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The Hoodoo Bonus 
By Roark Bradford 

More excitement doivn at Little 
Bee Bend plantation, where the 
ivotnenfolks like their men rich 

Z URLINE filled the washtub with 
water, dragged it to the middle 
of the room, stripped and stepped 
into the tub. 

"Maybe I better git dat toby," she de
cided. "Miss Modom didn't said—" She 
climbed out, picked up a small tobacco 
sack that was filled with a concoction of 
soot, sand and salt, tied it about her neck 
with a string and once more stepped into 
the water. She faced toward the rising 
sun and began to intone: 

"Oh, Fletch, you must come back to 
yo' true love. You aims to come back. 
You wants to come back. You can't he'p 
f'm comin' back. Come on back wavin' 
dem bonuses in yo' sweet right hand." 

Zurline carefully followed the direc
tions given her by Modom Aw-Bear, the 
hoodoo lady of Willow Chute Bayou. 
Directions which, Zurline hoped, would 
charm her former husband and bring 
him back to her. 

She was not especially interested in 
Fletch himself. He had been one of her 
several husbands with nothing in par
ticular to recommend him above the 
others. At the time she married him he 
had, she supposed, something extraor
dinary over the other men on Little Bee 
Bend plantation. Otherwise, she would 
never have taken up with him. Had it 
been because he was handsome? Or be
cause he had had a fine crop that year? 

She disremembered. Looking back, 
she couldn't think of anything that had 
raised Fletch above any other man on 
the place. Except, of course, Fletch had 
been a soldier in Uncle Sam's war. 

That was it! Fletch sure had been a 
fighting soldier. He killed about a mil
lion men, only they were German men. 
"Kind er furriners," Zurline recalled. 
"Like de dagoes." Now she remembered 
that that was what had made her love 
Fletch so good. He was a big man who 
had been all the way across the deep blue 
sea, to a town named Baw-doo. 

"Ah, Lawd," she grinned, "Fletch is 
a man outn de books! Fightin' right 
square in Uncle Sam's war! And now 
Uncle Sam done hauled off' and gived 
him a big pair er bonuses!" She didn't 
understand exactly what bonuses were, 
but -she had heard a man could take them 
to Shreveport and sell them for money. 
A heap of money, too. Seven hundred 
dollars, maybe! 

"Fletch, come back. You got to come 
back. You can't he'p f'm comin' back!" 

Zurline's prayers were interrupted by 
the sound of a voice lifted in song: 

"Hit take a rockin' chair to rock. 
Hit take a rubber ball to roll, 
Hit take a heavy-hittin' man 
To satisfy my soul; 

Cause I'm on my way to Texas, 
Aiv, sweet jelly roll!" 

"You, Play Mamma!" Zurline yelled. 
"You stop dat singin' a reel in front er 
my house when I'm prayin'." 

"Scuse me," Play Mamma apologized. 
"I didn't know you ever done any prayin', 
Zurline." 

"Hit ain't no good to sing reels, no
how," Zurline declared, "whether I'm 
doin' any prayin' or not." 

"I wasn't singin' no reels," Play 
Mamma explained. "I was jest singin' 
cause I had a certain man on my mind." 

"You always got some man on yo' 
mind." 

Play Mamma laughed. "Not only on 
my mind, too," she giggled. "And dat 
ain't all. I'm fixin' to git me a sho 'nuff 
man, now. I jest been over to Miss Mo
dem's house and got me a Three-S toby 
outn de world! Lawd, did she put some 
stuff on dat toby!" 

ZURLINE looked suspiciously at Play 
Mamma. She recalled, vaguely, that 

Fletch and Play Mamma had, at one 
time, been friendly. "Did Miss Modom 
tell you to git in de washtub and pray 
twarge de risin' sun?" Zurline inquired. 

"Nawp," said Play Mamma. "None 
er dat kind er ju-ju foolishness. She told 
me to burn a lamp behime de door at 
him. Dis is a hard man to bring back, 
on account er certain things he got." 

"A pair er bonuses?" Zurline sug
gested warily. 

"I means," Play Mamma stated, "a 
pair er bonuses straight f'm Uncle Sam, 
for fightin' in de war." 

"Fletch?" 
"You said hit," laughed Play Mamma. 

"Fletch is de war-fightin'est man I 
knows. And dey tells me he gittin' his-
se'f a pair er bonuses wuth seven hun-
d'ed dollars, cash money." 

"And Miss Modom," Zurline contin
ued, "gived you a toby to bring him back 
to you?" 

"She charged me fo' bits," Play 
Mamma said. "Miss Modom ain't never 
gived nobody nothin'." 

Zurline was worried. She was be
ginning to suspect there was something 
irregular about it. Could it be that Mo
dom Aw-Bear was selling tobies to two 
women for the same man? 

"And she told you to burn a lamp be
hind the door?" 

"Sho," Play Mamma admitted read
ily. "Hit's powerful hard to pull a man 
like Fletch back and ain't nothin' but a 
lamp kin do hit." 

Zurline went back to her praying but 
her mind wouldn't settle down to it as 
it should. She tried hard for a while but 
the thought of a lamp burning for Fletch 
behind Play Mamma's door kept cross
ing her mind. Anybody knew a lamp had 
more stufi' on it than praying toward 
the rising sun. 

She saw that Play Mamma was 
standing in a washtub mumbling 
prayers, while Mamie T was making 
passes over the lamps with her 
three-S toby. Modom Aw-Bear was 
in the center of the room, rolling on 
the floor, talking with the spirits 

She got out of the tub, lit her own 
kerosene lamp and set it behind the 
door, mumbling: "Come back, Fletch. 
Come on back to yo' true love." 

Once more she returned to the tub 
and continued her prayers. "Dis lamp 
and de tub bofe ought to pull him," she 
decided. 

SOMETIME later, when she was 
dressed and on her front porch, a 

sudden thought struck her. It almost 
gave her a headache. 

"I bet," she said to herself, "dat ev'y 
lady on de place is tryin' to git Fletch 
hoodooed back wid his bonuses!" 

The idea disturbed her so that she 
could do nothing for a long while but 
just sit and worry about it. Then, un
able to remain inactive while her former 
husband was being literally snatched 

from her by other and less worthy 
women, she started out to the hoodoo 
lady's house again. 

On the way over, she tried to recall 
the number of wives Fletch had been 
married up to since he got home from 
the war, almost twenty years ago. 

"Fletch wa'n't ve'y much of a man, 
once you hyared all er his lies about de 
fightin'," Zurline remembered. "And de 
ladies sent him on about his business, 
mighty fast." She walked on contem
plating the parade of ex-wives who, 
right this minute, might be trying to 
hoodoo Fletch and his bonus. 

"I was de fust gal to marry him," she 
said grimly. "Dat ought to be a shade in 
my favors." She smiled with pride as 
.she recalled that, a mere twenty years 
ago, she was considered the most mar
riageable young woman on the whole 
plantation. "Been a heap er water run 
under my bridges since dat day," she 
said sadly. 

Modom Aw-Bear's house sat on the 
edge of a cypress brake, just beyond the 
pasture. It was a tumble-down log cabin 
so old that nobody remembered when or 

PRODUCED BY UNZ.ORG
ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED


