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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,

			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.

		
	
		
			AT THE BEACH

			Mary-Love had been dead for two years. In the months following the funeral, the Caskeys were watchful for shifts and transformations that were bound to happen in the makeup of the family. Alterations were slow and subtle. Elinor and Oscar and Frances were little changed, although Elinor’s demeanor seemed easier now that her chief rival and enemy had finally been defeated in death. Frances was sixteen, a sophomore in high school, and the three years that she had spent in a bed of arthritic pain were distant and dim and only occasionally disquieting.

			Next door, Sister Haskew had not gone back to her husband, who dutifully turned up each Christmas, and perhaps once or twice in between. With every visit he and his wife seemed more distant. This break between them had never been acknowledged. Sister would say, ‘Early travels so doggone much. How am I supposed to keep up with him? I’d much rather stay here in Perdido with Miriam, who needs me.’ The last part of this statement wasn’t quite true, for Miriam – at eighteen – considered that she needed no one. She saw herself as her grandmother’s true heir. More important than her grandmother’s money and bonds and stock, which had been divided equally between Sister and Oscar, Miriam had inherited Mary-Love’s house and – filial considerations notwithstanding – she had been endowed with Mary-Love’s enmity toward Elinor Caskey. Miriam would not speak to her mother when they passed on the street, or wave when they saw each other out of the windows of their houses. Miriam would nod grudgingly to her father Oscar, and never lacked a cruel word for her sister Frances, whom she encountered frequently in school.

			Sister and her strong-willed niece Miriam formed an unhappy household, always on edge, cringing beneath the lowering cloud of their individual secrets. Sister would not admit, even to Miriam, that she no longer loved her husband – that indeed she dreaded even his infrequent brief visits. Miriam would not declare open hostility toward her mother for fear that she would somehow be crushed by Elinor’s superior knowledge of strategy and experience in combat.

			In the house next door in the other direction, James Caskey had turned into an old man. Yet he was supremely happy in raising his nephew Danjo, now fourteen. Danjo loved James and never did anything that angered or disappointed his uncle. On the other hand, Danjo’s older brother and sister – Malcolm and Lucille – were problems to Danjo’s mother, Queenie Strickland. Malcolm was twenty and didn’t seem able to do much of anything. He had once got a job in Cantonement, but had lost it after only a week. Another job down in Pensacola lasted even less time. When he returned to his mother in Perdido, Malcolm begged Queenie to find him a place at the lumber mill. Now Malcolm was in charge of a chipper, but due to his inattention was in constant danger of losing one arm or both in the claws of that great, explosive machine. At eighteen, Lucille still simpered and whined, but had grown pretty in a pasty sort of way. She exhibited her modest charms behind the candy counter in the Ben Franklin store and came home every day smelling of rancid popcorn oil. Both Lucille and Malcolm were concerned about the fact that they bore such menial positions. They were, after all, part of the all-powerful Caskey clan.

			By owning the only industry in town, the Caskeys might have been considered to own the town itself. They didn’t live as if this were the case, however. In delicate consideration of the straitened circumstances of those around them in Perdido, the Caskeys did not display the wealth they assuredly had accumulated. The worst part of the Depression was over, and they had come through it. To survive was to have done well, particularly in this distressed part of the country. The Turk and DeBordenave lumber mills, in operation for decades, had been shut down, and their machinery, land, and employees had been absorbed by the expanding Caskeys. After Mary-Love’s death James had turned over the entire operation of the mill to his nephew Oscar. James no longer went to his office, but simply sat out on his porch all day long with his sister-in-law Queenie.

			Oscar had played a close game with the mills in the past few years, taking careful advantage of the small opportunities that occasionally came his way. Every penny of the money he made was put back into the mills for expansion, modernization, or acquisition of forested land. By 1938, the Caskeys were rich in their holdings. Yet the mill, the window-and-sash plant, and the factory for the production of fence posts, utility poles, and railroad ties – all in peak condition and possibly the most technologically advanced in the country – were operating at perhaps no more than a quarter of their capacity. Workers frequently were sent home at noon, but received a full day’s pay. The Caskeys now owned nearly a third of a million acres of forest in five Alabama and Florida counties, but cutters never had to venture farther than five miles from town because orders were so few. Sister and James needed but little money to live on, for their lives were quiet. Yet even for that little they were forced to go to Oscar, who gave them what they needed in cash of small denominations. This arrangement seemed strange to Sister and James, for the Caskey households had never been restricted in such a manner. James finally asked Oscar if he was sure that he was pursuing the right course with their money and their mill holdings, to which Oscar replied, ‘Every penny is invested.’

