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Critical acclaim for Jewell Parker Rhodes’s

MOON

“Rhodes puts . . . earnest thought into [New Orleans’s] dark history. . . . The visceral descriptions of supernatural possessions are matched by equally vivacious sex scenes.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Fans of vampire and New Orleans horror will find this an unexpected and thought-provoking treat.”

—Booklist

“A superb sequel.”

—Publishers Weekly

“An enjoyable story and a well-drawn heroine. . . . Descriptive summoning of New Orleans as a city that has always portended its ill-fated future.”

—Pittsburgh Post-Gazette

“A compelling, mystical ride. Rhodes has created an exciting and contemporary heroine battling New Orleans’s racist past and preparing for post-Katrina times. Empowered, sassy, comfortable with her sexuality, Dr. Laveau is expert at spiritual and medical healing and at solving crimes.”

—E. Lynn Harris, New York Times bestselling author of
Just Too Good to Be True

“Richly dark and vividly haunting, Jewell Parker Rhodes gives us a taut and thrilling novel imbued with the lush and soulful spirit of New Orleans. Moon is a magical, mysterious, and transfixing read.”

—David Morrell, New York Times bestselling author of Scavenger

“In the brilliant novel Moon, real world crime bumps up against otherworldly forces. Modern medicine and ancient voodoo practices dance hand in hand along jazz-filled New Orleans streets in this stirring exploration of a contemporary healer descended from the legendary voodoo queen Marie Laveau. In this stunning novel, the author once again demonstrates that her gifts as a storyteller are unparalleled.”

—Betty Webb, author of the prize-winning Lena Jones mysteries,
Desert Cut and Desert Wives

SEASON

“A masterful evocation of the decadence of the Big Easy of long ago. . . . Rhodes adds beguiling glimpses into another world of ghosts, zombies, spirit gods and ritual sacrifices. The result is a riveting read.”

—Orlando Sentinel

“Marie’s world of sex, malevolence, the undead, and miraculous rescue is alluring.”

—Booklist

“Season is a tantalizing brew of spirituality, sensuality, and old-fashioned good storytelling—a perfect novel for anyone who loves a strong mystery beautifully told. Another winner from this great writer!”

—Valerie Wilson Wesley, bestselling author of Of Blood and Sorrow

“Haunting and lyrical, Season draws us into the fascinating world of ghosts and spirits, and the people they watch over. Jewell Parker Rhodes has created a terrific character in Marie Levant: strong, sensual and vulnerable.”

—Karen Siplin, critically acclaimed author of Whiskey Road

“In Season, Jewell Parker Rhodes revisits her rich, mysterious world of New Orleans. . . . Compelling and elegantly written.”

—Tananarive Due, Essence bestselling author of Blood Colony
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PROLOGUE

NEW ORLEANS WHARF
SATURDAY, LATE EVENING

Drifting in darkness, lost in the vast Atlantic, it woke. Where had it been? Where was home? No answer. Only longing as it drifted in icy water, among currents and tides, shipwrecks, and murdered slaves’ brittle bones.

What was it? Who?

It couldn’t remember.

The Port of New Orleans is never quiet. Like a good whorehouse, there’s always activity. Needs being fulfilled.

Daylight, ship horns bellowed as longshoremen unpacked crates from China, India, the Americas and outfitted ships for the ride north, up the mighty Mississippi.

Nighttime, when the moon was shrouded, sounds muted, activity of another kind stirred—illegal shipments of drugs, alcohol, and people. Police were paid to look the other way while gang members, knives slipped in their boots, guns in their belts, trafficked in contraband, ensuring New Orleans’s fame. The Crescent City. Named for the thin sliver of a moon with the devil’s upturned horns. Sin City. Big Easy. Except nothing was easy.

It was in a watery grave, blending invisibly with water. Seeking comfort it couldn’t find. It couldn’t remember a beginning or an end.

JT wished he wasn’t here. Blackjack called him like a lover, and he’d succumbed, hoping to score. Sometimes, he did; most times, he didn’t. His day job, counting crates arriving and with what, didn’t pay much. Union wages weren’t for illegals; so, he hustled for a few dollars more. Played lookout in case some unsuspecting Joe got too curious or too close to the skiffs maneuvering between the stately cruise and merchant ships.

JT wasn’t a bad man. He had scruples. He wouldn’t watchdog if it involved kidnapped women or children. He wouldn’t take pay in coke. Not even rum.

Tonight, he felt uneasy. There was a shipment of pirated electronics. Or so he’d been told. He was too old to be abroad at night. Too foolish not to give up the cards. Fifty-eight years old, and he knew he’d never find his pot of gold.

His luck had run out.

Below the sea, it flailed. Fish darted blindly. Crabs scuttled across the sea bottom. Incoherent memories. Triumph. A face? A serpent, then pain. Couldn’t remember what, how. When.

He looked across the black Gulf dotted with ship lights, low-slung stars, and billowy clouds. His mother had sworn Agwé, the sea god, would protect him.

As a child, he’d sailed safe from Haiti in an overcrowded raft. Others had died from heatstroke, starvation, or were drowned after being tossed overboard by a rough sea or an angry hand.

It gathered itself. Fish darted. Crabs scuttled. Coalescing, it moved, surging against the current, the grainy sand. Growing stronger.

“JT—you on watch?”

“Here,” he said, raising his arm at the thickset man.

“Better be.”

JT scowled, then marched left, right, left, then right again. All he saw were cops waiting for their cut and wharf rats scavenging for crumbs.

His mother had had dreams for him; he wasn’t living any of them.

“You,” she’d said, kissing him farewell, “I dedicate to Agwé.”

The local spell man had slipped a foul-smelling, leather bag about his neck. “Keep it safe,” he’d told him. “Keep it safe.”

But once in America, after the fourth boy, picking a fight, poked fun at his charm, JT threw the bag away.

Staring at his rough hands, his calloused feet, JT whispered, “Agwé.” He lit a cigarette, the tip glowing, and savored the smoke curling through his lungs.

It soared toward a light. A bright circle, suspended. High. Higher. Bursting from water into air. To another world. Less ephemeral. Sky. It remembered the word. Sky. Sun and storms.

JT saw rippling on the water’s surface. A fish? A miracle?

He tossed his cigarette into the lapping water, then lay on rough wood, his head hanging over the wharf edge, his fingers dangling in the warm water.

“Agwé, you there? Beloved god of my mama?”

Desire formed—an old desire. It remembered lungs filling with air. It used to walk on land.

Each of the Voodoo gods had their song. JT didn’t remember Agwé’s song, the singsong chant, but he remembered beats. Syncopated, luring.

JT, his hands tingling with power, slapped his chest and legs. Like a minstrel drummer, his hands pounded the rhythm—the signal for Agwé to come.

Sound—it remembered sound. Vibrations calling. It moved toward the shore, searching for the source. For who called it.

JT sat, legs crossed, the dirty Mississippi dripping from his fingers.

A shadow hovered on the horizon.

Sailors told of shadows that roiled and rolled, forecasting hurricanes. JT shifted uneasily, stretching out his hands as if he could touch the distant storm. Then, he patterned the rhythm again and again, his hands stinging skin, blood rising to the surface.

Becoming dense, coalescing above the water, the shadow slid toward him.

Tears filled JT’s eyes. In the approaching darkness, he thought he saw his mother, ever so young, beautiful. “Mama,” he shouted.

It grew, dimensional, tall, skimming the water’s surface.

The darkness seemed to walk on water. It must be Agwé, his mother’s favorite god, JT thought. If Agwé possessed him, he knew he’d be saved. Knew his luck would change.

A ragged shape, an outline of mist. Limbs, torso. Not itself—but a memory.

It understood desire. Need. Wanting.

Understood sound, rhythm—compelling, cajoling. Calling the gods. Before. What was before?

It remembered smells. Flesh. Blood. It desired blood.

“Save me,” JT bellowed, frenetically pounding his chest. “Agwé, save me.”

The swift darkness neared. A frigid breeze blew across the warm Mississippi. Across the wharf.

It slammed into him.

JT fell, his skull cracking, his body, writhing on the wharf, like a catfish, belly up.

It pinioned the body to the ground. Inhaling the sweet, fleshy smell; feeling the ebb and flow, the rhythm of the blood, hearing the heart pounding. Pressing sinews, muscles, and bone. Insatiable. Hungry.

Coiling about JT’s hand, it bit, puncturing his wrist.

Encased in a dark cloud, JT could see his flesh rise; feel, rather than see, his blood draining, disappearing into air. He wanted to scream but the pressure on his chest robbed him of voice. He struggled, legs flailing, but couldn’t break free.

He felt his soul tearing from his flesh. Felt some thing, someone stealing memories, feelings. Through the mist, he could see the moon, the star-cluttered sky. Helpless, he stopped struggling, trying to hold on to memories flowing from his wrist. Into cold air.

He remembered: coffee and packs of saltines for breakfast; hunting trash bins to resell pop bottles and cans; a woman laughing, scornfully, when he smiled at her; fat-bellied Darryl, cursing: “Get to work. Too damn slow.” Hauling crates in the too-hot sun. Searching the dock and alleyways for cops. Sleeping on a stained mattress. Voices, angry and boastful, floating up from the street. An alarm clanging: 4:00 am. Work. Waking, dreamless, to another day.

JT mourned for all he hadn’t done.

Light-headed, organs starved for oxygen, JT remembered his mother singing, holding him close.

JT tried to call to her, but his voice was a dry gurgle—a final exhale.

Satiated, it uncoiled from the body, tasting the salty blood and savoring JT’s memories. It dove into the sea, wriggling into the cool depths. Remembering.
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ONE

LA MER JAZZ CLUB
SATURDAY NIGHT

Marie could hear the music wailing, bleeding through the spray-painted windows and door. Her body responded—her fingers itching to snap, her feet to dance. It would be very nice, too, if she got laid. DuLac wouldn’t mind. That was the nice thing about going club hopping with a boss who was also a mentor and friend.

“Safe sex, Marie.”

She laughed. “Are you saying I’m a loose woman?”

DuLac, in a double-breasted suit, a diamond in his ear, his hair peppered gray, was elegance personified. He came from an old Creole family; his face fine boned, like his French ancestors. Outwardly, he was genteel, gracious. A perfect companion. Inwardly, he was more complex, his soul steeped in African rhythms, mystery, and healing.

“Be good,” he said. “Tomorrow, you and I have a shift.”

“Sure thing, boss. You want me to monitor your wine?”

“Don’t sass.”

“Just have a good time?”

“Oui. Bonne temps en Nouveau Orleans.”

They grinned like conspirators. Work hard, play hard. Marie slipped her hand through his arm.

The bouncer, a wannabe pro wrestler, opened the door, waving them into the club. A cave smelling of sweat, musky perfumes, and tropical rum.

The music was uplifting. Marie stepped lightly, hips swaying as the waitress showed them to their table. Dead center, in front of the musicians’ platform. A table, every Saturday night, reserved for her and DuLac. An indulgence. Reward for the shifts battling Charity Hospital’s violence, disease, and trauma.

Marie looked around the hazy, smoke-filled room. Votive candles decorated the tables. Dried magnolias hung like ribbons from the ceiling. Candle sconces decorated the walls, shimmering with shadows and firelight.

Waitresses dressed in sleek black satin with bustiers uplifting brown, yellow, white, pink-tinged breasts, offered drinks, roses for couples—gay or straight. For five dollars you could have your picture taken, your face burrowing into soft, perfumed breasts.

All in good fun. Music with a little sex, decadence thrown in.

But it was the music that held the greatest allure. Rhythms that spoke to and about the spirit. Saxophones that sounded like cries; trumpets that wailed; drums that proclaimed; and piano scales that cascaded, calling for “mercy.”

Music—all powerful, knowing. Human. Humane.

Marie had thought there was a rule—only handsome people were welcome at La Mer. But she’d come to realize that New Orleanians were always beautiful listening to music. It was as if they let themselves be transformed, opening their souls and bodies so they seemed larger, more infused with life. That’s why she loved La Mer—rarely was it filled with thrill-seeking tourists. Just music-loving locals. Who understood the mating sounds. The life-in-death sounds. The excruciating pleasure of being alive.

Marie swayed to the moaning sax, her body answering the sound. She searched the bar for interesting men. Most were already paired; some she’d already enjoyed.

DuLac murmured, “Night’s still young.”

She blushed. “If you were younger—”

“I’m your father figure.”

“True.” DuLac had taken her under his wing. She hadn’t known her father, but she couldn’t imagine one better than DuLac. Only in New Orleans did fathers party, encouraging their daughters to have a good time. In a city filled with so much sin, holding tight to passion was a requirement for survival. How else could a people outlast slavery; Spanish, French, and American invasions; yellow fever; and hurricanes?

Live life large. Let the good times roll. New Orleans—her adopted home. The city where she felt most herself.

The song ended. Climaxing in a vibrato that left the audience breathless, whistling, stomping their feet, demanding more.

Charlie, the piano man, stood, his mouth slyly upturned, shouting, “Everybody . . . everybody welcome doctors Louis DuLac and Marie Laveau. Visit Charity Hospital. They’ll fix what ails you.”

The drummer hit the bass.

DuLac bowed. Blushing, Marie slid down in her seat. Charlie always liked embarrassing her.

“Dr. Laveau—descendant of the great voodoo queen—yes, that Marie Laveau, buried in St. Louis Cemetery number one, some say number two. But regardless of where she’s buried, this here”—he pointed at Marie—“this here is her great-great-granddaughter. The beautiful, badass, turn your world around, upside down, Marie Laveau.”

The quintet launched into a ditty:

Marie Laveau, wicked as a snake, strong as a bear.

Conjure woman, turn your life around. Upside down.

She’ll put an evil spell on you.

Customers were on their feet, applauding. Even DuLac stood, smirking.

Reluctantly, Marie bowed, blowing a kiss at Charlie. She’d told him that one day she’d hex him if he didn’t stop embarrassing her. But Charlie had just grinned, like he was doing now, his left hand rolling with the bass line.

Someone sent over a hurricane—dark rum mixed with sugar, grenadine, and passion juice, topped with a lime.

She gulped the drink down. “If a man had been interested in me—that surely would’ve turned him off.”

“Tell me another lie,” said DuLac.

Marie scanned the bar. Maybe one of the single men had sent over the drink? But none of the men caught her eye. They were all watching Charlie—as well they should. He’d launched into “King Porter Stomp” by Jelly Roll Morton. It was one of her favorites: a mixture of ragtime, blues, African and Caribbean rhythms.

She leaned back, enjoying her night off from the ER—its sutures, IVs, and multiple stab wounds.

DuLac ordered champagne.

No worries. She let the music carry her. The drum and snare tat-a-tat-tapping in three-quarter time; the sax punctuating the pulsing bass; Charlie’s fingers flying across the ivories. The song was joyful, upbeat. She studied the musicians’ faces. Ecstasy. Charlie, eyes closed, shook his head side to side. Big Ben played his upright bass, his body and arms curving, cradling the wood like a lover. Aaron blew his heart into his sax.

The drummer was new. She didn’t know his name. Rail thin, sandy colored, he expertly kept the music from spinning into chaos. His drums restrained the sound, then pushed, encouraging the musicians to let loose in their solos; then his snare quieted them, unifying the sound until, once again, it was time for Charlie, Aaron, or Big Ben to improvise, making the song new again.

Drumsticks sliced the air. Every part of the drummer’s body moved. Feet on the floor and the bass pedal; head nodding; hands and arms, swaying, teasing more sound from the drum skins; his body, rocking, leaning forward and back to emphasize or lighten the rhythm. Sweat beaded his face. His eyes followed his hands. He was speaking as drummers had from the dawn of time. Pounding out a story. What needed to be said.

The room erupted in applause as the drummer shifted the swing into a more urgent, insistent rhythm.

Marie caught her breath.

“You all right, Marie?”

She didn’t answer. The drums echoed the power of ceremonial drums. Calling on spirits from another world.

She looked around—patrons were transfixed, even Billy, the bartender, had stopped making drinks, the waitresses in their thigh-slit skirts had paused. Everyone watched the drummer, including his band mates.

DuLac watched her. “What is it?”

She blinked. The drummer was possessed. He was looking at her, his eyes unnaturally bright. He was communicating, telling her to pay attention, to bridge this world and the next.

He pounded the bass pedal once, then twice. The rhythm changed. The melody was gone. But the beats were staccato, shifting into Agwé’s song.

Never before had she witnessed a spirit possess without being called. Agwé, the sea god, or Ogun, the warrior, even the great Damballah, the serpent god, the god of creation, appeared after offerings, chants, after Legba, the guardian, opened the spirit gates. Then the spirit loas entered human bodies. But Agwé was here. Now. In the drummer, in his music; and everyone in La Mer sensed the magic.

The drumming stopped. One second, two. No sound, no motion. Workers, patrons, held their breath, expectant. The drums swung back into tune. The pianist pushed forward the melody of “King Porter Stomp,” then dove into its famous riffs. Lightning chords celebrating the black presence in the New World.

Activity resumed. Waitresses took orders, placed drinks. Men snapped their fingers, tapped their feet. Two women left for the powder room. Billy was a blur, pouring Johnnie Walker and rum and coke.

Amazing, Marie thought, everyone seemed to have forgotten what they’d seen and heard.

Big Ben played his bass; Charlie, lovingly, stroked chords; Aaron blew softly, seducing his sax. The drummer grinned, urging his brother musicians to finish the tune. Charlie inhaled, letting his hands rise, then he pounded down, striking C-major chords, launching into “Moon River.”

“Did you see it, DuLac?”

“You know I don’t have your gifts.”

“But you felt it?”

“More that I felt you. Saw the change in you.”

Marie knew DuLac desperately desired her spiritual gifts. “They’re yours to carry,” he often said.

Times, like now, she felt unbearably alone.

“Agwé was here. Something in the world isn’t right.”

Why would Agwé appear? And so only she could see him? She knew it had to be a warning. About what?

“Take me home, DuLac.”

She headed out of the club, knowing DuLac would whisper apologies, make their excuses. It was rude to leave in the middle of a set. But Marie felt dread settling in her bones.
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She unbuckled her seat belt, kissed DuLac good night.

“Let me come up, Marie,” said DuLac. “Make sure you’re safe.”

“I’m all right. Need sleep, that’s all.” She stepped out of the air-conditioned car, into the humid night.

Marie couldn’t help turning toward the Mississippi, its water lapping hungrily for miles. Something was stirring in the water. She smelled brine. Oil staining the shore. And something else. Fetid. Ancient.

DuLac rolled down the car window. “Are you sure you’re all right?”

Marie stooped, poking her head inside the car. “Fine.”

“Call me, if you need me.”

“I always do.”

Reluctantly, DuLac shifted his car into Drive.

Marie forced a smile, waving her hand. When the car rounded the corner, she entered her apartment’s courtyard—dreary, a few potted plants, a cracked fountain with a gargoyle spraying water from its mouth.

Marie focused on each step, climbing the stairs to her second-floor flat. All she wanted was some quiet. To hug Marie-Claire.

“That you, Miz Marie?”

“Ici, here.”

Kind Dog barked a welcome, his whole body wagging.

Louise—a grandmother at forty—never minded babysitting Marie-Claire. “My children are too grown,” she’d complain. “My grandchildren, hooligans. Now Marie-Claire is all that a child should be.”

Marie knew Louise didn’t mean it. Missing a few teeth, with strong arms and hands to cradle a child, Louise loved the toddler stage. Soon as Marie-Claire turned five or six, Louise would be calling her a “hooligan,” too.

“Did she eat well?”

“Bien. Like a champ. Black beans, rice, applesauce. Mashed bananas.”

Marie smiled. Sometimes she wondered if Louise didn’t need the mashing more than Marie-Claire. “Thanks,” she said, slipping her cash and a hug.

“Dog ate, too. Licked Marie-Claire’s plate clean when I wasn’t looking.”

“Dog!” said Marie.

Dog laid down, his ears flat, his eyes droopy.

“See, he knows he’s bad.”

“’Night. Bonsoir,” Marie murmured, locking the door behind Louise.

Marie stooped, hugging Kind Dog. She scratched his ear. “Did you take care of Marie-Claire?”

He barked.

“Good dog.”

Marie slipped off her heels, tiptoeing into Marie-Claire’s room. Kind Dog padded behind her.

Wind lightly stirred the blackbird mobile. Only in the Deep South did folks believe blackbirds were good luck, carrying souls of slaves who’d escaped slavery by growing wings. Some went back to Africa and became people again; others, preferred being birds, flying through clouds, across seas, and into forests.

She looked down into the crib. She really needed to get Marie-Clarie a bed. Three years old. Her tiny feet touched the rail. Barely enough room for her curl-tousled head.

Tomorrow, she’d buy a bed with a partial railing.

Marie still remembered, as a child, waking up on the floor, her hips and arms bruised. “Nightmares,” her mother had said. She knew it was always the same dream that pushed her over the edge. Awake, she never remembered what had frightened her.

Maybe Marie-Claire would have only sweet dreams? She stroked her downy black curls.

It never ceased to amaze her how much love she felt for her child. Small amber fingernails; a hand tucked beneath her cheek; a fat baby belly rising and falling beneath the yellow blanket. There was nothing more beautiful.

She still remembered the chaotic ER, slicing through a girl’s abdomen and womb to deliver Marie-Claire. She’d thought the mother was dead. But that was a horror she didn’t want to think about—not tonight. She’d had enough trauma for one night.

She needed to hold Marie-Claire. But that would be selfish. Let her sleep. She should be asleep.

Marie tiptoed toward the door.

Dog whimpered.

She turned back.

Slats made shadow stripes across Marie-Claire’s body. She was breathing evenly. The blackbirds were jangling, as if someone was jerking the strings.

“Who’s there?” Marie hissed. “Agwé, is that you?”

The blackbirds stilled, no motion.

Marie opened the French doors, stepping onto the wrought-iron balcony, a perch from which she could see the cathedral and Cabildo, the alleys and cobblestone streets leading into the French Quarter. She should get a new apartment. A city walk-up with no yard wasn’t a fit place to raise a child. She hadn’t moved yet because she loved the water. Beyond the ancient buildings, she could see Riverwalk, see steamers lolling on the Mississippi, see clouds hanging low over the muddy water, and a moon rising, changing every twenty-eight days from a sliver to a full moon. Tonight, it was almost full. In a week, all the crazies would be out—including those convinced they were werewolves. She’d see the damage in the ER. Stabbings, gunshots, assaults.

Now all she saw beyond the merchant and cruise ships was a ripple of waves blending with an indigo horizon. The quiet before a storm? Agwé, warning her? Why? About what?

Kind Dog barked.

“Sssh.”

He sat, ears perked high.

They both looked out across the skyline to the water. A whole world of water. “Mississippi”—derived from the Ojibwe “misiziibi,” “great river.” Water journeying from Minnesota. Freshwater mixing with salt. Seeping into the Gulf of Mexico.

To the southeast was Lake Pontchartrain. Brackish. Black with algae. Refuse and eels skimmed the surface. During hurricane season, the lake rose, menacing. Tonight, it was calm. A skein of glass. Agwé’s kingdom was miles deep.

City levees kept water at bay. Spirits, too?

Marie smiled wryly. She knew better than anyone that mysteries always multiplied. Boundaries of time, space, were only imagined. Spirits were ever present.

She closed the French doors, padding softy by the crib, looking at Marie-Claire with longing. She started stripping her clothes before she got to her bedroom. She preferred sleeping naked. It felt good to shake off restraints, to have clean cotton rub against skin.

As her head lay on the pillow, she shuddered. Most days, she loved being who she was. But, tonight, she feared what tomorrow would bring.

She sighed, cupping a hand beneath her breast. Kind Dog hopped on the bed, laying his head on the second pillow. Silky black—a cross between a Labrador and a golden retriever, she blessed the day Kind Dog had come into her life.

Still, she couldn’t help sighing. It would be wonderful if Dog were a man—if she could bury her body in flesh, connect, for a brief moment, and remind herself that she wasn’t only Marie-Claire’s mother, a doctor, a voodoo practitioner. She was also a woman. Longing for the essential pleasures of being a woman.
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TWO

CHARITY HOSPITAL
SUNDAY EVENING

The automatic glass doors parted quietly. Bright, artificial light washed over Marie. Air-conditioned air. Bitter iodine and alcohol. Body sweat. Flesh, decayed and dying.

ER. Her second home. Be a doctor and heal.

Adrenaline kicked in. Pulse racing, breath shallow, face flushed, Marie felt needed. Here. In Charity. Hospital for the poor. The uninsured. Brown and black people from the African Diaspora and native tribes; brown and yellow people from Vietnam, Thailand, India, Mexico, and Guatemala. Rural whites—backwoods, bayou people stranded in the city, underfunded pensioners, Wal-Mart and custodial workers. Urbanites, of all colors, who’d lost their way in drugs, disability, chronic unemployment, or underemployment. A United Nations of the Poor.

“How you doing?” called El, the head nurse for the graveyard shift.

Marie kissed her cheek. El was her most outrageous friend.

“Got your pincushion popped?”

“I wish.”

“Another Saturday night,” EI cackled. “You’ll come.”

Marie grinned, kept walking toward her locker. El was sixty-seven but looked as handsome as a woman in her forties. “Magnolias,” she said. “Keep me young.” Marie thought it had to do with her soul—though her nails were painted bright red and curved inward like a witch’s, EI was the sweetest woman. The best nurse. Marie-Claire’s godmother.

DuLac, clean, elegant in his head doctor uniform, scowled. He looked as handsome as ever. No matter how late they’d been carousing, he always seemed alert, fresh. She was sure she had bags under her eyes. She shrugged.

Yes, she was running late. She couldn’t help reading one last story to Marie-Claire.

DuLac shook his finger at her, scolding as if she were a child.

Marie stuck out her tongue.

“How’s your daughter?” asked Huan.

“Daughter.” Marie loved that word. “Fine, Huan.”

Huan pressed her palms together, bowed, and smiled quickly before darting off to another patient.

Huan, gentle like a butterfly, had stayed on after her residency. She translated for shrimpers, Vietnamese who arrived with scarred hands or legs nearly severed from steel nets. K-Paul, the best diagnostician, was a hometown, St. Bernard’s Parish boy. Poor white trash made good. It was rumored University Hospital had offered him a position. More money. Better conditions. A hospital, unlike state-funded Charity, favored with countless federal research grants and alumni dollars.

K-Paul had second sight when it came to diagnostics. Marie teased him, saying he had to be African, a ju-ju doctor’s descendant. K-Paul blushed, his porcelain skin turning redder. He was Cajun. Descendant of Acadians, the French settlers of eastern Canada.

Marie admired K-Paul. He stayed in the trenches. His senses—touch, sight, smell—saved Charity thousands of dollars. More important, he saved lives.

Marie opened her locker, donning her white coat, slipping on her white loafers. Stethoscope, reflex hammer in her pocket. She was happy. Time to beat back the devil.

Be a doctor and heal.

Her hand slammed open the lounge door. She winked at EI. Nodded solemnly at DuLac. She stared at the board. Names; symptoms written in red, black, and blue markers.

“What shall it be?” she asked DuLac. “Curtain One?”

“Sure,” he said, still scowling. “A colicky baby. Think you can handle it?”

“No problem. Eight years of schooling. Hundreds of thousands of dollars in debt. Real-life experience as a single mother. Sure. I can handle a cranky baby.”

She kept her features straight; out of the corner of her eye, she watched DuLac suppress his smile. She plucked the baby’s chart.

From far off, at least two miles away, a siren caterwauled, like a thousand cats.

“Incoming,” shouted Huan.

“Incoming,” bellowed DuLac.

Marie handed the baby’s chart to Reese. An intern from Atlanta. Still queasy about blood.

DuLac came to stand beside her. Two sentries waiting for the glass doors to slide open. Behind them were Huan and El.

The ambulance was careening, swerving through New Orleans’s narrow, tourist-choked streets. Marie could hear the whoop, whoop sound as it crossed intersections.

The ambulance slowed, then stopped. Doors—front and back—banged open.

DuLac moved forward. Automatic doors slid open. Humidity and hot air slid into the ER like melted butter.

“Flatline,” yelled a lanky paramedic, the driver.

His stooped, hair-slicked partner leaped out the van, spitting staccato: “Pulse gone, pressure nonexistent, no brain activity. This one’s dead. Too late for salvation.”

The gurney clattered onto the street.

“Did you do all that was necessary?” asked DuLac.

“Flatline,” said the lanky one, now somber like a priest. “Weird as all hell.”

“Been dead for hours,” said his partner. “Unbelievable.”

“Like you fools,” murmured El. “Tearing up the streets, driving like bats out of hell. Endangering the living.”

“Yours, Marie?”

“Sure, DuLac.”

Marie helped push the gurney forward, through the doors, into Station 4, beneath the bright, unforgiving lights.

“Flatline,” the paramedic repeated.

She hated the word: “flatline.” So disrespectful, as though life was merely a pulse, a beam on an EKG machine. Besides, the machine could be wrong. That’s what she’d learned from the Sleeping Beauties case. The women appeared dead, but were merely in a kind of waking stasis. Zombies did exist. There was a scientific explanation: the paralyzing gills of a puffer fish.

Her hands touched the sheet, draping over the gurney’s edge. Inexplicably, she felt fear. As if, once she pulled back the thin cotton, she would destroy some essential boundary between the known and the unknown.

“Dead.” The two paramedics had followed her, curious, like vultures.

The sheet lifted and fell gracefully.

She sucked in air. She’d never seen anything like it.

The paramedics were wriggling, almost dancing with glee.

“Get out of here.”

“Told you. Told you. Weird as shit.”

She leaned forward, checking for a pulse, reflexes. The lungs were flat. Deflated, like a balloon. Pupils fixed.

“Get out of here. I need room to work.”

“You heard her.” A tall, slim man ducked inside the curtain.

“Parks,” he said, sliding a badge from his inside suit pocket.

He was young, good looking.

“Looks like a shriveled leprechaun,” said Parks.

The body was small—under five feet. Maybe fifty, sixty. “Alive, he couldn’t have been more than eighty-five, ninety pounds,” said Marie. “No obvious cause of death. Pale. Consistent with blood loss.”

“They said you were the right doctor for a weird death.”

“Who?”

“Detectives at the scene.”

Marie didn’t answer. A nursery rhyme floated through her mind: “This old man, he played one, he played knick-knack on my drum.” She sang it to Marie-Claire. “Knick-knack, paddy-wack, give the dog a bone.” Kind Dog would wag his tail. “This old man came rolling home.”

A small crowd of technicians, nurses gathered at the green, ringed curtains.

Marie pressed the man’s flesh—abdomen, thighs, arms. “There’s not much resilience. Dehydration. I don’t think there’s an ounce of blood left.”

The body wasn’t much more than a skeleton, brown flesh stretched over bone. Lying on the gurney—bones stiff, skin deflated—the body seemed a cruel joke. A papier-mâché or woodcut of a body. A made thing, not a dead man. This was the ill Agwé had tried to warn her about.

“Go on, get out of here.” Parks pushed back the gawking nurses and technicians, pulling the ringed curtains shut. He stood next to Marie.

“You should let him go,” said Parks.

“What?”

“Let him go.”

She’d been holding the man’s hand. Blunt fingers, scars on his hand, the tip of his index finger lost. Typical injuries for dock workers.

“Where was he found?” asked Marie.

“Wharf. Just as you see him here. No ID. No valuables.”

“Why didn’t you take him to the coroner’s office?”

“I was told I’d do better to bring him here. To you.”

“I’m supposed to help?”

“I’ve been told you are uniquely qualified.” His expression was curious. No sarcasm. Or hint of disdain. “Roach—our coroner—is on his way.”

“Let’s get him down to the morgue.” She settled the sheet over the corpse. “Help me?”

“Sure.” Parks pushed, she pulled the gurney. Turning a sharp corner, rolling past the nurses’ station, the sheet shifted, exposing the dead man’s face and torso.

“Did you see that?”

“Bloodsucker.”

“Anne Rice must’ve cast this one.”

“Lestat. That’s her vampire. Lestat did it.”

The nurses squealed.

Parks covered the leathery skull.

El shouted, “Back to work. Be respectful.”

Marie felt ancient. Most of the nurses were only a few years younger than she was. She understood their desire to make macabre jokes.

One of the nurses, a brunette with thick-lashed eyes, crossed herself for protection: “Father. Son. Holy Ghost.” Marie wondered if she was fearful of her, the dead man, or both?
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The morgue was in the basement. Refrigeration units took up half the floor; the other half, held autopsy rooms and labs.

They rolled the blood-drained man to a woman sitting at a metal, traditional school desk, reading a paperback, James Lee Burke’s In the Electric Mist of the Confederate Dead, and popping gum.

“He needs refrigeration.”

“Actually, he doesn’t. It’s best to look at him fresh. Least, at first.” He grinned, making him seem even younger. “Forensics—a hobby.”

“You’re—?”

“Parks. Detective Daniel Parks. I thought I was making an impression.”

“No one ever calls you Dan.”

“Am I that obvious? Never liked diminutives.” He tapped his chest. “Detective Parks, just as you’re Doc—” He glanced at the tag on her right-breast pocket.

“Laveau,” she said.

“Yeah. They told me about you. Used to be Levant. Came from Chicago. Discovered you were a Laveau. Voodoo ancestors. Must’ve been strange.”

The technician, wide eyed, popped her gum.

“We’ll find an empty theater,” said Marie. This time she pushed the gurney, Parks pulled.

Parks was everything Reneaux hadn’t been. Clean cut, light brown hair; blue eyes, and suited in a gray cotton business suit, white shirt, polished black shoes. No jewelry anywhere, not even a wedding ring.

She missed Reneaux’s faded leather jacket, his hair in a ponytail, the cross stud in his left ear. She missed his velvet black skin.

“This one’s clear.” Parks pushed the door.

“Wait up.”

“That’s Roach,” said Parks.

“Why do you call him Roach?”

“Don’t ask,” said Roach, struggling to catch his breath. “Let’s look at this baby.” He pulled back the sheet and whistled.

Parks flipped open a spiral notepad. He and Reneaux, maybe all cops, had that in common. Lines filled with ink and lead markings.

Roach circled the body.

Marie shivered. The theater was cold. Concrete floor with drainage depressions for blood, bodily fluids. Steel examining table. A portable tray with gleaming tools to cut, dissect, crack chest cavities, drill skulls, spread abdominal walls. There was a metal sink on the right. A scale. The human heart weighed twelve ounces. Brain matter, fourteen. Liver, three pounds. She’d learned this in anatomy. But she’d never liked cadavers—“stiffs.” She preferred living tissue; plastic, colored layers of body diagrams; cast models with pretend skin peeled back, cut open; or a computer simulation.

“Let’s have a better look at him,” said Roach, snapping on latex gloves.

Rigor mortis had settled in like an unwelcome cousin. Arms were shrinking inward; legs, contracting, curling into a fetal position. The body seemed more like a marionette, strings cut, collapsed into an improbable, impossible position. Everything about the fixed joints, the bloodless limbs, seemed inhuman.

“Time of death?”

“Hand me that thermometer, Doc.” Roach sliced through flesh, into the liver. And inserted the thermometer. “Time of death. Maybe sometime before midnight—last night. It’s hard to tell. Not normal to take a reading from a bloodless liver. Body is unnaturally cold. Bodies rot in New Orleans’s heat. Stomach-content analysis might tell us more.”

Marie swallowed. She’d been at the jazz club. Was this man dying when Agwé appeared?

“I still don’t understand why you brought the body here,” she said. “You’ve got your own facilities.”

“My sentiments exactly,” said Roach, bent over, almost sniffing the dead man’s body, circling him, inspecting skin and bones.

“Call it a hunch,” said Parks. “What’re you doing, Roach?”

“Checking the neck.”

“Dracula’s not to blame.”

“Relax. Just checking.”

A fly was trapped in the morgue. It buzzed, landing on the dead man’s hair.

“Have you ever seen anything like this, Dr. Laveau?” Roach’s eyes blinked behind his round glasses.

“No. The body has eight pints of blood. To become bloodless is scientifically impossible without some gaping wound, a throat slashed, or artery cut.”

“No cuts here. No blood on his clothes.

“Exactly. Free from trauma except for blood loss.”

“Fascinating.”

The fly buzzed off.

“So we agree,” said Parks, standing beside Marie. “This is a remarkable case.”

She could smell Parks’s aftershave. Too sweet for such a disciplined, no-nonsense man. She focused on the body.

Roach chuckled, gleeful. “My real name is William Deheny. One of New Orleans’s Irish. You do voodoo stuff?”

“Leave it, Roach.”

“Priests do hocus-pocus, too. All that incense. Holy water. Come on—wine into blood?”

“Roach,” warned Parks.

“Sure, right. He looks like he’s ready to be mummified. In all my born days, never seen such a thing. You?”

“No.” Marie decided she liked Roach, round, and irreverent. Parks, staring intently, made her feel like a freak show.

Roach took a knife and sliced open the abdomen. The rib spreader showed tissue-paper lungs, dried sinews, collapsed arteries and veins.

Marie murmured: “Bad-luck man. Never got a break. No shoes, only calloused feet. These black marks mean his toes were infected. His pants and jacket are too small, secondhand. Whatever he did, he didn’t do well. All his life, he couldn’t do anything well. Not even when he tried.” She’d seen this man’s type often enough. A migrant trying to get by.

“He threatened someone,” said Parks.

“Maybe,” said Marie, not eager to let the statement rest.

“What did he do that didn’t deserve a beating, a knife to the groin, or a bullet at the base of his skull?” asked Roach. “How could he threaten an enemy so much, they’d drain every drop of his blood?”

Marie exhaled. What was she missing? She squeezed her fingers into gloves, then ran her hands over the body. His skin felt like paper, ready to crumble. She caressed his right hand. Missing finger. Scarred. She turned his palm over. “Look. His wrist—”

“Puncture marks.”

“Yes. Blood drained here.”

“Impossible.”

“No, I’m right.”

The man’s spirit sat up, nodding.

Marie stumbled backward.

“You okay, Doc?”

She looked at Parks, startled. His voice sounded like Reneaux’s.

The dead man’s spirit was perched, like an elf, on his own chest.

Inhale, exhale. She blinked. “He’s still there.”

“Who?”

“The dead man.”

“’Course he is,” said Roach. “I’ve cut the shit out of him.”

“No, I mean, his ghost.”

“Where?” Roach dropped his knife.

“You’ve got to be kidding,” said Parks.

“In the body cavity. The chest.” The dead man opened his mouth and howled.

Marie covered her ears. “Stop. Stop.”

“What’s wrong with you?” asked Parks.

“Make it stop.”

Roach sliced the air, over the chest.

Silence.

“Is he gone?” asked Roach. “Did I kill him?”

“You can’t kill a dead man,” said Parks.

Marie clutched the dead man’s wrist. The wounds were circular, small, reddish brown. “Blood could be siphoned here. Kill a man. This is what Agwé was warning me about.”

Roach made the sign of the cross.

“You mean you had a warning about a possible murder? Why didn’t you call the police?”

“And say what? Premonition?”

“You said it was a man named Agwé.”

“I said, ‘Agwé,’ Detective Parks. Not a man. A spirit god. Rules the oceans and seas.”

“Jesus. Mary. Joseph,” said Roach.

“You’re joking.”

“You came to me, Detective.”

“Yeah, that’s right, Doc. Detectives told me about you.”

“But you didn’t believe them? Didn’t believe there was a crazy conjure woman with second sight, hexing, doing ju-ju.” She waved her hand. “No. Don’t answer.”

“I believe,” said Roach, nervously looking around. “He . . . the ghost . . . still here?”

Roach was typical of white New Orleanians’, irreligious until spooked.

Marie stroked the dead man’s cheek. “No, he’s gone.”

Parks checked his notes. “ ‘Never got a break,’ you said. How do you know?”

“I can sense things.”

“Like you can see things? Things others can’t see?”

“Now I hear the sarcasm, Detective. I thought you were more open-minded.”

“It’s ’cause he’s a northerner.”

“Shut up, Roach.”

“It’s true. Northerners don’t believe in anything.”

“I don’t believe in ghosts. Religious hocus-pocus. Voodoo.”

“I believe,” said Roach, stubbornly. “She saw a ghost.”

“She says she saw a ghost. Isn’t that right?”

Marie was studying the dead man’s eyes. They were glassy. Not only blood, but all moisture had been drained from his body.

How could a man with no major arteries cut be drained of blood? More important: Why would he be?

Marie rechecked his limbs, behind his knees. His ankles. Parks and Roach were right behind her. She could feel their breaths. Smell the sweat on Roach, the aftershave on Parks.

The little man was looking at her, too. Woebegone, as if she could resurrect him. Reanimate life.

Marie felt as if time were collapsing, two worlds—living and dead—were merging. The spiritual intruding on her medical world.

She looked at the dead man’s ghost. A small, hard-driving, workingman. A face that looked forever mournful. A wharf rat. A man who would take bribes, try and influence what cargos got dumped first, hide cargo—human or otherwise—that needed to be forgotten.

“Definitely a violent death,” she said hoarsely.

“How do you know?” asked Parks.

“Otherwise his spirit would be gone.”

“You saying he’s back?” Roach pulled a flask from his trouser pocket, forgetting to take off his exam gloves.

Parks whispered in her ear. “Show me.”

She turned her head; their faces, close. His blues eyes staring into her brown.

“Diagonally across. The other side of the body. Touch.”

Parks extended his hand. “I don’t feel anything.”

“Wait.”

“Isn’t it supposed to be cold?”

“Wait.”

“I feel—I feel—”

“What?” shouted Roach.

Parks withdrew his hand. “Nothing.”

“Liar.” She’d watched his face. Seen the slight widening of his eyes. The twitch in his jaw.

“Let’s close up the body.”

“Sure,” said Roach. “Is he watching?”

“Yes.” The ghost was holding his dead self’s hand. She thought it best not to tell Roach that the ghost was right across from him.

“I was a fool,” said Parks. “Complete idiot to have the paramedics bring the body here. Anyone could see he was dead. No question. Should’ve gone to the city morgue.”

“Then we wouldn’t know about the ghost,” said Roach.

“We still don’t know anything. All we’ve got is Doc’s word. I don’t think it would hold up in a court of law. Right, Doc? They’d revoke your license.”

“You brought him to me.”

“A mistake, Doc. Police officers’ practical joke. I bit. Hook, line, and sinker. There’s nothing here, Doc. Just a body. A murder victim. No ghosts, Doc. There aren’t ghosts. Just in fairy tales.” Parks’s face was flushed.

“Hamlet,” murmured Roach.

“Ghosts don’t exist. Hear me, Doc? Murder. Clear and simple. You won’t believe what I’ve seen. A million ways to die. There aren’t any ghosts. If I’d felt something, I would’ve told you. Logic and evidence. Just like a doc.”

Both Marie and Roach stared at Parks.

Roach shrugged. “ ‘He doth protest too much.’ ”

“Doc. Logic and evidence.” Parks was calmer now. “Nothing else, Doc.” His hair had swept forward onto his brow.

“Did you know Detective Reneaux?” she asked.

“Good cop,” said Roach.

“Not to speak of,” said Parks. “I’m new to the force. Heard about him. How he died. Multiple gunshots.”

Marie swallowed. “Yes. He suffered.” She tore off her gloves. “He called me ‘Doc’ because he knew I hated it. His voice had the same southern lilt yours just had.”

“A kid from Jersey doesn’t speak southern.”

“Right.” She stretched her fingers to caress, tuck back his hair, then withdrew. Fair skin. Blue eyes. Parks wasn’t her black, Egypt lover man. “I’m sorry,” she said.

“Don’t be,” said Parks.

“I hear things. Voices.”

“Trick of memory. You miss him.”

“Parks can make a girl forget,” said Roach. “He’s the department Don Juan. I’d be, if I didn’t have a spare tire.”

“Shut up, Roach.”

“You shut up. I’m senior coroner.”

“I’m case detective.”

“You sound like children.”

Roach laughed.

Parks grimaced, then his face went blank—once again he was the cool, collected officer. “Sorry if we bothered you. Won’t happen again.”

“It will.”

“You predicting murder? Something you’re not telling me? Maybe you’re an accomplice? Maybe somebody else is already murdered?”

“I help people,” she nearly shouted. “Heal. Never hurt.” She was trembling with rage.

The ghost’s arms were wrapped about his chest, his body rocking.

“Definitely a violent death.” Marie started walking.

“Aw, shit,” said Parks. “Make me a believer. Explain this death to me.”

Marie kept walking. She left the morgue, faking calm at seeing ghosts, at hearing Reneaux’s voice coming out of a white man’s mouth.

She needed for Roach to cut, dice, slice in the city’s morgue. Needed for Parks to solve his own damn crime.

She passed the gum-popping girl. Punched the elevator. The doors opened, then closed. The ghost was in the elevator.

She pushed the emergency stop button. Turned.

Miracles had their limits. Just like medicine. There were schisms in logic. Unexplainable reasons for why one person survived while another died. Same treatment, different outcome. Same with spiritual gifts.

“I don’t know what to do.”

The ghost stretched out his hands, daring her to clasp them. His spirit wasn’t shrunken, deformed, just scrawny, his head tilted, his eyes questioning, pleading for help. As if to say: Who else but you?

She punched the button; the elevator lurched, rising upward.
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Blood stirred memories. What it was, it hadn’t always been. It had been—where? Nowhere. It hadn’t been.

Now it was. In the water. In the air.

It had been called. By sound. It remembered sound. The call of drums.

JT’s blood had filled it. Fed it.

It knew as it was draining blood—warm, bitter, and sweet—the man was dying while it was becoming more alive.
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THREE

CHARITY HOSPITAL
MONDAY, EARLY MORNING

Six AM. Shift over.

Marie unbuttoned her coat, slid off her stethoscope, grabbed her backpack, and padlocked her locker. She yelled ’bye to El and DuLac, hello to the incoming crew of nurses and residents. Within seconds, everyone would know the gossip. Believe the drained man was hexed.

Sully, the security guard, waved her over. His body overflowed the metal chair; his legs, turned out like a ballerina’s.

Sully was the sentinel between two worlds—outside versus inside, the sick and the sicker. A few years ago, she’d given a morphine high to his friend, dying of dozens of stab wounds. Sully thanked her by calling her “Almost Doctor.” His name for second-year residents. Even though she was first year. It had been then that she’d first been marked as apart—engendering jealousy, misperceptions, and downright hatefulness.

“Rough night?”

She looked at the elfin ghost, shifting its legs, its weightlessness.

“Yes.”

“You’ll make it.

“As a voodooienne or a doctor?”

“I don’t know nothin’ about the first.” Sully shifted his eyes downward, but not before she’d seen a flicker of fear.

“Sure.”

“Here.” He pulled a brown paper sack from under his folding chair. “Bones.” His blue-black lips spread into a smile.

“Kind Dog would like a Sunday walk.”

“I’ll be over. You think he’d like to go to Riverwalk?” Sully was asking in all seriousness.

Marie patted his puffy hand.

“With you, Kind Dog would be happy to go anywhere.”

Sully smiled, as if she’d told him Dog was a woman, flattered by his attention.

Gently, without knowing why, she stroked his cheek. Black silk. “How come you never go home?”

“I can sit here as well as there. Here, I’m useful.”

“’Night, Sully.”

The glass doors slid open. Sun smacked her eyes. Marie staggered, shading her face.

The ghost stumbled out from behind a trash bin.

She stopped. Head cocked, alert, studying the dead man with his tight crop of gray hair. “Were you hiding?”

Why would a ghost need to hide?

Musing, she started walking again. What was it Marie Laveau’s journal had said? “The unquiet dead—those without peace, those who’d died violently, those who needed to do penance, seek forgiveness . . . those who’d been uncharitable, corrupt, who couldn’t accept their dying . . . those who needed to send one last message—these souls moved restlessly between worlds.” Afterlife versus real life. Daylight, their souls were supposed to rest. Like mythic vampires. Yet unquiet souls felt no relief.

Marie passed a pharmacy and a drunk peeing on a lamppost.

“I should sing a song for you.”

The little man kept trailing her.

“I sing off-key, so it won’t be very good.”

He opened his mouth and a thin wail floated out.

“You can’t sing either.”

Marie crossed the street. She walked quickly, moving from Charity, the medical district, past buildings belonging to Tulane, then a downtrodden business district on the French Quarter’s edge. Stepping onto the ancient cobblestones of Rue Chartres, she broke into a run. Tourists staggered out of bars; a couple petted and kissed. Musicians, bleary eyed, carted instruments to a white van.

The ghost wasn’t beside her; instead, she saw snatches, glimpses of him inside shop windows, in the alleys between buildings, sitting on a loading dock. She even saw him, his arms wrapped around a tree. Once, swinging from a stoplight, blinking yellow. He was strangely companionable.

Marie kept running through the Quarter, sweat lacing her skin.

Church bells tolled.

Street sweepers brushed away blood, dirt, rum-soaked paper cups. The aftermath of the nightly party. The sun was burning off the day’s mist. And Marie felt elation, running in the shadows of buildings, the handiwork of ghosts long past. Delicate iron filigree. White lattice trim, pink shutters. Hidden courtyards where old women lounged, where young women met lovers. Fountains decorated with birds, cupids, griffins, and gargoyles, or the Virgin Mary. New Orleans, rising out of the swamp, steeped in the corrupt race-mixing, religion-blending, slave-and-caste system of the 1700s.

The ancient mixed with the modern. Past, present, or future, depending upon how you viewed it, existed simultaneously. The only city like it in America.

She dodged a silver-painted tin man who’d played statue for tourists all night, now dragging himself home. A tarot card diviner was setting up her stool and table; a chess shark was counting money fleeced from tourists. Transvestites and wobbly-kneed prostitutes headed for Mass then, afterward, the Café du Monde for café au lait, beignets, and gossip.

Puzzle it out, she told herself. Puzzle it out. If she could see the elfin man, maybe, one day, she’d see Reneaux. Or her mother’s spirit. Both murder victims. Unquiet spirits.

Voodoo taught that with great ill, came great good. With hate, love. Despair, hope. There was always hope. Affirmation.

She began to sing: “This old man, he played one. He played knick-knack, paddy-wack on my drum. With a knick-knack, paddy-wack, give the dog a bone. This old man came rolling home.”

She sang, not caring that hungover, red-eyed tourists stared.

New Orleans residents never minded music in any form—gospel shouts, Cajun stomps, blues clapping, Preservation Hall jazz, a washbucket shuffle, it didn’t matter.

Marie slowed her run and began skipping like a child.

By the time she sang, “ . . . he played seven. He played knick-knack, paddy-wack in heaven. With a knick-knack, paddy-wack, give the dog a bone . . . ,” Marie had rolled herself home. To her apartment where she tried to maintain a semblance of normalcy for Marie-Claire.

Before turning her key, she looked down the narrow stairwell. She couldn’t see anyone. Spirits weren’t allowed inside. She turned the key, then stopped, looking down the stairwell again.

Crooked shadows ran deep across the steps. At the bottom of the stairs, a narrow tunnel led to an enclosed, too-private courtyard where anything could happen. Where no one could see. No one could hear.

Cross Antiques, on the first floor, hadn’t opened. Upstairs, it was just her, the baby, and Kind Dog; and Louise asleep on the couch.

She drew herself tall. Someone was there. Probably a drunk.

The ghost—paddy-wack man—emerged from the shadows. He touched his fingers to his brow and bowed.

She was touched. Moved by his gentility. Had he ever been a patient in the ER? Maybe she’d cauterized his missing finger, wrapped his hand carefully in linen?

Looking spent, frail enough for a sea breeze to blow away, he sat, his back to her, on the bottom step.

She knew he’d wait while she slept.

Just a little rest. Breakfast for Marie-Claire. Day care. A prayer to Agwé. Damballah. Then, solve the crime. Or at least try.

She stepped into her apartment and felt relief. Home. No better place.

“Louise, I’m here.”

Louise yawned. Ridges from the couch marked her face. “You don’t need me tonight? What is it, Monday?”

“Yes. It’s my night off.”

“Good. That child needs her mother.”

Marie winced. Of all people, she’d expected Louise to understand. She’d raised her children. Worked every day. Sometimes two jobs. Marie needed to support her child, too.

Besides, Marie enjoyed her work. It was important for Marie-Claire to know that.

Kind Dog licked her hand.

“See you, Louise.” Marie slipped off her shoes, took Louise’s place on the couch. Kind Dog lay on her feet. She was exhausted. Maybe she’d get a few hours sleep before Marie-Claire hollered for breakfast.
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She heard chimes. Fighting her way up from deep sleep, she thought she was dreaming. Chimes again. Then a pounding, rattling, at the door.

Kind Dog, barking, leaped off the coach.

“Doc? Dr. Laveau?”

Marie-Claire started crying.

“It’s me. Detective Parks. You all right?” He banged on the door frame. “Answer. Else I’m coming in.”

“You’re scaring the baby,” she shouted, opening the door.

“I’m sorry.”

Dog was growling. Let him growl.

“I thought you didn’t need me.”

“There’s been another murder. Blood drained.”

“Hush, Dog.” She stepped back, letting Parks in. “Let me get the baby.”

Dog swept past her, sniffing Detective Parks like a hound.

She held a wide-eyed Marie-Claire on her hip. “You like dogs?”

“Cats.”

“Well, Dog likes you.”

It was true. Dog was sitting beside Parks, his body even with Parks’s knee, his tongue licking Parks’s hand. Parks patted the furry head.

Marie-Claire puckered her face and let out a wail.

“Is she hungry?”

“I think so.” She feathered Marie-Claire’s face with kisses, until her cry became giggles.

She walked back toward the kitchen. Parks followed her. Marie-Claire, peeking over Marie’s shoulder, watched him. Kind Dog trailed, last.

Marie poured instant oatmeal into a bowl, added milk, then put it in the microwave.

“What’s her name?”

“Marie-Claire.”

“Pretty baby.”

“Not a baby,” Marie-Claire chimed.

“She speaks.”

“Especially when she warms up to you. Do you have children?”

“Not married.”

“Neither am I.” He didn’t flinch, lift an eyebrow in disapproval, or tighten his mouth. She had to give him credit. “You want my help?”

“Yes, please. I was out of line before.”

“You’re lying again, Detective. It’s my life, and even, sometimes, I don’t believe all the weird stuff.”

“Okay. I admit it. I’m desperate. A good cop doesn’t close doors.”

“Here.” Marie handed him Marie-Claire. She took out the oatmeal, sprinkled cinnamon on it, and added cold milk. She poured orange juice into a ‘Little Kitty’ cup. Kind Dog chewed his bone.

“Put her in the high chair. She’s messy when she eats.”

“Hi,” said Marie-Claire. “Hi.”

“Hi,” answered Parks, awkwardly sliding her in the high chair.

“Eat your oatmeal.”

“O’meal.” Marie-Claire banged her spoon.

Parks straightened his tie.

“You’re not around children much.”

“No. Or dogs.” He looked down at Kind Dog.

Dog raised his head.

Marie-Claire squealed, “Dog. Kind Dog.” She let oatmeal slip from her spoon to the floor. Kind Dog lapped it up.

Marie slid into a chair. “Tell me the details.”

Detective Parks flipped open his notepad. Frowned at his scrawl. “This one’s a musician. His name’s Rudy. Rudy ‘Sweet Lips’ Johnston.

“Found backstage. Dozens of people must’ve passed him. Time of death still unknown. Pending autopsy. My guess is that it was between two and four AM. Special recording set, Live at Preservation Hall.

“After the break, Rudy went missing. Some thought he’d gone to the bathroom. Others, that he was sneaking a drink. The sound mixer found him. In the shadows. Pressed against the back wall.” Parks looked up.

Marie concentrated on Marie-Claire. The tug and release of her lips. The oatmeal smudge above her mouth.

“Rudy was like the body at the hospital.”

“You mean paddy-wack man? That’s what I call him.”

Parks flipped another page. “His name was JT. Jean Toulouse DuVaille. Haitian. Didn’t report for work this morning. Got a tip.”

“Both men drained of blood? No major wounds? Punctures on the wrist?”

“Like a snake’s.”

Marie frowned. Then she stilled, her head cocked. Marie-Claire turned, looking past the doorway into the living room. Kind Dog hustled up, raced to the front door, barking.

Marie grabbed the salt, heading for the front door. Kind Dog growled.

“He’s here,” said Marie, opening the door.

“Who?”

“Rudy. Go. Go away,” she shouted at the ghost on the landing. She poured salt on the threshold, hollering: “JT. He has to stay with you. JT.”

“Can I help?” Parks positioned himself in front of the high chair.

“Stay with Marie-Claire. Dog!” Marie ordered. “Marie-Claire.”

Kind Dog raced back to the kitchen. Parks gathered Marie-Claire in his arms, patting her back, bouncing her as she cried.

Marie stared at the ghost at the bottom of the stairs. Darker than JT, he had the heavy chest of a horn player.

Rudy, hands crossed over his heart, looked at her yearningly.

“I’ll help. I promise. Stay in the courtyard. You’ll be revenged.”

She slammed the door. Slumped against it. Damn. She looked into the kitchen. Dog was quiet. Standing, ears, eyes alert. Tail tall. Parks held Marie-Claire. A tight, protective embrace.

“Graveyard dust works better,” she murmured, walking toward them.

“Police work isn’t about vengeance,” said Parks softly.

“Neither is voodoo. But these spirits—JT and Rudy—are.” She held out her hands for Marie-Claire. “Day care. Shall we go see Miz Lola?”

“Lola. Lola.”

“That’s right, baby.” She smiled. “Parks. Dog’s leash is in the closet. I’ll get Marie-Claire dressed.”

Dog knew “leash”; he pawed the closet door.

“I don’t understand.”

“You might be a good detective. But you need common sense.”

“Potty,” said Marie-Claire, emphatic.

“Take Dog to do his business. When you come back, we’ll take Marie-Claire to day care.”

“Then Preservation Hall?”

“Right,” she drawled, teasing. “Smart cop.” Then she called over her shoulder, “Don’t let JT and Rudy touch you.”

“How am I supposed to know they’re there?”

“Dog,” she shouted over her shoulder. “He’ll bark.” Then cooed, “Who’s my baby? My oh, so pretty baby?”

“Me,” piped, Marie-Claire.
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FOUR

PRESERVATION HALL, FRENCH QUARTER
MONDAY MORNING

Preservation Hall was spare inside. Hard to believe any music magic was made here. Dark floor, dark chairs. A stage only a foot high, unimposing. Yet this was where some of the greatest jazz legends played, where audiences were charmed, seduced by New Orleans’s unique sounds.

Dim inside, the hall had its own time—atmospheric, like a cave reverberating with memories of songs played a day ago, a year ago, decade and decades ago.

Musicians, comfortable with calloused fingers, lips, and unfiltered cigarettes, were staggering about the hall, some nodding off, some in a stupor of straight gin—clear like water so patrons wouldn’t notice—some antsy, tap-tapping feet, hands, like they needed a fix. Maybe they did. Cops, gathering evidence, stumbling over each other, were a deterrent. The musicians nodded at Detective Parks. Their lids were half-lowered, covering their bloodshot, dilated eyes.

A man stepped forward. A front-office man, in cheap polyester, concerned, but frightened, too. “We need to open tonight. Y’all need to get on with it. Let the musicians go. They need sleep. We have a show.”

“Sure,” said Parks, then promptly ignored him. “Roach,” he hollered.

“Back here.”

Parks and Marie moved stage left, stepping over electric cords, around amplifiers, into an alcove.

“Isn’t much to go on,” said Roach. “Just a backstage cavern. We dusted a wide area. Floor, walls, props.”

Tarp covered the body. A big man. Much bigger than JT.

Marie stood over the body, reluctant to look down. On her left, Parks’s blue eyes were fixed on her, on her right, Roach.

Roach cleared his throat. “Course, there’s the official exam. Autopsy to come. Seems same manner of death.” Brow furrowed. “But the manner of death is impossible. Punctures or not. Even his dick is spent, sucked dry.”

“That’s enough, Roach.”

Roach blinked behind spectacles. “In my day, the young weren’t so prudish.”

“You are a roach,” said Parks, disgusted.

Marie touched the wall. Frayed, chipped paint. Smoke stains. When she squinted, she thought she saw letters. Some kind of calligraphy? No, an image. Agwé’s sign? Also, another mark, drying, a still-damp brown-red. Shaped like two Vs. Valleys. Open-ended triangles.

She dropped her hand.

“They call me Roach ’cause I once collected a corpse covered in them.”

“Nobody else would touch it.”

“It’s my job,” Roach said, scowling. “William. Bill. My momma called me Bill.” His voice slipped into a New Orleans drawl.

She turned her back on Parks. “I understand, Bill. Sometimes folks don’t appreciate professionalism. There’re squeamish doctors, just like cops.” The red-mop man smiled, gold glinting in the back of his mouth. “I’ll see if transport is here.”

“You do that,” said Parks. “Are you okay, Doc? Dr. Laveau?”

“Sure.” She stooped, lifting up the tarp.

She sucked in air. Autopsy, surgery, even cancer deaths were nothing compared to this. An absolute drain of body fluids. Taut, leathery flesh covering bone. All the bones—clear, heightened, in bold relief. Inhale, exhale. Don’t get emotional, she told herself. Still some muscle and fat. Just limp, flaccid, without blood flow.

Parks squatted beside her. She imagined they looked like little kids staring at a dead, malnourished cat in a sandbox.

Except this was a man. Skin poured over bones. No sense of organs, everything depressed, caved in, bloodless. Nails, yellow. Eyes, wide open, bulging with a glazed look of surprise. His wrist had three punctures, right along the vein.

“Trumpet.”

“What?”

“He played the trumpet,” said Parks.

Marie squinted at Rudy’s ring. Something etched on the gold. Were the markings linked to the wall? A dialogue in some ancient tongue?

“If anyone deserved dying, he did.”

Parks stood. “Who might you be?”

“Dede. Stage manager. I’ve been here forever.”

Marie stretched the tarp over the dead man’s head. Parks, surprisingly gentle, put his hand under her elbow. Helped her rise.

“Thanks,” she said.

“Real gentleman,” scowled Dede.

“Show some manners,” said Parks.

“Why?” asked Marie. “I mean, why did he deserve it?”

Dede crossed his fat hands over his chest. Scrunched his lips.

“Say something. Else I can take you down to the station for questioning.”

Dede looked at Parks as if he were a roach. He licked his lips, sly, hesitating, like a dying man. “Everything about him was corrupt.” His voice was soft, more melancholic than damning. “He’d sell his sister . . . lie to his mother . . . steal from his brother. Called no man friend. Ornery. A good musician, but no soul. Not supposed to be that way. Feelings supposed to make great music. Everything in him was hate.”

Marie shifted from foot to foot. Dede was staring at her. She thought of the ancient mariner. Except Dede wasn’t confessing his sins. He was confessing someone else’s; strangely, he was warning her.

“You going to take him?”

“Ready to load,” said Roach, returning.

“He deserves a shout-out,” said Dede. “He’s still one of us.”

“Shout-out? What’s that?”

“A moment of praise. Witness. Recognition that he was one of the group,” said Marie.

Dede nodded. He looked around the room, slapped his hands against his thigh. One beat, two.

“My man,” replied a sandy man, hair slicked back, drumming sticks on the table, a syncopated rat-a-tat-tat. Marie recognized him. He was the drummer possessed at the club.

Someone else added a slapping. A steady rhythm against his chest. Then another. Marie looked at the fluttering hands. Another. Thighs. Chests. Tables. A gray-haired man slammed his flattened palm on wood. Dede began stomping his feet. Then all of them were slapping, stomping. Not cat’s gut strung tight over drums, but a haunting, improvised sound. Loud. Louder. Leather soles pounding. Dede, steadily watching her.

She swallowed, clapped her hands. Syncopating, counterpointing the men’s beats.

Musicians—black, white, high yellow, cinnamon brown, and all the colors in between. Some with gold in their mouths; some with no teeth, few teeth; some young, others old. They all had weary “been there, done that” looks and smiles that recognized the secrets in men’s and women’s souls.

More soul stirring, less slick than the Preservation Band sound.

Ceremonial. The sound growing louder, the beat more intense. Their bodies as drums, harkening back to an ancient time. A time when communication was just rhythm, when hands against flesh mirrored beating hearts. Like an African juba. A community using rhythm for spiritual release.

All the men were looking at her. They were in need, needed something from her.

She raised her hands high. The drumming quickened. As if the roof could lift. High. Higher.

“Spirit find peace,” she hollered. “We’ve honored, witnessed your life.” The musicians were nodding. “Rudy, be gone.”

The men abruptly stopped their drumming.

Dede smiled crookedly.

The men and the room seemed to have lost air, exhaled energy. It was now a near-empty, dirty bar filled with tired, disillusioned men.

“I don’t get it,” said Parks. “What just happened?”

“I need to be outside.”

“Don’t go far,” said Parks.

“Or you’ll arrest me?”

“No. I’m worried about you. Be careful.”

She exited through the back door, into a courtyard. It felt odd having a man be concerned for her. Not since Reneaux—Detective Reneaux—had someone looked at her as Parks had. Like he cared.

She looked about the courtyard, searching for Rudy.

Rudy’s ghost was leaning against the south wall, licking his lips. JT, shoulders slumped, looked as mournful as a freshly neutered cat.

“What connects you?” Marie asked.

“Talking to yourself?”

“You following me?”

Parks shrugged.

“No. To them,” said Marie, pointing.

“Whatever you say, Doc.” Parks lit a cigarette.

“Bad for you.”

“This case is bad for me.”

“For a doctor, cases are the ones we try to keep alive.”

“Mine are homicides. Without a doubt, dead.”

Parks blew smoke right through the ghosts. He looked at Marie, his shoulder leaning against concrete. “I didn’t hear a shout-out. Except you—saying ‘be gone.’ Did it work?”

“No. I said what they wanted to hear.”

“Trickery?”

“No. The shout-out was in the music. The rhythm. Each of the gods has its special rhythm.”

“Whose rhythm were they playing?”

“Agwé’s. The sea god.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“That’s what I’m trying to find out.”

“You think they know something? Something they’re not telling?”

“No. I think the rhythm was instinctive. Spirits do shape things. Like the markings on the wall.”

“There’s writing on the wall?” Parks stood upright.

He had the longest lashes she’d ever seen on a man. “Inside,” she murmured. “Markings. Above the body.”

“A message? Some clue other than impossibly dead bodies?” His voice was soft.

Marie knew he was angry.

Parks pressed his cigarette against the wall, sparks flying. He went back inside.

Marie stayed outside. The ghosts were gone. She—who’d seen all manner of dying—had never seen two men drained of blood. She leaned against the brick wall, her fingers digging in the crevices, the cracks. Scraping at mortar over a hundred years old.

Parks was again in the doorway. She could see him straining to hold himself back, not to get in her face. He lit a cigarette, then stared at the matchstick flame, watching it burn down to his fingertips, before blowing it out.

“What does it mean?”

“Agwé’s sign, I think. But it’s not finished. Just the shape of a bow, a line for a mast. And something else—uncompleted. Perhaps two Vs.”

“Why didn’t you tell me earlier?”

Marie just looked at him. “I think there are going to be more deaths.”

Face taut, he gripped her shoulders. He seemed to be looking inside her—probing her anxiety, her fears, her heart’s secrets.

She felt the strength in him, the strength behind his usual careless posture, his pretty-boy looks. Here was the man who liked tracking murderers. Who could stare at all manner of abuse—homicide by knife, strangulation, beating . . . and now what? vampirism?—and not be undone. She couldn’t help wondering whether he’d been born or made that way. Nature versus nurture.

“Never thought I’d be tracking a voodoo killer,” said Parks.

“It isn’t voodoo.”

“Markings indicate a ritualistic killing. Your involvement—your ghosts make it seem voodoo enough for me.”

“Then you’re a fool.”

He stepped back, dragged on his cigarette. “You don’t like cops.”

“Nothing to do with the profession.”

“So it’s me you don’t like. If you respected me, you would’ve told me about the drawing sooner. You wouldn’t have withheld it, thinking I’m stupid.”

“I don’t think you’re stupid. Slow, perhaps. Needing to be reminded to take a dog to pee.”

Parks smiled slightly. “All right. I admit that one.” His voice lowered. “But I don’t want to admit there’ll be more murders. How do you know?”

The courtyard was grungy. Cigarette butts, the tips of rolled weed, a few empty pints of Jack Daniel’s. This was where the musicians rested between sets. A small square. At night, she imagined, they could see flickering stars.

“I just know.”

“Concrete, tangible evidence. That’s what I’m interested in, Doc.”

“Sure. Except with Rudy dead, you came to me. When his ghost was at my door, you didn’t question. You protected Marie-Claire. I’m grateful for that.”

Parks blew smoke at the clouds.

“Bad for you,” she sighed.

“This job. This place is bad for me. Ten AM and my clothes are already sticking to me like water.”

“Why are you here? New Orleans.”

Parks flicked the cigarette onto the cobblestones, watching it burn between crevices.

“A woman,” Marie whispered.

Parks froze, expressionless.

Marie felt his suppressed longing, melancholy. Funny how emotions radiated. The more you suppressed them, the more powerful they became.

“Failed love affair,” she said, “and you blame New Orleans.”

“No. Just her. She knew I was a cop. She wanted to be with her people. What’s that? Her people?” He tapped the Marlboro pack against his palm. “Was it my fault New Orleans is the murder capital of the South, hey, maybe the whole damned United States?” He lit another cigarette.

Marie clasped his hand. For a second, he held hers, staring at their fingers, entwined, before letting his hand go limp.

“You love her.”

“Stop creeping me out.”

“Just a woman’s intuition.”

“And you? In love?”

His eyes were ocean blue. And, for a second, she imagined she could fall into them. That beyond the blue was brown.

“Parks,” shouted Roach.

They stepped apart.

“The body is loaded. We’re ready to roll.” Roach looked at one, then the other. His eyes blinked behind glass.

“I’m coming,” said Parks.

“Take your time. A woman always appreciates that.”

Marie bobbed her head. A blush spread across her cheeks.

“Don’t mind Roach. Good man. Just crass sometimes.”

“No matter. Besides, he’s right.” She smiled.

Now it was Parks’s turn to blush.

“Look,” said Parks. “I don’t understand what’s going on. But I admit it. I need you.”

“I, you.”

His brow arched.

“Things happen for a reason,” she murmured. “The world is full of signs.”

“I’m a sign?” He grinned.

“A big one.” They both laughed.

“Let me have a patrolman drive you home. I’ll get back to you after the autopsy.”

“I’d rather walk. Helps me think.”

“You sure?”

Marie pressed her fingertips to her eyes. She’d like nothing better than to crawl into bed. But something was awry in the world; she was smack in the middle of it. That made it dangerous for Marie-Claire, for everyone she loved.

“I’m sure,” she said.
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She went inside the musty hall. Several musicians were still straddling chairs; some, packing instruments; others, already slipping out the front door. A saxophonist was sleeping on the floor, his coat his pillow, his instrument cradled like a lover.

Parks had slipped beside Roach. Comparing notes. Beat cops yawned.

The hall wasn’t much. Yet here, magic was made. Music—a universal human endeavor. Slaves had used it to save their own souls. Preservation Hall, “preservation”—protecting something from loss or danger; salvation; self-preservation; to conserve. In medical terms, “preservation” meant a process to save organic substances from decay; embalmment, fixation, hardening tissue to resemble, as much as possible, living tissue.

Her head hurt. She turned to go, but her mind didn’t connect with her body.

She blinked. Her sight narrowed, focusing on the bandstand. JT stood beside the drums.

Her respiration increased; sweat beaded on her neck. As in a ceremony, she was both here and not here, in two worlds. Present/future. Present/past. Which would it be?

Time converged. Space receding; streaks of color. Wait, she said to herself. Wait. For the vision.

The world bleached gray, then blanched yellow. Sickly, feverish yellow.

Like a picture show, she saw JT. Saw herself, standing, beside him.

Marie cleared her mind. Let the miracle happen. Be it. In it.

She stepped inside JT’s ghostly body.

Loneliness. Heavy as a mountain. A river of tears dammed inside.

On the dock. Keeping lookout. Fearful police will arrive. Water crested. A swell of white foam.

She remembered playing as a child, on the beach. Marching with a stick in her hand, wearing an admiral’s hat. Mama—lovely and young, embracing her, feathering her face with kisses. Placing a bag about her neck.

Something burst from the water.

“Mama?” Arms outstretched, trying to embrace the past. “Agwé?”

The water was still like a glass pane, but dirtied from mud, refuse, sewage.

Hands high, lowering, she slapped out a rhythm. Flesh against flesh. Hands to chest. Agwé’s rhythm.

Darkness, a floating mist rose from the water. Coming. Closer. Agwé inspires. Redeems.

Impact. Wood digging into flesh. Lungs aching for air.

Horror as her wrist twisted, arched, as the snake drained blood.

“JT, fight. Fight. “ But her words inside the spirit had no sound. She felt him letting himself die. Giving in. She died with him.

Welcoming sleep. A sweet exhale. JT believed he had nothing to live for. That Agwé was punishing him, making the world right.

“Doc?”

Marie looked at Parks. He needed a shave; a lock of hair kept falling over his eye; there were brown flecks in his irises. She smelled him: his worry, his sweet aftershave.

“You’re crying.”

“JT thought he’d dishonored his mother’s god. Agwé. Thought he deserved to die.”

“Woman’s intuition?”

“Voodoo, this time. I was him. In him.”

She swayed.

Parks held her upright. “You need rest, Doc.”

“No. There isn’t time. It’s the music. JT and Rudy. Connected by music.”

“JT was a dockworker,” said Parks.

“But he called Agwé. Like the shout-out, he drummed his body.

“When I first saw him, his spirit,” her words tumbled out, “the tune was in my head. Knick-knack, paddy-wack. He played one, he played knick-knack paddy-wack on my drum. I’ve just seen him. Drumming. He thought Agwé killed him. But it couldn’t have been Agwé. It was darkness. A snake.”

“The devil, then.” Parks brushed back his hair. “I can’t believe I’m saying this.”

“Snakes aren’t evil.”

Outside, the ambulance whoop-whooped twice. Rudy’s body was being taken away.

“JT thought Agwé was punishing him. Rudy must’ve thought so, too. That would account for the drawing. He was trying to pacify Agwé.”

Raucous singing, from outside, filtered into the hall. “Oh, when the saints . . . Lord, how I want to be in that number. . . . ”

Marie hated the song. In her mind’s eye, she could see the tourists’ hips shaking, fingers snapping, taking up the anthem, dancing in the street. Trumpets blared.

“Everybody dead gets a party in New Orleans,” cursed Parks. He stomped out his cigarette. “I think we should await evidence. Follow police procedure.”

She touched her throat, feeling her carotid artery. Her pulse, ebbing and flowing. “Did JT have a bag around his neck? Or near his body?”

“Nothing.”

“As a child, his mother gave him a mojo bag.”

Parks raised his brows.

“A corrupted version of mojuba,” she responded. “ ‘To give praise.’ An African charm. Sometimes called gris-gris. Trick bags. Agwé was JT’s guardian.”

“Sure, Doc.”

“Something must’ve happened to the bag. It would account for why he was such a bad-luck man.”

Grimacing, Parks stepped back warily. “I’ll escort you home.”

“Parks. Listen to me. You’ve got to believe me. Nothing of this world is going to solve this crime.”

“I’m not going to end up like Reneaux.”

“What’re you talking about?”

“Everybody admired him. Don’t get me wrong. But there’s talk—you and your voodoo drove him crazy. He let himself slip as a cop. That’s why he got killed.”

She slapped Parks. Hard. Then slapped him again.

Parks clutched Marie’s wrist. The two of them, breathing heavily, their gazes fixed, angry.

A patrolman stepped near. “Need help?”

“Get the hell out,” answered Parks. He held Marie’s wrist, gaze unwavering. “Concrete. Tangible evidence. Nothing less.”

Cymbals clashed; the bass drum sounded. The snare fell over.

“What the hell—”

“JT’s trying to provide evidence.”

Quick as lightning, JT hid the drumsticks behind a speaker.

“I’m out of my mind. Ghost drummers. Vampires. Witches.”

“I’m not a witch.”

“Voodoo.”

The sandy-haired drummer reset his drums. Hollered, “Elroy, if you fucked with me—” He slammed down an empty leather bag on the snare. “Them’s my lucky sticks. Elroy, I’ll bust your ass.”

“Who’s Elroy?” asked Parks as Marie asked, “You’ve lost them?”

The drummer, skinny like a rope, stared at her. He looked pitiful, desperate.

“Your sticks are gone,” she said.

“I always put them back in my case. Always. Elroy, a clarinetist, is fucking with me.”

“Why would he do that?”

The drummer hooted. “I soaked his reeds in gin.”

“A joker,” said Parks.

“Look in your bag again,” said Marie.

“I’m tellin’ you. They’re not there.”

“I think they are. Will be.”

The drummer slipped his hand in the bag. “Nothing.”

“Wait.”

JT pushed the sticks, watching them roll across the band floor.

“I’ll be damned,” said Parks.

“Wait,” said Marie as the drummer bent for the sticks.

JT lifted the sticks, slipping them inside the leather bag lying on the drummer’s chair.

The drummer’s face twisted, awestruck. “Rudy? Rudy took my sticks? Son of a bitch.”

“No. Someone else. Another spirit.”

Like a minstrel, JT slapped his chest and thighs.

Parks sat backward in a chair, his head on his crossed arms; Marie patted his back.

“I can’t believe I’m asking this,” said Parks. “Do you know why a ghost would want your sticks?”

“Drum’s everything,” the drummer said, shrugging, palms up. “She knows. Ask her.”

“Drums call the spirits,” said Marie, more certain than ever that this was the drummer who’d been possessed at La Mer.

“Always been that way. Since the beginning. If a ghost had my sticks, he’s asking for someone to be called.”

“And providing concrete evidence of the unseen.”

“Okay, Doc. I get it. I’m along for the ride.” Parks paused in lighting another cigarette. “Why yours?”

“Huh?” The drummer slid his sticks, lovingly, from the bag.

“I mean, why yours? Your sticks?”

The drummer twirled on his chair, then beat a crescendo drumroll. Cymbals crashed, punctuating a period. “My people.”

Parks rolled his eyes, muttering, “My people.”

“Come from a long line of drummers. Back to Africa.”

“Where can we reach you?”

“Algiers. Just ask. Everybody can tell you where I be.”

“Name?”

“Wire. As in skinny as a wire.”

“I would’ve said rope.”

Wire shrugged. “I prefer Cat. Like cat skins.”

“I don’t understand,” said Parks.

“African drums are made with animal hides,” answered Marie.

“Ela kuku dea ’gbe wu la gbagbe. A dead animal cries louder than a live one.”

“Anlo-Ewe? from Ghana?” asked Marie.

“You’re the one, Maman Marie.” Wire pointed his drumstick. He tossed his sticks high. They twirled, spinning and spinning, until he snatched them and banged twice on the snare. “Interesting times,” he crowed. “Dee-vine. Dee-vine.”

“What do you say, Detective? Enough evidence? JT took the sticks, then brought them back. Just for you.”

“Me?”

“You’re the skeptic. And JT wants you to believe. Drumming is the clue. Connecting the murders. Maybe even offering the cure.”

“Better believe it,” said Wire, placing sunglasses over his eyes, beginning a slow rhythm, hypnotic on his drums. “Miz Marie, you’re gonna need me.”

“You think so?”

“Know so.” Beats fell fast, furious. Wire sang off-key, “Conjure woman, turn your life around. Upside down. Marie Laveau.”

“Come on, Parks. We need to get ready.”

“For what?”

“A voodoo ceremony.”

“You’re shitting me.”

Marie’s smile faded. “I wish I was. Ceremonies are meant to enlighten, heal. This one might be dangerous.” She looked at Wire. “You’ll come?”

“I wouldn’t miss it.”

“You know where?”

“Everybody knows where.”

Marie nodded. “You okay with this, Parks?” She held her breath, knowing his answer could alter everything.

She knew as surely as she knew mosquitoes drained blood, evil didn’t necessarily disappear because of prayer. Both a voodooienne and a cop would be needed to solve this crime.

Parks looked at the underside of his wrist. His veins, blue. A scar of a tattoo disappearing under his jacket, his shirt cuff.

Parks looked at her coolly. “Teach me,” he said. “This world, the next. Don’t matter. Murder is still murder.”
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In the sea, it had been resting with the bones. Slaves tossed overboard, murdered pirates, drowned seafarers. Been resting among the empty shells of mollusks, snails, among coral reefs and mounds of trash. Once the water had been sparkling green, blue, and white foam, now it was muddied with silt, soil, and waste from New Orleans. It had been his city once.

Part of the city, it still recognized—the Quarter. It didn’t recognize the tall buildings, the moving things—trolleys, cars?—was that what they were called? Buses. Strange replacements for a horse between a man’s thighs, trotting to the cadence of a whip.

Blood fed it memories. Rudy’s blood had been sour.

Music sweet, blood bitter. Like the man. Needle in his arm. Passed out on a floor. Forgetfulness. It dove deeper, draining blood farther away from the heart. A girl. Hair the color of dark cherries. Hands caressing, an embrace. A kiss.

It remembered. Touch. Feel. It slowed its draining. Lulled by a remembrance—of what? Who?

Rudy’s secret. Deep in his blood, sinews. Strangling the cherry-haired woman with his bare hands. Seconds seem like hours. She can’t get away.

Can’t make hands release. Rudy presses, harder . . . harder still. Inside her, thrusting in and out. A welling ecstasy. Her eyes, bug eyed. Her jaw, slack. Her hands trying to pull his hands away. Her hands slip to her sides; her eyes dull. His body explodes. Joy, standing over a pliant body. He draped over her, his tongue licking her, blowing against her breast, as he would a trumpet. Her areola his reed.

It felt Rudy’s and the woman’s life both draining, dissolving. Two deaths, satisfying its hunger. One, actual; the other, blood memories.

It understood Rudy’s emotions. Better than JT’s.

It remembered women.

It understood without knowing why, how—it understood killing a woman.

Understood how killing could be better than a kiss.

With Rudy’s blood, it smeared, marked the wall.
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FIVE

OUTSIDE CHARITY HOSPITAL
LATE EVENING, TUESDAY

Marie stood in the shadows, leaning against a wall, just outside the circle of a streetlamp’s glow. She stared at Charity, her second home, rising like a series of turreted monoliths piercing the sky.

In 1736, it was originally called, L’Hospital des Pauvres de la Charité, Hospital for the Poor. Its mission never changed even as sites did, as it grew exponentially, becoming a storied complex with a thousand window eyes. A labyrinth of floors, dark stairwells, and whirring elevators ferrying up the living, sending down the dead.

