighed triumphantly.

Someone walked up on the front porch. Loud footsteps, then heavy, frantic knocking made Virgil and Ruby gasp simultaneously. Ruby snatched the switchblade from her bosom. Popping out, the loud click that the blade made aroused the baby further and she cried louder. Virgil pulled a straight razor from his pants’ pocket and turned to look toward the door. Whoever it was outside continued knocking. The baby suddenly stopped crying.

“Want me to bring em to you, Mama Ruby?” Virgil said in a low, flat voice.

She ignored him for a moment; leaning forward, she listened toward the door.

“I wonder if it’s the law, sho nuff?”

“What if it is? What we goin to tell em about this baby and how come we got her?”

“We won’t tell em nothin about this baby. The law ain’t got nothin to do with us gettin us a baby. This ain’t nobody’s business but our own. Shoot. We can’t help it if we been blessed with a baby. I don’t question the Lord’s doins.” Ruby started to hum another spiritual.

The knocking ceased and the footsteps walked off the porch, back out into the darkness.

“You in here callin yourself hummin them ole hymns with folks still on the porch—you want to get us hung?”

“Boy, who you think bold enough in this part of the world’ll even make like he want to hang me?”

“Oh. I’m sho nuff sorry, Mama Ruby. I should have seen your glory by now. Othella say you got glory what outshine new money.”

Ruby smiled and lifted Maureen to her bosom again. Virgil looked at her with approval.

“When you goin to tell Othella bout her baby bein live and all, Mama Ruby?” His voice was firm and low. He put his blade back in his pocket.

“From now on, it’s just you and me and Mo’reen. We ain’t goin to associate with Othella and her kids no more.”

“We ain’t? We been thick as thieves from the get go. We goin to just up and act like we don’t know Othella and her kids no more? How we goin to get along without Othella? Shoot! Smart as she is, she the one what keep the white folks off us. She the one what help us make it in this world when we need stuff, on account of she know how to deal with white folks. Remember that time I needed my tonsils out and we ain’t knowed what doctor to go to? You said, ‘We need somebody what would think the way a white woman might. White folks got mucho sense.’ Anyway, you run to get Othella and she took a phone book in a phone booth and went to callin first one doctor then another until she got one what would cut out my tonsils on credit. Remember that?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, say I need somethin else cut out. You remember last year how I had the pneumonia? And—”

“Othella found a doctor what would give me some medicine on credit,” Ruby finished the sentence. She tilted her head back and rolled her eyes back in her head. “I been thinkin. I could probably doctor as good as the next person. Me with my healin hands and all. I could doctor if I was to put my mind to it. We don’t need Othella to find us no doctors no more.” Ruby looked at Virgil and blinked.

“Well, folks say you could do whatever you put your mind to doin, Mama Ruby. Othella told me that one time you cussed up a storm and it rained for six days straight.”

“Yep. That was the summer of nineteen and fifty-one. We had us somethin of a drought.”

“I guess you could doctor. Still, I can’t see us turnin our back on Othella.”

“I can do anything I set my mind to, boy.”

“I know, Mama Ruby, cause I seen you do it.”
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