			Sister said: ‘I know that, Oscar, but shouldn’t we have a little in reserve?’

			‘We cain’t afford to right now,’ replied Oscar. ‘We’ve got to make sure that when this country is on its feet again, we’re right up there and ready to get going too.’

			‘Oscar,’ said James firmly, ‘this country’s been down for almost ten years. What you think’s gone get it back up again? Now, I’m not worried for my sake, ’cause I know I can always get along. I just want to make sure that everything’s gone be all right for Elinor and Frances and Sister and Miriam. What would happen to Danjo and Queenie and her children if anything happened to me?’

			‘Don’t y’all trust me?’ cried Oscar. ‘Don’t y’all know what I’m trying to do?’

			‘No,’ said Sister. ‘I don’t think James and I do know.’

			‘I don’t,’ agreed James.

			‘I’m trying to make us rich,’ Oscar announced.

			‘What for?’ asked Sister. ‘Five years ago, when things were so bad for everybody, we had all the money in the world anybody could possibly want that was in his right mind. Now you say we’re doing all right, but when I want to send Ivey out for a bottle of milk I’ve got to go over to the mill and break into petty cash.’

			‘That’s just for the time being,’ said Oscar. ‘And you know it’s not that bad, Sister.’

			‘What if it all goes bust?’ asked James. ‘What do we do then?’

			‘It’s not all gone go bust. Y’all just leave me alone for a little while and let me work this thing through. Y’all don’t see it, but we’re in a very good position.’

			James and Sister didn’t see it, but with some misgivings they decided to trust Oscar. ‘After all,’ James pointed out to Sister later, ‘what else can we do?’

			If James and Sister had their doubts and gave Oscar no support in matters pertaining to the running of the Caskey mill, Oscar could always count on the trust and confidence of his wife. Elinor invariably said, ‘Oscar, I know you, and I know you’re doing it right.’

			All the Caskeys attended the ceremonies marking the end of Miriam’s high school career. They had discovered from the Perdido Standard that Miriam had attained valedictory status in her graduating class. She had said nothing of this, as if in an attempt to deny her family the pleasure of pride in her accomplishment. In her speech, faultlessly delivered, Miriam likened life to a nest of Chinese boxes, and mystified everyone. After the presentation of the graduation certificates, Miriam allowed herself to be kissed by everyone – even her mother, father, and sister. Miriam understood that on such an occasion she must submit to formalized indignities. The afternoon was brutally hot, and the high school seniors, in white gowns and tasseled mortarboards, wandered aimlessly over the football field with their families, as if all had been afflicted with heat fever. Oscar remarked to his daughter, as if he might have been speaking to one of Miriam’s classmates whom he had never met, ‘You think you might be going on to college?’

			Miriam paused before answering. ‘I’m thinking of it,’ she said at last.

			‘Where are you thinking of?’ asked Elinor, taking advantage of the occasion to speak to her daughter directly and to the point.

			‘I’m not sure,’ replied Miriam hastily, glancing around and then running off to hug a detested classmate.

			Sister later asked Miriam the same question, but not even she got a straight answer. James said to Sister, ‘We’re not gone find out until the day Miriam takes off – if she does decide to do it.’

			Sister sighed and said, ‘Why you suppose Miriam is like that?’

			James replied in surprise: ‘Because of Mary-Love, of course. Haven’t you noticed, Sister? Miriam is just like your mama.’

			And so she was, laying her plans carefully and in secret.

			The hot, high summer came on, and still no one knew what was to become of Miriam in the fall. This was a question of no small moment to Sister, for if Miriam went away to school, Sister would have no ostensible reason to remain in Perdido. She would have to think up another excuse for not returning to her husband. And it was nearly inconceivable that Miriam would not go to college – a girl who was smart enough to have been valedictorian of her class, with as much social position and as assured a financial future as Miriam was blessed with, was bound for higher education. Sister grew so demoralized by the task of figuring out some way of not having to go back to Early Haskew that she self-indulgently talked herself into believing that Miriam would never go away at all.

			So everyone waited impatiently for fall, to see what Miriam would do. But Miriam had an intermediate surprise. One day toward the end of June Miriam attended a party at the casino on Santa Rosa Island, across the bay from Pensacola. From that day forth, she was obsessed with the beach. Every day she departed at five-thirty in the morning in the little roadster she had been given by Mary-Love. She returned in time for the afternoon meal. Her skin grew darker and darker.

			‘Is she meeting a boy, you think?’ Queenie asked James.

			‘I wonder,’ said James, and that night asked Sister the same question.