Marie swatted at a blood-sucking mosquito. With the back of her hand, she wiped sweat from her brow.

DuLac had ordered her to stay home—to rest, prepare for the ceremony. But after Marie-Claire fell asleep, she called Louise to babysit, told Kind Dog to stay alert, and walked out the door in a T-shirt, tattered jeans, and sandals.

She’d never once imagined, given an unexpected night off, the choice of sleep, she’d be yearning for her graveyard shift.

She remembered DuLac from new resident orientation, his eyes bloodshot, barking, “Devils find it easy to move at night. More folks shoot, stab, beat each other when the sun goes down. More than any other time.”

As a first-year resident, she’d smothered a laugh. But she’d learned DuLac never lied. Three years later and not a night had passed when she didn’t have to change a wet, bloodied lab coat. Fight for a life. Or tell someone that a loved one had died.

She’d learned, too, that while DuLac meant “devils” as in “bad-behaving people,” others, especially Catholics, meant “devils” literally, as in demons, Satan.

Marie knew voodoo, in its origins, resisted simplistic definitions of good and evil. The snake in the Garden of Eden offered knowledge. Always a good. Humanity didn’t “fall” from grace into sin. Humanity was a never-ending blending of impulses: to heal and to hurt; to help and to harm.

But, in New Orleans, African-based faiths blended with Catholicism, and linguistic, cultural shifts changed Voudu into voodoo, with resonant echoes in hoodoo, folk magick, and southern rootwork. In the New World, faith, like people, became a “mixed-blood stew.” Evil, as a concept, thrived until it turned on the faith itself—pop culture stereotypes convinced both blacks and whites that the slaves’ ancient faith was steeped in barbarism with an evil, killing intent.

Part of her struggle was to stir, re-spice, the “stew”—reclaiming, reasserting, voodoo’s nurturing, beneficent power. “Your fa, your fate,” DuLac declared when he recognized her power. Still, it had been two centuries since Marie Laveau died, and unlike Harry Potter tales, there weren’t any schools for a Voodoo Queen.

Marie crossed the street. A pinch-faced woman rushed a swaddled baby into the ER. Probably fever. A touch of pneumonia. But you could never be too careful. Among immigrants, it could be TB. Among citizens whose parents forgot or couldn’t afford the vaccine, it could be measles. Or chicken pox.

Marie longed to walk into the ER. To follow the woman and her baby.

The ER was Charity’s heart. Two ambulances were parked; another was arriving, wailing, red lights flaring. A homeless man played with the electric sliding glass doors, stepping on and off the mat.

She saw sweet Sully speak to the man, then guide him by the hand into the ER, the glass doors sliding shut. Immediately, the glass misted with humidity, making the ER seem out of focus. She knew Sully would give the man some of his dinner, red beans and rice, chicory-spiced coffee from his thermos.

Marie felt an itch, like red ants, trailing down her neck. She turned.

JT and Rudy were standing behind her. Up against the convenience store’s graffiti-filled wall. Both looking patient, woeful.

She bit her lip, turned away.

She’d rather be inside Charity’s lighted corridors, fighting death, than outside, standing in the thick night air, trying to avoid thinking about conducting a ceremony to quell a monster. Trying to avoid the burden of unnaturally murdered ghosts.

She was tempted to believe unquiet souls might have the capacity for pure evil. Not JT and Rudy, though. She felt sure both had been fallible, imperfect men who may have done evil; but as spirits, they were looking for justice, for peace. Unlike the spirit that had killed them.

“Damn.” She needed to be inside Charity, where science did its best to cut life and death into digestible, bite-size pieces.

She wanted to do what she was trained to do. Use modern medicine’s tools. Take a history. Blood pressure, temperature, pulse. Order tests. Interpret an X-ray. Stop bleeding. Suture wounds.

Be a doctor and heal.

The ambulance, its wail suddenly quieted, its red light still, pulled into the parking bay.

She couldn’t help running to the van, throwing open the doors to a cursing kid, sixteen, seventeen, with a bandaged shoulder, bleeding sluggishly.

“I’ll walk. Won’t be carried,” said the street tough, trying to peacock his courage. Only his restless eyes showed fear. Shock.

Marie nodded at the EMTs—Luella, who’d ridden with the patient; Eddie, the driver. They both recognized her.

“I told you, I’ll walk.”

Exasperated, Eddie spit on the sidewalk. Luella rolled her eyes.

“How about a wheelchair? Keep you from dripping blood on the sidewalk and floor.” Hands on her hips, Marie cocked her head.

The glass doors slid open. Huan, her ponytail bobbing, arrived, breathless. “Hey.”

“Hey,” Marie answered. “I’ve got him.” She swerved a wheelchair forward.

“I sure would like to get you,” snapped the boy. “Fine as chocolate cream. You a doctor?”

“You a patient?” Marie pointed. “Sit.”

Wincing, the boy climbed out of the ambulance. He was handsome, lean. His sleeveless shirt, cut at the midriff, showed off his hard abs, a skull and bones tattoo identified his gang. The Buccaneers. By her guess, he’d been lucky. Shot clean through. No major damage, just a lot of blood. His baggy jeans rode low on his hips. Fruit Of The Loom underwear showed, tearing between the cotton and the elastic. His pants looked ready to fall off, just like a toddler’s. In a year or two, he’d probably be dead. His youth wasted.

“DuLac isn’t going to like this,” whispered Huan. “He should be on a stretcher.”

“Tell me about it,” said Luella.

The young man’s face paled. His bandage turned crimson, flowering blood.

Marie wheeled the chair around. The doors parted. “This isn’t all DuLac isn’t going to like.”

DuLac walked toward her, his face grim. “I thought I told you to take the night off.”

Staff and patients stared. K-Paul winked. Two nurses twittered behind their hands. El, with her witch’s nails, shooed them away. “Get to work.”

DuLac pulled Marie by the arm, shouting to Huan, “Take over.”

“Hey, give me back my doc.”

“I’ll give you what for,” snarled El, startling the bleeding boy into submission. Huan wheeled him to Curtain Three.

DuLac pushed Marie inside his office, slamming his door. Rigid, he stared at her. She’d never seen him so furious. Absent his Southern charm.

“You have a ceremony to prepare for.”

“Tell me something I don’t know.” Then, defensively, “I was going stir-crazy.”

DuLac studied her, his weight pressing into his hands, onto his desk.

Marie willed herself not to flinch or shift her gaze.

“Proper food?”

“Yes.”

“Altar candles? Offerings? Incense?”

“Yes, they’re all ready.”

“Then you should be preparing your mind.”

“You tell me, then,” Marie demanded, “what should I be doing? How exactly do I prepare for a creature no one’s seen? Perhaps can’t see. But, amazingly, drains blood? All of it.

“I’m not even sure I can call it to a ceremony. This thing. This creature. Whatever it is. Spirit loas, that’s what I know. Agwé. Ezili. Ogun. Damballah. If you know better, DuLac, then you do it. You prepare.”

DuLac’s gaze was hooded, lids half closed, as if he were looking inside himself.

“I’m sorry,” murmured Marie.

Three years ago, DuLac drank heavily. Staff covered for him, making sure no one was hurt; but it was only a matter of time before he harmed someone. Lost his license. Been jailed.

Reneaux had confided that DuLac drank because he’d dreamed of being a houngan. But the spiritual gifts weren’t his to carry.

They were hers.

She whispered, “DuLac—you know I love you. I’ve done all I could to prepare for tomorrow’s ceremony. Reviewed Laveau’s journal. Assembled food and costumes. I’m as ready as I’ll ever be and I just have to pray that’s good enough.” She raised her hand, forestalling his words. “I’m grateful for your training. All you’ve done for me. But I’m me. A twenty-first-century voodooienne and a doctor. I need to do what I think is right. Faith healing, science healing, I need to be useful. Charity needs me. I’m going to work. I need to work.”

Hands in his pockets, DuLac rocked back on his heels. “Bien. You’re more woman than I thought. Let’s go.”

Her mouth dropped open with surprise.

He opened the office door. The bright hall light flooded DuLac’s small, dim office. “You coming? Finish what you started? Huan might need a second opinion.”

Marie grinned. “Don’t think you’ve got the upper hand. I won the argument.”

“Argument? What argument? I see a Voodoo Queen, a woman who’s coming into her own. Besides, I knew you’d come here.”

“Sure you did.”

“You’ve got your own bloodlust.” DuLac turned, seeing Marie’s stricken gaze. He shut the door, his back against it. “That came out wrong. You’re nothing like the creature.”

She dipped her head. But, guiltily, she felt there was some truth in DuLac’s word: “bloodlust.” She loved stemming its flow, mastering it. In surgery, blood was predictable; in the ER, on any given night, blood flowed everywhere—from any and all orifices, from all types of wounds.

DuLac stepped forward, clasping Marie’s face with his palms. “I’m not jealous of you. I used to wallow in self-pity, wanting the gift of prophecy. Sight. No one else in Orleans seemed ready to carry it. Or those who did were pretenders. Corrupt. All I want to do is serve you.”

“You mean teach me?”

“After the first year, you outpaced my knowledge. Even as a doctor, your skills are beyond mine.”

“No.”

“Yes. Let me be proud of you.”

Marie felt mournful, sensing their relationship was about to change irrevocably. She didn’t want DuLac thinking she was better than he was.

DuLac kissed her brow. “It’s the way of fathers and daughters. Children outpacing their parents. Daughters scratching their rough edges on their fathers. No wonder I’m turning gray.”

She embraced him, holding tight. Blinking back tears.

“Sass. Too much sass.”

She felt giddy, happy. DuLac was still her family. That hadn’t changed.

“Get to work. Proper clothes, please.”

“Sure, boss.” Marie flung open the door. “I’ve got a lab coat in my locker.”

EI had been watching for her. Brow furrowed, mouth tight.

Marie nodded, smiling like a Cheshire cat.

Like lightning, EI shouted, “Hallelujah,” then turned, berating a lab technician for moving too slow.
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Sweat gathered beneath her shoulder blades, beneath her T-shirt, her lab coat. She worked like a fiend. Nurses couldn’t keep up with her. K-Paul tried. Huan just offered help.

EI kept the patients flowing.

Marie loved every minute of it.

They’d sent the gangbanger home, but not before he’d brushed his hand against her breast. She’d slapped his hand. Told him to “Keep safe. Be good.”

The boy had grinned. “Sucker bait.”

She whispered a prayer.
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Four in the morning. Two hours to go.

JT and Rudy sat in the waiting room. Looking like old pals.

Inexplicably, the ER was almost deserted. Sully, his feet on his desk, snored. The homeless were sprawled on chairs. Flu patients were still waiting to be called.

“Hear from Parks?” DuLac handed her mud-thick coffee.

“No.”

“That’s good.” He drank from his mug.

“It isn’t over.”

“Not good.”

“No news means a lull. JT and Rudy still haven’t left. They’re still needy.”

“Still here?”

“Two chairs down from Sully.”

DuLac started, squinted at the folding chairs.

“Sight,” she exhaled. “Not always a blessing.” She pretended not to hear DuLac murmuring, “I’d give up my career.”
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The ER doors slid wide, letting in a warm blast of early morning air.

“Don’t she look pitiful,” said EI, coming to stand beside Marie and DuLac. “Barefoot and pregnant.”

All three moved toward the girl, in a floral-print dress, with red, flyaway hair.

It was Marie’s hand the girl took. “Baby’s coming,” she said, her voice soft as a cloud. “Been rolling, heaving, all day.”

K-Paul offered a wheelchair.

Marie mouthed, “Thanks.”

“Exam One is open,” said El. “Need help?”

“I’ve got it,” said Marie.

DuLac nodded, walking away, sparing a glance for the empty ER chairs.

Marie pushed the wheelchair through the green curtains, then closed them tightly. “I need to examine you. Let me help you up.”

The girl had saucer eyes. Hazel. Something about their dullness made her look dumb. No, that wasn’t it. Disinterested. Passive.

“How old are you?”

“Thirteen.”

“Have you ever had a GYN exam?”

“What?” For the first time, the girl moaned. Lowing—the deep distress sound of laboring mothers.

Marie touched the girl’s belly, feeling a contraction. “How many months?”

“Don’t know.” She moaned again and Marie stroked her loose hair. It was heavy, thick with grease.

“What’s your name?”

“Sue.”

“Sue what?”

“Just Sue.”

“Let me help you up.” Marie extended her arm. “Just lie down and relax. Good.” She extended the stirrups. “Put your feet here. That’s it. One by one.”

Sue’s bare feet were cracked and dirty. She carried no purse. She must’ve walked to Charity. A bayou backwoods girl. During rural volunteering, Marie had seen such girls. They gave birth unaware of professional midwives, doctors. When nothing went wrong, there was sheer beauty—a young girl, birthing, surrounded by wiser women. When the birth was breech or the umbilical cord strangled the baby, the too-young mothers writhed in pain, often dying with their babies.

“I need you to relax,” said Marie reassuringly. “See how far you’ve dilated.”

“What’s die-lat-ed?”

“It lets me know if the baby’s fully engaged in the canal.”

Sue frowned.

“Tells me how fast the baby’s coming.”

“It’s coming. I know it.” Sue turned her head, staring at the wall, her body limp. Like she’d given up resisting. Knees parted, her belly rippling, she looked like a beached whale. Her pink belly button hyperextended.

“You can sit up now.”

Freckles dusted Sue’s nose. Stubborn, her lips puckered. “I want it born in Charity.”

Marie nodded. “It,” Sue had said, not “he” or “she.”

“Better than the back bedroom. Tommy says we ought not to pay for what comes natural.” The girl clutched her belly, looking every bit her age.

“I’m scared.”

“Where’s your mother? Is there no woman to help you?”

Strangely, Sue’s eyes closed. Like she’d drifted to sleep, sitting upright. Just shut down and left.

Marie swung back the curtain. “EI, call Social Services.”

The girl started screaming, “No. Just a doctor. For my baby.”

“I’m a doctor.”

Sue trembled. Pushing her thin shift over her abdomen, trying to slip off the exam table.

“Stay, please.”

“I need to go upstairs to have my baby. Babies are born upstairs, ain’t they?” Sue clutched Marie’s lab coat. Fading, orange-purple bruises marked her arms. Someone had pinched, shaken, maybe slapped her.

Marie clasped Sue’s hands. “Listen to me. You’re having Braxton Hicks. False contractions. The baby isn’t ready.”

“It is. It has to come out.” Sue’s mouth puckered, like a baby bird’s.

“Not yet. The baby isn’t ready. You’ll have to trust me.”

Sue cried big, silent tears, wiping her nose with her sleeve. “There’ll be trouble.”

“From who? Your mother? Tommy?”

“What about my pains?”

“They’re real. Just not effective.” When Sue didn’t answer, Marie added, “Social Services can help. My friend Antoinette can help.”

“That’s the trouble. Social Services. I was told not to truck with them.”

“By Tommy?”

Suddenly, the girl’s eyes were sly. She’d stopped crying. “I feel better now.”

“Where’re you from? Have you had prenatal care? Seen a doctor?”

“You’re a doctor?”

“Yes. Dr. Laveau.”

The girl surprised Marie by embracing her. On her tiptoes, she whispered in Marie’s ear, “Can you help me get rid of it?”

Then the girl stepped back, her mouth a wide O. “That’s a sin. I’m a sinner.”

“What’ve you got, Marie?” Antoinette, in a tailored suit, looking like a banker rather than someone who cared for people at their worst, their most helpless, glanced between the two.

Sue bolted.

“Catch her,” shouted Marie.

K-Paul, notating charts, reached for Sue, but his hand caught air.

Sue, eel slippery, dashed outside the automatic sliding glass doors.

Marie called, “Wait.”

Outside, Marie looked left, then right. Already the air was hot, damp, smothering breath.

Then she saw Sue, near visitor parking. Preternaturally still. Stopped on the sidewalk’s edge.

“How’d you get here?”

Any second, she’d flee, across the street.

Marie knew she had only one chance for success. “I’ll deliver the baby, Sue. See you safe.”

“Promise? Hope to die?” She trembled, like a doe ready to dart.

“Hope to die.”

The streetlamp snapped and buzzed, ready to expire. Sue looked up, smiling at the moths fluttering against the glass. She shaded her eyes, looking toward the horizon. An orange-filled haze was heralding the sun.

Marie walked slowly, deliberately, toward Sue, holding out a twenty.

The girl snatched it. “Thank y’all.” Then, looking neither left nor right, she dashed across the street.

“Sue,” Marie yelled. “Sue.”

She didn’t stop.

“You’ll come back? Please?” Her voice was strained, raw. “Please.”

Sue turned. Her shift, tight across her abdomen, fell below her knees. A bayou girl’s dress.

Sue held up her hand. The white palm, delicate, small, high in the morning air. Her hand fell, clasping her belly. Then she turned, running like a ghost. Racing into a shadowed alley.

Marie went back inside the ER. It was too bright. Her head hurt. “Not now, Antoinette. Not now.”

Antoinette responded, “She’ll be back.”

Marie wasn’t sure.

Maybe Parks could help her track a backwoods girl? How many pregnant thirteen-year-olds could there be? Marie grimaced. In New Orleans, plenty. But not many like Sue. Possibly rural Acadian. A runaway? And who was Tommy? Another youth? Lost in the city.

Marie felt worn and wrung out.

“El. DuLac. I’m going home. I’ll do better tomorrow. No, today. Tonight.”

She looked at the folding chairs. Sully was looking worriedly at her.

JT and Rudy had disappeared.

She walked out of Charity, almost sprinting, her lab coat billowing. Her stethoscope cradled her neck. Past the ambulances. Cars. The shift workers. Past new patients arriving. She ran, tracing Sue’s path.

Stopped dead at the alley’s mouth.

She suddenly feared Sue and her baby would be drained. Killed.

DuLac was right. She needed to prepare. Stop the monster.

Marie yelled into the alleyway, “Sue. Sue.” The sound was guttural.

“Sue.” Her voice changed into a scream, roiling, exploding from her gut. Filled with all her anguish, uncertainty. Fear and frustration.

A cat, startled, scooted by. Street-corner boys, on the southeast corner, hailed her, clapping. Two of them started howling, their tenor voices urging each other to a new high.

A taxi cruised by.

New Orleans was stirring awake. An in-between time. Night still claimed the streets but building tops were starting to lighten.

A bus hissed and stopped. Weary casino cashiers, hotel maids, and bellhops trudged home. To some, Marie was just another drunk hollering “Sue.” To others, she wasn’t crazy enough for them to pay her any mind.

Marie felt staggered by fury.

Her work in the ER mattered. She did and would do good. She might, one day, save the young man she patched up, might, one day, help Sue birth her baby.

She blinked.

JT and Rudy were glimmering before her. Oddly comforting.

Marie listened for clues in the night air:

Sounds intensified: a strain of music from far off; rubber tires slapping against the road; the soft roar of the Mississippi. She thought she even heard the wings of a bird, trolling the water for fish.

She heard, too, the sound of no sound—a pregnant stillness, the creature waiting in the night.

For now, Sue was safe.

Her raised hand had been a promise. Hadn’t it?

She’d avenge JT and Rudy. Wouldn’t she?

Marie yelled, this time a warrior’s cry, filled with rage.

And she hoped everyone, every creature in New Orleans, below and at sea level, heard her. Heard her violence hiding, stirring inside.
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It heard her. The sound moved through water. Distinct from ordinary sounds. Primitive. Raw.

Just as it sensed memories in blood, it sensed feelings in sound.

This sound. Assertive. A call to battle.

It felt kinship. Remembered battles. Struggles for power, control. It had won until . . . until. . . . It couldn’t remember. It remembered pain, dying.

It stirred in the warm water, still gathering itself, rising despite the bones pushing it down, the underwater sea god thwarting it.

It was waiting to be reborn. Resurrected.

Waiting for the other sound that called it ashore . . . waiting for when it would make its own sound and rise from the water’s realm to live again. On land.
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SIX

LILA’S YARD
WEDNESDAY, LATE EVENING

Marie danced, twirling in her white shift, praying for spirits.

Drums resounded. One hard beat, then two. No drumsticks, only a focused sputtering of palms, cupped and flat, articulations of fingers pounding on cat skins.

Boudom.

Wire’s face was drenched in sweat. He played as if his soul depended upon it. The twins, Renee and Raoul, drummed on either side of him. Sometimes she’d see the twins on a street corner: baggy pants, gold chains swinging from their necks. They’d be playing on trash can tops, shouting insults at street dancers, cigarettes dangling, like magic wands, from their mouths. They never acknowledged her, nor she them. Street toughs who had the magic to summon gods. Tonight their power was magnified by Wire’s relentless drumming.

But, still, the gods didn’t come.

DuLac had been right. She should’ve spent more time preparing. But doing what? She’d done everything required.

Except she’d worked the ER—a shift that had left her restless. Unable to sleep. She should’ve conserved her energy.

Marie swayed, stepping and sliding within the circle marked by votive candles grounded in dirt.

She prayed: “Agwé, don’t forsake me.”

Rituals followed a specific pattern. Offerings at the altar. Beans. Rice. The drummers call to Legba, an old man with a walking stick, to open the spirit gates. Once Legba possessed a parishioner, then other spirits arrived, the drummers playing their rhythms . . . until one spirit above all reigned. Tonight she dedicated to Agwé. God of restless seas. She had his favorite foods: okra and oysters. His saber and admiral’s hat.

She’d drawn his symbol on silk.

Nothing happened. No response to the drummer’s call.

“Spirits will come,” DuLac murmured, his voice encouraging her, blowing softly across her ear. She twirled away from him, contracting her back, letting her arms flail wide. Dulac watched. Like she was a cell under a microscope. Except, she was an organism—a mammal—that spirits could ride. A channel between the living and the dead.

Like hell, she thought. Feeling slightly embarrassed. She was only the medium, yet she couldn’t open the gate.

Parks was leaning against the fence, watching, skeptical, as parishioners dressed in white danced. Parks probably thought he was on an abnormal psychology field trip.

Sometimes, she was skeptical, too. Like tonight. After hours of drumming. No signs; no grace. Just heat rising from the small bonfire. Gas torches lighting the backyard’s four corners. Christmas lights twinkling in ancient willows.

But when miracles happened, Marie felt like the most powerful woman in the world. Felt more a healer than medicine had ever made her feel.

She felt her followers growing wearier. Disenchanted.

Most of them were elderly, mainly women. Some gap toothed, some rail thin, some, graying; others, with hair as white as cotton. Frail elders who went to Mass on Sunday, confessed venial sins, and said their evening rosary. But they all remembered their youth, their passion . . . the dancing, chanting call to gods. The thrill of spirits entering their bodies. They all remembered seeing or hearing tales of spirit loas entering their mother, their mother’s mother, their mother’s mother before . . . all the way down through the generations. To a distant time when a woman could walk on water. When a woman was the most powerful figure in New Orleans. When a woman could inspire fear, conjure miracles by whispering the words, “Je suis Marie. I am Marie Laveau.”

Marie’s body swayed to the timbre of drums. Boudom. “Please,” she whispered. “Please come.”

DuLac gestured grandly at the sky, as if he could call down grace. Parks lit another cigarette.

Lila, a ninety-year-old ex–blues singer, always offered her yard. Marie suspected it was because she was infatuated with DuLac. Eyes, cataract, Lila could hardly see. But she never failed to preen whenever DuLac was near; her near-blind eyes always found him.

Marie felt the drum rhythm change. A syncopated urging in six-eighth time.

Wire was offering up his soul.

Boudom.

Flames flickered from unexpected wind. The silk with Agwé’s sign fluttered high, then floated downward, like a waterfall.

Parks was alert. His body leaning forward, like he could sense what she sensed.

Something in the air. The intangible made tangible. Electric.

Marie’s heart raced. She surveyed her small band. She knew them twice over: as a doctor and as a priestess.

Madame Yvonne, hands stretched high, waited for spirits to rain upon her. She had hypertension. She was lonely. Her children all lived North.

Petey, known for binge drinking, slept on sidewalks, in alleys, beneath freeway ramps. Wherever he dropped. Tonight, he was stomping his feet, patterning the drums.

Erma, at least eighty, called Auntie by everyone, shuffled gingerly. She had healed fractures—arms, legs, ribs, and face. Auntie had been abused as a young girl plying her sex trade in the Quarter. Some of the damage was done by pimps; some by drug-addled johns. But of all the parishioners, she was the most trusting, believing.

Desiree, sixty-two, visited Charity each month insisting she was in labor. She’d had a hysterectomy when she was twenty-one.

Marie chanted:

Legba, remove the barrier for me

So I may pass through.

Legba, remove the barrier

So I may pass through to the spirit world.

Others joined her. Paul’s shout was fierce; he’d worked construction, “paid under the table” all his days. No social security, no pension. He hunted trash for lunch, begged the hospital for vitamins.

Her followers were part of the city’s dispossessed. Unloved, unappreciated, forgotten.

Marie moved toward the altar. Magic would happen. DuLac was grinning. Parks watched, expectant.

The drums grew louder, insistent.

Boudom. Followers shouted and moaned. The spirit gate was opening.

Sandlewood, tallow, scented the air. Marie stroked the altar: statues of Saint Peter; the Virgin, smiling benignly; paintings of Legba, the guardian; and Ezili, goddess of beauty and love.

Old bodies seemed young again. Followers moved as if their bodies were water—languid, smooth; others moved as if their bodies were fire—jerking, striking at air.

Arms upraised, Marie felt static in the air. A space opening between worlds.

“Ride,” a follower shrieked. The drums cajoled. “Ride,” she murmured.

Petey became Legba. He walked bowlegged, with a cane, his back bent. Head cocked, almost darting forward like a bird, Petey puffed on Legba’s black pipe.

Followers, in swirls of white, praised him, reaching out to touch his hand.

Then Petey convulsed. Fell to the ground. Limbs twitching.

Desiree’s head lolled. Lila clapped, shouting, “Praise be. Praise be.” Parishioners chanted: “Legba, Legba.”

DuLac laid props and garments on the ground, anticipating the arrival of other gods. Ezili’s fan and shawl. Ogun’s sword and headdress.

Parks was transfixed. He moved closer to the swirl of bodies.

Marie slowly turned, studying the worshipper’s faces. Ecstatic. Anticipating miracles, spiritual release. But no one was possessed. Haitians called possession “Monte shwal,” “ride my horse.”

Loas controlled; personality diminished.

Marie kneeled beside Petey. Cold air surrounded him. He was trying to tunnel into the dirt. Slobbering, shaking, his eyes rolled high in his head. His pulse was erratic.

She gripped Petey’s head, trying to hold it steady, trying to peer into his eyes. For a brief flicker, she saw his irises. A dark mist clouded his pupils, seeming to bleed like tears.

Unnerved, she fell back.

The mist elongated, covering Petey’s body like a blanket. Salty, crusted with sand.

“What’s happening?” shouted Parks.

The drumming stopped. The silence was disorienting, like the aftermath of a hurricane. Worshippers began wailing. Petey gasped, clawing for air. His body flopped like a rag doll.

“DuLac,” Marie screamed. “My med kit. DuLac.”

DuLac brought the kit. “Merde. What is it?”

“He’s having a seizure. This darkness—it’s hurting him. But the seizure is a secondary symptom.”

Parks, on his knees, said, “Use this.”

Marie stuck the pen in Petey’s mouth. Kept him from swallowing his tongue. Parks held his flailing arms.

“It’s freezing,” Parks said.

The darkness coiled about Petey’s legs, his torso.

“He all right? He all right?” asked Lila.

“Lord, have mercy,” said Auntie.

Wire, Renee, and Raoul stood over them. DuLac prepped a needle with a sedative; he pushed the liquid into Petey’s veins.

Marie felt the mist, amazingly ephemeral yet substantive. It uncoiled from Petey and wove up her arms.

“Marie, watch out,” yelled Parks.

DuLac reached for her.

“Keep away,” she said, stepping away from DuLac.

The misty darkness brushed through her hair, against her skin. Like ice, it burned. She shuddered.

A voice warned: “Show no fear.”

Agwé?

Petey’s breathing slowed.

“What’s happening?” asked Parks.

The darkness explored her body. Marie kept still, learning about it as it learned about her. She swore she felt textures in the darkness, a shape molding to her skin.

Before, the creature was invisible, but she could tell by her followers’ terror, DuLac’s curiosity, Parks’s horror that the spirit had become visible to them.

The darkness withdrew, coalescing into a tight ball. It hung, suspended in the air, then elongated, seeming to form a mouth, pressing against Petey’s wrist.

Blood dripped from Petey’s arm.

“No,” Marie shouted, gripping Petey’s arm, beating the dark air.

Petey’s body rattled like a crazed marionette. He was unconscious, the drug dominated, but his wrist was still twisting in the darkness, draining, losing blood.

“Be gone,” Marie screamed. “Agwé, help me. Send me your grace.”

At the word “Agwé,” Wire renewed his drumming. Rene and Raoul supported him, pounding the pattern of waves crashing against the shore, beating against a ship’s bow.

Marie quivered; Agwé answered their plea.

Possessed, she grabbed Agwé’s sword, feeling as powerful as a tide, swiping, stabbing at the creature. She could see the elements in the darkness, the particles disintegrating with each stab, thrust. But, quickly, the particles reassembled, the damage minimal.

Agwé roared: “What comes from the sea, belongs to me.”

The darkness pushed back. A test of wills. Energy that pushed, prodded each other. Like a chain reaction. Building, pulsing, explosive power.

Marie cried out, fell backward.

Agwé flew. So, too, the darkness.

Petey’s wrist lay limp.

“It’s gone,” said DuLac, checking Petey’s pulse and heart.

Parks helped her to sit up.

Followers crowded: Auntie, Desiree, Erma. “You all right, Miz Marie? You all right?”

“I’m fine.” Marie looked at Wire, somber; at Renee and Raoul, disappointed and scared, like vulnerable teenagers.

Marie touched Petey’s chest. His carotid artery. “He’s alive.”

DuLac wrapped Petey’s wrist. “He may need a transfusion. I’ll call an ambulance.”

Marie rested her head on Parks’s shoulder. Fireflies danced, a mosquito tried to draw Petey’s blood. She swatted it.

The air was warm, sticky. Wet. The moon was growing full. Petey’s body was ice cold.

“Everyone go home,” said Parks. “This is a police matter now.”

Lila, Yvonne, Paul, and the others began ambling away. Elderly, they’d seen worse. Renee tipped his hat, then, he and his brother were off.

Wire squatted. “I wasn’t much use tonight.”

Marie squeezed his hand. “No. You did fine. Agwé didn’t have the strength to stay.”

“All my life I heard about my family’s history. Part of me never really believed my father’s stories. How our drumming was all powerful.”

“Do you believe now?”

“Yes, I do. And, tonight, I feel as though I failed you.”

“You didn’t.”

“I commit myself to your service.” Unexpectedly, he knelt, his chin on his chest, all pride washed out of him. His brow, dripping sweat, stained the dirt. “Bless me. I’ll make myself worthy.”

Parks was looking at her strangely.

Marie laid her hand on Wire’s head. “I accept your service.”

Wire clutched her hand, kissing the inside of her palm. Abruptly he stood, gathering his drum. Leaving through the backyard gate.

DuLac covered Petey with his jacket.

Two years ago, she’d envisioned a bad end for Petey; she’d lied, telling him he’d die in bed. Whatever his end, she hoped this wasn’t it.

She looked at Parks. “New clue,” she said softly. “It’s becoming stronger. Agwé can’t slay it. It’s from the sea, but it’s something else. Something Agwé has no sway over. I’ve never known anything like it.”

His blue eyes looked into her brown eyes. “Are you okay? That’s all I need to know.”

Marie cocked her head. “You’re a strange man.”

She looked at her hand. Blood rising to the surface, she stared at the crazy quilt of veins. Life was mapped by blood, DNA, all the way back to Eve.

“It won’t die,” she murmured. Her knees buckled, and she slipped into darkness.
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“Doc?”

She was in Parks’s squad car, her head leaning against the window. She remembered Parks lifting, carrying her. The parishioners huddling like scared mice.

“DuLac?” she asked.

“He called an ambulance for Petey.”

“I need to help.”

“No.” Parks reached across her, snapping her seat belt. “DuLac told me to take care of you. Take you home.”

“I need to speak with him.”

“Doctor’s orders.”

“But he doesn’t know—” She stopped. What? What could she possibly tell him that would be useful? She slumped back against the seat. “This is the second time you’ve rescued me. Won’t happen again,” she said, defensive.

“Didn’t expect it would. Figured this was unusual. Like the case.”

Parks started the engine. Turned on the whoosh of the air conditioner. Flicked his headlights to high as he tried to maneuver out of a too-tight spot.

Parks was a good man. Marie pressed her face against the window. Staring at the row houses: folks, inside, listening to music, soaking their sore feet after a ten-hour shift in the Riverwalk casinos; folks, outside, playing cards, participating vicariously in the voodoo ritual in Lila’s backyard. For hours, drums had resounded throughout the neighborhood and no one had seemed to mind. Or, if they did, they kept their mouths shut. Most New Orleanians were believers; and those who weren’t believed well enough to leave voodoo alone.

She touched her palm to the window. Wire was standing on the sidewalk, grim, his hand held high. He’d called something all right. And she wondered if he regretted it, felt sorry about it.

Headlights flared diagonally, illuminating parked cars, the road. The car stopped as a whooping ambulance rounded the corner. She and Parks were, for seconds, drenched in red.

The car jerked forward.

“It fought with Agwé,” she marveled. “Shut the gate. Opened its own.”

“I don’t understand a word you’re saying.”

“I wonder if it’s a new kind of spirit? A new loa?”

“Seemed plain evil to me. DuLac thought Petey had rib fractures. Internal injuries.”

“In voodoo, gods are like people, a mixture of both good and evil.”

Parks glanced at her, then focused on the empty road. “You feel anything good?”

She shook her head.

“It’s going to rain. Smell it.”

Marie rolled down the window, sticking her head into the air. Salt, diesel oil, fish. Body smells—sweat, tears, sex—were heavy in the air. The sky was smoky black, the clouds gray. The moon was crystal white, pregnant. A hurricane was stirring off the Florida Keys, roiling its way eastward, toward the Carribbean Sea and the Gulf. Sailors were battening their sails, hatches. Murmuring curses and prayers.

The car’s clock read 2:13 AM.

“Have you ever gotten lost, Detective?”

“All the time. Clues get me lost. Always chaos before I can figure it out. Who did what to whom. And why.”

“That’s how I feel. Lost. Chaos. Can’t figure it out. It’ll be a full moon soon. The tides are rising. All around the earth. Amazing—how that happens.”

She shifted in her seat, studying Parks’s profile. High cheekbones, a nose etched sharp. Thin lips.

“Legba opens the gate. Agwé should’ve arrived first. Instead, an unnamed thing taunted me.”

“Taunted?” He looked sharply at her.

“No, pushed back. Against Agwé. It explored me.” She paused, reliving the feel of an inexplicably hard but soft darkness. It couldn’t be a loa; there was too much substance. Presence.

If she’d shown fear, would it have attacked? Had Agwé warned her? Or had there been another spirit present?

Her breathing slowed, she closed her eyes, trying to see connections in the dark.

“Show no fear.” It had felt like a woman’s voice. Cautioning that the creature sensed emotions.

Did it feed on fear as well as blood?

“Where are you?”

“What?”

“It’s like you go somewhere else. Disappear. From the here. You know what I mean.”

She shuddered. “I’m in another world. Inside myself. Thinking. Trying to travel roads I don’t understand. Roads my ancestors have traveled.”

“I thought you—”

“What?”

“Thought you, voodoo people, controlled things. Hey, I’m not saying I believe.” He pumped the brakes, realizing he had been speeding. “I mean, I believe something is happening. If you’re not in control, who is?”

“Good question.”

She pressed the button on the armrest, watching the window rise. The glass reflected streetlights. She saw her face. Sad. Dirty, hair awry.

The car, a nondescript black Taurus, rolled through the streets of the Garden District. Ancient trees shading the road. Gnarled roots. Mansions with deep porches; windows like jaundiced eyes. Such lovely glory, yet, decaying. Insects burrowing into trees. Soft soil alive with weeds.

Sin City. Decadent. Corruption beyond the neon, the raucous music. Behind elegant mansion doors. Inside tourist bedrooms. Modest cottages. An unforgiving past. Slavery, opium, and fever. Preternatural possibilities.

New Orleans reeked. Caught between the Mississippi River and Lake Ponchartrain. Swamps to the south. It was unsettling living below sea level, it always felt as if destruction was imminent. For decades, the Canal Street pumps had drained streets when it rained. Brackish water mixing with sewer overflow.

Parks said nothing. Just drove.

She wiped tears from her cheeks.

She didn’t understand why she felt at such a loss. All her life, she’d been strong. When her mother died, when she was left in foster care, she’d survived.

Had it been her mother who warned her to show no fear? Or someone else? Another ancestor stirring in her blood?

Times like this she felt unprepared. Didn’t know enough. Funny, her mother had escaped from New Orleans and her heritage; Marie had felt drawn, like a moth to a flame.

“Here.” Parks handed her a handkerchief.

“I didn’t expect you to carry a kerchief for a crying girl.”

“My mother taught me manners.”

“And to be prepared?”

“That was the Eagle Scouts.” Parks turned the steering wheel left. “You did a remarkable thing. I don’t understand any of it. But I understand you saved Petey’s life.”

Parks’s head dipped and bobbed. He was scanning the streets for crime. Reneaux had driven the same way.

She stuffed the kerchief against her mouth, muffling her wail.

The air conditioner kicked in again, whirring. Even at night, New Orleans was often too hot. Steam rising from the pavement; from the bumping of bodies, personalities trying to thrive in a decadent, desultory world.

Rain started to fall, soft as petals. Marie promised herself that this was the last time she’d ever cry.
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Not enough blood. The man’s blood had been thin. Filled with regrets, petty crimes. Old blood for an old man.

It enjoyed the victim’s fear—the horror when it approached, when the blood began draining.

She didn’t fear. Curious.

What secrets stirred in her blood? What memories?

Her blood would be thick, rich with emotions.

It needed not just blood, but the memories the blood sustained. Memories coupled with feelings helped it remember. Feel.

What it was now, it hadn’t been. It had been more real.

What was real?

It gathered itself, high above the candles, the bonfire smoldering. It listened for a call. Hungering.

For the girl without fear.
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SEVEN

MARIE’S APARTMENT
THURSDAY NOON

Marie sat, her feet propped on the balcony rail. Kind Dog lay at her feet, panting. He was hot, would’ve preferred being inside, but he wasn’t going to leave her.

She patted his head. “Good boy,” she said. “We’ll go in soon.”

Inside her apartment, she felt as if she couldn’t get enough air. Outside, the sun shining, watching the street life, she could pretend it was an ordinary day and she hadn’t any failures. Maybe because she’d been raised in Chicago, she found the sun soothed what ailed her. Even when she complained about the heat and humidity, she felt grateful it wasn’t snow. Wasn’t ice.

“Hey, Doc. Doc!”

She lowered her feet, peering over the rail. “Parks?”

Dog stood, waving his tail, his nose pushed between the wrought-iron rails.

“Can I come up?”

“Only if you’ve got good news.”

Parks’s shoulders drooped. He lifted high a paper bag.

Dog barked. Sharp. Then barked again.

“Guess I’m overruled,” said Marie.

“Door unlatched?”

“No. I’ll get it for you.” She rose, looking at Dog, his brown eyes soulful. “You should open the door. You invited him in.”

She stepped inside the house. Dog padded behind her. She pulled two beers from the refrigerator.

Parks entered, looking unbelievably cool in jacket and tie. Dog, his tail waving mightily, pawed at the bag.

“He’s smart.” Parks pulled out a bone. Raw, fresh with meat and marrow, from the butcher. “An associate runs a shop.”

“A good associate?”

“No. A bad one. A snitch. Good for me. But bad for criminals. He didn’t have a tip. So I asked for bones instead.”

Dog barked. Tired of waiting patiently.

“Can I?”

“Sure. Dog will bite you if you don’t.”

Parks placed a bone in Dog’s mouth. He went to the fridge. “Save the rest for later.”

Marie offered him a beer.

Parks declined. “I’m on duty.”

“Suit yourself,” she said, walking through her bedroom to the balcony. “Grab a kitchen chair.”

Parks lifted jeans off the floor. Folded them, laid them on the bed. Squatting, he studied books strewn on the floor.

His tattoo showed—just a little, blue with a red outline. Marie wondered how far it extended. She could see, too, that his hair was a bit too long for a cop, curling on his neck, over his dress shirt. His hair was a subtle rebellion.

“You’re not a neat freak?”

“No.” Parks stood, smoothing the front of his suit.

“Sure you’re not. Come on, watch me drink.” She swallowed the cool foam.

In New Orleans, beer could be as potent as a shot of vodka. There weren’t any alcohol limits.

“You’re not planning to work tonight?” asked Parks.

“What else should I do?”

“Another ceremony?”

“Doesn’t work that way. It’s not like turning a lightbulb on and off.”

“I didn’t think it was.”

“I need to regroup.”

Parks sat on the chair. Dog gnawed his bone.

“Working at the hospital. Checking on Petey is as good as anything.”

Parks nodded at the bottle.

“One drink won’t kill me,” she said irritably.

“Hey, why are you mad at me?”

“You’re here.” She swallowed more beer. “Why are you here? Don’t tell me it’s because of dog bones.”

“I thought you might remember something.”

“Useful?” She pitched forward, her elbows on her knees. “Tell me. What did you think? Old men and women dancing like there’d be no tomorrow? Me, flailing in the dirt? You think I’m a fake?”

“I told you. You did a good thing.” Parks dug into his jacket for his cigarettes.

“Can I have one?”

“No, it’s not good for you.”

“I’m cranky.”

“You’re still not getting a smoke. I don’t corrupt others.”

“Yeah, I bet.” She tilted the bottle. “Guess I’ll stick with beer.”

Parks looked away, blowing smoke rings. “Marie-Claire at day care?”

“No, El has the day off. She’s watching her. She’s the ER head nurse. I met her and DuLac my first day here. In New Orleans. My surrogate family.”

“My first day here I met Roach. And a body that a killer had hacked to pieces.”

“You complaining?”

“No. Just stating a fact. The boyfriend did it.” Tilting the chair on two legs, his feet on the rail, hands behind his head, Parks’s tattoo was more visible. Lines as intricate as a spider’s webs.

“Is that why you wear long-sleeved shirts? A jacket? So no one will see your tattoo? I didn’t know Eagle Scouts did tattoos.”

Parks lowered his arms. He turned. His knee touched Marie’s. “I think I believe.”

“You think? Or are you just changing the subject?”

“Both.” His gaze was hard. “Got any more clues, Doc? Anything you remember?”

There were flecks in his eyes. Dark patterns, shifting in the blue. Hazel irises deepening to brown. Sable.

“Doc, I’m just trying to do my job.”

“Were you once a bad boy like Reneaux? A teenage rebel? Is that a prerequisite for detectives?”

“I told you, I’m not Reneaux. Don’t mess with my mind.”

“Funny. Sometimes I think Reneaux is messing with you. Me.”

“You see his ghost, too?”

“No. I wish I did.” She gripped the railing, staring at nothingness.

Dog sat up, whimpering.

“He knows you’re sad,” said Parks.

“I’m beginning to believe I won’t ever see Reneaux. Unquiet souls roam. Between this world and the next. But Reneaux was shot on duty. I think he’s made his peace with it. He did his job.”

Unlike me, she thought.

“Look. You saved a life last night. Pretty special, if you ask me. Though I don’t know what else I supposed would happen. You’d vanquish the creature? Use your hocus-pocus?” He pulled out his notebook. “I told you before—evidence. I gather clues.”

“So. You’re hedging your bets?”

Parks grinned. “I’m sticking with you until we solve these crimes.”

She grinned back. The sun felt good. She raised her bottle. Then, without sipping, set it down. “DuLac says Petey is hanging on.”

“I know. I called.”

She looked at him wonderingly.

Slouching, Parks loosened his tie. “I do like a New Orleans sky. Reminds me of days on the shore.”

Companionably, they sat, watching billowy streaks fanning across the sky. Thin clouds illuminating blue and gold.

“A rainbow,” she said.

It was dim, midhigh in the sky. Shift your gaze, slightly, and it disappeared; stare, just right, and the colors revealed themselves. Streaks of red, yellow, blue.

“Damballah’s sign.”

“Who’s he?”

“Father to all the gods.”

“Even Agwé?”

“Yes. Like a Zeus. Some say the Greeks based their pantheon on African gods.”

Marie laughed at Parks’s expression.

“I wasn’t taught that in school.”

“A great deal isn’t taught in school. I’m proof of that. Evidence.”

She tapped his breast pocket. “Answer your phone.”

“It isn’t ringing.”

“It will.”

The cell phone chimed.

“Parks.” His hand covering the mouthpiece, he whispered, “I believe.” Then, “Yeah, I’m still here.” His smile faded, his jaw locked; his face, stone.

Marie picked up her bottle. Whistled for Kind Dog.

Parks followed her into the apartment. Watched her put a leash on a happy Dog.

“I’m ready to go,” she said, “once I take Dog out. Not unless he can come with us? He might be useful.”

“You know? Or just guessing?”

“I know you shouldn’t wear suits.”

“Doc.” He scowled.

“Yes, I know. No time for levity. Yin and yang. Shadow and light. Sometimes,” she said, “there’s a rebalancing.”

“You call somebody dead a ‘rebalancing’?”

“No. The thing doing the killing.”

“So what’s the point?”

“You, a detective, asking that?”

“The killers keep coming.”

“One at a time, you tilt the scales back to good.”

“Spiritual world. Physical world, the same?”

“Always.”

“Maybe I need a new job. New state. New country.”

“Let’s do this, Parks.”

Parks squared his shoulders. “Come on, Dog. Help, and you’ll get another bone. Maybe some gravy.”
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“It’s bad,” said Roach, opening the door as soon as Parks stopped the car. Kind Dog bounded out the car.

“What’s this?” asked Roach, scratching Dog’s ear.

“I deputized him. How come you’re not inside?”

Roach looked away, crossed himself. “I needed a break.”

“You, Roach?” asked Parks, skeptical.

“Let it rest, Parks. He needed a break,” said Marie.

Roach nodded gratefully. “One of my great-aunts used to be a nun here.”

“The Ursulines,” said Marie. “Founded in Italy, spread to Ireland in the eighteenth century, then America with the immigration of the Irish. Ahead of their time. Famous for educating women.”

Kind Dog dashed forward, sat on the steps.

“Used to be a place of good,” said Roach.

The building was dilapidated. Two stories with ironwork and crosses on the doors and windows. A plaster Virgin was in the overgrown yard; her palms open, upraised. Her white gown chipped, the blue paint of her veil faded.

“It’s still owned by the church,” said Roach. “A kind of halfway house for priests. Those exported from Boston, New Mexico, Chicago. Get my drift?”

“Pedophiles,” whistled Parks. He looked up and down the street. “Where’s the police tape? I see the forensic’s van, not much crew.”

“Special request from the diocese.”

“Figures. Low profile,” replied Parks, sarcastic.

“Hey, watch the faith.”

“Yes,” said Marie. “Watch the faith.”

Parks rolled his eyes.

All three followed Kind Dog.

The basement windows were dirty, covered with spider webs. Pamphlets on the door announced AA meetings. Free legal advice. Yoga and meditation. Dance classes.

“It’s also some kind of community center,” said Roach.

“You’ve got to be kidding,” said Parks, stopping. “I hope kids aren’t involved.”

Priests loitered in the hall. Some dressed in black pants, white shirts, crosses hanging from their throats; others were in uniform, wearing nineteenth-century tunics, the black skirts damp, sticking to their legs.

“Fathers,” she murmured.

None of them looked her in the eye. One priest, thinner than Wire, almost skeletal, patted Kind Dog. His blue-veined hands unnerved her; even Dog dipped his head and skittered away.

She could smell Evil. A distilled essence. An evil, inhuman and unlike any spirit she’d known. Even Satan had once been God’s favorite.

She walked the first-floor hallway. Men’s musk and sweat. Humidity accelerating decay. Creating mold spores in the walls, toxic and pungent.

She swallowed. Death blended with an odd, burnt taste. A sickly smell assailed her.

It was hard to breathe. She understood how Roach, an experienced coroner, was avoiding the scene not because the murder was so grim but because it involved religion. Someone who shouldn’t have behaved sinfully had.

Marie sympathized with the priests. Trying to meet inhuman expectations: celibacy, suppressed emotions in a veil of piety. Even Mother Teresa had felt darkness. Christ, too, had questioned the need to die on the cross.

Marie knew she could never shoulder a priest’s burden.

Voodoo was more accepting of basic humanity. Far less guilt. Just striving to heal, to do good. To be better.

Still, hurting a child was unforgivable.

Marie looked back at the wraiths of men, milling in the hallway, outside their cloistered doors. The Ursulines’ nunnery had become purgatory.

“Did any of you see anything? Hear anything?” asked Parks.

The priests drifted away. Some, furtively, shut their doors.

“I’m told we can interview them at the diocese. Not here. Too public,” said Roach.

“One of them could be the murderer,” Parks protested.

“I don’t think so,” said Roach. “You’ll never get me to believe priests can be vampires.”

“After Marie’s ceremony, I’m leaning toward believing anything is possible.”

“Should we go in?” asked Marie, halfway down the hall. “It’s here. In this room. I can smell it. Dog, too.”

“You picked right,” said Roach.

Parks pulled his gun.

“It’s secure,” said Roach.

“Like to be sure.” Parks slipped in front of Marie. “Ready to do your job, Roach?” Parks asked.

Roach blushed red. “All of us got our tipping point, Parks. You’ll get yours.”

“Stop it. Both of you.”

“Sorry, Doc.” Parks opened the door.

The room smelled like a multiple-trauma scene. Dried blood. Festering wounds. Urine, loose bowels.

Windows sealed from the inside. Christ, crucified, hung on every wall. Flies buzzed, covering trays of rotted and rotting food.

Parks gagged, coughing the smell out of his lungs. “Roach, you sure this is the same M.O. None of the other victims had this smell.”

“Yeah. Same M.O. with a difference.”

Kind Dog howled.

“Hush, Dog,” said Marie

“Seems,” said Roach, “Father Xavier never left his room. Been here five weeks. Priests brought food to the door. Maybe he was trying to starve himself. Or else keep himself barely alive.”

The dresser had a mirror. An unusual vanity for a priest. Marie stared at her reflection. She wondered what horrors, what false piety the mirror had seen.

“Where is he?” asked Parks.

“There,” said Marie, seeing the body before she actually saw it.

He’d fallen, squeezed between the wall and the twin, single-mattress bed.

She could see him, trying to get away, scuttling like a crab into the tight space. He’d been drained just the same. Pinpricks marked his wrist. Both arms thrown over his head.

Frenzied, Dog started chasing his tail.

“Dog, go outside.” Marie braced herself.

Blood drained; flesh deflated. Sores, fresh and scabbed, covered the priest’s body. The grotesqueness was multiplied by lack of moisture. He looked like Kafka’s dead and shriveled bug.

“What’s that?” asked Parks. “Something’s under the bed. Above his head.”

Roach crawled over the bed, lifting a whip from the floor.

“A flagellant,” said Marie.

“A what?” asked Parks.

“Medieval period. Whipping one’s self as penance. Each strike, wounding, tearing of flesh was symbolic of God’s wrath.”

“Give me a break,” said Parks.

“Our murderer cornered him. He must’ve sensed it, whatever it was, coming.”

“Yeah, and he cowered,” said Roach, studying the blood streaks on the floor. The spattering on the dresser, the bed, and the walls. “He must’ve been on his knees. Beating himself. Then he scuttled away from the attack. Wonder if he thought God’s wrath had visited him? Vampirism beats flagellation.”

“Maybe,” said Marie.

“Who’s to say it wasn’t God?” said Parks. “Seems reasonable to me. Though I can’t imagine what connects a pedophile with JT and Rudy.”

Marie felt nauseous. As a doctor and voodooienne, people harming themselves affronted and angered her.

“I don’t need to see any more,” she said. “At least not here. Perhaps after the autopsy.”

Marie clasped Roach’s pudgy hand. “Sorry you have to do this.”

“It’s the Irish in me. Shouldn’t have to view a murdered priest or one who abused children. Still. I feel sorry for him. No one to give absolution. A priest should have absolution.”

“After what he did?” sneered Parks.

Marie glared at Parks, then squeezed Roach’s hand. “You’re right. Everyone deserves forgiveness.”

Roach’s eyes blinked rapidly behind his glasses.

Marie stared at Parks.

Parks shrugged, as if to say, “What?” Then, shifting his weight into his hip, murmured, “Roach, I’m sorry. Buy you a drink later?”

“Yeah.” Roach wiped his eyes. “Go on, get out of here.” Shirt untucked, his belly folding over his belt, Roach looked bewildered, staring at the priest’s body.

“Hey,” said Parks. “Let me send another coroner.”

“No, no. I’ve got it.” He stooped: one hand on the bed to steady himself, the other lifting the priest’s flaccid hand, marked with pinpricks, like bites from a snake.
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Outside, Marie inhaled, letting the fresh air clear her lungs. Eyes closed, she tilted her face skyward.

Parks lit a cigarette. “Weirdness. Can’t wait until I leave this town. Imagine, Roach upset like that.”

Eyes still shut, Marie could hear a rope slapping against concrete. Children jumping double Dutch, chanting rhymes.

“Did you see his ghost? Or is that only at night? Think you’ll see him? Our pedophile priest?”

“I don’t know,” she murmured. “And he’s not my priest.”

“Point taken.” Parks blew smoke rings. “I say he’s in hell.”

“I don’t believe in hell,” said Marie. She whistled and Dog bounded toward her. “Dog and I are going to walk home. I need time to think.”

“Connect the dots?”

“Yes.”

“I’ll try and do that here. Look for clues. Fingerprints.”

“Won’t find any. Other than the victim’s.”

“Yeah, well, procedure. I’ll buy Roach a drink. Two drinks. Talk to the priests at the diocese. Doc? Meet up tonight?”

Before she could answer, Parks, brow furrowed, slapped his notebook against his hand. “Got to be some connection. Wharf rat. Jazz man. Priest.”

Marie wandered across the unkempt lawn. Dog, head low, trailed behind her.

“Hey,” shouted Parks. “Give Dog the bones. The whole damn bag.”

Dog didn’t bother to lift his head. Marie didn’t turn, just held up her hand, feeling the warm breeze on her fingers. The air was tinted with the smell of magnolias and fish.

From far off, she heard music, a poignant duet between piano and sax. Maybe some blues or jazz men who’d decided, no, needed, after a night of playing music for tourists, to play their soul’s desire. Fingers skimming ivory. Lips kissing metal while lungs blew air. They’d play until they were spent, sleep a few hours, then play all night, until dawn, buoyant tunes for drunk, happy-time patrons.

“Doc. Doc.”

Parks’s voice was melodic. A deep timbre, rising to a call, slicing the air. “Doc—”

She and Dog kept walking. It was impossible not to hear music in New Orleans.

Music connected JT and Rudy.

Why not the priest?
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The blood had been thick with sin. Richly aromatic. The wounded flesh, seductive. This blood, more than the other two, was sustaining. It felt itself gathering texture and strength. It had been. A walker on two legs.

A creature of needs, desire.

Still. Blood filled. Fulfilled. Carried memories.

Touching flesh. Smooth, yielding. Then, not yielding. Holding tight. Tighter. Bowing the child’s back. Tears, wails. Resistance, thrilling.

Thrilling, too, the self-abnegation. Pleas for forgiveness. Lying prostrate before the child. Children who never failed to say, “I forgive you.”

Such innocence demanded blood.

Another type of ecstasy as skin cracked, sliced. Blood mingled with pain, flowing, flowering into blooms.

How sweet the taste. How sweet the blood.
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EIGHT

CATHEDRAL AND RIVERWALK
THURSDAY MIDAFTERNOON

Marie’s cell chimed, melodic and startling. Playing a few bars of the Neville Brothers’s “Yellow Moon”:

Yellow moon, yellow moon,

Why you keep peeping in my window?

Do you know something I don’t know?

She didn’t know anything. The more the case dragged on, the less she knew.

She was outside the Café du Monde. Kind Dog begged while young women and children petted him, letting him lick powdered sugar from their hands.

Normally Marie enjoyed watching Dog charm a crowd. But the dead priest was still sharp in her mind.

She stared at the Mississippi, trying to sense Agwé. Trying to remember precedents for murder. There weren’t any. Not in authentic voodoo.

The song stopped. She exhaled. Let the message go to voice mail. If Charity needed her, her pager would buzz.

“Yellow moon, yellow moon, why you keep peeping . . .”

She flipped open the cell phone.

“Marie. Merde, Marie. Answer the phone!” DuLac shouted.

“Here.”

“Are you all right?”

“I’m fine. Stop shouting.”

“You should answer your phone. Parks called. Said you had an unpleasant case.”

“Silly man. All our cases are unpleasant.”

“Silly or not. He thought you might need some support.”

Marie stared at the horizon. Gray clouds. The sun seemed suspended by strings. Offshore, a storm was feeding. “ Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death . . . ’ ”

“Marie?”

“Twenty-third Psalm. ‘The Lord is my shepherd.’ ”

“You’re a shepherd, too.”

“I know. Damballah’s priestess. My flock is small.”

“You’re renewing it. Besides, slaves didn’t mind mixing African drums with Christian hymns. No different today. Except folks keep quiet about it. Hide it.”

“You’re right. Baptist, AME Methodist, Roman Catholic—when they’ve given up hope, they come to me.”

“Don’t be bitter. I’m going to call a friend. Professor Alafin, a specialist in indigenous and indigenous-inspired religions. African. Haitian Voudon. Rastafarian. There’s no precedent for a blood-draining spirit.”

DuLac was breathing heavily. She imagined him sitting at his desk, his head in his hand.

“I can’t help but believe we’re at the beginning, DuLac. Not the end.”

“This is fa. Your destiny.”

“Why does it have to be so hard? So brutal?”

“What? What did you say?”

“Nothing.” She was sure he’d heard her.

“Parks said ‘Bushmills.’ He bought Roach a Bushmills. Said you’d understand.”

Marie laughed. Bushmills. A good Irish whiskey.

“I’ll see you tonight?”

“Yes. I want to check on Petey. He’s still holding on?”

“Oui. You’re sure you’re all right?”

“Sure. Kind Dog is with me. We’re going to visit Father Donnelly.”

“Stay Safe.”

“Au’voir Later.” She clicked her cell shut.
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“Have you come to confess?” Father Donnelly looked up from the pew, a rosary wrapped around his hand.

“Maybe next year. Though, if you want, I can confess to some wicked fantasies.”

“You’re a mother now.”

“That’s why I have fantasies.”

Father Donnelly laughed. Not yet forty, his hair salt and pepper, he patted for Marie to sit beside him.

Born in Baton Rouge, Father Donnelly knew New Orleans’s history better than anyone, knew about the nineteenth-century’s intersections of race, religion, class. Voodoo ceremonies in Congo Square. Quadroon balls. French aristocrats tricking innocent girls into false marriages; priests who collected alms to buy opium.

“I thought you’d visit.”

“Mind if we go outside?”

“You used to think my church was beautiful.”

“It still is,” said Marie, studying the soaring stained glass. The woodcut stations of the cross; the gold candelabras on the altar. The Catholic Church’s pageantry always stirred her. “Dog’s outside.”

“Let’s go then.” Father Donnelly genuflected before the altar, before the Christ nailed to the crucifix. “I’ve missed Dog.”

Kind Dog’s entire body shook with joy.

“He remembers you.”

Father Donnelly snapped a tree branch. “Here, boy.” He threw. Dog woofed and ran after it.

“Simple pleasures. God’s creatures bring great pleasure.”

“You should get a dog.”

“The Church won’t allow it. Smacks of vanity. Besides, I have you and Kind Dog to visit me.” Playfully, he brushed Dog’s head. “Is it true about Father—”

“You know?”

“Clergy gossip is swift. Is it true?” he asked, watching her expression closely. “Bloodless?”

“Yes, it’s true.”

He crossed himself.

“What is it with you Irish?”

Father laughed. “Are my freckles getting red?”

“No, but your eyes are smiling.”

“Can’t help my Irish eyes.”

Feeling suddenly tired, Marie sat on the church steps. Pigeons fluttered, pecked at the grass. She threw the stick again for Dog.

Father Donnelly sat, his voice mimicking Lugosi’s: “ ‘Vampires. They want to suck your blood.’ ”

“Not funny, Father.”

“Dysfunctional humor. I’m sorry,” he said. “Did you know Transylvania’s always been Catholic? My Irish ancestors believed in elves, fairy folk. Benign beings compared with the devil’s bloodsucker.”

“So you think it’s Satan?”

“Certainly no African god you worship.”

“Thanks for that.”

“Pre-missionaries, I’m not one to believe the African continent was dark.”

“You’re one of the few. But whoever said, ‘Dark is evil’?”

“Sorry again. I misspoke.”

“I’m giving you a hard time. But it’s true—ever since Cain was branded black for murdering his brother, Christians see color as an excuse for prejudice.”

“Personally, I believe Christ was dark. Finding Lucy’s bones means we all are. Or once were.”

“Careful. Your parishioners might hear you.”

“It’s not them I’m worried about. The Church hierarchy is growing more conservative. The archbishop is always upset with me for something.”

They sat companionably on the steps. Dog lay down when no one threw his stick.

“Who do you think killed Father—?”

“I don’t know. I’ve never seen anything like it. But I’m not sure it’s Satan.”

“Father Xavier was a tortured soul.”

“The other victims—”

“Others?”

“Two.”

Father crossed himself again. “I’ll say prayers. Tell me about the others.”

“A Haitian refugee. An African-American jazz man.”

“As different from a New England priest as you could possibly be.”

Marie raised her brows. “New England?”

“Nantucket.”

“Maybe that explains the water.”

“Meaning?”

“Agwé, the sea god. One death happened near water. The other—a saxophonist died trying to draw Agwé’s sign.” She hesitated.

“Go on.”

“And I’ve felt Agwé’s presence. Heard his rhythms.”

“Have you called him?”

“Careful, Father. You might get excommunicated.”

“Don’t patronize me, Marie. I’m a Delta boy. Southern to my core.”

“I called Agwé.” She hugged herself, remembering the cold. “He wasn’t strong enough to stop the creature from attacking Petey, one of my followers. Nothing about my ceremony went right.”

She shuddered, remembering the cold touch.

“Father Xavier abused nearly a dozen boys. Normally, I don’t believe in retribution. Deuteronomy 19:21: ‘Life shall go for life, eye for eye, tooth for tooth.’ The Old Testament God sent slaying angels—many times . . .”

“You’re not saying this is a manifestation of God? You can’t be serious. What about Christ’s suffering? His mercy? Don’t tell me I’m more of a believer than you are.”

Father stood. Dog, too.

“I’ll light a candle for you.”

“You’re offended.”

“Why did you come to me, Marie?” Father Donnelly’s face was red, his expression despairing. “You wanted to know my thoughts? Maybe it’s a demon. Satan’s calumny knows no bounds. Maybe it’s God? ‘An eye for an eye.’ Maybe that’s what this world needs. The sword. Wrath. The fearful guise of God.”

“You’re trembling.”

“I have work to do.”

“Wait.” She clutched his hands. Soft, almost feminine. His eyes, usually compassionate, were hard.

“Tell me. What’s wrong?”

“We were in seminary together. Even then there were whispers.”

“You feel complicit. Guilty.”

Marie wanted to go home, take a bath, hug Marie-Claire. Instead, she kept hold of Father Donnelly’s hands. “Did you ever see him touch a child? Have evidence that he touched a child?”

“No.”

“Then you would’ve condemned prematurely.”

“You’re only trying to make me feel better.”

“Those who buried the evidence deserve condemnation. Did you do that? Bury evidence? Not report a crime?”

“No.”

“Did you move him from parish to parish? During decades of abuse? Post him in New Orleans to rot?”

“No.”

“Good.” Her stomach roiled. She slapped her hand against her thigh, calling Dog to heel.

“I didn’t help you at all, did I?”

“I’m not sure anything in this world can.”

“You’re a better priestess than I am a priest.”

“Nonsense.”

Both she and Father Donnelly were aware that she hadn’t mentioned confession. Confessional sanctity protected even the most abhorrent crimes.

“Here,” he said, handing Marie his well-worn rosary. “It may help. Always works in vampire movies.”

“Don’t be having a crisis of faith.”

“Is that what this is?” he answered cryptically, turning toward the church’s hard oak door.

“Father. Tony. It isn’t your God. Nor one of mine. Agwé says it comes from the sea.”

“You’re a good woman, Marie. I need to pray.” Eyes bleak, he slipped inside the church.

“Dog,” Marie called.

He pawed a willow tree.

“Dog!”

His brown eyes stared at her. Bright and splendid. Marie felt Dog’s intelligence. She moved closer. “What do you see? A squirrel? A bird?”

Shading her eyes, Marie stepped inside the tree’s lacelike curtain. Dozens upon dozens of fanning branches hung, quivering like falling stars.

JT and Rudy were perched on a limb. So intangible, a slight gust of wind could scatter them, like dust in the air.

She was relieved she didn’t see the murdered priest. “Good. Father Xavier isn’t part of my flock.” Her palm pressed the rough bark. “What do you say, JT? A false lead? Rudy, how did you know to call upon Agwé? What word were you trying to write?”

Passersby looked at her strangely. A crazy woman talking to a tree.

A portly man stopped and looked up, into the sunlight-streaked branches. He shook his head. Meandered on.

A child, suspenders clipped to his shorts, pointed. “I see. I see them.” His mother hushed and tugged him, crossing to the other side of the street.

A peddler pushed a cart of New Age crystals: wind chimes, hearts on a string. Unicorns. He shook his knotted dreads, like Father Xavier’s cat-o’-nine-tails.

Sun burst through the crystals. Rainbows snaked up the tree.

Like a mirage, JT and Rudy vanished.

The peddler moved on.

Marie looked east, west, north, and south. Families strolling the Quarter. Con artists playing shell games. Tourists, wide eyed, bushy tailed, eager for sin. The church bells tolled.

Marie thought she was losing her mind. Even reality didn’t seem real.
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NINE

CHARITY HOSPITAL
THURSDAY NIGHT

In three days, there’d be a full moon, affecting tides, creating greater waves of lunatics in an already crazy town. A thwarted lover would beat his beloved to death; an unemployed worker would find solace in a killing spree; a lonely, mild-mannered teacher would commit suicide. She could see it all before it had happened; part intuition, part sight.

The storm was coming. Like rising air pressure, the ER over the next few days would become even more crowded. More drunks, druggies, gunshot wounds, stabbings, and accidents—all adding to the uninsured seeking care.

Marie slipped on her lab coat. Ready to work. Another shift. Here, inside Charity’s flat, white-colored walls. But she knew this job. This was comfort. All afternoon with Dog at her feet, she’d been studying Laveau’s nineteenth-century journal. She couldn’t find any clues. Couldn’t discard Father Donnelly’s pain. Or JT and Rudy’s haunting.

Tomorrow, she’d meet DuLac’s friend, the anthropologist. Maybe he could help. For now, she’d do what she knew best. Be a doctor and heal.

Her cell rang: “Yellow moon, yellow moon . . .” On her break, she’d download something innocuous, stupid. “Raindrops Keep Falling on My Head,” “MacArthur Park,” “Rhinestone Cowboy.”

“Doc?”

“Here.”

“JT, Rudy, Father Xavier. All dead; same cause. Blood loss.”

“Tell me something I don’t know.”

“Rudy marked Agwé’s sign with his ring. Some kind of signet. Maybe a Mason? We’re looking into it. The other mark—the letter, letters, whatever it is—was in blood.”

“Rudy’s?”

“Yeah.”

“Was there—”

“—blood on Rudy’s fingertips? No. None.”

Her knees nearly buckled. “It’s communicating.” She wanted to run far away. “I’ve got to go, Parks. Work.”

“You’ll need a ride home, Doc? What do you say?”

She ducked inside an empty exam room. Panting, trying to catch her breath. Her worlds were colliding again.

“Doc? You still there?”

She powered off her cell. She didn’t want to speak with Parks.

On her break, she’d go upstairs and visit Petey. Maybe he’d remember something essential.

But here, now—she needed to be a doctor. In New Orleans. Her home. A city, like Vegas, where housewives, businessmen, convenience-store clerks, librarians, doctors planned on visiting to shed inhibitions. Of course, some didn’t; they were shocked voyeurs. Planned on that, too. Like a tourist planning to spend too much money, eat too much, drink too much, they planned on squealing, being shocked by sex in the streets, transvestites walking in three-inch heels, and dachshunds dressed as clowns.

Vegas, its mob roots suppressed, had become an R-rated DisneyWorld.

New Orleans still shimmered with its XXX-rated pride. Slavery’s sorrow, the wounds and pain of war, yellow jack epidemics, and hurricane disasters, all had roots plumbing miles deep beneath New Orleans’s gaiety.

Now there was a new evil in town.

Come hell or high water, she’d draw the line.
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She smoothed her hair, coat, drawing back the curtain to Exam One. “Mr. Layton. Did you lose your false teeth again?”

“Sure did.” He grinned like a recalcitrant child.

Rudy and JT stood at the head of the bed.

Marie almost waved, then cocked her head, considering. Why weren’t Rudy and JT at yesterday’s ceremony?

She smiled for Mr. Layton. “We’ll see if Antoinette, the hospital’s social worker, can help. Maybe a spare set of teeth.”

“That’ll be right nice.”

She pressed the stethoscope to his chest, back, listening for possible pneumonia. His airways were clear; his eyes and ears, fine; but his throat and lips, dry, his skin, taut.

She spoke to the young nurse, Delores. “Give Mr. Layton three cc’s of saline.” The ghosts nodded their heads. “It’ll hydrate you. You’ll live to one hundred. Just remember to drink. Water, not tea. Or rum. You’ll be fine.”

“Thank you, Doctor.”

She patted his wrinkled hand. Marie wished the city would subsidize air-conditioning for its elderly poor. In the ER, all she could do was hydrate and send them home.

She walked toward the patient board. What was next? A sports fracture. Impacted bowels. A vomiting drunk. “From Wisconsin,” an ER nurse hissed, disdainfully. Tourists from the Midwest were the craziest.

She should call Parks. Were ghosts concrete evidence enough? Was their absence a clue?

“Hey, we need help here.” A threesome—two men dressed in tight black pants, the woman in a halter and floral skirt—entered the ER. The elder man, white haired, but still lean and fit, his arms around his companions, limped. “Fell down stairs,” he said. “Awful.”

“Wait your turn,” hollered El.

“Do you know who this is? Greatest samba teacher ever.”

“He should learn how to walk then.”

Nurse Delores giggled.

“Best in New Orleans,” said the high-yellow woman, her hair falling in cascades. “A treasure.”

“I don’t care who he is,” said El.

The woman, red lips pouting, answered, “Don’t you care about Mardi Gras? We will be the best,” she said, shimmying her shoulders and breasts.

El waved her away, like a fly. “Sit.”

The girl extended her hand to her curly-haired partner, black as midnight, and he smiled, catching and cradling her hand to his chest. He stroked her waist and pulled her tightly against him, almost as if they were about to tango.

“Play,” he said, never once looking away from her eyes.

“Sí, sí,” said the teacher. “Make love. Dance with your soul.” He pressed the button on his cheap cassette. Marimbas, drums, guitars, swirled. Echoing, cresting like a tidal wave in the ER. The two were dancing, hips shaking, hands fluttering like butterflies. The woman’s breasts jiggled; the men in the waiting room couldn’t shake their eyes. The two were seductive. The fluorescent glare seemed to dim; the white walls seemed tinted with passion. The ER was a dance hall—a pretaste of a Mardi Gras parade—among the sick. Feverish waiting room patients clapped; a man requiring stitches started to sway. Another man, a huge bump on his head, set down his ice and began finger snapping.

“Turn that off,” shouted El. The two kept dancing in and around chairs, giggling like truant schoolchildren. The patients were conspirators, blocking El as the dancers moved among the small tables and chairs. Even the nurses grinned, swiveling their hips.

Unbridled joy in the ER. Even DuLac tapped his feet, nodding, staring appreciatively at the woman dancer.

El swatted at the couple. The samba teacher, holding his stomach, doubled over laughing. “Security,” screamed El. But Sully was clapping, eager to catch the glimpse of thigh beneath the girl’s skirt.

Marie looked to see if Rudy and JT were enjoying the music. It had to be better than haunting her. Better than the sick and the dying. Better than seeing their bodies splayed in the morgue. Lord, she was truly crazy—worrying about the feelings of the dead.

She scanned the room. She didn’t see them.

Patients, standing on chairs, shaking hips, shouting, “Samba,” defeated El. She retreated to her station, lips pursed, and tried to focus on paperwork. Huan, who’d never danced in her life, was tripping over K-Paul’s feet, startled by his hips shaking beneath his physician’s coat.

The music was infectious. Sully, overweight yet light on his feet, twirled. Incredibly graceful and sweet.

Marie looked for her ghosts. She saw a shimmer, light shifting like water, in the far-right corner, near the coffee machine. Ghosts, spirits, didn’t displace air.

She felt unsettled.

Strangely, everyone else in the ER was happy. Even El hummed, snapping her fingers.

Her back to his front, the woman shook her hips from side to side, up and down. Marie was acutely aware of the sexual pantomime. Men had lust in their eyes; and the women, sick and old, were fluttering their hands like fans. Marie felt a stirring in her crotch.

A technician rocked, eyes glazed, his hands on his thighs. A couple—one with a stomach ailment, the other needing a diabetic check—danced as if they were long-lost lovers.

Time out of mind. The give and take of motion; sweating, bodies exuding pheromones, the chemical aphrodisiac. She shook her butt a bit, trying to remember that she was thirty, not eighty.

K-Paul murmured in her ear, “Maybe we should just heal with music. Not one of those folks acts sick.” He spun her around, dipped, and swayed. His lips swooped down, kissing her. “I’m willing if you are,” he drawled, then, danced away.

She thought, Why the hell not?

The man with deep knife wounds across his arm didn’t mind the uproar. Eyes closed, he was cupping his crotch. A crying baby now gurgled. Amazing. Each and every one transformed.

“Let’s close the ER and go home,” said El. “They can dance all night for all I care.”

Marie couldn’t help chuckling. Sully bowed and asked a woman who looked anorexic to dance. Fat and slim, they looked charming.

K-Paul was boogying with his Cajun soul. Marie undressed him in her mind. She ducked her head, blushing, looking across the counter to see if DuLac had seen her prowling. He was tap-tapping his hands, appreciating the dancers’ sensuality.

K-Paul grabbed her arm again. “Dance.”

K-Paul’s good-natured smile, his gentle hands, felt just right. She wanted to pretend everything was fine. Enjoy a sweet moment in a man’s arms.

Holding tight to K-Paul, her body following its own rhythm, she looked again at the corner.

Rudy and JT were squeezing themselves small, banding together like brothers.

“You all right?”

Marie stopped dancing.

Rudy and JT were afraid. What could scare the dead?

Music. Her heart raced.

She exhaled, watched her breath condense. Everyone else was sweating; she was cold. She heard a plaintive wail, echoing from a distance, from underwater. An anguished cry beneath bright samba beats.

Across the room, DuLac cocked a brow. He’d always had a sixth sense about her—it had only grown stronger as they shared ceremonies and work. He stood at attention, watching her as she carefully watched the room.

K-Paul kept repeating, “What’s wrong? What’s wrong?”

She tried to stare at the invisible—the space between air, between worlds. Imagining herself here, now, in a ceremony. Through the whirl of color, bodies, and sound, she tried to discover who or what was keening.

The ER’s smell had become rancid, like kelp decomposing on the shore.

The dancer, red lips stretched in horror, her black hair falling like a curtain, was arched backward over a chair, her arms extended, flailing; some force was flattening, pressing her hard, until the chair collapsed.

The dancers and the ER patients jerked away; some toppled over chairs; others clung to one another, wailing; still others staggered for the exit.

The girl screamed, “Get it off me. Get it off.”

Once a carnival, the ER now resembled a fun house mirror. Everything the eye saw didn’t seem real. It wasn’t real—watching a woman pinioned to the floor by a mist. Wasn’t real seeing the primeval fear in her, the distaste, the voyeurism in the others. The stares. The girl dancer crying, Sully moaning, “Lord, have mercy,” patients making the sign of the cross.

Marie grabbed the girl’s wrist. Her pulse quickening; her lungs spastic, hyperventilating. The mist pressing hard against her flesh.

“Get phenobarbital. Now,” she shouted at K-Paul.

The girl’s other hand rose, as if someone held it in midair. Blood appeared on her wrist.

Marie extended her hand, feeling cold, the tangible mist, the suction pulling blood through the girl’s veins.

When her fingers covered the bite marks, the bleeding stopped. When she removed her fingers, the bleeding renewed, doubling in ferocity. Disappearing into air.

“Mother of God, Lord have mercy.” There were shouts of stigmata. Most fled, stumbling over the folding chairs. Tough El fell to her knees.

“A tourniquet,” Marie commanded softly. “Get me three cc’s of BeneFix. Huan, get bandages. A neck brace.”

“What the hell?” said K-Paul.

“We’ve got to stop the bleeding. She’ll be drained. A coagulate may help. It won’t do worse. We’ll relax her, try to contain her body. Ride it out.”

“Should we strap her to a gurney?” asked K-Paul.

“No. The more rigid the body, the more damage might be done.”

Music, reverberating crazily, mocked.

“Turn off that music,” Marie shouted.

El stomped on it; the cassette door popped open, the brown tape spilling, coiling out.

Huan dropped beside her. Marie injected the drugs. Almost immediately, the girl’s body went limp. Her bloodied arm fell. Huan gently grabbed the wrist, applying antiseptic, bandaging it with gauze.

Marie checked the girl’s pulse, her eyes, reflexes. She was deep asleep.

The spirit was gone.

Parks swept in, pulling his gun. “What’s going on?”

“Almost another victim,” said Marie. “K-Paul, find her a bed for observation.”

“Sure thing.”

El yelled, “Order, folks. This is a hospital.”

K-Paul and Huan lifted the beautiful dancer. Her dress fluttering gracefully, her ruffled hem ripped.

Marie sighed, sitting cross-legged on the floor.

“I came just in time,” said Parks.

Marie smiled. “Sure you did, Detective.”

Like a tidal wave, there was a vacuum, then energy roaring—entering Marie, forcing her back. She cried out; her head hit the floor. She was in the eye of the wave, a swirling maelstrom of emotions, voices.

Parks was shouting; Huan, sobbing.

She moaned. The spirit clutched her throat. Her head arched; she saw pockmarks on the ceiling. Pieces of the ceiling broke and fell.

Nothing touched her. Yet something touched her. Almost as if a face was right above hers. All she saw was a threatening sky, storm clouds gathering, and a pale moon hovering over roiling water.

Parks was on his knees, shouting; she couldn’t hear. Cold. Her organs becoming ice. Hypothermia, no visible cause. The scientist in her couldn’t help but be curious. Forensics would be stumped. Cold. Blood loss.

“Doc, can you hear me? Doc?”

She tried to say, “Don’t touch.”

Huan was holding Parks’s hand, chattering in Vietnamese and repeating after each phrase, “No, no. No.”

Good. Huan understood. Perverse, the spirit might move from her to Parks.

Don’t touch, the spirit mocked, moving aggressively against her.

She felt a searing pain. Her wrist had been punctured. She was no longer in the ER, in New Orleans, in this world. She saw Rudy and JT, crystal clear. They were mourning for her.

Blood drained from her wrist.

She felt the priest. He’d enjoyed his suffering. Mea culpa. As his blood drained, he’d screamed for help.

No one heard him because of the drums.

Dancing. There’d been dancing in the basement. In her mind, she saw the leaflet. Afro-Cuban dancing. A strange absurdity.

Like feeling the roar of blood, rushing toward the wounds on her wrist.

So this is what it felt like to die. She was on the floor . . . her heart beating faster . . . then slower . . . she could feel with each pulse, blood leaving her body. With it, snatches of her history, memories. Blood memories.

Sitting in church with her mother, both holding their rosaries. Sammy, a sixth-grader, screaming, “Poor, nigger black.” Her mother, dead, on the floor. Eyes wide open.

Reneaux, tenderly loving her. Sleeping in his embrace.

The spirit sucked, draining, tough and hard, like a child would a breast. Flashes of the present: Parks mouthing words; Huan’s tearstained cheeks; K-Paul refilling a syringe. She wanted to be unconscious. She ached. The invisible weight pressed deeper into sinews, muscles, and veins. Devouring, controlling her body, draining her blood like an IV line in reverse.

It wouldn’t take long to die. She’d join JT and Rudy as ghosts.

K-Paul tried to inject her.

The darkness lashed out. The syringe skittered across the floor. K-Paul cursed.

The creature learned; it wouldn’t be fooled twice.

Furious, DuLac yelled: “You fight, Marie, you hear me? Fight. Who you be? Comment t’appelle-tu? You tell me. Tell me your name,” DuLac demanded. “Tell me.”

“Marie.” The word was a whisper.

“Oui, Marie.”

“Marie.” She felt the spirit withdrawing, retreating.

“Je suis Marie,” she said, her voice gaining strength.

“Marie,” said DuLac.

“Marie,” she repeated. Her mind felt a further retreat. Her blood stopped draining. The air warmed. She spoke louder. “Je suis Marie. I am Marie. Marie Laveau.”

The spirit flew.

“It’s gone.”

“Doc.” Parks embraced her, lifting her in his arms.

“Let me bandage you,” said Huan. “Spirits don’t scare me.”

Marie squeezed her hand.

“They scare me,” said Parks.

“Curtain Two,” said El. “I’m going to clean up this mess. Huan, you got her?”

Beneath the efficient veneer, Marie could see El’s fright. Shaken to the core, she looked old, uncertain. K-Paul slipped his arm about her.

Parks lifted her up on the gurney; DuLac, the consummate doctor, began his exam. Parks held her hand and Marie felt comforted.

“It knew me.”

“Are you sure?” asked DuLac.

“Yes.” She looked at both men, watching her. “It didn’t like my name. Me,” she rasped. “Didn’t like me.”
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Marie. The name had frightened it. Stirred memories.

It knew her face. But couldn’t gather up the particles of thoughts. Just felt desire, then hurt. Wanted to hurt her. Some grudge needed tending.

