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			His seventh novel written and first to be sold, The Amulet, was published in 1979 and would be followed by over thirty additional volumes of fiction written under his own name or the pseudonyms Nathan Aldyne, Axel Young, Mike McCray, and Preston MacAdam. His notable works include the Southern Gothic horror novels Cold Moon Over Babylon (1980) and The Elementals (1981), the serial novel Blackwater (1983), which was first published in a series of six paperback volumes, and the trilogy of Jack & Susan books.
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			THE BLACKWATER SAGA

			Blackwater I: The Flood

			Blackwater II: The Levee

			Blackwater III: The House

			Blackwater IV: The War

			Blackwater V: The Fortune

			Blackwater VI: Rain

			The Amulet

			Cold Moon Over Babylon

			Gilded Needles

			The Elementals

			Katie

			Toplin

			Wicked Stepmother (with Dennis Schuetz)

			Blood Rubies (with Dennis Schuetz)
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			For Mama El

		
	
		
			
			The maenad loves  – and furiously defends herself against love’s importunity. She loves  – and kills. From the depths of sex, from the dark, primeval past of the battles of the sexes arise this splitting and bifurcating of the female soul, wherein woman first finds the wholeness and primal integrity of her feminine consciousness. So tragedy is born of the female essence’s assertion of itself as a dyad.

			Vyacheslav Ivanov,

			‘The Essence of Tragedy’

			(tr. Laurence Senelick)

			
			I will spunge out the sweetness of my heart,

			And suck up horror; Love, woman’s thoughts, I’ll kill,

			And leave their bodies rotting in my mind,

			Hoping their worms will sting; not man outside,

			Yet will I out of hate engender much:

			I’ll be the father of a world of ghosts

			And get the grave with carcase.

			

			Thomas Lovell Beddoes,

			‘Love’s Arrow Poisoned’

			

		
	
		
			AUTHOR’S NOTE

			Perdido, Alabama, does indeed exist, and in the place I have put it. Yet it does not now, nor ever did possess the buildings, geography, or population I ascribe to it. The Perdido and Blackwater rivers, moreover, have no junction at all. Yet the landscapes and persons I describe, I venture to say, are not wholly imaginary.

		
	
		
			Please be aware that this book was originally written in the 1980s to depict the American Deep South of the 1950s, and therefore contains language, themes or characterizations that are reflective of that time.

		
	
		
			ASSESSMENT

			All the Caskeys sincerely mourned the death of James Caskey. Though the man had been old and frail, no one had imagined that he would ever die. He had been the oldest of the clan, though never in any sense its leader. Perhaps if he had been in a more exalted position, everyone would have wondered, Who’ll take over when James is gone? But in fact, with his death there was no reshuffling of state and station, only an acknowledgment of the emptiness he had left behind.

			Queenie was the one who felt most alone, and everyone treated her as if she had been a widow rather than James’s sister-in-law. Her son Danjo was now married, but stuck in Germany with his German wife, unable to return because of difficulties with immigration – or so he wrote to his mother. Queenie’s daughter Lucille had turned into the perfect ‘farm wife’ and had no use for a life in town with her mother. Her elder boy Malcolm, whom she hadn’t seen since he ran away in 1938, she presumed to be dead.

			The often volatile Lucille, in a sympathetic frame of mind, said, ‘Ma, come out to the Pond and live with Grace and Tommy Lee and me.’ Queenie merely shook her head, and wiped away a tear.

			Sister said, ‘Queenie, come next door and put up in Mary-Love’s old room. I need me some company with Miriam over at the mill all day.’ Queenie silently declined.

			Elinor said, ‘You know you’re welcome with us.’

			Queenie turned down all offers, and at last ventured a diffident request: ‘Would it be all right if I just stayed on here? And took care of all James’s old stuff? He loved this house so much!’

			After a minimum of discussion, the family decided that it was the perfect solution, and Queenie’s old house a few blocks away, which for a couple of years had been vacant most of the time, was sold.

			James’s daughter Grace had assumed that her father would leave the whole of his fortune to her – that was the way of the Caskeys – and she had been trying to figure out how best to distribute portions of that wealth to those who had been dear to her father. She was relieved at the reading of the will to discover that this would not be necessary. Except for some small bequests to his cook Roxie and to the Methodist Church of Perdido, James’s entire fortune was divided equally among Queenie, Danjo, and Grace.