			‘Are you seeing a boy down at Pensacola Beach?’ Sister asked Miriam the following noon when Miriam walked in the house with a towel over her shoulder.

			Miriam seemed offended by the question. ‘Sister, I drive down there and I lie on the beach and soak up the sun.’

			‘I was just wondering,’ said Sister.

			That afternoon, wearing a white sundress that showed off her deep tan to startling effect, Miriam marched across the sandy yard and knocked on the door of her mother’s house. Elinor came to the door.

			‘Elinor, is Frances around?’ Miriam asked stiffly. She had hoped that Frances herself or perhaps Zaddie would answer the door. It irked Miriam to speak to her mother.

			‘No, she’s not. She went downtown, but she ought to be back soon. You want to come in and wait?’

			‘No, ma’am, but when she gets back, would you tell her to come over and see me for a minute? I want to ask her a question.’ Miriam turned around and marched off before Elinor could say another word.

			Frances was startled and alarmed by the summons from her sister, and she hurried next door to deal with the matter as quickly as possible, as a condemned criminal may urge that the time of execution be moved forward rather than put off. Miriam was reading a magazine by the window in her room upstairs.

			‘Miriam, Mama said you wanted to speak to me.’ Frances stood in the doorway of the room; Miriam did not encourage her to venture farther in.

			‘I did. I wanted to know if you wanted to go down to Pensacola with me tomorrow.’

			With the revelation of the reason for the summons, Frances’s amazement only increased. ‘What … what for?’ she stammered.

			‘To lie down on the beach.’

			Frances stared at Miriam almost as if in a stupor.

			‘Well,’ said Miriam impatiently. ‘Do you want to go or not?’

			‘Yes,’ blurted Frances.

			‘Can you be ready at five-thirty?’

			Frances nodded.

			‘That’s when I leave. If you’re not out on your porch, I’ll leave without you. I’m not gone be going up to Elinor’s door and knocking at that hour of the morning, and I’m not gone call out to you, either. Are you gone be out on the front porch when I’m ready to leave?’

			Frances nodded again.

			‘Good,’ said Miriam. ‘Ivey’ll fix us something to take along, so don’t worry about something to eat. If you’re gone want to buy things at the concession stand, then you’d better bring a little money.’

			‘All right,’ returned Frances, lingering hesitantly for further instructions.

			None came. After a few moments, Miriam looked up and remarked, ‘Well, why don’t you go away now? I’m busy.’

			In a daze, Frances wandered home. Neither her father nor her mother could interpret the significance of the invitation. Elinor called James to see if he or Queenie had any ideas about what it portended. They couldn’t figure it out, and James called Sister. Sister didn’t know for sure, but she had an idea: ‘Maybe Miriam wants everybody to know that she’s not going down to Pensacola every day to meet a boy. That could be why she’s taking Frances along.’

			Miriam drove fast. The top of the roadster was down, and the wind was so loud that the sisters were unable to talk to each other. The sun was still low in the sky at that hour of the morning. Miriam and Frances wore bathing suits under their sundresses. The ride took only slightly more than an hour, and when the sisters got to the beach it was still empty. The casino hadn’t opened yet, but half a dozen fishermen had cast their lines from the end of the pier. Miriam walked a few hundred yards or so beyond the pier to a stretch of deserted sand and laid out her blanket. She silently pointed to where Frances should spread hers.

			‘Did you bring any lotion?’ asked Miriam abruptly.

			‘No,’ said Frances. ‘Should I have?’

			‘Of course. You’re going to burn anyway because you’re not used to the sun, but without lotion you’re going to be in horrible pain by the time we get home. Here, use some of mine.’

			Frances meekly submitted to being doused with the cold lotion. Miriam brusquely rubbed it in, and when she was finished with Frances, performed the same operation on herself.

			‘What do I do now?’ asked Frances timidly.

			‘Nothing. Just switch sides every once in a while. And don’t talk.’

			When Miriam lay on her stomach, tanning her back, she read. When she lay on her back, she closed her eyes and slept, or at least appeared to sleep.

			Frances had never been so bored in her life, not even when she had been confined to her bed with arthritis. She hadn’t brought anything to read. Her head was filled with the dull roar of the Gulf of Mexico. Sand fleas jumped onto her legs and bit them. The blindingly white sand and the washed-out sky bleached all color from the landscape, until everything seemed overwhelmingly pale and overwhelmingly bright, like the continual flash of a news camera. She could feel her skin beginning to burn. She dared not speak to her sister, who had peremptorily prohibited conversation.

			Frances sat up on the blanket and began to look longingly at the water. At last, when she felt as if her skin were frying and the blood simmering in her arteries, she turned to Miriam and said, ‘Can I go in?’