Marie. It knew her. Had known her. It had a past.

Touch. Hurt. Touch. Hurt.

Touch.

A mother had touched her. Reneaux—had touched her. Held her. Who was Reneaux?

Who was Marie?
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TEN

DILLARD UNIVERSITY
FRIDAY LATE AFTERNOON

The office was ramshackle. Dimly lit, filled with books, glass paperweights, statues of assorted cultural gods. Isis. Buddha. Vishnu. Skulls—human and chimp—religious medallions, and jars filled with dead specimens—tree frogs, beetles—littered the file cabinets and desk. Cornhusk dolls, rosaries, bottles filled with multicolored oils cluttered the floor, the bookshelves.

Professor Alafin wore a tweed vest in the hot, windowless room. A chain watch dangled from his pocket. He wore a clip-on bow tie and tortoiseshell-rimmed glasses. Gray dreads scraped his collar.

“You’re an interesting crew,” said Alafin, shaking DuLac’s hand.

“Think so?” asked Marie.

“Sure. My friend DuLac, who’s never worried, looks worried. Perhaps a bit scared? No insult intended, old friend.”

“None taken.”

“A lovely young woman.” Alafin stepped closer. “Pale. Unsettled. Are you well?”

“I’m fine,” she said. Though she’d argued with both DuLac and Parks to let her come. Her body hurt; her head throbbed.

“Are you sure?” Alafin frowned, his brows touching between his eyes. “Wrist bandaged. Dressed to downplay your loveliness in a black T-shirt and blue jeans. And you,” said Alafin, intent on Parks, “haven’t got the sense not to look like a cop. Or is it a G-man?”

“G-man,” said Parks. “I haven’t heard that term in a while.”

“I’m dated.”

“Alafin lives in the present only when he has to,” said DuLac.

“And DuLac visits me only when he has a puzzle. Sit.”

Parks peered at captive beetles, moths, and butterflies pinned to a mat beneath glass. “What is it you do?”

“A bit of everything. Social anthropology, philosophy, religion—mystics and canonical—cultural history. Folklore. Ethnomusicology.”

“Eclectic,” said DuLac.

Alafin chuckled. “More like the perennial associate professor. At least according to my department chair. He says my research lacks focus. Significance. Whereas I believe any human inquiry has meaning. And all inquiries loop back to the essential question: Why are we alive?”

“To do good,” answered Parks.

“A naive answer.”

Parks bristled. “I’m a cop. Not a philosopher.”

“I didn’t mean to insult you. My own cynicism. Twenty-five years studying, searching, and I wonder whether it’s that simple—‘to do good.’ If your answer is correct, then much of my life has been wasted, hasn’t it? My chair thinks my research is a waste.”

Marie found Alafin slightly distasteful. Doing good was her foundation.

Alafin sat behind his desk, his hands cupped under his chin, his elbows on his desk. He was a dark man; bright, black, inquiring eyes; medium size. His hands showed his age; years of digging, unearthing mysteries, secrets, and ancient societies had taken their toll. His hands curled like claws, wrinkled and discolored from clay, mud, the earth’s minerals. He watched Marie, intent, curious. As if he’d guessed her disapproval.

“You know who I am,” Marie murmured.

“I knew you when DuLac suspected you were you.”

She looked at DuLac.

“Don’t be upset with DuLac. Confirmation. He wanted confirmation.”

“You don’t even know me.”

“I know how you came into being. How history, ancestors, have crafted you. A descendant of Laveau, who descended from a powerful African priestess. See, I have it all here. Five generations.” He opened a lineage map, a tree of her female ancestors.

Marie bristled. Part of her wanted to study the tree. To ask questions. Ultimately, it was upsetting that he knew more about her than she him. That DuLac had discussed her with him.

“Don’t be upset, chérie,” said DuLac. “I needed help. With my understanding.”

Parks interjected, “We need help with a crime.”

“Something to do with the bandaged wrists?”

“A spirit’s been draining blood,” said DuLac. “Not a spirit called during voodoo ritual.”

“But called by music,” said Parks. “Isn’t that right, Doc? Except Father Xavier’s murder doesn’t fit the pattern.”

“It does,” she said. “Check. There’d been a dance class the night he was murdered. Drums in the basement. The room beneath his.”

“How do you know this?” complained Parks. “Damnit, Doc—”

“It tried to drain you?” interrupted Alafin.

“I survived.” Her left hand covered her bandage.

“Let me see. Please.”

She felt Alafin’s desperation. Mouth slightly parted, his hands clenched together as if to rein himself in, he could barely contain himself from grabbing, from ripping away gauze.

Marie unrolled her bandage. Layer after layer.

Her flesh was red, as if scalded by steam. Three punctures. Parallel to her bruised veins.

“What did it feel like?”

Marie didn’t answer. DuLac was studying her. He wanted to know how she knew about the drums. The music in the basement.

Alafin touched her hole-shaped wounds. “Wazimamoto.”

He searched his shelves of books. His blue polyester clothes were too big; a ripped pant cuff scraped dirt from the floor. He needed a shave and a haircut. “Here.” Alafin grabbed a book, on the far left, from the next to the highest shelf. “Vampires.”

“You’ve got to be kidding,” said Parks.

“Quiet,” chastised DuLac.

“Not researched much,” said Alafin. “Really an unexplored area. One I haven’t given much attention. No one has.” He flipped through pages, his fingers resting on one particular page. He read silently, the researcher in him forgetting anyone else was in the room.

“What do you know, Alafin?” asked DuLac. “We’re among friends.”

Alafin lifted his head, focusing on Parks, DuLac, then Marie. He clutched the book tightly against his chest. “I’ve spent my whole life studying the mystical. Searching for miracles—I’ve seen things. In Haiti, Brazil, Nigeria, Belize.

“Seen zombies, as you have, Marie. Seen shamans shape-shift. Yes,” he said to a sneering Parks. “Seen a man become a cat then a man again. Seen seers predict volcanic eruptions, a woman’s labor. All religions, cultures, have their miraculous tales. Christ’s image appearing in cloth. The reincarnation of the Dalai Lama. Aboriginal firewalkers. But I’ve never had the miraculous walk into my office.”

“I’m just a woman,” said Marie.

“Shame. There’s no hope for you then.”

Marie stared at Alafin. “Show me,” she said. “Show me what you’ve seen. What you see.”

Alafin laid the book on the desk. Black leather, red-trimmed edges on the pages. Leather straps for closure.

DuLac, Parks, and Marie gathered round the book and desk. Alafin adjusted the lamp; the book gleamed.

“Colonial period,” said Alafin. “Written when Africa seemed a banquet for Europeans to consume, like a greedy plague.”

Marie stroked the cover. She hesitated, knowing that once opened, her life would be forever changed.

Unlike Christianity, with its command not to be tempted by the snake, voodoo proclaimed all knowledge good. Like a snake eating its own tail, renewing itself by shedding its skin, knowledge was infinite, necessary to being human. There was no “two-edged sword.” In voodoo, Prometheus would have been celebrated, never chained.

Gently, Marie opened the frayed pages, originally a kind of beige, with red, a reddish-brown, leaking from the edges into the page’s interior.

“That’s blood,” said Parks.

DuLac rubbed the paper between his thumb and fingers. “This page, it isn’t flesh, but something close.”

“Cowhide,” said Alafin. “Seared with elaborate woodblock prints. These, too, dipped in blood. Pages upon pages. All handcrafted. Art embodying the caution. Embodying life and death.”

“Amazing,” exhaled Marie.

“One of the few books in the world documenting African vampires. It was written by a 1920s missionary. A priest and a village shaman. A unique partnership. Written to warn. Bear witness to humanity’s sins begetting sins.”

Picture upon picture: African villages, straw-thatched huts, women tilling the soil, carrying infants on their back, children playing by the roadside. Men conversed in small groups, their heads and eyes averted. In the far-left corner, two officers looked down at a splayed body, blood draining from its wrist.

Another: a seemingly unending chain of Africans, each whispering in another’s ear. Officers were dragging a man into jail.

Another: moon high and full, a deserted plain. Amid the stalks and high grasses, there were a dozen bodies, emaciated, drained, their wrists blood speckled. A pride of lions ignored them. A soldier with a bayonet, gleaming black boots, counted out coins to a barefoot villager.

“But there’s nothing about race here,” muttered Parks.

“Are you sure, Detective?”

“The officers are all white, the villagers black. Colonialism. All about race. Class. Part of the psychology. Whites were wazimamotos. Colonizers. See, the officers are implicated in the killings. Explicitly, here, they’re dragging a man to jail. Everyone knows he won’t return. He’ll be killed. They’ll say: ‘wazimamoto.’ ”

“It’s a metaphor,” said Marie.

“Yes. But it’s also suspected to be real. Evil takes physical form in the world. The loas teach us that. The gods, themselves, can be reflections of hate, jealousy, envy. See this—a small group of black men, wearing badges—men who were probably given power similar to a deputy. They’ve become spies on their own community. Traitors. Africans, literally and mentally, colonized.

“Wazimamotos could be either a white spirit punishing blacks or a colonized, assimilated black—”

“You mean an Uncle Tom?”

“Yes. A black feeding on its own. Similar to African kings who sold their enemies into slavery. That was evil. But a wazimamoto can also be someone who commits evil because he identifies with his oppressors, he wants to be the colonizer, the master. These black men here are wielding machetes, dismembering this black man—and, by extension, metaphorically dismembering, destroying, their noncolonized selves.”

“But a free Africa is still engaging in slavery, brutality.”

“I’m not saying, Detective, that evil behavior doesn’t exist. It’s rampant in all cultures. Throughout history. The Incas’ sacrifices. The Romans’ feeding of Christians to lions. You need only to read today’s paper to know that across the globe, evil thrives. I’m speaking about motivation. Sometimes evil is a product of self-hatred. Learned behavior. When individuals identify with the oppressor. Intraracial, not interracial, prejudice. People feeding off the blood of their own people. Oppressing within their social group to cull favor with the colonizer, the enslaver.

“In these instances, the motivation stems from the legacy of the first evil—a people systematically demeaning, brutalizing, another people.”

Marie slammed the book shut. As a physician, she’d seen some of evil’s physical results. But she wasn’t required to think of the source. For her medical work, it didn’t matter; as a voodooienne, it did.

The three men watched her.

“Tea?” asked Alafin.

“Oui,” said DuLac.

“Scotch,” said Parks.

“I have that, too.” Without asking, Alafin poured a drink for Marie.

She sipped. The heat in her mouth felt good. “It possessed me. No, that’s not right. It was inside me. But it didn’t overtake me. I was conscious.”

“So it’s not a god, not a true spirit loa. But other,” said DuLac.

“A human creation,” said Alafin. “Wazimamoto.”

“How can that be? It’s a monster,” said Parks. “Besides, we don’t live in a colonized world.”

“Are you sure?” asked Alafin.

“New Orleans is the epitome of colonization,” said DuLac. “Multiple colonizations taken to their logical conclusion.”

“We’re all Americans.”

“Some living better than others,” said DuLac. “Why is it that the more pigment you have, the more oppressed you seem to be,” said DuLac. “Not just in New Orleans. But especially in New Orleans.”

“Aw, come on, DuLac,” said Parks. “New Orleans has a black mayor. Black police chief.”

“It also has a legacy,” said Alafin, “from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Colonial distinctions detailing the worth of a black—house slave, field slave, a Creole, free colored, mulatto, quadroon, octoroon.”

“Who still controls the wealth?” said DuLac. “It’s not by accident the majority of Charity’s patients are black, brown, and yellow people.”

“Look. Can we get back to evidence?”

“In part, I think you’re both right,” said Marie. “Racism still influences New Orleans. How could it not? A historical port city, home to slavers. Colonizers who owned people as easily as ships, cargo. But the Civil Rights era has happened. African Americans have defiantly staked their claim and right to be.”

“Oui,” said DuLac. “We’ve always been a proud people.”

“Yet racism, colonialism, still brutalizes. Perverts,” said Marie. “Like a disease spreading, its power would lie at the source. At the historical nexus when its power was unfettered, rampant. If wazimamotos exist, they would exist not as twenty-first-century vampires, but as a remnant from the nineteenth, eighteenth—”

“Yes,” said Alafin. “That would make sense. The point of cultural contact. When the conflict in society, within the self, would be at its worst.”

“That means—” said DuLac, understanding.

“Our vampire is a ghost. A creature from the past.”

“Aw, come on. Speculation is well and good, but I can’t convict on theories. Hell, I can’t arrest what I can’t see. It’s like trying to lock up Rudy and JT. The ghosts Doc says she sees.”

Marie raised her brow.

“Okay, okay. You see them.”

“And?”

“I think I’ve felt them. That’s as far as I’ll go, Doc. Shit.” Parks downed the scotch. “Okay. I felt them. Ghosts. Invisible dead.”

“Don’t light a cigarette in here,” said Alafin.

“Probably send the place up in flames,” DuLac said wryly.

“Have another drink, Parks.” Marie poured the shot.

“Shit. Shit. Shit.” Parks gulped the alcohol.

Marie leaned forward, reopening the book. A white missionary taught a group of native children.

Parks read over Marie’s shoulder. “Reeducation.” His scotch-tainted breath was sweet. “Why the multiple languages?” he asked. “They all say the same thing? ‘Reeducation’?”

Alafin nodded. “English, French, Portuguese, Afrikaner/Dutch—all of them at one time colonized Africa.”

“Just as French, Spanish, Americans did—”

“Enough already,” said Parks. “Why the draining of blood, Professor? Murder is murder. Why not just slit the throat? Crack a skull?”

“Here,” Alafin turned to the last page. “This is the African dialect. Ibo. A kind of epigraph. It says, in effect, that bloodsuckers are emblematic of western culture. Dracula, nosferatu were brought to Africa. Not the other way around.”

“And this,” asked Marie, her fingers tracing letters that had been written on the back binding. A rough scrawl, in blood.

“What does this say?”

“The unsayable. It’s name. Wazimamoto. This is the only place in the book where the word is written out. The last page. Africans believed saying the name would call it.”

“So they used a code,” said DuLac.

“Parks,” said Marie. “These are like the markings in Preservation Hall. Rudy, I mean the creature had been trying to name itself.”

“What are you saying?” asked DuLac.

“There was blood above Rudy’s body,” said Parks. “But no blood left on or in his body.”

“Amazing.” Alafin nearly crowed with excitement. “There are origin myths. Tales about how such creatures are born. Knowing one’s name, being able to say it, is powerful.”

Marie stroked the pages tenderly. Starting from the beginning, she flipped the pages. Arrested.

“What do you see?” asked Parks.

“From the beginning you see fragments of the name. An angled line at first. Then another. Then the angles meeting.”

“It’s on every page with a death.”

“Yes. After each draining.”

The next to last page, the angles met, twice: VV. A young woman lying in the grass. Her neck arched back. Hair fanning across her breast. Her simple shift hitched high on her thighs. Her left arm thrown over her head, palm open to the sky, fingers gently bent. Puncture wounds. Deep, red.

“The first letter there. Completed,” said Alafin. “Buried in the corner.”

Parks’s fingers traced the VV.

Marie turned to the last page. “It named itself. Tantamount to coming into being. Like a child learning to spell, to say its name.”

“Relying on blood, on killing,” said Alafin, “to create the first letter. Does it know what it is—or does the killing account for its knowing, its awareness of self? Maybe it isn’t even aware of its self.”

Marie thought of the markings on the wall in Preservation Hall. Agwé’s sign. Rudy had tried to scratch his salvation. Like the book, the first letter of wazimamoto had been scratched in blood. The evidence team had confirmed it.

“Rudy’s blood,” said Parks.

“What?” asked DuLac.

“This letter,” said Marie, tracing, “was drawn with a victim’s blood.”

“Incredible,” said Alafin. “Scribing its self into being.”

“Yes and no.” She spoke slowly, thinking, trying to articulate connections. “If it’s a ghost—then wazimamoto is what it is—its genus, vampire—but not its name. It would’ve had a life once—before becoming a vampire. A different name.”

“Why didn’t it write it?” asked Parks.

“Maybe it didn’t know it,” said DuLac. “Its name. This isn’t a normal ghost. JT and Rudy are present day, presumably with present-day memories. This ghost—this wazimamoto, has been where? For over a century. Do ghosts have memories?”

“Uncharted territory,” said Marie.

“So little we know. Much we don’t,” said Alafin.

Marie’s palms covered the name—wazimamoto. The page felt alive.

“Written in blood. Draining blood. Again, why blood?” asked Parks. “Serial killers do it to demonstrate control. But a ghost?”

“All cultures revere blood,” answered Alafin. “To lose blood is an offense that violates more than life, it violates human dignity. Implying the capturing of one’s essence, the bloodlines. And who is to say the soul doesn’t reside in the blood? Theologians talk about the heart—the engine of our blood—as our soul’s resting place, our desires animated from the heart’s blood.”

“Anne Rice couldn’t have written it better,” said Parks, mumbling.

“Facts, not fiction,” insisted DuLac. “Are you such a poor policeman that you abandon facts? What your eyes see? You saw what that thing did to the dancer. To Marie.”

Parks studied his hands, clenching, then unclenching them. “Part of me still doesn’t want to admit to what I saw. I don’t understand anything you’ve all been saying. It’s gibberish.”

“Chaos,” said Marie, nudging him toward acceptance. Understanding.

“I’m comfortable with chaos. But this is a mystery. Mystical.”

“That’s why you have me, Parks. The three of us,” she said, her look embracing Alafin and DuLac.

“I feel I’m back at square one. Resisting. I’m being honest.” He looked frankly at Marie. “Everything in me says I can’t go down this path. I’m on it, been journeying. But part of me wants to turn around, keep trekking. Like I never met you. Any of you.” He tapped his chest. “Look. If I can’t smoke, give me another drink. I can’t believe this,” Parks said wiping his sweating brow, “drinking on the job.”

DuLac poured. “Why’d you become a cop?”

“I hate seeing people victimized. No one should be hurt. Ever.”

“You hate what it did to me?” asked Marie.

“Yes.”

“Hold on to that, Parks,” said DuLac.

“It isn’t done with me,” said Marie.

“Or with others,” said Alafin.

“What do we know?” asked Marie. “Follow the evidence. Music calls it—as it calls the spirits. But, unlike a spirit, it can’t possess. It inhabits, controls the body but not the self. This vampire—this wazimamoto—”

“This response to colonialism,” said DuLac. “Racism—”

“We’re living in the twenty-first century,” said Parks.

“Exactly,” said Marie. “The invisible dead. A ghost from some other time.”

“It straddles both worlds,” said Alafin.

“Multiple worlds,” said Marie. “Past. Present. African. American. Old World. New World. Mythic. Real. Living. Dead.”

“Why does it kill?”

“The policeman’s question.”

“Motive, Doc. Like your motivation for evil. Crimes don’t happen without it.”

“Don’t they?” asked DuLac.

“Never,” Parks said, adamant. “Even when it seems there isn’t motivation—a crazy man losing control—still, the cause is there, just buried. Maybe he was abused. Took mind-bending drugs. Thought his victim was an alien. Even when motives are unknown. Or seemingly not there. They’re there. Motives move people. Cause them to act.”

“But this isn’t a person,” said DuLac.

“Parks still has a point,” said Marie. “It kills. Why? Why bother, after centuries, to kill? What’s gained by the method of killing?”

“Food?” said DuLac. “A need for sustenance?”

“Control,” said Alafin. “Claiming power.”

“A taste for cruelty,” said Parks

“Vlad the Impaler,” said Alafin.

“Stoker’s Dracula,” responded Parks. “Cruel, hungry.”

He went to the window and pulled the cord, opening the blinds. “I’ve got to hit the streets. Sun’s going down. Isn’t that when vampires thrive? Besides, the French Quarter is jumping, half lit with booze. If music calls this thing—this wazimamoto—I can’t think of any place better than Bourbon Street.”

“I’ll come with you.”

“I don’t think that’s wise, Marie,” said DuLac.

“Marie-Claire is with Louise. You’ll go to her, DuLac? Take care of her until I’m home?”

“You needn’t ask.”

DuLac embraced her. “Take care. Parks, if you let any harm come to Marie, I’ll hurt you myself.”

Parks opened the office door; light rushed in from the hall.

“Professor.” Marie wanted to ask one final question. “What does Agwé have to do with this?”

“He may be trying to control the creature.”

“He’s done a good job so far,” quipped Parks.

“Or else,” said Marie, “that’s where it was born. Became reanimated. Inside Agwé. The Mississippi. Flowing out to the Gulf—”

“—out to sea,” said Alafin.

“All the way to Africa,” said DuLac.

“An ocean littered with bones,” said Marie. “Souls.”

“You remember that, Marie,” said DuLac fiercely. “A lost soul. Not a god. And it feared you. Your name.”

“You’re not just a woman,” said Alafin.

“I know. Je suis Marie Laveau.” Then Marie smiled, brilliant and expansive. “Thank you, Professor.”

Alafin bowed.

“DuLac. I promise to take good care.” Marie paused. “Of Detective Parks.”

DuLac chortled. “Touché.”

“Let’s go, Detective,” said Marie.

“Women. Worse than vampires,” said Parks.

“Don’t get me started on detectives,” said Marie. The two of them bickered down the hall.
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It had been human. Once.

He’d been?

He couldn’t remember his name before or after enslavement. He just remembered promises of freedom. But freedom never came. So he killed for it.

Afterward, a woman had helped him.

A woman had betrayed him.

He’d once been a man. Standing, walking, on two legs.

She’d spoken his name. Lovingly. Hatefully.
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ELEVEN

BOURBON STREET
FRIDAY EVENING

The French Quarter was jumping. The sky was layered, orange, gray, and black. Neon lights of blue, red, and pink reflected off the pavement, the windows. Some tourists waved carnival glow sticks—green, yellow, blue.

Parks and Marie strolled Bourbon Street. Alert, on edge, both of them searching for ghosts.

Music floated out of bars, restaurants, hotel lounges. Zydeco. The Neville Brothers. Rock. Basin Street Blues. Cajun folk. Washbucket shuffle. Tourists in House of Blues T-shirts or tropical-patterned shirts crowded the streets, some their arms slung around each other; others, their hands twisted around drinks; still others, open palmed, touching, stroking the ancient buildings as if they were make-believe, the Disneyland version of the French Quarter. But everything was real—cobblestones placed by slaves; wrought-iron balconies crafted by free coloreds; and cafés constructed in the 1700s to capture the coins of Spanish seamen, American soldiers, and French noblemen.

“What am I looking for?” asked Parks. “Can’t see ghosts. Waijimojos?”

“Wazimamotos, Parks. You can see victims. And potentially save them. If we can get to victims sooner, they might survive.” Marie poked her head inside Lafite’s Bar.

“Who’s Lafite?” asked Parks, his finger tapping on the brass plaque.

“Jean Lafite. The gentleman pirate. Brutal, yet known for his chivalry. Loved women. Especially quadroons.” Marie scanned the bar. Middle Americans drank beer and hurricanes; no locals here. Just clean-cut patrons indulging in revelry. Pretending they were pirates or privateers.

It was easy to romanticize the past, but life had been brutal, short. Scurvy. Poor dental care. Inadequate public health. She wondered how many murders, slave trips, pirate rampages had been planned at Lafite’s. How many more died of bacteria, fever, syphilis?

“You see something?”

“No. Just thinking about the past. How all of us will become ghosts.”

“You’ve always been this spooky?”

“Let’s keep walking,” Marie said, shaking her head, focusing on the present.

She and Parks were unlikely beat cops. She walked, senses heightened, looking for signs, disturbances in air, light, smell, or sound—anything that would suggest an aberration. Wazimamoto—not a typical ghost, not a spirit loa. Something other. And it wanted to hurt her.

A lost soul. New Orleans was filled with them.

Marie peered high, searching, scanning the balconies, shadows.

Parks strode confidently, cocky. His policeman’s clarity—direct, forthright manner—was intimidating. Maybe it was just the power of carrying a gun? The bouncers eyed him. Even drunks avoided him. A barker for a peep show stopped hailing, “Nude everywhere,” until Parks had passed the marquee with a poster of a blonde, her breasts and crotch decorated with purple feathers.

Parks grimaced. “After this case I’m quitting. Moving to the Jersey shore.”

“Lovely?”

“You bet. Should’ve been a surfer.”

Marie laughed.

“I was good.”

“Do they even have waves in Jersey?”

“More than here.”

“JT’s waving.”

“Where?” Parks spun, his hand on his jacket, covering his gun.

“Up on the balcony.”

JT clutched the antique rail. His expression—more an aura than facial muscles—seemed pensive, almost hopeless.

She wondered if JT knew her odds were poor.

“Not Rudy?” asked Parks.

“He may have moved on.”

“They can do that? Move on? Like heaven? Hell?”

“I don’t know. All. Either. Neither. ‘Every good-bye ain’t gone’—it’s a folk saying. Everything that existed still exists. Not clear where. Maybe everywhere.”

Marie stopped. Tourists swarmed, flowing around her and Parks as if they were an island. She sniffed the damp air. “Everybody dead is still here.”

“Tell me,” asked Parks, stopping her, touching her arm. “How come you’re not crazy?”

“You religious?”

“Lapsed Protestant.”

“Would it sound funny to you if I said faith? I believe I have my gifts for a reason.”

“Like tracking a bloodsucker?”

“Sure. Why not?”

They smiled in perfect understanding.

Parks’s hair fell forward, framing his angular face, his cheekbones. He was a good foot taller than she.

She looked past Parks, scanning the row of iron balconies, the shingled rooftops. “JT’s gone.”

“So?”

“Our first clue. The wazimamoto is near. Just before the hospital attacks, JT and Rudy disappeared.”

“And the music?” said Parks. “The second clue? Follow the music.”

Marie nodded.

Parks snapped open his holster.

Marie hadn’t the heart to tell him his gun was useless.

Follow the music.

At first, all she heard was a cacophony: pulsing, riotous nightlife spilling out of clubs; music overlapping, creating noise. But New Orleans had its own unique sound, too—rhythms built on drums, brass, and bass guitars rather than pianos, violins, and reeds. A raw, urging sound that rose above people’s chatter, hollers, and shouts. A melody of jazz—eclectic, improvising, riffing on chords of “God Bless the Child.”

They walked east. The Quarter gave way to less commercial, less well-lit streets. Locals ruled intimate clubs catering to the maids, the bellhops of overpriced hotels, the cruise-line workers, the domestic workers, and the town gamblers who played bid whist rather than poker.

“Misty’s,” said Parks, stopping. A sax wailed, plaintive and yearning. “Mama may have. Papa may have . . .”

MISTY’S was written in cursive pink neon. A white Mardi Gras masque flanked the letter M.

The drums clamored, driving the sax higher and higher. Another sound: a scream?

Parks pulled his gun.

Screams.

The music stopped: drums toppling, clanging. The electric guitar whining. The saxophone stopping midcry.

Patrons rushed out of Misty’s as Parks, Marie behind him, shoved, trying to rush in.

A small crowd gathered about the door marked LADI S—the e missing, the door painted a flat black.

“Police,” said Parks. “Move.”

A woman, petite, with high heels, her panty hose gathered about her ankles, her thighs bare, sat on the toilet seat, her head dropped forward, lolling on her chest as if she’d simply gone to sleep.

Parks lifted her head, clenching his jaw at the woman’s wild, bug-eyed look. Her mouth was wide with a silent scream.

Patrons gasped; some screamed; some made the sign of the cross; others covered their eyes, turning their heads away.

“I found her, I found her,” moaned a dyed redhead. “She had to pee, that’s all. What’s happened to her? What’s happened?”

Parks pressed his cell phone’s buttons. “Roach. Parks here. Bring the entire crew. Misty’s, east of the Quarter. Yeah,” said Parks, his voice soft. “Another one.”

“She was gone so long. I went to check on her.” Mascara smeared down her cheeks. “Thought she’d passed out from those hurricanes. She can’t drink worth shit. What’s happened to her? She looks a hundred years.”

Marie inched closer, studying the wrist. Puncture marks. Neat. Vertical. Right above the artery. A Tiffany heart bracelet had blood on a few links. Otherwise, the suction had been clean.

“Her name?”

“Sarah. Sarah Bruchette. Lord, I’ve got to call her folks.” The red-haired friend started to cry.

“Would you like me to call her parents?” asked Marie. “I’m a doctor.”

“Would you?” The girl rummaged in her friend’s purse, pulling out a cell phone. “Here. Look up ‘Mama.’ She called her three, four times a day.” The girl swayed and Marie could see she couldn’t be more than eighteen. Both girls underage, pretending to be sophisticates.

“Go sit down,” said Parks, extending a hand. “We’ll get a statement from you later.”

The girl clutched his hand gratefully, then moaned plaintively. Unsteady, her hand covering her mouth, she staggered out the door.

“Everyone out. Cops on the way,” Parks shouted at the excited, leering faces—people trying to cram into the bathroom to catch a glimpse of the dead girl.

“You.” Parks pointed at a sallow-faced man. “You the owner?”

“Naw. I just work for Misty. She ain’t here. I’m Earl.” His head jutted forward, transfixed by the girl’s bloodless body. “What kind of man would do this?”

“Who said it was a man?” Parks regretted his words as soon as he’d said them. He reached for his Marlboros. He could hear the gossip now. Ghosts. Vampires. Bloodsuckers.

Marie eyed him sympathetically. Outside, ambulance and patrol car sirens wailed, then died. The cavalry had arrived.

“Keep your patrons inside the club,” said Parks. “We’ll want to question them.”

“Misty’s gonna be sorry she missed this. She won’t be sorry about the money though.”

“Murder is good business,” said Parks bitterly.

“Damn straight. New Orleanians love scandal. Misty will get her gold.”

“And you’ll get yours, skimming right off the top.”

Earl grinned slyly. “You said ‘another one.’ There’s more?”

“Mind your own business,” said Parks.

“And you,” Earl said, nodding at Marie, “be the icing on the top. The Voodoo Queen. Somebody’s doing bad voodoo, hoodoo, juju.”

Earl crowed, his voice like a carney barker’s, shouting, “Drinks on the house, folks.”

Parks grimaced, watching the man waddle and strut. The sax started wailing again. The drums pounding.

“I’ll go outside,” said Marie. “Call the family.”

“Thanks.” Parks squatted before the body. “I don’t like it.”

Marie paused, watching Parks puzzle it out. Skin and bones. Everything that had been lush about the young girl was gone.

“Three men. Now one women. Dead. You think it’s random? Or planned?”

Marie didn’t answer.

She walked through the bar, her feet crushing peanut shells, as Roach, the officers, and the forensics team were walking in.

“She’s all right,” said Roach as an officer tried to stop her from leaving.

Marie mouthed, “Thanks.”

Police tape and barricades blocked Misty’s entrance. People were pushing, shoving, dying to get in. A harried officer yelled, waving his baton.

Marie avoided the crowd by turning left, then left again, into the alley. She walked past the stage door, past the trash bin, the empty liquor and beer crates, a series of loading platforms. During the day, there were resale and wholesale shops selling antiques, clothes, paintings, and photography. A kind of flea-market atmosphere interspersed with coffeehouses and bars. At night, street sounds filtered into the alley; mainly, there was the whirr of large-unit air conditioners, cycling on and off.

She stopped under a streetlamp, its bulb flickering, losing its electric charge. A small circle of shadows appeared then disappeared. But as she looked left then right, the alley looked like one long dark tunnel. A thick blackness that had as much weight as the shapes—abandoned cars, trash bins, an old sofa, a washing machine, barred windows, and metal doors.

The cell phone lit up blue. She hit Contacts. GEORGE. KIKI. AMBER. TONIE. MAMA. She couldn’t press the button.

She felt a quivering in the air.

“JT?” Her voice pierced the darkness. She thought she’d felt his presence. Or, maybe, some homeless person, slipping from his hide-a-way?

She looked at the cell screen: MAMA. She pressed the button. She couldn’t imagine losing a child. Losing Marie-Claire.

Hair on her neck tingled. She knew about reactions to fear, to stress. It was her imagination.

Was someone approaching, stalking? Her?

Third, fourth ring. Mama wasn’t home. Marie lifted her head. “JT?”

No answer.

JT wasn’t near.

She felt a chilling cold. She dropped the phone just as a voice answered, groggily, “Hello? Hello?”

There. Behind the industrial trash bins.

Marie faced it. A black more solid than darkness.

Two feet away. The air about it, inside her, was frigid, Painful. Making it difficult to breathe.

An outline of a human form.

“Who were you? What do you want?”

No answer. It flared with a new intensity; she could almost . . . almost see a face.

“Who are you?”

The cell buzzed. Disconnected.

The wazimamoto seemed gigantic. But Marie guessed it was part of its power, some intangible essence, overwhelming space. She blinked. As a man, it couldn’t have been more than six feet. Sturdy, not massive.

A singsong chime startled the night. Mama was returning her call.

Marie stooped to pick up the phone, then spun around, feeling someone caress her hair. “Stop.” She shivered.

Standing, at arm’s length, was a man, but not a man. A shadow. A grotesque version of Peter Pan’s runaway shadow.

A substantive darkness—desperate for life.

Though Marie couldn’t make out eyes, she knew it was examining her.

Think. In science, energy attracted matter. But what kind of matter shaped itself to resemble a human?

Her heart raced. Skin tingling, hives reddening on her throat. All the clichés, but still a physical reality. The primitive brain—fight or flight. Terror fueled by adrenaline. Her breath shallow. She couldn’t scream. Or run.

A scientist’s curiosity calmed her.

It was allowing her to watch it. It had more weight, more presence than when she’d seen it in the hospital. And while she felt cold, she also sensed its heat, its life’s energy filling the darkness. A kinetic energy.

Move, she told herself. Move.

It stepped closer, awkward, foot heavy.

Shout, scream for Parks; but it was impossible. Her body felt weighted. Fascination overcame fear. And hadn’t she been warned to “show no fear”?

Hands—there were no hands—stroked her breasts through her shirt. Her shirt bunched, moved. Her body responded, nipples hardening. Her breath caught in her throat.

The touch was gentle. Like someone pulling silk across her breasts. Her body betrayed her. The cold felt right, felt good to her heat.

She heard a whisper, but there wasn’t any sound. Just vibrations, assaulting her mind. She understood the sense of it—the words that were not words—“Mine. You’re mine.”

Marie stretched out her hands. She could feel shape, density. See, in the dark, a shadowy face.

It was stroking her—sweetly, exploring waist, abdomen, thighs. Touching her crotch, making her feel naked. Exposed.

Part of her was drowning in sensation. Another part of her could see the image wasn’t complete. Features were indistinct; connections between eye bones, the nose bridge, and cheekbones were hazy.

Suddenly, she was sick. Nauseous. The creature arousing her felt more of a violation than when it drained blood.

“Kill me. I dare you.” She slapped, flailed, feeling resistance before her hand broke free, swiping night air.

“Get the hell away.”

Her body was slammed against the wall. Her throat was being squeezed. Pressure against her esophagus. She clawed at the outline of hands surrounding her throat; but the energy felt like a vice. As strong as steel.

Oxygen deprivation. She’d become light-headed as cells starved, eventually losing consciousness. Her lungs and heart, shutting down.

She tried to speak but couldn’t; inside her head, she chanted, “I am Marie. Marie. Marie. Marie.”

Cold touched her ear. “Mine. My Marie.”

“Halt,” said Parks. “On the ground. Hands on your head. Halt.”

Her feet lifted off the ground. She was being held by the throat—face-to-face with what wasn’t a face. Only indentations of darkness suggesting eye sockets, forehead, and mouth.

She was losing consciousness. The word “How?” fixed in her mind.

She ceased struggling, her body limp.

Cold brushed, pressed against her lips. She swore she was being kissed.

“Doc,” Parks screamed, firing a warning shot. Then another.

It turned. Parks fired four rounds into its head. The creature vanished, disintegrating like smoke. Breaking into particles.

Marie stumbled, falling forward.

Parks caught her, clutching her to his chest. Her cheekbone resting on his chest, her ear listening to his heart. Parks was holding on to her for dear life; she, holding him. He was protecting her, she told herself. A frightened girl held close, safe against a man’s chest.

She cursed. She was a woman grown. More deeply, she felt ashamed. She’d let herself be seduced—mentally allowed herself to be seduced. Damnit to hell.

She pushed Parks away. “Enough.”

“What are you talking about?”

Shoulders heaving, she crossed her arms over her chest. She wiped her mouth; her hand was slick.

A substance, gelatinous, covered her mouth and throat. She tasted brine.

“Evidence,” she whispered. Unlike ghosts, the wazimamoto had been concrete.

Parks staggered backward, then turned, running. “Roach. Roach. We’ve got evidence here.”

As a doctor, Marie was intrigued. She had something to study, to test. She could form a hypothesis—about the wazimamoto’s nature. Being. She might find a rational explanation.

The woman, Marie, felt sullied. Marked. She wanted to scrub her skin raw.

Marie, the voodooienne, knew there was a hidden blood narrative. A story written in red.

Bloodlines.

Deep inside herself, she’d responded to the creature’s words: “Mine. My Marie.”

Her blood had stirred, answering, “Yes.” Her blood had its own tale. Secrets.
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TWELVE

CHARITY HOSPITAL LAB
FRIDAY, MIDNIGHT

The substance was tinged green. Viscous, it seemed innocuous in the test tube.

Using a metal file, Marie lifted a sample and smeared it on the slide, sliding it beneath the microscope lens. Magnification 1,000 times 1. It was a one-cell organism, the simplest kind of bacteria. It didn’t look like salmonella or E. coli. She’d have to run tests to type it.

“What’ve you got?” Parks strode across the room.

“See for yourself.”

He tilted his head, positioning his left eye. “What am I looking at?”

“It’s a bacteria. I don’t know how or why the creature exuded it.”

“Alive?” asked Parks.

“Yes.”

“That means we can kill it.”

“Maybe.”

“What do you mean ‘maybe’?”

“Just that. Maybe. There are further tests. Analyses. How it interacts with other chemicals. I’ve got a hunch it’s saline.” She tested it with a thin strip. “Yes, its some kind of sea brine. That would explain why Agwé tried to warn me. Why I smelled sea life, tasted salt.” She touched her lips, shuddered at the memory of the kiss.

“You’re exhausted. Let me take you home,” said Parks.

“I don’t want to endanger Marie-Claire. This creature, the wazimamoto, is coming for me.”

“DuLac is with her?”

“Yes. He’ll protect her with his life.”

“Will he need to?”

“Get out of here, Parks. I have work to do.” She stared again into the microscope. “Deadly. Beautiful.” She couldn’t help shivering, dreading the implications of a living substance.

“There’s something you’re not telling me.”

“Look, Parks, if you want to help, help me make more slides. We’ll test for chemical reactions.”

“Okay. You don’t want to talk.” Parks slid out of his jacket. “Got a lab coat?” Parks pulled a coat off a hook on the door. “Menotti. He’s not using it.”

“She. ‘Menotti’ is a she.”

“You think someone might mistake me for a doctor? I took Chem one. And two. Hand me some slides.”

“I heard it,” Marie said softly, staring at the test tube.

“What?”

“It speaks. Its voice is nothing more than vibrations. But I felt . . . heard its words in my head.”

“Why didn’t you tell me before?”

“I didn’t want to believe it.”

“How can I protect you if I don’t know what’s going on?”

“I never asked you to protect me.”

“It comes with the job. ‘To serve and protect.’ ”

“I’m responsible for myself. I thought that was clear. Don’t smoke in here.”

Frustrated, Parks blew out the flame. “Look, Doc. No one should be a victim.”

“I’m not a victim. I’m an adversary.”

“One who can’t go home.”

“Won’t. There’s a difference.”

“Dr. Laveau. This man bothering you?” Carlos entered the lab. He was short, five-one. But his shoulders were broad from swimming, lifting weights. Multi-colored tattoos covered every inch of his arms.

“I’m a cop,” said Parks.

Carlos shrugged, baleful. “What do I care? You need help, Dr. Laveau?”

“Science, Carlos. I need help with some tests.”

“Sure.” Carlos pushed past Parks, his shoulder hitting Parks’s arm.

“Funny, a gangbanger in the chem lab.”

“A dumb cop in the lab,” sneered Carlos. “What’ve you got, Doctor?”

Marie pointed at the slide.

Carlos looked into the microscope.

“See if you can culture it. If you can, try all the antibiotics you can think of to kill it.”

“I can do that.”

“It’ll take a while for the cultures to grow,” said Marie, yawning.

“You should sleep,” said Parks.

“I hope it grows fast, before it kills again.”

“This? This stuff, Doctor?” Carlos looked again at the cells. “Naw. It’s the simplest organism.”

“You think so? Let me have the slide.” Marie pierced her finger with a scalpel.

“What’re you doing?” asked Parks.

She pinched her skin, letting drops of blood fall on the slide.

She anchored the slide under the lens again. The reaction was swift. Cells devoured the blood, gaining nutrients and size, then dividing into more cells. “Look.”

Carlos looked into the microscope. “What did you say this was?”

“She didn’t say,” said Parks.

“I’m not sure what it is. But if I’m right, the cells will need to feed again, and again. As if they’re continually starving.”

“It feeds?” asked Carlos, kissing his medal depicting the Virgin. “Evil. Devil’s work.”

“Not a rational opinion,” said Parks. “Aren’t single-cell organisms amoral?”

Carlos scowled, his broad face serious. “But spirits aren’t amoral. Isn’t this part of whatever is killing?”

“Carlos is right,” said Marie. She pointed toward the south wall. “They’re here,” she said. “JT, Rudy, Sarah.”

“The victims?” said Parks. “I don’t see anything.”

“Ghosts bearing witness,” answered Marie.

“I believe you,” said Carlos.

The three spirits were linked, hand to hand, against the far wall. Rudy and JT, protective, flanked Sarah.

“I have to stop it.” Marie peered again into the microscope. “It has focus. Instinct. Searching for blood to survive.”

“What?” asked Carlos.

“Our wazimamoto.”

“Our murderer,” said Parks.

“Tonight it had form,” said Marie, breathless. “Not detailed, but shape. Parks, you even thought it was a man.”

“I did.”

“This have anything to do with the bloodsucking murder?” asked Carlos.

“See? No secrets,” said Marie. “The vampire has followed me to work. It’s becoming more solid as it feeds.”

“You think the more it feeds, the more stable it becomes?”

“Yes. Somehow this substance allows the spirit to gain form.”

“Wait,” said Carlos. He opened a small refrigerator.

“Plasma,” murmured Marie.

Carlos smeared the slide. He trapped it beneath the lens. “Nothing,” he said, disappointed. Then, he sliced his finger. Blood rose. He smeared it on the slide, locking the slide in place again.

“It’s feeding?” asked Parks.

Carlos waved Marie to the lens.

“Yes,” she said. “It’s dividing into new cells. Growing.”

Parks’s cell chimed, high pitched, alarming.

“Yeah. I’ll be there.” Parks snapped the cell shut.

“Another murder?”

“Unfortunately. Two in one night, Doc.”

“Soon it’ll be a man. Using others’ blood to be. A true vampire.”

“But how could these cells become a man? The science isn’t right,” said Parks.

“It’s not all science. These cells indicate a source. I’m convinced the creature came from the sea. Agwé’s realm.”

“Agwé?”

“A sea god, Carlos.”

“Like the orishas?” asked Carlos. “Water goddesses of Brazil?”

“Yes. It’s a reminder that there’s a spiritual component. A mystery unexplained. This—” She lifted the test tube, twisting it beneath the fluorescent lights. “These cells are animated by the spirit.”

“A resurrection science can’t explain,” said Carlos, crossing himself again. “Mi madre believed in Christ’s resurrection. Mysteries of the Black Madonna. The presence of spirits.” He tilted his head toward the south wall, toward the spirits he couldn’t see.

“Except this mystery isn’t faith based,” said Marie. “No African-based faith has a legacy of such a creature. It’s mine to exorcise.”

“Doc, you coming?”

“Go on,” said Carlos. “I’ll run the cultures. Try to have some answers before morning.”

“I didn’t mean to get you involved, Carlos.”

“No problem. What’s this word ‘wazimamoto’?”

“A professor says it’s a colonizer, murdering,” said Marie. “Or a spirit so colonized it hates itself, its people. This creature wants vengeance.”

“Vengeance,” echoed Carlos.

“But I don’t know why.”

“Vengeance is general,” said Parks. “Most crimes are specific. Specific targets.”

“I’m the target.”

“Doc, are you withholding evidence again? Why are you any different from JT, Rudy? Sarah? This creature just kills.”

“Sure, Parks,” she said, looking at him, lying. “You’re right.”

“You up to this, Doc?”

“I’m stronger than you imagine.”

“I’m not doubting your strength,” said Parks.

“Neither am I,” added Carlos.

Marie squeezed Carlos’s hand. “Beware the cold. Call DuLac for me. Tell him to beware the cold.”

“Rain, too,” said Carlos.

“It’s raining?” asked Marie.

“For the last hour. Heard on the news the Mississippi is rising. Hurricane season, you know.”

“I know,” said Marie. Hurricanes, seasonal, like clockwork—waves, hungry, licking at the levees.

“Let’s go, Parks.” She nodded at JT, Rudy, Sarah. Like the wazimamoto, they, too, wanted revenge.
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What it most remembered was her. Soft, yielding flesh. Smell of honeysuckle and lust.

All of who she was had once belonged to what he had been. Marie.

He remembered—her name. Marie.

He longed to write it in blood. Her name. His blood.

Marie.

He’d write her name. When he did, would she scream? Remember?

“John.” His name was John.
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THIRTEEN

MADAM MAY’S JOY HOUSE
SATURDAY, EARLY MORNING

Rain pelted the street like hail. Agwé was answering in kind, swatting the Mississippi against the levees. Rage and heave. Water rising.

It was still dark outside, but, in a few hours, the sun would rise. Vampires avoided light, sleeping in coffins. What did a wazimamoto do? Daylight must be a factor. All the victims had been killed while the moon shone.

Roach held an umbrella for Marie.

“Nice,” said Parks.

“I have some manners,” said Roach, offering a hand as Marie stepped out of the police car.

“What’s the news?”

“Easy ladies’ house. May’s complaining. Says she’s losing forty K a night. Should switch jobs. Be a pimp. What do you think, Parks? Could I run the Joy House?”

“I think I’d like to see the body.”

“I was waiting for you to wrap up. The forensics sweep is done. All the tourists and so-called tourists got a walk. Must’ve been a bribe. Some politician who didn’t want to be questioned. Maybe the mayor? Police chief? City councilman? All I know, all the male patrons got a pass. Only the whores left.”

“Better than priests,” snarled Parks.

“Enough already.” Roach shook his umbrella.

Marie stepped over the threshold. A dim interior to make lust appear romantic. Votive candles on the tables. Pornographic paintings on the wall. Poor copies of the Kama Sutra. Advanced Copulating 300.

Multihued women, dressed in silk, satin, and lace, lounged in chairs. On daybeds. A few smoked cigarettes; one prostitute painted her nails.

A woman swiveled on a bar chair. She looked like a CEO. Elegant in a red Dior suit. A mixture of Asian and black heritages. She looked respectable, gorgeous. Only in New Orleans was “madam” a prized social position.

“I’m losing money,” said May. “I’m sorry for what happened. But I’m running a business.”

Marie ignored May and walked to the sound system. Billie Holiday was singing “Strange Fruit.” Marie pulled the plug. How ironic—a lynching protest song in a house of prostitution. Perfect accompaniment for a wazimamoto—another kind of Klan man. Marie couldn’t imagine how “Strange Fruit” would encourage sex.

She nodded at the two women, bare breasted, in G-strings, sitting on the stage, next to dancing poles. The trick wannabes. Mostly single moms, struggling to survive. Sex-trade workers had their own pecking order. Dancers were dependent on tips. Prostitutes made the real pay—thousands a month. May took her overhead and marketing cut. But May would never end up in Charity’s ER, battered, face cut, with vaginal tears or a damaged uterus.

Parks rubbed the day-old growth on his chin. “You ready?”

She looked into Parks’s blue eyes. “New Orleans has always been hard on women.”

“For what it’s worth, the North’s no different.”

There was a brief moment of companionable understanding. Both detectives and doctors grew tired of seeing the same violent patterns. Sins and hurts, ever repeating.

“Over here,” shouted Roach.

Marie moved past Parks, down the hallway with plywood walls and improvised doors. The original rooms had been sectioned into smaller sex quarters.

“Here she is,” said Roach.

Marie stepped inside. The room was barely big enough for a twin bed.

Striped mattress, no sheets. The girl, naked. High heels still on, deep scratches across her breasts, bruises on her shoulders and arms. She’d fought. One arm was thrown high above her head. Her torso lay twisted, her head at an odd angle, as if she’d been trying to look back, reach for an escape. Or maybe she was just trying to avert her eyes from her killer.

Overhead was an exposed red bulb.

There were the telltale pinpricks on the girl’s wrist. Her body drained, like a balloon without air.

Marie lifted the wrist. No pulse. She touched the carotid artery: no pulse. Compulsively, she kept checking, rechecking that the poor girl was dead. And she was a girl—her hair still lush—hair didn’t depend upon blood—a crystal in her belly button. In her left ear.

“I still can’t get an exact fix on time of death. Body’s too cold. Folks claim a john left her over an hour ago. No one saw her come out. Or anyone else enter her room. Nobody saw nothing,” said Roach.

“Typical,” said Parks.

“I think it’s the cold that dries the body,” Marie said. “Cold can be as drying as heat.”

On the floor, the girl’s pink lingerie was ripped, shredded. The spirit had found a new talent. Hands that could tear. Ever becoming.

Marie opened the victim’s fake leather purse. She smelled Jo Lo’s Glow perfume. Working girls loved the scent. No ID. Just a purse full of condoms. Virginia Slims. Birth-control pills. Valium.

Parks asked Roach, “Madam May tell you the victim’s name?”

“Pinky. New to the business. Came up from Abbeyville. Country girl wanting to make it big.”

“Not much light,” said Parks.

“With this bulb off, it would’ve been completely dark. She might not have known what was happening,” said Roach

Marie looked at the girl’s crotch. A bikini wax. She wondered if the rape kit would reveal a substance similar to that in the lab. Or maybe not? Could a wazimamoto procreate?

Or, maybe, her thoughts were on the wrong track. Maybe Pinky had been mesmerized, seduced; maybe she’d thought, for a blessed instant, that the wazimamoto was a sweetheart she’d left in the bayou. Only at the last moment, Marie hoped, had she realized the threat.

Thunder snapped loudly, reverberating inside the room.

Marie sensed a presence. She refused to turn around.

Parks went to the head of the bed. He looked at Marie, then back again at the girl. “She looks like you,” he said softly.

“You’re wrong.”

Parks merely pointed.

Marie walked to the head of the bed. How could she have missed it? Small eyes, slightly upturned nose. Not beautiful, but a symmetrical face, black shoulder-length hair. Her body lean rather than voluptuous.

It felt like a knife turned in her gut.

Marie looked about the room. Bare walls. Not even a chair. A room for sex. Not comfort. Not luxury. Just sex. She ran her fingers over the pane of a slightly cracked open window, left from the original construction.

“She must’ve been one of May’s best. A room with a view,” said Parks. “This must’ve been a third of the original bedroom.”

Marie stood at the window. Feeling cold seeping through the cracked window, knowing for certain that the wazimamoto was outside, near. She trembled as cold swept across her neck. “It’s gone, yet not.”

“You see it?”

Marie didn’t answer. Parks was behind her; she saw his reflection in the pane.

It was watching her. Had watched her.

Parks didn’t see it. Mistaking the darkness for plain night, Parks jotted notes.

The rain fell, drenching the world. Marie could see where the rain didn’t penetrate, where it flowed around the creature rather than through it.

“You all right?” Parks was looking at her, speculative.

It was strangely comforting that the creature was outside. Peering through the window, watching her, it wasn’t killing.

“We’ll take care of her now,” said Roach. “Step aside so we can get the gurney in.”

“Be gentle,” called Marie.

“We’ll take good care of her,” said Roach.

The two technicians, young, with dyed, spiked hair, both looked like Goths. They were old hands, though, at transporting bodies.

“I’ll finish my autopsy at the station,” said Roach. “But I think my report will be the same. Blood gone. No known cause. No ID on the puncture marks. No fingerprints. Footprints. Nothing in the room. I’ll verify dehydration also due to extreme cold.”

Roach directed the cops to lift the body. They lifted her delicately, like she was glass.

Marie stared at the window. The creature was gone.

“Let’s get the hell out,” said Roach, his belly leading his body. “Load her in the ambulance. I’m going to get Madam May to comp me a drink. Irish whiskey. Straight up.”

They were an odd processional, the Goths carrying the body. Roach behind them, wiping his mouth, thirsty for a drink. Then, she and Parks.

Parks’s hand touched the small of her back. As if he were escorting her to dinner or she needed guidance to find her way. She wanted to tell him to leave her alone. To let her be.

Instead, she surprised herself, saying, “Take me to your place, Parks.”

She wasn’t sure he’d heard her; but his hand moved upward, squeezing her shoulder.
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Marie lifted her face to the sky, letting the rain stroke her face.

Parks walked around to the driver’s seat. He rolled down the window. “You’ll catch your death.”

Marie opened the door, slid into the passenger seat. “Sorry. I’m getting your seat wet.”

“No problem.” He started up the car. The radio crackled: “Ten twenty-four on Rampart. Exercise caution.” Parks punched the button for mute.

He leaned across Marie, her head leaning against the window, and clicked on her seat belt. “You sure? My place?

“Okay,” he said when she didn’t answer, cutting the wheel left, turning into the street. Headlights made the rain look like snow. “My apartment.”

Marie stared out the darkly tinted glass. Lights, a morass of people, French Quarter revelers, passed by. Parks honked impatiently at the scores of jaywalkers. He didn’t live far, on the outskirts, past the fine hotels, strip joints, bars, casinos, close to the Ninth Ward.

“Exactly twenty-eight blocks from the Quarter. Four from the river.” He parked in front of a three-story apartment building. “Not much,” he said. “Renovated former Section Eight housing. New Orleans’s joke of gentrification.”

He got out of the car, dashed around to Marie. He offered his hand, threw his jacket about her shoulders. “Come on, Doc.”

Past the courtyard fountain, an impish, algae-covered fairy spitting water out of its mouth. Past the steel door, into a black-and-white-tiled hallway.

A huge gilt mirror was on the right, above the mailboxes. Two had broken locks.

“Not much, but home. Elevator.” He pressed the button. “Third floor. You can rest a bit. No one will find you.”

“It will. Just not tonight.”

“The wazimamoto? Not if I can help it.”

She smiled wanly. She wished Kind Dog were here.

“You’re not seeing those spooks? JT, Rudy?”

“ ‘Ghosts’ or ‘spirits’ is more respectful.”

“Are you kidding me? Respect spooks?”

“Yes. If you’re with me.”

The elevator door closed. Parks hit 3. He smoothed damp hair away from her eyes. “Okay, okay. Spirits, ghosts.”

She nodded. That was the difference—how she’d changed. Old Marie versus new improved Marie.

Growing up, her mother had had her sayings: “A broken-wing bird means death”; “Scratch the wall, somebody die”; “Dead don’t lie”—useless sayings that added up to nothing about her family legacy.

In New Orleans, she’d stumbled headlong into family mysteries and murder. DuLac had lifted her up, shown her how pieces of herself connected to an ancient tradition. He’d made her a believer.

“Spirits in this world and the next,” DuLac had said. “All things alive.”

He was right. She’d seen it with her own eyes.
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Parks’s apartment was a spare one-bedroom. Small kitchenette, a sofa, coffee table, stereo hookup for his iPod. No TV. A two-bar-stool counter for meals. A door leading to the bedroom. Bathroom.

A neon cross, a sign advertising baptism blinked outside, beyond the window; there was also a billboard advertising Riverwalk and the Big Easy Casino.

“Here. Glenlivet, part of my Scottish heritage. Drink.” He tipped the bottom of the glass toward her mouth.

She swallowed.

“Scotch better than Irish whiskey any day.”

“Another,” she said, holding out her glass.

“Want some music?” He looked sheepish. “I guess better not. Music calls it.”

Marie picked up a photograph from the end table. Blond, blue eyed. A southern sorority girl. All bouffant hair and tight sweaters. Whatever made Parks think she’d settle for a Jersey boy? He’d been the exotic. Not she.

She held out her glass. He poured another shot. She drank, appreciating the heat in her throat.

Deliberately, she began undressing. Slipping off her shoes. Pulling her T-shirt over her head, shimmying her jeans down from her hips. No bra. White cotton panties. Nothing like the prostitute’s lingerie. And, unlike most prostitutes, she needed sex. Now.

She walked toward his bedroom. “You coming or not?”

“You’re drunk.”

“Sex. Pure and simple.” She faced Parks, her hands at her sides. “I need the connection. Need to be reminded that I’m a woman.” “By a man,” she could’ve added. She couldn’t help how her body had responded to the wazimamoto; but she could still choose to respond to someone. A good man. Like Parks.

Parks was frozen, like a stop-action character. The poker-faced cop, trying not to tip his hand. Nonetheless, there were telltale signs. He swallowed. Saliva quickening. Marie knew his respiration, his pulse, would’ve quickened. The physicality of desire. Blood volume increased. Inside his khakis, he had an erection.

She wasn’t lush. Small brown breasts, chocolate areola. Her stomach, flat; thighs, lean. Many men preferred her body type. More boyish than womanly. But she was all woman. Her thumbs hooked her pantie’s elastic. She stepped out of them: slowly, one leg at a time. Tiny black matted curls demanded attention. “This isn’t about love, Parks. Just sex.”

“You mean therapy?”

“Depends how good you are. Are you any good?”

Parks grinned. “The best.”
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“Don’t turn on the lights.”

He gripped her buttocks, pulling her close. Spun her, pressing her back against the wall. Grinding his pelvis into hers. Kissing her deep, until she almost screamed for air. Then he lifted her off her feet. Cradling her like a bride. Gently lowering her to the bed.

He stood. A solid dark shape surrounded by darkness, faint light streaming through the window from streetlamps and blue neon.

She heard his belt unclick. Heard the gentle scrape of his pants against flesh before falling to the floor. She couldn’t see him and somehow she found that more erotic. Her hands reached for him, unbuttoning his shirt, undoing his tie, smiling at his old-fashioned boxers as she helped him strip.

His restraint was gone. He pushed her back onto the pillow, hands fiercely caressing her body, his tongue flicking against hers. His hand stroked her clitoris; he whispered, “That’s it. More.” She squirmed with desire. She felt him guiding her like a wave, his hand rocking her pelvis. Fingers tickling, then moving, in and out.

She gasped. Contracted her muscles around his penis.

She contracted again, trying to squeeze every bit of pleasure, release her pent-up desire. Then her contractions became involuntary. Every ounce of feeling was centered—there. Her back arched. She was desperate, yearning. Her nails dug into his arms.

“More,” she said, and he responded. Pushing deeper, urging her.

Almost there. Almost. There. Nothing but feeling; heat flushing her entire body; her muscles utterly relaxing. Peace.

They were both wet, sticky. He lifted off her, spooning, holding her buttocks and back to his chest, his lips kissing the soft down on her neck.

“Thank you, Reneaux.”

He pulled away. “I’m not Reneaux.” He sat up, flicked on the lamp, opening his nightstand drawer for cigarettes.

“I’m sorry.”

He looked over his shoulder. His face, blank; the good cop again, not giving away feelings. He lit his cigarette.

All she could see was his back. White, with a light dusting of freckles, curved like a C as his elbows rested on his knees and his feet were flat on the floor. He dragged deeply on his cigarette.

Marie buried her face in the pillow, her legs pulled into her abdomen, her hands covering her breasts.

Parks stubbed out the cigarette. “You need rest.” He tugged until he covered both their bodies with the comforter.

“The other night,” he whispered. “I’m sorry for what I said about Reneaux. Heard he was a good man.”

“He was.”

“You loved him?”

“Yes. He understood me.”

“Fair is fair. You know about my love life. Now I know about yours.” He turned, reaching for his cigarettes again.

“He died. Big difference.”

“I’m sorry.”

Parks was looking at her, his eyes unblinking. Not sympathetic, something else. Like he understood. Empathized.

“I haven’t told anyone. Not even DuLac.” Her voice rushed on. “I healed Reneaux. They shot him. I healed him. Took away the wound and the pain. My hands held a power beyond medicine.”

“Like Keanu Reeves in Matrix?”

“Yes.” She examined his features; he wasn’t laughing or mocking her. “Like faith healers down a back road in the bayou. I don’t know how I did it.”

“Why isn’t he alive?”

“They shot him again. My grace was gone.” She pressed her face into the pillow. She didn’t want to cry. Parks stroked her back.

His touch unleashed a welling tide. Anger, loss, resentment. Love.

His touch lowered, stroking, touching, kneading her buttocks; he rolled his body atop hers, both hands cupping her breasts.

She heard his breath rushing across her ear; she felt desire stirring.

He turned her. Face-to-face. The handsome Jersey boy—the head cheerleader’s prize—had faded; he’d become the strong, aggressive cop, intent. Almost feral. The man of passion who could kill, also love.

He held her hands at her sides, kissed, suckled. His mouth moved lower.

She murmured, “Don’t.”

“I want to.” He spread her legs, touching her soft mound, the black curly hair. He kissed her, his tongue flicking at her sex.

“Parks,” he said, biting the inside of her thigh, then burying his mouth against her until she writhed, climaxed. Then he plunged inside her, biting, sucking her neck, her breasts, her earlobes. Teasing her mouth with his tongue. He moved inside her, urgent, watching the tension build in her face. “What’s my name?”

“Parks.”

“What’s my name?”

“Parks,” she screamed, her pelvis arching to meet his, her body shuddering, gasping for air.

Parks rolled to the side.

“You didn’t come.”

His gold hair was slick on the pillow. Sweat beaded on his breastbone. His breathing was normal, as if he hadn’t exerted himself. Hadn’t felt desire.

“Let me give.” She roamed her hands over his abdomen, his cock damp from her body. “Let me love you.”

Parks stared at the ceiling. “How long has it been?”

She thought of all the men she’d picked up. The times she’d gotten laid. Times she’d felt less satisfied, more lonely afterward.

“I’m healthy. I’ve had a few partners. Is that a problem?”

Parks shifted onto his side. He kissed the hollow just above her collarbone. “I’m sorry. I was making a point about me.” He gently bit her ear, his hand sliding down to her thigh. “Let me love you as you deserve to be loved. As Reneaux would’ve loved you.”

“He’s not here. He’s dead.”

“Just let me love you.”

She held his hand, stopping him from caressing her sex. “My turn.”

“There are no turns.”

He kissed her, slowly, gently, uncoupling his hand from hers. Exploring crevices.

She moaned, trying to embrace him.

He held her hands high above her head. She was stretched, soft beneath him. “Let me take care of you.” He entered her, whispering in her ear, “I’m Reneaux. If that’s what you need, I’m Reneaux.”

Marie relaxed in his embrace. It had been a long time since she’d let all her guard down. Let herself fully feel. Real love between a man and a woman. Not just lust. Desire. Love beyond the romantic. Love as in charity. Grace.

She arched her breast to meet his mouth. He sucked, fed gently, his mouth in rhythm with his pelvis, moving deep inside her. Making circles inside her, stroking in and out until she screamed. He shouted. Head thrown back.

He pulled her against his chest, burying his face in her hair. One hand stroking her breast, the other draped over her abdomen. “I’m loving you,” he murmured. “I’m loving you.”

“Parks.”

“You smell good.” He was the sweet Jersey boy again. All the sexual tension gone, his body seemed vulnerable. His eyes, kind. “You should get some sleep.”

She kissed him. “Thank you,” she said.

“I could die now and go to heaven.”

She punched him, sat up shouting, pulling the pillow, like a shield, against her stomach. “Don’t say that. Don’t. Everybody I’ve ever loved died. I’m not saying I love you. I don’t even know you. I just don’t like the word—‘die.’ I need—I want to be around people unafraid to live.”

“Like you?” He was the inquisitive cop again.

She winced. “I try.”

He took away the pillow. “Do me a favor. Don’t say anything else.” He pulled her into his embrace again, her head on his chest. “Curl up. Sleep. Dream.”

“Parks, I—”

“Don’t say anything. Just sleep.”

Marie studied the planes of his face. How, in the dark, the light from the streetlamps made his skin glow alabaster. Damp tendrils of hair curled on his brow.

“Were you this good to your girlfriend?”

Pain tiptoed across his face. “I tried to be.”

“She was a fool,” said Marie, settling her head on the pillow. Beneath the sheets, Parks reached for her hand. They clasped hands together, breath matching breath, drifting.

Sleep.
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Woman’s blood. Aromatic, sweet. Satisfying. Sexual tension deepening their fear.

He remembered slaking his thirst on top of—inside—women’s bodies. Holding dominion. Yet he also remembered disliking women—his need of them.

He’d enjoyed tormenting the woman. Flipping her facedown on the bed. Entering her. Her hands tearing at air. Her screams as she heard his words inside her head. “Mine. All mine. Scream. No one will come.”

And no one did. Not unlike the salons he remembered. Where for gold, a few francs, even the disliked American dollar, there were places where you could do anything to a woman and no one cared. Needy women took their chances. In this New World—so different from the world of his memory—it seemed much the same. Women were easy prey.

Except for one—the woman called Doc. When she spoke her name, Marie, he had hesitated.

Some other memory haunted, served as a warning. The specifics unclear. He’d remember why. With more blood.

Razor sharp, vengeance swelled. He felt a rage to dismember. Hurt.

Vengeance. For what?

He’d watched her; she’d allowed it. Through the window, he’d felt pleasure watching her recognizing that the victim could easily have been her. Similar build. Dark brown hair.

Knew if he kept feeding, she would come to him. Knew she was as curious about him as he about her.

The mystery would be solved. Soon. He was becoming John.

He’d be powerful. Again.

Rest.

More blood would give him substance. More memories.
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FOURTEEN

CHARITY HOSPITAL
SATURDAY EVENING

The lab was humming with activity: pregnancy tests, blood typing, HIV screening, diabetes testing, all the usual, standard procedures for an urban hospital. In the far corner, at the last lab station, Carlos slept, sitting on the metal stool, his head on his arms.

Marie shook him gently. “Any luck?” She handed him a Styrofoam cup filled with coffee.

“Nothing but dead ends.” Carlos stretched, his arms coming alive with moving tattoos. Roses, a hummingbird, a snake. The Madonna was ink-stained on his other arm.

“Anyone been curious?”

Carlos looked at his lab mates, on the far side of the room. “Told them you had a special project for me. They left me alone. They’ve already guessed this has something to do with the murders. They think you’re tracking Lestat.”

“Lestat’s more moral than our killer.” Marie grimaced. “So, tell me.” She pointed at the test tubes.

“Antibiotics, negative. I did a full spectrum. Blood reanimates the cells every time. Can’t even grow a culture. It’s inert. Won’t grow. Not unless you add blood. I’ve never seen anything like it. Blood only makes it more invulnerable.”

“It can’t be killed,” said Marie.

“What can’t? The wazimamoto?”

Marie hugged DuLac. “Marie-Claire? Dog?”

“They’re with Louise.”

“Did you set protections?” asked Marie.

“Salt. Grave dust. Every spell I could think of. Set both Damballah’s and Agwé’s signs. Marie-Claire will be fine.”

“Promise?” Marie asked.

“Promise.” He smiled reassuringly. “You helping, Carlos?”

“Doing my best, Dr. DuLac. But nothing in science works.”

“What do you mean?”

Marie lifted a vial, tilting the greenish substance. “This is part of the killer. Seems harmless. Sea bacteria. Who knows how old these organisms are? The sea, more than the earth, carries primordial cells, bacteria. Some estimates suppose there are millions of unexplored simple life-forms. These cells, in the water, are harmless. But, outside the water, they feed on blood, grow, and divide.”

“They’re part of the wazimamoto,” responded DuLac.

“Yes. It’s becoming. More and more manlike.”

“It’s an invisible presence,” said DuLac.

“Not anymore.”

“You’ve seen it?”

“Last night. As close to me as you are now, DuLac. Features not fleshed out, but it’s becoming a man.”

“A man? Or just mimicking? An imitation?”

“I’m not sure. This”—she held up the test tube—“is a simple organism. What attacked me had substance, strength.”

“It tried to hurt you again.”

“Not ‘again.’ The first time it tried to kill me. Last night, it only wanted to hurt. It’s stalking me now—like I’m prey.”

“Why?” asked DuLac.

Marie tried to quell her emotions. She answered like a scientist, cool and dispassionate. “I don’t know. Somehow it knows me. Or it is getting to know me. Remembering, perhaps. A time when it knew another Marie.”

Shaken, DuLac sat. “I’ve checked all my books. On folk culture, religion. There’s nothing about such a creature anywhere.”

“I thought I’d reread Marie Laveau’s journal. There may be something I missed.”

Carlos handed Marie his rosary. “The Madonna will keep you safe.”

“I may need a stronger power.”

“Holy water?” asked DuLac.

Marie felt giddy. “Worth a try. St. Louis Cathedral?”

“I’ll get it,” said Carlos. “Light a candle, too. Pray.” Carlos grabbed his leather jacket from the door hook. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

DuLac looked through the microscope lens. “I’ve never seen anything like this.”

“DuLac, I think I should try to contact Marie Laveau’s spirit. If wazimamotos are recounted in colonial times, then we’re talking, particularly, about the seventeenth to nineteenth centuries.”

“The most powerful Marie was from the nineteenth.”

“Of all the matrilineal line, she was the most gifted. If there’s a spell in the word ‘Marie,’ it’s because of her.”

“It might work.”

“It knows my name, DuLac. Our name—mine and Laveau’s. You told me to say my name.”

“I wanted you to remember your power.”

“The wazimamoto remembers, too.”

“Precisely, what is it remembering?”

They sat, side by side, on the lab stools, contemplating the slides, test tubes, and petri dishes. The other technicians kept their heads down, focusing on their work—as if it was nothing extraordinary to have two medical doctors staring, in silence, at glass filled with a viscous green.

There’d been vengeance in the assault last night. Marie knew Laveau had had many enemies, false friends. Who had hated her enough to resurrect?

DuLac clasped her hand; she looked, startled. “What happened last night?”

“Two murders.”

“Afterward?”

“It’s personal.”

DuLac smiled. “Something happened. Good for you.”

Marie frowned. Normally, she wasn’t shy about sex. But Parks had comforted her in a profound way and she didn’t feel like sharing.

“You know we missed our Saturday night at La Mer’s. First time in a year.”

“We’ll go again,” she said. “If this case ever ends.”

DuLac caressed her hair. “It has an end. Have you and Parks got a beginning?”

“I don’t know.” She tapped her nail on the test tube.

She swore the substance moved.
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When the elevator opened, Sully was waiting for her.

“Hey, Doc, remember tomorrow. Bones. Kind Dog for a walk?”

“Sully, some other time. When this is over.”

“Your outside business?”

Marie watched his expression. She saw him remembering gossip and tales. Remembering she did both physical and spiritual healing. Mixed with spirits, creatures resurrected from the dead.

“Dog is protecting Marie-Claire?”

“Yes.”

Sully beamed as if the dog was his and had been awarded a medal.

“I’ll just bring him bones tomorrow. Ham. You know how he likes to lick the marrow.”

“Except no bones—Dog has plenty.”

“Where from? I always bring him bones.”

“Detective Parks brought bones.”

Sully frowned.

“Look, what the hell,” said Marie, “we’ll have an unbirthday for Dog. Let him gorge himself. He’ll be happy to see you.”

Sully lit up, jovial and content again. A big man with an even bigger heart.

Over the years, Marie had come to understand Sully. Charity was his hospital; even when he wasn’t working security, Sully came in to volunteer. Visiting children and terminal patients.

Loyalty was his hallmark; he’d been loyal to Kind Dog ever since she and Reneaux had rescued him. She’d never forgive herself if Dog wasn’t well looked after—and it’d been Sully who helped pick up the slack.

“I’ll be home. Dog deserves a walk.”

Unexpectedly, Sully hugged her. She smelled Old Spice. “We’ll go to the park. Play ball. Watch the steamships,” Sully muttered excitedly, walking back to his post.

Marie couldn’t help wishing all her problems were so easily solved. She studied the patient board.

Already another busy, outrageous night. “I’ll take Lao,” she told the shift nurse.

Abdominal pain. Exam Three. She parted the ringed curtain.

“I’m Dr. Laveau. Can I help you?”

Lao pointed to his stomach.

Thin, compact, wiry. Probably a new immigrant, Marie thought. According to his chart, he was forty-five.

Marie palpated his abdomen. Lao kept studying her face; she felt self-conscious. In the left quadrant, she felt a mass. In medical school, they’d taught her to keep her expression neutral. Not to reveal clues to a possible diagnosis.

“Do you understand English?”

Lao nodded.

“You’ll need X-rays, maybe an MRI. I’d like to test your blood levels, too.”

They stared at each other and Marie couldn’t help feeling they were somehow dueling.

“Not good,” said Lao.

Marie’s heart filled with sympathy. Once again she was startled by how so many knew when the battle was over. Lao had probably carried the pain for months, working, feeding his family.

She sat on the stool, all pretense of neutrality gone. “Is there someone I should call?”

“I’ll call.” He lifted his cell phone, opening it to a picture of his wife and two grown sons.

“You can fight.”

“I will.”

“Why don’t I believe you?”

“Not give up. Difference.” His brow furrowed. “Accept.”

“Mr. Lao, you’ve known about this.”

He nodded. “Six months. Hurting.”

“Why didn’t you come for treatment?”

“I did. Now.”

“But now may be too late.”

“From the start it was too late.” His face was unlined. “Baosheng Dadi said I would die.”

A Chinese folk religion, Marie remembered. A compilation of ancestor veneration, an acceptance of fate and hundreds of gods. Baosheng Dadi was the divine physician.

“I prayed. Made sacrifice. But not to be. Come back in the next life.”

“Reincarnation?”

He smiled. “Maybe be doctor like you.”

“I’ll call an admitting nurse.”

“No, I go home.”

“Then let me write you a prescription.” Lao stood while she wrote, his hands at his sides. She handed him the scrip.

“This is the strongest I can give. You’ll need to come back. Be admitted later.”

Lao looked at the white square paper.

“You’ll come back?”

He looked at her with empathy, compassion. As if she were the one needing help.

“Mr. Lao, no need to accept pain. Let us, let me, help.” Certain men stoically welcomed suffering, ignoring what it did to their families. “You’ll come back?”

He didn’t answer and she knew his answer. He wouldn’t come back. Politeness prevented him from saying so.

“Why bother coming to the hospital now? You’ve left it too late. You won’t let me help.”

“I’m in America now. This is how America works. This, my sons will understand.”

Suddenly, Marie understood. His Americanized sons didn’t value folk religion. Folk medicine. They’d probably use aggressive technology. Put their faith in western medicine despite their father’s wishes or suffering.

She sighed. “Mr. Lao,” she said, solemnly, “tell your sons there was nothing I could do. Tell them I tried everything. Western medicine couldn’t help. It’s fate.”

Lao bowed, deeply, reverently. She bowed, too. They finally understood each other.

Lao left the exam room, the happiest dying man Marie had ever seen.
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Next patient. Next. One after another: a heart attack victim; a drunk driver who’d broken his spine; a drug overdose, a possible suicide attempt; a police officer shot in the arm. The entire staff was consumed by traumas, prepping patients for surgery, defibrillating to restore heart rhythms—for a hit-and-run victim, it didn’t work—and moving patients to critical care or to a ward upstairs. Everyone danced in a fast, desperate ballet to deliver efficient care.

On uncomfortable ER chairs, the poor with cuts, scrapes, colds, and strep waited . . . and waited.

Two AM. She ducked into the physicians’ lounge, dashed water on her face, and started a fresh pot of coffee.

“You’re not going to believe who’s here.”

“Who?”

“Barefoot pregnant girl,” answered El. “Except this time, she’s got shoes. I put her behind Curtain Two. Called Antoinette.”

“Thank you.” Marie left the lounge, ready for round two.

Baylee, a homeless woman, complained loudly. “How come that pregnant girl go first? She ain’t in labor. I didn’t see any laboring. My throat is sore. Real bad. I’m dying.”

Weekly, like clockwork, Baylee complained of an ailment. After the nurses showered and fed her, she always declared herself miraculously cured.

Marie pulled back the curtain. “Hello.”

Sue’s face was pinched, her eyelids heavy. One hand clutched the sheets, the other her abdomen.

“You’re in labor?”

“Think so. Waited a while before coming. Waited till Tommy went to sleep.”

“Let me examine you.”

“You think it’s Brax-Hicks?”

“You were listening.” Marie smiled encouragingly. “Let’s see.”

She washed her hands, snapped on latex gloves. “Relax. This will be a bit cold.” She inserted the speculum.

Sue squirmed and winced; a contraction crested. She moaned.

“Am I die-lay-ted?”

“Six centimeters. Almost there.” She snapped off her gloves. “How’d you get here?”

“Cab. I kept the twenty you gave me.”

“Good girl. We’ll get you upstairs for labor and delivery.”

“You can’t deliver here?”

“No. But I’ll check on you. I promise.”

Sue’s eyes were moist; she grunted, her hands clutching, twisting the paper sheet.

Young, no suitcase, no bag filled with baby blankets. How would she ever care for a child? . . . She was a child herself.

“Tommy don’t want me here. Said it costs too much.”

“Don’t worry. Charity provides. Everyone here loves babies.”

Antoinette arrived with a wheelchair. “I heard you were in labor.”

Sue shrank. Helping her to stand and sit, Marie whispered, “Go with her. I’ll come later and help with the baby.”

“Promise?” asked Sue, nails digging into Marie’s arm as another contraction crested.

“You’ll be fine.” Marie settled her in the chair, flipping down the metal footrests.

“Yellow moon, yellow moon . . . ,” her cell rang. She opened it, simultaneously saying, “Thanks, Antoinette.”

“Hold on,” Marie murmured into the phone. She quickly kissed Sue’s cheek and the girl hugged her as if she wouldn’t let go. “You’ll be fine.” She pulled back.

“Go on now. Delivering your baby is safer upstairs.” She looked at Antoinette, who turned the chair, spinning it away.

“Hello. Parks? Another death? No? Good. I’m fine. Sure.” She wanted to tell him about Sue, about how sad and scared the girl looked. Instead she said, “I’ve got a patient. I might be a while. Okay. I’ll call you.”

“Who’s that?” El had snuck up on her; when Marie didn’t immediately answer, she asked more loudly, “Who’s that? Who you talking to?” Her voice carried loudly to the staff.

Marie glared. El chuckled.

“Boyfriend. About time,” said El.

Marie rolled her eyes and went to check the board.
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It was a beautiful baby. A girl. Seven pounds, two ounces. Eighteen and a half inches long. Downy blond hair. Brown eyes. Ten fingers and toes. Sue had needed a C-section. But she’d been awake, chattering. Cooing over the baby as if it were a doll.

Marie knew Antoinette would help Sue as best she could. But she also knew there’d be an evaluation to determine if Sue could properly raise a child. For now, the new mother was happy. With luck and prayer, Angeline—that’s what Sue had named her—wouldn’t become a teen mom, too.

Her shift was over. Parks had said he’d be waiting outside Charity to drive her home. As if she couldn’t walk. But it pleased her to get home sooner. To Marie-Claire. A cool bath.

Sex would be good, too. If she was honest, that’s why she’d said, “Yes, Parks. Drive me home.” She should’ve just said, “Sex.” But Parks, nonetheless, understood. Just as she understood his offer to drive was part of foreplay.

Forget about the bath. Just sex. Then coffee, and rereading Laveau’s journal.

“’Night, Sully.”

“I’ll be there at two,” he replied, watching her leave.

She smiled, stepped bravely outside, blinking at the rising sun. The moon, descending, reflected the yellow glow.

She didn’t see Parks’s car.

Had there been another attack? Police business? He would’ve called her. Wouldn’t he?

She scanned the street: cars cruising, patients leaving the hospital, some arriving. The Picayune deliveryman was filling the automatic newsstand. The convenience-store clerk was filling the crates outside the store with apples and bananas. An ordinary day.

Feeling wearier with each passing minute, she counted to a hundred. Another hundred.

She dialed Parks’s phone; he didn’t pick up.

She started walking. Okay, no sex. Just Laveau’s journal. Another day digging for possible clues. Another day to figure out how to kill the wazimamoto.

Someone pushed her, and she fell, sprawling, her hands bracing her fall. Gravel tore at her skin. Her head jerked. Her hair was being pulled from its roots. She screamed. Grabbed the fist clutching her hair. Tried to gain traction with her feet. A tennis shoe slipped off.

A fist slammed into her jaw. She moaned, trying to keep clearheaded.

Wazimamoto? No, couldn’t be. The attacker was solid. No freezing air. Or music. It was daylight. Think. She was on her hands and knees, trying to crawl away. Keep shock at bay.

She was picked up, thrown against a wall. She felt a rib cracking. She slid down the wall, and someone, smelling of alcohol, his face covered with a ski mask, dragged her, by her legs, down an incline, a driveway leading to an underground storage area for medical waste.

She thrashed, screamed. It wasn’t fair. A random assault.

She kicked hard with her feet, hitting her attacker’s knee. He dropped her legs and she scrambled, stumbling upward, toward daylight.

The man barreled after her. Spinning her, shoving her to the ground. Bloodshot, crazed eyes. Knees on either side of her. Hands pressing her chest flat; pain radiating, she couldn’t catch her breath. His hands clasped her neck.

She kicked, her nails clawing at the mask.

The man cursed. Cajun. He was a backwoods man. Smelling of chewing tobacco, diesel oil.

Light-headed, Marie was losing strength. This was just a man. Not even a vengeful spirit. She thought of Marie-Claire. Enraged, she grabbed her attacker’s crotch. Digging in her nails. Twisting.

He screamed. Fell back.

She scrambled up, kicking him. Aiming for his kidneys. Turning, running up the gray, dirty tunnel, screaming, “Parks.”

And there he was. Materializing, at the tunnel’s mouth, like a ghost.

“A man—”

“Not—?”

“No.” She gasped, knees buckling, falling. Parks caught her—she whimpered—and gently lowered her to the ground.

“Just a man,” she said.

Staring down the shadowed drive, Parks called for backup. “Wait here.” He released the safety on his gun.

Gingerly, Marie fingered her rib cage. Some bruises. One rib broken. Possible hairline fractures on two more.

Two shots echoed in the tunnel.

