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Fiction

Bluebird, Bluebird by Attica Locke — bayou blues
Two watery deaths are at the heart of this lyrical exploration of the racial tensions surrounding black Texan life

© Oliver Hurst

Diana Evans OCTOBER 13, 2017

Attica Locke’s fourth novel is based on an unusual premise. A black man is found dead in an
East Texas bayou. A few days later, a white woman is found dead in the same bayou. Usually it’s
the other way round, the white woman and then the black man, who, in the context of such
pockets of rural American racism, is assumed to be her killer or rapist. Here we have a mystery
perplexing enough to carry a wayward, whisky-drinking detective on a journey through the
racial faultlines that have defined his own experience.
Darren Mathews is a proud yet disaffected Texas Ranger, under suspicion for the murder of a
white drug dealer. His marriage is on the rocks, his wife wants him to give up his badge and go
back to law school, but his passion for his work will not let him go, and he finds himself
irresistibly drawn to solving the mystery of these two bodies. When he walks into the dark
woods of the small town of Lark one night, “following the tinkling sound of the bayou”, he
imagines himself as Michael Wright, the fellow black man found dead there, a lawyer from
Chicago, and comes to the conclusion that he was murdered, that it was “a drowning that ain’t a
drowning”.
As well as her novels, including the Orange Prize-shortlisted Black Water Rising (2009), the
Texas-born Locke is also known for her screenwriting; she was co-writer and co-producer of the
black music drama Empire. Bluebird, Bluebird is the first instalment of a new series set along
Shelby County’s Highway 59, which she has cited as the gateway to her writing. It is a road she
took often as a child while travelling to East Texas, which she describes as “a rural fantasia full
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of towns such as Cut and Shoot and Gun Barrel City, lush ranches and poor trailer park cities, all
thread through with bayous and creeks tucked in the piney woods”.
And she certainly gives us a feel for those woods, those “waterlogged cypress trees”, the low,
rust-red morning clouds and the weather-beaten trailers, one of which is inhabited by Geneva
Sweet, an elderly black woman whose son Lil’ Joe was also murdered and who is bizarrely
arrested as the first suspect in the double murder. Darren thinks differently, though. His theory
is that a part was played by the Aryan Brotherhood of Texas, an extremely violent terrorist
organisation similar to the Ku Klux Klan whose initiation rite is “a black body, didn’t matter
which one, long as you skinned it yourself”. It is both chilling and palpable, the level of race hate
and discrimination that Locke portrays in her locales, such as the redneck Jeff’s Juice House, off
59, where the murdered white waitress, Missy Dale, worked, and where Darren and Michael’s
widow Randie are almost killed in an altercation with gun-toting supremacists.

There is as well a more nuanced observation of racial tensions and relationships, which despite
the slowness of this novel — it is gripping more in its philosophical than in its detective line of
inquiry — seem also to be at the heart of Locke’s concerns. This is Geneva Sweet as a young
woman, adored by her white lover: “He had never been with a coloured girl, so when he tasted
her for the first time, a kiss that lasted near about an hour, he was too ignorant to know if it was
black or Geneva that tasted so sweet.”
Amid such insights are also smatterings of the textures, aromas and viscera of black Texan life
and culture, adding substance to characters who might otherwise come across as twodimensional, constrained by the plot that frames them. We see Geneva kneading dough for
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dumplings and washing collard greens leaf by leaf; there are wonderful evocations of music and
the moments inside the music, “the blue guitar, the amber warmth of bourbon”; and we witness
Darren recollecting his boyhood in Camilla, where his uncles “used to drain deer carcasses off
the back porch, letting the iron-rich blood soak the grass”, which Darren would then hose away
down the hill — “a river of blood that sank into the earth and left a copper-scented tinge in the
air until the next hard rain”.
What is most satisfying about this crime novel is its
use of the crime as a device with which to explore

There are wonderful
evocations of music, ‘the
blue guitar, the amber
warmth of bourbon’

something much larger and universal, and to do so
with copious amounts of space, in between the
customary generic descriptions of corpses, shootouts and the love interest taking a shower in a motel
room. Bluebird, Bluebird, taking its title from a
John Lee Hooker song, is laced with a melancholy

music, containing the pain and cruelty of America’s racial history, but it is at the same time a
call to justice, a bright tune of a dark place, with some important and interesting questions to
ask, such as “Who ever heard of a black serial killer?” Locke’s writing is both sharp-edged and
lyrical. This is thoughtful, piercing storytelling with the power to transport.
Bluebird, Bluebird, by Attica Locke, Serpent’s Tail, RRP£14.99/Mulholland Books, RRP$26,
320 pages
Diana Evans is author of ‘26a’ (Vintage). Her next novel, ‘Ordinary People’, will be published
in March 2018
Follow @FTLifeArts on Twitter to find out about our latest stories first. Subscribe to FT Life on
YouTube for the latest FT Weekend videos. Sign up for our Weekend Email here
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