			The trouble was, no one knew the extent of James’s fortune. Yet this lack of knowledge proved to be the solution to another Caskey problem. Ever since Billy Bronze and Frances Caskey had got married, Billy had had a great deal of time on his hands, particularly after he was released from the Air Corps. He volunteered his services to the local Veterans Administration office and four evenings a week taught radio and accounting to ex-servicemen who drifted back to Perdido. But most of the time Billy felt useless, left alone all day with the women while his father-in-law Oscar and his sister-in-law Miriam went off to the bustling mill. He had declined an offer to work at the mill because he knew nothing of the lumber business. He understood that Oscar had made the job proposal only out of charity. Miriam, speaking with greater candor, had said: ‘We’ll be glad to put you on the payroll as long as you promise not to go out and get in everybody’s way.’ Billy wanted not only to work, but to work at something useful.

			Frances, however, liked having her husband at home all day. She enjoyed the fact that he could drive her to Pensacola for an afternoon movie or down to Mobile for some shopping. But she saw also that he was restless. One morning in the winter of 1946, as Frances and Billy lay in bed together, Frances turned to her husband and said, ‘Maybe Miriam could find you a place in the office at the mill. I know you don’t know anything about trees, and you don’t like working out-of-doors, but you’re fine with a pencil and an adding machine.’

			‘No, no,’ protested Billy, ‘don’t do that! Please don’t say anything to Miriam!’

			‘Why not?’ asked Frances, puzzled.

			‘Just think for a minute,’ said Billy. ‘Just think how hard Miriam works at that mill.’

			‘She runs it!’ said Miriam’s sister proudly.

			‘That’s just it,’ nodded Billy. ‘Now what do you think would happen if I suddenly started to show up there every day?’

			‘You’d help her run it better.’

			Billy shook his head. ‘No, no. Don’t forget that I’m a Caskey now. So if I went to work in that office, people would start coming to me because I’m older – and because I’m a man. Pretty soon I’d have more power than Miriam, not because I was any better than her at it, but just because I was a man. Miriam knows that, and she doesn’t want me there. And I don’t blame her for one minute.’

			‘You think that’s what would happen?’

			‘I know it,’ returned Billy definitely. ‘I am not going to interfere with your sister. She has worked long and hard. But,’ said Billy, taking Frances in his arms, and pressing her head against his bare chest, ‘maybe what I could do …’

			‘What?’

			‘I could keep books. That’s what I do best.’

			‘But you just said that you didn’t want to interfere—’

			‘I’m not talking about the mill,’ said Billy. ‘I’m talking about keeping books for the family, being a kind of personal accountant for everybody.’

			‘You think you could do that? Daddy says that everything’s so confused.’

			‘I could do it without giving it a second thought. I inherited that from my father. Keeping books is how he made all his money. He was so good at it. At night he’d go down to his office and look through the books for ten minutes. Next day he’d go out and make five thousand dollars. I never saw anything like it.’

			Frances was so excited by the idea that she pulled her husband out of bed and hurried him down to the breakfast room. She then insisted that he explain his proposal to Elinor and Oscar.

			‘Let me look things over,’ Billy said. ‘We ought to be able to figure out just what everybody’s got. It wouldn’t be a bad thing to find out what kind of shape you’re all in.’

			‘Not a bad idea,’ said Oscar, ‘but I don’t know where to tell you to begin, everything’s so mixed up. See, we did pretty badly in the first years of the Depression and pretty well during the war. Then everybody was dying for a while, and there were wills to contend with, and who left what to who, and people borrowing from each other, and I don’t know what all else. The way it works now is if somebody needs some money they go to Miriam, and Miriam writes a check.’

			‘It shouldn’t be that way,’ said Billy. ‘That’s nothing against Miriam, but everybody should know exactly what they’ve got. That way nobody’s going to feel cheated, and – believe me – you’ll all make more money.’

			Elinor appeared to like this idea, and asked: ‘What do you need?’

			‘I need to see whatever you’ve got – papers, wills, deeds, bank statements, certificates, every bit of paper any of you can lay your hands on. First I’ll have to see what belongs to each of you personally and what belongs to the mill. If it belongs to the mill, then I’ll pass it along to Miriam and let her deal with it. This’ll help her get things straightened out, too. After I know what everybody’s got, I’ll be able to see what we can do to make it a lot more.’ Billy shrugged and laughed apologetically. ‘I’m not greedy, you know. It’s just that all this is in my blood. I see a balance sheet and all I can think is, how do I make those totals bigger?’

			‘When do you want to start?’ asked Elinor.

			‘As soon as possible. But don’t you think you’d better speak to the others first?’

			‘Why?’ asked Elinor, certain of her position in the Caskey family. ‘They’re going to say yes.’