“Parks,” she screamed. Bracing her back against the wall, using her thighs as leverage, she pushed herself up. She was a doctor. Someone would need help.

She winced as she moved, sliding her shoeless foot. She heard footsteps. Heavy, deliberate. Like her, she thought the person must be hurt, trying his best not to fall down. “Parks?”

She could see a man’s form. Her pulse raced. “Parks?”

“It’s me.”

“Where are you hurt?”

“In the gut. He hit like a son of a bitch. I’ll be fine.”

“Does he need help?”

Parks, his cheek swelling, turning purple-blue, avoided her gaze. “Dead.”

“How can you—?”

“I’m sure.”

Sirens wailed. “Cavalry’s coming.”

“You look like hell,” she said.

“So do you. Come on.” He slipped his arm about her waist. “Lean on me.”

A flashlight’s beam danced over them. “Parks. Parks, I heard it was you. Distress call.” Roach was rushing toward them.

“Victim’s below,” said Parks. Officers, guns drawn, moved downward, into the tunnel.

“Is it—?”

“No, Roach. A regular murder. Regular bloodletting. Bullet holes. One to his leg. The other, his heart.”

Roach whistled.

Parks handed him his gun.

“What’s this?”

“Give it to the captain. There’ll be an investigation.”

A voice called, “I’ve got ID. Roach—you coming?”

“Give me a minute.”

An officer stepped forward, nodding. “Detective Parks. Charity sent an ambulance.”

“No, take me home.”

“You should get checked out, Doc.”

“Take me home, please.”

Roach studied Marie and Parks. An ambulance whooped.

The patrolman shrugged. “EMTs already here.”

Roach took off his jacket. Wrapped it about Marie. “I’ll cover for you. Get her out of here, Parks.”

Roach turned, his hands high, waving, like a traffic cop, motioning the medics. “Down here. Man down. We might be able to save him.”

Parks lifted Marie; she groaned. The compression of bone, hurt.

“Sorry,” Parks said. “I’ll get you home.”

“I don’t want anyone from the hospital to see—”

“I know.” He lifted Roach’s jacket higher, shielding her face.

Hospital crew and bystanders were already gathering behind police barriers. Marie buried her face against Parks’s chest, taking shallow breaths. “Another bottle of whiskey for Roach.”

“Better believe it,” said Parks.

Marie tightened her arms about his neck.
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Kind Dog whined. He sniffed Marie’s hand. Jumped up, trying to see her face.

“Down, boy,” said Parks as he maneuvered Marie toward the bedroom.

Louise uncurled herself from the couch. “What’s this? What’s this?”

“Please, Parks,” whispered Marie.

He maneuvered her into the bedroom, laying her softly on the bed. Dog leaped up.

Marie patted Dog’s head. “Sssh. Sssh. It’s all right.”

Parks blocked Louise’s view, ushering her toward the front door. “Marie’s fine. She needs rest. Here,” he said, peeling off twenties.

“Too much,” complained Louise.

“Marie-Claire?” he asked.

“Sleeping,” said Louise, reddening as Parks pushed her out the door, saying, “Thanks much.”

“Marie,” Louise called.

“Ssh,” said Parks. “You’ll wake the baby.” He closed the front door.
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“Down,” said Parks.

Dog lifted his head, turned, and jumped off the bed.

“That’s a first,” said Marie. “Dog always comes to bed when I do.”

“Always?”

“I don’t bring men home.”

“Hey, what about me?”

“More like you brought me home, don’t you think? Besides, if you think you’re getting laid—”

“Don’t tease,” he said, grimly. “You’re hurt. You look terrible.”

“So do you.”

“But you’re alive.” Parks sat on the bed, cradling her open palms.

He bent his head, kissing the scratches, the cuts. Lightly, pressing his mouth to her palm, then her thumb and fingers. “I knew I was going to shoot him.”

“You don’t mean that.”

“Vengeance.”

“Parks, no.”

He touched his fingers to her lips. “Don’t talk. I can’t affect the supernatural. But a man hurting you? That’s my realm. I wanted him to pay a price. Planned on it.”

“What’s going to happen?”

“There’ll be an investigation.”

“Parks, I’m so sorry.”

“Not your fault.”

“It was self-defense. Tell them it was self-defense.”

“I’m not sure. I could’ve subdued him. I think I could’ve.”

“You shot him twice?”

“In the thigh first. He kept coming.”

“An imminent threat. Self-defense.”

“I felt furious, righteous, shooting him in the chest. I’m a cop. I’m not supposed to get angry.”

“You’re human.”

His face crumpled in pain. “I’ll have to tell the investigators.” He pulled away, elbows on his knees, his head facing down. She tried to reach for his hand.

He pulled away.

“It’s the heat,” he murmured. “Something in the water. Spirits floating about. Aboveground crypts. Every sin tolerated. Drugs. Alcohol. Prostitution. Gaming. Whatever sin you want to commit, you can commit here, in New Orleans. It’s always been that way. Just walk through the Quarter and you can feel the weight of the past. Slavery. Brawls. Beatings. Rapes.”

“Don’t.”

“I’m beginning to understand why New Orleans is the murder capital of the world.”

She didn’t know what to say. Parks, ever cool, had betrayed himself.

“There’s cognac in the kitchen. DuLac likes to drink it when he’s here.”

His hands on each side of the pillow, his face inches from Marie’s, Park spoke, his expression tender. “I’m going to start a bath. Get you a triple cognac. Take Dog out to pee. Then come back and bathe you.

“You’ve got bandages?”

“In the closet.”

“Good. I’ll bind your ribs.”

“You’ve been through this before?”

“I’m a cop,” said Parks simply. “Cracked ribs hurt like hell. Hurts to breathe. You’ll heal soon enough.”

“Soon enough to fight the wazimamoto?”

“Let’s hope so.” He kissed her, exploring her mouth gently with his tongue.

He pulled back and, despite her pain, she felt aroused. Felt touched by his vulnerability.

“What’s done is done,” he said, smiling, willing his spirits to lift.

She touched his cheek. “We should take care of this bruise—antiseptic, ice.”

Angling his head, he kissed her palm. “After we take care of you.”

“You’re not falling in love?” She regretted her words as soon as she’d said them.

Parks pulled back.

True, she couldn’t live without sex, passion. But it was also true that a decade of foster care had taught her it was risky to love.

Wordless, Parks got up, turned on the bathtub faucet, left the bedroom, and brought back a full glass of cognac, then whistled for Kind Dog.

She heard her apartment door close.

All she had to do was say she was sorry, reach out to him; but she couldn’t. Not now. Her feelings and body were too raw.

It’d be easy to give up and let Parks take care of her. But she wasn’t that woman. She appreciated kindness, tenderness. Good sex reminded her she was alive. And with a generous lover, she responded in kind. Maybe that’s why she was confused about her feelings. Parks had been beyond generous.

Wincing, holding her left side, she sat up. She drank deeply, feeling the cognac burn its way down her throat.

The wazimamoto was intent on destroying her. To survive, she needed to understand the world as Laveau had understood it.

Parks was distracting. She, Marie-Claire, and Kind Dog were enough. DuLac and El were enough. They were a family. What more could a woman want?

Gently, she slipped off her blouse; gently, she unbuttoned her jeans. Her chest ached; a hot bath would feel good.

In the medicine cabinet, all she had was Advil. She swallowed three tablets with water from a Scooby-Doo paper cup.

She turned off the bathtub faucet. Steam rose from the water. Condensation clouded the mirror.

The water shone like glass, reflecting the bright white porcelain. Were words, memories, as powerful as water?

She’d had patients who drowned in bathwater. Children, by accident, or murdered. Suicides. Not much water was needed to die.

New Orleans was drowning in water, slowly sinking, losing landmass. In another hundred years, the city would probably vanish.

All that would be left would be water.

Bones, in the water. Pirates, sailors, slaves, native peoples, hurricane victims.

Agwé had birthed a monster. Were there more? Waiting to overtake land?

Water burst from the faucet—hot, rushing. Causing waves, a rising waterline. Grimacing, she turned the tap. Nothing happened. The water spilled over the tub, covering the bathroom tile. She threw towels on the floor. Tried turning the tap again. Nothing. Her feet slipped; her side hit the tub. She felt excruciating pain. She clutched the sink’s rim. A face, vague, undefined—but still a face—a man’s face, watched her. She turned, groaning; no spirit was behind her.

The water stopped flowing.

It still covered the floor, her feet . . . and the water turned a subtle green. A trick of the light? There was life in the water, microbes. Particles coalescing into some aberration of human life. She wouldn’t scream.

Water covered her feet, seeping over the door ledge into her bedroom. Deep, ever so deep, she knew it would be a life-and-death struggle between her and the wazimamoto.

She stood. Even Agwé couldn’t save her. That was the message. And given enough time, enough blood, the night wouldn’t hold it. Him.
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FIFTEEN

MARIE’S APARTMENT
SUNDAY AFTERNOON

“You’re awake,” said Parks, coming over to the bed. “Let me help you sit.”

“Where’s Marie-Claire?”

“In the kitchen having red beans with El and DuLac.” He plumped the pillows behind her back.

She searched the room. “Dog?”

“Sully’s walking him. It’s three PM.”

“It wasn’t a dream?”

“No, it all happened.”

“I need to get up.”

“Don’t you dare move from that bed,” said DuLac, entering. “Doctor’s orders. Heard voices. Brought you some coffee. Pain relief, too.”

“I’m fine, DuLac.”

“Liar,” said Parks.

“I insist, Marie,” said DuLac, tapping the syringe to remove any air. “It’ll help you rest. Heal faster.”

“I’ll be fine,” said Marie.

“We need you healed,” said Parks. “There’s been another murder.”

DuLac pierced her arm with the needle.

“Where’s your bedside manner?” A bubble of blood rose on her arm.

DuLac dabbed her shoulder with gauze. “You should’ve waited for Parks to drive you.”

Worry had aged DuLac. His skin was taut; dark circles underlined his eyes.

“He wasn’t there,” she said.

“I’d gotten a call,” said Parks. “I’m sorry. So sorry.”

“Parks, it wasn’t your fault. It just happened.”

Marie could feel the morphine washing over her, displacing her pain. “We have a new problem. The wazimamoto was here.”

“Parks told me,” answered DuLac. “Was there music?”

“No. Not here. But the city has sounds. When isn’t someone playing music in New Orleans?”

DuLac sat on the bed. “Carlos made slides. I’ve experimented with everything I can think of—every root, herb, gris-gris charms. Calamine. Foxweed. Absinthe. ‘Keep away’ spells, destruction prayers, even sacrificed a chicken. Nothing worked.”

“Did you try silver and garlic?”

DuLac laughed. “I will.”

“You never know,” said Parks.

“Never know,” Marie repeated. She reached unsteadily for her café au lait. Parks picked it up, placing it in her hand.

“Are you suspended, Parks?”

“The attacker had a history of violence. Spousal, child abuse. Conviction for armed robbery.”

“You’ll be exonerated?”

“Maybe. But it doesn’t matter. After this case, I’m out of here.”

Marie, her face neutral, blew air into the coffee’s foam.

Parks pulled out his notebook. “Seems the attacker—Thomas Leckie—was the father of one of your patients. Sue Leckie.”

“Are you sure?”

“Sure. He finished a six-year term in Angola. When he got out, his wife didn’t want him. So he took his eldest daughter.”

“She had his baby.”

“Real sweet dad. Kept her confined so he wouldn’t arouse suspicion. Didn’t take kindly to you delivering the baby.”

“He expected to get away with it.”

“If his daughter didn’t die in a home birth,” added DuLac. “A hospital meant discovery. That’s probably why he attacked you, Marie.”

“You ruined his sweet deal.”

“Bastard,” she said, trembling, recalling her attacker’s hands, his sweat and sour breath.

DuLac took the coffee cup from her hand. “Sue and the baby are fine. Antoinette said she’s happy her father’s dead.”

“Don’t doubt it,” said Parks.

She felt lightheaded. Felt as if her spirit and body were separating. Morphine didn’t exactly reduce pain, but focused it. Pain was a hot ball fixed behind her eyes while her body seemed to float, levitate, toward the ceiling.

She slowly enunciated her words: “The other murder?”

“Roach thinks it happened about the same time you were attacked.”

“Man or woman?”

“Woman,” said Parks. “Small, compact. Brown hair, brown eyes.”

“And?” said DuLac, prompting.

Parks scowled, irritated. “She resembled you.”

“And?”

“Folks claimed to see a man. Hovering over the body.”

“Bold,” said DuLac.

“Unrepentant,” murmured Marie.

The three were silent, each retreating into themselves. Speculating about the monster.

“What happened, Marie?” asked DuLac.

“Did you learn anything useful?” asked Parks.

She slid down deeper into the bed. The room was spinning; her tongue felt swollen. “It was here. In my bathroom. Or, maybe just in the mirror? I couldn’t tell. But it’s becoming. Able to walk in daylight.”

“Damn,” said Parks.

She groaned.

DuLac stroked her hair. “You should be in a hospital.”

“No. I’ll get up soon.” Currents were pulling her down. “Have to get up. Another ceremony.”

“Agreed,” said DuLac. “But after some healing. Parks did a good job with the binding.”

She rallied. “Marie-Clarie?”

“El’s watching her. Not to worry.” DuLac kissed her brow. “Take care, chérie. A man couldn’t ask for a better daughter.”

She couldn’t open her eyes. They were too heavy. She squeezed DuLac’s hand.

She felt suspended in air. Then she felt herself falling. Drowning. Falling into sleep, layer by layer, going deeper, deeper, and down. Into an abyss.
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She was on the other side of the looking glass. He was the man in the mirror.

She knew his face—from where? He’d been loving once.

She stirred; someone put a compress on her forehead.

Drums sounded from far off. Strains of another sound, too. Some melody. Some echoing cry from the New World.

“You are me.”

In the mirror, her twin, dressed in white, barefoot, cradling a snake.

“All things alive. You are me. I am you.”

She stretched out her hand. Fingers touched.

She felt power course through her. She could walk on water, pluck the moon. Resurrect.

A shadow cut diagonally between them. Darkness deepening, the shadow grew into a man. Features imprinting on the darkness. High cheekbones. Medium mouth, lips drawn back in a grotesque smile. Eyes that burned.

“Marie. Marie!”

She twisted, flailing, trying to escape its grasp.

“Marie. You’re dreaming. Wake up. Just a dream.”

She held on to Parks. “Tomorrow,” she gasped. “Tomorrow. DuLac’s.”

“Yes. Yes. Now sleep. I’ll watch over you.”

“Sleep.” She curled on her good side. Exhaled. “Je suis Marie. And he is—He is—” She knew his name. Had always known it. “His name is—”

But the name wouldn’t animate her tongue. It was just beyond her reach. In her soul’s recesses. Hidden by time, history.

Hidden in her blood.
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SIXTEEN

DULAC’S HOME
MONDAY EVENING

DuLac’s home was a jewel box of a house.

The porch was a deep square with a rocker and a swing. Marie gingerly walked up the steps, holding on to the railing.

After sunset, it had started raining again. A bone-chilling rain. Out of place in New Orleans.

Through the screen door, Marie could see DuLac, in the vestibule, on the phone.

“That you, Marie?”

“Ici. Moi.”

Stepping into DuLac’s home was like stepping back in time. Everything about the home was plush, sensual, decorated in the belle epoque mode.

Red velvet walls. Plump chairs with clawed feet. Parisian cabinets. Crystal chandeliers. High, arching ceilings trimmed in gold.

Paintings covered the walls: streetscapes of the Quarter at sunrise, sunset; reclining nudes, bodies copulating, eating pomegranates. The house had been in DuLac’s family for two centuries. DuLac, the original Frenchman, had gifted the house to his quadroon mistress—DuLac’s great-grandmother.

“You shouldn’t be out of bed. Does Parks know?”

“He’s not my jailer,” she countered. “Carlos isn’t having any luck. You?”

“No. But I’m hopeful. That was Alafin. Said there’s a man in the Ninth Ward claiming to know about wazimamotos. From his father before. A Nigerian who immigrated in the twenties. Alafin’s going to record his testimony tonight. We may discover how to destroy it.”

“Good. But I’m not waiting. I want Laveau to possess me.”

“It’s one thing to call the loas, but to call the dead? The Guédé might not appreciate it.”

“I know. Still, I’ve got to try.” Loas came and went at will, but ancestors were honored, prayed to—seldom did they possess. Ancestors could haunt; appear in visions; even speak in dreams, but, rarely, possess the host.

“Agwé can be the intermediary,” she said. “The river is swelling. Don’t you think that’s a good sign?”

“It’s still dangerous.”

“You think the great Laveau would care?”

“It’s only been a few years since you’ve been developing your powers.”

“You’re doubting me?”

“No. But I think we should wait. Alafin might have news.”

“And he might not.”

Marie sat on the ottoman before the fire. When he was home, DuLac always had a fire. Even when it was ninety degrees. She felt overheated, dizzy. “Another woman’s dead.”

“Parks wasn’t supposed—”

“You think I didn’t know? JT. Rudy. Sarah. Haunting. Two more women. Both young. Both resembling me.”

“Are they here?”

Marie looked about the room. She’d grown used to the spirits. Lying in bed, trying to dream, she’d open her eyes and see JT sitting on the edge of her bed. Or Sarah staring at herself in the mirror, seeming to wonder how she ended up a prostitute, how she ended up dead. Another girl, newly dead, wept, her voice whining like honeybees.

Kind Dog always knew when the spirits were present. He’d stare, sniff the air, his tail drooping low.

“I don’t see anyone,” she said. “Six dead. Including the priest. I should be doing something.”

“You’re too hard on yourself.”

“More people dying. The wazimamoto growing stronger. What would you have me do, DuLac? What are my gifts for? Aren’t you always telling me this is my fa? My destiny?”

“Agreed. But I love you and I’m frightened for you. Spiritually, physically, you’ve taken a beating.”

“I’m strong enough. Help me do this.”

“Come.”

She followed DuLac down a narrow hallway to his altar room. It had been a small bedroom, perhaps for a maid, tucked in the farthest southeast corner of the house. Crossing the threshold, Marie could feel the room’s power.

The altar honored Damballah, the father to all the gods. Catholic and voodoo gods coexisted in the New World. Acculturation. The Virgin statue stood beside Ezili. St. Peter and Legba were both painted in oil. Candles—red, white, and black—glowed, their flames licking toward the ceiling.

Moonlight streamed through two windows. Enough light, yet light that blurred dimensions, without the sharp clarity of manufactured bulbs.

DuLac gathered Agwé’s possessions. His sword and admiral’s hat. With chalk, he drew a large circle around them. “Inside here,” he said, “will be a sacred space. Inside here, you’ll be safe.

“I’ve had dreams, too, Marie. I know Laveau is the one to help. Agwé’s sails point toward Damballah. The snake eating its own tail. I’ve seen it, in dreams. The gods are affronted by this monster. Only their cherished daughters—the Maries—can help.”

He opened a cabinet. “Tafia, rum and molasses, to appease the Guédé.” He poured the brew into three cups. One for each of the death gods who dressed in top hats and tails. “Perhaps they’ll forgive our excursion into their realm.”

“You think I’m right then.” It was a statement, not a question.

“Yes.”

“Two nights ago, I had an urge—no, a compulsion—to bring the painting in here. There,” he pointed.

Marie turned. On the wall was the painting, normally kept in DuLac’s parlor. Marie dressed in white, in all her glory, was possessed, conducting a ceremony in Cathedral Square. The St. Louis Cathedral was behind her, its crucifix outlined against the skyline.

Marie touched her ancestress’s face. It was young, ecstatic, self-aware. She stroked the oil, feeling that the streams of color were vibrant and alive.

“She’ll come, DuLac. I know she will.”

“I’ll play the drum.”

Marie selected two small bags of rice and beans from the altar. She stepped inside the chalk circle, stroked Agwé’s sword.

“Ready?”

She nodded. DuLac’s palms tapped the drums; the rhythm filled her with ease. Drumbeats resounded, as they had in Africa, across the continents, the Atlantic sea. Into the Gulf of Mexico, merging with the Mississippi.

She sprinkled beans and rice along the outline of the circle. Then sat, centered in the circle, facing the altar. Legs crossed, her hands resting on her knees, she closed her eyes.

Marie was too sore to dance; nonetheless, every sinew responded to the rhythm. The tap-tapping. Soft, then loud beats. Fingers stroking, palms snapping down on animal skins.

“I haven’t purified myself.”

“I don’t think it’ll matter.”

“Are you sure?”

“Just make your prayer heartfelt. Here.” DuLac handed her tafia. She drank deeply.

“More,” she said.

DuLac refilled the cup. She drank, reclosed her eyes, focusing on the drums. The rhythm’s power to call the gods.

“Help me,” she murmured. “Marie Laveau, help.”

DuLac drummed insistently, chanting, “Not all accept the glory of the Maries. Not all accept that women hand sight down through the generations.”

“I do,” said Marie. “I do.”

Inhale, exhale.

“Women hand sight down through the generations,” she repeated.

Release self, inhibitions. Believe. Have faith. This was her mantra.

“I believe,” she murmured. “I believe in the power of me. The power of Voudu gods gathering from Haiti, Africa, all the Americas.”

Behind her eyelids, she could see another darkness. Gathering itself, readying to tunnel into her soul.

The drums echoed, the sound rising, falling, like water upon a shore.

Briefly, Marie opened her eyes. She could see DuLac, opening himself to glory, pounding the drums, calling with his hands and heart.

They were a pair. Outrageous in their power. And faith.

“I believe,” she whispered, closing her eyes again. There was a continent inside the darkness. “I believe.

“Legba, open the spirit gate.” She saw the spirit, bent, crippled, like an old man.

She heard Agwé: “Blood blends with water.”

She could feel his spirit filling her body. She took the point of Agwé’s sword, slicing his symbol into her palm. A line for a ship’s mast, another for a sail, another for the boat slicing the water.

“I am yours,” she whispered.

Blood drained down her wrist, between her fingers, onto the floor. Drums resounded.

Blood speckled the floor.

“Agwé? Come.”

Blood rushed through her body. Her heart’s rhythm pumping blood like water crashing against the shore. A shore swirling with blue-green currents, seaweed, and fish.

She was in a ship—reaching out of the water were skeletal hands, hands of the bones of people, Africans, who died during the Middle Passage. Agwé brandished his sword. Slicing through waves, thrusting at sea foam and kelp.

A shape rose from the water—not bone, not flesh—a plume of smoke. Smoke that dispersed in the air, reassembled. Shaping its self into a man.

Agwé stomped, his sword flailing.

The shadow man grew taller, like a giant, until it seemed to walk on water, until it blocked Agwé’s ship from view. Blocked the full moon.

“The wazimamoto. It comes from the sea,” Marie murmured.

“We’ll send it back.” DuLac intensified his drumming. Boudom.

Candle flames flickered high, elongating, sending up smoke, mimicking Marie’s spirit vision. The shadow figure grew, threatening to overtake the entire ocean, the horizon, the sky. Agwé had disappeared.

“Say your name,” said DuLac.

“Marie.”

She pressed her bloodied hand to her heart. “Marie.” She felt an overwhelming desire to feed. She studied her palm. The wound was still bleeding. Her tongue flicked the salty blood. She sucked her palm as hard as a child at her mother’s breast. Like waves, the blood flowed out and back into her body. An endless loop, like the sea’s pulse.

She heard Agwé: “Blood blends with water.” Heard another voice, more feminine: “Blood trumps water. Bloodlines. Nothing stronger. Je suis Marie.”

And she knew in her soul it was Marie from the painting speaking. Marie, the feared and most revered Voodoo Queen. The great, most famous, infamous Marie.

She felt her body tilting sideways. Some force gently pressing until her cheek rested on the floor. She focused on her open hand, bleeding, glowing with Agwé’s ship, drawn in blood. She could see all the other Maries. Her mother; Marie Laveau’s daughter; Marie Laveau. Laveau’s mother, grandmother, and great-grandmother, Membe, the African slave. A line of women stretching back to Eve.

But Marie Laveau shone brighter than all the others—the New World voodooienne, healing, in touch with her feminine power. Doing good in the world. This was her mother—more than all the others. More than her birth mother. This Marie—the healer. Her truest ancestor.

“Ask,” said DuLac. “Ask who, what it is.”

The vision was fading.

“No, don’t go. Please. I’m a healer, too.”

The room became colder. Marie’s breath was smoke. The candles flamed higher.

Marie Laveau’s spirit entered her, possessing.

She remembered: dancing in Congo Square; walking on the waters of Lake Pontchartrain. Healing, ministering to the ill, the poor. Intimidating cruel masters, aiding escaped slaves. “Je suis Marie.” Haughty, arrogant, when she needed to be. Joyful in her power.

“It’s here,” shouted DuLac. “The wazimamoto.”

Marie stood, staring down the thing in the corner. Protecting her blood, bloodlines.

The wazimamoto had cheekbones, brown eyes, hands that tapered from wrist to fingers. It wore clothes: a black suit and a cravat, sparkling black boots.

“Hello, John,” Marie Laveau said.

The shadow man opened its mouth and wailed. A sound between pain and rage.

Marie Laveau stuck her bloodied hand, Agwé’s sign, where John’s heart should be. She felt the evil, yet she also felt how he was made evil. There was a rapid fluttering of images: a ship; slave shackles; branding; a ruthless whipping. Then John’s evil: strangling a free colored for money; beating a mulatto until she submitted to rape.

“I killed you before, John. Do you remember my serpent?

“Damballah,” she murmured.

Conjured out of air, Damballah, a rainbow-colored snake, circled John, tightening, choking, until he began to disintegrate, losing clothes, features, torso, limbs. Until he disappeared.

Marie Laveau stretched her arms wide. Relishing sensation, being inside a body. She swayed to the drums.

“You are me, child,” she whispered inside Marie’s head. “Find John’s gris-gris, his secret of youth. The emblem from his tribe.

“You are me. A woman of power. You can defeat John, as I did.

“Look to the painting. It holds the blood tale.”

Marie collapsed. DuLac cradled her. She felt she was drowning, pulled by an undertow of emotions emptying her out.

“You’re safe. You’re safe,” DuLac kept repeating.

The doorbell jangled. There was pounding on the door. “Doc? DuLac!”

“Here, Parks,” shouted DuLac, helping Marie to sit.

Parks was on the threshold, chest heaving. “Doc, you all right?”

She nodded.

“I found you gone,” he said, exasperated. “Roach called. I got here as soon as I could. Thought you’d want to know.”

“What?” asked DuLac. “Another murder?”

“Alafin’s dead. Another man, too.”

DuLac sat back on his heels, his face drained. “I just spoke with him.”

“Someone reported a murder. Officers found an old man dead. Professor Alafin, less than an hour ago. Bloodless.

“I came looking for you and Marie, first at the apartment. Then here.”

“DuLac, I think we could use a drink,” said Marie. “Plain rum.”

“You’re hurt.” Parks took out his handkerchief, wrapping it around Marie’s hand. A bruise flowered on her face.

“Let me get some ice,” said Parks.

“No, stay. The wazimamoto was here. Must’ve come after the murders. It was more alive than ever.”

“Here.” DuLac handed glasses all around. “It wore clothes. It must have some kind of lair. I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen it. A barely visible mist, now almost a man.”

“It drew on the organic substance we have in the lab. Feeding would have accelerated its growth.”

“You did a ceremony,” said Parks, softly accusing.

“Yes. Just me and DuLac,” said Marie. “I needed to understand a few things.”

“Do you? Understand?”

“Some. Look.” Marie drew Parks and DuLac to the painting. “This Marie, my anscestor, conducted ceremonies, blending Catholicism and voodoo into a powerful force against oppression. In the painting, hundreds—rich and poor, slave and free, black and white—watched Marie dancing with a snake, before a bonfire.

“See that figure there?” In the background, the painting’s far-left corner, Marie pointed at an alleyway beside St. Louis Cathedral. “You almost don’t notice him.” An indistinct figure stood in the shadows watching Marie Laveau conduct her ceremony.

“This is John. He discovered Marie Laveau. Wooed her from her grandmère. Introduced her to voodoo.”

“I don’t understand,” said Parks.

DuLac poured more rum for each of them. “Laveau’s mother was crucified. John did nothing to save her. The grandmother escaped, hiding her infant granddaughter in the bayou. Raising her Catholic.

“Marie Laveau knew nothing about who she was.

“When Marie reached puberty,” DuLac continued, “John seduced her away from her grandmother. Heritage and sex—a powerful combination.”

“He manipulated her. Misused her power. Eventually, she killed him. Strangled him with a snake.” Marie shivered.

“You’re cold,” said Parks, wrapping his coat around her.

“Marie loved him. Hated him. He fathered her child,” said Marie.

“That means,” said DuLac, draining his rum. “John is also your ancestor.”

“Great-great-grandfather.”

“I don’t get it,” said Parks. “Why try to hurt your descendant?”

“Self-hatred,” answered DuLac. “Isn’t that what Alafin said was key?”

“Jealously, too, at least according to Laveau’s journal. He hated his lack of power. Hated the matrilineal line of Maries. In Africa, he was a king’s son. Slavery stole his status. Self-respect. Everything.”

“Part of the blame for voodoo’s poor reputation,” said DuLac, “is because of John. Voodoo, for him, meant trouncing enemies. Black, white, it didn’t matter.

“He spread the rumor of ‘goats without horns’—the supposed sacrifice of white babies. He ran a house of prostitution. Invested in slave ships. Ran auctions. A man who both hated and identified with the colonizers.”

“Motive,” said Parks. “John used the Maries to serve his ambition.”

“Enough motive to resurrect himself as a wazimamoto,” said DuLac. “Especially when a powerful new Voodoo Queen has been found.”

“Do you think John knew Alafin?” asked Parks. “That would mean he has consciousness. Premeditation.” Parks swallowed rum. “Fucking bloodsucker.”

“Back to its watery grave,” said DuLac. He poured more rum. “Bottoms up.”

Parks looked around the room. The candles on the altar and floor, the array of black-and white-faced statues on the altar. A drawing of Damballah on the wall. The painting of Marie, her face lit by fire and moonlight.

“John’s motive is revenge,” Parks said.

“If he feeds on me, he’ll have the power he always wanted. Doubling the power generated from hatred.”

“He’ll become a complete man, haunting the Quarter. Killing,” said DuLac.

“Unbelievable,” said Parks. “No, I mean, I believe you both. I’ve just never been involved in something so horrible. I don’t know how to solve this. Capture a wazimamoto.”

“I do,” said Marie. “But I need to find John’s gris-gris, his charm. An emblem he had from his tribe.”

“How’re you going to do that?” asked Parks.

“I don’t know yet.” She felt an overwhelming desire to see Marie-Claire.

“How much time have we got?” asked DuLac.

“Maybe a few days. If that. He’s been killing more frequently.”

“Rest, Marie,” said DuLac. “Plenty of time to talk tomorrow. You’ve notified Alafin’s family?” he asked Parks.

“Yes.”

“Will you be all right, DuLac?”

“I want to drink myself into a stupor. Nine dead. My dear friend.”

Sympathetically, Parks offered his hand; DuLac clung to it.

Marie’s fingers grazed the painting. Down right, almost as an afterthought, the painter had brushed in musicians. Brass players. Another drummer. A quintet.

Marie crossed the threshold into the hall. She vaguely heard DuLac and Parks whispering.

She felt soul weary. Sorrow for DuLac. All the many people dead.

She walked out of DuLac’s ornate home, down the porch steps, to her car.

“Let me drive you.”

“No.”

“Follow you.”

“I’ll be fine, Parks. What were you and DuLac talking about?”

“He wanted to know if I found Alafin’s tape recorder. I told him no.” His irises flared.

“But you did. Find it. I can tell.”

Parks grimaced. “No one should have to hear that tape.” He kissed her deeply, thoroughly. His hand gently stroked her breast.

Marie sighed. “It feels good when you touch me.”

“Let me touch you some more.”

She clung to him, letting passion sweep over her. Aroused, Parks kissed her face, her neck. Part of her wanted him now. She’d unzip his pants. Let him enter her. It didn’t matter who saw.

She leaned away. “Tomorrow, Parks. Let’s talk tomorrow.”

“Talk?” He was the surfer boy again. Cocky. Sweet. Nibbling on her ear.

“I want to be with my child tonight.”

Instantly, his expression was serious.

“I understand. I’ll come by tomorrow, around four. Take you and Marie-Claire to the Riverwalk. Dog, too. We can eat beignets and drink café au lait. Chocolate milk for Marie-Claire. Water for Dog.”

“He likes beignets, too.”

“Okay. A beignet for Dog. Two. A dozen for me, you, and Marie-Clarie.”

Marie laughed. “Thank you, Parks.” Then her expression grew grave. She inhaled the damp mist. Rested her head on his chest.

Parks hugged her, his hands sliding to her crotch. “Tomorrow, we can steal an hour? Can’t we?”

“Afterward, we’ve got to get Marie-Claire out of town. Until it’s over, I can’t be near her. You’ll take her to DuLac?”

“Agreed.” He kissed her brow. “I’m still going to follow you home.”

She slid into her car. She waited a minute, watching through the rearview mirror, Parks getting into his patrol car. He flicked his lights.

Marie turned on the engine. Almost midnight. It felt good. Knowing Parks was following her home.


[image: logo]

The “Maries.” Everywhere he turned, every attempt to fix his power, there were the Maries. Foolish, naive. And when he made them whole—capable of wielding power—they betrayed him.

Without him, they lacked ambition. With him, they would have ruled the world. The latest incarnation was a backwater healer; protected by the Marie he’d made the most formidable—the Marie who long ago had killed him.

He’d been lost, waiting in the sea for resurrection. Hate was his life’s blood. Hate for those who’d enslaved him, sought to castrate him. Colonizing him. Hatred for those people who didn’t rebel against slavery. Hatred for the weak women blessed with spiritual power.

Hate kept him alive and now that he had risen, he’d wreak his revenge.

He’d wield power without the Maries. Surviving on the blood-laced evil of men like Rudy, the weakness of a JT, of silly whores.

By blood, he’d live. By blood, he’d rule.

By blood, he’d undo any need for the Maries.
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SEVENTEEN

RIVERWALK
TUESDAY AFTERNOON

The day was glorious. Bright, sunny. Kind Dog was chasing seagulls. Marie-Claire was squealing. Marie had given her a rainbow lollipop for promising to stay in her stroller.

Parks was lighthearted, happy. He wore a Hawaiian shirt and sandals.

“You look ridiculous,” she said.

“Hey. This is my best Hang Ten shirt.”

“If your fellow officers saw you, they’d laugh.”

Marie slowly pushed the stroller on the boardwalk.

Marie-Claire shouted, “Dog! See gull.”

Kind Dog, tail wagging, perked his ears. He made one last dash at a gull, before running back to Marie-Claire.

“Dog! Dog!”

Marie sat on the bench, smiling at Dog licking the sugar from Marie-Claire’s face. Shading her eyes, she watched the steamships churning the Mississippi.

Part of her didn’t want to do battle. She wanted to sit here, in the sun, seeing the world as ordinary, being ordinary, a woman dating a man. Only ordinary dramas threatening her family.

Kind Dog sat, leaning his body against Marie’s knee. Marie-Claire, eyes closing, leaned back in her stroller. Her lollipop rested on her sky blue shirt.

“I’m not sure how much time we have,” she said.

Parks dug in his pocket for his cigarettes. “I was trying not to smoke.”

“Don’t smoke around Marie-Claire.”

“All right. Fine.” He stuffed the cigarettes back into his pocket. “At least we’ve got a reprieve. We’ve got today.”

He clasped her face. “You’re crying.”

Kind Dog started whimpering, empathizing with Marie. His nose nudged her hand.

“I’m not crying.”

“Could’ve fooled me.”

Marie studied the passersby. Young couples, strolling, linking arms. Children, wearing Aquarium of the Americas T-shirts, cartwheeling on the grass. An elderly woman fed bread to pigeons; three boys fished off the pier. Families, not partying tourists, were enjoying the day—sunshine, popcorn, and the strains of jazz from tourist ships puttering down the river.

“Laveau said, ‘You are me.’ ”

“Are you?”

“Yes, I think so. Like me, she valued voodoo’s healing power—physical and spiritual. It’s not an accident that I became a doctor. Murder isn’t something we’re good at. Physicians swear, ‘Do no harm.’

“Laveau said: ‘Find John’s gris-gris bag, his secret of youth. The emblem from his tribe.’ ”

“It’s a clue?”

“Yes.”

Parks said, “Good. That I can help with.” He took his pack of cigarettes out again, frowned, and stuffed it back into his pocket. “You know, I’ve been thinking about getting the hell out of New Orleans. Bad romance. More murders, more corruption in one year than I’ve seen in seven years as a cop. Then this bloodsucker. Leckie’s death. Roach says the department won’t suspend me. They might even give me a medal. Figures.” He shaded his eyes.

His tattoo was fully visible. A thin sword covered by briars. Swirls of lightning.

Her fingers stroked the tattoo. “What’s this?”

“I had it done when I was fourteen.”

“So you were the Eagle Scout. The kid who thought he could slay dragons. Awaken the sleeping beauty.”

“Stop it.”

“I’m sorry.”

“I always wanted to be a cop. For a long while, I’ve been wearing down. Then I made love to you. I was thinking maybe I could stay. Here. In New Orleans. Maybe I’ve been looking for the girl who needed me. Depended on me. You’re not that woman. Okay, I get that.”

She kissed him, letting her mouth linger on his.

“Do you want me to stay?”

Marie held on to him. Her arms circling his waist, feeling the pounding of his heart, the shuddering of his lungs.

She knew the speech had cost Parks. She was beginning to understand more than ever how vulnerable, how sweet he was. He could be tough, hold emotions in check, “protect and serve.” In his own way, he was healing, too. Making the world better. A cop and a doctor. Both seeing the worst humanity could do to itself.

“Help me get Marie-Claire and Dog packed. El and DuLac will watch over her. Maybe take her out of New Orleans.”

“You’re not going to answer me?”

“I can’t answer you. We’ve got a crime to solve.”

“Fair enough.” Parks stood, offering Marie his hand. Marie took it, rising. He didn’t let go. “Afterward?”

“We’ll talk afterward.”

“So where do we start? Where do we find this gris-gris?”

“I think the answer was in the painting. I think we start at Cathedral Square.”

Marie slipped the lollipop from the sleeping Marie-Claire’s fist.

Kind Dog panted, licking his mouth.

“Not for you,” said Marie, dropping the lollipop into the trash.

“Sun’s going down,” said Parks.

“I know.” The horizon streaked with blood red, like a wounding. “We should hurry.”

Kind Dog barked at a man flashing by on Rollerblades.

Marie-Claire, startled, wailed big, wallowing cries.

“Dog. Come!” Marie shouted as Kind Dog made another dash at a gull.

Tail tucked beneath his flanks, Kind Dog followed Parks and Marie, pushing the stroller, to the Riverwalk garage.
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Marie slipped Marie-Claire into her crib. She’d fallen back asleep.

The blackbird mobile was still. Kind Dog stretched out beneath the crib, as if it were his special cave. Marie stooped, rubbing his belly. Dog stretched, rolling onto his back.

“Such a pretty dog. Such a good dog.” His fur was so smooth, silky. Dog flipped himself over and licked Marie’s face. She patted his head, rubbed his ears. “I’ll be back. Watch Marie-Claire.”

Dog cocked his head, then licked her again. She closed the bedroom door.

“Parks, did you call DuLac?”

“Just did. Told him we’d be over in less than an hour.”

Marie pulled a suitcase from the closet.

“Alafin was cremated today,” said Parks.

“A quick burial protects from evil spirits. There probably wasn’t an autopsy.”

“No, I don’t think so.”

“Good. I think Alafin would’ve thought it was a desecration.

“We all need a break from New Orleans,” she said, grimly. “Parks, in the kitchen, you’ll find Marie-Claire’s oatmeal, some jars of food, her favorite biscuits. Bananas. In the refrigerator, there’s soy milk. Put it in a bag. I’ll pack her clothes. Ten minutes, Parks.”

“Ten minutes and we’re out of here.”

Kind Dog started barking.

Marie ran to the bedroom door. “It’s locked. Parks!”

Marie could hear Dog growling, barking; she’d never heard him so fierce. Parks threw his shoulder against the door; the frame splintered but didn’t break.

She could hear Dog grunting, growling, as if he was trying to tear something. Marie-Claire’s cry became more high pitched.

“I’m coming, baby. I’m coming.”

“Stand back.” Parks fired two shots at the lock.

Dog was yelping. Snarling. Then, his yelp turned into a whine.

Parks threw himself against the door again. It exploded open.

Marie ran to the crib. Marie-Claire was standing, crying, face red, arms raised, wanting to be held. Marie gathered her up, holding tightly.

Parks, gun drawn, searched the room. “Nothing’s here. Is she all right?”

Marie checked Marie-Claire’s wrists. “He didn’t touch her. Dog?”

“By the window.”

Holding Marie-Claire so she couldn’t see, Marie saw Dog, his neck twisted, broken. He wasn’t drained. Except for the unnatural angle of his neck, Dog appeared asleep.

“Spite,” she murmured. “John killed Dog for spite. I should’ve known better.”

“This isn’t your fault.”

Marie-Claire quieted, her face buried in Marie’s neck. Her pudgy fingers wrapped about her mother’s neck.

“Reneaux and I rescued him. He was our Dog.”

“Come on, Marie.” Parks was opening drawers, gathering clothes. “We’ve got to get out of here.”

She’d have to mourn Kind Dog later. “Sleepwear is in the bottom drawer.”

“I’ll meet you in the car. You and Marie-Clarie. Just get out of here.”

Marie turned, forgetting that Marie-Claire could see Dog over her shoulder.

“Dog!” Marie-Claire screamed.

Marie wanted to shelter her child; but she also didn’t want to lie to her. “Something came into the house and hurt him, Marie-Claire. We have to get out of here to be safe. Let’s go see Uncle DuLac,” said Marie, distracting her. “Auntie El.”

“Dog, too?”

“No. We’ll come back and bury Dog later. We’ll find a beautiful spot for him to sleep and we’ll plant flowers.”

Marie-Claire started to cry.

Marie hurried down the stairs, feathering Marie-Claire’s face with kisses; in the car she snapped her into the car seat.

Parks rushed out of the courtyard. He put a bag and a suitcase in the backseat. “Another car ride, Marie-Claire.”

“Bye-bye.”

“That’s right. Going bye-bye.” Parks shut the rear door, then moved round to the driver’s-seat door. Key in, ignition engaged, he steered into traffic.

Marie peered into the night, a black cloak shrouding New Orleans. Night unleashed all kinds of passion.

Hatred swelled. “I’m going to kill it tonight. John won’t hurt another soul. Ever.”
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EIGHTEEN

ST. LOUIS CATHEDRAL
TUESDAY EVENING

Marie and Parks stood before St. Louis Cathedral. Far enough back, they could survey the entire scene. The lawn where Laveau had conducted her ceremony. The street that had once been filled with horses, carriages. Hundreds of people, some worshipping, others indulging in thrill seeking, had created a circle, a perimeter around her.

At DuLac’s, Marie had studied the painting, trying to impress the details on her mind. Now at the site, she tried to re-create the painting. Ignoring the tourists, the violinist playing for tips. The shopkeepers and tarot readers.

“In the painting, the bonfire is centered,” she said. “The drummers are on the far right. Farther right, the other musicians. The disapproving priest would’ve been at the door, near the pillar.”

“The sky was more overcast,” said Parks. “But it must’ve been hot, like tonight. Many were barefoot; the women didn’t wear shawls.”

“Laveau wore a white shift.” She moved through the flowing crowd to the center of the lawn, in front of the cathedral door, in line with the rooftop crucifix. She imagined the bonfire. Laveau possessed.

John would’ve been behind her, on the right. In the alley, beside the cathedral. Pirate’s Alley. How he must’ve watched, envied Laveau.

“Come on,” she said to Parks. “We should check the alley.”

It was dank, dark. Only a block long, extending from Chartres to Royal Street. On one side was the church; on the other, the Cabildo, the old Spanish governor’s mansion.

“Legend has it that Pirate Alley’s been a hiding place for criminals. Robbers used to attack those leaving Mass,” she said. “Or murder a double-dealing pirate. Rape a girl.”

The cobblestone path was laid by slaves. Halfway down the alley was a lamppost; its glow weak.

“No doors anywhere,” said Parks. “No entry into the church. If you’re looking for a hiding place, it’s not here.”

Marie let her hands roam over the moss-laced bricks. They were solid, cemented with history, blood. “This is a perfect hiding place. A cathedral. A governor’s mansion. Crimes might happen in the alley, but who would violate a church, a governor’s mansion?”

Parks ran his fingers between bricks, pressing the dirt-and smoke-stained caulk. “This stuff is solid. Better built than anything in this century.”

Marie, her back against the church wall, looked left, right. At the end of both sides of the alley, normal tourist life passed by. Think. Feel.

“What’re you doing?”

“Sssh, Parks.” Marie looked skyward; the stars were bright, caught in a narrow sliver between the rooftops. All the bricks seemed in place. She closed her eyes, trying to conjure, a past time. What had been? A lost time when slaves, free coloreds, conquerors, and the conquered mixed. Where a Voodoo Queen made an attempt to heal.

Marie shuddered. “Nothing.” No visions, no clues from the past.

“John’s changed his tactics,” said Parks. “He killed Alafin, Dog, without being called. There wasn’t any music. No drums.”

“He just was—present. He’s gaining control.”

“Have you seen JT, Rudy? Any of the other ghosts?”

“No,” Marie pushed off from the wall. “I haven’t. They might help.”

“Can you call them?”

“Maybe. Before, they just appeared.” When did they stop? It upset her that she hadn’t missed them.

“JT helped me believe,” said Parks.

Marie smiled. “Taking Wire’s sticks. He wanted me to solve his murder.”

“They all do.”

“Let’s get to it.” Marie moved farther down the alley, where John, shrouded in darkness, had watched Laveau. Marie turned back around. At the alley’s east end, people were partying, drifting by, some stumbling, drunk; the silver-painted man was playing statue; a man made music with a washbucket; the river was black, dotted with ships.

“JT? Rudy?” she called softly, like a lover. “I need you. Please. There,” she pointed. “Can you see?”

Parks craned his neck. “No. But I never saw Tinkerbell either.”

Across the street, near a park bench, beneath a wide willow, JT and Rudy stood, side by side. One by one, the other dead appeared at their side. Sarah, two other women, Alafin, and she guessed the Nigerian Alafin had tried to interview.

People flowed around and through them.

“Do dogs have ghosts?”

“Yes,” Marie answered. “Everything alive has spiritual essence.” She saw Kind Dog, sitting, subdued, as he never did while alive.

“Come on, boy,” Marie called.

Dog came at a trot, the others followed, close behind.

“I feel them,” said Parks. “It’s freezing.”

“Dog is nuzzling your hand.”

Parks moved his hand up, and away. Then, he let it settle, hovering over air. “Good dog.”

Marie swallowed a smile, then looked at all the sad-eyed ghosts. A band of nine. Slack jawed and restless.

“Somewhere, here, is John’s gris-gris, a bag filled with all the charmed herbs, soil that protected him, kept him young. Help us.”

Alafin stepped close, close enough for Marie’s hand to pass through his hand, for her to feel both cold and timeless energy. He moved deliberately down the alley, coming to a stop near a church gutter.

A rat scurried out of a drain, its fur brushing against the brick, its feet tracking dirt from the crease between the cobblestones and the wall. Then it furrowed into a hole nearer the cathedral’s southwest corner.

“Parks, come see.” At the building’s corner, the last foundation brick touching the earth was discolored. Red instead of gray.

Parks pulled out a knife, the tip digging at the earth, the space between dirt and brick.

The ghosts swayed, fingers pointing at the spot. Their expressions feral, as if they, themselves, could be monsters draining blood. Dog snarled, baring gums and teeth.

“Move, Parks.” Marie fell to her knees, digging, clawing with her hands. She felt hatred, vengeance rising in her, felt the fury of the ghosts, her own anguish over Dog’s loss, Laveau’s torment.

She felt such ire. John would destroy her, Marie-Clarie. All the descendants down through the generations. Her nails cracked and chipped.

“Marie,” Parks shouted.

She dug, frenzied. John’s secrets lay here.

“Marie.”

She felt a howl roiling in her belly.

“It’s here,” she shouted. “I know it’s here.”

“Let me help.”

“It’s mine to carry. All of it.” Her hands threw up dirt, digging like a rabid dog.

“Marie.” Parks gripped her hands. “I believe you. You’re bleeding.”

Her fingers were red; Agwé’s symbol on her palm was speckling. Her rib cage ached.

“Let me help.” Parks dug with his knife. Penetrating deep, deeper. “Something hard.”

“That’s it,” said Marie.

Then, all of them—Parks, Marie, Dog, and the ghosts—peered into the hole. Parks lit his lighter.

The small flame shone on a box.

“My god,” said Parks.

“Voodoo gods,” answered Marie.

She crouched, gently wiping away dirt. The box was small: four by four inches. It had a lock, but time, erosion, had rusted it, broken it in two.

Marie turned to the small band of ghosts. “Thank you.”

The ghosts and their cold faded.

“They’re gone,” said Parks.

“Yes, and I hope this will help destroy John.”

She clasped the lid, hesitating.

This was the second time, as a voodooienne, she’d been called upon to hurt. Destroy. Was this why her mother had hidden her heritage?

Marie lifted the lid. A blue silk bag, weathered with age. “His gris-gris. Everything inside it made John who he was.” She tasted the grains. “Asafatida,” she said. “A powerful root.” She lifted strands of hair. “John’s. Part of his essence.” She smelled. “Grave dust, perhaps.”

“What does that do?”

“Maybe protected him from the Guédé? I don’t know.” She fingered a snakeskin. Her lips pursed. “Bones. A cat’s femur. A rodent’s spine. Predators like him.”

“What’s that?”

Marie tugged at worn leather, gently pulling it out of the bag. She held it high; a piece of ivory dangled from the bottom. “His family’s emblem.”

She laid it in Parks’s hand.

“Lion marks?”

“I think you’re right.”

“Cold.” Parks was lifted, tossed brutally across the alley.

Marie held tightly to the gris-gris. John lifted her to her feet, shaking her like a rag doll.

“Mine.” His voice was real this time, sounding like rocks falling on stone.

“Parks,” she screamed, throwing him the bag. “Hide it. Get it away.”

“I can’t leave you.” He fired his gun. Beyond the alley, tourists screamed.

John’s shoulder jerked, the green substance drained.

“Please, Parks. Run,” shouted Marie.

“I’ll empty it.” Parks held the gris-gris bag upside down. “All of it. All I have to do is untie the string.”

John roared.

From far off, sirens wailed.

“Let her go,” Parks demanded.

Marie dug her nails into John’s arm. Beads of green. Sea-based bacteria.

John’s face was fully drawn; she could see the marking, three diagonal lines, like the emblem, on his face.

“I’m warning you. Let her go.”

Police cars stopped at either end of the alley. Shouts: “Put the gun down. On the ground.”

Parks didn’t move.

John stared into Marie’s eyes; she saw fury, hatred. “You belong to me.”

She felt certain he’d kill her. She exhaled, clearing her mind of all thoughts, emotions except love for Marie-Claire. Sweet baby Marie.

The police fired a shot. “On the ground.”

John disappeared.

“Put the gun down.”

Parks laid the gun on the ground. Held his hands high. “Detective Parks,” he called. “Shield 682.”

Police slowly moved in from each end of the alley.

“You all right, Parks? Where’s the other man?”

Marie slid down the wall, blocking out sounds. Just breathing. Understanding that John would never kill her body, just her soul.

Foreboding washed over her. Vindictive, John wanted control. How better to control her than take away all she loved?

Parks’s cell rang. He answered. As he listened, he looked at Marie.

“No,” she screamed. “Tell me Marie-Claire’s fine.”

“I don’t know. Come on.” Parks grabbed her hand, running to Pirate Alley’s end. He commandeered a patrol car. Clicked on the siren. “Move, people!” he shouted, his hand punching the horn. “Move!”

Panic and frustration kept building. The car couldn’t move fast enough. Marie prayed. Calling upon Damballah’s mercy. Her ancestors. Marie Laveau.
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DuLac’s house was ominously well lit. Lights blazed from every window.

Marie dashed out of the car.

“Wait,” shouted Parks, drawing his gun.

She raced up the porch stairs, bursting inside the house. “DuLac! El.”

The telephone was off its hook. Police officers were in the parlor.

“DuLac? Marie-Claire. Is she all right?”

The kitchen was deserted. A butcher knife lay on its side next to raw chicken. A glass of wine had been overturned.

Marie ran down the hall. DuLac lay across the altar, drained; his flesh, crepe paper thin. A forensics expert was powdering the altar for fingerprints.

“Marie-Claire!” she screamed.

“In here, Dr. Laveau. Across the hall.” Roach was in the guest bedroom, holding a sleeping Marie-Claire in his arms.

“Let me hold her.” Marie kissed her brow, holding tight to her relaxed, chubby limbs.

“El, that’s her name, right? Died protecting her,” Roach said, his voice low.

El had been thrown onto the bed, her blood drained. Her skin no longer looked young; wrinkles covered her face; her red nails were more witchlike.

“DuLac, too. As far as I can make out, DuLac let himself be bait.”

“He gave El time to escape,” said Parks.

“She almost made it. Look here.” Roach moved to the window. “I almost didn’t see it. The curtain was caught by the window frame when El closed it.”

A piece of torn lace was caught on the window’s metal tracks.

Parks opened the window. “El laid Marie-Claire in the grass. She might’ve had time to escape, too.”

“Maybe,” said Roach. “Instead, she bolted the door. See.” He pointed at the splintered wood and broken lock. “To buy time.”

“Buy time?” whispered Marie.

“DuLac had phoned the police.”

Marie shifted Marie-Claire onto her shoulder. She pulled her cell from her jeans pocket. “ ‘Missed call.’ He called me, too.”

“Let’s try and get you and Marie-Claire to a safe place,” murmured Parks.

Marie ran her fingers through her daughter’s curls.

Parks embraced them both. “Let’s get out of here. Another state. New Jersey.”

“No. I have to stay. In New Orleans. I won’t run as my mother did. Run, and you never stop.

“Roach, when you take,” she swallowed, “DuLac and El, will you take Marie-Claire, too?”

“I’ll do my best to protect her.” The potbellied man blinked.

“Take her to the church priory. Maybe Father Donnelly can look after her better than I can. Just get her safely there.”

“I will,” said Roach, gathering the lightly snoring Marie-Claire.

Marie kissed her.

Roach signaled the attendants to collect the bodies.

Marie walked out of the room. Parks followed until they reached the parlor.

“You still have the gris-gris, don’t you, Parks?” Marie asked.

“Yes. Why can’t we just empty it? Won’t that kill it?”

“I don’t think so. John was threatened, no doubt. The gris-gris represents an important part of his self. Something to conjure with. But I think we’ll need more. In Laveau’s journal, she said, ‘Sorrow comes in threes.’ ”

She opened her cell phone. She couldn’t bring herself to press Voice Mail.

“I’ll double-check on Roach, Marie-Claire.”

“Thanks, Parks.” She went to the hall phone, dialed Charity.

“Carlos Gutierrez. Hospital lab, please.”

Roach passed by, a blanket covering Marie-Claire. Behind him came El’s body on the gurney. A hand, fingernails painted red, dangled outside the sheet.

Marie turned her back to them. “Yes, Carlos. It’s me. Any luck on the cultures? Good. Penicillin it is.” The first antibiotic. “Can you make a spray?”

“You should look at this,” interrupted Parks, holding the painting of Laveau’s ceremony at Cathedral Square.

Laveau’s face had been scratched out. The oil scarred and flaked. In blood—DuLac’s blood?—the letters J-O-H-N had been scrawled.

“I’m not surprised,” she said softly, studying the scene. “It named itself. Not just wazimamoto. Also, imitation man. It can be hurt. Your gun wounded it. But we’ll need far more.”

She spoke breathlessly into the phone. “Carlos, bring the spray to Preservation Hall. Hurry.”

The screen door opened; the attendants had returned for DuLac.

“Parks, I need Wire.”

“Why?”

“He’s the third ingredient.”

Marie walked back into the red velvet parlor. “DuLac?” She felt, rather than saw, his presence.

She turned, just in time to see DuLac’s body carried from the house.
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NINETEEN

PRESERVATION HALL
WEDNESDAY, EARLY MORNING

Morning, 2:10 AM. They were in the small dressing room of Preservation Hall. “Bourbon Street Blues” was playing in the club.

Dressed in white, Marie had tried her best to purify herself. She’d taken a milk bath, lit candles to the gods. Made a special offering to Agwé. Part of John was sea organisms, in Agwé’s dominion. She’d fixed a platter of rice for Damballah. The snake god had once killed John. She’d prayed, said a rosary. Asked for grace from both Christian and voodoo saints.

Marie looked at the three men: Wire, Carlos, and Parks.

“Thank you for coming. I can’t do this without you.”

“De nada. Anything for the Madonna,” said Carlos.

Marie grimaced. “I’m not her.”

“Just the New World Voodoo Queen. ‘Wicked as a snake, strong as a bear—’ ”

“Funny, Wire.”

“I think he’s on to something, Doc,” Parks chimed. “A little levity goes a long way.”

“I know. Just to be clear,” she looked at each man in turn, “we could all die.”

Wire shrugged. “Got to go sometime.”

Parks’s hair was matted to his forehead. His jacket off, you could see the two holsters beneath his arms. “There was another murder tonight. Ten. The papers are filled with vampire tales.”

“My girlfriend bought extra crosses. Garlic.”

“Dracula didn’t birth John,” said Parks.

“Too bad,” said Carlos.

“No precolonial fix,” said Marie. In medicine, she followed her hunches. This was no different. Except in medicine, only the patient died. In this, they all could.

Marie looked at her three champions.

“Did you bring it, Carlos?”

He pulled a small aerosol can from his pocket.

“Test it.”

Carlos puffed a spurt of mist.

“Good. Keep it ready.”

Carlos made the sign of the cross.

“I call it?” asked Wire. “My drums are the bait?”

“Not entirely, Wire. You’ve asked some of the musicians to stay?”

“They all want to—the entire band, right after this gig. After the last set, usually it’s ‘Take the A Train.’ ”

“We don’t need them all. Do we, Doc?” asked Parks. “We’re risking enough lives.”

“Try and get rid of them,” said Wire.

“I could make them,” said Parks, his hand on his gun.

“It’s okay, Parks.”

“You said, ‘Not entirely,’ ” said Wire. “My drums weren’t entirely the bait. What else am I supposed to do?”

“Improvise.”

“I don’t get it.”

“Just play, Wire. You and the others, play for all you’re worth.”

“Agwé’s rhythm.”

“Any rhythm that moves you. Play your heart and soul.”

“What do I do?” asked Parks.

“The gris-gris bag. Empty it. Break the emblem.”

Parks nodded.

“If the worst happens, if John drains me, keep Marie-Claire safe.” She stretched out her hand to Carlos and Wire. “All three of you. Can you do that? Promise me? Swear?”

“Three musketeers,” said Carlos.

“You may need to leave New Orleans,” said Marie.

“Since mi madre died, I have nothing to keep me here.”

“Wire?”

“No one’s needed me for anything before. My family believed in voodoo stuff; I play jazz because there’s never been a for-real Voodoo Queen until you. I’ve been waiting for you. Thought I’d die before you came.”

“Parks?”

Parks was once again the restrained cop. Stoic. Unreadable. Music wafted into the room; you could hear patrons clapping and stomping after the tenor sax solo.

“Parks, please? I need you to do this for me.”

“Water,” said Parks. “As long as it’s near water.”

Marie kissed his cheek.

Wire stood: “I’m going to listen to the last set. Get inspired.”

“Time enough to pray to the Madonna. I’ll be out back, saying a rosary for us.”

“Carlos, keep the canister ready.”

“You bet.”

Parks gripped Marie’s hands, turning her around. Face-to-face, they stood.

“What’s in the spray?”

“A scientist’s cure, I hope.”

Parks brushed his lips against hers. “They’re giving us time alone,” he whispered.

“Sweet of them,” murmured Marie.

Parks embraced her, tight, hard. Still serious, he caressed her cheek. “I didn’t take you for a one-night stand.”

“I do them all the time,” said Marie.

“But not with me.”

He sat, pulling her down onto his lap.

“Hey—”

“I know. Let me hold you.”

She rested her head on his shoulder, feeling his arms tighten about her waist.

“Your turn to be strong will come soon enough,” he said.

“So it’s your turn now?”

“No. I’m not being strong. I’m just loving you.”
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Three thirty AM. Preservation Hall customers had drifted back to their pricey hotels. Waiters and waitresses counted their tips, then went to the Café du Monde for breakfast.

Following Marie’s instructions, the musicians had moved nightclub tables and chairs against the wall. There was open space for her to dance.

Dede nodded, and bowed, signaling that all was ready to start. All of them were conspirators. But Marie knew none of them appreciated how dangerous this ceremony would be.

None of them—except, perhaps, Parks—had guessed she wasn’t certain of success. Her plan was instinctual. Like a diagnosis for what might heal, there were no guarantees.

She instructed Carlos to place candles at the room’s four corners.

Wire whispered to the musicians, inspiring them like a priest his flock.

Parks cleaned his guns.

With chalk, Marie drew Agwé’s boat sign, three wavy lines beneath it to indicate the sea. She placed John’s gris-gris on the boat; then she drew Damballah’s sign. A rainbow arcing over a snake. The rainbow to recall creation. Antithesis to destruction.

Marie looked about the bland hall. Windows were blackened and shuttered. The bar was clean, amber liquid and beer bottles sparkling in the mirror.

None of the ghosts had appeared; but she felt certain DuLac would come.

Between the rainbow and the snake, Marie laid John’s emblem, then she chanted, “Honor the tribe. Dishonor John’s cruelty.”

She looked about the hall. All the musicians, somber, intent, watched her.

She inhaled. “All of us make magic.” A murmuring rose from the bandstand.

“Let’s begin,” she said. “Time to begin.”

Wire began on the djembe—boudom, announcing his presence, the ceremony’s start.

“Je suis Marie. I am Marie,” she said fiercely, with pride.

Wire shifted rhythms, his hands flying across cat skins, syncopated, driving. She recognized Damballah’s, then Agwé’s rhythm.

“From the heart, Wire. Speak your heart.”

He looked at her glassy-eyed, his palms slowing. His head rolled forward; then, gradually, the sound shifted time. A blending of six-eighths and one-sixteenth time. Unique. His palms sliding, snapping, cupping against the djembe. A rhythm from Wire’s heart.

Marie swayed. Her dress brushed against her legs, her bare feet tapped the rough-hewn floor.

“Mercy,” Marie murmured. “Have mercy.”

Carlos was on his knees, his crucifix, pressed to his lips. “Madre,” “Madonna,” fell from his lips.

Parks, a sentinel, was alert.

The other musicians cradled their instruments, expectant. The pianist stroked his ivory keys without making a sound.

The drum was dislodging Marie’s present self, connecting her to impulses, drive, desires.

To a time before time.

“Legba, remove the barrier for me. So the spirits will come through.”

She felt drumming in her bones; she danced, her body talking to the rhythm. A cold breeze stirred in the closed-window room. The candles flamed higher.

Parks stepped forward, searching. From where the wind blew.

Marie danced before Wire; his heart was in his hands. Sweat streamed down his face.

“Now, Wire. Make your sound. Make a community.”

Lips trembling, his entire body engaged in the drumming, the sound filtering through his soul, Wire nodded at the clarinetist.

A sweet tenor rose, in and around the djembe’s sound.

Parks paced the room, squaring off the four corners.

DuLac appeared upstage right.

Marie rejoiced. Her plan might work.

She twirled, her arms isolating the drum’s rhythm. She murmured, “Come. Legba, come.”

Legba arrived, bent over his walking stick. He opened the spirit door.

“Come.”

Marie Laveau appeared. Regal, her hair in a chignon, gold hoop earrings, a rainbow-colored skirt shimmering with stars.

Marie opened her arms, embracing her ancestress. Her head jerked back. She was two: herself and Laveau, capable of unending power, clasping the moon, capturing a star, walking on water, delaying death.

Marie thought of all the dead—El, DuLac, Alafin, and all the other victims.

Rage reared. Bitter, encompassing. Marie bent, drawing a chalk line through the middle of the room.

“Come, John. I demand it.”

Wire renewed his efforts; a sax added its voice, seductive, lamenting, to the drum and clarinet.

“Come, damn you.”

The hall darkened; candles stopped burning.

She heard fearful voices. Feet stumbling in the darkness. Then Dede shouting, “Courage. What a woman stands, a man can stand. Play.”

A trumpet blared bright, like Gabriel’s horn.

The candles relit, shining brightly. A freezing wind swept through the room.

Parks undid his gun’s safety.

The wazimamoto—John—solid, seemingly human and alive, stood on the other side of the line. Cravat; black vest; form-fitting pants; elegance from another age. His hair was closely cropped; the scars on his face now like black worms. His eyes were midnight, not dilated, neither absorbing nor reflecting light.

“Do you think you can destroy me?” John stepped forward; his strength seemed boundless.

“I did it once before,” answered Marie.

John started forward, then stopped, looking about the room. “This is a trap.”

“Is it? Are you afraid of me?”

John hissed.

“Women hand sight down through the generations. Mother to daughter,” she murmured.

“No,” John raged. “Why should that be? What have any of the Laveaus accomplished? Sniveling. Weak. For generations.”

“But not me, John.” She stepped backward. “Twenty-first-century women are stronger than you can imagine.

John stepped closer. “Then join me.”

“Why should I? What have you to offer?”

“Power. People are controlled by fear.”

“Like you, John? What do you fear?”

“Nothing.”

“Liar.” Marie motioned to Parks.

Parks picked up the emblem.

John’s arm struck out.

Parks dodged him, swinging the emblem beyond John’s reach.

“I should destroy him,” said John.

“But you won’t.” Marie held her breath, knowing she needed to taunt John, dare him to make a mistake.

John’s shoes touched the line. He pushed his face forward, drawing close. Closer.

Marie could smell rotting sea life and blood. She refused to flinch.

“You’re not afraid of me,” John said approvingly.

This close, John was unsettling. Marie felt his seductive power—what he was, had been, intoxicating, like wine. Her ancestor had once thought she’d loved him.

She looked at Carlos, signaling him to be ready.

“Join me,” she said.

John reached for her.

Marie didn’t move quickly enough. She gasped as her throat constricted, gagged.

Parks fired his gun. “Let her go.”

Green liquid poured from John’s leg. “You won’t kill me.”

Carlos inched closer, his voice chanting, “Hail Mary, full of grace . . .”

John snarled, “Stop it.”

Carlos pressed, spraying the antibiotic into John’s face.

John staggered back, his hands covering his eyes. “What’ve you done?” His face distorted, shedding cells, definition.

Marie gasped, “Play, Wire, play.”

Wire played a rhythm—echoing the capture of slaves, the Middle Passage. Syncopation sounded like tears and the auction block. Sax and clarinet added their voices, a sound recalling pain, heartbreak; then a trumpet sounded, heralding, demanding witness. Another trumpet and another. The piano entered the improvised song. Then all the sounds soared; the dozen musicians inspired. Dede slapped a tambourine.

Rudy blew his horn—a sound that seemed infinite, reaching between life and death.

“Stop it,” shouted John. His hands covering his ears.

All the musicians played as if their lives depended upon it, their spirits speaking of their pains, hurts, joys, and triumphs. Speaking to their ancestors. Traditions. Overcoming. Music consoling. Sound bearing witness to survival.

Oppressed slaves, colonized free coloreds, had triumphed by evolving, creating new traditions, blending African and Catholic faiths. Blending music, creating a new music. Jazz to herald their becoming, their new identity.

Not assimilating; instead, triumphing. Becoming a new people.

“Louder,” shouted Marie. “Play louder.”

Carlos sprayed John again.

John screamed, collapsing.

“Louder.”

There was no space other than the space between notes, sound. Rhythm.

Marie bent over John. “I rule here. Always have. Always will.”

Carlos sprayed his limbs.

John—flesh dissolving, less a man, still shadow and substance—jerked Marie’s skirt, tilting her off balance.

“Marie,” screamed Parks.

Snarling, feral, a shadow mouth punctured Marie’s wrist.

Locked in the embrace, Marie could feel her life, her memories draining. Feel John growing in substance, reviving; she tried to pull away, his grip, crushing.

The music grew louder; a community of brothers, exorcising. Good over evil.

Marie took strength from the music, but it wasn’t enough.

John kept draining her blood.

“No,” Parks raged, lifting the gris-gris bag, scattering its contents. The centuries-old dust, hair, the insect bones.

John roared, shifting focus enough for Marie to crawl backward and away. Blood dripped from her arm.

“Agwé. Damballah. I call upon your power.”

Agwé appeared, rattling his sabre, slicing at the green-tinged darkness; Damballah, a spirit snake, tightened about John’s torso.

John was losing form, substance.

“The emblem,” Marie shouted. “Give it to me, Parks. Play, Wire. Play. All of you.”

Parks dragged her farther away, handed her the emblem.

Marie yelled, “You’ve dishonored your tribe. Your people. You rule from hate. Not love.”

Rudy’s trumpet trilled, soaring up. DuLac pressed inward. So, too, Alafin, Sarah, JT, and the ghosts of all John’s other dead.

“See them?” Marie shouted. “You’ve done no good. You don’t deserve life.” She held the emblem high, then let it fall.

The shadow that was John screamed: “I loved you.”

“Liar.” Marie raised her foot high, then stomped, cracking the emblem.

John howled.

Carlos sprayed the last of the penicillin. Green, organic matter, separated from darkness, becoming inert. Intangible.

Rudy blew a note—so piercing, both sweet and sharp. The note held for a minute, two. Held all the pain of a people transported to America.

Wire shouted and the other musicians followed suit. Shouting, playing, hollering . . . a cacophony of unscripted power. Improvisation based on their souls’ celebration. Tapping feet, music soaring. A shout-out for a community’s glory.

Marie stood over the contracting dark green mass becoming ever smaller.

“ ‘Back to the sea,’ says Agwé,” she murmured. “ ‘Back to your grave,’ says Damballah. Science says you’ll never rise again. The bacterium is dying. Back to an unforgiving past.”

One by one, the musicians silenced themselves until only Wire was drumming.

Carlos stood over the fading mass.

Dede stood next to him. “I believe.”

Arms upraised, Marie turned to the musicians. “Together, we did this.”

Wire stopped drumming. Laboring to breathe, his shirt soaked with sweat, his expression was ecstatic.

“It’s gone,” said Marie.

On the floor, there was no substance. No evidence that a wazimamoto—that John—had ever existed.

“Will it come back?” asked Parks.

“No,” said Marie.

Parks embraced her tightly. “I will.”

Marie relaxed, her head resting against Parks’s chest.

“You need rest,” said Carlos.

Parks lifted Marie into his arms, cradling her like a bride.

“We did it, people. The vampire is gone,” shouted Parks.

The musicians nodded, appearing cool. Wire slumped onto the floor.

Carlos said, “Take her home. I’ll watch here. Make sure it’s dead.”

Dede volunteered. “I’ll clean up. Make sure no one knows what happened here. Just another gig. Right?”

The musicians lit cigarettes, weed. Heavy eyed, they prepared to go home. Sleep.

The piano player helped Wire to stand. “Time for bed.”

Parks looked at all the black and brown men. “You are all amazing,” he said. “I can’t thank you enough.”

He looked at the men in turn—the trumpet and saxophone players, the piano player, Wire, the clarinet players, Dede. Finally, Carlos.

“Sure, Detective.” Carlos waved his hand.

“Anytime,” said Wire. “For Miz Marie.”

Parks nodded. “No need to call the station. Our secret. They wouldn’t believe us anyway.”

“Play it as it lays,” said Dede. “Tomorrow night. Full house. Arrive early.”

The musicians grumbled. Carlos sat, his legs crossed Indian style, guarding against John resurrecting.

“Put me down, Parks.”

“You sure?”

“I’m strong enough.”

Marie stood—still—her arms at her side. Gradually, others stopped moving, too. Stopped packing a sax, lighting a cigarette, walking out the door. All the men were motionless, focused on Marie.

“My people,” she whispered. One by one, the musicians bowed. Until all their heads bowed in respect. Marie bowed back.

“Jazz is voodoo made secular. Alive. An African-American triumph. Oppression overcome with song. We were all loas tonight. Miraculous.”

Dede shouted, “Amen.” Wire pressed his hands together in prayer, then stretched them high, as if gathering the heavens. The others grinned, knowing their music transformed. Wielded power.

Head erect, carriage tall, Marie walked from Preservation Hall.

Once outside, Parks offered his arm and an exhausted Marie leaned into him, letting him help her into his car.

“Water.”

Parks pulled a bottle from the backseat.

She drank like there was no tomorrow; Parks turned the car onto the road. Slipped his siren on top of the roof; the light swirled, his siren whooped, as he drove himself and Marie home. The rain had become a soft drizzle.

“Tomorrow, the sky will be clear,” Marie said.

“Tomorrow, we’ll pick up Marie-Claire.”

“We?”

Park’s, one hand on the steering wheel, reached out with his other hand, clasping Marie’s hand. “I’m not going to have you unsafe. You and Marie-Claire need a guardian. Champion.”

“I thought I was the one who destroyed John.”

Parks jerked the car to the curb; street hustlers scattered. A streetlight cast an eerie shadow in the car. Neon streaks swirled on the car’s hood, the street. “If you don’t want me, say so.”

“I thought you were going back to Jersey.”

His blue eyes looked straight ahead. “Jersey doesn’t have you.”

She cupped his cheek, turning his face toward hers. “You’ll be strong when I’m not?”

“Sure. The rare times when you can’t destroy a demon from the sea. A wazimamoto. A vampire.”

She kissed him, long, lingering. Then, embracing, she could see, over his shoulder, all the ghosts. John’s victims.

“Drive,” she said.

“Where to?”

“Your apartment.”

She turned around on the seat, watching through the rearview mirror: DuLac, El, Kind Dog—a small band, a family—as the car pulled away.
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TWENTY

PARKS’S APARTMENT
WEDNESDAY MORNING

Marie lay naked in bed; Parks’s arm was about her waist. His head was buried in the pillow.

The phone rang. Parks didn’t stir.

Marie slipped from beneath his arm.

The answering machine clicked on.

“No deaths last night.” It was Roach. “Parks, wake up. Tell the doc that Marie-Claire is safe. She’s charmed all the priests. Parks, are you there? Wake up. You and the doc, all right?”

She heard a sound, as if Roach was blowing his nose.

“It’s a good day. Sunny. No rain. See you at the station. Parks, don’t mess with me if you’re there. Shit.” The phone clicked.

Parks breathed deeply. Sound asleep.

Marie slipped out of the bed. Picked up her jeans where she’d let them fall—or more to the point, where Parks had removed them. She’d known last night that Marie-Claire was safe. She’d felt it in her bones. Still, she appreciated Roach’s thoughtfulness.

She opened her cell. Inhaled. Pressed Voice Mail.

Static. Then DuLac’s voice. “It’s here. Can’t stop . . . at an end.” Then, “I believe.” More static. “In you.”

Marie covered her eyes. Wept quietly, then crawled back into bed. Wrapped her brown legs about Parks’s white legs. She kissed his nose. His eyelids. Kissed him awake.

“Good morning,” he said.

“Marie-Claire’s fine.”

“DuLac told you?”

Marie laughed. “No. Roach.”

“What’s so funny?”

“The skeptical cop has become a believer.” She closed her eyes, snuggling into the crook of his arm and chest.

“Doesn’t mean I understand what happened. You going to explain it to me?”

“Mainly it was instinct. Trying to deduce what could triumph over a colonial? Over the self-hatred of a wazimamoto? Music was the common thread—moving from calling the gods to a transformative power when humans became as gods.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Not Christian gods. Perfect on a pedestal. But living, breathing, hurting gods like all the voodoo gods. Reflective of pain and sorrow. Joy and hope. Good and evil.”

“And the music?”

“The secular transformation of a people. Voodoo, unjustly, became disrespected. Thanks to such men as John. Charlatans intent on a dollar. Jazz became the triumphant sound, the acculturation of a people redeemed through art. Through Wire’s artistry and the other musicians. I provided the spirit. Carlos, the science.”

“And me? The useless dumb brute force?”

Marie kissed him. “Never dumb.”

“Definitely not. Let me show you how smart I am.”

Marie lay on her back, looking up at the ceiling. Her body arched as Parks kissed her neck, the hollow between her breasts. His hand stroked her clitoris; she shuddered.

He was kissing her. There and there. One-night stands were over.

She reached down, pulling him upward. Kissing him.

“You and me,” he said.

“You. Me. And Marie-Claire.”

He stopped kissing her, raising himself onto his elbows. Looking into her eyes, her heart. “Marie-Claire. Marie-Claire and her beautiful mother.” Then, his mouth lowered on hers, licking her tongue. His hand, stroking her breasts, thighs, and vagina. Marie squirmed, touching him back. Measure for measure.

Suddenly, she stopped. “Go ’way, ghosts. You, too, DuLac.”

Parks sat up, the sheet falling to his waist. “They’re here?”

Marie smiled, tugging Parks back into her arms. Kissing him with passion. For the moment, all was right with the world. Her child was safe. She was a doctor, a voodoo practitioner.

“And very much a woman,” murmured Parks.

Startled, she blinked at Parks. “You sure you’re not psychic? Some Celtic gift?” Parks tickled her; giggling, she slapped his fingers away. “Let’s put some music on. Spend the whole morning in bed.”

Parks nibbled her ear. “Then, we’ll take Marie-Claire for beignets.”

“Precisely,” she said, touching him, lower and lower, until he groaned.


AUTHOR’S NOTE

For decades I’ve been haunted by rumors of African vampires; it’s especially apt since across diverse regions in Africa, vampires were the product of rumor. Responding to colonization, Africans told tales of white vampires, authorities who caused blacks to disappear. Vampire, fluid in its meaning, became associated with policemen, game rangers, many other authority figures whose jobs involved killing and blood. It was commonly understood, rumored, that often the blood on their weapons and uniforms belonged to humans. Just as it was understood that these authorities, if not white, were Africans who acted as instruments of colonial power.

Blood in all cultures is precious, and to see it drained from a body is abhorrent. In Swahili, the word wazimamoto literally means “men who extinguish fire.” Even before there was such a profession as that of a fireman, this name—wazimamoto—became metaphorically linked to vampires. Some speculate that it’s based upon rumors of men carrying buckets of blood, men who in bloodletting, literally drained the fire of human life.

Wazimamoto, bazimamoto in Luganda, eventually extended to the slavers who raided the African continent of humanity. Enslavers, colonizers, believed Africans to be superstitious barbarians. Yet through oral storytelling, Africans were indeed spreading necessary tales about the cultural vampirism of Portuguese, British, and French colonialism and the American slave trade. Africans, and later, American slaves, used narrative power as a transgressive and defensive response to colonization.

The wazimamoto is not a western vampire. The wazimamoto is a response and a warning about racist brutality, not a species preying on people and killing to survive.

I recommend Luise Walker’s wonderful book, Speaking With Vampires: Rumor and History in East and Central Africa, published by the University of California Press, 2000.

The wazimamoto vampire spirit gave me the opportunity to bring back Marie Laveau’s nineteenth-century nemesis—John—from my first novel, Voodoo Dreams: A Novel of Marie Laveau. I still feel sympathy for John, whose life and character were corrupted by slavery, the ultimate colonization. Yet, if any character would be strong enough to resurrect as a wazimamoto, it would be John, resentful of women and their spiritual power.

Integrating the wazimamoto with the power of jazz seemed both natural and logical to me. Studying voodoo decades ago, many writers, most notably Imamu Amiri Baraka, theorized about the importance of voodoo ceremonies in Congo Square and how it encouraged the development of jazz. Music in America has remained integral to black religion and life. It is a cultural foundation—healing, transformative, and, when necessary, transgressive against racist ills. The wazimamoto is and yet isn’t out of place in twenty-first-century America. I tried to capture that even though the Civil Rights era brought increased black political power, educational and social opportunities for African Americans, and negated the partriarchal and subversive relations between white men and women of color (most notably, the laws and social institutions banning miscegenation), racism and the aftereffects of colonialism still have resonance and echoes in New Orleans.

I’ve enjoyed writing about Laveau’s descendant in the twenty-first century—Dr. Marie Laveau. The first novel in this contemporary trilogy is Season. Moon is the second. Hurricane will be the third, and, in this novel, I hope to explore the devastation of Hurricane Katrina and the subsequent abandonment of New Orleans.

African-based spirituality never died in the Americas—whether in secular or religious manifestations, the Africans carted to the New World were not blank slates but people who influenced and imprinted American culture.

Marie Laveau—the great nineteenth-century Voodoo Queen of New Orleans who was a great gift to America—is the woman who healed, nurtured a community, owned her sexuality, communed with spirits, and, some say, walked on water.

In an era when racial and sexual biases demeaned black life, black women in particular, she was a woman who rose up and said, “I am. I am Marie Laveau.”

May we all celebrate our beings and our names.

Sincerely,

Jewell
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Two Thousand and Five


You can’t escape history or spirits singing in your blood.

When the mind refuses, the body knows.

—The Origins and History of the Voodoo Faith
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[image: logo]he was cloaked in mist—soft as silk, cold as ice, darker than the bayou on a moonless night. “Marie.” She was blind in a world without parameters, borders. Only sound. Raw feelings.

“Marie.”

She couldn’t breathe.

“Marie”—a dry, reedy call; then, mournful, like a keening from a wounded animal or a lost child. “Marie.”

The mist grew heavy, the weight of the world was pulling her down, sucking out air, life—pulling her down into a swamp of memories:

She, just ten, watching a man writhing on the floor, a snake circling his neck; she, a woman grown, strapped to a tree, scars crisscrossing her back; she, an old woman singing, “Oh, Mary, don’t you weep, don’t you moan”; she, trembling, diving into thick, heady water, catfish brushing her thighs; then, a mother, screaming, giving birth, as she, the babe, slipped out, swimming downstream in a rush of water, a bloodied, blue-red membrane covering her face.

Except she was none of these. She was in her apartment, in her own bed. With a man she’d picked up at Cajun House. And she wasn’t cold; she sweated from the heat of his body, from his hands stroking her breasts, his pelvis rubbing against hers.

Was she dreaming? Hallucinating?