			‘Go in where?’ snapped Miriam.

			‘Go in the water?’

			‘Yes. Though I don’t know why you’d want to. I hate swimming. Watch out for jellyfish. Be careful of the undertow. Somebody saw a shark out there on Wednesday.’

			‘I’ll be careful,’ said Frances, getting up from the towel.

			She raced toward the water, and leaped into a wave just then crashing against the shore. The water was deliciously cool and she loved the motion of the waves. She even liked the taste of the salt. Frances had never been in the Gulf before. When she thought of water and bodies of water, she thought only of the muddy Perdido. The Perdido’s voice was low, secretive, and made up of a hundred smaller noises, incessant and unidentifiable. The Gulf, on the other hand, had but a single voice, regular, loud, insistent. The Perdido’s water was dark and murky, as if it purposely hid things in its depths; the Gulf water was bright and blue and white, and Frances could see her feet through it. The bed of the Perdido was a fathomless sheet of soft black mud in which dead things were concealed; underneath these crashing waves lay hard-packed white sand and millions of fragments of colored shells. Only an occasional sullen bream or catfish swam in the Perdido; here were clams gaping in the sand, bright clean seaweed, vast schools of minnows, and larger fish that sometimes flew cleanly out of the top of a wave.

			Frances swam farther out where the fish were even larger. They moved lazily away at her intrusion. She perceived the undertow Miriam warned her against, yet somehow she did not feel she was in any danger. She let herself be pulled out farther. She now saw that the pier was no more than a dark line jutting into the water, and her sister was not visible at all. She realized that she was probably too far out, but still she was undisturbed. As she lazily swam back in toward shore she realized she had never been less than fully confident of her ability to do so.

			‘I thought you had drowned,’ said Miriam calmly, looking up from her book as Frances once again stood by her towel on the beach, dripping wet. ‘I looked up and you had disappeared. You must have gone out too far.’

			‘No, no …’

			‘It’s time to go home.’

			Frances glanced at her sister, puzzled. ‘It cain’t be time to go home yet. We just got here.’

			Miriam looked up, shading her eyes. ‘How long do you think you were out in the water?’

			‘Twenty minutes? Half an hour?’

			Miriam pointed up into the sky. ‘Look at the sun,’ she said. ‘Straight overhead. It’s almost noon. You were in the water for over three hours!’

			Frances looked up into the sky, then turned and gazed once more into the warm blue waters of the Gulf of Mexico.

			Miriam was silent on the drive home, but Frances didn’t mind. Miriam steered with one hand on the wheel and stared pensively at the road through her dark glasses. Frances lay with her head back, limp but not exhausted. As they neared Perdido, Frances tried to think of a way to thank her sister for the surprising invitation, an invitation that had unexpectedly provided a mysteriously important event for her. When they pulled up before Miriam’s house, however, Frances had not yet found the courage to speak.

			They got out of the car. ‘Thank you,’ said Frances meekly, troubled by the inadequacy of her words.

			‘You better go buy you some lotion this afternoon,’ said Miriam. ‘I cain’t keep on letting you use mine.’

			Frances stopped dead in her tracks and considered this. ‘You mean we’re going back tomorrow?’ she asked cautiously.

			‘I go every day,’ said Miriam, not quite answering the question.

			‘And you’re inviting me to go again?’

			Miriam wouldn’t go so far as to admit that. ‘I leave at five-thirty every morning, and there’s room in the car. But I never wait for anybody.’

			Frances grinned and ran home. She told her astonished parents about the morning.

			‘Are you going again?’ her father asked.

			‘Of course!’ cried Frances. ‘I had a wonderful time!’

			‘You’re burned, darling!’ said Elinor. ‘When you’re down there, I want you to spend all your time in the water. That way the sun won’t be so bad on your skin!’

			‘Oh, Mama! I love that water so much! I can hardly wait till tomorrow!’

			Elinor Caskey seemed to take particular delight in this announcement, and for weeks thereafter was not heard to speak a word against Miriam, who had provided Frances with a way that she could swim in the Gulf every day.

			The pattern for the entire summer was set that first trip. Every sunny morning of the week Miriam and Frances drove down to Pensacola beach. Miriam rarely spoke to her sister, other than to say, ‘Are you ready?’ or ‘Did you bring money for the toll bridge?’ Miriam lay on her blanket, reading, napping, her skin growing ever darker and darker. Frances swam in the Gulf, sometimes breasting the waves, sometimes swimming in the calm water yards below the surface, sometimes lazily allowing herself to be dragged along by the undertow. Once she discovered herself
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