			So Billy went right to work on getting the monetary affairs of the Caskey family in order. Elinor rented him a little office downtown and bought him a desk and file cabinets. He employed Frances as a secretary, not because she was efficient, but rather because she so much delighted to be in his company, even when he was silent and absorbed in his work. One by one the Caskeys came to Billy with all the documents they could find and told him everything they could remember about the family’s financial dealings for as far back as they could go. Billy took notes and asked questions.

			Miriam and Billy worked together. Before the real net worth of the family could be determined, all the transactions that pertained directly to the mill had to be separated from personal business. Miriam was glad to be of help in this for it would ultimately serve to clarify her own work. While her sister and husband were closeted in his office, Frances would wander about the outer room, looking at magazines and staring out the window at the kudzu-covered levee.

			By April, Billy had got the family finances straightened out, and after dinner one Sunday afternoon the Caskeys all gathered on Elinor’s screened porch. Even Grace, Lucille, and Tommy Lee had come in from Gavin Pond Farm for the day.

			Elinor made only a brief introduction: ‘Billy has been kind enough to agree to take care of us from now on. I want everybody to listen to him and do exactly what he says.’

			At this, Billy stood, made a self-deprecating nod, and spoke: ‘Now, I don’t want anybody to think that I have jumped into all this and am trying to take over, because that’s not it at all. I’m just a son-in-law accountant, and what I’ve tried to do is get this family’s money business straight—’

			‘Probably for the first time ever,’ interjected Sister.

			‘I looked over all the papers you brought me, and I tried to get everything in order. I’m taking care of everything so that nobody but me has to think about it. You have all been very patient, not getting upset because you thought maybe I was prying into your private affairs – even Grace brought me her books on Gavin Pond Farm, and I think I’ll be able to help her build up her herd out there. If y’all have any questions from now on come to me with them, because I think I know about what’s what.’

			‘You are doing so much!’ cried Sister.

			‘You may think it’s a lot,’ said Billy, ‘but it’s not. Sister, that’s the trouble. You really don’t have any idea how much money you have. You want to go to New Orleans, you go to Miriam and you get two hundred and fifty dollars in cash, and that’s what you call bookkeeping. I’m here today to tell you that you’ve all got entirely too much money to treat it like that.’

			Something in Billy’s tone and manner reminded the Caskeys of the Methodist preacher’s sermon that morning. Billy was pointing out the errors of their financial ways, and exhorting them to tread paths of greater fiscal responsibility.

			‘How much have we got?’ asked Oscar.

			‘Well,’ said Billy, ‘of course the greatest portion of the family wealth is tied up in the mill and the plants. So Miriam and I have been working closely to see if we couldn’t determine exactly how much all that is worth.’ He turned to Miriam, who stood up with some papers in her hand.

			‘I’m not gone go into details, ’cause it’s not necessary,’ Miriam said with characteristic bluntness. ‘Most of you wouldn’t understand them anyway. There are two points. First point: James had a half-interest in everything. Sister and Oscar have a quarter-interest each. That is to say, all the real money is divided up between Sister, Oscar, and James’s estate. That’s not a complaint on my part, that’s just stating the case. Second point: The mill and the Caskey lands together are worth approximately twenty-three million dollars.’ Miriam again took her seat.

			‘Good Lord!’ cried Queenie.

			No one else spoke – no one had had any idea that the value was so great. None of the Caskeys had ever considered attaching a number in dollars to the operation.

			‘We just wanted to give you an idea of the size,’ said Miriam. ‘See what I mean? Everybody was surprised. Oscar,’ she said, turning to her father with a rare smile, ‘even you didn’t expect it to be so much, did you?’

			‘I sure didn’t!’

			‘Your private fortunes are much smaller,’ said Billy. ‘For many years most of the personal profits have been reinvested, and not always in the strictest manner.’

			Oscar blushed. ‘Billy, let me say—’

			‘Nobody’s blaming you, Oscar,’ said Sister. ‘You’re the one who built the mill up, and if twenty-three million dollars is not enough to keep us all off the streets, then we all might as well lay down right now and give up the ghost.’

			‘No,’ said Billy, ‘it’s not so much that things were unfair, they were just confused. Money was borrowed and never paid back. Money that should have gone to Sister was used to buy new machinery, and so forth. Nobody’s accusing anybody of anything, and the fact is – and you all know it – that the mill could very well have folded up without Oscar doing what he did. All I’ve been trying to do is to separate things out again, so you all know where you stand. That’s what I’ve done. Oscar Caskey is worth, in personal holdings and entitlements exclusive of the mill, approximately one million one hundred thousand dollars.’

			Oscar whistled, and Elinor’s smile was well satisfied.

			‘Sister Haskew is worth approximately one million three hundred thousand dollars.’

			‘Y’all,’ cried Sister, staring around the room with an astonished eye, ‘I’m gone buy me a new car tomorrow!’