“A haunting,” her friend, Ellie, would say. “Spirits out of place. Talking.” Marie didn’t believe in ghosts. She was a doctor, objective. Good in a crisis.

“Marie.” A soft chant.

“Marie.” The mist cleared. Drums resounded and she swayed in a dress shimmering with rainbows. “Marie.” Arms outstretched, flames spiraled from her fingertips. She felt herself rise. Snakes slithered across the floor. A sweet voice counterpointed the drums: “Home. Let’s go home.” A burst of light, a swirling of fireflies.

“Marie.” Hands tugged at her skirt, pulling her down. “Heal me”; “No, heal me.” Faces: black, brown, white—some staring reverently, some desperately, some enviously. Features fading: no eyes, only mouths. Wailing, screaming: “No, me. Heal me”; “Maman Marie, please. Heal me.”

Fingers plucked at her skin, ripping her skirt, tugging, threatening to trample her down to the ground.

She screamed.

“Sssh,” a voice murmured, a tongue licking her ear.

“Sssh,” she echoed, chest heaving.

Mist pressed against her eyes, breasts, abdomen. Her back arched. Mouth open, a mist flew inside her—surrounding, squeezing her heart.

Something—someone—rocked inside her, consuming her from the inside out. Eating her whole. “Get out. Damn you, get out.” Arms flailing, she bucked against the weight inside her. “Get out.” Shadows flew out of her mouth.

Marie screamed.

“Heh, you’re not going crazy on me, are you? Not getting wild, are you?”

He had a lovely smile. Skin, smooth as espresso; eyes, obsidian black.

“You wish,” she exhaled, trembling. “Get me a drink. Please.”

He reached for her warm, waterlogged scotch.

“No, cold. There’s beer in the fridge.” She didn’t watch him go. Didn’t watch his panther strut. She’d hoped he’d be a good-enough lover so she wouldn’t dream, hallucinate, or whatever the hell her mind was doing.

She reached for her robe, catalogued her vitals—pulse elevated, breath ragged; her hands, the top of her lip, moist with sweat. Always the same. Same dream. Same moment of awakening.

Marie shuddered. The dream always seemed real.

Crotch moist, she’d wanted to swallow him whole. Wanted to be loved so well, she didn’t have any weird dreams. She’d thought about saying “no” to a condom, hoping flesh upon flesh would banish dreams. Hauntings.

But she knew better. Knew how sperm impregnated egg, seen cells dividing in a petri dish. Seen, too, a virus leeching on cells, devouring them, destroying in its wake. Seen plenty of young men, as beautiful as him, turn skeletal. Eyes sunken into bone. Seen young women, jaws slack, transfixed by nothingness.

“Brought you a Coors. Bien?”

“Sure.”

“Brought you a wet towel, too. Heated it up in the microwave.”

“This a sushi bar?”

“Non. Just a little courtesy. Thought you’d like to clean yourself off.”

Lord, he was good-looking. “How old are you?”

“Nineteen.”

“Just a boy. You’ve got to go.”

In the dim, smoke-filled bar, she’d missed his youth. She’d been focused on the sway of his hips, the tilt of his head. Been focused on her need to be held.

“All evening, I was man enough. Plenty, I’d say.”

Untying her robe, he kissed her neck. With her best tea towel, he gently wiped her breasts, abdomen, between her thighs. “Très belle,” he murmured. “Très belle.”

She stood awkwardly, her arms dangling. He sat on the bed, his towel raised like an offering.

“You should go,” she said. “I’ve got to get to work.”

“See you?”

“Maybe.” She stared at the tangled sheets. Egyptian cotton scented with semen and the boy’s smell. Musty with a hint of jasmine. Not a harsh thing about him. Just good-looking and sweet.

His pants on, she blushed, remembering how she’d kissed his lean torso, let her hands roam inside cool linen, untied his drawstring belt.

“Got any money? Un peu? A little?”

“Out.” She held up his shoes, socks.

He winked, tucked his footwear beneath his arm and swept up his shirt from the floor. “Au’voir.”

She listened for the click of the door’s latch.

On the nightstand was a pack of Gauloises. She didn’t smoke, but the blue package seemed as exotic as a black man speaking French.

She stepped onto her narrow balcony—wrought iron twisted into vines, leaves, a riotous garden with snakes that, depending upon the light, seemed to slither and weave from one end to the other.

Not quite dawn. Stars twinkled bravely. The skyline fanned out like a lady ready for slumber on a chaise longue. Fog rolled in from the Gulf. Later, the city would be hot, steaming. Bodies would begin swaying, stripping away clothes, ordering bourbon, another hearing of “When the Saints Go Marching In,” ’til it was dusk, mosquitoes rising, and time for another nightly round of dancing, loving, dying in the city. It both fascinated and repelled her.

She felt she was back in time. No modern buildings, no high-rises. Only church spirals. Roofs with lattice trims. Gargoyles facing south. She liked the intricate warren of Europeanlike streets. She’d been drawn to the top-floor apartment, just off the historic Quarter. Her rent was outrageous, but she liked the view, the scent of fish, beignets from the Café du Monde, the odor of alcohol, and too many bodies pressed into a too-tight space. She lit a cigarette, inhaled, and felt like the mist was inside her again. She pressed the cigarette against the rail. Sparks flew.

“Chérie?”

The boy was on the street, still barefoot, bare-chested. His shirt and shoes were tied together like a hobo sack, swinging from his hand. His feet moved—two steps forward, hips dipping, sliding side to side, and she knew he was hearing the zydeco beat. The driving staccato, the unrestrained energy. He was hearing an intense two-step as old as the cobblestone. A rhythm built on the backs of slaves.

When she’d met him, he’d said, “Dance,” his hand outstretched. No, “Let’s?” just a command: “Dance.” She’d clutched his hand and swayed to the zydeco for hours, drank juleps, and, for a while, forgot she was a northerner down South. Forgot she was lonely. Out of her league. A battered young catfish, belly-up, flailing for air.

“It was good, wasn’t it?” he called up.

“Bien. Très bien,” she said, and he smiled at her like a child given candy. She should’ve shouted: “No, a bad dream.” But she didn’t want to be heartless. Too many men had accused her of that.

“Comment t’appelles-tu?”

She shook her head. “What’s yours?”

“Jacques,” he called up. Then, he spun around, dancing, fingers snapping, butt shaking down Rue de Christi. Without looking back, he waved. Gave an extra jerk to his behind.

Marie laughed.

Somewhere a voice caroled: “Catfish. Buy. Price fine. Come and buy.”

A child, no more than ten, wandered home from tap-dancing for tourists. Pop bottle caps were a poor boy’s cleats. His shoes scraped and clicked. He yawned, rubbed his eyes.

Three transvestites, legs wobbly on stiltlike heels, arms linked, wigs slightly askew, giggled. A tired sailor stepped out of a bar, his blond curls matted beneath his sailor cap. A man gripped his buttocks and they stumbled into an embrace. Then, hand outstretched, the thick-necked man guided the sailor around a corner, into an alley. Up against the wall.

“Dance,” Marie whispered, rueful. “Dance.”

Somewhere a sax began a lament. Church bells rang, a wild cacophony from parish churches: 6:00 A.M. Sunday. Time for all good Catholics to repent.

Marie reached for another cigarette. What the hell. She was in a foreign land. New Orleans. Just words on a map. “Gateway to the Mississippi!”—she’d been drawn like a moth to a flame. She should’ve gone to San Francisco. Kansas. Texas, even. Six months here and she couldn’t have a climax without some will-o’wisp, some haint interfering, spoiling her body’s pleasure.

Inexplicably, she started to cry. She hadn’t cried since she was ten and discovered her mother dead in their attic apartment.

Furious, Marie wiped away tears.

Jacques zigzagged down the street’s heart. His shirt, now loose, flapped like a sail.

She almost called out to him. What would she say? “Stop.” “Don’t leave.” “I’m a stranger here.”

Why hadn’t she told him her name? Marie Levant. Yet, for most of her life, she’d been called Mary. Only one day in New Orleans, and the r became guttural. Plain Mary became Marie, spoken with the flair and accent reminiscent of her mother. “Ma–r–ie.” Her mother had called her that: “Ma–r–ie. My little girl.”

“Aw, Ma. Dearest Ma.” She exhaled bitter smoke.

The sun crowned like a baby, spreading blood across the horizon. Blackbirds dove, screeching like their feathers were on fire.

Where was she?

“Don’t you know, child? City of Sin.”

She spun around. Her apartment was empty.

Yet as surely as she was alive now, breath harsh, blood rushing beneath skin, wishing she were simple enough to keep a man—to enjoy, longer than a night, the charms of a boy named Jacques—someone—something—chanted her name:

“Marie.”
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Marie smiled. “Not a doctor yet.”

Sully, the security guard, sat on the metal folding chair, his fat legs stretched before him, turned out like a ballerina’s. He’d play the harmonica, if you asked. His blunt hands moving with grace. A moan, sweet and insistent, coming from metal, his blue-black lips pinched and breathing into tiny holes. Sensual enough to quiet any Emergency Room alarm. She’d seen Sully soothe a consumptive, a kid on crack, an old woman inhaling her last breath.

Sully was the sentinel between two worlds—outside versus inside, street people who didn’t know they were dying versus patients, nearly dead and some just plain dead.

She’d been “Not-Doctor” when she’d arrived at Charity Hospital six months ago. Sully’s friend, a pianist with a flair for ragtime, had been accused of seducing the bartender’s daughter. He’d been found behind garbage tins, stabbed seven times. Chest, throat, face. Marie ordered a transfusion even though it was a waste. A hypodermic to his hip had the pinched-faced man flying high enough to believe he was Scott Joplin playing an invisible piano. Sully pointed his finger for her to go, then pulled the ringed, green curtains closed. No one complained about the harmonica’s wail. For hours, the sound pierced metal, drowned out wounded cries, death throes, babies being born. But they complained afterward, when Sully came out, nodded to her, whispering hoarsely, “Almost-Doctor.”

That was Sully’s phrase for second-year residents. Marie was a babe in the woods. New. First year. Wasn’t supposed to do much without a doctor’s approval. But with so few doctors, everyone so deathly sick, all the residents bent rules. Tried to ease suffering. In the early days, she’d been overwhelmed, frightened she’d make a mistake. But now she did what needed to be done. More folks were always waiting; sometimes, lined up out the door.

Severs, “the-so-light-he-passed-for-white” administrator, always complained about costs. At the end of each month, he’d pass through each floor, every department, looking for waste. Complaining about paper, “unnecessarily aggressive treatments,” the overuse of expensive drugs. “Be cheap, people,” he’d shout. “Even the price of detergent has gone up.”

Her second month, Marie confronted him. “Don’t you want quality care?”

“We can’t afford it if they’re dying anyway.”

“What about charity?”

“We give them a bed, a place to die in. That’s more than many of them have.”

Severs didn’t exaggerate. In St. Charles, home to the famous (some said “infamous”) Charity Hospital, folks were lucky to have running water, collards, and a chamber pot.

In Charity, the sick and dying flowed like tides in the bayou. The poor waited too long for treatment: A slight cough became pneumonia; a lack of insulin led to blindness, gangrene; children who stepped on a rusty nail died painfully, stricken stiff for lack of a vaccine; and wizened ladies grew frailer, malnourished on sugar and white rice.

Dope fiends, domestic abuse cases, suicides, accidents, gang wars, even the police brutality cases that never got tried, all came to Charity. The crimes of passion were the most unsettling. Otherwise gentle men—schoolteachers, accountants—or petite housewives who gave generously to the church or heavy-set waitresses who served extra portions of pie were thrown into a rage over adultery or suspected adultery. Spouses were mutilated, burned, hit with a hammer in their sleep. Even a priest shot a beloved in the confessional; then himself, through the eye. But it was the prostitutes who fared the worst; no one lamented their passing, their crippling by unnatural men. Runaways, grandmothers, perfume-scented call girls were battered, bruised, cut up, locked in a sisterhood of pain. Marie worked feverishly, trying to help as many as she could. Trying to save the lives of even those who didn’t want to be saved.

Marie felt like Sisyphus, measuring her success in final minutes, giving kindness, succor to those who didn’t expect any.

She even made peace with Severs. By her third month, she understood that understaffed or not, Charity provided more service to the uninsured than any other hospital in the city, perhaps the entire state. She purchased two boxes of Tide, taped red bows on them, and handed them to Severs.

He winked. “Much obliged.” Then he turned around, his nasal voice blaring, “You can donate your paycheck, too.”

“I was thinking I’d do that next month,” she hollered at his retreating back.

“Careful,” murmured Bill, a lab technician, working his fourteenth hour of a twelve-hour shift, “He’ll take you up on it.”

By month four, Marie finally got it—everyone on the staff gave to Charity, working more hours than they were ever paid for . . . working hard and lean. “Reuse, refresh, recycle, when you can,” demanded Severs. Linens were patched and mended; days-old leftovers became soup; even gauze was cut to a perfect fit. Still, every day, the hospital struggled to provide twenty-first-century care on a nineteenth-century budget.

Marie loved it, loved beating back the odds.

    *  *  *

Tonight, the Emergency Room was filled. Marie felt the familiar adrenaline rush. Fluorescent lights buzzed, threatening to go out. Floors were dingy. Bathrooms were worse: urine that missed the tank, vomit that didn’t.

Despite DO NOT signs, people smoked. Some even drank gin out of a paper cup. The languages were amazing: Spanish, Latin, Cambodian, a Creole patois, staccato Cajun, even the drawl of a backwoods South. A multilingual world punctuated with grunts, whimpers, and moans. No suburban crises here. No fingers sliced from cutting a bagel. No broken collarbones from peewee hockey.

In Charity, Marie felt useful, alive. Nearly happy.

Her hands itched. She buttoned her resident coat, gathered her tools: stethoscope, thermometer, reflex hammer, tongue depressor, light. She loved Sunday shifts. “No rest for the Devil,” her mother would say. A lapsed Catholic, Marie hoped to beat Him back. Fight Him off a few rounds.

    *  *  *

“Had your pincushion stuck, your cork popped?”

“Ellie, hush.” Ellie, “El,” for short, was head nurse for the night shift. She had purple eye shadow and red nails that curved inward like a witch’s. But Marie had seen El’s tenderness. Seen her hold a stranger’s hands for hours while he died, change an old woman’s bedpan with grace.

“Well, you told me not to be blunt. Not to say ‘laid.’”

“It’s wrong to say anything. Haven’t you any shame?”

“No.” El handed her a chart. “Well, did you? Get laid?”

Marie smiled.

El cooed, “Now that’s what I’m talking about. Doctor, heal thyself!”

Marie jutted her elbow into El’s ever-expanding waist. “What’s cooking?”

“Everything.”

It was true—internal bleeding (trauma from a baseball bat), concussions, broken jaws, cancer (mainly lung), third-degree burns, and gunshot wounds. From six to six, dusk to dawn, they’d be on their feet. El could’ve assigned another nurse to her but most times stayed close to Marie. They made a good team.

Once Marie had asked boldly about El’s love life.

“Child, I’m sixty-eight. Been married five times. Got me a cat. A snake. A dog. That’s all I need. I’m living vicariously through you.”

Marie’d been shocked. Not by the lack of sex, but by El’s agelessness. Skin unlined, fresh like a girl’s. Maybe it was the humidity?

“Magnolia blossoms.”

“What?”

“My beauty secret. Magnolias.”

Marie just shook her head and went back to stitching a hand that had been caught in a steel fishing net.

Marie and El never left the first floor. They sent patients upstairs, never to be seen again, or downstairs to the morgue. When they were lucky, they got to send a few home.

    *  *  *

By 2:00 A.M., the Emergency Room had quieted some. Huan, a Vietnamese from California, was laying out bandages and alcohol swipes; K-Paul, a local boy and the best diagnostician, slept, softly snoring; and Pretty Meredith, who only had to look at her patients for them to quiet, awestruck by her blonde-haired, blue-eyed, Minnesotan beauty, was meticulously filling out paperwork. Then, herself: Marie, average height, more lean than voluptuous. Her hair, thick, wavy, and nearly black, was her crowning glory but she kept it confined in a careless ponytail. She wanted to sleep, to dream about Jacques. The supervising doctor, Pierre DuLac, was already drunk in his office, weeping into a shot glass. Everybody said he desired to be a houngan, a voodoo priest, but he lacked the gift. Being a doctor was second best. Technicians, nurses, even other doctors told her this in all seriousness. As if DuLac were a tragic figure, a would-be saint. No one reported him to the oversight board. Everyone was waiting for his redemption.

She’d been warned: “Crazy folks down South.” And they were. But somehow she felt at home with these folks. Inside the hospital, she felt safe.

    *  *  *

K-Paul woke, shouting, “Shit’s hit the fan.”

Persistent whines, like cats being neutered, kept spiraling, drawing closer. Even DuLac stumbled out of his office. Three? Four? Maybe five ambulances? None of them sent uptown.

“Here,” “Over here,” medics were shouting, slamming through the swinging doors. “Bust-up at Breezy’s.”

“What’s that?” asked Huan.

“An old slave shack turned into an illicit bar,” answered DuLac. “Brew isn’t bad.”

“You should know,” scowled Marie.

Meredith coughed.

K-Paul whispered, “Way to go.”

“Let’s go to work,” hollered El.

“I’m sorry,” said Marie. But DuLac had already moved on.

El and her nurses began sorting the seriously injured from the less so.

“Assault rifles. Some gang shit,” a medic said, awed, as if everyone didn’t already know. Blood dripped like Kool-Aid.

But it was El who noticed the give in the medic’s knees, the unfocused gaze, the weary, hangdog face.

“You’re in shock. Sit down. Head between your knees.”

Many had multiple wounds—some dead; some dying; some sent upstairs to die on the operating table. Marie’s mantra: “Don’t get emotional.” Check pulses, plug holes, stitch, add hemoglobin. But she still cried when they died. Just seemed there ought to be more healing in her hands.

Just as it seemed she ought to have been able to stop her mother from dying. She swayed, nauseous. Mother?

“This one’s for the morgue,” said George, one of the ambulance crew.

The shrouded body was small, almost dwarfed by the gurney. A hand dangled, forlorn and exposed.

“Wait.” Marie pressed her fingers to the frail wrist. No pulse. The ribcage didn’t move.

“Go ahead. The morgue.”

She smelled honeysuckle. Her mother’s scent.

“Wait.”

“Dead is dead,” said the paramedic.

“Did you do CPR?” Marie knew it was hopeless. Too much time without a pulse. She caught up the hand again. Odd, it was still soft, warm.

“What is it, Marie?” DuLac asked, applying pressure to a chest wound, a gaping hole in a young man’s side. The man was trying to speak; red foam bubbled out of his mouth.

“What is it?”

No stains, Marie thought. No blood. The sheet was pristine.

“Marie, what is it?”

“I don’t know.” The ER was chaos—noisy panic; crying, whimpering; doctors shouting, a man gasping, wailing like an infant. She was needed elsewhere. Still, she couldn’t move.

She heard singing. A nursery song. Words too quiet to understand.

“Take the body to the morgue.” El was beside her.

George nodded, slipping on his headsets, blaring Queen Ida singing, “Bad Moon Rising.”

“No, wait.”

“It’s done. Over with,” El said bluntly.

Marie looked across at DuLac. His fingertips were closing the dead man’s eyes.

“DuLac,” she whispered, not knowing why. He looked up, startled.

Marie lifted the sheet. She sucked in air. An angry, red mark was on the girl’s forehead.

The girl was beautiful. Sixteen, maybe. Skin, pale; lashes, golden-tipped and damp. Like she’d been crying before she died.

Quickly, Marie checked again for life. Pulse. Heart. Her hands roamed the girl’s limbs, her breasts.

“My God.” She took El’s hand and laid it on the girl’s abdomen. The protrusion wasn’t great, but it was there. Hard. Something curled inside.

“C-section,” DuLac yelled. He peered at the mark. “Fast.”

“Call upstairs,” said El.

“No time. Doc Marie,” DuLac rolled the r in the back of his throat. “Sainte Marie will do it.”

“Are you crazy?”

“Non.” DuLac held out his hands. A slight tremor. “I’m not fit. The babe will die before it reaches the operating room.”

Marie nodded. “Huan, help me.” The Vietnamese girl was at her side with a tray of surgical instruments. Marie mouthed “Thanks.” In seconds, she and El backed the gurney into a station. El closed the curtains. “She looks like a bride,” breathed Huan, before cutting into satin, exposing the girl’s abdomen.

Marie sliced deep, yet not too deep. There was the babe, fist-sized, barely alive. A blue-red membrane covered her face.

“Cut it off. Now. Cut it off.” DuLac scared her. Where’d he come from? Marie sliced at the membrane; it was fibrous, thick, slippery with blood. Tiny lungs were barely expanding. Frantic, Marie tore the covering from the child’s head.

“A caul,” said El.

“Evil,” said Huan.

“The gift of sight,” answered DuLac.

The babe was gulping air. “Sssh. Mon piti bébé. Fais dodo,” Marie crooned, her finger clearing mucus from the baby’s mouth.

“When did you learn patois?”

“What are you talking about?”

“Leave her be, El. She has a baby to see to.”

El looked from DuLac to Marie. “Huan, do you mind calling upstairs? Tell them we need a crib in intensive care.”

“I think she’ll be fine,” said Marie, counting fingers and toes. She leaned toward the mother. The child was tinged brown, so either the mother was a Creole, a mixed blood, or the father was black. Marie held the squalling baby near her mother’s face. “She’s beautiful. Like you. Very beautiful.”

The dead woman’s hand clutched Marie’s elbow.

“Reflex,” said El.

“Just passing over,” said DuLac.

“You’re both crazy,” answered Marie, trembling, ashamed of her fear.

“Didn’t your mother teach you anything?”

“What do you mean?”

DuLac shrugged. “El, take care of things.”

“Sure,” El said, more submissive than Marie had ever heard her.

“I’ll check on the others.”

“Not get a drink?” As soon as she said it, Marie felt ashamed.

DuLac placed his palm on the baby’s head, murmuring, “She’s going to be fine. Remarkable, Sainte Marie.”

“Stop calling me that.”

“Sainte. Doctor. Physician. Mary Levant—isn’t that what your foster parents called you? What’s in a name?”

“Stay out of my business, DuLac.”

“Doctor, if you please.” Then, he smiled gleefully, clapped his hands, “You saw what no one else did. I think you will again.”

Marie was confused. She didn’t know why she was rude to DuLac. Oddly enough she sensed he liked her. That he was testing her. Telling her something he felt she needed to know.

The curtains swayed shut.

Marie turned her attention to the baby, cleaning its skin with a towel. She avoided the mother’s limp legs, the split-open abdomen.

El smoothed the dead girl’s hair. Covered her body with a blanket. Still the blood seeped through.

Without looking at Marie, El said, “DuLac did the surgery. Not you. You’d both be in a world of trouble.” She lifted the caul from the tray, wrapped it in a towel.

“What’re you doing?”

“Need to bury it.”

“Why?”

“Didn’t your mother teach you anything?” It was the same question DuLac had asked.

Marie closed her eyes. She could almost hear her mother, telling her to hide: “Shadows be good. Good for staying safe.” Then, her mother murmuring into her ear: “You’re special, don’t let anyone tell you different.” Almost as though her mother knew she was going to die.

“Pray to the Virgin,” her mother told her over and over. “Be a good Catholic.” But Marie knew she’d never been baptized. When pressed, her mother snapped angrily, “You don’t need another blessing.”

Marie opened her eyes. El was staring at her. Marie answered flatly: “I told you my mother died when I was ten.”

“Mmm,” clucked El. “But not before she taught you Creole. How do you explain that? Miss North? Chicago? Or wherever it is you claim you from?”

“El, you don’t understand.” Marie felt hurt, deep and unfathomable. The baby started crying, her head and mouth searching for Marie’s breast. “I’ll take her upstairs.”

“You do that.”

“El, please, don’t be mad at me.” Marie felt she was a child again, living with foster parents, trying to keep the peace, promising to be good.

“You don’t know, do you?”

“Know what?” Her voice was a lament.

El smiled. “Never mind. Take the baby upstairs. Let her suck your thumb. It’ll keep her satisfied for a while.”

Marie smiled, feeling the world was all right again. She held the baby close, singing, “Mon piti bébé, mon piti bébé. La lune toute jaune, se lève.” All the flurry of activity fell away. No bodies, no voices urgent and panicked. No odor of death. Only the smell of fresh leaves and honeysuckle as she held the baby close, crooning over the perfectly formed face.

    *  *  *

El swung open the curtains. “Medic,” she yelled, swift and sharp. “Morgue.”

She watched Marie enter the elevator like a proud mother. Then, she crossed to DuLac, stitching an unconscious man’s leg in the corridor.

“Your hands seem fine to me.”

DuLac shrugged.

“You know whose girl that be? The one who died.”

“Oui,” sighed DuLac. “Trouble on the way.”

“I’ll call her mother.”

“Her mother knows.”

El touched a nail to her cheek. “You think she’ll come?”

“Non. Not to bury the daughter.”

“Or claim a grandchild?”

“That I don’t know.”

“You mean you don’t know or you can’t see?”

“I can’t see.” He tied off the suture. “When the time comes, she will.”

“Our Marie?”

“Oui. She’s got a mouth on her.”

El laughed, then gulped, swallowing a cry. “But is her heart big enough?”

DuLac stood, towering over the tough Miss El. He caressed her cheek. “Que penses-tu? What you think?”

El inhaled. She looked back at the small, blanketed body on the gurney. “That was one pretty girl.”

“Dammit to hell. Someone get this body out of here. Get it out of my sight.”


THE BEGINNING
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Two Thousand and Five


    How was I to know they were all in my blood?

    Seven generations. All of them—whispering, punishing, crying to get out.

    —Marie’s journal, February 2005
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[image: logo]arie could recall a time when it felt good to be held, rocked—daytime, nighttime, “all around the town time” in her mother’s honeysuckle arms. No one else had had the sweet scent. She didn’t recognize it until she came to New Orleans. Where did her mother ever get it? Honeysuckle during Chicago winters? Year after year? In and out of season?

In the South, honeysuckle bloomed year-round. The scent was cloying, overwhelming. Even the bees seemed irritated by the smell.

But this newborn baby smelled like the flower. Delicate. Like her mother.

Sometimes Marie had felt their roles were reversed: she, the grown-up; her mother, the child. Sweet, withdrawn, her mother often seemed in another world. Humming off-key in a distant place where it never snowed, money wasn’t needed, and where she didn’t clean houses, collect bottles for pennies, and didn’t sew or patch their clothes.

When Marie hurt most, when school kids taunted her about her worn shoes, ketchup sandwiches, and her crazy, muttering mother, it was the memory of her mother’s sweet aroma that calmed her.

Saturdays, when her mother went to St. Teresa’s Retirement Home to wipe tired bodies, change bedpans, sheets, and listen to old nun’s stories, Marie would lie in her mother’s bed, inhaling her warm scent, whiling away the hours pretending her mother was home, rich enough to put her feet up and be bored on a Saturday.

Her mother said she went to St. Teresa’s for penance, but, afterward, she was always pleased when the nuns gave her beans, rice, a can of Spam. They’d have a feast on Sunday. Her mother, stirring red beans, smelling of honeysuckle; she, Marie, reading a book, and they’d pretend they were safe, secure, and happy.

    *  *  *

The moment Marie walked into pediatric intensive care, she could pick out the scent. She wondered if anybody else could. During breaks, after work, before work, she stared into the baby’s bright, glassy eyes. Inhaling the aroma, she thought she was drowning, seeing her mother’s face.

Marie went to Maison Blanche, the city’s finest department store. They had myriad perfumes blended with flowers, chemicals, and oils, but none of them, pure honeysuckle.

At night when policemen were riding stallions at the other end of the park, Marie plucked honeysuckle from vines where it grew wild, untamable. Sometimes it shivered in the night air, and Marie felt the blooms were alive, offering themselves to her. Using an old pharmacist’s pestle, she ground the flowers until they yielded droplets of heaven.

Marie dabbed honeysuckle behind her ears, along her cleavage. She felt comforted—even though her dreams hadn’t lessened, even though each morning, she woke in a sweat, on the verge of screaming.

She wanted to confide in El, to tell her about her strange dreams, about the baby’s sweet scent.

But El always warned, “It ain’t your baby.”

    *  *  *

Marie couldn’t help the hours spent holding the motherless child. Before shifts, during breaks, after work.

Each day, the infant was getting stronger. Each day, she became more attached, afraid to let go.

“What’s going to happen to her?” she asked Antoinette, the social services director.

“Foster care.”

Marie knew what foster care could be like. Indifferent, at best; cruel, at worst. But she imagined someone would rescue the child. The dead mother’s people. They’d sweep in, declaring, “That’s our child. Our family.”

But sometimes, just sometimes, late, when she’d awakened from her dream, after she’d fed the baby Similac (when her womb strangely ached, when her lips feathered the baby’s brow with kisses), the thought would hover, echo through her consciousness—the child could be hers.

Another black single mother—how stereotypical.

She didn’t have time for a child. Still, she was tempted.

Even the baby seemed to know her. Four pounds, six ounces, at birth, the baby wouldn’t feed. A tiny pink tongue spat out the latex nipple. Only Marie could encourage her to start taking a bottle. To suck rather than be fed intravenously. Now six pounds, two ounces, Marie was proud of the baby’s small mound of a belly.

Sometimes the baby cried, wailed like she was dying, pained by some hidden wound. Nobody else could calm her.

Marie was the baby’s medicine.

Something wonderful, magical happened between them. For hours, the child watched her; she watched the child as if no one else in the world existed.

Mon piti bébé. Fais dodo, mon piti bébé.

The baby’s lids would struggle to stay open. But, always, the lilting tune lulled the baby to sleep. The child would go limp like a rag doll. It was startling how the child would go from bright, red rage, fists balled and tears raining down her face, to utter calm. The first couple of times, Marie panicked and unbundled the blanket, unsnapped the undershirt to make certain the lungs were expanding, the chest rising and falling.

Mon piti bébé. Fais dodo. Mon piti bébé.

My little baby. Go to sleep. My little baby.

Except it wasn’t accurate French. It should’ve been Ma petite. “Go to sleep” should’ve been “Endors-toi.” It was Creole. How’d she learn it?

She couldn’t remember. She just knew the song. Knew all its verses:

Fais dodo, mon piti bébé.

La lune toute jaune, se lève.

Fais dodo, mon piti bébé.

Quand tu rêveras, rêve des esprits

qui survolent la mer.

Fais dodo, mon piti bébé.

Quand tu te réveilleras, seize ans tu auras.

Réveille-toi mort.

Fais dodo, mon piti bébé, mon piti si doux.

Fais dodo!

It always worked. When she’d tried the song in English:

Sssh, my little baby. Go to sleep, my little baby.

The moon is yellow, rising high.

Little baby, go to sleep.

When you dream, dream of spirits

flying across the sea.

My little baby, sleep.

When you wake, sixteen you’ll be.

Wake yourself from the dead.

Go to sleep, little baby, my pretty baby.

Sleep!

It never worked. The baby cried and cried, gasping for air.

    *  *  *

“We’ll be moving her to the nursery tomorrow.”

Marie shuddered. “Has anyone come to claim her?”

Antoinette shook her head. “Two weeks, not a word. Not even an ID on the mother.”

Marie buried her nose against the baby’s cheek. She stroked the fragile fingers, the tiny nails.

“You could name her, you know?” Antoinette dressed like a banker instead of a social worker. Silk suits with clean lines.

“Doesn’t seem right.”

“Why? Are you afraid of keeping her?”

“No. Afraid of letting her go.”

Marie laid the baby in the bassinet. “Don’t worry. I’ll find your people.” She kissed the child’s brow.

    *  *  *

The elevator slid smoothly down.

“You didn’t name her yet, did you?” El didn’t look up from the papers at her station. Marie noticed her nails were blue this week.

“What can I help with?” Marie put on her white coat, a stethoscope dangling from her pocket. “Pneumonia? Fever? Vision impairment? Ears going deaf?”

“Don’t name her. If you do, you won’t let her go.”

“I liked it better when you were asking about my love life.”

“So did I. You got one?”

Marie laughed. “No.” Then she leaned over the counter, embracing El.

Flustered, El pushed her away.

Marie smiled. “Put me to work, El. Otherwise, I’ll hug you again.”

“Sass. Nothing but sass. Red peppers in you.”

“And not in you?”

El slapped a clipboard on the counter. It held a pencil and a blank sheet.

“I got an odd one for you. DuLac wants you to help him with a patient. ’Course the boy’s dead, but he said he needed your help.”

“What does he think I can do?”

“Lord knows. But do I ask the almighty doctor? Last time I checked, he was still the boss.”

“Right. I’m going.”

“Good. Last urgent care room.”

“That’s unusual for a dead man.”

“You bet. Taking up my space,” El grumbled. “Stop by later,” she called after Marie. “I’ve got a rattle for the baby.”

    *  *  *

Marie stopped at the door. Through the glass, she knew someone was sitting in the corner. Smoke spiraled upward, hovering in a thin layer on the ceiling.

“Smoking’s not allowed. Bad for the patients.”

“I didn’t think it much mattered to him.”

Marie was glad her hand was still on the door; it steadied her. She felt—what? Recognition? Déjà vu?

He was average height like her. More interesting than handsome. Arched brows. High cheekbones like a Choctaw’s. Lashes so long, they touched his cheeks when he blinked. His hair was jet black, pulled tight in a ponytail. He was dressed in black shirt, black pants, a leather bomber jacket, and wore a gold cross dangling in his left ear.

Marie exhaled. She realized she’d been holding herself incredibly still because he’d been still. Like a stop-motion character. Paused. Expectant.

He pinched off the cigarette. Ash was on his index finger and thumb. “If you say I’m as still as an Indian, I’ll have to arrest you.”

He drawled. Marie grinned.

“You know everybody in Louisiana mixed with something. I’m just a good old southern boy.”

“Like hell.”

“Nice to meet you, too.”

Marie shook his hand. “Doctor Levant.”

“Reneaux.”

She raised her brow.

“Frenchmen used to own my family. I’m plain southern, through and through. Work for the New Orleans Police Department.”

“Undercover?”

“Naw. Just a detective.”

“No uniform? Not even a suit?”

“Even nuns have given up the habit. Don’t you get tired of that white coat?”

“Very funny.”

DuLac swept in, snapping his gloves on. Marie flinched at the sound.

“You two been getting to know one another? Bon. Reneaux is an old friend. He wanted us to take a look at this one—since it’s the second we’ve found.”

“The second what?” asked Marie.

“Murder.”

“Death for no apparent cause,” added Reneaux.

“You were the first to notice something odd about the girl. I wanted you to take a look at this, too.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Marie could see the girl’s body stretched, languid, petal-open, just before she sliced into the abdomen. Smooth, soft skin, free of bruises, wounds . . . a body that seemed not to have died.

“The baby’s mother,” insisted DuLac.

DuLac drew close, too close. Marie could see the pores in his skin, the redness of his eyes. She smelled licorice trying to mask alcohol.

“Two bodies that shouldn’t have died. Both marked with some sign. A mystery, don’t you think?”

“I’m just a doctor.”

“I think you see more than you let on. Humor me.” DuLac swept off the sheet, it rose, buoyant and, for a second, Marie saw the barest outline of a body. Then, the sheet, as if swept up by an ill wind, went awry, settling on the floor.

“My Lord.”

Both men looked at her. She closed her eyes, then forced herself to open them.

“You knew him?” asked Reneaux.

“Yes. His name is—”

“—was,” corrected Reneaux.

“—Jacques.”

Marie bit the inside of her lip, tasting blood. “Don’t get emotional,” she murmured.

Jacques’s forehead was marked like the girl’s. Even in death, his body was beautiful.

Flashes of memory: her, holding him, kissing him—there and there; feeling his teeth biting her breast; his body inside hers.

Lord, she mustn’t blush. It was a body. Fluids, flesh, sinews, cartilage, organs. An impersonal body. “The spirit has passed,” as DuLac would say.

It looked as if Jacques hadn’t died in pain. She brushed his hair back from his brow.

“Some kind of chalk. Powder. Odd,” she murmured. “A cross? Upside down?”

The men looked at each other.

She lifted his arms. No needle marks. She felt his abdomen. All in place. His penis and scrotum were slack. No bruises on his legs. No trauma of any kind.

“Help me turn him over.”

She and DuLac wrestled the body. It was stiff and smacked awkwardly. The bridge of Jacques’s nose pressed into cold metal. Marie turned his head on the side. She could almost pretend he was sunbathing. That the bright lights overhead were UV lamps.

“You knew Jacques?”

“Yes.”

“How long? Where’d you meet?”

Marie cocked her head. “Are you interrogating me?”

Reneaux shrugged, palms open. “That’s what detectives do.”

“We went out once, that’s all.”

“I see.” His voice pitched higher.

Marie scowled. “We’ll need a toxicology report.”

“I think it’ll be negative,” said Reneaux.

“Why?”

“This isn’t the second, it’s the third. A girl was found dead by the pier three weeks ago. Young. Her face marked. The coroner couldn’t determine a cause of death.”

“Look at him again, Marie,” pleaded DuLac. “Is there anything else you see? Anything you feel?”

“You can see him as well as I can.”

“No,” said DuLac, longingly, his voice hoarse, “I can’t.”

Marie looked again.

Jacques opened his eyes.

She screamed.

    *  *  *

“Reflex like hell,” she thought.

“You all right?” Reneaux squatted over her, blocking her sight.

“I fainted.”

“Sure did.” He stood, extending a hand.

Marie shaded her eyes. The light was too bright. “You’ve got a halo.”

“Do I?”

She was on her feet.

“Now my mama would laugh to hear that.”

“Do you always drawl?”

“Do you always faint?”

“I’m sorry.”

“Naw. Lash out all you want. That way you won’t cry.”

Marie wanted to slap him. But it was true. She did want to cry. She wanted to go upstairs, see the baby and smell honeysuckle.

“Let me take you outside. Away from the body.” His voice was less drawn out, more clipped, a bass rather than a breathy tenor. “I always like playing with you Yankees. Think none of us ever went to college. A southern twang means we’re dumb.” All the while, his elbow under her arm, he was moving Marie up, outside, toward a chair in the hall. “But a southern drawl is a birthright.

“Now Creoles think they’re sophisticated ’cause they speak smatterings of French. Cajuns think they’re just authentic; though, most times, nobody can understand them. But real New Orleanians are just southerners. Grits. Corn pone. Fatback. You know the stuff.” He eased her down into the chair. “All those stereotypes northerners have. And if I just keep talking, you’ll stay mad at me and forget you fainted and how embarrassed you feel.” He filled a paper cone from the water cooler. “Here.”

“You’re good. You should’ve been a doctor.”

“Some say I am. I’ve got a great bedside manner. You like to try?”

Laughing, Marie rocked forward. The water spilled.

Reneaux took a kerchief from his pocket, squatted again, and wiped the floor.

“Boy Scout, too.”

“You betcha, ma’am.” He tapped her knee. “In all seriousness, you feeling better?”

“Yes. Thank you.”

“What happened?”

No more nonsense. This was the detective speaking. Forthright. Face expressionless; brown eyes piercing. Marie felt as if he could see straight through her. She felt, too, that she knew these eyes, knew this man bent before her. Knew he had a good heart. Knew, too, that their fates were linked.

She cupped his face in her hands. Reneaux didn’t move, just kept his eyes steady on her. She saw herself reflected—no, more than that—she saw herself inside his eyes.

She pulled back. “I don’t know what’s the matter with me. Strange dreams. Strange—”

She paused, folding her hands in her lap. “I just got scared.”

“I understand.”

She cocked her head. “Did DuLac order the toxicology report?”

“I don’t know. He just left. Thought you’d be madder than hell ’cause he saw you faint.”

“He’s right.” She went back inside the room. “I haven’t eaten.”

“Been working too hard.”

She squinted at Reneaux. “Not sleeping.”

“You’re not the type of women who usually faints.”

“Never.”

“’Til now.” Reneaux snapped his fingers. “Dog, I didn’t mean to say that.”

“‘Dog?’ What kind of detective talk is that? You should at least say, ‘damn.’”

She stopped short. Tears welled. Jacques dead. Here she was teasing, flirting.

“I’m sorry. It’s hard losing someone you know.”

Marie picked up the sheet and covered Jacques’s torso. “The dead should have some dignity.”

“The living, too? I see why DuLac thinks you can help. You have the sight.”

“What’re you talking about?”

Reneaux smiled, opened a small notebook. “This is what I know. Three unexplained deaths. Two women. One man. All under twenty-one.”

“Jacques was nineteen.”

Reneaux scribbled on his pad. “One woman. The girl, the one who was pregnant? Did you know how old she was?”

Marie shook her head. “Sixteen at most.”

He scribbled more. “The deaths all took place within the city limits. A pier. An alley.”

“Was that Jacques? Found in an alley?”

“Yes.”

“Clothed?” She had to ask.

He shook his head. “Like you see him. Where’d they find the girl?”

“Breezy’s, I think. But I don’t see how this has anything to do with me. I doctor the sick, not the dead.”

“Maybe you’ll see some clue, sense something that will help. I trust DuLac. He knows these things.”

DuLac appeared, framed in the doorway.

“Speak of the Almighty,” Marie said, sarcastic. “There’s nothing else I can do here, DuLac. I don’t know anything.”

“But you do. Give it time. You’ll discover you know a great deal. About the past. The future.”

“Oh, I get it,” she said, jokingly. “You mean you’re talking as DuLac, the would-be houngan? The would-be voodoo priest?”

“He’s quite famous in the Quarter. Roots, herb doctor. One of the best.”

“You’re serious?” She looked back and forth between the two men. “This is where I’m supposed to say ‘I believe.’ In voodoo? Hex signs? Well, I don’t.”

“Marie, please.”

“Doctor to you, Reneaux. Doctor Levant.”

“How do you explain the baby?”

“Luck.” Marie knew she often noticed things other people didn’t—she was smart, intuitive. But that didn’t mean she had sight. Special knowledge.

“If I could help, Reneaux, I would.”

She tried to pass by DuLac.

He clutched her shoulder. “I worry if you leave, you won’t accept who you are.”

She looked distastefully at DuLac. He removed his hand from her shoulder.

“What made you faint?” asked Reneaux. “You saw something, Marie. I know you did.”

“Sure. I saw a dead man opening his eyes. You saw it, Detective. And you.” She turned back to DuLac. “The reflex startled me.”

Neither man spoke.

“Look at him. A reflex. His eyes opened. It startled me. Look at him.”

DuLac didn’t glance away from her.

“Look,” she shouted.

“You look.”

Mist spiraled overhead.

“That’s curious.” Then Marie giggled, for she sounded like Alice talking to the Cheshire cat.

“What’s curious?” asked DuLac.

Honeysuckle. She smelled it. Odd, the baby was upstairs; her mother, buried in a pauper’s grave.

“Look,” DuLac repeated.

She walked toward the scent, slowly, deliberately, until she was beneath the lamps—her gaze slowly, steadily, moving upward from Jacques’s toes to his face.

His eyes were closed tight.

DuLac, his breath warm, whispered in her ear. “A reflex might open his eyes, but not close them again.”

“They opened. I tell you they opened.”

“I believe you. But only you saw.”

“Reneaux?” Marie reached back her hand as if he could comfort her.

“I didn’t see anything.”

“But you did, Marie. You’re the one with the gift.”

“You’re trying to tell me I see ghosts? You’re a drunk, DuLac.”

“So I am.” His shoulders rounded, his chest caved inward; he seemed smaller, less powerful.

“I’m sorry.” She squeezed his hand.

“I am what I am. An aging drunk. Merely competent as a doctor. But you’re different, Marie. I knew it when you first stepped inside Charity. I felt it.”

She felt sorry for DuLac. “I can’t see ghosts.”

“Spirits,” he murmured.

“I’m a scientist. Objective. Twenty-eight. A woman grown. Not some young, inexperienced girl to be awed by crazy tales.” Not like Jacques. Marie shivered. Why’d she think that?

She could see Jacques in a back room, lying on a mattress on the floor, spine curved, knees up, clasping his abdomen. There was a small altar with the Virgin and two candles. A red leather prayer book.

“He didn’t die in the alley.”

“How do you know?”

Marie couldn’t answer.

“Ah, Chérie,” she heard. “Chérie.” Jacques was sitting, crossed-legged, eyes open. “Dance,” he demanded, palm outstretched.

“Dance.”

She reached for his hand.

“You see something,” whispered DuLac.

Marie stumbled backward. She didn’t want to dance with Jacques. The dead should stay dead. It was just another outrageous dream. She was in a hospital. She treated people. Living people.

“I have to get back to work.”

“What did you see, Doctor Levant?”

“Nothing.”

DuLac called, adamant, “When Legba knocks, you have to open.”

She kept walking.

“Hey, Doc, I’ll stop by and talk to you another time.”

“Good luck searching for clues, Reneaux. Sorry I couldn’t help.”

She wanted to run. But she made herself walk. “Don’t get emotional.”

One step. Then another step. Out the door. Into the ER. Into the world of flesh.

She heard Jacques calling, “Comment t’appelles-tu? T’appelles-tu?”

“Je suis Marie,” another voice answered.

She was running full out.

“Marie!” El shouted.

Past Sully, Meredith, the admissions desk. Past all the sick, aching people. She had to get out.

She pressed the elevator buttons. One carriage on the sixth floor; the other, the ninth.

She opened the fire exit and started climbing the stairs. Seven flights to reach the baby.

Seven flights to reach home.


    Legba is like St. Peter. He opens the spirit gates.

—The Origins and History of the Voodoo Faith
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Marie had gone to see the baby and the bassinet was empty. She’d panicked, and for a horrifying second, she’d thought the baby had died. But the two nursery nurses were watching her. Pitying her. She stalked out, just as they’d begun whispering.

Nothing in her life was calm; everything was disrupted, confused. DuLac always seemed to be watching her. El didn’t even fuss; instead, she treated Marie with deference. Like she was special when she wasn’t. She wanted to scream at everyone: “I’m just like you.”

Jacques was dead. She hadn’t seen anything. No rising from the dead, no opening of glazed eyes.

She wanted the sidelong glances, the gossip, to stop. For Sully to stop calling her “Doctor.” For Huan to share her spicy noodles again. Not to be afraid of her. And for K-Paul to stop asking for her opinion. Second-guessing his diagnosis.

In the past two days, Marie had been even more desperate for the baby. Cradling her, she’d felt normal. Capable of love. Of being loved.

She didn’t know she’d been fattening the baby like a lamb to the slaughter.

Instead of honeysuckle, she smelled rubbing alcohol, plastic, and gauze. The bitter odor of spent bandages, sick flesh, and Pine-Sol.

    *  *  *

“Why didn’t you warn me?”

“Because you’d throw a worse fit than you’re throwing now.”

“She was my baby.”

“No. She was—is—a ward of the state.”

Antoinette was wearing blue. A vase of lilies was on her desk. There was also a photo of a little girl with freckles on her nose and a smile sparkling with braces.

“Is that your daughter?”

“Oui. Denise.”

“Would you give her up?”

“No.”

“Then you understand how I feel.”

Antoinette answered gently, “But she’s not flesh of your flesh.”

Marie felt stricken. Felt as though her womb contracted. Why did she feel the baby was her child? Was she being selfish? No husband on the horizon? Clinging to a child as her eggs aged, her biological clock ticking away?

“Baby Doe belongs in foster care.”

“She belongs with me,” she said softly, emphatically, certain in her bones.

“They’ve found her a good home, Marie. She’ll be well cared for.”

“Can you guarantee it? Swear it?”

“I’ve placed her with good people. Experienced foster parents.”

“You don’t understand, Antoinette. There’s no such thing as good foster care.”

You’re always beholding, always growing up with love removed. She’d had three foster parents in eight years. All of them drumming into her that she was below average, nothing special.

The first families she’d only been with for several days. She’d run away from them both. The Duncan kids thought she was a punching bag; bruises flowered all over her body and face. The second home, Mr. Jackson liked touching her in bed, his hand clamped over her mouth. She’d gotten tired of running. Tired of complaining of abuse. Plus, she’d been warned. Institutions were perfect for rebellious, dissatisfied kids. The Harrises, she thought, were the lesser evil. She was wrong.

She could still see Mrs. Harris, flesh hanging from her arms, spooning mashed potatoes onto her plate. “Don’t think you’re better than anyone else. Your mother’s dead. Nobody knows your father. You’re lucky I feed you.” She was only ten. Mrs. Harris, a good Christian, begrudged her everything. Eight long years. She didn’t beat Marie, just battered her spirit. “Mary is a good, plain, Christian name. Mary you are in this house. Marie sounds like a whore.”

Marie blinked.

“Please, tell me where the baby is. I need to make sure she’s all right.”

“I can’t do that.”

“What if I wanted to adopt her?”

“You’d have to prove abandonment.”

“Her mother’s dead. Not a soul has visited her in two months. How abandoned does she have to be?”

“Legally? At least a year. It’s a judge’s discretion.”

Marie wanted to rage, shred Antoinette’s double-breasted suit.

“I thought you were my friend, Antoinette.”

“Marie, I’d love for you to raise that baby. You’d both be good for each other. You just need to be patient.”

Marie turned to stalk out.

“Giving up so easily?”

Heart racing, Marie spun back around. “What do you mean?”

“I expected you to torture me.”

“I thought about it.”

Antoinette laughed. “Reneaux identified the mother.”

“When?”

“Yesterday. Apparently, DuLac knew her.”

“El, too?” Marie felt sick.

“Yes. They both know the baby’s people.”

Marie felt betrayed.

“If the family renounces their claim, you can adopt sooner.”

“Who are they?”

“I’m not supposed to tell you. They’re bayou people. Back country. They don’t have a phone. I drove to see them this morning. They set their dogs on me.”

“What’s their name?”

“You’ve got to promise not to try to see them by yourself. Get a lawyer. Take a friend with you.”

“What’s their name?”

“I’m serious, Marie. I’m only telling you because I heard about you and that body. Everybody knows you see things.”

“I don’t see anything.”

“You’ll have to if you’re going to deal with these people.” Antoinette wrote four lines on a piece of paper. “Here. If anyone asks, I didn’t tell you.”

“Thanks, Antoinette.”

“I’m not certain I’m doing you a favor.”

    *  *  *

“I’m leaving, El.”

“Your shift?”

“It’s an emergency. I’ve got to go.” Marie had her purse, keys. It was at least an hour’s drive, outside the city. But she had to stop, face El across the desk. “You should’ve told me.”

She watched El age. Watched her spirit drain until she could clearly see the old woman with a bouffant wig, loud shadow, and polish. “You should’ve told me.”

Marie hurried. She needed to save the baby.

El picked up the receiver and dialed. “She knows, DuLac. Not everything. But enough. She’s on her way to the DeLaCroix house.” Then she pressed the button to disconnect.

    *  *  *

Marie had been driving for two hours. She hadn’t counted on bad roads. Getting lost. But the farther she drove, the wilder the landscape became. On either side of her were willows, gnarled and ancient; thick moss hanging in sheets; and swamp, sluggish with undergrowth, rocks, and bones. Sometimes she heard the caw-cawing of birds, the violent splash of crocodile catching prey; the rustling of an animal running through bush. She turned left off the highway. Onto a packed dirt road, elevated from the swamp with tons of raw earth, sand, and wooden ties.

The note Antoinette had given her said:

DeLaCroix

Bayou Teché

Twelve miles off Route 5

Left at Junction 28

An animal appeared in front of her headlights and froze. She slammed on her brakes. She thought she’d hit it. She turned off her engine, got out of her car. Blood was on the grille. She felt heartsick.

She stepped over the wooded tie, trying to follow the animal’s path. It couldn’t have gotten far. The earth caved and she slid, bruising and dirtying her left side.

“Damn.” She brushed at the dirt, then held her breath, listening. No whimper. No whine or moan. Just a high-pitched shriek. A splash of water. Instinctively, she moved to the right.

The setting sun, the damp, heavy thicket made progress hard. Mosquitoes were drawing blood. Her feet were sinking in mud. She stumbled, falling onto her hands and knees. Tree limbs tangled in her hair.

She should turn back. It was unsafe. She’d get lost and no one would find her. She’d sink into swamp, swallowing mud, having it rush inside her eyes, ears, and nose.

She stepped out of her shoes and stripped off her doctor’s coat, its hem and side draining slick mud.

She stumbled again and saved herself from falling by grabbing a willow branch. Inhale, exhale. She needed to calm herself. An animal was hurt, dying or dead because of her. But self-sacrifice wouldn’t make anything right.

It was getting dark. She should get back in the car. Go to the DeLaCroix’s.

With her hands, she shielded her eyes from the sun’s final burst of orange. The wood’s roots seemed on fire and, for a moment, she was overcome by the forest’s primeval nature. Anything could happen. She trembled, feeling the mud and fog chilling her bones.

Night creatures were stirring. Bat wings, the scurrying of wild rabbits, the hoot of an owl. She could hear everything. Preternaturally. Even the glide of fish through muddy water, a snake’s zig-zag crawl.

From far off, she heard three hollow knockings of gourd. Three calls of a drum.

“Marie.” The word ricocheted among trees.

She wanted to run. Shadows were lengthening. She could see the moon’s yellow cusp.

She was sinking deeper in damp ground.

Then, she heard her mother. Marie was a child again, on a steamship, churning up the Mississippi.

“Pay attention, Marie.”

“Maman?”

“Be alert to your surroundings,” her mother scolded. “The smallest details matter.”

Marie held her breath. The drums were more rhythmic, softer. Still far away. She crouched, never minding the mud, the wet.

Fireflies were blinking. She looked lower, near tree roots. Noticing the variations in bark and shadow. She could hear her own breath. Air squeezing in and out of her lungs.

She heard another breath, a hushed pant.

“There.” Huddled in the shadows.

She stepped as softly and as gingerly as she could. “It’s all right. I won’t hurt you.”

The eyes were small and rounded. Not a big animal. Yet larger than a squirrel or raccoon. Maybe a fox?

“Sssh, let me see you. Let me see.”

The creature growled. Marie felt relieved. It was a dog.

“Sssh,” she said again, peering, stooping lower. “Let me see you.”

A tail thumped the ground.

“You don’t have rabies, do you?”

Marie held out her hand, palm open, so the dog wouldn’t think she’d strike. “Go on, sniff.” The dog did. Marie noticed its tail was like a golden retriever’s; its body, black and broad like a Lab’s. Ribs were clearly visible. Burrs, dead leaves were twisted in its matted coat.

“You’ve been lost, on the run, haven’t you?”

Its hind leg was bleeding, lying at an odd angle. The dog had dragged it and had probably made the break worse.

“I’m sorry. But I can heal. You understand?”

The dog nuzzled her hand. It was going to be hard carrying the animal back to the car. But she didn’t have a choice.

“Good boy. Aren’t you a good boy?” She slid her arms under the torso and lifted. The dog’s head snapped round to bite her but didn’t. “I know. It hurts.” She held the animal snug against her chest, trying to step over rock, through uneven, muddy ground as smoothly as she could. She could barely see.

Eh, yé, yé, Maman Marie

Eh, yé, yé, Madame Marie.

The drums drew closer.

“We have to get out of here, dog. Not certain why, just certain we have to go.”

She tried to move faster, but it was difficult. If the dog had been less starved, she would’ve been unable to carry it.

Something was rushing to get them both.

    *  *  *

Headlights. She didn’t remember turning on her lights. Nonetheless, she was grateful. The light was a beacon.

Her back and her arms ached. Up and up the hill. Dust and pebbles scattered beneath her feet. A few more yards to the road. Her thigh cramped. She almost dropped the dog. Stoic, the animal didn’t even whimper. “Good boy. Hold on. We’re almost there.” Sweating, frightened, dirty, she urged herself on. “. . . almost there.” She heaved one heavy leg, then the other, over the wood tie, onto the roadway.

A shadow ahead of her called, “Babies and dogs. You always rescue the helpless?”

“Reneaux?”

“You look like shit, Doc.” It was his car’s headlights. “Let me help. I’ve a way with dogs.” True to his word, he gently gathered and cradled the dog.

“What’re you doing here?”

“Thought you’d need my help.”

“Well, I don’t.”

“Your car says you do.” He aimed the flashlight’s beam.

Her car, a new, black Beetle, had been rolled off the road. Upside down, nothing but a tow truck could right it and drag it from the ditch.

“I heard drums, knew people were about—”

“What drums?”

“You didn’t hear them?”

“No. Nothing.”

“Just like you see nothing?”

“That’s right. But you’re special.”

Reneaux wiped dirt from her face. They looked at each other. Marie felt trapped by his eyes. The dog, who’d been resting his head on Reneaux’s arm, lifted his head and ears. Marie looked back across the swamp.

“I should take you and this dog home.” He opened the car’s back door. “Don’t want you meeting the DeLaCroixs like a wild woman. Though, knowing them, they might not mind. Witches run in their family.” He was behind the wheel.

“Can I have your coat?”

He slipped off his jacket and started the engine. A gun was strapped under his right arm.

Marie, leaning over the front seat, laid the coat on the dog.

Reneaux pressed the gas, the car jerked forward, to the left; its headlights gleamed eerily through the trees, across the bayou swamp.

“There’s something else out there.”

“Maybe the folks that destroyed your car?” asked Reneaux. “If it’s more than two or three, I might not be able to help. Is it? More than two or three?”

She peered into the shadows. The moon hovered on the horizon. The dog howled. Marie felt a constriction in her heart.

“It’s more than three. We should leave.”

Reneaux put his car in reverse, then completed the turn. The car was pointing west, back toward the highway. Marie patted the dog. She looked out the rear window. Lights were swaying. Torches? She sensed evil. The car bounced fitfully over the dirt road.

“You shouldn’t have come out here alone, Marie.”

“I know.” She peered into the darkness. East, down that road, were the baby’s people.

Marie faced forward when Reneaux turned onto Highway 51.

And, strangely enough, that made them her people, too.


    A stranger’s soul can be made whole.

    For a voodooienne to heal herself, it requires the most extraordinary care.

    —The Voodoo Companion, 1865
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“Thought about it.” They were in her apartment; the dog, sedated on her bed. She’d have to throw away the covering; she’d never be able to rid it of the swamp smell, the mud and dried blood. She’d set the bone, cleaned the gnash on the dog’s foreleg, and wrapped it in gauze.

“Want to bathe him?”

“Later. In the kitchen, there’s a small tub and rags. We can wipe him down for now, get the bulk of the dirt off.”

“Why didn’t you?” Reneaux asked.

“What?”

“Become a vet?”

“Don’t know, really.” Marie stroked the dog. Eyelids fluttering, his paws clawed the air. Was he dreaming? Remembering being scared, chased onto the road? And he had been chased, just as she’d been. “You going to get that soap?”

“Yeah. Will do, Chérie.”

“Don’t call me that.” “Chérie.” She could see Jacques grinning, impish, his shirt flying in the humid air.

“Not even a southern ‘honey chile’?”

“No.”

“Northern women sure are tough. Or is it just northern doctors?”

“Neither. Just me.”

“Right.” Reneaux looked at her, sitting rigid, on the bed, her hand sliding over the dog’s ribs.

“Formality. I’ve got it. Doctor Levant. Maybe the rare, colloquial, ‘Hey, Doc.’ I’ll remember that. Keep the pecking order straight. Never no mind what we’ve been through together.”

“We’ve haven’t been through anything.”

“Sure. Didn’t almost get killed together. Didn’t rescue you and a dog. Didn’t have a dog leak blood on my jacket, in my car.”

“The car isn’t yours. Police property.”

“Who says?”

Marie shook her head. Reneaux wasn’t a big man but he seemed big. Filling up the space in her head, getting beneath her skin, making her feel in the wrong. “I should’ve been a vet.”

“Yeah. Spend all day talking with the animals, no? They’d understand you good.”

“Water. Soap. Please, Reneaux.”

He walked toward the kitchen. “Only going ’cause you said ‘please,’” he shouted over his back. Then he kept walking, muttering, “Southerners respect good manners. Please. Thank you. But no ‘honey chile.’ No ‘chérie’ for northern women. No getting too close.”

Marie smiled. Reneaux exasperated her yet made her laugh. She tugged burrs from the dog’s fur. She’d have to get his coat shaved. Given the city’s heat and humidity, she thought the dog probably wouldn’t mind. Bald-headed. Bald-legged. Puff balls of fur behind its ears.

Marie didn’t know why she’d become a doctor. A healer, she’d always been that. Birds, mice, crickets, even snakes, she brought home to their two-story walk-up. Her mother never seemed to mind.

Her foster parents did. They beat it out of her. “Creatures remain outdoors.” And what couldn’t hop, skip, or run, they drowned. Floating creatures in a plastic bucket. She’d be left to bury them in dirt.

But that didn’t explain her switch to people. Didn’t explain why she filled out one application and left the other one blank. She could be in Virginia, doing her residency on horses, small animals, creatures with scales, shells, and wings.

People were messy, complicated. They talked back, were unpredictable. Hit a dog, it would either go belly-up or fight. When the struggle was over, it was over. People held grudges, memories.

“Here.”

“Thanks.”

“He’s coming round.”

She’d hurt a dog. An accident, not malice. Still—amazingly, the dog had trusted her enough to allow her to carry him out of the swamp.

A cool nose nudged her hand. “Hey there,” murmured Marie.

The dog had velvet eyes. They were veiled with pain, drugs; nonetheless, the smooth brown contrasted with the steel-black fur. Eyes shut, with some weight on him the dog would look menacing. His eyes open, you’d have to believe some gentle soul had come back from the dead, reincarnated into the light. He licked her palm.

Marie wiped her eyes. She didn’t know what was the matter with her; part of her just wanted to sit and cry. Bury her face in the animal’s fur and cry for a mother and memories she’d never known. Ten to eighteen—no mother to explain blood between her legs, no mother to explain love, boys, surviving in school. Feeling ugly, too fat, gangly like a colt. No mother to see the beauty in her.

She squeezed water from her rag. “This won’t hurt.” The dog closed its eyes and went limp. She wiped along the dog’s spine. Fur, dried leaves, burrs, and tarlike mud clung to the rag. Smaller wounds, punctures the diameter of a pen or penknife, scars an inch or two long. Someone had tortured the dog, not enough to kill, but enough to hurt.

“Let me help.” With the dog in the middle, she and Reneaux stroked the animal clean. He lay, paws up, belly exposed. Utterly trusting.

“I’m sorry. You helped both of us. Me. Dog.”

“Never no mind.” Reneaux kept wiping, dipping the rag in water, squeezing out dirt, stroking the dog calm.

“Don’t know why you annoy me.”

“My mother says the same thing. Says I drive her crazy. But she loves me. ‘Her big ole baby boy,’ no?” He slapped his thigh. Startled, the dog jerked onto its side, its head up.

Marie giggled at the image of Reneaux, an overgrown infant, tough and bawling. “You love her. A lot.”

“Sure ’nough.” Then he patted the dog. “Ssssh. Don’t mind me.”

“Any brothers? Sisters?”

“A brother once. He’s dead now.” Reneaux stopped moving and Marie marveled again at how he seemed like a stop-motion character. Hand poised midair above the dog, head bowed, his entire body was preternaturally still.

“You didn’t ask.” He moved rhythmically again, stroking the dog.

“What?”

“For details. Usually everyone wants details.”

“Not me. Death is private.” She blinked and saw her mother stretched as if sleeping on the kitchen floor. She pointed at the dog. “What should we call him?”

“We? He’s your dog.”

“I’m not certain my lease allows a dog.”

“You’ll have to move, then.”

“Very funny. Dog. Let’s just call him ‘Dog.’” The animal nuzzled her hand.

“He likes it. Dog.” Reneaux scratched his head. “Dog? Didn’t you tell me not to say that?”

“This is different. This is a dog. A good dog. A kind dog. ‘Kind Dog.’ That’s it. I’ll call him Kind Dog. Remember the picture books? Tiny. No bigger than the palm of your hand. There were dozens of them—Ant and Bee. Ant and Bee and the Rainbow. One, Two, Three with Ant and Bee. They had a friend, Kind Dog. They gave Kind Dog a birthday party. Party hats, balloons, a cake made from bones. My mother used to read them. Read me stories from all over the world. Eloise. Ananzi. Peter Rabbit. But the stories she told from her childhood were best.” Marie could hear her mother’s voice, soft and sweet, telling tales of yellow moons, hanging moss, and the clicking of cicadas. Telling tales of a woman powerful enough to hold Death at bay:

“Marie, child, she could touch a child’s brow, and lift the fever right up into her hand. Once a man near death, chest aching, lungs choking on fluid, called for the Virgin, but it was ‘She who Worships the Old and the New’ who told him, ‘Hush, go to sleep,’ and when he woke, his fever was gone, his lungs clear.”

But her mother didn’t tell the tales often—only on special occasions, when she was morose, tired of the harsh winters. When she mourned for southern heat and languid nights. Or when there was not enough to eat, and distracting tales were needed to fill them up. Marie doubted the stories were true. More like legends, folktales.

“They called her, call her Queen. Queen—”

“—what?”

Her mother wouldn’t tell.

Reneaux was staring at her, as if she were crazy, out of her mind.

She said harshly, “Policemen don’t say ‘dog.’”

“Right,” he drawled. “Not tough enough.”

The dog whimpered.

“You smoke?”

“No.”

“Gauloises?” He lifted the blue pack off the nightstand.

“A friend’s,” she said, bothered she’d hadn’t thrown the package away.

“Maybe this belongs to the dead man? I mean, the dead boy. Jacques’s?” His hand grazed the pillow and Marie knew he was seeing her and Jacques in bed together.

She flushed.

“Must be interesting, robbing the cradle.”

“Why should you care?”

“I don’t.”

But she could tell the thought of her and Jacques bothered Reneaux. Just as it bothered her that she’d asked him if he cared.

“It’s none of your business,” she said flatly.

“’Cept for the murder part.” He was drawling again: Deep South. His fingers plucked at the plastic.

“I should’ve thrown them away. I don’t smoke. I don’t know why I kept them.”

“Good thing you did. Look here.” He’d gently torn the plastic wrapper and, beneath it, the blue cover. Between the cover and the foil was a match cover. “‘Une goutte de sang noir. Le sang se manifestera.’ Means ‘One drop of black blood. Blood will out.’ And a cross. Like the markings on the bodies, but more distinct.”

She saw Jacques dead. Saw a man’s thumb, marking, like a priest, Jacques’s forehead. An upside-down cross. Then, an S, hanging over the horizontal line.

Reneaux flipped the cover over. Red letters on a black background: Breezy’s.

“That’s where the bust-up was?”

“Yes.” Where the baby’s mother died, Marie thought. Where Jacques died.

“Right. Got a plastic bag? Might be fingerprints.”

“There’s an envelope in the drawer.”

He slid the match cover into a blue envelope and licked it shut.

“You’ll tell me why you went to the DeLaCroix’s?”

“Detective time again?”

“Doc, I mean, Doctor Levant—I need to know.”

“You already know. You, DuLac, and El lied to me. You knew the baby’s family and said nothing.”

“Any other reason?”

Marie arched forward. The dog barked. “Am I a suspect?”

“No. But the DeLaCroixs own Breezy’s.”

“I didn’t know.”

“You slept with the dead boy—”

“—fucked. Why not say it? I fucked the dead boy.”

Reneaux checked off points with his pen. “—became attached to the baby.”

Marie was furious. “Is loving a crime? You, El, and DuLac did worse. Never telling me about the baby’s family. Never telling Social Services. Antoinette.” She clutched his pen and pad. “Never telling me that her family had to have known that their—what?—daughter, granddaughter, sister, niece—died in the family bar. You didn’t even tell me. Didn’t even give me a chance to prove abandonment. I could’ve done it. Saved that child.”

“I’m doing my job.”

“Out,” she ordered. Jacques flashed before her. He was grinning, clutching his shoes. “Out.” Dog hopped off the bed, hobbled down, three-legged.

“My baby’s gone.”

“It’s not your child.”

“Don’t tell me anything, Reneaux. You, DuLac, El put that baby in foster care.”

“She’ll be fine.”

“How do you know? Can you guarantee it? Get out.” She threw his jacket at him. She wanted to scream, rip at his hair. It’d been too much, all of it, her dreams, losing the baby, hurting a dog, being scared.

Reneaux walked toward the bedroom door; the dog, head high, sniffed at him as he passed by.

“I didn’t lie,” Reneaux whispered.

“Could’ve fooled me.”

Reneaux looked at her straight on. “Lots of coincidences, Doctor Levant. Too many. By rights, you should be a suspect. Investigated. But DuLac—no, you convinced me that you’re special. You’ve got the gift.”

“I don’t believe in magic.”

“Not even haints? Hauntings?”

He knew, knew about her dreams. Knees buckling, she rested her hand on the dog’s head. Thick, blunt, warm, it helped steady her.

“Marie, don’t go after the DeLaCroixs without a police escort.”

“Like you? How could I ever trust you?”

He winced, made a half turn and started walking.

She kept still until she heard the apartment door click shut. “Good dog,” she said patting the animal’s head. “Kind Dog.” He was faithful and true.

“Stay,” she said to the dog and, remarkably, he did.

She went onto the balcony, but didn’t turn on the fake gas lamps.

The street was crowded, bodies weaving, snaking through the streets. Only in New Orleans did day seem like night and night, day.

Reneaux’s ’88 Cadillac looked woeful. It was black with dents in its side, its back bumper missing. The convertible hood was patched with gray tarp.

Reneaux walked down the landing steps. His jacket was on, zipped, collar up—never mind the blood, the dirt and heat. He looked more like a thief than a cop. A street hood, they’d say in Chicago. Here, in Louisiana, they’d say, “Trouble man,” as in, “That man be trouble, mean trouble, make trouble.” A man not to be messed with.

Marie stepped back into the shadows. Watching Reneaux, she felt a welling sadness. She liked when he spoke her name. He said it like nobody else, no French accent, just a quick emphasis on the first syllable. The rest of her name caught up by the wind.

“Reneaux,” she whispered. She wanted him to turn around like Jacques had and call, “Chérie.”

Reneaux turned, peered straight into the darkness, as if he knew exactly where she stood on the balcony.

She held her breath.

“Lock the door, Marie. Lock your front door.”

Her breath rushed in short bursts. She stumbled backward into her apartment. Kind Dog watched her, then hobbled after her as she raced to the front room, turned the lock and drew the bolt and chain. Three locks. The prior tenants must have felt they needed them. Did she?

She looked down at the dog. “You should be resting.” She lifted the gangly mutt like it was a baby. “You smell. My room smells. My bed smells.”

The dog panted, laid its head down on the pillow like it was a person.

Marie threw a spare sheet on the other half of the bed. She didn’t turn out the lights. Didn’t change her clothes. She just lay there, hearing an upbeat strain of jazz and voices (some cursing, shouting; others chattering excitedly). An engine was gunning, and a car squealed away from the curb. “Bastard. Cochon,” a woman screamed. Then, laughter.

Marie lay knowing the darkness outside was coming in, lifting the curtains with a breeze, casting shapes on the wooden floor. She was scared. Just beyond the window, she felt someone, something was out there, stalking her. It was the same feeling she had in the swamp.

“Dog,” she thought. “Dog.” He was watching her, his eyes bright, fully alert.

“Hey.” She tickled his ear. “We’ll look out for each other.” She inched closer to Dog, wrapping her arm over him like he was a newborn baby. She felt his steady heartbeat, listened to his breath. She kept the nightstand lamp on.

They both went to sleep; the moon soared higher. New Orleans came alive, just outside, beneath her balcony. Lovers, gamblers, thieves, musicians mingled and lied.

For the first time in a long time, Marie didn’t dream.
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[image: logo]he woke up starved. Limbs heavy, mouth dry, crust in her eyes, she felt as though she were waking from the dead. Kind Dog was still stretched on the bed, watching her. “Hey, don’t be giving me the creeps.”

Dog licked her cheek. Why did anyone believe animals were dumb?

“You need to pee?”

Kind Dog sat up and Marie, clothes wrinkled, hair plastered flat, helped the dog off the bed. “Come on.” They took the elevator instead of the stairs. Outside, on the steps, Marie smelled honeysuckle, and she felt such longing, she doubled over, cramped, heart contracting, trying to catch her breath. Dog whimpered beside her. She exhaled. “Let’s go.”

She walked, Dog hobbled across the street. It was a misty dawn, quiet like the morning when Jacques had left.

Kind Dog did his business. A drunk walked by. “Clean it up. There’s a fine,” he slurred.

“Right. Thanks.” Kind Dog barked. Marie found some tissue in her back pocket. Almost like caring for a child. Someone else depending on her for food; going outdoors, being cleaned up; vaccinated, being safe and warm.

She watched Kind Dog roll on the thin strip of lawn, snorting, sniffing. Even a broken leg couldn’t quash his playfulness. Marie smiled. When had she decided to keep him? Probably when she named him. She swayed. Her hand gripped the tree. There was the whiff of honeysuckle again. It rose all about her—as the heat rose, in humid waves, from the concrete. Baby Doe. The longing didn’t go away.

Then she knew, without knowing how she knew, that her mother had lived here. Her mother had said, “South. Down South. I come from down South.” But it was here. Marie was sure of it. Louisiana. New Orleans. Honeysuckle was triggering memories. Leading her back to the baby. Straggling revelers ogled her and the dog like they were caged in the zoo.

She’d been distracted by the swamp, Kind Dog. Been distracted by her dreams and fears. She looked around. Early morn, folks were already carrying beer in plastic cups. An acne-scarred girl strummed a banjo. A woman wrapped in gauze and plastic beads waved a sign, TAROT. A man, like the Tin Man’s evil twin, stood still as a statue in a silver jumpsuit, silver boots with silver-painted face, arms, and hands. Living in the Quarter wasn’t normal. Mixture of saint and sinner. Descendants from both slaves and masters. Spanish conquerors. French rulers. Canadian refugees. American barbarians. African and Caribbean. Blacks and coloreds. The stew blended exotic, corrupt, decadent. Even honeysuckle wasn’t native; the Japanese had carted it in on ships.

“We’re ‘mixed bloods,’” caroled her mother each year, on her and Marie’s birthday. Marie never understood what her mother meant. But she sensed her mother’s secret glee. The knowledge was supposed to be some talisman. “Mixed bloods. A history of power.” But what power did her mother have? She was just a woman, aging early, trying to survive in a world unkind to women.

Dead almost twenty years and Marie still felt her mother’s warm breath, her mother love. She could see her lying, dead, on the floor. She’d just dropped, straight down dead like a black Sleeping Beauty. Except there wasn’t any Prince, no one to reach her where she’d gone.

She’d been washing dishes, the water was still running, her hands and arms still damp. Marie didn’t know how long she’d lain. Just as she didn’t know anything about her people. She only knew her mother loved honeysuckle, knew she lived in Chicago where her mother cleaned houses, trying to provide, and when she died, there was no money, no relatives, little food, and only a few boxes of belongings.

Marie stared at the brightening sky. A swarm of mosquitoes was heading south. Strange. Didn’t mosquitoes only rise at night? Swooping in from the swamps, infected with West Nile?

Summer—“killing season,” local doctors intoned. West Nile replacing yellow fever. Both carried by the lowly mosquito. Two centuries and nothing had changed. Summer, the dangerous season. Time of disease. Illness. No ease. Time when Nature’s small creatures sucked and infected blood.

Marie looked down the narrow street. Homes mixed with businesses. Families and single folks like her, living—trying to live above and between bars, grills, restaurants, blues haunts, porn shops, and less-than-respectable boarding houses. A steamship bellowed. The sun inched higher. Why live here? Downtrodden. Edgy. Fat tourists mixed with lean scammers. Pigeons clamoring over crumbs. A cacophony of music: rock, blues, Latin jazz, pop, big band, Cajun, and zydeco spilled out of bars, loudspeakers above trinket shops. Why here? Mosquitoes, perversely, swarming at dawn. Soft, porous soil supporting centuries of crimes: piracy, slavery, invasion. Church bells competing with sinful revelers. She’d been drawn for a reason.

Her mother had walked these streets. Maybe even given birth here, surrounded by sin. She’d always known New Orleans hadn’t been random. Skin tingling, she remembered being a toddler, drifting to sleep, drifting, drifting to a Creole lullaby. When she was three, her mother pronounced, “English. English. Speak only English.” But, in private, she’d never given up the staccato lilt of “Marie.” Never stopped praising “mixed bloods.”

Marie needed to find the baby.

Kind Dog whimpered. Hopped a bit to the left.

She made up her mind to call in sick. Doctor, heal thyself.

She’d go to Breezy’s.

She scratched Kind Dog’s ear. “Come on.” They started across the deserted street. Dog barked at a squirrel darting, zigzagging across the street.

“You like hunting?” The dog seemed to nod. “Maybe you’ve got hound in you?”

She felt almost happy. She and Kind Dog rode the makeshift elevator, an iron cage with rudimentary pulleys added in the modern age.

She scrambled eggs, gave half to the dog. He lapped water while she heated coffee with chicory and milk. She wrapped plastic wrap around the dog’s wound.

They both took a shower in an old-fashioned tub where easy women had lounged, bubbles covering their breasts. A circular rail and a plastic curtain converted it into a shower. Kind Dog sat; she stood, a canopy over him, gently washing his back.

She dried herself and the dog off.

She dressed. Jeans. T-shirt. Picked up the phone. “Sick. I’m sick, El.”

Marie could almost see El at the nurses’ station, tapping her purple nails: “Sure,” she finally said, “Sure.”

Marie wanted to reassure her that she was all right. But she was still too angry, too hurt. El didn’t have to lie about the baby’s family. Didn’t have to send an innocent to Child Welfare. Marie clicked the receiver without saying, “bye.”

She powered up her computer, punched in Breezy’s on Map Quest and grabbed her keys. “Let’s go.” Kind Dog barked.

She stopped. “Shit.” Her Volkswagen was belly-up.

A horn blared. She went to the balcony. Reneaux was leaning against his car, passenger door wide open. “I figured you’d want to be moving.” He grinned.

Marie wished she had a flowerpot to throw at him. My, he was too handsome. Light shining from behind his back; the crucifix in his ear sparkling. Black car, black jacket, black man. Egypt-beautiful with a good ole boy drawl. No need to leave New Orleans for interesting men. All shades, all accents; multilingual. If that was what she was looking for—but all she ever needed was sex, not love. The baby needed her. Profoundly. Loving her, finding, taking care of her was more important than any man.

“I want to go to Breezy’s.”

“I figured. Come on down.” She and Kind Dog did.

    *  *  *

“Here.” He handed her beignets, still hot and melting sugar.

“Café au lait.”

The dog climbed into the backseat.

“Why’d you bring him?”

“Good company.” Biting into her beignet, she stared straight ahead. White powder dusted her hands and shirt.

Reneaux shifted the car in gear.

They headed toward the most depressed part of the parish. Beyond the elegant Garden District with its stately manor homes, near the waste dumps—a cesspool, literally, for the city. Gangs. Drugs. Entrenched poverty. More dangerous than usual. But what part of New Orleans was really safe? Homes with manicured lawns had their share of secrets, too. Wife beaters. Child abusers. A variety of sins.

Reneaux slipped in a CD. Nina Simone. “You Put a Spell On Me.” As the car sped on, the houses became smaller, more ill-kept. Rats darted across the road. Mosquitoes died on the windshield.

    *  *  *

Breezy’s was less than sixteen miles from the hospital. Still in St. Charles Parish but a ragtail collection of streets where the poorest of the poor seemed to live.

Marie was even angrier at El’s and DuLac’s lying. She could’ve been here in thirty minutes, finding the baby’s people. Instead, she’d hurt a dog. Her car was on its back in a ditch. And she’d been scared. Run off.

Here, doors, windows, and drapes were pulled shut, closed southern style against the heat. Indoors, men, women, and children were desperately starving. Or plagued by diabetes, blood pressure, lucky enough to get help from a free clinic. Skipping medicines, cutting pills in two. Children played outdoors in frayed underwear. A sluggish creek edged the community; it was rancid with chemicals from the plastics plant across the river. Who knew what cancers leeched into soil, water? She already knew some of the children were stunted from too much lead. She’d treated dozens for eating paint flaked from windowsills. If this was what her mother had been escaping, she was glad of it.

She was glad, too, that Reneaux had come with her. She probably would’ve been distracted by sorrow. She would’ve missed the turn. Missed the black arrow, low to the ground, almost covered by weeds, sunflowers, and black-eyed susans.

They bounced down a dirt road. A hand-lettered sign: BREEZY’S.

The car slowed to a stop on gravel. The low-slung shack, made of whitewashed pine, looked as if a strong wind could knock it down.

She turned toward Reneaux. “I’m not going to say ‘I’m sorry.’”

“You were right, Doc. I was wrong.”

“El and DuLac, too.”

“I’m not going to speak for them. They’d their own reasons. For myself, I’m sorry. I should’ve told you as soon as I knew about the baby’s family.”

“Why do you do that?”

“What?”

“Make me angry. Then, make me—”

“What?”

She shook her head. “Like you,” she almost said, but she already liked him too much.

“I’m going to make them give me the baby.” Marie got out of the car and took one step toward the shack. “Kind Dog. Stay.”

She heard Reneaux getting out of the car, stepping like a shadow behind her. She felt relieved.

It wasn’t even nine; sweat drained down her back. The building seemed haggard, like an old woman gone to lie down, to soothe her sore back. Nothing but weathered, pockmarked wood. Lopsided windows. A metal-hat exhaust poking into the sky. But she’d be lying if she said she didn’t feel evil. Inside, the baby’s mother had died. How? Inside, a slew of folks had fought, been knifed, shot, and driven to Charity.

Except for a road sign, there was no marquee, no neon glittering on the shack’s roof. It was just a shack, harmless looking, but it radiated sin.

“Former slave quarters,” said Reneaux. “Men might’ve lain here, tired out from hauling cotton to the harbor.”

“No, no. This was the women’s house.” She didn’t know how she knew that. Somehow she smelled and felt the sweat, spirit of women. Like the few times her mother had taken her to a church—after the service, after kneeling, sitting on hard wood pews, her mother took her downstairs to the kitchen. There, young women, old women, worked in unison kneading dough, flouring chicken, crimping pie. You could feel the specialness of the women, tired out, but soothing each other with soft melodies floating out of their mouths like doves. Like a trick of the light, the shack shimmered. She shook herself. She was being silly, believing DuLac’s press. This was a shack. Now a bar. Layered with crime, greed, and violent pleasures.

She and Reneaux moved toward the blackened windows; she felt she was being watched. Ghosts behind those windows.

She knocked on the door. No sound of scurrying. No creatures about.

Reneaux pounded. “Police. Open up.”

Like open sesame, the door swung back on its hinge. There didn’t seem to be anyone. Just a pit of vile-smelling darkness.

“It’s the hooch. Shine. Whiskey.”

“Something more.” She coughed. Urine, feces, but still something else. Marie told herself it was her doctor’s senses making her so sensitive. There was some chemical, man-made, not organic smell. Or was it the reverse? Some unfamiliar, organic smell. Primeval. Latent in the darkness.

Marie stepped inside.

“Wait.” Reneaux reached for her just as men rushed them from both sides and grabbed her, pulling her farther into the room.

Marie felt their hands on each arm, twisting, forcing her down to the floor. Thick, punishing hands. She tried to resist and cried out.

“Police. Let her go,” Reneaux called. “Let her go or I’ll shoot.”

Someone kicked the door closed, blotting out the light. A hand clamped over Marie’s mouth and one of the men leaned his full weight on her, pushing her to the floor. His weight was suffocating, his hands like her foster parent’s hands, trying to snatch her spirit. She couldn’t breathe. She was a child again, helpless; they were powerful.

Marie raged, digging her nails into the man’s arm, biting down on his hand.

A flashlight pierced the dark. Reneaux grabbed one of the men.

“Let go of me,” she screamed, her rage and hatred bubbling up from childhood memories.

“Fools. Do as she says. Let her go this instant.” A candlestick moved, disembodied in the darkness. “Put away your gun, Reneaux. You think it gives you power here?”

Caught in the candle’s glow, Marie saw an ancient face. Not much more than a skull. Skin tight, glowing translucent in the candlelight. Blue veins like tentacles reaching across the brow and temples.

“Be better off dead, non?”

Marie didn’t flinch.

“Hah. Bon femme. Not frightened of death. Turn on the light, fools. Don’t you know who she be? Don’t you know?” The woman blew out her candle.

The man beside her clicked off his flashlight.

Yellow lights buzzed overhead. The bar’s walls were blood red. Peanut shells littered the ground, dead beetles, roaches, too. The bar was lacquered black. There was a small stage, a drum set, mikes, a guitar, and a metal washboard, almost like armor, except it made music when worn, slapped or scratched with nails. There weren’t any tables or chairs. This was a place for drinking and dancing—bodies packed tight enough, the room dark enough, no one could tell (or care) who was stroking and touching whom.

Out of the corner of her eye, Marie saw movement. A haze swelling, taking form. Will-o’wisps, waifs shuffling between rows of cots.

“You all right, Marie?”

She nodded. “You?”

Reneaux shrugged, wiped blood from his nose. His jacket half pulled off, Marie could see his gun, locked in its holster.

“No more violence here.” The voice was reedy, but powerful.

Three men, ugly, thick like bulldogs, backed away from her and Reneaux.

The woman wore a red and gold chignon and Marie could almost imagine her skin once fair. Beautiful, creamy-white like the baby’s mother. She was petite, small-boned, like the man beside her. But it was clear that the man dressed in a red silk shirt, looking like a retired jockey, was the escort. Caretaker. The woman was in charge. The boss. A contradiction. Elegant in a chantilly lace and rose silk dress. Elegant in a gown her ancestors would’ve worn. A black ribbon of smoke trailing from her candle. Her satin shoes stepping on filth.

“I could arrest them.” Reneaux pointed at the bulldog men.

“But you won’t.”

“I should.”

“What you expect, sneaking up? My men thought you was going to rob me.”

“You call, ‘Open up, Police’ sneaking?”

The woman cackled.

Marie stepped forward. “Madame.” Inexplicably, she bobbed a small curtsy. “We’ve come about your great-granddaughter.”

“Je n’ai pas de petite-fille.”

Marie looked to Reneaux. He shook his head, mournful.

“I don’t understand.”

“You understand my Creole well enough. No great-grandchild. Non. None.”

“I held her in my arms.”

“Oui, your arms good for holding babies.”

“Making them, too,” said one of the men.

“Shut up.” Reneaux jerked forward; Marie clutched his arm.

Marie’s eyesight had adjusted. There were other people. A freckle-faced bartender. Another man, stocky like a defensive linebacker; and another, with dreads and a lazy, out-of-place smile.

“Mind if we look around?” asked Reneaux.

“Got a warrant?”

“You going to be difficult?”

“You come to see if I had a baby, non? So why you need to look around?”

“You’ve known about the baby all along,” blurted Marie.

The woman spoke, scornful. “You think I don’t know what you want?”

The two stared. Ashamed but not knowing why, Marie lowered her gaze. The woman smiled, tight-lipped yet pleased. The jockey man seemed disappointed. The man with dreads smiled wider.

Marie knew she’d lost ground. But she had no clue about the territory. No sense of the terrain’s mysteries.

“What else you looking for? Drugs? Money? Check the cash box. You can dip your hands like the other police. Firearms? Everyone has a permit. I even got a permit for this.” She pulled a pearlized derringer from a fold in her gown. “Small but dangerous. Keeps me safe. From bad men. Weak men. Gamblers. Corrupt cops. Good cops trying for redemption. Non?”

Reneaux kept his face blank. But Marie saw the clutch of his hands, the slight contraction of his jaw. He’d been insulted, hurt deep.

“Have you told this child your tale?”

Reneaux’s back bowed. Marie wanted to defend him, but she didn’t know from what. She attacked: “How can you say the baby isn’t your kin?”

“How can you say it is?”

Marie stepped closer and the bulldog men shadowed her. “Don’t you have a granddaughter?”

“Non. Marie-Claire—”

The girl’s name.

“—used to be.”

“What do you mean? She is or she isn’t.”

“I’m tired. Need to lie down.” She turned, her gait slow. The jockey man offered his arm.

“Marie-Claire was here the night she died.”

“Non. She wasn’t here.”

“There was a big fight. They dropped her at Charity with the other bodies.”

“Not here. She wasn’t here. Never here.”

“You’re telling the truth?”

“Why should I lie, girl?” the woman screeched, looking like an ancient fury.

“You lied about the great-grandchild.”

“Non. I disowned my granddaughter. Nothing she be, nothing she do be a part of me.”

Harsh, unforgiving. Marie felt Madame’s anger like a weight, a wall collapsing.

“Maybe we’ll speak to your daughter.”

“You do that.” She scuttled forward. “But don’t let her claim that baby. Better baby die first than be given to her.”

“You’re afraid of her. The daughter?” Soon as she said it, Marie knew it was true.

Eyes wide, hands flailing, Madame screamed, “Cochon. You’re no one. Ignorant girl. Don’t even know how to use your power.”

“Madame.” The jockey man clasped her hand. “You need to lie down. Let me help.”

The old woman was trembling, muttering Creole.

Marie understood snatches. Malice mixed with regret, disappointment. “Broken.” “Blood too red.” “Spirit snatch”; no, “steal.” “Steal the spirit.” “Undo the line.” “Mixed blood.”

On the far right, someone moved. There was a door. Another room. A man was hiding in the doorway, shadowed, his hand on the frame. He pulled back inside the room; his ring finger glinted, catching shards of light. No one else saw him. Or else Madame’s men were covering for him.

Marie shuddered. She saw Jacques, on a mattress, on the floor, his knees to his abdomen.

“Let’s go. Madame DeLaCroix’s no use.” Reneaux’s hand was on his gun. The men in the room had edged closer, protective of Madame.

“No.” Marie moved close enough to smell the woman’s breath. Laudanum. A nineteenth-century opiate. Sweet and bitter.

“You’ve got to let me have the baby. I’ll care for her. It’s a girl, did you know? Your bloodline. Ta lignée.”

The woman sucked spittle, hissed like a cat. The jockey man stared at the floor, his head shaking from side to side.

“Admit your family has abandoned her. Simple. That’s all. I’ll adopt the baby and care for her.”

A hand reached out; Marie flinched. The woman stared and Marie shifted her weight into the back of her heels, feeling like the woman was draining, sucking the life out of her. The woman looked away this time, but again Marie felt she’d come out the worse. She’d lost some ground.

“Don’t you care where the baby is?” Marie screamed.

“Non.”

The bar men were edging closer, looking at Marie like she was crazy.

“Come on, Marie.”

“No.”

The jockey man blocked her. “Madame’s tired. Too tired for this.” His voice was soft, strangely comforting.

“I need to make sure the baby’s fine.”

“She’s fine. True. C’est vrai.”

Marie wanted to believe him.

“Vite. Go away,” screeched the woman, her hand raised midair. She began to sing:

Guéde, Guéde, have mercy,

Don’t let me lose my way.

Guéde, Guéde,

Don’t let me lose my way.

Then, her song switched:

Fais dodo, mon piti bébé.

La lune toute jaune, se lève.

Fais dodo, mon piti bébé.

Marie kept stepping backward, like she was being pushed, a consistent pressure moving her out of the bar.

A mist clouded her eyes, then cleared. Women in rough shifts were lying on cots: some curled, knees to their chest; some spread-eagled, bodies defenseless; some on their bellies, hands tucked beneath them. Some were crying, their mouths open with silent wails. Some, slack-jawed, rocked; some twitched, batted at the air. Women from another age.

“Doc. Marie? You okay?”

She felt drained. What happened?

“Breathe.”

The men laughed. Her heart raced, skipping beats.

Reneaux’s arm was steadying her. “Let’s go.”

Someone clicked off the lights. Marie felt ill-prepared.

The old woman was gone. Disappeared like a ghost. No sound of shuffling, just absence. A depression in the shadows.

“Did you see him?” she whispered, urgent. “He turned off the lights.”

“Who?”

In the back room. Something glinting between the door and frame. Her knees buckled. “I’ve lost the baby,” Marie moaned.

“Come, let me get you out of here.”

An ambulance wailed. A wail meant disaster, distress, but it called to Marie’s heart. Like a siren luring her upon the rocks. No doubt the ambulance was on its way to Charity. She needed to go where she’d be more useful. She was a doctor. She could heal. Or at least try.

Reneaux led her outside into the light; Marie shielded her eyes.

    *  *  *

Pandemonium both outside and in. Ambulances were lined up at the door. The hospital ER was already crowded. Sunday, 10:00 A.M. Nowhere else to go for a bad hangover, strep throat, cancer spreading through your lungs, or worsening diabetes. The halls overflowing with the poor, sick, and weary. Churches and hospital. Both guaranteed to overflow on Sundays.

K-Paul, freckled face sweating, was shouting, directing traffic. “Morgue. He’s dead.” “Critical.” “Him up to surgery.” “Huan, stitches.”

“Why didn’t you leave him at home?” K-Paul asked, looking at Kind Dog.

“I said the same thing,” muttered Reneaux.

“Never occurred to me.” Marie shrugged on her resident’s coat.

“Knew you were strange.” K-Paul lifted a sheet. “Another morgue stop.”

“Dogs aren’t allowed in a hospital,” complained El.

“Seeing-eye dogs are,” said Huan, rolling a gurney into treatment.

“Yeah. He’s helping me see.”

“Humpf,” said El, arms crossed against her broad chest.

“Okay, Sully, keep him out front, at your desk. Please. For me?”

“Sure. Come on, boy.” Kind Dog looked at Marie; she nodded; he trotted off.

“I’m glad you’re here.” DuLac’s gloves were already speckled with blood.

“Me, too.” Be a doctor and heal.

    *  *  *

She snapped on gloves.

“Room Three,” said El. “Chest wound. Stabbing.”

Adrenaline kicked in. Marie forgot about Reneaux, Kind Dog, and the baby. Forgot about an old woman hating her daughter and afraid to love her great-grandchild. In seconds, she was probing a wound, rough from serrated edges—a kitchen knife? The boy was unconscious, his face smooth and bland like a sleeping angel’s.

“What happened?”

“Brawl at Saint Mary’s High. Glad you skipped your unplanned leave.”

Marie overlooked the sarcasm. She began packing the wound while El tackled the IV lines.

The curtains parted. DuLac peered at her handiwork. “Call upstairs. He’ll live. Saunders, stitch him.”

“Young.” Marie stared at the face, baby fat still in the cheeks.

“Oui, Miz Marie. The young keep feeding on each other. Soon won’t be any left.”

“We’ll save this one.” El dashed by, swinging open the ringed curtains.

Marie had a wide view of the hospital. Some kids blaring boom box hip-hop. Bodies on gurneys in the halls, in rooms, treatment stations; some even stacked near the elevator doors. A blur of nurses, doctors in white, medics, technicians in blue focusing on kids wounded and dying. The ER ambulance arrival door was still flung open. Heat wafted into the ER. If he was here, Severs would be shouting, “Air-conditioning costs money, people.” But the ambulances were abandoned, parked haphazardly, their doors flung open, forlorn and empty, displaying their life-support systems. Sirens off, the emergency lights still swirled red, yellow like an odd disco ball, making eerie patterns on the hospital linoleum.

“What is it?” DuLac was staring at her.

Someone had been left. She was sure of it. She sprinted across the room. Looked inside the nearest ambulance, then the next, and the next. In the last vehicle, not even on a gurney, but stretched out on the metal floor, was a girl. Sixteen, seventeen? Her pale face was made up, almost grotesque with bright blue shadow, purple lips, and red circles of rouge. Her hair was in tiny cornrows. Her dress was blue with lace, old-fashioned like Marie-Claire’s. Like Madame DeLaCroix’s.

Marie was furious. How could the medics have left her here? Dead or not, she shouldn’t have been forgotten.

“Medic,” she screamed.

“Need help?”

“Aw, Reneaux. They just left her. Just left her here—”

“—like a dog?”

“No, worse.” Marie tugged at the girl’s arm, trying to lift her body.

“Wait.” Reneaux squeezed into the ambulance. He squatted. “Look.” He lifted her left shoulder. “A tattoo. Similar to the dust markings on the other bodies. An inverted cross with a snake instead of Christ.”

“Some ritual?”

“Or made to look that way. Leave the girl here.”

“What do you mean?”

“This is a crime scene. Someone dumped the body.”

“She wasn’t forgotten?”

“No. Look at her. Known any medic not to use a litter? ’Sides, does she look dressed for school?”

“No. Looks like she’s been at a costume party. Some kind of ball.”

“It ain’t Mardi Gras,” said Reneaux.

“She was a pretty girl,” murmured Marie, staring at the blue satin slippers, the cameo necklace accenting her breasts. Her appearance was out of sync, dressed for the wrong century.

“No apparent bruises from a brawl. No knife wounds.” Reneaux scribbled on his pad.

“Dumped?” It was DuLac.

“Appears so,” said Reneaux. “I’ll call it into the station. We should leave her, Doc. This is a possible crime scene now. Might be some prints.”

Reluctantly, Marie backed out of the ambulance. “Doesn’t seem right to leave her.”

“Only way to catch her killer.”

“Miz Marie, your sight wrought magic again.”

“Intuition, DuLac.”

“Yet infallible.”

“If that were true, I’d have known you were lying to me for the last two months.”

“I’m not your enemy, Marie. I had reasons for not telling you about the DeLaCroixs. Good reasons.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“Let’s have dinner tonight. Me, you, El, Reneaux. I cook a fine gumbo.”

“No. Not ever.”

“Doctor Levant.” Reneaux was drawling again, the good ole southern boy charm. “Three women dead. Your friend Jacques.” He said “friend” without any sarcasm. “There’s a pattern here. At dinner, we can talk about it. Maybe solve this puzzle.”

“Only puzzle I care about is getting Baby Doe—home. My home.”

“I understand.”

“No, you don’t, DuLac.”

Reneaux bent toward her ear. “Settle down, Doc. Marie. Give him a chance.”

DuLac looked sad-eyed, and Marie felt furious at herself for feeling sorry for him.

“I can’t.”

“You mean you won’t? When the baby’s yours, and it will be one day—my only prophecy—you going to tell her you didn’t help find her mother’s killer?”

Marie trembled. DuLac’s words hurt. Part of her didn’t care about the murdered mother. She wanted the baby. Safe. With her. But how could she, a doctor, not care about death from unnatural causes? She did care. All the murdered girls could’ve been her baby, her baby grown into a young woman, then killed for no reason. Some other doctor would be pondering why another young girl had to die.

DuLac towered over her. He whispered, “Don’t you know New Orleans be the City of Sin?”

Wonderingly, Marie stared at him.

Reneaux murmured, “I’m positive more people are going to die.”

“Women,” Marie answered, knowing it was true. “More women are going to die.” Jacques was an anomaly—she was sure of it.

Marie looked back at the body. There wouldn’t be any sirens for a forensic team. Just more men inspecting this poor girl. Inspecting? Why’d she think that?

In her mind’s eye, she could see the girl undressed on a bed . . . undressed on a steel examining table. In each case, she was surrounded by men.

Reneaux was watching her, sympathetic, concerned. DuLac’s face was a mask.

“Eight o’clock?”

The glass doors slid open. She stopped midway through.

“Reneaux, is a pregnancy test standard procedure?

DuLac exhaled: “You think?”

“I don’t know what I think. The other women—” she stopped, words catching in her throat.

“Murdered,” said Reneaux. “The ones murdered?”

Marie nodded. “Were they checked for pregnancy?”

“Why would you think that?” DuLac asked.

“I don’t know.”

“If not,” said Reneaux, “we’ll get a court order to exhume them. Easy enough.”

In New Orleans, bodies were buried above ground. Marie had never visited a Louisiana cemetery, but she imagined crypts described by Poe. Walled-off tombs; possibly babies, fetuses, dying in their mother’s abdomen. Buried twice over. Damn, she was becoming morbid.

“See you after the shift.” The automatic doors slid shut. The air conditioner buzzed. She’d scream if she spent another second standing over a dead body with Reneaux and DuLac.

    *  *  *

Tired, hungry, Marie entered notes on a little girl’s chart. Ear infection left too long. Pus-filled canals. She’d write a prescription, a recheck, then be gone, downstairs to the cafeteria for a four-o’clock lunch. Only egg salad would be left. Maybe a tuna salad. Neither her favorite. At least the coffee would be hot.

“Doctor Levant.”

They were exiting the elevator: Severs and a tall man, six-four, maybe even six-five, dressed splendidly in a double-breasted suit, a silk kerchief in his pocket.

Heat washed through her. Pheromones. Cheeks flush. Her heart rate up. Body chemistry encouraging her to mate. Nothing but lust.

Marie nudged El. Almost five hours they’d worked, side by side. Professional. Polite. More than she cared to admit, Marie missed their easy camaraderie.

“What do you think, El?”

El frowned. “Not my type.”

“He’s the best-looking man I’ve seen all day.”

“You’re a fool then. Reneaux’s got more charm in his earring than this overdressed fool.”

“I think you’ve got a crush.”

“Humpf.”

“Doctor Levant,” called Severs.

Bemused by El’s perverseness, Marie walked, taking her time, weaving between patients, wheelchairs, gurneys, and abandoned IV trees. She was being watched. Taking her time, gave her more time to watch him.

He was midnight black. Blacker than black. Much as she admired Severs, she knew he had his own form of racial prejudice, his bias against dark-skinned folks. She’d read history. Tales explaining how New Orleanians still considered descendants of nineteenth-century free coloreds (often the bastard children of French aristocrats) as superior. A white relation and white skin seemed to insure status and wealth, property, and deference. Two hundred and fifty years later, folks like Severs were still jealously guarding their privileges, fawning over those whose light skin marked them as fellow members. The man beside Severs had some other power beyond color.

Handsome, darker than Reneaux—almost as if in the very darkness of him, you could see shadows and images of African glory.

Marie had always had a healthy appetite for sex. She’d lain with men, a whole host of colors. A sexual rainbow. Color didn’t matter, it was always some energy, some quality that attracted her. Jacques had been sensual on the dance floor, good-spirited, good-hearted. But she’d always been attracted to the strong, those who worked out, buffing their bodies, or even those, dressed as office men, who nonetheless exuded control, vision, adept at political, corporate power. She felt a contraction in her abdomen. This man, standing so nonchalantly beside Severs, was silently calling her name.

Severs was speaking, his words floating away. Marie paid him no more mind than a shoo-fly. His companion was luring her. Some outrageous energy poured out of him, promising sweet nights. She stopped short. No, not sweet.

Up close, she could see the skeleton beneath his face.

He clasped her hand.

She felt the violence. Like the time there’d been a storm and a wire cracked, whipping downward, twisting, snaking, snapping at her legs, her lace-tipped socks and black shoes. She’d screamed. The air was filled with a deadly charge. It was sheer luck she hadn’t been touched.

But now she felt as though she had. Touched by a malevolent force. Electrified beyond redemption.

She kept her expression bland.

“Doctor,” he murmured.

She tilted her head, listening for the sound beneath the sound, the meaning behind the word “doctor.” Subtext, nuance. Nothing was as it seemed.

No, not sweet. This man could never, ever be sweet.

He squeezed her hand—quick, hard. She bristled. He smiled and she had an overwhelming sense that he’d issued a challenge.

Severs was grinning like Christmas. Much as she appreciated Severs, she deplored his tactics. This meeting had less to do with her as a doctor, more to do with her being a woman. Why not Huan? Or Meredith?

“I have work.”

“Monsieur Allez, trustee president, stopped by to visit us.”

“You mean check up on us?” Now she understood Severs’s obsequiousness. Keep Monsieur Allez happy. How many other women—doctors, nurses—had been trotted out for Allez’s inspection?

“As you see, Monsieur Allez, we need everything. Technicians, beds, supplies. IV lines. Linens. Can’t your board provide more money? People are suffering, dying. Steal if you have to—” (She didn’t know why she said “steal.”)

“Steal? Surely not.” Not a southern drawl, nor Creole or Cajun patois. Crisp, clear, standard English—the kind from good prep schools and New England colleges. In medical school, she’d met plenty of self-satisfied sons of privilege. Just not too many black ones.

“As in Robin Hood. Getting the rich to provide for the poor.”

“We hold charity balls. Auctions. Wrangle from city government.”

“You can ask the mayor.”

“A friend of mine.”

“It ought to be simple, then. More effective than expensive entertainments for the rich, which may or may not raise much money for charity.”

His gaze seemed to pinion her like a butterfly. She was under a microscope; her assets being catalogued and measured.

Then, Allez’s body relaxed. Too much so. The opposite of Reneaux, who went still, his muscles tense. Foolishly, she couldn’t help smiling. She excited him.

Severs spoke. “Doctor Levant, perhaps you’d like to show Monsieur Allez around.”

“No. I’ve got work.” Never mind lunch.

Severs coughed.

Marie felt almost sorry for him. He was a sycophant. Dangerous, if he thought he could manipulate her. Severs’s only saving grace was his love for the hospital.

“Please, Doctor Levant. I’d enjoy spending time with you.”

Allez’s face was angular. Sweeping high cheekbones. A broad brow, shapely eyes, nose. Lips like soft black clouds.

“More people need my care than you.”

He shrugged, stretched out his hand, palm upraised. A false vulnerability.

She’d lost her appetite. “I need to get back to work.”

“I hope we meet again.”

“Collector,” she thought. She could tell by the sound of his voice. She kept walking, not looking back. He might or might not have found her really attractive, but, now, since she’d rebuffed him, he’d feel compelled to collect her.

She overheard Severs apologizing for her behavior, intoning about the stress of ER, dedicated doctors, and sleep deprivation. She didn’t hear Allez’s response.

“What’ve you got for me, El?”

“An unwed mother with no prior prenatal care. A drunk who had a bottle smashed into his head. A boy with burns on his hands. Said he’d been playing with matches. Looks like cigarette burns to me.”

“Hell.” Marie took the charts. “Call Social Services.” She hoped Marie-Claire’s baby—no, her baby—wasn’t being hurt.

She turned. Allez was by the elevator, still watching her.

An unbidden thought: Jacques would never have hurt her—this man—would.

She thought about calling Reneaux. What would she say? This man frightened her? No more than a handshake and she felt inexplicable terror.

Since being in New Orleans, her dreams made her feel weak, disoriented. Thoughts she couldn’t control multiplied in her mind like worms.

She looked back over her shoulder.

It was Allez who’d orchestrated the meeting. Allez—who’d used Severs as the pawn.

Allez clasped Severs’s hand, and the diamond on his right finger glinted down, then up. Light fractured on the ceiling.

She turned with a vengeance. “You were at Breezy’s. This morning. Hiding in the back room.”

His expression hardened. “I don’t hide.”

“Why wouldn’t he be at Breezy’s? He owns it,” said Severs.

Allez slowly smiled, but the effect was grotesque. A smile ill-suited to his eyes that dared—what? Dared her to be his adversary? Dared her to call him a liar?

She was scared. But Allez reminded her of all the men and boys who’d tried to take advantage of a vulnerable foster care girl.

“I don’t believe you.” She felt his fury, tangible like smoke in the air.

“Welcome to my world,” he murmured, and she walked away, slowly, sedately. Inhale, exhale. Swallowing bile, quelling her nausea, Marie wondered how it’d come to this—all she wanted to do was to love a child.
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[image: logo]arie ached from lifting, bending over bodies, from scurrying from one crisis to the next. The burned boy confessed: “Ramie did it.” A teenager bullying an eight-year-old. Marie was relieved. No parental abuse. No foster care. Instead, a sweet boy with two parents swearing he wouldn’t be harmed again.

Marie was happy for him. He was loved. Too bad no one had loved the murdered girls. At least loved them enough to protect them. They’d only been loved enough (or abused enough) to become pregnant.

Reneaux called. They’d all been pregnant. One, six weeks. Another eight. One, thirteen, entering the second trimester. Coroners had filed it in their reports. Of the three, only Marie-Claire had had a viable babe.

But other than the usual flood of get-well calls, no one called the hospital looking for an underage girl. A missing daughter? An absent niece? A cousin lost with no ID? Just unidentified cases of good girls (or, maybe, bad girls?) gone dead.

Reneaux said there’d been no missing person reports filed. Bad or good, saint or sinner—how could so many women die and nobody care?

Easy. She remembered her own history. None of the neighbors cared about her and her mother. No relatives claimed her. No one wore black and sang about the righteous Lord. Or flying off to glory.

Social Services had buried her mother in a pauper’s grave. No memorial. No newspaper photo and obituary. Her foster mother just announced, “It’s done,” like her mother was so much dirt. Thrown away, cast off. “Done.” Encased in wood. Baked in soil. No one in the world would ever know she existed. No one would ever know a soul was lost during Chicago’s driest heat, or know about a little girl’s memory of arriving home too late and holding her mother’s still-wet hand.

When she was eighteen, her caseworker gave her a copy of her file, a box with her mother’s effects and the location of her grave. The “L” trip was far—way beyond the city’s edge. Past picket fence suburbs, rural shacks, plants spewing smoke and the city dump.

Trudging over snow-packed ground, she’d searched for her mother. She, too, was Marie. With her bare hands, she wiped headstones, pulled back dry weeds, scratched crusted dirt. Marie Winters. Marie Pulaswoski. Marie Ann. Old women—one, dead in the 1920s; another, dead in 1983; and an infant, dead in 1885.

Nearing sundown, she found the small brick square pressed into the ground, covered with snow, pebbles, and twigs. MARIE LEVANT NÉE CROSS, 1948–1980. On her knees, her nose blue, her hands and feet tingling with pain, she tried to feel her mother’s spirit.

She opened the mahogany box. Inside was a pin, snakes entwined about a tree, and a drawing of a snake eating its own tail. Her birth certificate listed Father: Unknown. Mother: Marie. Her place of birth: scratched out. Hospital: covered in black ink. A piece of paper saying nothing.

Did her mother or someone else alter the birth certificate? Was it done before or after her mother died?

There was another sheet: her mother’s death certificate. Marie never looked at it but she couldn’t bring herself to throw it away. She lay the paper face down atop her birth certificate.

She dug inside the velvet pouch and pulled out a rosary. Black pearl. On the crucifix, Christ had a snake—the Devil, the same Devil who’d tempted Eve, taunted Him in Gethsemane, entwined about His feet. There were two pictures—one of a pink Virgin, blonde and blue-eyed. The other brown—not a traditional Virgin, but still compelling, posed like a goddess, a would-be saint. Sitting slightly in profile, her hair pulled into a chignon, her eyes slanted, casting a sideways glance, Marie felt she drew upon some supernatural power. Voudon Marie was written on the back of this picture; Mary, on the other.

Her mama had raised her to be a good Catholic. Yet the crucifix and the brown Virgin were blasphemous. Evil.

There was a folded note; inside it, her mother’s flowing script:

All things alive.

She dropped the rosary in the pouch, slid in the wrinkled pictures, and as she replaced the note, she saw more writing, less neat, elegant, as if the writer’s hand had been trembling:

Snakes are stirring in my blood. Yours, too.

She’d closed the box, feeling she’d some sin to repent. She swore she’d never open it until she did some good in the world. Became a doctor. Fully certified. She’d make her mother proud. Dispel the terror of snakes and a brown Virgin’s eyes.

But remembering it all now, she’d become a doctor not to help others but to cure her helplessness . . . to cure her guilt at not being able to save her mother. Her mother never should’ve died. People were complicated. Ten years old, screaming and crying, massaging her mother’s chest, blowing air into her mouth, trying to do the CPR she’d seen on TV. Ultimately, the only power she had was to sit, hold her mother’s hand, and watch over her still body. Day became night, night, day, then night again. Then, the cycle began again. Only when a disgruntled chauffeur came to see why the maid wasn’t cleaning his mistress’s home did the police come and drag her, kicking and screaming, away.

Thinking about her mother, Marie—the murdered girl, Marie-Claire, thinking about herself, another plain Marie—she knew she’d have to name her baby girl Marie-Claire. After her mother.

Like mother, like daughter. Four Maries.

Surely, this was fate.

    *  *  *

“Heh, Almost-Doctor.”

“Heh, Sully.”

“Got a good dog here.”

Kind Dog, tail wagging, limped out of Sully’s cubicle, rounding the corner with a grin.

Marie felt her spirits lift. She stooped, rubbing the dog’s ears. “I missed you.”

The dog licked her cheek.

It was true. Seeing the dog made her feel she had a defense against loneliness.

“I’ll keep him any time you want.”

“He’s sweet, isn’t he?”

“Likes my harmonica music.”

“Did he sing?”

“A few howls. Took his solo like a pro.”

“Come on, Kind Dog.” He hopped beside her, out the door, into the damp night air. She reached into her purse for keys. Damn. She’d done it again. Forgotten she was without a car.

Two bright lights rounded the corner. “Here.” Reneaux, from the inside, pushed open the door. Before she could say anything, Kind Dog scooted into the car and leaped onto the backseat.

“Come on. Your car’s been dusted for prints. It’s with a friend of mine. It’ll be as good as new tomorrow.”

Marie felt reluctant, didn’t want to keep being beholden to Reneaux. “DuLac said his home wasn’t far. I can walk.”

“Your dog can’t.”

Marie looked at Kind Dog, his head out the window, his tongue lolling.

“Thanks again.”

Kind Dog pushed his head between two bucket seats, his teeth nipping at a white package.

“What’s in the bag?”

“Marrow bones. Beef ribs. Thought Dog might like it for dinner.”

“Cooked or raw?”

“Gonna be cooked,” said Reneaux, lifting the bag away from Kind Dog. “DuLac’s boiling the water. Making a stew.”

Kind Dog barked. Marie couldn’t help but laugh.

    *  *  *

DuLac’s home surprised her. It was serene, elegant, filled with French antiques.

“La Belle Epoque,” he said. He was dressed in a velvet smoking jacket; no doctor whites.

“What?”

“Paris, 1900s. Turn of the century. But the era started long before that—the mid-1800s. America was still in the throes of slavery, cotton, and gin. Proust was writing Remembrance of Things Past. Saint-Saëns and Fauré were making music to “awaken in us the mysterious depths of our soul.” Massenet was creating Thaïs, his great opera about a tortured monk falling in love with a prostitute. The monk becomes a madman; the prostitute becomes a saint. Irony. Sophistication, non? The French know about life and love.”

“Listen.” He pressed the CD button. A baritone soared; the melancholy was invasive. Marie felt uneasy. The warm tones ended in a scream.

El came out of the kitchen. “Just give me blues.” She hugged Marie, patted Kind Dog. She hugged Reneaux, too. Marie felt jealous of their easy friendship.

“Eat. Eat.” DuLac gripped her hand. “No business ’til after dinner. Right, Reneaux?”

“Right. Just lead me to the food.”

DuLac slid open the dining room doors. It was breathtaking. French linens, candelabras on the table, plush velour chairs. There was gold flatware, gold-trimmed china. Napkins tied with ribbons. Sparkling Waterford crystal. A centerpiece of flowers: freesia with white calla lilies. The scent was heady, overpowering.

A chandelier and candelabra held red, beeswax candles. On the walls were paintings of nudes: cream-colored women lounging in boudoirs; a voluptuous blonde standing boldly under a tree; nymphs cavorting by a stream. On the fourth wall was a huge gilt-trimmed mirror, echoing the image of the table, the decadent nudes, and Marie, standing at the table’s center. Reneaux looked at her, amused.

El scowled. “Looks like a brothel, don’t it?”

“El’s just jealous of my good taste.” DuLac set down his first gold-plated bowl of food: gumbo, thick with okra and rice; next, collard greens with fatback, black-eyed peas, then platters of cornbread and yams.

“Slave food. On nineteenth-century French plate,” DuLac snorted, delighted. “The wine is Château Lafite. A rare bottle for a rare evening. No moonshine. Eat. Eat. Drink.”

“When’d you have time to cook, DuLac?”

“I always have good food waiting. My table set.” He grinned, and Marie saw not the half-drunk, cynical doctor but a generous man, expansive with hospitality and fellowship.

She murmured, “I’m starved,” and dug into the best food she’d ever tasted.

Kind Dog gnawed on bones.

Between bites, Reneaux, El, and DuLac teased one another. All old friends. Her mama would have liked this. Liked them. Reneaux was in middle school when DuLac and El were in high school.

“He was bad,” chortled El.

“Full of trouble,” echoed DuLac.

“Don’t be telling tales on me.”

“Reneaux was the trouble man, gangster then, Marie. Always tearing up screens, throwing balls through windows. Even stole penny candy from the corner store.”

“I did not.”

“Did, too. You were best at hustling. Playing sax in the Quarter.”

“I didn’t know you played,” said Marie.

“Lots you don’t know,” said DuLac.

Reneaux laughed. “Some days I made ten bucks.”

“On your raggedy-ass music?”

“No, the boy’s music is good,” El defended. “Sometimes, though, not enough soul. Flat improvisations.”

“Y’all watch out now. I’ll have to arrest you for disrespecting an officer.”

“I’m scared,” said DuLac. “So scared I think I’ll get dessert.”

“I’ll help,” said El, picking up dishes. Marie stood. El winked. “I can handle this, Marie. You and Reneaux stay here. Relax.”

“They seem like an old married couple, don’t they?” asked Reneaux. “I’m not sure but DuLac may have asked El to marry him. They went to high school together. He’s a good six years younger. El was a backwoods girl. She lied about her age to get an education. She looked young even then.”

“Did she lie about you? About your childhood?”

“Naw. All her tales about me are true. I was a punk but I played good music.”

Marie smiled. She liked this man.

“Here ’tis. Pièce de résistance.”

El carried the bowls of ice cream. DuLac poured rum over the sautéed bananas and lit it with a candlestick. Blue flames leaped upward. “Maman Marie.” DuLac scooped the bananas over ice cream.

Marie cleaned her bowl like a starving girl. Reneaux let Kind Dog lick his spoon. El had two servings. Reneaux, three. DuLac smiled, pleased with himself. His spoon slowly stirring a café au lait.

“Now. Brandy.”

Marie groaned. She was satiated.

“Its customary. Tell her, Reneaux.”

“He does love his rituals, Doc.”

“Brandy after every meal. Including breakfast,” quipped El.

“I’ll light the fire.”

“Isn’t it too hot?” asked Marie.

“Never. Where’s your romance? Adventure?”

Reneaux sat on a pillow on the floor. Marie joined him. Kind Dog rested his head in her lap. El complained about her bad back and chose a chair.

DuLac brought brandy swirling in crystal. “VSOP. My finest.”

Marie felt pleasant, no, more than that—this was the nicest evening she’d ever had in New Orleans or anywhere. DuLac, who rarely smiled, seemed happy. El looked regal in her straight-back chair. Reneaux looked desirable, the flames highlighting the contours of his face. Still, he stared into the flames like there was something there to find.

Five minutes. Maybe ten. Soothing fellowship—a moment when all seemed right with the world.

Then, Reneaux sighed, reaching in his jacket for his notepad. “This is what I know.” His intonations were clipped.

El perched forward. DuLac clasped his hands, his chin resting on the steeple of fingers. Marie shook her head, trying to focus. She’d have an aching head tomorrow. She set her empty glass on the fire grate.

“The girl found today. No name yet. All the girls were pregnant. Innocents.”

“How innocent can they be if they were pregnant? With no wedding rings?”

Marie was surprised by El’s question—it was mean-spirited.

DuLac shrugged. “Two high-school girls. Runaways, maybe. All of them underage, like the DeLaCroix girl. None twenty-one. All of them had something not identified in their system.”

“Like what?” Marie heard her voice slurring.

“That’s it. We don’t know. Something.”

“Marie-Claire, too?”

“Don’t know yet. Need the family’s permission to disturb the tomb.”

“They buried her?” asked DuLac.

Reneaux shook his head. “City charity. But since we now know who she is, legally, we need the family’s permission.”

Hands trembling, Marie wiped sweat from her brow.

“We’re still investigating the connection to Jacques Paris. He might’ve known the first girl—they went to high school together. On the other hand, Jacques was known to pick up women.”

“I’m not embarrassed, Reneaux.”

“Some say he wasn’t too particular. I mean, he just seemed to love women. Didn’t matter whether they were young or old, fat or slim. Everyone agrees he enjoyed women.” Reneaux cleared his throat.

“That’s a good thing, isn’t it?” asked Marie. “Liking women?”

“Yeah. Good thing,” said Reneaux. “Real good thing.” He cleared his throat again. “Jacques died of an overdose. Massive infusion of heroin.”

“He died in Breezy’s. The back room,” said Marie.

“How do you know this?” asked DuLac.

Marie shrugged. Her tongue felt thick in her mouth.

Reneaux jotted notes. “I’ll get a search warrant.

“We’ve also lifted prints from Marie’s car. Thugs. A man named Arnaud, wanted for armed robbery. Assault with a deadly weapon. The others, petty thievery. Handles like Hammer, Reggae, and Pip.”

DuLac, his elbows on his knees, swirled the brandy in his glass. “Two women thrown at Charity’s door. Killed elsewhere, dropped in Emergency. Think my hospital is a trash dump? Folks dying every day. Murdered. Car accidents. Suicides. Not sick, just dead. Some fool killing women and dumping them like trash.”

“How do you know it’s one person?”

“What you mean?” asked El.

“I mean, how does DuLac know it’s one person?” murmured Marie. “Maybe it’s people? People wanting women murdered.”

“Maybe the unidentified substance had something to do with it,” said Reneaux.

“That’s stretching—don’t you think?” DuLac was insistent, probing. “Substance or not, the dead can’t be revived.”

Marie shuddered. Without asking, DuLac, bending on one knee, poured more brandy into her glass.

“He’s been known to hit women,” murmured El.

“Who?” Marie asked.

“Allez. No charges pressed. He’s clean,” said Reneaux.

“‘Clean as dirt,’ my mother would say,” snapped El.

“Let’s not get into what mamas would say—mine could outtalk you, outwit you any day,” said DuLac.

“What she say?” cooed El.

“She say—” DuLac whispered into El’s ear.

El laughed. Harsh. DuLac joined her, and Marie thought, for a minute, they looked like drunken hyenas.

DuLac poured more brandy into everyone’s glass.

“Still I think it’s strange. Allez showing up today of all days.”

DuLac’s finger drummed on the overstuffed chair. A simple tap of his index finger, then the beat became syncopated. Index finger alternating with thumb.

The beat was soft. Marie wasn’t sure anyone else heard it.

The fire hissed, twisting smoke into chords.

“My mama used to say, ‘Bad men always good-looking. Evil likes a pretty face.’”

“Then I must be Satan,” hiccuped Reneaux.

“Hah,” DuLac laughed. “My mama say, ‘What goes around, comes around.’”

“Your mama’s dead.” El stamped her white nurse’s shoe.

They must be drunk, Marie thought. Me, too. Her head and limbs heavy, she felt like she was weighted, ready to slide to the ground. DuLac’s fingers tapped a rhythm and she felt her soul responding.

“Marie.” Someone called her name. She looked up.

Above the fireplace was a painting. Thick, dark colors: a brick church; night sky; black wrought iron. Even a flock of crows diving, swooping along the horizon. Black and brown figures were dressed in white. It was some kind of ceremony. A woman was in the center, a snake wrapped about her arm.

She could hear her mother: “This is the snake. Damballahwedo.”

She was young. Three, maybe four.

The woman in the painting was dancing, her hips swaying.

Mother was pointing at the crucifix. “Say, ‘Goodbye,’ Marie. Say, ‘Goodbye.’” Mother kissed Christ’s feet and the snake. She stuffed the crucifix with its dangling beads into a velvet bag.

Marie shivered. She was drunk. They were all drunk. She looked above the fireplace.

The painting’s colors seemed to brighten, then fade. Brighten, then fade.

Think. Like a doctor. She’d been drunk before. Even with Jacques, she hadn’t felt this lethargy. She knew how to hold liquor. Tonight: two glasses of wine; two glasses of brandy. An overheated room. Yes. Drunk? Yes. Unsafe to drive? Yes. Her mobility impaired.

But something else stirred in her blood.

She felt hypersensitive. Preternaturally keen. She could smell sweet musk on Reneaux, see sweat rising along his brow. El scratched her neck, her nails causing small tremors of follicles and skin. DuLac’s heart beat—blood rushing in, blood rushing out—keeping time with his finger tapping out a rhythm with the strength of a bass drum.

The painting was alive.

She looked at DuLac. His lids heavy, she knew, nonetheless, he was watching her.

El was humming, moaning, “Yes, Lord. Yes, Lord.” Like they were in church. Marie could see capillaries pinking El’s cheeks, brightening her eyes. “My mama was the best.”

Reneaux was pretending to play the sax.

Think. She’d been drugged. They’d all been.

Fear overwhelmed her. What did she really know about El, DuLac, and Reneaux?

Her weight shifted, she leaned to the right, then, slowly, fell. Her head on the carpet, Kind Dog licked her face.

Reneaux was shouting but she couldn’t hear him. Then, she heard, “Name? What’s your name?”

Words wouldn’t come out of her mouth.

“Yes, Lord. Yes, yes, Lord.” El was on her feet, stamping a rhythm. DuLac’s hands were pounding the chair, his chest, thighs—everything had become a drum.

Marie jerked toward the grate. The fire was singing, calling out her name. Marie. Flames leaped, expanding with air, licking the chimney sides, darting toward the room’s heart.

“What’s your name?” Reneaux slurred. “Name?”

“Je suis Marie.” But it wasn’t her voice. It was lower, more timbre.

“Bathroom, I need to go. Get up.” Reneaux tried to steady her, but they both tripped. Kind Dog yelped, scooted up, his tail wagging.

She felt like she was in the fun house. The floor rose, making waves, like a distorted carnival mirror. El was still shouting. She’d gone on to Jesus. Calling his name. “Lord. Precious Lord.”

DuLac was chanting a work song: “Heh, yah, heh, yah. Lift that bale . . .”

She felt scared. Panicked. She stumbled forward.

“Turn left,” Reneaux called. “The other way. Other way.”

El’s laughter wafted behind her.

She inched down the hall. Her stomach roiling, her hands flat against the wall, feeling her way as if she was blind.

On the left was a door. Painted with layers of red. Almost lacquered.

Her hands touched the smooth grain. The door seemed alive, the air surrounding it, different, filled with the promise . . . of what?

She looked, side to side. The hall seemed endless. A haunting infinity. The only escape was through the door. Her hand turned the knob.

She stepped inside.

    *  *  *

There was an altar, lit with candles, a tin plate filled with dried fruit (raisins, dates, pomegranates) and seeds (sunflower, corn, wheat). There was a rosary, a dried snakeskin, and a small drum (a djembe; she’d seen one in an African history book). Above the altar was a painting. The same painting she’d seen in the living room, but somehow different. More alive, she thought. But that didn’t make sense.

She stepped closer.

The world captured in the gilt frame invited her in.

Night. A raging bonfire. Specks of crimson rose into the graymidnight -blue sky. Figures in white formed a circle, swaying. All watched the woman in the center, dressed in an indigo skirt streaked with gold. A snake curled about her arm, its head resting against her shoulder.

Marie inched closer. On the far left were drummers: some, their hands poised above drums, others, their hands hitting against their bare chests. Everyone’s face seemed ecstatic; only the woman in the center seemed composed—cynical, her brows arched.

Small groups of people stood, mingling, watching the dancers, swaying, circling. The lovely woman trapped in the middle.

Church spirals peaked in the background. A gull hovered over the roof, distressed and off course. Rats skittered in the side alley, tearing at some kind of flesh. A lone carriage was rounding the bend.

Marie knew this place—Cathedral Square. In the French Quarter off Pierre Antoine Alley. Right across from the Mississippi River and the Riverwalk where steamboats took tourists up and down the river. Every day of the week, the lawn in the middle of the square was filled with drunks, lovers, tarot card mystics, and trinket peddlers. Saturdays and Sundays, wedding parties posed for pictures, accompanied by musicians straight from Preservation Hall; other times, magicians did tricks, making doves appear and coins disappear for tourist dollars. Cathedral Square was always noisy, bustling, wide awake even on a Sunday dawn, with tourists gulping beer in plastic cups, hustlers trying to make a living on pity and souvenirs.

Except, in the painting, it was Cathedral Square from long ago. The 1800s. A blend of cultures: African slaves, Spanish aristocrats, American sailors, and French nuns, the Sisters of Ursuline, dressed in black wool robes.

Horse-drawn carriages still carted lovers about the square, but the carriage in the painting was no tourist contraption—instead, it was a regal closed carriage with a black-suited driver, and a gas lamp perched on the roof’s edge. Inside, Marie could see a man in a top hat; the veiled face of a woman leaning out the window, craning to see the dancers.

Many of the bystanders wore coarse cotton but others in the crowd of black, brown, and white people were dressed in silk and linen, with boots and satin shoes instead of bare feet. All watched the woman in the center of the circle, among the still swirl of dancers.

Marie studied the bottom right corner. ML 1873. An artist’s scrawl.

Out of the corner of her eye, Marie saw movement.

She stared at the painting—great swashes of color, a crowd scene painted in detail, each character unique. Some, yearning, some mesmerized; some laughing; some, their faces wrinkled with outrage; some, making the sign of the cross; some, hands upraised, looking into the darkening sky. A dog nipped at a man’s boot; a pickpocket let his hand slide into a bystander’s pocket; a prostitute offered her body for coins. Rich and poor, young and old, black, white, and in between, had come to see the amber-colored woman in the square.

Marie needed to get to the bathroom. She needed to rinse her mouth and face, stop her hallucinations.

A dancer’s arm moved. Then another dancer’s arm, then another and another. Then an arm, a foot, the tilting of a head, the thrust of hips. The woman in the center swayed, then turned to the right, slowly at first, then faster and faster until she was a spinning whirl of brown, indigo, and gold.

Marie shook herself. She was ill. She needed to go home, rest. Her hands clutched the gilt frame.

She heard drums. The same rhythm DuLac had tapped on his chair. Men and women were echoing the rhythm with their feet, a syncopated, almost frenetic beat. Only the woman in the center seemed beyond rhythm, whirling with a passion—for what? Of what? Possession?

Marie smelled fish, fire smoke, the Mississippi sluggish with algae. She smelled bodies, rank with sweat, curiosity, and fear.

The carriage had moved across and out of the scene. The drummer’s hands were a flurry of pounding. A young boy was crying; a man had cracked his pipe flute.

Upstage, in the far right, a tall man stepped into the scene. Kingly, dressed in a billowy white shirt and white pants; his left hand dangled a chicken, its neck twisted and snapped.

The man walked forward, measured, stately, until he was slightly behind the dancers. Behind the woman. He glared at the scene—at her—with hatred.

Down left, a small man held a drum between his knees. A bucket was beside him. The darkness inside the bucket began moving, distinct threads, garter snakes writhing over one another, over the bucket’s edge.

The woman stopped spinning, her back toward the ground; her face, toward the man. The man stepped forward. The snake reared its head. The man stopped. The dancers stopped. Only the drums kept luring.

The woman turned face forward, staring directly outward from the frame, at Marie, and smiled.

Marie screamed.

DuLac was holding her up, his arms about her waist, his mouth close to her ear.

“You were there. Cathedral Square.”

“No.”

“1873. Marie Laveau, the height of her powers. You were there.”

“No.”

“Leave her alone, DuLac.” It was Reneaux. “You’ve done enough harm.”

“Harm?”

DuLac clutched her tighter and Marie could smell the same curiosity and fear, the same rancid sweat as in the painting.

“Alors, she needs to know who she be.”

“No,” Marie screamed, twisting from his grasp.

“Let her be.” Reneaux was beside DuLac, his hand inside his jacket, on his gun.

El was weeping in the corner. A pink rosary pressed to her lips.

“It’s her,” said DuLac.

“You’re out of your mind,” snapped Reneaux.

“It’s you.”

“No,” said Marie, stumbling. Her hand touched the paint. It was warm—the oil seemed liquid. But the figures were still—no movement, no sound, no smells.

The woman in the center was in a new position. Hands folded, head bowed, she stood forlorn within the crowd’s heart. The snake was wrapped about her waist. A black pearl rosary dangled over her arm.

The painting was no longer a replica of the painting in the living room, over the fireplace. This painting had changed from an exuberant ritual to a somber, sinister dance. The man was threatening; the woman waited for the blow.

Allez. The man looked like Allez. The woman looked like her.

The painting changed again. The woman was her mother. Her. Someone else. Then, her again. The man, always the same. Allez. Allez threatening her mother, her ancestor.

Upstage, in the dark shadow of the cathedral, a wooden door opened. A girl, in a chignon, held hands with a younger girl. Both resembled her. The younger girl held a baby upside down.

Inhale, exhale. Inhale, exhale. Calm. Marie needed to think . . . needed to understand the painting’s clues. Needed to know why she hallucinated, why she saw herself steeped in an outrageous world.

Time slowed.

Marie looked at El. Her mascara streaked, she was forlorn and ancient. Reneaux was intense, coiled, watching DuLac.

DuLac, palms open, shrugged. “You were there, Marie,” he whispered. “Think. Didn’t your mother give you something? A reminder that you were there.”

DuLac was no longer the world-weary doctor. He was certain, self-assured. “Remember? You were there.” He reached out, his hand transformed into a snake.

Marie screamed, turned and ran. She heard Reneaux calling her. Still she ran, down the hall, through the living room.

“Marie,” Reneaux shouted.

She didn’t care about remembering. Didn’t care about ceremonies in Cathedral Square. Didn’t care about a painting that seemed to hold life within its frame. Still, she looked—at the painting above the fireplace. This painting was a celebration, an ecstatic dream.

She ran.

Kind Dog barked. “Stay,” she shouted. “Stay.”

Onto the porch, down the front steps, she ran. Ran along darkened streets, ran and ran . . . until her lungs ached, until she was lost.

She dodged into an alley, wandered into backyards, all the time hearing, “Marie!” El’s high-pitched screech, haunting. “Marie.” DuLac’s quiet voice wrapped inside her head.

She kept running, her heart pounding, pumping blood, in and out, in and out. She ran and found herself inside her dream. A mist enveloping her.

She was a child again. A runaway from foster care, knowing in a matter of seconds, she couldn’t stay where Social Services had left her. Couldn’t stay in a home without her mother. Couldn’t stay in a home that smelled of lye and alcohol, soiled diapers and Sloppy Joe’s. She’d been caught, beaten, locked in her room, but tonight, she’d outrace hell if she had to.

Time to be hard again, not gullible, seduced by false kindness. El, DuLac, Reneaux were her enemies. Manipulating. Wanting something from her.

Tough. She’d survived by being tough; she’d win the baby back by being tough. Then she wouldn’t be lonely. Alone again. “Dig down deep,” she thought. Find the hard little girl. The one whose mother was dead. The one who’d scrimped for college, ignoring those who’d said she’d fail. The one who made it through med school, traveled to New Orleans on her own.

New Orleans—city of sin. City of Sin.

She stopped. The upside-down baby. Goat without horns. She knew, without knowing how she knew, that the baby was intended as a sacrifice. Save the child and she’d save herself.

But how were the murdered women connected?

“Mother?”

She felt a sweet wisp along her spine. She’d been lured to Orleans. It’d been her mother who’d kept her history hidden. It was her mother who now wanted her here.

Beneath a lamppost was a man in black hat, tuxedo, and white gloves. A rose in his front pocket. He smiled. She walked past him only to see two others, standing behind him like mirror images. In unison, they lifted their hats and bowed their heads.

Marie heard drums, like a pied piper, luring her. The men in hat and tails followed. Menacing yet not. Human yet not. Alive, yet not alive.

She shook her head. The chemical—herb? root? whatever it was—had been in her system, how long? An hour? Two? How long before it wore off? She knew she had to move forward, go on—do something. She’d come to New Orleans for some purpose. She followed the men in top hat and tails.

Rats rattled trash cans. Men harmonized on street corners Some stared at her—some mocking, some grinning, salacious, at a woman alone.

She’d turned south instead of north. She wanted to hail a cab, board a bus . . . but her feet kept moving, the streets growing more deserted, the moon rising higher, higher, then beginning its downward crest. Bright yellow. Stars like diamonds. She couldn’t stop if she wanted to.

On and on she went, until she recognized Breezy’s. Low-slung shack. A squashed beetle. Music, bass-driven and raunchy. Cars parked everywhere. Men in jeans, women in tight skirts loitered outside. Inside, a mystery; nothing to see behind the closed door and blackened windows.

Why was she here?

The men in top hat and tails had disappeared. It was just her, hiding beneath the branches of a willow, her body leaning against bark to keep from sliding down to the ground. She kept staring at the building, thinking of the wizened woman inside who disowned her granddaughter and great-grandchild.

Marie blinked.

The building’s weathered lines faded, like a photo undeveloping itself, slipping back in time. The building was freshly whitewashed. Distinct on the dark horizon. Tea roses flourished beneath the windows. Women—black, yellow, and brown—were entering the front door, which was wood, not steel. Some wore flowers in their hair to match their silk pastel skirts; others wore head wraps, and aprons with wide sashes. Some carried lamps; some, buckets of water for the evening wash. Some walked stiffly; others dragged tired feet. Paler women, dusted with bronze, stepped delicately down from carriages, black menservants lighting their way.

A white man from one of the carriages shouted, “Cher. Cher.”

One of the women giggled and waved a fan. Another screamed, “Pig. Bastard,” while adjusting her bodice.

Horses snorted, pawed the ground.

Someone tossed gold coins from a carriage window. All the women ignored the sparkling gold in the dirt.

There was a scream. Marie rushed forward. Another scream, muffled from inside the house. Marie stopped: two groups of revelers, from two centuries, were staring at her. Women in leather pants, high heels, and hair extensions. Women in ball gowns, satin slippers, their hair in French twists with flowers. She heard another scream.

One of the ghosts touched her; Marie shivered.

“He’s coming.”

She saw Marie-Claire.

“Run,” said another, and Marie turned her head to the left and saw the girl from the ambulance, her face woeful.

“Run.”

“Run, run, run . . .” a dissonant chorus. “Run,” screamed a girl with a hoop ring pierced through her eyebrow.

A bouncer moved toward her.

“Marie.” It was Reneaux, pulling her back behind the tree.

The scene disappeared.

“I saw them. I know I saw them.”

“Who?”

“The girls who were murdered. They were here, dressed like queens.”

She pulled back, remembering who was holding her. “Let me go, Reneaux. Why should I trust you?”

“Because I’m here.” He held her steady, his hands on her waist. “Not with DuLac.”

“How’d you know where I’d be?”

“Dog. He’s safe. In the car.”

Marie slumped against his chest. “I’m ill, Reneaux. Seeing things.”

“I know.” He stroked her hair. “DuLac drugged me.”

“All of us. But you’re the most affected.”

Willow threads made bars of shadows. With her fingers, she touched Reneaux’s lips, tracing their softness. She crossed her arms over her belly. A grinding, pulsating love song wafted from the house. There weren’t any screams. Only laughter. Lustful catcalls.

“I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

She wanted some comfort, some tangible reality. How to explain that to Reneaux?

“Hide.” Reneaux pressed her against the tree, his body covering hers, the two of them merging into wood.

Two black town cars pulled up. Stragglers, outside the shack, dispersed or went inside. From the first car, three men stepped out. Tall, broad, announcing by their stance that they were bodyguards. Men packing weapons. Men who didn’t mind causing harm. Knives, fists, bricks. No matter.

At the second car, the slim driver, subservient, hat in hand, opened the passenger door. Allez stepped out.

Reneaux murmured, “Hush, Marie. Ma petite, keep still.”

Allez looked straight at the tree. Marie didn’t breathe. Nor did Reneaux. The willow branches were like gauze curtains.

Marie, looking through the weeping branches, swore the house was freshly white again . . . and Allez was dressed in no dark, conservative suit but in drawstring white pants, a white shirt, billowing about his collar and cuffs. He was the man inside the painting.

Her body went rigid and Reneaux whispered, “Ssssh, ssssh,” and pressed his lips against her ear.

Allez cocked his head. Marie felt he was looking straight at her. Powerful. Royal. Odd to think that—but there he was—a black man looking for all the world like he was a king. He smiled at Marie. She was sure of it.

He shouted gaily, “Vite. Vite. Let’s go inside. See what riches are in store.”

One of the guards laughed, then swallowed his laughter when Allez turned his head in his direction. Two guards moved first, fronting for their master, entering the shack without knocking. The chauffeur, shoulders rounded, lit a cigarette. The third guard walked the perimeter, alert for any danger.

“We need to leave. I don’t want to confront Allez without backup.”

They moved slowly. Step by step. Inch by inch.

Marie had stepped backward through time. Space. She’d done that. Surely she could step quietly across dirt, cracked asphalt so she and Reneaux were neither seen nor heard.

Their lives depended upon it.

If nothing else, she knew that. Knew it as surely as . . .

. . . she knew her mother’s spirit was still alive. Knew the murdered girls were linked to the past.

    *  *  *

Kind Dog was waiting in the car. He didn’t bark—almost as if he knew the need for secrecy. He sniffed Marie, tried to lick her cheek. Reneaux put his Cadillac in neutral, relying on gravity to pull his car forward over gravel. Then, once he was on the street, he turned the engine over, gunned the gas, and set the headlights on high.

“Haven’t we done this before?” Marie murmured.

    *  *  *

Marie’s head lolled back on the seat. She felt herself, yet not herself. Something had surely happened. New Orleans had added another dimension to her. Or had it been there all along?

“Why do you think he did it?”

“DuLac? He’s a mixed-up soul. But I’m sure he thought he was helping.”

She could see DuLac’s eyes, too bright and stunned. Hear his words, “You were there, Marie. You were there.” Where? Cathedral Square? A figure inside a painting?

“What’d he give us?”

“I don’t know. But he gave it to all of us to avert suspicion. Including himself. I decked him after you left.”

Marie could see DuLac, lips bloodied, on the floor, muttering, “It helps the loas to come.”

“What are loas?”

“Where’d you hear that word from?”

“DuLac. He’s murmuring it now.”

“You’re scaring me.”

“The light’s green.”

The car lurched forward.

Legba, remove the barrier so I may pass through.

Remove the barrier so I may visit the loas.

DuLac, sitting in a stupor, cradled his head in his hands.

Marie watched the street gliding by—neon streaking color across the skyline, women dangling scarves from balconies, an old woman pushing an airport cart stuffed with lawn bags.

There were strains of music, too—blues, zydeco, Preservation Hall jazz, rock, even disco. Nighttime in New Orleans was like nowhere else—its own season of darkness that wouldn’t stay dark (neon, candles, artificial gas lamps, strobe lights), a darkness that roared, releasing inhibitions. Thousands strolled, danced, stumbled and fell on ancient cobblestone; some clutched lovers, others, plastic cups of beer, some flicked cigarette ashes; others grabbed at their crotch. Men urinated on patches of grass. Prostitutes wet their tops, their nipples outlined, rigid in the night air. Above the bars were rooms with cheap curtains and silhouette figures touching, parting, then touching some more.

Sin season. Lust. Greed. Gluttony. Sloth.

    *  *  *

Funny, she realized she wasn’t angry any longer at DuLac. Anger—another sin. She felt depleted. Used up; her body starved. Calcium leeching from her bones, muscle breaking down, her womb’s eggs decomposing. Almost as if she could feel her body dying.

But she’d seen something special. Felt special. Each day she’d been in New Orleans—she’d felt she’d been changing, experiencing unsettling dreams, talking ghosts, honeysuckle flowers triggering memories, and now this “sight”—“waking dreams”—she didn’t know what to call it. She only knew she could see beyond seeing.

A car’s headlight whizzed by. A misty drizzle. Reneaux clicked on the windshield wipers. One swipe, there was modern New Orleans. Next swipe, there were shadow images. Horse-drawn carriages instead of cars. Slaves instead of equal citizens. Twenty-first century versus the nineteenth.

“Are you okay, Marie? I mean, Doc. Doctor Levant.”

She looked over at Reneaux’s profile. He was handsome, fit for an Egyptian coin.

“Marie’s fine.”

He looked away from the road. “You sure?”

“I’m sure.”

He smiled and tapped the gas lightly. “I’ll have you home in no time.”

    *  *  *

Kind Dog scratched a paw to get out.

Reneaux opened the back door, turned off the headlights, then moved around the side of the car and opened the passenger door. He extended his hand. Marie didn’t move.

“What’s the matter?”

“Someone’s up there.” She was staring into her lap, her heart racing, more fearful then she’d ever felt.

“How do you know?”

“Just do.”

Reneaux touched his gun, looking up at the apartment windows. “It’s dark.”

“Wait.”

Moonlight filtered through the French doors.

“Nothing, Marie. Nothing’s up there.”

Kind Dog hopped back to the car, brushed against Reneaux. “He’s there.”

“Who?”

“I don’t know.” Her eyes filled with tears. “Allez, I think.”

“We just left him.”

“There.”

A shadow fell angular, elongated across the French doors. Someone was hiding, his back against the left wall.

“There’s rumors that Allez, at any time, can be in more than one place.”

“You believe that?”

“You?”

She looked up, blinking back tears, biting the inside of her cheek. She needed to be hard and harsh. “He’s waiting for me.”

Reneaux whistled low.

Kind Dog perked his ears, leaped into the car. Reneaux quietly shut the side doors. Then he slid into the driver’s seat, released the brake and clutch, and gently, ever so gently, turned on the engine.

    *  *  *

Reneaux’s apartment was north of the Quarter. Closer to Pontchartrain Park. His three-story building surrounded a courtyard in disrepair. Ferns were overly abundant. A fountain gurgled over cracked tile. Griffins hung above the arches, their beady eyes watching the courtyard’s four corners. A metal staircase was burnished red with rust.

“I live on the top floor.” Reneaux scooped up Kind Dog, and Marie, holding on to the rail, followed them. At the top of the stairs, she looked down.

“Do you see them?”

“Who?”

“The funny men.” They were standing solemnly, waving their white-gloved hands.

Reneaux crossed himself.

“What’s that for?”

“I don’t see anything, but you do. Spirits?”

“You mean devils?”

“Don’t know. Do you?”

“No.” She shook her head, peering over the banister. “Just strange men in hat and tails.”

“The Death gods. The Guédé.”

“Evil?”

“DuLac wouldn’t say so.”

Kind Dog barked.

The tallest spirit-man lifted his hat. The three disappeared.

“I need a drink.”

“Haven’t you had enough mind-altering substances for one night?”

Marie thought for a second. “No.”

    *  *  *

“My home. Small. Not fancy.”

It looked like a man’s home. A studio with dishes in the sink. Voodoo Daddy beer bottles on the table. The floor.

A yellow bug light dangled over a beanbag chair. There was a sofa with a leopard throw rug. A stereo, and CD cases, that towered from the floor to the ceiling.

“Sit. Relax.” Reneaux was emptying ashtrays, putting clinking bottles in his recycle bin. Picking up stray underwear and shoes. In the far corner, near the French doors and courtyard-view balcony, was a bed—not quite a double, but larger than a twin.

Marie stretched out on the sofa. “When will the drug wear off?”

“‘Two hours at most,’ DuLac said.”

“How long has it been?”

“Four. Nearly five. You still seeing things?”

Marie didn’t answer. Kind Dog climbed onto the sofa, curled against her abdomen, laid his head and paws across her thighs.

Marie felt comforted. She squeezed her eyes tight. Inside Reneaux’s apartment, she felt relief. No ghosts, haints. Loas, as Reneaux called them.

No honeysuckle here. Only a musk scent. Maybe a bit of mold. She opened her eyes. A philodendron was dying in the corner. Sheet music was strewn across the bed. A sax rested on the pillow. On the coffee table were art and literary works. Harlem Renaissance books. Novels by Hurston. Poetry by Hughes. Even the collected works of Dunbar.

“Here.”

She took the scotch. (She wouldn’t cry. She wouldn’t remember Jacques.)

“Ssssh.” Reneaux patted her hand. She started crying. Kind Dog licked her cheek. (Damn. Double damn.)

“You can have the bed, you know.”

“I’m not ready to sleep.”

“Afraid?”

“Yes.”

Reneaux bent, took off her flat, rubber-soled white shoes. He massaged her toes.

Her foot curled. “I’m ticklish.”

“I was hoping you were.” He laid his jacket over her, pressed the glass to her mouth. “Drink.”

He walked across the room, lifted and cradled his sax, blew a soft stream of air. A soothing A, then C, then A again . . . and then, a tune spun itself out, hovering on the ceiling, notes that seemed to verge on a cry. There was something between the notes, the rests, the lines, which she couldn’t quite hear.

She sipped the whiskey, letting herself relax. Her hand stroked Kind Dog’s fur; her chin rested on her chest.

    *  *  *

She could feel the sun, healing strips of light. She didn’t want to open her eyes. She just wanted to lie where she was, the dog curled up at her feet, Reneaux’s jacket a comfortable weight on her chest. She could hear a steamboat’s boom and churn, smell the sluggish Mississippi and naval oil.

She felt hungover. Mouth dry; eyes dry; skin taut. She must’ve fallen asleep on the couch. Last thing Reneaux had said was, “Let the music soothe you,” and it had.

Reneaux was shuffling in the small kitchen, trying not to clang but clanging pots anyway, humming the sax melody to “God Bless the Child,” then, crooning softly, “Your momma may have, your papa may have . . .” before diving back into a hum, blowing air between his lips in high, thin strips.

Lying on her couch bed, Marie could almost imagine her mother in the kitchen, singing like Reneaux, but her mother’s songs were always mournful. Even when she was singing “good news” songs about heaven, paradise, and Jesus rising, there was melancholy.

Eyes still closed, Marie wished she were elsewhere. But where? Wherever she went, she’d still have to admit she could see spirits, ghosts. In dreams. Wide awake.

Reneaux pressed down the toaster spring. She smelled bread and could almost see stacks of toast glistening with strawberry jam.

Like once upon a time.

Where’d that come from?

A man had visited their apartment. Mother had let him sleep on the couch. She’d tried to stay awake, her ear pressed to the door, trying to hear the grown-ups speak. When she woke, she was tucked in bed and the man was whistling in the kitchen, making breakfast. For days, he cooked for her and her mother. Did chores. Took out trash. Cleaned. Stuffed shelves and refrigerator with food. Helped wash her doll’s hair. Took her for rides perched high on his shoulders.

Then, he left. No explanation. No goodbye. For months afterward, she’d tormented her mother. “Where’s Pa? Where’s my papa?” She kept asking, as selfish as only a child could be.

Her mother spent weeks in bed. Like she’d given up—failed to see any need to take care of herself or her daughter now that the man wasn’t there. Only when food, laundry gave out did her mother rise, swearing, “Never again.”

She swore, making the sign of the cross, “I’ll take care. Of my baby and me.”

Not quite. Marie often took care of her—reminding her mother to dress warmly; eat. Even sleep when her mother would’ve tossed and cried all night. But her mother did go back to work, faithfully, scrubbing floors, ironing shirts, and dusting another family’s portraits.

    *  *  *

Later, at seven and eight, whenever she was angry with her mother, she’d ask, “Where’s my papa?” Her mother grimaced. The argument ended and whatever it was she wanted, she got. An extra sweet. A new ribbon for her hair. Pennies for a comic. But she despised the things she won. Feeling sorry, she’d pick flowers—dandelions sticking up through concrete, marigolds pushing through slats, or, if she was lucky, a rose, peeping above a fence. Her mother would kiss her and together, they’d play pick-up sticks—no mention of their fight. No mention of men—a man—in their life.

That’s how it was. Just mother and child.

“Keep your head low.” “Don’t talk to strangers.” Don’t trust neighbors; don’t make friends. Just her and her Maman. Yes. She’d called her that. When she was young. When they were alone. Creole had been her first language.

Why hadn’t she remembered that?

“Speak Creole and the bogeyman will come.”

When she forgot English and said, “Fatiguée”; “J’desire lait,” her mother would pinch her and she’d cry.

“Hush. Don’t I take care of you? Don’t I love you enough?”

She realized her mother had done the best she could.

As a child, she didn’t understand why her mother was mean sometimes. Abrupt. Crying sad.

She’d only understood that to ask questions was to admit her mother lied, told tales, hid truths. Or, maybe, her mother was hiding from herself? It’d had nothing to do with Marie. The child. Everything to do with a broken woman. A single mother on her own.

    *  *  *

Marie opened her eyes. Reneaux was standing over her.

“You okay?” he asked.

“Yeah.”

“Sure?”

Reneaux’s sympathy made her feel perverse. “How’d your brother die?”

Reneaux was still.

“I’m sorry. Bad habit. I think if I hurt you, I’ll stop hurting.”

Reneaux dropped to his knees. His hands covered Marie’s; his face just inches from hers. Kind Dog turned his head, watching the two of them intent upon each other.

“Drugs—”

“No, don’t tell me.”

“I haven’t spoken of it for fifteen years.”

“Then don’t. Not now. Madame wanted you to tell me. Means it’s gonna hurt, doesn’t it?” Marie caressed his ear, touched the crucifix dangling from his lobe. “I don’t want you to be hurt.”

Reneaux leaned forward. “DuLac says love is the real healer.”

“Is that your pickup line? I’m sorry. I’m sorry.” She grabbed his hand, wishing she could erase the hurt from his face. “Don’t go. I’ve been eaten up ever since the baby’s been gone.” Ever since her mother died. The baby was pain twice over. Losses were mounting up.

Reneaux’s face was a hair’s breadth from hers. She could feel his uneven breath, feel the tenseness radiating down his back.

Kind Dog started whimpering.

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry.” She pressed Reneaux’s head to her heart.

“I murdered him.” Reneaux whispered. Then she could feel the whirlwind gathering in his belly, coiling through his lungs, until it was a shrill howl flowing from his mouth.

She felt buffeted by his pain, pulled in by the undertow.

She tugged Reneaux, shifting his weight, pulling him up off his knees to lie upon her. The two of them pressed into the sofa. Tight, cocooned together, shifting their weight against the cushions.

She understood the ferocity of pain. Understood how someone could howl like an animal. Then subside, hiding pain in sinews, bones, and blood. Year after year after year.

She felt the soft currents from his exhalations. She buried her face against his neck, kissed the soft flesh . . . then kissed again. She stroked his lower back, buttocks, the concavity between his waist and pelvis. She opened her mouth, biting into his shoulder. Teasing through cotton, nipping to get at skin. His breath more ragged; his body expressing its need, and hers, too, her inside, opening, unfolding, preparing for him.

Reneaux’s head drew back. A question.

“Love heals. Isn’t that what DuLac says?”

Love. As in solace, comfort, forgiveness. Christ’s charity. All she’d ever had, all she ever thought she needed was sex.

Reneaux stood. She cried out, thinking he was leaving her. He neither wanted nor needed her. Then his arms slid under her shoulder and knees, and he lifted her like a babe. Lifted her and carried her to his bed.

“Love me,” she pleaded, and he did.

    *  *  *

Sweet, gentle loving. He gathered up the pieces of her and focused her on feeling. Slowly, a southern gentlemen, exploring her secrets—the skin behind her knees, the sensitivity of her nipples and breasts, the slope between her thighs. She wasn’t sure he came. But she did, awash with feeling, her back arching, her entire being exalting.

She lifted her head to see Kind Dog sleeping, stretched full-length on the couch. She sighed, drifting in a haze of satiety, feeling for the first time that she’d found the path home.

Reneaux clutched her hands, stretching her arms outward, his fingertips opening her hands like she was pinioned to a cross. His head was beside her head, his body’s weight pressing her deeper into the bed. His knees separated her legs, and he entered her body.

This time he took her down, deeper into herself. Aggressive. Intense. Working out his pain. Seeking forgiveness, pleasure-pain. She followed him. Matched his strokes. Let her loneliness touch his.

His arms encircled her. She rose; he shifted his weight onto his knees and heels. She rode him, quick, hard, her hands clasping his face, her tongue exploring his mouth. Then they were rocking together, moaning, matching each other’s rhythm. On and on they rode, like they were being chased; their bodies locked, they were rushing to safety.

Their kiss, their rhythm, deepened. Her womb contracting, his penis thrusting, they swallowed each other’s screams. His embrace hurt, her nails dug into his skin. They were both holding on for dear life. Holding, holding, riding to a horizon where they both gasped, their bodies shuddered, and feeling became light, turning into a spray of rainbows.

Their kisses became gentle. Eyes, nose, mouth, cheekbones, the hollow at the base of each other’s throat, they kissed. Reneaux helped lower her onto the bed, his hands supporting her back. He stayed inside her. Their bodies were wet, sticky from semen and sweat. He murmured her name over and over. “Marie, Marie, Marie. I adore, Marie.” His teeth and tongue teased, nibbled her ear. She kept rubbing his shoulders, buttocks, and back.

Sweet yet not sweet.

Eyes closed, she didn’t want to break the spell. Didn’t want to see only fading lust in his eyes. Or denigrating manly triumph. Didn’t want him to see how special his loving had been to her.

“Dream of me,” he murmured.

She opened her eyes.

He was watching her. Lovingly. She hadn’t known what that word meant between a man and a woman. Lovingly—how a parent watched a child. But between two consenting adults? Lovingly. That was how he was watching her and how she was watching him.

He drew out of her. She shifted sideways, one arm across his abdomen, his arm embracing her. She heard the slowing of his breath and heart, inhaled his scent mixed with hers. She sighed, closing her eyes, knowing he was watching over her.

Lovingly.

    *  *  *

All day she slept, wrapped in a cocoon. Sheets twisted about her, sunshine warming her spirit.

She heard Reneaux tiptoeing, heard him take Kind Dog outside, heard him sitting by the edge of the bed, turning pages in a book.

She slept until evening matins, until the cacophony of bells began calling Catholics to prayer.

She could see the church. Same as in the painting. Allez was framed in the church door. Waiting for her.

She woke; Reneaux was sitting on the corner of the bed.

“It’s Allez. He’s behind everything.”

“You sure?”

Holding the sheet to her breasts, she leaned forward and kissed Reneaux. “We should see DuLac.”

“Sure?”

She laughed.

His palm cupped her face. Their eyes conveyed, if not exactly a vow of love, then a willingness to commit. “Sure?” he whispered.

His eyes somber, Reneaux was worried. Not about her, for her.

“Oui. Certainement.”

His brows lifted. “You know French? Creole?”

“I’m discovering I know more than I think.”

“That’s good,” he said, exaggerating his drawl.

She kissed his brow, nose, lips. “I’ve been hiding. Time to grow up. Discover who I am.”

“Me, too,” whispered Reneaux as he stroked her hair; they embraced and made love again.


ANOTHER BEGINNING
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Two Thousand and Five


    The only protection is . . . to see the self as other. Immortal.

    Grandmère, my mother, my daughter, and myself—we were all named Marie.

    This story is all of us.

    Voodoo is worth passing on.

    —Marie Laveau, June 12, 1881, early evening

    (From Louis DeLavier’s journal)
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DuLac was slumped in a claw-footed chair, his head back and mouth half-open. Marie had asked Reneaux not to knock. Instead, they let themselves in, walking into the vestibule, its walls covered with velvet flocking. Marie was assailed by the home’s hothouse scent, like entering another world, layered with incense, sweet flowers, and a hint of cinnamon. Excessive decadence. Eighty-eight degrees outside and the fireplace roared, flames licking the air.

An empty brandy glass, turned upside down, was next to DuLac’s bare feet. He smelled of alcohol and dirty sweat. Shirt messed; belt buckle undone. Marie knew he hadn’t been to work. There must’ve been comments in the ER today: “DuLac tied another one on”; “Drowned himself in the bottle”; “Gave himself an overdose.” While she and Reneaux had found space to make love, DuLac had drunken himself into a stupor. And El? Knowing her, she’d be at work, fussing over patients, saying prayers to the Virgin and to wakeful spirits.

“You know me,” Marie repeated.

“I knew your mother. And your mother’s mother before.”

Kind Dog nudged DuLac’s knee.

DuLac stroked Dog’s ears, then looked up at Marie, smiling, his face beatific. “You came back.”

In that moment, Marie forgave him everything. She moved forward, watching his smile widen, his arms spreading wide. She fell to her knees, her head on his thighs, and he wrapped his torso over hers and held her, cradled her . . . and hummed.

“You?” she asked.

“Oui, I came to see you. In Chicago.”

She looked at him, wistful.

“Non. I’m not your father. Just a man who tried to persuade your Maman to come home.”

“You read my mind.”

He smiled. “Non. Just your face. You’d the same look when you were a child. I don’t think anyone knows who your father be. All I know is he terrified your Maman enough to run her off. Or, maybe, that’s not right. Maybe someone terrified them both. She was so frightened.”

“Too frightened.”

“And what about you? Are you too frightened?”

“I’m scared but I feel as though I belong here. In New Orleans.”

“Oui. You made it on your own. Found your way home. Eh, yé, yé, Maman Marie.”

“Why do you call me that?”

“You think she’s the one?” asked Reneaux, his voice overlapping Marie’s.

DuLac laughed, high-pitched. “I need either an Aspirin or a drink.”

“You’d better drink,” said Reneaux. “Aspirin might kill you.”

DuLac shrugged. He rubbed Kind Dog’s head. Clutching the brandy bottle, his fat-bellied glass, he said, “Come with me,” and led them down the hall.

“My chapel,” he said, opening the door.

The room was dim, candles flickered, and incense, heady and sweet, burned in a gold cup. There was a statue of the Virgin, dressed in blue and white, a crucifix, and a charcoal drawing of an old man, back bent, with a walking stick.

“The Virgin, you know. Christ is always Christ. The old man is Legba. He’s like St. Peter. He opens the gate to heaven, to the spirit world.”

Marie stood on the threshold. DuLac was inside, before her; Reneaux, outside, behind her. Her breath came in quick bursts. If she stepped inside the chapel again, everything she knew would be transformed.

DuLac held out his hand.

Marie couldn’t help thinking: “Why should I trust you?” But it wasn’t really a matter of trust. She needed to go where DuLac could lead. She needed to be other than who she was—she hadn’t been happy. Not since her mother died.

Still, she held back.

Reneaux whispered, “I’m here.”

DuLac murmured, “I shouldn’t have tricked you.”

“No, you shouldn’t have.”

“I’m sorry.” He edged closer. “I have loved you—always have. Je t’adore. I have loved you as a companion, a friend to the gods, my spirit adviser, my salvation, as my queen, down through the generations.”

DuLac’s fingers traced her cheekbones. “When you were a child, I loved you. Even when it was clear you had no idea of your legacy. I prayed for this day.”

Love. As in charity? Christian charity? Or some perversion meant to steal away her soul? Did it matter?

She whose faith was untested, who prayed and believed in God because her mother had told her she ought to. But it’d been years since she’d been to Mass, never once in New Orleans, even though daily, the bells caroled and called. DuLac was encouraging blasphemy; yet, why did she feel such yearning? She didn’t believe she was evil; rather, she was interested in love: Reneaux’s love—she looked back at his clear, black face; DuLac’s love—he believed in her when she didn’t believe in herself.

A breath caressed her ear. Mother?

“She’s here,” said DuLac.

Marie stepped across the threshold.

“You’ll find her in the painting.”

Transfixed, Marie stepped closer and closer, smelling honeysuckle rising from the canvas.

“I don’t understand.”

“There’s always a history. See.” He pointed at the painting. “That’s you.”

“Me?”

“Your Maman, too. Blood ancestors.”

“You’re frightening me.”

“Non, ma petite. Don’t you feel memories? Snakes stirring in your blood?”

Marie felt awe. The scent was strong, buried in canvas and oil.

“Eh, yé, yé, Maman Marie. Eh, yé, yé,” DuLac chanted. “Back through time. Twentieth century. Nineteenth. Eighteenth, seventeenth. For centuries, slaves were carted across the Atlantic. White Americans said, ‘Slaves were blank slates.’ They could write upon their souls.

“Not so. Slaves brought West African faiths. A belief in the power of the ancestors. In deities. A belief that the entire world was alive with spirits. Meaning—everyone and everything—needed respect, blessings. Here, in Louisiana, many of the slaves traveled from Africa to Haiti to here. The Code Noir required all slaves to be baptized Catholic. But their faith was Voudon. Voodoo, it was called in the New World. Their faith went underground, mixing and blending with Christianity. The Virgin Mary sometimes became Mistress Ezili. Or Aido-Wedo, a rainbow. Christ became kin to Damballah, the father to all the gods.

“Slaves went to church, confessed to priests for intercession with God. But they also kept alive their belief that if they called the gods themselves, the spirits would come. Despite distance, human cruelty, and suffering.

“Always a history, Marie. Look at the painting. A ceremony. Whites called it ‘night dancing.’ They thought blacks’ dances were primitive, sensual, and barbaric. But these were the qualities of the masters. Pinched souls who couldn’t see or understand a darker beauty. Who didn’t understand that ‘night dancing’ was a ritual, a ceremony where humanity touched the divine.

“Always a history. Look, Marie.”

It was her face.

“Women hand sight down through the generations.”

“It isn’t real.”

“It is. The drug I gave you encouraged visions, but you’ve always had them.”

“I’m not myself.”