			‘James Caskey,’ said Billy, ‘was worth approximately two million seven hundred thousand dollars, exclusive of his half-interest in the mill. And that fortune, as you know, will be divided three ways – equally – when the will is probated.’

			‘Lord,’ cried Queenie, sitting on the glider with her grandchild in her lap, ‘James has gone and made me rich as Croesus.’

			‘Now,’ continued Billy Bronze, ‘there is no reason why this family can’t be a whole lot richer. You’ve got money now, and once you’ve got money, it’s the easiest thing in the world to make more.’

			‘What for?’ asked Grace. ‘Who needs millions and millions of dollars? Why do we need any more money than we’ve already got?’

			Miriam turned to her cousin with a sour face. ‘So you can run out and buy your four hundred old heifers, that’s why.’

			‘I don’t want four hundred,’ said Grace, unperturbed. ‘My pasture’s not that big. I could use about eighty – unless I cleared more land …’

			‘I’m not against making more money,’ said Oscar. ‘I think we should, in fact. I just don’t know how to go about it. Billy, do you?’

			‘Yes,’ said Billy, ‘I think I do.’

			Miriam nodded. ‘Billy knows what he’s talking about. If it were my decision, everybody in this room would sign over power of attorney to Billy and let him do what he wants.’

			‘You don’t have to do that,’ said Billy, a bit nervously. ‘All I would like to do is make recommendations, and if you like them, then you can go through with them. That’s all. Here’s what I’m suggesting: Miriam and I will work together. Miriam will take care of the mill, like she’s been doing – just fine – all along. And I’ll take care of your personal money. If you need some cash you don’t go to Miriam anymore, you come to me instead.’

			‘It sure would save me some bother,’ said Miriam, ‘not to have to write those damned checks all the time.’

			The Caskeys all acquiesced to Billy’s proposal, and after that Sunday afternoon on the screened porch, they never saw themselves in the same light again. They possessed far more money than any of them had suspected. Elinor was proud, as if she considered that her advice and support of Oscar during the hard years had made the fortunes possible. Sister was elated, for how could her husband touch her when so much money would have kept at bay someone far more dangerous and insistent than Early Haskew? Grace and Lucille were lost in dreams of pastures and herds and newly cleared land. The possibilities for the family seemed endless, but at the same time things seemed a bit vague. For the next few days, they looked about feverishly for things to spend money on. Sister bought a new car for herself, and another for Miriam. What’s more, she bought Billy Bronze one, too. In her new car Sister drove Roxie, Ivey, Zaddie, and Luvadia down to Pensacola and turned them loose in one of the nicest dress shops in town, saying, ‘We are not leaving this place until I have squandered five hundred dollars, and I mean it.’

			On the whole, however, the Caskeys didn’t spend much more than they had before. They simply became conscious of their wealth. Billy was very busy, in his office downtown. He took over the running of Queenie’s household, so that she would not be embarrassed for funds while James’s will was still in probate. He conferred with Grace about the building up of Gavin Pond Farm. Sister came twice a week to find out how quickly and by how much her net worth was increasing. Oscar and Miriam visited him frequently, and Billy was often closeted in deep financial discussions, particularly with his sister-in-law. Frances was enormously proud of what her husband had done – and was doing – for the family. The Caskeys urged Billy to accept a salary for his work, and he did so without demur.

			This son-in-law had ushered the Caskeys into an entirely new stage of their history.

		
	
		
			WHAT BILLY DID

			During the months when the war was obviously winding down, the Caskeys changed gears. Miriam and her father decided that they should begin a reconversion to their prewar type of operation as soon as possible. Soon the military would be building no more bases, no more barracks. The Caskey mill, in the latter months of 1945, had still been filling back orders, but few new ones were coming in. Miriam had realized, from what she saw in Perdido, that things would be different after the war. Returning veterans would want new housing, for instance. Factories would have to be rebuilt or remodeled to permit new industries and establish employment for these former soldiers. The country would have to learn to deal with prosperity as it had learned to deal with impoverishment. By the beginning of 1946, the Caskey mill was running at full tilt, in all its divisions, even when there weren’t orders for the lumber, poles, sashes, and boxes. Oscar had his carpenters throw up new warehouses on the property that had once been the Turk mill. When the civilian orders began to come in, as Miriam was convinced they would, the Caskeys would be ready.

			When Billy Bronze took over the personal finances of the Caskeys, he took a portion of their fortunes and began to invest it in stocks that he and Miriam considered would soon rise considerably. To diversify, he bought apartment houses in Mobile for Sister, and Gulf-front property on Santa Rosa Island for Oscar, and
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