“You’re more yourself than you’ve ever been.”

Features shifted. “Mother?”

The face shimmered, changed again. It was her, yet not her. Mother, yet not. The eyes were black, penetrating. The small painted figure seemed suddenly larger than life. Her spirit overflowing the boundaries of canvas, dimension, time, and space.

“Generations of priestesses. All named Marie. Mixed bloods.”

Marie swayed. Reneaux steadied her, and gave her a fleeting kiss. She looked at him in wonder. She wasn’t used to men helping her, being touched by their goodwill. DuLac was shining with almost paternal pride. “Your gift takes many forms. Intuition—”

“Dreams?”

“Oui. Sometimes foresight. Prophecy. Sometimes, hindsight, mainly healing—”

“Then why couldn’t I heal my mother?”

“Maybe she didn’t want to be healed?”

“No.” She looked at DuLac, then relented. “Yes, maybe.” She didn’t remember her mother’s smiles or laughter, just her hard labor, tired body, and a depressed spirit.

“Your Maman ran from herself. Her history. Can’t escape sight. Women hand sight down through the generations. See.” His hand poked at the canvas. “See. Don’t matter who the father be—sad but true. One, two, three Maries . . . never dying, circling, circling like the snake eating itself.”

The dancers swayed. The snake twisted down Marie’s arm.

“I know this place. Cathedral Square.”

“Yes. If you call, the faithful will come again.”

“2005—you’ll have to get a permit,” said Reneaux.

DuLac laughed. “Let’s begin small. A ceremony here.”

“When?”

“Now?”

“Tonight.”

“I’m not sure.”

“Search your heart. Tell me what you know.”

Since she stepped on New Orleans soil, she’d been haunted. In her heart and soul, she knew more than she could account for—knew her dreaming was connected to the Maries. Baby made four. Knew she was connected to the women dying.

She peered closely at the world caught within the frame.

Where was the man?

    *  *  *

Past midnight, the moon was high. Two matrons silently dressed her in white.

DuLac instructed: “We all wear white. For purity, cleansing. On white, the spirits paint their own colors. They paint the colors of the universe.”

El arrived. Marie opened her arms and the two of them held on to each other for dear life.

“I’m sorry,” moaned El. She looked as if she’d aged a dozen years.

“No need for sorry.” Marie patted her back. “Ssssh.” And as she had with her Maman, Marie felt, for a moment, that she was the mother and El, the child.

“Time to begin,” chortled DuLac.

Marie sat on a straight-back chair, her ankles and hands crossed. DuLac moved with the grace of a king. Through the front door, but mostly through the back, DuLac’s small band of followers arrived. No more than a dozen. Marie wondered how many of them went to Mass on Sunday? But they were here now. “True believers,” DuLac said. Mainly, they were old men and women—some gap-toothed, some rail-thin, some graying, others with hair white as cotton. One woman, Madame Yvonne, she’d seen for hypertension. She was lonely. Her children all lived North. She recognized “Petey,” known for his binge drinking, sleeping on sidewalks. Erma, at least eighty, was called “Auntie” by everyone. Healed bone fractures were everywhere in her body—her arms, her legs, her ribs, her face. “Auntie” had been abused when she was young.

Another man, whom Marie didn’t recognize, carried a flapping chicken. He stuffed the hen, squawking, into a wooden cage.

“Sacrifice,” said DuLac. “The followers expect it. Afterward, I make gumbo.”

It was surreal. A bad B movie.

Reneaux stood next to her, his hand on her shoulder, soothing.

Lastly, a boy entered, a buttery brown boy with thick black lashes and curly hair. A drum almost as tall as him hung from his shoulder. Marie thought he couldn’t have been more than fourteen. He should’ve been in bed, making ready for a day of school.

“Without him, it wouldn’t be complete,” said DuLac. “He makes the call.”

“Not you?”

DuLac shook his head. “Always the drum. The drummer calls the spirits. And when they come, they ride.”

“Ride?”

“Possess.”

She was scared again. Reneaux squeezed her hand.

The drum resounded. One hard beat. Then two. A call to attention. The followers’ spines straightened, weary women became enlivened, men stepped in time, like martinets. The rhythm changed, cajoling in three-quarter time. Marie responded to the wooing, the rhythmic caress as the boy’s hand swept across calfskins draped on wood.

The women and men, following DuLac’s lead, swayed and chanted:

Legba, remove the barrier for me

So I may pass through

Legba, remove the barrier for me

So I may pass through to the spirit world.

The sound was like a round—voices overlapping, the drumming incessant and strong:

Legba, remove the barrier for me

So I may pass through to the spirit world.

The elderly men and women danced like youths, their faces aglow with pleasure. Aglow with an energy that seemed to wipe all cares, complaints, and life’s losses away.

DuLac was majestic, awash with glory. He, too, looked younger.

If Marie didn’t know better, she would’ve suspected them of being drugged. Or maybe this was a mass hallucination? Dispossessed people believing in something beyond themselves because they needed to believe. The disenfranchised trying to erase mortality and experience ecstatic joy.

DuLac opened the cage and held the chicken high. It was limp, resigned to its fate.

The drums grew louder; the dancers, more frenzied.

DuLac snapped the chicken’s neck. Marie nearly screamed. DuLac used a surgical knife to cut the chicken’s throat. Blood welled and dripped into a pan.

Marie felt nauseous. She wanted to run. But her legs felt leaden; she couldn’t move.

Reneaux wasn’t himself; he was staring at empty space, rocking forward and back, his arms criss-crossed about his abdomen.

Marie looked toward the boy. He was watching her. Watching the followers. Then her again. His drumbeats slowed, grew quieter, then still. The silence was loud. The followers stopped dancing, loose-limbed like rag dolls. DuLac seemed hungover.

Marie was sorry no miracle had occurred. Sorry she wasn’t the one—Marie, the descendant of a Voodoo Queen.

The drummer said, “Je regrette.” He left first, then the others, their heads and shoulders bowed with grief. Single file, the disappointed followers shuffled their way to the door. Reneaux collapsed onto his knees. Chicken’s blood overflowed the pan.

DuLac patted her back. “Tomorrow.”

    *  *  *

Connected to DuLac’s guest room was a courtyard patio overflowing with tangled vines, flowers, and potted plants. Marie kept the French doors open. She wanted to feel the languid heat, see robins, pigeons bobbing their heads into the gurgling fountain, and hear the whirr of hummingbirds and bees.

Reneaux held her hand. “I’ve a meeting tomorrow with FBI poison specialists.”

“You think the women were poisoned?”

“Not sure. But I want to get to forensics. Make sure tissue samples are left.”

“That’s more practical than what I’m doing.”

“No. You’ve got to believe.”

“Why?”

“Because DuLac believes in you.”

“And you?”

“I believe, too. So does El.”

She laughed harshly. “I’m a failure but everyone believes in me. Why?”

“Maybe because we all want miracles. A belief in the spiritual.”

“We should all attend Mass.”

“Maybe so. The Catholic Church was divinely inspired, I do believe that. But I remember a host of Sundays where I was taught that God, Christ, the Virgin, were white. That only a priest could absolve my sins. The same priest who likely abused the altar boys. I’d rather believe in you. Believe there’s more unknown than known. Mysteries. Miracles.

“You’re special, Marie. I can tell by the way you love.” Reneaux lifted her in his arms, carried her, and laid her gently on the bed. “Sleep,” he said. “Fais dodo. Dream.”

    *  *  *

She dreamed Eden was just beyond the glass doors. Reneaux was scribbling music; baby Marie was crawling in the garden, and she was on the bed, her belly round.

    *  *  *

She woke to drums. Moonlight filtered through leaves. Marie could see fireflies, mosquitoes seesawing the air.

The door opened, a sliver of light highlighted DuLac, rendering him gigantic in the doorway.

“You didn’t wake me.”

“You needed the rest. ’Sides I was hoping the loas would wake you.”

She sat; the sheet fell around her waist. She was in a white shift. The supplicants must’ve dressed her—washed, dried, and rubbed cocoa oil on her limbs for the ceremony. She didn’t remember the women’s hands, didn’t remember their sweet care.

“Reneaux?”

“He’s back. Waiting for you.”

She stood. She heard the flourish of a drum. Though she didn’t step in time to the beat, she felt it in her heart.

Legba, remove the barrier for me.

Legba, remove the barrier so I may pass through.

They walked down the hall and paused before the red door.

DuLac nodded. “Eh, yé, yé, Maman Marie.”

“Eh, yé, yé,” the spirits in the room responded.

Marie stepped inside.

    *  *  *

The drummer boy grinned at Marie. His fingers and palms flew over the drums. Sweat cascaded down his arms.

Petey sucked on a pipe, pounding a walking stick. His beat counterpointed the drums. An old woman sashayed her hips and coquettishly waved a fan. Another man with a blade sliced and jabbed the air. El dipped her hips and swayed. Her feet stepping delicately; her fingers shooing invisible demons.

“The spirits have been waiting,” said DuLac. “That’s Legba. He came first, opening the gate. That’s Ezili. The Goddess of Love. Most like the Virgin. A brown-eyed beauty. And Agwé, the sea god. Madame Thornton is touched by Ogun, the warrior god. He fights his enemies without mercy.”

Marie inhaled, exhaled. The drum grew louder, more intense. Sound echoed off the walls.

Reneaux was sitting cross-legged in the corner, his head bent. Kind Dog’s head rested on his lap.

“Kind Dog has been to ceremonies before,” said DuLac. “How else to explain his calm?”

Kind Dog tilted his head upward. Marie couldn’t help feeling that he was telling her not to fear. The drumming tonight, unlike the bayou drums, didn’t scare him.

She bent before Reneaux. The dancers whirled behind her. Kind Dog nuzzled her hand.

She felt a rush of goodwill toward Reneaux. He was a sweet, loving man. She caressed his face. Reneaux looked up; he wasn’t there. Someone else was locked behind his irises.

“Who killed your Maman?”

She tried to escape, but the spirit inside Reneaux held her. Gripped both her arms.

“Who murdered her?”

Murdered? The word burrowed into Marie’s soul, unleashing raw feelings, releasing her unconscious to follow a trail, a yellow brick road of awareness and pain.

“There were signs.”

“No.”

“Think back.” DuLac squatted, whispering in her ear. “You’ve always been able to see.”

What did she see? Truly?

“Think back.”

Bits of salt tossed in the corner. Feathers on the windowsill. Markings on the stoop; her mother washing the steps with herbs and lye.

Ogun was drawing Marie into the room’s center, the circle’s heart. Dancers swayed around her; the drum sounded like a hundred.

“Remember, Marie,” DuLac shouted.

Reneaux, as Ogun, screamed, “Murderer. Murder.”

Kind Dog chased his tail.

“Remember.”

She remembered: Mother, fretful, days before her death. She’d kept the shades drawn, made the sign of the cross a hundred times a day. She drew markings of the crucifix on the wall, the door, and floors. She prayed constantly to the Virgin. Rattled her rosary beads between her thumbs.

“Remember.”

Mother fell, her hands still wet. Water still flowing from the tap. But there’d been a pot on the stove. An empty cup on the table.

Something in the tea . . .

Eh, yé, yé, Maman Marie.

Eh, yé, yé, Maman Marie.

She weaves spells, she makes gris-gris.

She has the power, Maman Marie.

DuLac chanted; the followers echoed him. Staccato drumming filled the space between heartbeats, between breaths.

Marie screamed.

“Call the gods, Marie.” It was DuLac. “Call the gods.”

“Mother, please.” She was a child again, needing her mother. “Mother. Help me, please.”

She was in a whirlwind. Spirals of mist lined the ceiling. Arms upraised, she shouted, “Come.”

Her mother dove inside her and, for a moment, she felt intense love. Then confusion, sorrow, more pain than a heart could stand.

“You are me,” her mother murmured. And she was—feeling her mother’s fear, the years, months, days, hours, and minutes of hiding from herself. Hiding from a stalker who’d discovered who and where she was, who’d taunted her for days before her death.

Reneaux held Kind Dog as if his life depended upon it. DuLac slit a chicken’s throat. A balding man, a water spirit, was rowing ashore. The other loas were dancing. Legba shook his stick at Ezili. Ogun slew invisible warriors.

How silly to think that the dead could become undead. Silly to think that love for her mother could revive, resurrect her. She was dreaming. Nothing more than vivid memories. Vivid dreams.

“Damballah is Father to all the gods,” DuLac heralded:

Damballah is a snake.

If you see Marie Laveau, you see a snake.

You see Damballah-wedo.

Everyone, including Reneaux, was chanting:

Damballah-wedo. Marie Laveau is a snake.

Marie turned slightly, staring at the canvas. Colors were moving, shifting shape again. Oil figures mirrored the dancers in the room. Legba was inside the landscape; so, too, DuLac, El, and Reneaux. Kind Dog was sitting, his back against the cathedral wall.

Where was she?

Marie entered from offstage, a snake curled about her arm.

Marie felt the snake, slithering against flesh. She closed her eyes. It wasn’t real. None of it was real.

The snake slid across her chest, its head lifting toward her neck, its body trailing the valley between her breasts, its tail draped down about her waist.

It wasn’t there.

The snake touched her neck—curling, tightening about her throat.

She couldn’t breathe. Her life was draining out of her.

“Damballah,” she screamed; for a flickering moment, she saw the snake, its yellow eyes aligned with hers.

“I believe.”

She felt the snake’s body uncurl, then felt its weight lift, disappear from her throat.

“Call the gods, Marie.”

Mother was in the painting again, cradling the snake.

“Damballah-wedo. Marie Laveau is a snake.” Followers chanted, the rhythm and volume increasing.

The woman in the painting smiled. Mother’s face. Then hers. Then someone else.

Ride her? Isn’t that what DuLac had said?

She felt two women, touching her heart, soul, and mind. Two women loving her down through the generations, across time and space. Of the two, her mother was weaker. It was the third Marie that made her strong.

“Give in to the ride, Marie. Give in.”

She slid to the floor. Dancers encircled her.

Outside the circle, she saw Reneaux, on his hands and knees, shouting. Kind Dog barked excitedly. She saw snatches of Reneaux and Dog between the flowing skirts, the stomping feet, the click of the cane, and the sword slicing air.

DuLac was encouraging, “Go, let yourself go.”

She slid like a snake, saw the Guédé, standing in the corner, tipping their hats; one clapped his gloved hands.

She exhaled and two spirits—one Mother’s?—flew out of her mouth.

El began shrieking, tossing her hands into the air, spinning then slowing like a childhood top.

The drumming was thunderous.

Bright sun. Bright moon. Day became night then day then night again. Marie could feel the breeze kicked up by the dancers’ skirts. Feel the floor tremble. Smell the musk. Hear the slowing, softening of the drum.

“Mon piti bébé. Mon piti bébé.” It was Mother’s voice.

El, but not El, crawled into the room’s heart, its center. The dancers, subdued, watchful, encircled her and Marie.

“Mother?”

“Don’t touch her,” shouted DuLac.

“I love you. Always have. Always will.”

“I miss you.”

Guédé, hats off, heads bowed, wailed silently, wept bitter tears.

“Dead, undead. Should’ve told you.” Eyes closed, El’s chin rested on her chest.

“Mother, stay. Please.”

“Sorry,” she sighed. “I wasn’t dead.”

El fell slowly sideways, almost as if someone were laying her down to sleep.

The drumming stopped. “Mother!” Spirits flew. Bodies arched and ached; followers were tired and old again.

Honeysuckle lingered in the air.

“Don’t touch,” shouted DuLac. “Let El recover. She’ll be fine.”

Marie held on to Reneaux; he stroked her hair.

The room was hushed, except for panting. Winded souls recovering.

“What did she mean? Dead, undead?”

“In voodoo, all things alive. Always there are spirits. Ancestors. Your mother crossed over, spoke to you. That’s all. Vite. Ceremony ended.”

“All things alive.” Her mother’s words, written in script. “Snakes are stirring in your blood.”

El rubbed her eyes, like a child awakening from sleep.

Followers stepped forward, ignoring El, yet touching, bowing to Marie. One kissed her hand. Another, her skirt’s hem. Still another touched his lips to the floor.

The drummer boy bowed, swept his drum over his shoulder. “We did good.”

“Go home, go home.” DuLac was shooing his guests. “The spirits are gone.”

“Not quite,” Marie told DuLac. She felt some shift in the air, a current between this world and another. An insistent whisper: “The blood is alive. Always.”

“No more will happen tonight. When the ceremony is over, it’s over.” DuLac was pacing the room, as though by squaring all the corners he could somehow contain the room’s experiences.

Marie grabbed his hand; she felt him trembling. Was he scared? Shaken because not once had a spirit visited him? Upset because a woman had surpassed him?

DuLac’s expression was clear, without guile. Without jealousy. Envy.

“Let’s get a drink.”

“No. You’re not telling me something.”

“I’ve told you enough.”

She released his hand; he stood, watching over her, staring down from afar.

Sitting on the floor, seeing the ceremony’s debris, Marie wondered if she’d made a mistake. Had anything really happened? Except for DuLac, they were all sprawled on the floor like children. Candles still flickered; the painting was muted, dull. The chicken was stiffening; blood drained over the shallow tray. Trays of seeds, cornmeal, and water lay on the altar. The saints were cheap plaster; the rosary beads, plastic. As if left by messy children playing dress-up, Legba’s cane was propped in the corner. Ezili’s fan spread like a broken accordion on the floor. Ogun’s sword stuck outside a straw basket. The Guédé were gone.

El, disoriented, leaned against Reneaux. “You should rest,” Reneaux said, helping her to rise.

Marie studied her dusty hands, nails cracked from clutching and crawling across the floor. Her dress and feet were dirty, too. She’d been a snake, been touched by a spirit. She’d heard a voice she hadn’t heard in eighteen years. Smelled honeysuckle. Smelled it still. Heard a faint whispering. An answer in the beating of her own heart. DuLac was wrong; spirits still lingered; spirits existed outside the boundaries of a ceremony.

Fiercely, she clutched DuLac’s hands, pulling him down until his knees touched hers.

“Dead, undead. What does it mean?”

“It means buried alive.”

She knew she was screaming but she couldn’t hear herself. She was in the fun house again, the room upended, sinister.

She slipped unconscious, swallowed by a nightmare, the other spirit, the third Marie, whispered, “All will be made right.”

    *  *  *

She woke, feeling the others—El, Reneaux, DuLac—moving through the house like ghosts. She was on the couch. A blanket tucked about her.

How long had she been unconscious?

Above the fireplace was the painting of the ceremony in Cathedral Square. Except, she now knew, this wasn’t the real one—the magical canvas, the one that knew all the secrets.

Still, the woman in this painting was neither her nor her mother. It was the ancestor. The third Marie. The one who’d swept inside her with Maman.

Dead, undead.

Her teeth digging into her lip, Marie tasted blood. What would it have felt like?

In medical terms, she knew the steps. There’d be panic. Pulse, metabolic rate would race. Oxygen would be used up faster. Maybe there’d be five minutes of air in the coffin. As oxygen decreased, there’d be more carbon dioxide. The victim would hyperventilate. After ten minutes, not enough air to feed energy reactions in the body—neurons firing, the heart pumping, there’d be flailing attempts to open the coffin. Blood oxygen levels drop. Blood circulates but has nothing to feed the cells.

So, cells die.

First, brain cells. The victim would fall unconscious. Only autonomic responses active—the body still trying to breathe, pump blood. More brain cells lost. Brain death. Autonomic responses begin to fail. The heart stops pumping, the lungs stop struggling for air.

Death.

She couldn’t imagine the horror, the pain. Ten minutes that would seem like ten hours, fighting for one’s life.

All this time, she’d been focused on loss—losing a mother, not having a father or family. Fighting the loneliness of living in a stranger’s home. Her foster mother, Mrs. Harris, taking a belt to her back and arms for the pleasure of it. Her husband, elderly and impotent, slyly caressing her breasts and buttocks. As she grew, she learned to lock doors, escape the house, dress in oversized clothes. None of her trials compared with her mother’s.

Dead, undead.

She’d heard Mother’s voice floating out of El’s body.

It happened. It was real. She was a doctor. She’d seen miracles, amazing recoveries: a man overcoming the paralysis of a stroke; a blue baby beginning to breathe; a woman, infertile, delivering a child; a cancer patient outrunning death’s odds; and a baby alive inside a dead mother’s womb.

Dead, undead.

Doctor Mary, Marie Levant. A scientist. Rational. “Don’t get emotional,” Dr. Levant. Dr. Levant who dreamed about the past and the future, experienced visions, spoke with spirits, smelled, felt, and saw things unseen.

All things alive.

Poor Maman. Murdered. Dead, undead.

So there were two types of death, undeath—buried in a casket, deep underground; the second, a resurrected spirit still haunted by how she died.

The blood is alive.

Blood connecting her to her mother, Marie-Claire, and the baby. All the Maries. But it was ancestor Marie who’d swept inside her, who was strongest. Tough. It was this Marie who healed. This Marie who’d help her avenge her mother’s murder.

Kind Dog’s nose brushed her hand. She rubbed his head. The brown-eyed dog blinked. “Let’s solve mysteries.”

She stood. The floor held steady. One step, two. Kind Dog, as if trained to heel, kept in step beside her.

Voices, sibilant and murmuring, came from the kitchen. She looked back at the painting. All still. No shapes shifting. The woman was banana-colored. Thick brows, full lips. High cheekbones, perhaps from a native descendant (hadn’t some Louisianans mixed with Choctaws?). She had long, black hair; her body was rounded, curved. Her arms were open, inviting the supplicants, the frenzied dancers close. This was the “Queen” her mother had told tales about.

Marie crossed the hall. It was all new territory. Like a blind woman, she felt the wall. Kind Dog’s body brushed against her calves.

Someone else brushed past them both, calling her name, “Marie Levant. Marie Levant. Marie Levant née Marie Laveau.”

Marie Levant born Marie Laveau.

    *  *  *

“The women . . . the young girls weren’t dead.”

Reneaux set down his whiskey glass; DuLac stopped stirring gumbo; El laid a deuce on her solitaire deck.

“Not possible,” El said.

“Everything’s possible,” said DuLac.

“But that child, Marie-Claire, was dead. Marie operated on her. Sliced through her abdomen and womb. All those girls were dead.”

Kind Dog sat. Marie looked at a weary DuLac. Reneaux pulled out his spiral pad. El stared at her cards as if she could prophesy.

“How do you know this, Marie?”

“I just know, Reneaux.”

“Here.” DuLac handed her a whiskey shot.

“Medically it’s impossible. I checked the women myself. I was there when my mother died. Except she wasn’t dead.” She clamped her mouth shut, swallowing bile. She remembered her knife slicing through skin.

“It could happen,” said DuLac. “I’ve never seen it. But old houngans telling about older houngans. Mainly in Haiti. Priestesses telling of perversions from the nineteenth, eighteenth centuries. They tell about deep trances. Trances where a soul loses its will.”

“Mind control?” asked Reneaux.

“Maybe. Maybe something else. I don’t know. I do know there are piles of dissertations in university libraries about folks, with no medical cause, believing they’re going to die, then dying. They call it voodoo but it’s not. Just plain evil. Hexes, voodoo dolls. Evil business. Such charms don’t have power, except in weak people’s minds.”

“Just great. Tell my Chief that evil is killing young girls.”

“’Tis true. Plenty sin in New Orleans.”

“Sin comes from evil,” caroled El.

“Everybody in New Orleans believes in voodoo—most believe it’s evil, like the Hollywood garbage of ‘goats without horns,’ black folks sacrificing white babies. Or like the erotic, racist view of white masters believing slaves had loose morals, and voodoo was ‘night dancing,’ a prelude to sex. Only a few, like those who came tonight, believe in the real voodoo, the helping and the healing. White culture has denigrated African-based faiths until most modern folks want nothing to do with them. Tell your Chief it’s voodoo and he’ll quake in his shoes. But voodoo isn’t evil. Not the faith. People sin.”

Reneaux chewed on his pen. “You sure, Marie?”

“I’m sure.”

“Controlled? So thoroughly you’d allow yourself to be placed in a grave?”

“Zombies,” said El.

“Non,” said DuLac. “Only one zombi—Damballah, li Grand Zombi. He has the power of faith, possession. Damballah’s not evil.”

“So the movies are wrong,” drawled Reneaux, sarcastic. “Undead still sounds like zombies to me.”

DuLac shifted awkwardly. He slowly stirred okra, crayfish, simmering on the stove. “Not just from Haiti. From Laveau’s day. Laveau’s husband. She tells how he felt nothing.”

“If zombies are real, then I believe in vampires,” said El, sarcastic.

“Whoever heard of a black vampire?”

“Blade,” said El. “That Wesley Snipes man.”

“Naw,” Reneaux drawled, “don’t count. Blade’s half human.”

El laughed, high-pitched. DuLac shook his head. Reneaux chuckled, slapping his notebook on his thigh.

“Stop it. All of you. Just shut up.” Marie was furious. Dog growled. He stood in front of Marie, the hair on his spine upraised, his bandaged leg leaning awkwardly.

Reneaux stood, quickly patting the dog. “Settle down, Dog.” He gathered Marie in his arms. “We’re sorry. No harm,” he said. “No harm. Just some humor. Otherwise we’d all go crazy.” He kissed her brow.

“Consult an ancient book for an ancient evil.”

“What do you mean, DuLac?”

He shook his head. “Eat first. Else you won’t make it ’til morn.” He ladled stew.

“I’ll make coffee,” said El.

Reneaux encouraged Marie and Kind Dog to sit.

Way past midnight, the sky, a soft black, fireflies blinking in the night air, the four of them ate at the kitchen table. Drinking coffee with chicory and milk, spicing their gumbo with hot sauce, they worried in companionable silence. Kind Dog snored. His bandaged paw batted the air like he was dreaming.

    *  *  *

“I’ve heard tell of a fish. Mentioned in a journal I have.”

“So it’s a drug,” said Reneaux.

“Non, evil, I told you,” snapped DuLac.

“Drugs can be evil.”

Marie heard Reneaux’s fury edged with bitterness.

He flipped open his notepad. “Doesn’t make sense. Women pregnant, made to appear dead. Why? Standard tests have been done. No known detectable poison. No known detectable anything. Except awash in pregnancy hormones. Like they’d been given huge doses. Not just pregnant. But very pregnant.”

“Why didn’t you tell us?” asked Marie.

“You think it’s significant?”

“Might be.”

“How much of this is science fiction or science fact?” queried El.

“What do you think, Marie?” asked DuLac.

“The scientist in me says, ‘No’; this other part of me says, ‘Yes.’”

“Any tissue samples left?”

“The FBI has them. They’ve contacted Caribbean and African specialists in folk medicine.”

“Good, Reneaux.”

“And what about the mark?” asked Marie. “The upside-down cross with a snake, sloped like a sideways S?”

“Means nothing as far as I can tell,” said Reneaux. “I’ve searched for the symbol everywhere. Santeria, Haitian Voudon, Candomblé, Rastafarian movements, even Catholic theology. The only connection I’ve found is to supposed Satanic groups, European-based, with the snake representing the Devil.”

“Religions from the African Diaspora all value the snake as knowledge, all-knowing, an infinity and fertility symbol. White Christians bemoan that a snake tempted Eve in the Garden. But in voodoo, the same myth is a cause for celebration. Snakes represent knowledge. ‘Knowing’ is what keeps you safe, strong. What good is Eden with ignorance?”

“Maybe its a red herring,” said Reneaux, “something to throw us off the scent?”

“From Mister Evil?”

“You think it’s a man, DuLac?” asked Marie.

“I do.”

“Why not either? Or both? A woman and a man.”

“Marie, you’re thinking of the DeLaCroixs,” said Reneaux. “I’ve already been out to see them. Twice. Trail’s dead.”

“Still, the baby’s grandmother didn’t seem innocent. The mother sounded as if she was cruel.”

El patted Marie’s knee. “The baby’s fine.”

Marie’s chair screeched. Kind Dog scooted up awkwardly.

“You don’t understand. It’s not about the baby.”

None of them looked at her. Reneaux scribbled with his pencil; DuLac dipped another bread piece in the stew; and El hummed a tune in the back of her throat.

“I want to go home.”

“I’ll drive you.” Reneaux opened the screen door. Pink and a burnt orange were far off in the horizon.

Marie abruptly turned back. “You’ve known me.”

“Since you were a babe,” said DuLac.

“Who am I?”

“Isn’t it clear? Laveau’s descendent, a link in a long line of Voodoo Queens.”

“That’s what frightened my mother?”

“The corruption, the bastardization. Hard for voodoo to survive in the New World. She didn’t take time to understand the real voodoo. She didn’t feel the healing we felt tonight.”

“Healing? I didn’t help anyone.”

“Yourself.” DuLac gently cupped her face. “Since you were a child, you’ve been preparing. To be a healer. That’s what voodoo is—healing bodies, souls, and minds.”

“Then why am I ill?” she said harshly. “Sickened by everything I’ve seen and heard tonight?”

“You’ll thrive when you understand who you be. Wait.” He opened a side pantry door.

El tapped her nails on the table. “I’m not sure about zombies, but you’ve got to believe in what happened tonight. Reneaux, don’t say a word. You felt it, too.”

Reneaux closed his mouth.

“Do you believe, El?”

“Of course she believes,” said DuLac, shouting from the pantry, one side filled with shelves of canned goods, flour, and rice; the other side filled with oils, herbs, and roots, labeled in bottles. He reached for a book on the highest shelf. “Good and evil always battling. Whether folks be Catholic, Protestant, voodoo, don’t matter. Faith wins the fight. Do you believe, Marie? In what happened tonight? In you?”

DuLac stood tall and strong before her. He held the book as an offering.

Marie searched her heart. “Yes,” she said simply. “Yes.”

“Bon. This is for you.”

Journal of Louis DeLavier, 18—.

Marie gently clutched the book, feeling emotions welling through leather, paper, and ink.

“DeLavier loved Marie Laveau. He captured her story when she was dying. ’Cept Marie Laveau didn’t die, she was waiting. For you—”

Marie caressed the spine, the fragile pages.

“—a strong woman with a pure heart. Queen. Queen Laveau. Queen of the Old and the New. Voodoo Queen.”


THE END
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Two Thousand and Five


    The most feared evil in voodoo is a zombie. Resurrected, mindless, soulless bodies are controlled by a priest, an evil houngan.

    Souls from resurrected bodies roam the earth in torment.

    To prevent zombies, “Make sure your loved ones are indeed dead and their bodies do not go warm to the grave.”

    —The Origins and History of the Voodoo Cults

    (From Louis DeLavier’s journal)
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[image: logo]eneaux had taken her home. She wanted to be alone. In her apartment with Kind Dog.

Her rooms had been searched and she felt violated. The sheets were scattered. Dresser drawers upturned. Underwear littered like small clues. Her medical jackets were ripped, piled on the closet floor. Advil floated in the toilet. A Tampax box had been shredded as if it might’ve held secret treasure, a miniature map. The kitchen smelled of ketchup and soured milk. Marie stepped gingerly over broken glass. The freezer door had been left open. Strawberry ice cream dripped on the floor. Foil packages of chicken were soft. She imagined rot inside the glittering wrap.

Reneaux righted a lamp, picked a pillow off the floor.

“Leave it.”

“You shouldn’t be here, Marie.”

“He won’t come back.” She knew it was true.

“I don’t like this.”

She kissed Reneaux, knowing he wanted to stay. But she needed to read the journal alone. Think on her mother’s death, alone. Quell her fears.

“Lock the door.”

“I will. I promise.” One, two, three locks. Marie knew spirits could easily walk through wood. They’d entered her flesh, her soul; they’d entered her dreams. But she wanted to pretend privacy was possible.

Her medical bag had been emptied, kicked aside. Marie picked it up, grateful she’d had the foresight to add a false lining. She pulled out the velvet pouch, emptied the rosary, the Virgin images onto the bed. Her mother’s handwriting comforted her.

The scotch was half full. She took a swig from the bottle, laid the journal on the mattress beside Kind Dog. She swallowed another shot.

She could see Jacques, his long legs extending past the edge of the bed. He smiled at her, even patted Dog. “Chérie,” she heard him call. “Chérie.” Then he disappeared.

She opened the journal. The pages shimmered alive:

“A story should begin at the beginning. But in this story, the middle is the beginning. Everything spirals outward from the center. Lies, pain, and loss haunt the future as well as the past.

“Grandmére, my mother, my daughter, myself—we were all named Marie. This story is all of us. Be sure to write everything down, Louis.

“Voodoo is worth passing on.” Marie Laveau—1881.

Marie could almost see Laveau, old and dying, telling her story, passing it down through the generations, passing it to her.

From dawn to dusk, Marie read DeLavier’s journal. It was two confessions. DeLavier’s confession of love for Marie. How he adored her! Marie’s confession of how as a woman, as a priestess sometimes her power and will hadn’t been enough. She’d been the most feared woman in New Orleans and she’d been the most human. Frail, in her own way, and searching.

The yellowed pages were filled with complications. Marie understood white against black, rich against poor, men against women, good against evil. In the twenty-first century, discrimination hadn’t disappeared. She didn’t understand faith and miracles. Women walking on air. Sinners given salvation. A snake representing knowledge as good. Or Catholicism and voodoo blending as naturally as tea leaves with water. Mysteries abounded.

“Women hand sight down through the generations. Mother to daughter.”

Except in Laveau’s life, the line had been broken. Laveau’s grandmother (just like Marie’s mother) had hidden the faith. Misguided love had made the children vulnerable.

But now Marie understood that coming to New Orleans had been her fa, her fate. “Can’t escape fa,” the journal said.

On and on she read:

She and Laveau were both orphans. She remembered the dream: a woman grown, strapped to a tree, scars crisscrossing her back. That had been Laveau’s mother—captured by whites, murdered during a ceremony. She remembered an old woman singing, “Guédé, Guédé, have mercy.” That was Laveau’s Grandmère; but it was also the Madame DeLaCroix at Breezy’s. Baby Marie’s grandmother.

Marie’s heart raced.

She, trembling, diving into thick, heady water, catfish brushing her thighs. That had to be Marie Laveau, her moment of triumph when she walked across Lake Pontchartrain, as if it were earth. Nonsense. Impossible. But the miracle was recorded in the journal, and in a newspaper clipping tucked in the journal’s pages.

What was the last part of her dreaming?

She, a mother, screaming, giving birth, as she, the babe, slipped out, swimming downstream in a rush of water, a bloodied, blue-red membrane covering her face.

Baby Marie had been born with a caul. She wasn’t the mother but she felt as though she was. If it hadn’t been for her, the baby would’ve died.

Kind Dog nuzzled her, curled up, warm, against her abdomen.

She lay back against the pillow. In her dream, she’d been everyone. The links—the generations collapsed across time. She sat up quickly, skipping ahead to the journal’s last chapter. Two hours before she died, Laveau repeated to DeLavier:

“Life is a spiral. The only protection is to become disembodied—to see the self as other. Immortal.

“The generations are overlapping. Women hand sight down through the generations.

“One generation will get it right.”

Was that her calling? To get it right?

Even Marie Laveau couldn’t save her loved ones. Her life had been filled with betrayal.

John, her nemesis, had manipulated her gifts to gain money and power. Killed her Grandmère.

As someone had killed her mother. Marie took another shot from the bottle.

She was at a crossroads. Frightened and strangely exhilarated.

What would her mother have wanted her to do? Hide? And if she hid, her life would be lonely and desperate.

She didn’t understand much about the voodoo faith. Yet voodoo taught that all things—animate, inanimate had spirit. All things were signs.

She realized she’d been trying to dream herself whole. “History repeats,” the journal said. Across centuries, across time. Unless she could get it right. Reshape the future.

Laveau had been a child, only ten, when visions visited her; Marie was a woman grown. A doctor. With friends: El, Reneaux, DuLac. And she had Laveau, herself, to guide her. DeLavier’s journal to chart a path.

But she hadn’t finished the story. What was it DuLac had said? “Consult an ancient book for an ancient evil.”

She read on. Dusk gave way to night. The church tolled nine, ten, eleven.

Laveau’s husband was named Jacques. That couldn’t be a coincidence.

Zombie. Zombie.

Marie Laveau makes zombies.

Walking dead. The undead.

Marie Laveau makes zombies.

Except that was a lie. There was “li Grand Zombi.” Damballah. The snake god. Just as DuLac said. It was the name of Laveau’s python. Zombie was an aberration. An inheritance from Haiti. From those who aligned voodoo with evil.

It was John who’d called: “See here. Witness a miracle. Marie Laveau makes zombies.” While the crowd roared approval.

Marie stopped reading. She couldn’t catch her breath. Kind Dog howled.

Marie felt as if some spirit was pushing her, trying to delve inside her. She fell back upon the bed. Rainbow colors floated on the ceiling. Kind Dog was snuffling her, whimpering, pushing against her hand and arm.

She could feel herself leaving, disappearing from the concrete world. The outlines of the room dissolving, the bed becoming ephemeral. Even Kind Dog was fading, his smell and sounds dissolving.

She was back in time. Almost as if she was inside DuLac’s painting, except the ceremony was on a lakeshore. There were thousands, not hundreds—black, white, free and enslaved followers dressed in white. Others dressed in outrageous purple, red, and black, wearing grotesque Mardi Gras masks.

She saw Laveau, young and heart-stricken, screaming to wake the dead. Jacques stood dull-eyed, center stage, in a filthy sailor’s uniform. His clothes hung loosely, as if, soulless, his body had shrunk in size. His skin lacked color and his hair was matted and tangled. His arms dangled. To the crowd, Jacques was the bogeyman come to life. He was the ghost who’d haunted their childhood dreams. There was nothing in the world more horrible than Jacques.

Laveau turned, appealing to Marie. Seeing her ancestor, remnants of her family history, an echo of her features, there was no way to ignore the call.

Dead, undead.

A hundred and fifty years later. She was chosen to finish the battle.

    *  *  *

Marie gulped air—like a negative developing, her surroundings became concrete, color filled in the shapes. She was here. In this reality.

She could feel her flesh tingling, hear her heart’s murmur. Smell Kind Dog’s fur. See him watching her, his nose moist, his brows arched, curious. She patted his head. “You are one pretty dog.” Black hair, brown-eyed. Compassionate.

    *  *  *

Marie went to her balcony. It was dawn again. The city had always been two cities: the past and the present. The culture had been infused with slaves, immigrants, soldiers, opportunists. Great good had happened. Great evil, too. She blinked. Like a veil lifting, she could see the human drama Laveau had been a part of—slave auctions, street vendors, elegant French ladies shopping with black footmen carrying their parasols and hatboxes, priests decrying licentiousness, and drunken sailors being seduced and rolled by prostitutes. Sidewalks were made of wood, streets littered with horse manure; carriage tracks etched in mud like a mad maze. She blinked again: Hawkers were heralding escort services, X-rated shows, corner stands sold juleps, taffy, and brittle candy, tourists shopped for T-shirts, an evangelist propped on a box warned of the apocalypse and seamen heckled transvestites and slovenly drunks.

This was her city—her home.

Here, she’d find herself. Here, she’d find who killed her mother. Here, she’d find who was murdering young girls. She had a purpose now. Not a bad way to live or die. Like the ER, she was beating back the odds, beating back the Devil.

The phone rang. Kind Dog barked at the receiver.

She picked up the phone, knowing it was Reneaux, knowing what he was going to say before he said it.

“Another girl dead.”

He hung up; she listened to the static on the wire.

    *  *  *

Pride.

She’d been focusing on marshaling her strength and another daughter, a child had been dying. Marie collapsed into a chair, her face in her hands. What good were visions if they were after the fact?

Who did she think she was?

An orphan. Foster child. Not even a licensed doctor. A woman—like the victims.

She shuddered. Kind Dog rubbed his back against her legs. She bent, cradling him, her head resting atop his spine.

“Je suis Marie.” She lifted her head. “Je suis Marie.” It was Laveau’s voice. I am Marie. A simple declaration. But more than that. Laveau spoke the words to affirm she was strong. She said it when John tried to manipulate her. She said it when she’d lost track of her soul, her self. When she felt vulnerable beyond measure. Je suis. I am.

Marie Levant, not perfect. She was who she was. I am.

Marie heard a trumpet blare. Loud enough to bring down Jericho’s walls. To call Gabriel to Kingdom Come. Three long, wailing blasts. Defiant. Outraged. The sound became a keening wail. Then the notes swirled into the melody: “Go Down, Body. Lay My Body Down.”

Marie went to the balcony, gripping the railing. Over rooftops she could see St. Louis Cathedral. See mourners coming out of the church and a black and antique gold carriage with stallions (feathers sticking skyward from their manes) pulling a coffin on a flatbed hearse. Kind Dog barked wildly. She looked down. The snakes on the rail were moving, slithering end to end. Iron was as malleable as clay.

She saw the nineteenth-century world blending with the twenty-first, the spirit with the real. Parallel worlds merging. There was substance in the air. An intangible feeling that grief was necessary for instruction.

She dashed into her apartment. Some instinct made her remove the rosary from the pouch.

“Stay, Dog.” He howled.

But she needed to move fast, race down the stairs, faster than the elevator, dash across streets, through cobblestone alleys to Cathedral Square. Mist covered the Gulf; oil pools made rainbows on the road.

Two other trumpets joined the fiercely melancholic one. A clarinet added a whine and a snare drum rolled a steady, funeral beat. Five brilliant-black musicians. A concert master waved his hands like batons and the rhythm shifted from a drone to a celebration. “Oh, when the saints . . . oh, when the saints go marchin’ in . . .”

I am just a lonesome traveler,

Through this big wide world of sin;

Want to join that grand procession,

When the saints go marchin’ in.

Oh, when the saint go marchin’ in,

Lord, I want to be in that number

When the saints go marchin’ in.

Marie saw the Guédé clapping, their white gloves fluttering like doves’ wings. In unison, they tipped their hats. She nodded. And they clapped again, this time for her. Two danced a spontaneous minuet, bowing and weaving, stepping primly forward and back.

Women with parasols were twirling, skipping behind the hearse as it stately turned out of the square toward Riverwalk and St. Louis Cemetery.

There was a man dressed like a Guédé—in top hat and tuxedo tails, his gloved hands offering engraved cards.

“Mademoiselle.”

She flipped over the card: “To everything there is a season.” Ecclesiastes 3:1–8.

Marie studied the sharp-faced man. “Who died?”

“One of the Pietre twins. Ninety, if she’s a day. Other one gonna go soon. Old maids. Never married. C’est vrai. That’s why all the folks come. Really two funerals, not one. Good time, good day to die. Guédé happy; mourners happy.”

“You see the Guédé?”

“Oui. They over there.” He pointed at a lamppost. Marie realized he didn’t see any spirits at all. The Guédé were frolicking, crawling all over the hearse.

Marie handed him back his card. The Guédé man sniffed and walked away.

Unlike for her mother, Marie appreciated that the Pietre mourners were many. Dozens of family and friends, even strangers who’d been partying all night, and early morning Mass celebrants who respected an unknown woman’s passing. A perfect time for a funeral, just past dawn before the streets were crowded and the sun too high.

The surviving sister, tiny, no more than five feet, draped in black satin and veil, was escorted by two middle-aged women. Marie felt the old woman staring at her. Her head tilted like a bird’s.

In a reedy voice, the Pietre twin squealed, “I know you. I know you,” and moved toward Marie with a surprising spryness and grace.

“Auntie. You don’t know this woman.”

A priest was watching from the steps.

“I do.” The woman lifted her veil; to Marie, it was clear it didn’t matter. The woman’s eyes were blue marbles, cataract-blind.

“I apologize,” said the elder escort.

“No need,” said Marie.

The Pietre twin clutched Marie’s fingertips. “My sister and I know Madame Laveau. Every goodbye ain’t gone. Every goodbye ain’t gone.”

“What do you mean?”

“She visits us every Mardi Gras. I always leave out a bit of wild rice. Lemonade, too.”

“Excuse her. Our aunt is old-school. Believing in superstitious, voodoo stuff.”

“You, nothing but silly new school. No more sense than a cricket.” The small, elflike twin batted her niece’s hands away. She crooked her finger at Marie. Marie bent, her ear turned toward the old woman’s mouth.

“She told us you were coming. Said I’d live to see it. I’m Bettina. My sister was Luanne. Sister be so happy when I tell her tonight. Everybody thinks she’s gone but she ain’t. Just like Madame Laveau. She—we—been waiting a long time for you.”

Bettina had the sweetest smile. Marie hugged and kissed the small woman. Her skin felt like soft crepe.

The two nieces, annoyed, steered Bettina away.

“Say prayers,” the old woman shouted, gleeful.

“I will.”

Bettina stepped lightly, shaking her shoulders to the marching beat. Not at all sad to be attending her sister’s funeral.

Marie couldn’t help smiling. She felt she was herself yet not herself—a collection of ancestors. Bettina was right. The dead weren’t gone.

The black-robed priest, as white as the moon, watched her. Then he turned and went inside the church. Marie felt compelled to follow him. She stopped on the steps, watching the departing funeral, appreciating the uplifting wail of the band.

The Guédé were fluttering about Bettina, solicitous. One Guédé pulled the hat off a niece’s head. The woman gasped. Bettina cackled and clapped her hands.

The human Guédé was right. Bettina was going to die soon.

    *  *  *

The priest had disappeared. In the vestibule, red votive candles flickered and two ornate angel statues cupped their hands to hold the holy water.

She hadn’t been in church for nearly two decades, not since her mother died. She dipped her fingers in the holy water, genuflected, and walked down the center aisle. The church was tomblike cool.

On the wall, the Stations of the Cross showed Christ’s passion. The Twelfth Station, etched in oil, showed Jesus nailed to the cross between two criminals; mourning beneath him were John, his beloved disciple, Mary, the Virgin Mother, and Mary Magdalene, the redeemed whore.

Marie plucked the rosary from her pocket, feeling the beads.

How to reconcile two faiths? Two worlds?

She stared at the portrait. Christ in agony. Two women at his feet. Twins.

Faces turned, both Marys looked at her with a beatific smile.

“Can I help you?”

Startled, Marie leaped back, stuffing the rosary in her jeans pocket. “I don’t think so.”

She was barely literate as both a Catholic and a voodooienne. She wanted to confess—but how dare she? Whatever would she say? For all she knew, this priest would condemn her to the Devil.

“I’ve got to go.”

“Wait. Your spirit needs healing.”

Up close, his skin was luminescent.

“New Orleans is a city of contrasts. Ugliness. Great beauty, too. Sin and charity.”

She watched him. Feeling some measure of strength in him. Commitment.

“In the summer, heat and yellow fever would consume the city. It was like opening a floodgate to the Angel of Death and the worst in human nature, too. Lime was tossed on thousands of bodies; everyone wore black armbands—for everyone knew someone who’d died; criminals and recent orphans robbed graves.

“Mosquitoes brought the fever; some said it was a strain from Africa brought with the slaves. Many believe the infection served as punishment for slavery. Marie Laveau worked beside priests. Nuns, too. Unafraid. Never once infected. Never once feverish. She could lift folks’ fevers right into her hand.

“But you knew that, didn’t you?”

“Why are you telling me this?”

“I’m like the mariner, I fit the story to the soul. Part of my gift. Sometimes I don’t even realize I’m doing it.”

Marie lowered her eyes, staring at the cracks, the centuries-old floor. With her peripheral vision, she could see high-top button shoes from another age; leather half-boots with bits of mud and dung; and some bare feet. The priest beneath his flowing robes wore tennis shoes. Two worlds. Two realities.

“Did all the priests welcome Laveau?”

“Some didn’t. If I’d lived then, I surely would have.”

“And Christ?”

“Christ, too. If he has love enough for two Marys, he has love enough for two faiths.”

“It isn’t at all the same.”

“Isn’t it? Isn’t it love to embrace seeming contradictions?”

“Seeming?”

“The older I get, the more I see symmetry. Reconciling of contrasts. Opposites. Everything has its season.”

His palm rested on her shoulder. His expression was solemn, but he had deep smile lines etched about his eyes.

Why did she feel she was being blessed?

She reached into her pocket. “Hold this for me, Father. Keep it safe.”

“A lovely rosary. Unique. I’ve heard early voodoo worshipers made these rosaries with Christ and the snake god.”

“Do you know why?”

“Forbidden on pain of death to practice their faith, they merged the religions. Seeing parallels. Symmetry. They could pray, hold the cross in their hand—both Christ and Damballah—and no one would ever know their secret. Wherever did you get this?”

“It belonged to my mother.”

“Why give it to me? This is rare, precious.”

She sighed and felt a calm wash over her. Why give it to him?

“To make sure you come back,” whispered Laveau.

She turned, walking slowly at first, then faster and faster.

“Comment t’appelles-tu?” the priest called.

She smiled. “Je suis Marie.”

“Bon. The Marys’ namesake.”

“Oui. I am the namesake.”

Outside, she paused on the steps. No trace—neither sight nor sound—of the funeral. Inhale, exhale. The river stank. Fishermen were gutting fish, laying ice on their catch. The city was rousing for a new day. Vans delivered onions and okra for gumbo. Sanitation men sprayed the streets, clearing away last night’s debris and vomit. Joggers were enjoying their morning constitutional before the air became too thick with heat and humidity. Mosquitoes carried West Nile.

Summer. Sin season. Fever season. Anything could happen. Even the undead.

She ran, feeling her heart expanding, growing big. She needed to hail a cab. Get to the hospital. It wasn’t the sin of pride. She needed to believe in herself. And there was only one path to follow if she was going to save women’s lives.

Madonna; Magdalene. Virgins and whores. Nothing new.

Baby makes three. A trinity. Both Marys, all of the Maries capable of motherhood, a mother’s love. Capable of sisterhood. The key was to love with charity.

The priest’s last words rang in her ears, “Your namesake Marie Laveau cared especially for the whores.” His words had stopped her. He had a huge, incongruous smile.

“From the root word ka—two contrasting derivatives. Ka, in Germanic tradition became prostitute; in Latin, kros became cherish, charity. The highest form of Christian love.

“See,” the priest, palms open, spread wide his arms. “Faith is embracing seeming opposites.”


    Whether I wanted it or not, asked for it or not, people needed to believe in me.

    Just as I needed to believe in myself.

—Marie Laveau, on accepting her fate as a Voodoo Queen
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“Too dangerous.”

“Intensive care?”

El leaned close. “Upstairs on the surgical floor,” she whispered.

Marie quickly hugged her, then slammed open the stairwell door, racing up the stairs. It was faster; more important, no one would see where she went. No clues to where the dead girl lay.

One step, two steps, two steps at a time, she raced, feeling overwhelming love for an unknown girl. Her footsteps echoed on concrete.

Chest heaving, loose tendrils from her ponytail, she stopped at the fifth floor. Quickly and quietly, she slipped past the door. Nurses moved efficiently. Gurneys rolled in and out of OR; some to be cut, others to recover from surgical wounding. The floor smelled of latex and antiseptic. Respirators, cardiac monitors, intercoms whirred, clicked, and buzzed.

She looked down the long hallway. To the left, third from the last door. The girl was there.

Marie wished she’d worn her medical coat. In jeans and a T-shirt, she looked like a relative. Except visiting wasn’t allowed on this floor. She walked slowly, confident. They won’t see me. Won’t care. She walked past the care station: Nurses were reading, writing in charts, technicians labeled test tubes, a doctor was on the phone, reserving a table for two at eight.

At a dull green door, Marie looked right, left, then slipped inside.

Reneaux was standing watch. He didn’t turn around. “What kept you?”

“Church.”

Reneaux nodded. Only in New Orleans would it be credible to be possessed, then attend Mass. Sun streamed through the blinds. Reneaux’s cross earring glinted.

“The station is sending over a guard.”

“Your Chief believed you?”

“Not much. Only that there’s a killer on the loose.”

Marie leaned over the bedrail. Chestnut hair fanned over the pillow. The girl’s skin was cool. Marie lifted her hand. There was no pulse, no discernible movement of her ribcage. She was pale like the moon.

“Dead?”

“I don’t know.” Marie lifted her eyelids. No dilation. She tapped her elbow, her kneecaps. No reflex. No expulsion of air. Or quiver of lungs.

“DuLac was given hell for bringing her here.”

“Where is he?”

“Fighting with the morgue. And Severs.”

“Severs?”

“One of the surgeons strenuously complained,” Reneaux drawled. “DuLac punched him out.”

“Good for him.” She looked at the lovely girl. “Maybe not good for her.”

“Guards are coming—”

“I know. You’re doing everything you can, Reneaux.”

He stretched his hand over the body; Marie clasped it.

“You think you can help?”

“I hope so.” She dropped Reneaux’s hand and lowered the top sheet. In the simple white cotton gown, the girl looked like an initiate. Her forehead had traces of dust.

Reneaux flipped open his notepad. “No name, no clue to her identity. Just like the others. This makes four. Dressed in a ball gown. Even feathers in her hair.”

“Found?”

“Near the wharf. Two men trying to ditch the body. A steamboat was passing. Coast Guard saw a small boat too close. Almost in the ship’s path. They hailed the craft and the men dove overboard. She was left floating in the boat.”

“Her body would’ve been mutilated. Churned in the steamship’s rollers.”

“That’s right. Makes me think we weren’t supposed to find any of the girls. Someone’s been helping us from the inside.”

“Who?”

“I don’t know. But I plan to find out. It also means we have no way of knowing how many. It could be eight, ten, twenty girls killed. Murdered.”

“All of them somebody’s child.” Marie stroked the girl’s forehead, then placed her palms on her abdomen. It was flat and smooth.

Her hands felt a quivering. “She’s pregnant. Still early.” The Guédé appeared in the corner like watchful mimes.

“What’re you looking at?”

“You don’t see them?”

“No.”

She realized she accepted the Guédé, the fiercely melancholic gentlemen. She felt their outrage that someone was intruding on their territory. Interfering with death.

Reneaux was studying her.

“When’s the guard coming?”

“Soon. I’ll stay here ’til he comes.”

Marie trembled. She stroked the girl’s fingertips. Delicate like a baby’s. Her breath quickened. “Don’t get emotional.” Solve the mystery.

Why this girl, not some other? Why the fancy gowns? Dead, undead? And she was, too, though Marie didn’t know how she knew. The real crux was how to save her.

“You can do this,” said Reneaux.

“You think so?”

“Sure.”

“You’ll be beside me?”

“Always, if you want.”

Marie didn’t answer. And Reneaux didn’t press; it was one of the things she liked about him. Neither of them moved, both focused on the girl.

The Guédé peered through the rails at the edge of the bed. There was a soft buzz from the fluorescent lights.

“Light-skinned,” murmured Marie, touching the unblemished skin. “All the others were, too.”

Reneaux flipped open his notepad. “You’re right. In the old days, folks would’ve said mulattoes or quadroons.”

“Meaning?”

“Mixed race. Mulatto, half-black; quadroon girls, one-quarter black, used to be mistresses for French aristocrats. Even had octoroons—one-eighth black. Another kind of slavery. Ironically, the lighter the better.”

“In the journal, there was Marianne, a quadroon. ‘So light she could pass for white.’”

“Like Severs.”

“Yes. But Marianne was raped repeatedly. Prison guards thought her color—or lack of it—made her a special prize. They did to her what they didn’t dare to do to a white woman.”

“White women were for procreation. Women of color were prized for their so-called baseness, bestial instincts, their inherent promiscuous nature. As if all Africans were nothing more than rutting animals.

“But the aristos invented the craziest contradiction—wanting mistresses that looked like their wives, but with just enough color to make them feel uninhibited. To make them believe a young girl would welcome, even take pleasure in their advances. Another crazy thing—many of the mulatto and quadroon women thought they were superior to darker women.”

“They all could be raped.”

“Every mulatto or quadroon has in their family tree a darker mother who was raped. Sometimes the masters freed their light-skinned children, some passed. But here in New Orleans a whole society grew, free coloreds intermarrying to keep their skin light.”

“One drop of black blood,” mused Marie.

“Cain’s mark,” said Reneaux. “Still cursed. A whole race made black because of sin. A Christian invention.”

“An excuse to own slaves.”

The Guédé, sorrowful, placed their top hats over their hearts and bowed their heads.

“Old Testament.”

“What?”

“New Testament changed everything. Wasn’t supposed to matter if you were a criminal or whore. Christian charity.” In her mind’s eyes, she could see the priest’s face. Like clamping and tying off a wound, she felt herself healing, not hurting.

“Where’s her gown, Reneaux?”

“In the closet.”

Marie touched the silk gown. It was wet and bedraggled; a nurse had laid a towel on the closet floor. The dress had a low, sagging bodice, lace tucked in the corners. Peach flounces edged the hem and there was enough material to billow over a hoop slip. It was certainly old-fashioned. A gown fit for a debutante. Straight from a corrupt nineteenth century.

“Quadroon Balls,” she murmured.

“There haven’t been balls for over a hundred and fifty years.”

“But what if someone was updating it? Selling girls to the highest bidder?”

“Prostitution with a twist.” An ambulance siren whined. “The only person who can confirm your hunch is her. And she’s apparently dead.”

“Then why murder her again? In the Mississippi? Fodder for a steamship.”

“There are simpler ways to make a girl disappear.”

“Not unless appearances are deceiving.” Marie punched the emergency button. Code Alert.

A nurse rushed through the door, then hesitated. Another nurse pushing a cardiac cart abruptly stopped.

“Who are you? This patient isn’t supposed to be here.”

“Here or not, she needs help.”

“You’re not authorized.”

“I’m Doctor Levant. Off rotation. But a resident here.”

“I don’t care who you are. You’re not authorized. This is the surgical ward.”

“I am.” Reneaux flicked open his badge. “Authorized.”

“As am I,” said DuLac, coming up from behind the two nurses. One, sturdy and authoritative; the other, young and wide-eyed, interested in the gossip she’d have to tell.

“DuLac, I didn’t know this was your patient.”

“Tell her what you need, Marie.”

“Full Code.”

The lead nurse lifted the patient’s wrist. “She’s dead.”

DuLac smiled ruefully. “Is she, Marie?”

“No,” she said, emphatic. “She’s not. It’s a Code.”

The lead nurse hesitated.

“Just do it,” said Marie. “Or I’ll have you up before the board. It’s a Code. I need a respirator. Fetal monitor, too.”

“This patient isn’t scheduled for surgery. She shouldn’t be here.”

“Do it,” said Marie, her voice quiet, but with an intensity that brooked no argument. The Guédé stood behind her, making violent gestures at the nurse.

The nurse stepped back, panicked, sensing the unnatural ire.

“Do it.”

The nurse positioned the cart. “Stevens, call for a fetal monitor. Get Joe in to help.”

Marie undid the gown. The girl’s chest was motionless, a light alabaster.

“This is a waste,” muttered the nurse.

“Hand me the defibrilators. Clear.”

The body, shocked, lifted slightly off the bed.

Marie lowered her head, listening for a breath, feeling the arm for a pulse. “Clear.”

“That was three hundred. Higher?” asked DuLac.

“I don’t dare.”

Marie massaged the heart. Nurse Jane affixed adhesive connectors. DuLac inserted an IV drip while Stevens gelled a fetal monitor to her abdomen. Joe drew blood.

If someone wanted to shout she’s dead, he or she kept quiet. DuLac was an impressive figure. So, too, Detective Reneaux. But Marie looked both crazy and outraged, her arms and hands pushing hard against the chest, resting, then pushing hard again.

The monitor seemed to pick up a beat—elongated, ever so slow and faint.

“Malfunction?” asked the lead nurse.

Marie glared and kept working, ten minutes, twenty, thirty minutes. One by one, the nurses, the technician, Joe, drifted away to other patients, other duties.

The Guédé disappeared.

Reneaux was sitting on the visitor’s chair, his elbows on his knees, his head bowed.

“Marie, stop.”

“She’s not dead.”

“No, she’s not,” said DuLac, quietly. “But your treatment isn’t working. Plan B, Marie. We need a Plan B.”

Marie slumped against the wall. Sounds mocked her: the respirator whooshing air, the occasional scratch, click, and whir from the monitors searching for signs of life. She could even hear the saline drip, racing through the girl’s veins.

She could try chemical stimulants. But how would they react with unknown drugs? She risked heart failure. Or some other side effect—an irreversible coma, lung, kidney, or possible immune failure. She wasn’t in a lab dealing with test tubes, petri dishes, and disposable slides. Here was a young girl, a human being, a complex organism made more complex by an unknown drug.

“Don’t get emotional.” Think, Marie, think.

She opened her duffel bag, pulling out the journal. “It’s here.” She thumbed through pages. “The ingredients. Laveau asked how her husband Jacques became a zombie. Here. John’s answer: ‘The gills of a fish. Skull powder and grave dust. A simple spell. We sent all the way to Haiti.’ Do you remember, DuLac?”

“Oui.”

“It all means something,” Marie said, her voice straining, wiping away tears. “I can’t figure out what it all means.”

“Quadroon Balls,” said Reneaux to DuLac. “We suspect old-time prostitution is being made new again.”

“But the Quadroon Balls were meant to be more than that,” insisted DuLac. “More like long-term mistresses. Second families. The children formed their own society, free coloreds who became doctors, lawyers, artists, educated tradesmen.”

“You really think anyone today cares about paternity?” asked Reneaux. “It’s murder without the family values.”

“What about adoption?” asked Marie.

“One drop of black blood is still problematic,” said Reneaux. “Catch-22. Who’d be the aristos of today? Rich white men. How many of them would want a bastard part-black child?”

“It doesn’t make sense. Why not birth control?”

“Virgins. Innocents,” said DuLac. “Men paid high prices for virgins. They wanted the deflowering. Wanted the girls finely reared like their white daughters. Wanted to educate them in carnal knowledge. Wanted to know that any child born was truly theirs. These were complex contractual agreements, ‘shadow marriages.’

“The aristos had the luxury of a pretend marriage, children to be proud of, and if they weren’t proud of them or needed money, they could sell them into slavery like puppies. Or breed the boys to trades, the girls to become valuable mistress/whores like their mothers.”

Marie held her patient’s hand. “She probably thought she was just going to a ball.”

“An escort service.”

“But one that lasted until you got pregnant.”

“Dead, undead is the punishment. Disappear the body, but even if it’s discovered, no trace of murder.”

“Technically, there is no murder,” said Marie.

The three of them stood over the girl, mourning, as if at a wake.

“A pedophile’s and rapist’s dream,” exhaled Reneaux. “Young girls playing dress-up. No notion of the terror to come.”

Marie stroked the girl’s hair. “Ah, ma petite.”

“But why fodder for a steamship? Marie’s right. Even though they appear dead, technically, there’s no murder. There must be some other reason for the drug. Why risk actual murder?”

“Oui, Reneaux, why murder a girl off Riverwalk? Constant tourists. Casinos. Coast Guards. Lots of traffic in or near the Mississippi.”

“Maybe she’s the dare. The challenge.”

“For who?”

“You, Marie. Maybe all along someone wanted you to find this girl? But it’s not our secret assistant. It’s the Devil, the perpetrator himself.”

“Or herself,” said Marie.

“Or both,” said DuLac. “Male and female. They both sin. Voodoo and Catholicism agree.”

Harsh hallway light flooded the room.

“What’re you doing here, Reneaux? Helping your friend DuLac bury himself in waste? That’s what you’re doing here—wasting facilities, supplies, equipment.” Severs, well dressed in a coat and tie, lacked his usual confidence. His hands fluttered like disoriented birds. He stuffed them in his suit pockets, looked at the girl cocooned in white sheets. “Looks dead to me.”

“Are you a doctor?” Marie challenged.

“No. But neither are you. Not yet anyway.”

“I am.”

“Not for long, DuLac. Your alcoholism is plenty cause to fire you. Rescind your medical license.”

“This is police business.”

Severs flinched. “Trustee Allez is on his way over.”

“How’d he hear?” asked Reneaux.

“This is media disaster. The trustees have been informed. Wasting money on a dead girl. Not even anyone important.”

“How do you know that?” shouted Marie. “How do you know?” She was furious. “All girls are important.”

“Not this one.”

“You know who she is,” said Reneaux, stepping forward. “‘Media disaster’ is a ruse.”

“No,” said Severs. “She’s a type. Girls like her get in trouble. All the time. You can tell by looking at her.”

“That’s a nasty thought,” said Reneaux. “I think you’re lying.”

“What do you mean by ‘in trouble’?” demanded Marie. “‘In trouble’ because she’s dead? Or ‘in trouble’ because she’s pregnant?”

“Did someone tell you she was pregnant?” asked Reneaux.

Severs glared. His brow gleamed with sweat.

“You’re lying,” said Reneaux.

“Twenty-four hours,” answered Severs. “Then, the morgue. I’ll get a court order, if I have to.”

“And I’ll resign,” said Marie.

“I’m not the one breaking the law.”

“You sure?” asked Reneaux.

Severs puffed himself up, then flung open the door, his exit spoiled by the lack of sound. Rubber on the wall muted the contact between wood and metal.

“He’s involved,” said Reneaux, making a note on his pad. “I used to think he was harmless. My mistake.”

Wearily, DuLac rubbed his eyes. “I need to get back downstairs.”

“I’ll stay,” said Marie. “If ER can spare me.”

“Oui. Take care of her.”

“I will,” Marie shouted after a dispirited DuLac.

“You want coffee?”

“Please. Black, Reneaux.”

“Like me?” He kissed her hand. “I’m honest, unlike Severs.”

“I like honest black men.”

Reneaux grinned. “Great news, Doc. I mean, Doctor Levant.”

“Just Marie.”

“Okay, ‘just Marie.’ But you know you’re more than that. You’re not ‘just’ anything.”

He gathered her in his arms, his hands rubbing her back, his mouth covering hers. Marie leaned into his embrace, letting herself take strength from his caress.

“I’ll get you coffee, then I’m off. Want to get a background check on Severs.”

“You promise to be careful?”

“Promise. Nothing will happen to me. I’ll call Toxiology. Tell them about a paralyzing fish. I’ll visit Breezy’s, too. I think our insider is there.”

“Jacques died there. He was dead, wasn’t he?”

“You know he was.”

“Strange. To think I’d rather he be dead, than be like her.” She gestured toward the bed.

“It’s not at all the same. You’re going to save her. No one else will be buried alive.”

“Promise?”

“Promise.”

The door swung open, then closed. The room was dull again. Marie mourning for the girl.

Why did she feel so profoundly sad? For all she knew people were buried alive every day. Or shredded in a steamboat’s wheel.

She’d been trained to accept grief. Every day people were eaten up by cancers; odd tumors bulged and grew. Epileptics fell to the ground with seizures. Cords bulged around an infant’s throat. An immune system could attack rather than defend. A mosquito bite would itch one person, kill some other. Science didn’t seem any more rational than the possibility of a hex or spell. Add in psychology, the power of suggestion, and anything could happen.

“There are more things in your heaven and earth, Horatio.”

Marie wondered: Did Shakespeare learn of voodoo from the Moors?

    *  *  *

It was just her and the girl.

DuLac was on duty; Reneaux, investigating Breezy’s. Marie had faith Reneaux would find some answers. She had to find some, too. Some answers would take a lifetime of searching. Some demanded more immediacy. What sense was there to be a doctor if she couldn’t heal? What sense to be connected to voodoo if she couldn’t wield its power?

For the girl, time was running out. She was motionless, seemingly oblivious to senses. Smells, sounds, touch. Did she dream?

She looked like Sleeping Beauty except for the wires and tubes extending from her arms, chest, bladder, and mouth.

“You’re not dead. You’re not dead,” Marie chanted like a mantra between the hushed whirs of machinery.

“Sure she is.” Allez entered the room, smooth, dressed in an elegant tuxedo.

“When did you become a doctor?”

“Some facts are obvious, immediately verifiable.”

“Severs has given us twenty-four hours.”

“Did he now?”

Marie heard a light scratch. The girl’s index finger moved once, twice. The nail lightly scratched the sheet.

Marie looked up at Allez. He’d heard it, and smiled, sardonically, as if he’d thrown down a gauntlet.

“You’re evil.”

“And you’re not?”

The question caught her off-guard. Of course, she wasn’t evil. She saved, not endangered lives. “You won’t find what you’re looking for here.”

“How do you know what I’m looking for?” He moved forward.

“Don’t touch her.”

“So protective. Why? You don’t know her.”

“I’m a doctor.”

“Your machines say she’s dead.”

Marie looked at the flat line, the lung machine expanding her ribs. She was a scientist. She wasn’t supposed to ignore data and facts. She knew that. But her intuition counseled something else.

“It was you who C-sectioned Marie-Claire. You, who allowed another to be autopsied. Why spare this one? Or are you looking not to murder another one?”

“I haven’t murdered anyone.”

“So you say.”

Marie swallowed a scream. She hadn’t thought herself capable or culpable for murder. And, yet, there was the probability that Marie-Claire had been alive just as the girl on the bed was alive. She’d cut layers of flesh, delivered a baby and let a suffering mother bleed to death.

She reached for her purse, where the journal was safely hidden. She felt comfort holding Laveau’s words close to her heart.

“So, you know who you be?”

Startled, she watched Allez step forward, seeming to drain the room’s air. “You’ve found the journal I left for you.”

“DuLac found it.”

“I let him find it,” he said, harshly. “I’ve been leaving clues for you all along. Didn’t you sense it?”

“Did you leave her?” She pointed at the girl.

“No,” said Allez. “She’s a betrayal. As were the others. I prefer the swamp.”

“So you’re not all-knowing, invincible.”

“Quiet.” His hands gripped the railing; the bed skittered on its wheels. “Laveau was a formidable rival. You’re an ignorant girl.”

“You believe in voodoo?”

“No. But I want to believe. My father believed voodoo was good for business, and it was. It kept the weak in line. But I want to prove that the divine exists. I’ve heard the legends—Marie walking on water, possessed by Damballah, rescuing victims from fever, prophesying the future. The journal proves Marie’s authenticity. Think, Marie. Think what it would mean to wield voodoo’s power.” Skin flushed, breath ragged, Allez appeared crazed. Obsessed.

His timbre dropped lower; he spoke softly, intensely: “I want to feel the spirits. Why else involve the DeLaCroixs? Now there’s you. All my life I’ve heard there was a Laveau descendant born with a caul, with the possibility of real magic.”

“You’re looking at the wrong person.”

“I don’t think so. The DeLaCroixs keep track of their descendants. There was an eyewitness to your birth. Hands that buried the caul.”

“You’re saying I’m related to the DeLaCroixs?”

“Your mother’s birth name?”

“Cross.”

He shrugged, his mouth twisted like a jester. “Of the cross. DeLaCroix. Marie Levant née Cross, 1948–1980. After Laveau, you were the first in four generations to have the caul.”

“You knew Marie-Claire.”

“Even in the biblical sense. She wasn’t touched by the divine.”

“That’s why you killed her.”

“No, Marie. You forget. You killed her. I’ve been told her child was born with a caul. If you won’t help me believe in voodoo, then my child will.”

Marie slumped forward onto her arms crisscrossed on the bedrail. The world was unstable; the floor shifted like water; light provided little clarity.

Allez, the baby’s father. The baby, her cousin? Had she murdered another cousin, pulling life from her abdomen?

“Don’t set yourself against me, Marie. I have money. Influence. It makes much better sense for you to join me.”

“Join me.” Those were John’s words to Marie Laveau. Join him in corruption, undermining spirituality. In the end, Laveau had to kill him.

Allez’s face twisted. He was ugly, pursuing his passion. His hands shook the bedrail. “Don’t . . . set yourself . . . against me.”

Head up, Marie answered, “I will. I do.”

“Do you want to end up like her? Like Marie-Claire? Like your mother?”

“What do you know about my mother?”

His shadow elongated, draping the girl’s body, trailing halfway up the wall.

“I only have to say a word or lift my hand, nod my head and you’ll be wiped off the face of the earth. Twenty-four hours won’t do you any good.”

Marie studied the girl’s delicate hand, the slender fingers, translucent skin and blunt nails painted pink.

All the possibilities for a girl hadn’t changed—there were always men who believed that being men gave them the right to seduce, overpower, and harm. Beware to any good woman or man who tried to stop them.

Her mother had spent her entire life hiding from a man. Allez’s father? Then Allez? Marie knew there was no gain, no peace to living in fear.

Allez was weak. She must remember that. Why else would a grown man need to control innocents? He was insane, too. Intent on the divine when his soul lacked grace.

She had to be cunning. Use his pride against him. Her guilt, too. Allez was right. There was blood on her hands.

She hadn’t understood that the young women were still alive. One thing she understood from Laveau was that hatred was more effective turned outward than in. Revenge couldn’t resurrect, but it could ease the burden on one’s soul. New Testament Christians turned the other cheek. Voodoo was sometimes like the Old Testament, encouraging the need for warriors, for defending those unable to defend themselves. The Bible married the Old and the New. Just as voodoo married revenge and love.

Marie had no idea what she could do or what her powers were—she only knew she had to try to save the baby. Try to save as many women as she could.

She thought of all the harm and hurt this man had done; her mother, lungs struggling for air. Fury made her feverish like the landscape. Her mother hid; she’d take the stand her mother should have taken. As a doctor, she warned herself not to become too emotional; as a voodooienne, she’d take her fury and refine it to a blazing heat.

She looked up at Allez—a big man filling a too-small space, with a deadened heart.

She said softly, scornfully: “Don’t you know Maries never die?”

Allez’s anger was palpable, his face taut. His fist pummeled the girl’s pillow, barely missing her face. He’d kill her and Marie without conscience.

Abruptly, Allez turned. “Twenty-four hours.” The door swung wildly on its hinge.

    *  *  *

“Mon piti bébé. Fais dodo.” Marie caressed the girl’s cheek. “Your mother is worried about you. Let’s get you home. Tell her she’s going to be a grandmother.”

The girl opened her eyes.

Marie stepped back, shocked. Surely, it was a reflex. Maybe a sign her condition was improving? She was a doctor. “Heal.”

Marie leaned over the rail. No dilation. No amber pupils refracting light.

She leaned even closer.

There was a world inside the girl’s eyes. Images flickering like a movie screen. Pictures from a grand ball. Dozens upon dozens of pale-skinned girls, fans in their hands, dance cards dangling from their arms—all giggling, twirling, locked in the arms of men.

Servants and musicians were black and brown men dressed formally, yet stereotypically, with wide grins, white gloves, and shoes clicking like taps. The male dancers were all white—some young, most old; a few handsome, many well preserved. Some dragged on cigars, cigarettes; others sipped bourbon, brandy, assessing the girls as if they were cattle.

The scene was reminiscent of a mythic, genteel plantation—masters bored with their wives searching for “harmless” fun; elder statesmen smugly believing young girls with even one drop of black blood owed them their charms.

Beneath the atmosphere of alcohol, raucous laughter, and intense stares was decadence, evil, and lust for virginal girls. Even the servants lacked conscience; all, except one. Marie recognized the jockey man from Breezy’s; he was leaning against a wall, his disgust barely veiled.

Another picture: Allez and Marie-Claire, unimaginably handsome together, linked arm in arm. Marie and Allez on a balcony, overlooking a room decorated like Eve’s garden. Then, there were quick snatches of history: Allez and Marie-Claire arguing; Marie-Claire slapping Allez; Marie-Claire running down the stairs. Marie-Claire lying dead, undead in a weeping woman’s arms.

The image changed. Violin bows falling and rising in three-quarter time. The room was a whirl of silk, lace, and satin. Girls floated in a sea of pastels. Men, in funeral black, their backs ramrod straight, spun and twirled the girls to slaughter.

To the far right was a staircase. A golden-haired gentleman, a small paunch protruding over a cummerbund, escorted a petite brunette upstairs. Fifteen? Sixteen? The girl wanted to keep dancing. But the man tugged, relentless: one hand, pushing against her waist; the other, pulling her right arm.

Was this the future?

The eyes closed.

“No, wait. Please.”

Eyelids fluttered, reopened.

The brunette girl was screaming, being dragged toward an altar. Allez tied her arms behind her back. A woman’s hands, nails bloody red, put something in the girl’s mouth; then pinched the girl’s nose and covered her mouth.

Dead. Undead.

“Where?”

The image panned outward. A three-storied mansion glowered white. Vines and moss strangled the columns and lattice trim. Huge willows, their branches hanging like teardrops, shrouded the east and west sides. The yellow moon was sliver-thin in a midnight sky.

Surrounding the house was bayou—marshy swamp, sluggish streams, inlets of blackish water covered with velvet moss. Overgrown, riotous trees grew out of earth and water. Thick underbrush and timber cast shadows where predators hid, crawled, slithered, and walked.

A woman with gold-hoop earrings, her hair wrapped in a red chignon, stood on the porch. Her hand upraised.

Marie saw a mirror of herself, older, her brow and mouth lines etched with deep lines.

“Dare you,” the woman seemed to say. “Dare you.”

A hoot owl screeched, sweeping up its prey without mercy.


NEVER ENDING
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Two Thousand and Five


    When the screaming began, no one, except Marie, had seen Marianne.

    She looked like an aristo, though the guard who hurried her along called her “Negress”; “Nigger”; “Whore.” The guards waited for darkness before touching her.

    Acts committed wordlessly—grunts, explosive breathing, terrified screams.

    How many? Three, four, five? aggressive men laying claim to a delicate girl.

    Marianne survived three nights.

    —Marie Laveau speaking to Louis DeLavier
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[image: logo]he ran down the steps to the ER. “DuLac. Allez is behind this.” DuLac was stripping his gloves and medical coat, cleaning up after an asthmatic attack.

“There’s another Quadroon Ball. Or there’s going to be.”

“You don’t know?”

“No. I only know I have to be there. Allez’s mad.”

“Someone will be hurt?”

“Yes. I’ve got to stop him.”

“Marie. Wait for the police.”

But she was already dashing, heading for the automatic doors. Barking, Kind Dog scooted up from beneath Sully’s chair.

“Stay, Kind Dog. Stay. Call Reneaux, Sully.” Doors slid open. There was a whoosh of humid air. A smell of sulfur and smog.

DuLac shouted, “Marie!”

Her keys in her hands, she jogged left toward her car. There was a bark, then Kind Dog leaping past her, across the driver’s seat, onto the passenger seat.

“No. You’ve got to go.”

Kind Dog cocked his head. Licked his bandage.

“You’ve hurt yourself.” Marie hugged him, stroking the length of his spine. “I don’t want anything to happen to you.”

Kind Dog, patiently, let himself be held, then scooted face forward.

“All right, then. Let’s go. But you’d better stay safe.”

    *  *  *

Marie had made this journey before. To Teché, bayou of snakes. From the journal, she now knew this had been Marie’s childhood home. But Marie and her Grandmére had lived in a stilt shack. Not an antebellum mansion.

Nonetheless, Marie knew she was part of this world. The landscape resonated in her soul. Teché. Home of the DeLaCroixs. Kind Dog’s old home. Baby Marie’s, too. She had an affinity for this world. An affinity built on fear, old ghosts, and newly discovered ancestors.

Every mile that drew her closer, she wanted to turn and motor back to the city. The landscape had frightened her once. Now she’d have to face the sights and sounds again, the menace that went bump in the night.

The highway gave way to dirt trails. The road was jarring; ruts made her spine shake and Kind Dog whimper. The overgrowth and trees became denser, highway light more remote. Fewer and fewer cars. Until none. Just the loneliness of a darkened road. Headlights capturing creatures scampering, owls diving for prey, bats gliding through air.

The air conditioner struggling with humidity, the Beetle’s wheels moved ten miles per hour. The moon played peek-a-boo and shadows elongated then disappeared.

She felt eyes were hidden in the trees. Someone—something—was watching her.

No one should be out on this forgotten road if they didn’t have to be.

She stopped at the roadside where she’d hit Dog, where her Beetle had been turned belly-up.

Sitting in the car, she and Dog, both panting, watching mist caught in the car beams, Marie couldn’t helping thinking “primeval.” How foolish she’d been not to wait for Reneaux. Did she think she could drive farther up the driveway and walk right in? And even if Allez’s men let her pass, what was she supposed to do? Demand they give up the girl?

Her head touched the steering wheel.

Her door was yanked open; startled, she screamed. Reneaux placed his hand over her mouth. “Sssh. Don’t you know you’re supposed to lock the doors?”

“You scared me.”

“I didn’t mean to. Besides, Kind Dog saw me. Move over.”

Kind Dog stepped gingerly to the back; Marie moved over to the passenger side. Reneaux slipped behind the wheel.

“I didn’t hear your car.”

“Parked a ways back.” He quickly kissed her. “You look tired, Doc. Not your usual composed self. You seen a ghost?”

“Are you trying to rile me?”

“You bet,” he drawled. “I’d rather you be mad at me than feeling bad.”

Marie hugged him, holding tightly, passionately.

“It’s all right.”

She wiped tears from her eyes. “Sure it is. Did you bring more police?”

“Chief didn’t believe me. Said no sense fighting crime that hadn’t happened. Or was a woman’s overwrought imagination.”

“It isn’t my imagination.”

“I know. Voodoo—mystical. Unexplainable.”

“You don’t believe me?”

“I do. But it is mystical. Unexplainable.” He turned off the headlights; the gnats and mosquitoes caught in the beams disappeared. The darkness was blanketing, thick.

“I have my own score to settle with Allez,” said Reneaux. “His father murdered my brother. Not directly, but without a doubt.”

“Is this what you tried to tell me?”

“Confession’s good for the soul.”

“I can’t absolve you.”

“I didn’t think you could. But I wanted—still want you to know everything about me.”

Marie inhaled. She couldn’t see Reneaux’s eyes, mouth. Only the cross glinting in his ear.

“Simple tale really. Sold crack. Thought helping my mother justified the crime. One Sunday, I was late with deliveries, sleeping off a hangover with a girl whose name I didn’t even know.

“Thirteen, Jean decided to help.” Reneaux stopped. Marie heard him pounding his fist into his thigh, beating back the pain.

“He was sweet, my little brother. Liked reading mysteries. Chester Himes. Raymond Chandler.

“He got robbed, his throat slit. An addict, one of my best clients—a hyped-up petty thief, never remembered the killing. Adding insult, Allez’s father wanted his lost profit. It was his dope I was dealing.

“I was on the run for a while. Came back as a cop.”

“I’m sorry.” Marie and Reneaux both stared out into the darkness. Insects lighted on the glass. Kind Dog lay down on the backseat.

“I dream about my brother. I wake up in sweats, seeing his flesh, the blade.”

Marie laid her head on his shoulder. “It haunts me that Marie-Claire might’ve felt pain.”

“She would’ve wanted you to save her child.”

“But at such cost.”

“Maybe she called out, reached you with her mind.”

“Do you think?”

“Why not?” he said, his breath warming the darkness. “All I know is it’s not your fault. It’s Allez’s fault. The DeLaCroixs’ fault. Both families have seeded the world with drugs, gambling, prostitution. Both DeLaCroixs—the mother and grandmother were responsible for their daughter and great-grandchild. You’ve done more than either of them.”

Reneaux reached inside his jacket. “Enough confessions, let’s concentrate on stopping them. Do you know how to use a gun?”

“No.”

“Here.” Reneaux clicked on the interior light.

The gun was sleek, shiny black. In her mind’s eye, the gun’s barrel was draining blood. “I fix gun damage. Not cause it.”

“There’s no one else here but you and me.”

Reluctant, Marie took the gun.

“The cartridge clicks in here. Here’s a spare. Put it in your pocket. Once the cartridge is snapped in, release the safety, aim, then shoot.

“Remember. We don’t have a search warrant. If it’s just a ball—escort services—prostitution—we should come back. We have to see someone inflict harm.”

“I had another vision. Saw a girl dead, undead.”

“Then a rescue. In and out. No one seeing. Agreed?”

“Agreed.”

Reneaux shut off the light and the engine.
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Reneaux clicked on his flashlight. “Let’s go.”

Marie turned on her light. Kind Dog was beside her.

Reneaux flashed the beam of light down a narrow gravel trail. “Invited guests go this way. Spoilers,” he directed his beam into the woods, “the back way. Ready?”

Marie nodded. They slid down the embankment, onto wild ground. The soil was soft; sluggish water flowed above and deep beneath the surface. Mud sucked at their shoes, inching up their ankles, their pants. Mosquitoes, gnats, ticks were searching for exposed skin. Reneaux slapped at his throat; Marie pinched a blood-sucking tick from her wrist.

There was a flurry of sound. A small animal—rabbit? squirrel? rat?—squealed before dying. She and Reneaux trudged deeper into the untamed land. The universe was darker. Marie focused on the sound of Reneaux’s footsteps, pressing and releasing mud.

Willow, cypress, and oak strained high, arching into a canopy of green, blocking out the moon and stars. Vines fell like curtains, stroking skin, feeling like tentacles, cobwebs. Ferns slapped against arms and legs.

There was a sharp embankment. Reneaux shouted, “Careful.” Then slipped, and in a second, he was up to his waist in swamp. Marie threw him a vine, thick as a snake, and pulled him out. An animal splashed into the water.

Reneaux murmured, “Crocodile.”

Marie shuddered. The land was a perfect defense. One main road. No surprises for the guards. A man or a woman could get lost. Probably starve or be eaten.

“Why not dump the girls’ bodies here?”

“Allez says they did.”

“Except for the last one. A calling card for you.”

“No. Allez says he didn’t do it. Maybe it’s our helper. Maybe the girl was never intended to be tossed overboard.”

“Another clue.”

“Yes. Just more desperate than the others.” Marie stumbled. She couldn’t help envisioning bones decomposing in the swamp.

Kind Dog limped badly. Mud oozed into his bandage.

Marie guided him to a tree base, patted the ground. “Stay. Kind Dog. Stay.” She rubbed his ears, whispering, “Be safe.”

Dog whimpered, pacing back and forth like a caged lion.

“He’ll settle down,” said Reneaux, his beam shining north. “Let’s keep going.”

Marie looked back. Dog was watching her.
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Buoyant, high-pitched, violin strains contrasted with the untamed earth, the dark water packed with leeches, eels, and water moccasins.

Things unseen disturbed Marie most. Tormented spirits. Not loas like the Guédé. But souls who’d lost their lives too early; souls who’d experienced suffering, abuse. The closer she came to the house, the more she felt the spirits. Recent and old—generations of history. Thousands of souls aching, all tied to a plantation house, now controlled by descendants of ex-slaves.
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“Keep low,” said Reneaux.

The house rose like an illuminated white monster, rows upon rows of windows lit with candelabras. A fountain with white, baby-faced cherubs gurgled and sprayed foamy water. Greek columns spanned the wrap-around porch.

Dozens of sedans and limousines were parked in the driveway. Chauffeurs lounged while guards patrolled the porch and perimeter.

“Heavy artillery,” said Reneaux. “AK rifles. Machine guns. This isn’t a tea party,” he drawled. “No ordinary southern hospitality.”

Marie said nothing. There was a foulness in the air. She wanted to blend back into the night, the overgrown swamp land. But a girl might die. Or worse. Become undead.

They inched farther up the embankment.

The first floor had mammoth French doors and bay windows. There was a clear view of couples whirling, waltzing like this was nothing more than a grand cotillion. Men bowed low; girls curtsied. Bodies merged and flowed in stately, intricate measures.

“It’s a ‘who’s who’ of Orleans’ underworld. Most of them scum, bottom dwellers, cruel enough not even to want to pretend respectability. Except here. Dressed like overstuffed penguins.

“Drug lords, casino kings, interstate fences who move a million a day, some skinheads, liars, tax cheats, murderers. My, my,” said Reneaux. “Twenty-first-century good ole boys.”

“Look there.”

“Severs. Shit. And Logan, another hospital trustee. He’s a police captain. And see the one with the thick mustache? He owns a luxury hotel in the Quarter. What do you know? Outright criminals and the gutless ones who hide behind respectability.”

The antebellum South come to life. With twists: overseers and masters. As if there’d been no emancipation. It was a grinning minstrel show but far more elegant and deadly. Quadroon girls, bubbly with champagne, were being offered to the highest bidder.

“Is this how far we’ve come?” Marie murmured. “Folks still wanting to believe in the white superiority myth of the South.”

“Power. Segregation and race-mixing controlled by a black man.”

“And Madame DeLaCroix?”

“According to city records, she owns the house. Ssssh.”

A guard walked straight toward Marie and Reneaux, belly-flat in the wet soil. Marie felt some creature crawling up her pants leg.

The guard stared into the woods. If he stepped an inch to the right, looked down, he would surely see them.

“What is it?” shouted one of the guards.

“An animal, I think.” He lit a cigarette, inhaled, and blew rings of smoke. “Time for a drink soon.”

“Snatch. Time for some snatch, I think.” One of the guards chuckled; another hollered, “Black and brown snatch for the likes of us.” A voice called, “Be alert,” and the men quickly quieted.

Reneaux, crouching, moved toward the back of the house. Marie followed. There was a clearing marked by stones and pans of beans and rice. An altar was covered with multicolored glasses of burning candles, knives, even a machete. Buried in the altar’s heart was an iron rod, another crossed it, a third up from the bottom.

“Upside-down cross,” Marie whispered. Wrapped over the intersecting joints was a snake. Maybe a moccasin. Or a boa constrictor. “Alive?” she asked.

“Don’t know. Allez’s unique evil. Blasphemous and exotic.”

“Voodoo as Devil–worship.”

Marie saw the Guédé, their hands reaching skyward in lamentation. The smallest Guédé mimed dancing, then eating and falling across the altar.

“The girls were drugged here,” she said, her voice reed-thin. “The wind carried their screams, dispersing them into the air.”

The second Guédé danced, pretended to swallow and fall down dead. The third and tallest Guédé mimed unzipping his pants; then, grotesquely, he feigned sex with the other Guédé. Flopping them on their knees, their sides, running, without tiring, between the two.

“Most times, it was one girl, occasionally two. Once drugged, the men abused them.”

Marie buried her face in her hands.

“How do you know this, Marie?”

“The Guédé. They’re trying to stop the outrage.” She looked, transfixed, toward the altar. A cacophony and calliope of girls: some wailing silently, some beating the earth, some immobile with fear. Women from three centuries, fighting for their lives, sharing a common fear.

“Can you go on, Marie?”

She stared blankly, then fixed on Reneaux, matching her breaths to his. “Yes.”

“There’s a servants’ staircase off the kitchen.” Reneaux hooted, throwing his voice to the west. “Southern boy trick. Next time go.” He hooted again and Marie curved left, then upward to the right. Slipping through a side door, she could overhear the cook complaining about not enough greens and pâté. A waiter howled, “Not enough champagne.” A scullery boy was slapped, then told, “Hush,” when he started crying. “You lazy boy.”

Heart racing, Marie tiptoed up the stairs. Coming down the stairs was a ghost; a house slave from long ago who carried a tray of café au lait and half-eaten toast. At each creak, Marie pressed her back and hands against the wall—terrified some servant or guard would discover her. The house ghosts seemed to move about their business, centuries old, acknowledging Marie with a grim smile.

The house was maddening. Two worlds: past and present. Both mannered and decadent.

Lilting music and laughter drifted up the stairs, a sharp contrast to the somber sounds on the second floor. She heard whispers punctuated by soft cries. On the landing, she saw a man dragging a girl down the long hallway decorated with elaborate scones and white molding. She could barely move. Haints, ghosts were lingering in torment. Some, their faces to the wall; others, milling about aimlessly.

A child needed her.

Marie moved quickly down the hall. The man opened a double door and pushed the girl in. She stopped before the door, her hands touching the stained wood.

Where was Reneaux?

She didn’t hear anything behind the door. Old wood usually talked, but from behind this door, she heard nothing.

She could stay outside the door and be caught or go in. She clicked off the gun’s safety and stepped inside a suite decorated like an Egyptian revival harem.

There was a room on the left. She could see an ornate satin bed, hear whimpering, see black-panted legs shifting, slightly lifting and sinking deeper into the mattress.

She held the gun steady. The girl, her dress hitched up to her thighs, silk stockings and garters showing, was being crushed into the mattress. Pounded hard.

Marie cocked the gun. The man lifted himself off and over the girl, his face red and perspiring, his penis flaccid. The girl, crying, smoothed down her dress and covered her breasts. The white satin was stained red.

Marie kept her gun fixed on the man. No tenderness for a woman believed to be disposable. Still, the girl was alive; she was the brunette of Marie’s vision.

“Come with me.” The girl’s streaked eyeliner and mascara made her look younger. “Get up. I’ll help you.”

“She wants to stay here.” The man grabbed the girl’s arm.

“Let her go.” Reneaux’s gun was trained on the man’s heart. “Sorry I’m late.”

“You’re here when I needed you.”

Marie reached for the girl. “Let me help. I’m a doctor.” She helped the girl walk, feeling her ribcage shuddering, her lungs gulping, fighting for air.
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In the hall, Reneaux lifted the terrified girl. She cried against his shoulder.

“Let’s hurry, Marie.”

“Something’s not right.” She paused, arrested by a smell—a chemical, man-made, not organic smell. Or was it the reverse? Some unfamiliar, organic smell. Primeval. Latent in the darkness. She’d smelled it at Breezy’s. Heavy and rank. She heard screams and whispers, indistinguishable words. The house was trying to share secrets.

At a door, the Guédé were waving her in.

“In and out, Marie. We’ve got to get this girl out of here.”

“Reneaux, please, wait.” She was drawn to the door. Each step she wanted to undo, but the Guédé waved her on, encouraging. She stopped at the door.

Her hand touched the brass knob.

She opened it and almost screamed. Rows, like a girl’s dormitory, of sleeping beauties. All of them dead, undead. The stink settled in her hair, her clothes. Sounds were raised to a fever pitch. Marie clamped her hands over her ears.

The girl in Reneaux’s arms screamed, hysterical. “Home. Please take me home.”

“What’s your name?” asked Reneaux.

“Sondra.”

“Sondra, we’ll get you out of here. But stay calm.

“Marie,” insisted Reneaux, tugging her. “In and out. We’ve got our witness. We’ll come back for these girls.”

Her eyes red, Marie mourned, “Too late.”

Allez and two other men stood behind Reneaux.

“I’ve been expecting you.”

Reneaux set Sondra down. A guard frisked him, took his gun, a switchblade from his pocket. Leaning against the hall wall was Sondra’s rapist—his pants up, shirt loose, fly undone.

“Take her,” said Allez. The drunken man lurched, fondled Sondra’s breasts, then dragged her down the hall.

“Help me,” the girl screamed.

Marie cursed; Allez blocked her path. The second guard pressed a gun to Reneaux’s abdomen.

“Let her go.”

Allez laughed. “Marie, the optimist.”

“Then let Reneaux go.”

“To spread ugly rumors about our parties? Impossible. An honest policeman is a liability, a risk.” Allez nodded at the guard. The guard fired his gun.

Reneaux’s expression was stunned surprise. Holding his abdomen, he fell backward, as if a rope was tugging him down. Nothing to cushion his fall. Fall, falling down flat.

Sound was trapped in Marie’s throat. She could see the bullet’s course, flying through flesh, abdominal muscle, into intestines and stomach. No blood spread outward from Reneaux’s back. The bullet was lodged inside.

She dropped down beside Reneaux. His mouth was gaping, his chest rising and falling rapidly.

“Let me see.” She lifted his bloodied fingers and saw the gaping hole. A .45 hole, with sulfur, gunpowder, cotton fibers, and ragged flesh. “Call an ambulance.”

Allez crouched. “The only person who can save him is you, Doctor Levant. Maman Marie. He’s your only patient. Use voodoo or medicine, whatever you like.” Allez rose, motioning his guard to leave first. “I’ll be back in an hour. Either he’ll be dead or you’ll have saved him.”

“What do you want from me?”

“A miracle. I want to know if you can save him.”

“You’re crazy.”

“Pass the test and I’ll promise not to murder those you love.”

“There isn’t anybody.”

“Reneaux, of course, will probably die. As Jacques did. Did you know Jacques was a friend to both you and Marie-Claire? And what about DuLac? El? No love for them? What about Marie-Clarie’s child?”

“You were at Breezy’s.”

Allez smiled. “I’m everywhere. This world and the next. Heal him if you can, Marie. You’re running out of time.”
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Reneaux was in shock. He needed to be kept warm, the bleeding stanched. She stole a pillow and sheets from the girls’ beds. “I’m sorry,” she said. The girls kept sleeping like princesses. Except it was the deranged prince, not the witch, who cast the hateful spell.

Reneaux’s blood was soaking into the wood. She knew she couldn’t stop the bleeding. She had nothing to operate with—no scalpel, no sutures. He was dying. His life’s blood slowly draining.

Downstairs, folks were dancing. The music and chatter masking sounds. Allez was probably even now bartering another girl for money.

“Reneaux, can you hear me?”

His tongue wet his lips. Marie bent close. His lips touched her ear.

“Out of here,” he mumbled.

“I’m not leaving without you.”

“Out.” Exhausted, he coughed. Blood was draining into his lungs.

Hell. There wasn’t any way to save him. All the tools she needed were in an ER van or at a hospital. Cross-legged, she sat on the floor, frustrated and crying.

“Marie, child”—the words echoed from the walls. “Marie, child.”

The Guédé were sitting cross-legged, across from her, next to Reneaux. Close-up, she could see their skeletal faces and sunken eyes.

“Marie.” The sound wasn’t from the Guédé. It was a woman’s voice. Faint and plaintive.

“Marie, child, she could touch a child’s brow, and lift the sickness right up into her hand. Once a man near death, chest aching, lungs choking on fluid, called for the Virgin, but it was ‘She who Worships the Old and the New’ who told him, ‘Hush, go to sleep,’ and when he woke, his fever was gone, his lungs clear.”

“Mother?”

“They called her Queen. Queen of the Voodoos. Marie Laveau.”

“Mother, please.”

She felt a chill in the air, then a rush of warm air, circling her, making her feel safe. She inhaled, a mist flew inside her mouth. It wasn’t her mother. It was the other Marie.

Marie felt an intense love.

“You are my child. Women hand sight down through the generations. Mother to daughter.”

Marie felt both powerful and vulnerable. More woman than she’d ever felt.

“Not all the Maries could carry the load. Some corrupted by the New World; some controlled by base men. Some had their scores to settle. It was I who killed my daughter’s father. How could she ever forgive me?

“You are my child, too. Believe. Learn and believe.”

“I will.”

Marie felt a great peace, then felt Marie leaving. “Don’t go. Save Reneaux, please.”

“It’s in your hands, Marie. In your hands.”

Reneaux’s body shook, reflexes and connections misfiring. A spot of blood drained from his mouth.
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The Guédé began drumming, their hands beating upon their thighs.

It’s in her hands. What did that mean?

She pressed her cheek to Reneaux’s. “I could’ve loved you.”

That wasn’t true. She did love him. Burgeoning, not fully grown; yet love.

She imagined Reneaux whole. Upright, faithful, and strong.

His cross earring rested on the side of his neck. Reneaux believed in Christianity, in voodoo. He believed in her.

She feathered his face with kisses. Her lips pressed against his black skin, rich like the night sky, reminiscent of African warriors.

Everyone was mixed blood. He was her good ole southern boy, and she loved him . . . loved how he teased her out of her ill humors . . . how he cared about goodness, justice.

She touched his head, his neck, his chest, arms, and thighs. She touched his wound, feeling his warm blood between her fingers. His breath was getting shallower.

She laid her hands atop his hands, pressuring his abdomen . . . holding what life remained, in. She focused on loving him . . . loving her mother . . . the newborn, Marie . . . a circle of love, powerful and strong. Her hands clutched his—the blood sluggish and bubbling. “Heal,” she whispered, feeling pain, heat in her hands. Her mind imagined science readily available . . . sutures, antiseptic, scalpels, bandages, and stapling gun. Her mind imagined miracles.

“Heal.”

Blood slowed, then stopped. Reversing its course, the bullet moved backward from the spine, through muscles, sinews, and surface skin. Reneaux’s arms relaxed, his hands fell to his sides. He opened his eyes.

“Marie.”

“You’re not out of the woods yet.”

She stared at her hands, as if she was one of those faith healers on late-night TV. The Guédé were gone. The Sleeping Beauties ever calm.

Reneaux gripped her hand. “I love you.”

“Rest, if you can. I’ve got to find a phone. Get help.”

“Thanks, Doc.”

“Marie.” She kissed his brow, touched her cheek to his. “I’ll get help.”
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“No help coming,” said a voice. “Out here, everybody is on her own.”

A panel in the wall had opened, and a woman in a white blouse and rainbow skirt stood framed, a candle in her hand. There were warrens behind the walls; there was a rush of stale air as the woman walked forward. Marie clasped her hand over her mouth. The closer she got, the more the woman appeared to be Marie’s mother come to life, resurrected from the dead.

The woman kneeled, examining Reneaux’s wound. The dulling red, the caked blood, the torn flesh regaining color. “You’re a healer,” she said, awed. “Not a charlatan like me.”

“You’re Marie-Claire’s mother?”

“Your aunt, too. Sister to your Maman.”

“I don’t believe you.” But she did. Allez hadn’t lied; she could see the same bone, hair, and coloring imprint—the brown skin, the eyes set wide, dark hair. More interesting than beautiful.

“My face mirrors yours. Mirrored your Maman’s, too.”

“Then help us,” begged Reneaux.

“Non. The Laveau family split long ago. Some kept the name; others changed to DeLaCroix. Laveau’s daughter was alive when jazz was being born, when folks feared voodoo more than they do now. Marie’s daughter thought it humorous. Why not reinforce devil worshiping? Walking with zombies? Christianity, like the cross, turned upside down? What better revenge on her mother? Marie Laveau, so self-righteous. The daughter incarcerated her mother, then promoted herself as her mother reborn.”

“How cruel.”

“No less cruel than Laveau killing her daughter’s father.”

“John deserved to die.”

Madame DeLaCroix shrugged. “So the story says. What does it matter? All daughters meant to trouble their mothers. If your Maman had lived, you would’ve troubled her, too.”

“Not true.”

“Certain?”

Marie said nothing.

“You might’ve despised her weakness. Didn’t you grow sick of hiding?”

“Don’t listen to her, Marie.”

“My mother was good.”

“Bah. Your Maman didn’t believe voodoo should be a business. Your Maman was a fool.”

“Don’t say that.”

“’Tis true. She was my sister. I knew her well enough. Children together, she’d cry over every little thing. A fly caught in a spider’s web. A flower trampled. Some boy tease her and off she run. Hide in a corner, face to the wall.”

“Stop it.”

“She didn’t have the strength to be a Laveau. Or a DeLaCroix. Levant, so mundane, barely a pseudonym at all. Do I look my age, girl?”

Marie was unnerved by the change in subject.

“Non. Much to be said for roots, herbs. Even creating the undead, nothing but knowing a recipe. But I wasn’t born with a caul. Hasn’t been a descendant for over sixty years that had the gift. You did. That’s why your mother ran.”

“I’m glad she ran.”

“Liar. The family needed a child touched with the divine. Think who you could’ve been.”

“You’re not my blood.”

“All things alive. Snakes are stirring in our blood. You healed him, non?” Madame let her fingers brush Reneaux’s chest. “You’re a true descendant.”

Madame rose, her fists balled, nails digging into her flesh.

“Marie, we’ve got to get out of here.” Reneaux struggled upward; Marie helped him rise, her arm about his waist.

Madame drew close, her voice softly venomous. “I bet you did more mothering than your Maman ever did.”

Marie was a child again, her mother home from house cleaning, physically and spiritually exhausted. She’d rub her feet, brush her hair, fix a cup of tea and rice. Her mother never said: “Go out and play”; “How was school?”

Buried deep was her guilt, her wishing for another mother. Her mother—always so intent on hiding, hadn’t even succeeded in that. Yet she’d done her best. Marie was only now beginning to understand that.

“How do you think black people survive in this world?” said Madame, rising, towering over Marie and Reneaux. “By being strong. Crafty and courageous. No evil we do compares to what was done to us.”

“Is that why you’re with Allez?” asked Reneaux. “To intimidate? Do more evil?”

“Ah, the policeman. What has your goodness done? Kept your brother alive?”

“What has your evil done?” hissed Marie. “Kept your daughter alive?”

Madame shrilled, “I could turn you into a snake. Make your blood thin. Hex you for a thousand years. Send your soul to the Devil.”

Marie stood and faced her aunt. She could see traces of her mother, herself, Marie-Claire. Without a doubt, Marie-Claire’s daughter was in danger. Marie looked at her hands. Looked at Reneaux, worry creasing his face. Looked at the Sleeping Beauties harmed by her family. Her mother had done the best she could. Loved her as best she knew how. She searched her heart. Allez was right. The DeLaCroixs were her people. She saw the sweat on her aunt’s brow. How her nails damaged her hands. And she knew that, in her own way, her aunt was weak, too.

“I can choose. Isn’t that the point? Laveau’s descendents chose to do good or evil, to be charlatans or healers.” This was the revelation.

She stepped closer to her aunt. “You’re a witch. Your threats are only good for the powerless, the weak. I won’t be intimidated. Je suis Marie. My gifts are real.”

“You can’t frighten me.” But Marie knew she did.

“If you had any real power,” said Reneaux, “you wouldn’t be with Allez.”

“I’ve done well with Allez’s father. Built an empire. Made a fortune.”

“Too bad Allez thinks to replace you with me.”

“Who are you to talk?” Madame demanded. “You’re nothing. Just as my sister was nothing.”

“You murdered her,” said Reneaux, solving a piece of the puzzle.

“You did, didn’t you?” murmured Marie, startled by the depth of evil.

“Jealousy,” said Reneaux. “Look at her face, Marie.”

For the first time in her life, Marie wished she weren’t a doctor. Wished she could murder as easily as any criminal.

“Why?”

“She had you.”

“She was your family. Your sister. Your blood.”

“I’m a woman of unnatural feelings,” Madame answered bluntly.

“Your daughter? You made her undead.”

There was a flicker of pain; Madame’s nails dug into Marie’s arm. “That was Allez.”

“But you knew about it. You encouraged the rape—”

“It wasn’t rape. Marie-Claire loved him.”

“Seduction of a minor is rape by law,” said Reneaux.

“You knew Allez would tire of her, drug her . . .”

Then her eyes, face hardened like Medusa. “I am a woman of unnatural feelings,” she repeated. “A Voodoo Queen.”

Where her mother was soft, Madame was hard, where her mother was weak, Madame was strong. What would it have been like to have had her aunt as her mother? They would’ve survived Chicago—no poverty or embarrassment. No loneliness or being outcast. Her mother had been ineffectual in all but her goodness.

As if she could read her thoughts, Madame said quietly, matter-of-factly, “If you’d been my daughter—we would’ve ruled the world.”

Marie winced. But she understood. Goodness was the essential quality. Like honeysuckle, it was ephemeral, beautiful—but fortifying. Her mother had chosen to live her life as a sleepwalking beauty, a kind of undead, to protect her daughter. She’d done it out of love.

Marie studied her aunt. Hardness made her less human.

Her mother was imperfect. Vulnerable. Just like Reneaux. Just as she was.

“I am Marie. My mother’s daughter. The true line of Voodoo Queens.”

Her aunt twisted with rage, a skull luminous beneath her skin; she’d die, worms eating her flesh. History . . . time forgetting her.

“Why not me?” screeched her aunt. “Why not me and my daughter?”

Marie felt hard, unforgiving pity.

[image: logo]

“My, my a family reunion.” Allez sauntered into the room. “Not dead yet?”

Madame plucked at threads in her skirt. A guard trained his gun on Marie. Reneaux stood tall like the brave cop he was.

“A miracle.” Allez walked a circle about Reneaux. “You’ve been resurrected, I see. Amazing.” His fingers touched where the bullet had entered, where blood still soaked Reneaux’s shirt. “The divine is real. If it helped you, it should help me.”

“Turn yourself in, Allez,” said Reneaux.

“Amazing. I never would’ve believed—Better than your aunt’s mumbo jumbo, half-hearted spells. Marie, you are a true descendant.”

“Go to hell.”

Allez cackled with glee. “Don’t you understand? With your powers, my influence, we’ll prove to the world voodoo is real. Authentic power.”

“I won’t help you.”

Allez turned to Madame. “So much more than your paltry powers. A miracle. Are things ready for the ceremony? Tonight will be exceptional. Let’s get our faith healer downstairs.”

“Allez,” said Madame. “You can’t depend upon her. She’ll betray you.”

“And you haven’t? Never has a loa touched you. Never have you answered my prayers for the divine.”

The guard pulled Marie toward the door. Reneaux knocked the gun out of his hand. The man shoved Reneaux, sending him tumbling to the floor.

Allez grabbed Marie.

“I don’t belong to you,” she screamed.

“You will.” Allez squeezed her jaw in his hand. “You’ll do what I say to keep Marie-Clarie’s baby safe.”

“My grandchild? What has she to do with this?”

Marie looked at Allez, suddenly comprehending. “Didn’t Allez tell you? Your granddaughter was born with a caul.”

“You didn’t tell me.”

“Our blood is alive, not his. Do something.”

“Shut up,” said Allez.

“You didn’t tell me,” railed Madame.

“You’re better than him.”

“He’s a criminal,” said Reneaux.

“Take her,” shouted Allez.

“You won’t make me help you,” screamed Marie. The guard lunged for her again. Reneaux’s fist cracked the man’s jaw.

Allez took a gun from his pocket. “Let me show you how I can make you. No second miracle allowed.” Gunpowder exploded. Reneaux’s chest spurted blood.

Reneaux looked disbelievingly at the wound. Another shot. His head snapped up and back. Blood drained, down the rim between his eyes.

“You didn’t tell me,” Madame moaned.

The world washed red. Marie fainted.
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She woke—lying on a bed in a row of beds filled with Sleeping Beauties, dressed in shifts, covered with white sheets. At first, she thought she was dead, undead. But when she whimpered, sound tickled out of her mouth.

“Awake?”

Allez, legs crossed, was sitting relaxed in a chair, a perfect picture of western sophistication. A double-breasted suit. Cuff links; a gold and diamond ring on his finger.

“Why?”

“Because I could. Because all my life I’ve been trying to prove miracles.”

Reneaux was lying on the floor, a sheet casually tossed over him. Blood stained the floor, the top and middle of the sheet.

Marie swallowed bile, wanting to understand more than she wanted to forget.

“And the girls? These young women?”

“A hobby. Prostitution has always been profitable.”

“Why not let them have their babies?”

“Like kittens. Too many. Who needs another black single mother?”

She wanted to spit, rail at him. But she’d one more question.

“Why dead, undead?”

“It was the spell closest to a miracle. Or should I say, closest to the appearance of a miracle? When your aunt explained it, I knew others would be awestruck. Power—controlling someone’s life is addictive.” He leaned forward, his finger drawing a spiral on Marie’s arm.

“Besides,” he said offhandedly, “you’d be surprised how exciting passivity can be. Knowing you can do anything you want without objection. Knowing there’s a mind alive, inside the body, heightens the ecstasy.”

Marie attacked him, flailing like a witch, her nails drawing blood, tearing at his shirt. Her suddenness had caught him off guard. But it took only seconds before his arms were bending hers behind her back, before the weight of him was pushing her down onto the bed.

He was breathing hard. Pinioning her arms, flattening his weight on her until she couldn’t move.

He was aroused; her body went limp, still. She didn’t know whether he’d attempt rape. Straddling her, his lids half-closed, Allez kissed her throat, the hollow between her breasts.

“Did you enjoy Jacques?”

She didn’t move.

“From the moment your plane landed in New Orleans, I knew everything about you.”

“You killed him.”

His hands roamed, delving beneath her waistband, touching the hairs of her crotch.

“Coincidence. Jacques knew Marie-Claire. They’d been schoolmates. He wanted her to leave me. Oh, he didn’t know it was me. Just knew, Marie-Claire was under the influence of a bad man.” His breathing labored, he continued groping, pinching her breasts and buttocks. His mouth and tongue left half-moon marks on her throat. “An interesting irony, don’t you think? Sleeping with your cousin’s friend. Heh, Chérie?”

She sank her teeth into his shoulder. Allez hit her; she saw a thousand stars.


    Life be a celebration. Being a woman be just fine.

—Membe, Marie’s African ancestor
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She touched her face to his, feeling his cool nose, smelling his damp fur. He looked terrible, covered in burrs and mud; she wondered if his leg would need to be reset.

A voodoo ceremony was in progress. The altar was on her right. On her left was Madame DeLaCroix, sitting stoically as if she were waiting for tea to be served—as if ceremonies to sacrifice young girls were as natural as breathing.

Allez was wearing white pants and a white jacket over his bare chest. He looked like an island pimp. He lit bowls of rum, the flames rising like magic. Sighs from the crowd; the men discarded their jackets and shoes. Some tore off their shirts, their flesh rolling like waves over their belts. Others hooted and hollered like monstrous schoolboys. Servants kept refilling cups of rum. With each beat of the drum, inhibitions faded. With each beat, the men became more primitive.

Severs was on the far right, the light-bright man observing for the least resistance. But none of the bearded or gray-haired men had the maturity to stop obscenity.

Good men like Reneaux and Jacques died. These men were pillagers, rapists.

On the porch, young women dressed in their ballroom finery were herded like so many cattle, eyes glittering—some with fear, others with excitement; some seduced by champagne, the temptation of spectacle; still others looking for an escape, wanting to go home from a party gone bad, from a party where real men held real guns.

Marie catalogued her injuries: bruises on her face, a cut lip, sore ribs. Nothing life-threatening. The hardiest pain was in her heart, but she couldn’t think about Reneaux now. She had to save herself, the young women, and Kind Dog. Dog, who licked her face, who’d walked miles through a swamp to save her.

The drums shifted beats; the syncopation was sharper, faster. Allez waved a torch like a banner: “Dance,” he shouted. “Time to dance.”

On cue, black and brown women, topless, skirts slit up their thighs, darted forward, dipping and swaying suggestively. Some of the men darted forward to stroke the dancers; others joined the dance, reveling like participants in a bacchanal; still others masturbated without shame. The quadroon girls cowered; many cried; guards surrounded them.

Voodoo—the bestial, the black exotic. Voodoo—the barbaric, exhibitionism without the spiritual.

Marie cursed in frustration. She didn’t understand everything about voodoo, but she knew it wasn’t this; if she survived, she’d spend her life letting black people, all people, know that voodoo was loving and good, not hurtful and evil.

A cage of squawking chickens sensed their doom.

“More rum,” shouted Allez. “More rum.”

Allez was king. He slapped his palms against his chest. “See me. See me. I am the king. Le roi. King of the Voodoos. King of the Zombies.”

“Eh, yé, yé, Allez,” the crowd chanted. “Eh, yé, yé.”

He strutted, accepting his due. Envious, men slapped his back; some bowed low without mockery or shame. Others kissed his ring as if he were a bishop or king.

Marie struggled to sit upright. Women would be dying soon. That was Allez’s notion of voodoo.

Madame DeLaCroix remained still, unnaturally composed.

Marie looked at the altar, the upside-down cross. The snake, wide as a man’s strong arm, was curled about metal.

Allez chanted:

Legba, Legba, remove the barrier for me

So I may pass through

Legba, remove the barrier

So I may pass through to the spirit world.

But there weren’t any spirits. Instead, a drummer, like a pied piper, led two light-skinned women dressed in virginal white out from the mansion and down the porch steps. Their eyes were unnaturally bright. Marie suspected they were drugged. At DuLac’s, spirits had come; here, compliant women descended into a pit.

The drumming was intricate, louder:

Legba, remove the barrier

Remove the barrier

So I may pass through to the spirit world.

Allez’s body seemed to tremble. “The gods have come.”

But that was a lie. Marie didn’t see, feel, or hear any spirits. Allez was playacting.

Men yelped and screeched. Some pretended possession; some heralded gods they didn’t believe in; most acted licentious just for the pleasure of it.

Women kept dancing, their skirts twirling, exposing naked buttocks and thighs.

“I am king. King of the Voodoos. King of the Zombies.” Allez was the perfect showman. “Roi de la Voudon.” He slit a chicken’s throat, wiping blood on his chest.

He turned toward the altar. “Damballah, enter me. Come.”

Marie knew no miracle would happen. The ceremony had all the reality of a carny show: cheap thrills and tricks. Any minute now they’d bring out the two-headed man or the midget alien. Except Allez and his followers maimed, killed. Real damage was inflicted by their illusions and parlor tricks.

The bonfire, the drums, the blasphemous altar, even the humidity thickening the air, lacing flesh with sweat, added to the atmosphere of mystery and power. Fireflies danced like crazed lanterns.

Eh, yé, yé, Madame Marie

Marie makes zombies

Eh, yé, yé, Madame Marie.

Madame DeLaCroix looked so much like her mother it was eerie. Looked like Marie would look thirty years from now. Still lean, angular; high cheekbones.

Her mother had worn her hair in a neat twist; DeLaCroix wore her hair long and wild like a mantle.

If Marie thought hard enough, she might feel sorry for Madame—doing so much harm, so alienated from her family. But tonight, seeing her step forward, seeing her kiss Allez, seeing her swaying her hips, taunting the men as though she was twenty not sixty, Marie felt revulsion.

The drummers kept pounding, calling the gods.

Allez raised Madame’s hand high. “Le roi. The king. And this is my queen.”

Madame began shrieking, flicking a fan as if she were possessed by Goddess Ezili. Ezili, Mary, and Mary Magdalene suggested in one spirit.

Next, Madame picked up a sword, flashing Ogun’s blade at the roaring crowd. Even Severs seemed transported.

Allez was before her, on his knees, “See, see, Marie. With you here, we’re touching the divine.”

Marie spoke slowly, carefully. “This is a lie. All of it.”

“Madame—”

“—is pretending. As you are.”

“Call the gods, Marie. Call them for me.” He stank of sweat, rum, and compelling fear. He desperately needed, wanted to believe.

Marie looked beyond Allez. Sondra was being dragged down the stairs. Her hair was tangled, half upswept, half dangling with pins. Blood was on the front of her dress, her chenille ripped.

Kind Dog howled, his howl blending with the young women’s wails. Sound spiraling up to the moon, into the wildness where no one would hear. No attempt at rescue.

The two young women in the pit clutched themselves as Sondra was thrown in to join them. A valley of hell before the altar.

“Call the gods.”

“I’ll have nothing to do with you.”

“Damn you,” muttered Allez, before leaping into the pit, gathering Sondra in his arms, lifting her high as his sacrificial offering.

Marie struggled against her ropes.

Something made her look up toward the window. The jockey man, the one who spoke to her at Breezy’s, was watching her. He expected her to do something.

What?

Surely she could do something with all her hatred, her rage. Hatred for the careless disrespect of human life. Rage that a mother could be such a monster. That Allez could make voodoo a farce.

Her hands were tied, literally. Why couldn’t she say abracadabra? Make the world better?

Kind Dog, looking up at the window, wagged his tail. Had the jockey man been the insider, the one to leave clues? He raised his hand, almost like a salute, and Marie nearly cried.

Why did he believe in her?

She closed her eyes. Have faith. She could hear DuLac’s voice, clear and distinct: “Call the gods.”

Marie flexed her fingers, trying to increase circulation. Kind Dog licked her hands, tried to unloose the knotted rope.

Eh, yé, yé, Madame Marie

Eh, yé, yé, Madame Marie

Makes spells, makes zombies.

Allez set Sondra down before the crowd of men. Terrified beyond screaming, she tried to crawl away in the dirt. Men on either side of her reached out to touch her hands, her dress, her shoulders, her hair. Legs formed bars.

“Call the gods, Marie.”

A circle had formed about Sondra. Allez was shouting, encouraging the men to “Believe. Miracles happen.” The dancers swayed, the men pushed forward, their hands scrambling, straining to see. DeLaCroix joined the chant:

Eh, yé, yé, Madame Marie

Makes spells, makes zombies.

Eh, yé, yé, Madame Marie.

Marie was frantic. How could she save anyone? “Call the gods, Marie.” She closed her eyes. “Don’t be emotional.” Call the gods.

She whispered: “Guédé.”

And she felt them—coolly moving inside her—soft as silk, cold as ice, darker than the bayou on a moonless night.

“Guédé, have mercy.”

These were the spirits she’d dreamed about . . . these were the spirits who’d entered her during her dreams, and when she stopped dreaming of them, they haunted her footsteps, guiding her, encouraging her to discover the undead.

“Guédé, Guédé, have mercy, don’t let me lose my way.”

Sondra stood before the altar, two guards holding her reverently, beneath her elbows and palms as befitted an offering. The girl, no longer struggling, was resigned to her fate. Severs lasciviously stroked her hair. The other two girls stood behind them like bridesmaids, gun barrels touching the small of their backs.

Allez was roaring, “Voodoo makes miracles. Voodoo makes spells.”

Madame was mixing herbs with a mortar and pestle. Making a batch of poison to mimic death.

Marie looked up again at the house’s windows. Ancestors, spirits, fragile women in ball gowns, female slaves in coarse cotton, some in undergarments, some naked and ashamed—young women, old women, middle-aged women—all who’d been under the brunt of some man’s thumb—peered down into the yard, their mouths puckering like fish out of water.

Break the bonds.

She saw Death’s Kingdom, a shadowy world paralleling the living. The mansion was filled with ghosts. Haints. Spirits bridging the world between the living and the dead. Bones rose from the bayou and the mansion was soaked in blood, a setting for misery and murder.

Break the bonds. She was the link between worlds, between faiths.

All along the Guédé had been resentful.

Marie stepped forward, the Guédé strong within her. Kind Dog was barking crazily. Her arms had the strength of ten men. She pushed men aside and kept on her path toward Allez, Madame, and Sondra.

“Voodoo makes miracles. Voodoo makes spells.” With her fist, she felled Allez. Men rushed forward, and she shouted, “Leave him be. It’s a test of his faith.”

The crowd fell back, because Marie, herself, seemed ten feet tall. Her voice resonated with three voices—ancient Guédé who sang the sound of a terrible death.

A guard fired a gun. Marie raised her hand, folding her fingers over metal and gunpowder. The guard stumbled backward, dropping his gun. Several more guards abandoned their posts.

The crowd was mesmerized, watching a miracle, watching Marie, the Voodoo Queen. All their lives they’d seen brutality, even caused it; never had they witnessed such a rift between good and evil. A glimpse of powers beyond their world.

Madame held on to Sondra as if she were a shield.

“It isn’t time for her to die,” said the Guédé/Marie. “Your time is coming soon.”

Madame blanched.

Allez struggled to his feet.

“Look,” said Guédé/Marie, her voice resonant with disaster.

Everyone looked upward. Fire spontaneously lit the mansion’s curtains. One by one, the windows, the multitude of eyes were alight. The women spirits were at work.

Drummers stopped drumming; men screamed; dancers and young girls ran into the bayou.

Allez shouted, “Water.”

“Stay,” said Guédé/Marie, and Allez couldn’t move, his limbs paralyzed, his body held tight by a Guédé.

Madame DeLaCroix pleaded, “Mercy.”

Fury bubbling inside, the Guédé/Marie spoke, “You’ll traverse the world without end. Ever lonely. Ever undead, dead without end.”

Madame let Sondra go. Prostrate on the ground, she cried, “Mercy.”

“Run,” said the Guédé/Marie to Sondra. “Hide.”

The two girls in white, intended as Sondra’s sacrificial companions, wailed, restless, confused.

The Guédé/Marie blew kisses. “Run. Hide.”

Marie lifted her arms skyward and wide. She exhaled and the second Guédé flew out of her mouth. He moved with grace, efficiency. He moved, touching a lock of hair, a shoulder, a leg, a hand. He caressed a man’s face. Any and all that he touched fell down dead.

Men were screaming, scurrying from the demon they couldn’t see. Flames were licking the roof, running down vines, leaping across trellis, slats, and dry moss. The air was acrid, smoke-filled, cackling as sparks wafted high.

The snake on the cross uncoiled, inching down onto the altar.

DeLaCroix made the sign of the cross. “Hail, Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with thee.”

Marie and Madame; niece and aunt. Family yet enemies.

The Guédé/Marie clasped Madame’s throat and squeezed. Marie’s hands felt gloved, encased in cotton—she couldn’t feel her aunt’s flesh, the blood pulsing through veins. Madame flailed, a scream trapped in her throat. The Guédé’s hands tightened.

“No, Marie.” It was Reneaux, his voice like a gust of wind. “Leave it to the police.”

The Guédé pressed with renewed vigor. Madame would die.

“No, Marie. Don’t let this happen. You’d never forgive yourself. Choose.”

Choose. Yes, she could choose.

“Guédé, go.”

The Guédé-loas flew out of her mouth. Madame fell, gasping.

“Reneaux!” Marie searched, but he was gone. Disappeared like the Guédé. Without a trace, without a sound, no breeze echoing her lover’s voice.

The house was burning out of control. Heat washed over her; black and red smoke reached the clouds. People scurried like rats in a maze, trapped by fire, smoke, and swamp. The Sleeping Beauties were dying. Marie dried her tears.

The snake was curled on the altar—thick, gray skin with specks of yellow coiled like a never-ending spiral. Marie stroked it. It was cool; its mouth yawned.

“Damballah, are you there?”

Allez’s kingdom had fallen. Bodies twisted in the dirt. Grown men beat the ground crying. One man was on his knees, hands clasped in prayer. Women huddled, their dresses bathed in gray flecks of smoke, burning particles of wood. Car engines roared as drivers left their masters; some intrepid souls ran into the swamp, preferring their chances in crocodile-infested waters. Only one man stood his ground—the jockey man, his lips pressed into a grotesque smile.

Kind Dog barked. Allez was coming toward her.

“You don’t frighten me.”

“You frighten me. You, with all your outrageous powers. You, touched by the divine.”

Marie laughed, hearing the hysteria in her voice.

Allez was serious. He was no longer the arrogant spoiler. Or the criminal who hurt without forethought or afterthought. His coldness and power had been stripped away. He was a supplicant.

“Join me,” she said.

“I will. I do.”

“I require a test of your faith.”

“Yes,” he said, unmindful of the fire, the danger, eager like a novitiate to prove his worth. “Yes, Maman Marie.”

“Maman Marie,” echoed Madame DeLaCroix, rocking, her arms wrapped about her abdomen. “I never meant to hurt my daughter. Allez convinced me. I never knew she was pregnant. Never knew she bore a child with a caul.”

“It was my seed that made the miracle.” Allez slapped his chest, shouting fiercely. “My seed. Maman Marie, we could reshape the world.”

Marie was sickened. She picked up the snake. It was beautiful, strong. In the firelight, its skin reflected rainbows. She murmured, “Damballah, are you there?”

Long, long ago, Marie Laveau set a snake against John.

She held the snake’s head close to her mouth, whispering, “Damballah, if I’m really yours, really your priestess, then take Allez. Make justice right in this world.”

She offered the snake to Allez. “Take it, Allez. I won’t force you.”

“I know this story. Your namesake murdered John this way.”

“Marie never murdered him.”

“You’re saying John lacked faith. That’s why he died, isn’t it?”

She said nothing.

Skin damp, breathing harsh and uneven, he spoke urgently, “John never believed in the divine.”

“Do you believe?”

“I’ve been searching all my life.” He held open his arms.

Damballah slid from her arms to his.

What was it Laveau had said? “Because of what you did to me, to Maman, Grandmère.” None of it had changed. Two centuries. The same scene of vengeance was being played out.

Her soul hurt. Her mother was dead; her grandmother was an old woman who’d cowered before her daughter, afraid to save a grandchild or great-grandchild who needed love and care.

Hysteria threatened. “Don’t get emotional.”

The snake hung like a rope in Allez’s arms, its tail and head dragging in the dirt; then, as if on cue, the snake blinked, lifted its head, and curled up Allez’s arm, traversing his chest.

“Allez makes miracles. Allez makes spells.” He was spellbound, watching the snake, feeling it slither, curling about his body.

Madame was moaning, “Have mercy, have mercy. Hail, Mary, full of grace.”

The snake squeezed . . . and squeezed. Slowly, inexorably, as Allez waited for the divine, waited for the gods to bless him, his flesh tightening, his muscles bruised, his ribcage straining, ready to crack.

Marie turned her back on him. The jockey man saluted, and Marie understood that he’d been the insider, using the undead girls’ bodies as clues. Should she thank him? Or challenge him for not having enough courage to call the police, to save the girls outright? But what did she know of his motives, the frailties that might’ve hampered him?

Severs stood over Allez’s body (his legs twisted awkwardly, his eyes popped wide). Far away, almost like a dream, sirens wailed.

“End of a career,” Severs mumbled. He looked at her. “I could tell you why I did it, how I was seduced, trapped.”

“I don’t want to hear.”

Madame crawled forward in the dirt. “He’s dead.”

“It’s over,” said Severs.

“He’s dead,” Madame repeated.

“A test of his faith.”

“You’ll murder me, too.”

“No,” Marie answered. She crouched beside her. “You’re not a daughter, not my mother’s sister . . . not my aunt . . . nor grandmother to your grandchild. You’re nothing in this world.”

The Guédé appeared, nodding, in unison, their hats in their hands.

“I see them. I see them.”

“Your miracle at last.”

“My miracle at last.” She clutched Marie’s hand. “This is what my granddaughter will see?”

“Most likely more.” There were a host of loas, not just Guédé, black-faced gentlemen guarding death.

“One of my descendants with sight.”

“There are no more DeLaCroixs. Only the one bloodline, down through the generations of Laveaus. Blood will out. Le sang se manifestera,” insisted Marie. “Comprenez-tu? One family, one name.”

“Oui. J’comprends.”

“Bon. Je suis Marie.”

“What will happen to me?”

“What do you think should happen to you?”

Sirens loudly complained; tires crunched on gravel. DuLac must’ve persuaded the police to send help.

Marie stood.

“I didn’t intend to kill her. Just make her undead.”

“Death would’ve been preferable.” Kind Dog rubbed against Marie’s leg. “You’ll never be forgiven. Even if you die of natural causes, you’ll wander for eternity without a home.”

Madame DeLaCroix inhaled and gracefully rose. The burning plantation house was her backdrop.

“Marie,” DuLac called.

Police yelled, “Stand down. Stand down.” Gunshots sounded. DuLac moved forward, a policeman, gun drawn, at his side.

Severs raised his hands in submission.

Madame smiled ruefully: “I’m a Voodoo Queen. A woman of unnatural feelings.”

Marie watched as her aunt glided toward the altar, watched as she calmly drained her potion, watched as she collapsed like a marionette doll.

“Eh, yé, yé, Mademoiselle Marie,” said the jockey man, startling Marie, his mouth close to her ear. “Madame has always been a bad one. She used to steal your mother’s dolls. Cut their plastic necks.”

“Comment t’appelles-tu?”

Policeman handcuffed, chased after worshipers. Severs looked small and insignificant.

“You’ll find out soon enough. Take care of your cousin. The great-grandchild.” Nimble and fleet, he moved to the back of the altar and into the wild.

The Guédé clapped their hands.

Kind Dog barked.

“You can see them, can’t you, boy?”

Glass shattered, exploding outward, floorboards collapsed, a great billow of smoke rose over the bayou.

“Marie.” DuLac stepped forward, embracing her.

“Reneaux’s dead.”

“Ah, ma petite. He was a good man.”

Another explosion. The staircase crumbled, came shuddering down.

“Every goodbye ain’t gone,” said DuLac.

“I know. His ashes are in that house but his spirit is everywhere.”

“So you understand.”

“A little. One step at a time.”

“Women hand sight down through the generations. Mother to daughter.”

Marie nodded. “Let’s find my child.”

Kind Dog limped badly. DuLac supported an unsteady Marie. The moon glowed red. The three Guédé walked behind them.

Marie looked over her shoulder. The Guédé blew kisses. Behind them, women chattered, laughing gaily, as if they were in a parade. The plantation house was a burning wood-frame skeleton. A centuries-old cycle had ended. Spirits and secrets were set free in smoke. A quadroon girl—Laveau’s Marianne?—curtsied deeply, her hand pressed to her heart.

“Let’s go home,” said DuLac. “El’s worried sick.”

She smelled honeysuckle. Somewhere in the wave of spirits was her mother. She stopped, searching the joyous crowd of ghosts.

“See. I told you. You have the sight.”

“You don’t see them?”

“Non. I leave all miracles to you. Your heart’s big enough.”

“You think so?”

“I know so.”

Kind Dog barked twice.

Marie echoed the words: “Heart big enough . . . like my Maman. Like my daughter will have.”

As the spirits danced away into the distance, Marie’s heart overflowed with love, with Christian and Voodoo charity.

She knew where she belonged: in Charity Hospital—her hospital—carrying on the faith.

“Come on, Kind Dog, let’s go home.”


[image: logo]any New Orleans residents claim that Marie Laveau lies in a tomb in St. Louis Cemetery No. 1, where to this day the faithful bring offerings and prayers. In St. Louis Cemetery No. 2 there is a crypt covered with crosses scratched in red brick by followers who believe Marie rests there. Others claim that Marie Laveau never did die.


Author’s Note

[image: logo] always planned to write a sequel to my first novel, Voodoo Dreams. Voodoo Dreams has a special place in my heart, because the novel helped me grow up and taught me, like Marie Laveau, to appreciate truly the glory and wonder of being a woman: powerful; spiritual; in control of her life and body; valuing ancestors, family, and community.

Season is the first novel in a contemporary trilogy in which Marie Laveau’s descendant grows stronger and also more vulnerable.

What’s the sense of living if we don’t open our hearts to love . . . accept our imperfections and recognize that life is a journey, never ending? Our spirits never die . . . and each of us has a responsibility to leave a legacy of grace, kindness, and mentoring to our children and the next generation.

Read Voodoo Dreams, the novel that started the journey; enjoy Season; and look for Marie, healing and loving, in the next novel of the trilogy, Moon.
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Dedicated to the citizens of Louisiana

and to the New Orleans Public Library Book Club


PROLOGUE

The Ibo say, “All stories are true.”

Conjure women say, “Truth flies on the wings of dreams.”
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NEW ORLEANS

NIGHT TERRORS

Bodies were everywhere—limp, bloated, tangled in bushes, trees, floating in water.

Men, women, and children bobbed in the muddy current, interspersed with upside-down Chevys, shredded trees, snapped power lines, and mangled street signs.

Rain added to the river’s rise. Hot, humid rain. Rain that tasted metallic and fell, like blades, pricking skin.

Marie was dry, parched. Awake inside her dream.

For weeks, she’d been having the same dream; she’d been trying to interpret it, break the horrific spell.

“Water, water, everywhere, and not a drop to drink.” The phrase kept rewinding in her mind. Coleridge. The Rime of the Ancient Mariner.

“Not a drop to drink.” Just dead, infested waters.

She moaned. Her legs were tangled in the sheets; sweat blanketed her skin.

She dove back down into her dream, through layers of thought, anxiety, and consciousness.

Inhale, exhale. Breathe.

The river was widening, swallowing, then spitting up more bodies.

The Guédé, the death gods, in top hat and tails, were standing on a bridge, pointing at the dead. No—at something else. Something within the water.

“Let me see,” she murmured. “Let me see.”

The Guédé heard her. In unison, they shook their skull heads and pressed their white-gloved hands across their hollow eyes.

“Show me,” she demanded. “I am Marie.”

The Guédé opened their mouths. They didn’t make sound, rather, Marie felt their howling—an obscene absence of sound that terrorized, rattling her bones.

Both inside and outside her dream, Marie wanted to run, hide, burrow into a hole so deep, no one—tangible or intangible—could ever touch her.

Each night, this was when and where her dream ended—the Guédé howling, refusing to look deeper into the water.

If the Guédé were afraid to look, why should she?

Her body constricted; her respiration quickened; her legs grew rigid, tight. She rasped, “Let me see. I am Marie. I need to see.”

She fell, hard, fast. Screaming, she clawed at the sheets. Her body jerked; the freefall stopped.

Parallel, weightless, she floated inches above the river water.

She recoiled.

Bodies bobbed so close she could touch them: a woman, her lips locked in a grimace, her arms flung over her head; a blue baby, covered in algae like a desolate infant Moses; and a man, twisted onto his side, insects burrowing into his exposed cheek and nostril.

Snakes greased through brown water. A baby crocodile perched on a dead body like a log.

She smelled waste—human and inhuman. She smelled decomposing rot and withered leaves.

In the polluted waters, there were layers of deepening darkness, darker than mud, darker than earth. Darker than any sin.

She heard: “Rise.” It wasn’t the Guédé—but the other spirit, the one, camouflaged, deep inside the water. She saw an outline—a face, human?—ascending. Then, it stopped; the spirit still cradled by deep waters.

“Rise.”

Streams of white smoke rose from the dead, billowing like foam waves in the sky.

“Rise.”

The dead were transformed into flying birds. Blackbirds. Thousands of blackbirds were flying south, escaping, soaring above the landscape, above cities, parishes, levees, and marshes. Flying toward a horizon split with orange, red, purple, and gold. Flying toward the river’s mouth.

“Mama!”

The scream pierced sleep.

“Mama.”

Marie jolted awake, stumbling out of bed, running. “Marie-Claire? Marie-Claire, I’m coming. Mama’s coming.”

The blue revolving lamp had stopped, its silhouettes of birds were dim and static on the ceiling and bedroom walls. The nightlight, in the wall outlet, flickered, its power waning.

Marie-Claire lay facedown on the pillow.

“Baby.” Fearfully, gently, she turned Marie-Claire over.

Marie-Claire was asleep; her lids closed tight, her eyelashes fanning long, delicately. She was hot, her face flushed, her brown curls matted on her brow and neck. But no fever.

She was asleep.

Wind lifted the bedroom curtains like birds’ wings. Marie trembled with relief.

“Women hand sight down through the generations. Mother to daughter.”

She and Marie-Claire were bound by tragedy, bound by love and blood.

They were imbued with sight, spiritual gifts carried from Africa into the New World, through Marie Laveau, New Orleans’s famed, nineteenth-century Voodoo Queen.

Maybe Marie-Claire, too, had been awake inside some dream? Maybe she was still dreaming?

Marie prayed her daughter’s dreams were sweet. No bloated bodies. Only rainbows, magnolias, and friends at play.

“Marie-Claire,” she whispered, gently shaking her.

Marie-Claire’s eyes fluttered, her breath smelled like almonds.

“Mama, go bye? Go bye-bye.”

“Marie-Claire?” She held her daughter’s limp hand.

“Bye, Mama. Bye-bye.” Still slumbering, Marie-Claire turned, onto her side, her tiny fists curled beneath her chin.

Marie kissed the tip of her nose, then quickly turned, sensing a presence.

Baron Samedi, the Guédé leader, was solemn, all skeleton and shadow.

Cocking his head, he pointed a gloved finger at the night-light. It glowed, strong and bright, like a lighthouse guiding lost sailors home. He touched the lamp. The birds continued their kaleidoscopic flight across the ceiling and walls. Then, Samedi waved his hand.

“South. Birds flying south,” she whispered.

In the Sleeping Beauties case, she’d learned the Guédé despised those who interfered with death. She learned, too, that if the Guédé refused to dig your grave, you wouldn’t die.

Asleep and awake, the Guédé were guiding her.

“You coming?” she asked the baron softly.

Baron Samedi tipped his hat and shook his head. He sat on the bed, then leaned forward, his gloved fingers stroking Marie-Claire’s hair.

The hair on her skin rose. From her medical training, she knew it was a chemical reaction spurred by fear, the fight or flight response. Adrenaline was raising her blood pressure, making her heart beat faster.

It was startling to see Death touching Marie-Claire.

Baron Samedi smiled, a grimace of a skeletal jaw, lost and rotten teeth.

“You won’t hurt her.” It was a statement, not a question. The Guédé were encouraging her to follow her dream to its source.

“You don’t do oatmeal, do you?”

Samedi sat, cross-legged, at the foot of the bed.

Marie smiled. What better babysitter than Death itself?

She suddenly wanted to wake Marie-Claire. To see her smile and see herself reflected in her daughter’s eyes. She bent, pressing her lips against Marie-Claire’s cheek, inhaling her sweet scent.

“Thank you, Baron. I’m grateful.”

Samedi kept mute.

Marie walked quickly out of the room. She needed to call the hospital, rearrange her shifts. She needed to call the sitter, Louise. She’d take care of Marie-Claire’s temporal needs: fix her food, keep her warm, and read her a story. Without question, Marie-Claire would be safe. Baron Samedi himself would refuse to ferry her to the afterlife, the other world.

Marie let her drawstring pajama pants fall to the floor. She slipped on underwear, jeans, and buttoned a black shirt over her cotton tee. She pitched extra panties, shirts, a comb, and a toothbrush into an overnight bag.

What did it mean? Any of it?

The Guédé were telling her that the bodies in the river were only part of a mystery she needed to solve—there was still more to discover, more to dream.

She’d drive south. And pray she’d stay alive, her spirit whole.

She saw herself reflected in the mirror: thick brown hair pulled back in a ponytail; lean rather than voluptuous; bags beneath her eyes from working too hard as a mother, a doctor.

If the Guédé were here, her daughter was at risk. The balance between life and death was unsettled, unraveling.

Her life’s calling was to heal—and her dream, even though it didn’t make any sense, was, somehow, a call for her skills.

She snapped her overnight bag shut.

The river’s mouth, the river’s mouth.

There was only one place in Louisiana to go—the Gulf of Mexico. The Gulf was where the Mississippi drained.

South. Drive south.


I

Old ways, country ways,

Haints fly,

Everyone has southern roots.
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ONE

A BAYOU ROAD

LATE AFTERNOON

As soon as she hit the road, her bravado faded. That was the problem with having spiritual gifts. She was still ordinary, only extraordinary when need demanded it.

But wasn’t that true of any woman?

Marie pressed hard on the gas—her new Mustang, top down, carrying her into the unknown.

She was following the birds. Except they weren’t black—mainly gray, brown, and mottled pigeons, some swallows. But as she traveled farther south into a landscape infused with water, streams, inlets, and tributaries, white egrets soared, pelicans arched bony wings, and hawks glided.

Her gift was following signs. Believing that all things animate and inanimate had life.

Still—some of the time, she thought she was crazy.

She worried she was becoming just another southern gothic—an “eccentric”; a “haint”; a “black magic witch”; or “a Lilith demon,” as some folks liked to call her. Once she heard, “Ju-ju Whore,” shouted by a French Quarter drunk who hadn’t been sober in over two years.

She looked into the rearview mirror.

El.

“Damnit, El.” She was chauffeuring a ghost.

Her palm slapped the steering wheel. That’s it. She might as well get it over with—break down, lose her mind, and live in a padded cell.

El’s ghost rolled her eyes, as if to say, “Whatever.”

Marie laughed, releasing strain, the tension gripping her neck and back. She pressed hard on the gas, feeling the car adjust gears, gathering speed.

Bayou air flowed over her, layering her skin with sweat.

No more self-pity. No regrets.

Marie had always found salvation in her work. But in the months since El, Charity’s head nurse, and Dr. DuLac, the head of the ER, had been murdered, being inside Charity Hospital had lost some appeal. As a medical resident, she’d been drawn to New Orleans, and hadn’t known why. It had been DuLac who’d explained her legacy, and tutored her in the voodoo arts. DuLac—who’d become both her beloved mentor and father figure. El was the mother who encouraged her.

During her last case, DuLac and El had sacrificed their lives to protect Marie-Claire from the wazimamoto, the African vampire. She kept remembering El and DuLac dead, limp, their bodies twisted on the floor, drained of blood.

She hadn’t seen DuLac since his death. El’s spirit visited occasionally. She often brought women with her. Sister-friends. Ghosts from another age: slaves sold as breeders; quadroons contracted as mistresses to white aristocrats; and prostitutes who played sex games to buy milk and bread for their children.

El was reminding her that the world could be hard on women.

“What else is new?” Marie would say to El after failing to convince another battered woman in the ER to file a police report, run away, or spend the night in a shelter.

“It is what it is,” El would reply.

Marie sighed, tucking a windswept strand of hair behind her ear.

The world was harsh, particularly Louisiana; steeped in conflict like rice in an unsavory stew.

She wondered if America ever regretted purchasing Louisiana from the French. In 1823, did America understand it was buying a landscape designed for fevered dreams: swamps that could swallow you alive; infected mosquitoes, insatiably draining blood; yellow moons heralding disasters; and weeping willows sheltering predators, large and small? Did they imagine hurricanes flooding rivers, streets, and with whipping wind howling, blowing houses down?

Still, there was a beauty to Louisiana, an otherworldliness and preternatural charm.

She was driving straight into its bayou heart.

El’s presence was companionable. Marie felt herself relaxing. She could pretend she was on a road trip. Pretend for a moment she was free of responsibilities: work, motherhood, and miracles.

She turned the radio on, punched the buttons, searching for anything but static. Zydeco. Blues. Folk. Classical.

Nothing. Just static in the backwoods.

Inexplicably, the radio blared Marvin Gaye’s “Sexual Healing.”

Marie laughed again. Her car swerved slightly, then she straightened its course.

She looked at the backseat ghost. “What was I thinking, El? You weren’t a mother figure. More like an R-rated aunt.”

Alive, El had always encouraged Marie to get laid. “I’m too old for all that sweat. But you,” she declared, her nails, outrageously long, her seventy-year-old skin, soft as magnolias, “should never sleep alone. It’s not good for the mood. Or skin.”

Apparently, death hadn’t changed El.

Marie shrugged. “It is what it is, El. I can’t chain a man to my bed.”

The radio whined like a castrated cat.

“Unfair, El.”

The radio snapped quiet, cutting off the bass line.

Sexual healing would’ve been great, but Parks, her ex-lover and the detective on the wazimamoto case, had grown tired of New Orleans.

“Not tired of you,” he’d said with earnestness. “Tired of the murders. The never-ending crime. Come with me,” he’d pleaded. “To Jersey. California. Wherever you want.”

But he’d already known she wouldn’t leave.

New Orleans was the one place where she didn’t have to explain what it meant to be Marie Laveau’s descendant. Loas and saints; drums and chants; African spirituality blended with Christianity—all of it made sense in the Big Easy.

Louisianans understood bloodlines. Women who spoke with ghosts.
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Marie focused on the snakelike road. She liked the feel of the car beneath her—the engine rumbling, ever so sexy, feeling its tremors beneath her butt.

Drive. Fast. Leaning into the curves. Just drive.

El smiled. She was enjoying the ride, too.

Then El flicked her red-painted nails as if shooing some unseen fly; her lips thinned, as if seeing, sensing something distasteful.

Shaking her head mournfully, El faded, disappearing like a photo undeveloping, unraveling through time.

Marie refused to be shaken. Who knew what troubles El had on the other side? Death, like life, couldn’t be easy.

Marie floored it and the Mustang responded.
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Marie hadn’t seen a truck stop for a hundred miles. Just bleak asphalt with a cracked dividing line. She was hungry. Low on gas. She needed to pee.

But she wasn’t worried; rather, she felt exhilarated.

She kept driving, feeling her soul lift, knowing she was where she needed to be.

Her ancestor, Marie Laveau, was raised, here, in the bayou. Marie felt the spiritual connection, felt glory stirring in her bones.

She veered sharply, driving deliberately off the main road. The car rocked, jolted, and bounced as asphalt became gravel, became dirt, then mud.

Three oaks, their bark scored with insect warrens, blocked her path.

Three—the numeric symbol of magic, intuition, and fertility. Three—the sign of the trinity.

She studied the oaks, their old-growth trunks with gnarled roots delving deep into the soil, and their leaves, unfurling, blocking the blue, but darkening, sky.

Marie clicked off the engine and got out of the Mustang. She was in an alcove of green—sawlike sedge, angular cypress, and weeping willows. Moss and ivy spread like wild lace.

Mist clung to her body. Honeysuckle scented the air.

She closed her eyes, feeling her senses sharpen. She could hear her heartbeat, swamp mice rustling in grass, and a soaring crow’s caw.

She stretched her hands high, feeling the urge to undress and dance. To celebrate unashamed.

Something shifted in the dense growth.

“El?”

She turned right, left, twisting round. Nothing. No one.

She stepped on a felled branch. The snapping sound ricocheted, echoing in the dense alcove.

She kept still.

She heard an unnatural quiet, felt an electric cold descending. Peering past oaks and tangled marsh, beyond rampant ferns and gnarled bark, she saw a darkness, bubbling up from the earth, hovering. A darkness, denser than any night, blacker than any shadow.

She heard a piercing cry. Human or animal? Or neither?

Death’s scent assailed her.

Marie knew Nature encompassed death: rotting plants, predators feasting, and a continuous cycle of decomposition and renewal. Only humans perverted nature with suicide and murder. That’s what she smelled now—an unnatural dying.

The smell was pungent, like an entire hospital ward filled with the dead. Not just any dead, but those brutally dead from festering wounds, gangrene, and bullets boring through flesh, muscles, and sinews.

Her tennis shoes sank in the murky soil, the white canvas turning black.

There. She saw a smoky thread weaving through the brush, then swaying upright, like a snake from a charmer’s basket.

Sent by the dead? By her ancestress Laveau?

The black thread stopped inches from where she stood.

She trembled, sensing the darkness had consciousness. Malevolence? She didn’t know. She only knew nothing had been an accident. There was no escape from fa, her fate.

“Shit.” She slipped, her ankle twisting. Branches, small rocks dug into her palms. She bit her lip, wincing. She wiped her bloodied hands on her pants before limping onward.

She came to a small clearing. But instead of the sugar-bright cottage Hansel and Gretel had stumbled upon, she saw a dilapidated one-room shack. New plywood bolstered old wood; gleaming black tar patched the weathered roof.

Someone had tried to refresh what time had worn down.

The well had a new pail but the chain was rusted orange.

Brush had been hacked away—not much of it, it would have been back-breaking work, but enough for a pitiful patch of vegetables: mold-covered green beans, a shriveled tomato plant, and yellow-spotted peas.

Through dirty windows, she saw a small table with a kerosene lamp, and cut lilies, hanging limp inside a glass, waiting to be watered. The kitchen was empty. There were hand-sewn curtains—gingham. A woman’s touch. Someone had tried to make a home.

“Hello? Hello?”

Nothing. No cats, dogs, or people. Just a forlorn porch with a broken rocker. And the smell—the death gods announcing their presence.

Parked on the side of the shack was a gleaming blue truck.

She breathed shallowly to prevent herself from gagging.

She called again, “Hello? Hello?”

She touched the door of the shack. It swung wide.

Flinching, she fell against the door frame, bile rising in her throat.

She forced herself to look.

Two bodies. A man, splayed, on the floor; a woman, facedown, on the bed. Blood speckled the walls, floor. Human bodies held approximately six quarts of blood. The woman’s remaining blood had soaked the sheets, the thin cotton mattress, and had dripped off the bed, making a small puddle.

She was a doctor. Heal.

Gritting against the pain in her ankle, she bent, checking pulses. None. The man was still warm; the woman, warmer.

The woman had been the last to die. The blast had lain open her chest, fractured her spine, muscle. In the city, most wounds were from a .45 or .38. These wounds were from a shotgun. Pellets littered the body and the wall behind.

What had these two done to deserve such rage? Or had it been a random theft? But what did they have worth stealing?

The woman was slim, medium height. Her arms disappeared beneath her torso.

Marie stroked the woman’s hair. Then stopped. Extending outward from the woman’s throat was a swatch of pink with satin trim. The knit blanket was damp, stained red.

“Strength,” Marie murmured. She gripped a shoulder, turning the woman over, revealing an infant scattershot through the abdomen. Lead pellets had passed from mother to child, killing the baby instantly. Or at least Marie hoped so. She hoped the baby hadn’t suffocated first, beneath her mother’s body.

Marie dry-heaved, grateful her stomach was empty.

“It is what it is,” El murmured.

“No, it isn’t fair,” Marie responded, fiercely.

If you didn’t look below the neck, the baby appeared asleep. Rich chocolate skin, with black strands covering her head. She couldn’t have been more than three months; her skull was still flexible, the bones hadn’t fused.

Marie turned, sensing a disruption in the air, a chasm in time.

The dead man, newly alive, was an arm’s length in front of her. Ex-military. He wore khaki pants, army-issue boots. He was muscular, fit. A warrior.

His wife and baby were crying, the woman softly, the baby, big gulping cries.

Marie couldn’t see the assailant. Assailants? Half the room was dark, as if a curtain or shroud had been drawn.

“Let me see,” she murmured. “Let me see.”

The young man, his ax in his hand, was planted like a tree, protecting his family. He was talking angrily (his words, soundless) . . . talking, shaking his head. Shouting, enraged, he tensed, crouched, and leapt, his left arm lifting his ax high. Then his forward motion stopped, the ax falling from his hand, crashing down. That must have been the first shot. His body jerked back. A second shot.

Blood drained from two huge wounds. He was nearly dead.

To the left, someone picked up his ax, swung it wide, cutting into the man’s abdomen, cutting deep through stomach, intestines. He fell forward.

But not before Marie had a clear look at his face. He’d been startled, incredulous. Like the youth she’d seen in Charity’s ER. Young men—often gang members—who never expected to die or thought they couldn’t be hurt.

In seconds, like a silent movie reel, a veteran soldier lay murdered. Blood flowed like water.

Marie blinked tears.

If she shifted her weight, turned her head ever so slightly, she’d see the mother and child die. She refused. As it was, she knew she’d always be haunted by their image, a bloodied Madonna and child.

She kept her eyes fixed on the curtain.

Why couldn’t she see the murderers? The murderer?

For each hour dead, body temperature dropped eight-tenths of a percent. Bayou heat might have slowed the progress. Rigor mortis usually occurred within the first half hour to three hours. All the bodies were still pliable.

Marie shuddered. The murders had occurred as she was driving, being guided, here.

Instinct told her that the woman had been kept alive. Why? Had they interrogated her? Harmed her in some other way?

Curious, she looked again at mother and child.

The woman’s floral dress was hitched high. The backs of her knees were locked.

She saw a latex-gloved hand raising the woman’s floral dress, ripping her cotton panties.

Marie turned, snapping, shutting her eyes tight. She wouldn’t let herself think of it. She wouldn’t turn and stare into the vision.

Air still shimmered.

The murderer, murderers had to have known—kill the mother, kill the child.

“No more,” Marie screamed, raising her hands to block the images, her thoughts. “No more, please.”

The air calmed, stabilized. The shielding curtain dissolved; the vision disappeared.

Flies and mosquitoes feasted on blood.

Outside, on the porch, it was easier to breathe. But Marie knew death’s smell was seeping into her clothes, her pores.

Gripping the porch rail, Marie’s palms began bleeding again. She gripped harder, using the pain to focus, heighten her senses.

She heard creatures stirring—alligators, swamp turtles, and nesting herons. She heard a manufactured silence, an intention not to breathe, move, or speak.

She sensed no imminent threat. For now, she knew they wouldn’t return.

Wonderingly, she shook her head.

How did she know that, for now, she was safe? How did she know they were still hiding in the bayou? Watching her.

She wiped sweat from her brow.

Night was falling fast. Her head ached from the rise in barometric pressure. A storm was coming. “Rain washes away evidence,” Parks would say, “destroys footprints, tire marks.”

There were clues she was missing. Add it up. What did it mean? Poor, backwater people with new wealth? A new truck, a new pail, fresh wood, and tar to patch a falling-down house?

She couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something else, here, outside, more horrific than the murdered inside. Something inhuman.

She looked skyward. The crescent moon was startlingly white. Stars blinked. No warnings there. She lowered her line of sight—the treetops stretched high, creating vibrant, moonlit silhouettes. Lower, she saw branches twisting in the breeze, and pockmarked trunks. Still lower, she saw the tangled undergrowth, and plants suffocating, straining for air.

Something else was here.

She stepped off the porch, crossed the dirt yard, and stared hard at the riotous growth beyond the shack’s clearing.

An owl dove then rose skyward, a mouse clutched in its claws.

There. Not moving. Twisting in and among the brush, she saw the shadow, squiggly, thin as a garden snake.

The shadow, like veins in a body, elongated, stretching like black taffy, then thickening into a rope, doubling in size, until it looked like a stream, a river, then a bleeding black lake covering the land. It was a slick, viscous pool . . . a gleaming darkness, spreading toward the porch, the house, and Marie.

Appalled, she stumbled backward.

In seconds, darkness covered the entire yard, swallowing the landscape’s colors—the brown and green.

Marie stooped, extending her bruised hands. Her hands hovered, inches from the ground, slightly trembling in the moist air.

Like a spring snapping back, the darkness coalesced, shrank itself thin, and curled, like a ribbon, about her hand.

The darkness split into tentacles, sliding high and higher, wrapping about her arm. Her shoulders. Her chest.

The smell was toxic. Organic mixed with inorganic. Nature tainted with the unnatural.

Rot was natural decomposition; this darkness was purposeful destruction.

She felt rather than saw images: darkness bleeding into the earth’s warrens, seeping downward, then gurgling upward and bursting into flames. Swamplands were burning.

The darkness was rising, swirling, covering her throat; soon, her mouth.

Birds fell from the sky, vanishing, drowning in the slick pool.

She could run. But to what end?

“I am Marie.”

Her skin was irritated, burning.

“Descendant of a Voodoo Queen raised on this land. This, too, is home.” The words came unbidden; but saying them felt right.

The darkness had weight. It inched across her lips, seeping into her mouth. She gagged, tasting bitterness, feeling herself drowning, a heaviness suffocating, filling her lungs.

“Marie Laveau.” She knew her name had power; and inside her head, she chanted: “Marie Laveau. I am Marie Laveau.”

The darkness lifted, dispersed as if it had never been.

A mirage? A dream?

The stars and moon glowed bright again. Animals stirred. The water thrush sang, trilling more richly than a nightingale.

Had the murderers seen what she’d seen? She held her breath, listening again for movement.

She was the only person alive for miles.

Her ankle and hands ached. She looked back at the bleak house, hoping the newly dead didn’t rise as ghosts. She wasn’t sure she could carry the weight of the young family haunting her. But as soon as she thought it, Marie knew she lied.

“It is what it is.”

She was who she was—part of the Laveau bloodline extending across centuries, across nations, to the mambos of Haiti, the shamans of Bahia, and the spiritualists of West Africa.

Visions, dreams, ghosts came to her because she could bear it, had learned to bear it without going mad. At least, not yet.

“El? You there?”

No answer. Only the shrill of cicadas. “Should I head north, back to the city? Or south?”

Again, no answer. But Marie already knew the answer. South—that’s where the loas, the spirit-gods, wanted her to be.
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TWO

A COUNTRY TOWN

EVENING

Marie drove slowly, the Mustang’s headlights overly bright, tires crunching on gravel. The night was pitch-dark—a weightless, normal darkness. No streetlamps. The town—if you could call it that—wasn’t much longer than a city block. Squat, square buildings cast shadows. She didn’t see road signs or designated landmarks. She could be anywhere. Lost in a rural wilderness.

Die here and no one would know she was gone. Marie scowled. Her imagination was spiraling out of control. Or was it?

Adrenaline spiked; her pulse quickened.

Truthfully, nothing could surpass what she’d already seen.

She squirted windshield fluid, clicked on the wipers to scrape dead bugs flattened on glass. In the rearview mirror, she didn’t recognize her face, lit up by the green odometer’s glow.

On the left, she could make out a no-name bait shop; just BAIT in cheap neon, dangling in the window. Next to it was Bebe’s Grocery, dark, with rockers and an old-fashioned Coke machine, shaped like a deep freezer, on the porch. A few feet down, on the right, was a mechanic’s shed with a lot beside it filled with a seeming graveyard of Chevys, pickup trucks, and two high-speed airboats on trailers. Boats used for swamp tours. Extra income. Vivco Oil was next door, a two-pump gas station with a dull, spiraling, barbershoplike, red light.

Just a small town filled with working people, all in bed, because they’d be up at 4:00 AM for fishing, shrimping, salvaging, and trying to make old things work.

She’d driven to the end of the block. On the far left was a building with a dangling wood-burned sign, out of the old West: sheriff. A small glow radiated from inside. She parked.

Her need to pee came raging back in full force—her bladder urging, like the inevitability of birth water.

She half-skipped, half-limped across the street. Bars were on the windows. She pounded, then pushed open the door.

Someone—the sheriff?—had been sleeping at his desk, his head on his arms.

“Bathroom, please.”

“That way.” He pointed. She followed the direction of his finger.

Marie barely slammed the door, barely had time to pull down her panties and jeans, before her bladder let go. She hadn’t even turned on the light. Face flushed, part of her felt shame. She tried to dismiss it. There was always a mind/body connection. Her body felt safe (now that she’d found someone to tell about the crime), so her body did what it needed to do.

“Police offices aren’t public restrooms.”

The overhead lights were still off. Marie watched as the officer leaned forward in his chair, his face moving from shadow to light in the desk lamp’s glare. He was handsome, boyish, his cheeks still puffed with baby fat. A digital clock read 10:43 P.M. The fluorescent lamp buzzed.

“Sorry. I’ve been holding for a while.”

“Not good for you.” His voice had a southern twang.

“Tell me about it.” She flushed.

“Looking for someone? Room for a night? Passing through?”

“I was looking for you.” As soon as she said it, she knew it had come out wrong.

He walked toward her, an odd mix of easy, elegant grace with a hitch to his left step. She suspected a knee injury. He was young, barely twenty, she thought.

“Derek.” He extended his hand. “Folks call me Deet.”

She smothered a laugh. Only in the South would a nickname after an insect repellent not be an insult.

“Football. Tulane. Halfback.” He smiled, cocky, his head tilted as if he were wearing an imaginary hat.

“No one could touch you,” she said.

“Not ’less I wanted them to.”

“Are you flirting with me?” Any second, she’d laugh, hysterical.

He had brown eyes, almost puppy dog. Tight, curly black hair. Why not burrow against him? Since motherhood, it had been sexual feast or famine. Making love to Parks—no, admit it, part of her had deeply loved him—had been good. But no one had touched her gently, sweetly, romantically for almost a year.

Why not let the day unwind and forget anything had happened? Marie scowled—as if sexual afterglow could wash away murder.

She reached out, her fingertips tapping the nameplate beneath his badge. “Malveaux? Sheriff Malveaux?”

He grabbed her hand, kissing her palm as if they were at a fancy dress ball. Even in a faintly lit dusty jail, this young man was all outrageous confidence. A country boy acting like a city man.

Marie slid her hand gently from his grasp. Without question, she liked handsome men. But she liked smart men better.

“I’ve come to report a murder.”

“You serious?” His voice cracked, pitching high.

“What? No murders here?”

“Never.” His affected charm gave way to thrilled awe. “Most we get is bait shop robberies. Rods and reels stolen. Coke machines busted up. Parts—carburetors, spark plugs, tires ripped from dead cars, airboats. Small town.”

“Small-town cop,” she replied.

He bristled. “Might as well say it—stupid. That’s what you’re thinking.”

It was. But she didn’t reply. She didn’t usually stereotype. She knew better than anyone else how stereotypes demeaned. “Wicked witch.” “Satan’s child.” “Devil.” She’d been called all that and more.

She flushed. “I’m sorry. An entire family was murdered. About forty, sixty miles back. You’ll need forensic analyses. A full postmortem.”

Deet kept staring at her. Then he turned, his gait more stiff legged. No need to woo and appear smooth. The knee injury must have ended his football career. Her heart constricted.

At least Deet still had his life.

He flipped on the overhead light.

Marie winced. She knew she looked a mess—blood, mud, and dirt on her jeans. Scratches on her arms and hands. She was angry for feeling self-conscious, vain. She shifted her weight, easing the strain on her sprained ankle.

Deet stared, openmouthed.

She grimaced wryly. He was probably regretting he’d given his best pickup line to such an unappealingly dirty, battered-up woman.

“Look. I’m sorry. I’m behaving badly. Rudely. I think . . . I’m in shock. I’d give anything to be back in the city,” she rushed, words tumbling out of her mouth. “New Orleans. Start over. Have this day never happen. Three dead. Brutally murdered.” She exhaled. Marie fidgeted, wishing she could sit.

Deet kept staring.

A drunk tank was in the far corner. An overweight red-haired, red-freckled Cajun was passed out on a cot, a flannel blanket twisted about his chest. His jacket was balled into a pillow.

The only chair in the jail was behind the cluttered desk. There was a second cell, now empty. There was a bookcase filled with old telephone books, field guides, and racing manuals. A bulletin board had layers of the FBI’s most wanted flyers posted with thumbtacks.

“Sheriff, is there someone else I could talk to?”

“Deputy.”

“What?”

“I’m the deputy. My brother’s in charge.”

Her fists clenched. She wanted to scream.

“You were in the papers,” Deet said, stubbornly. “I saw your picture.”

Can you even read? Marie nearly shouted. But that wouldn’t be fair. This wasn’t New Orleans. No urban crime or gangs. No modern police department. Who would expect someone to walk into a small town—no, not even a town, a ramshackle village—insisting that three people were unnaturally dead?

“Can you get your brother—?”

“You’re that—”

“—the sheriff. Please. There’s been a crime.”

“You remind me of Nana.”

“Don’t you understand? There’s been a horrific murder.”

“She said you’d come.”

Marie cocked her head. The boy was crazy. But she noticed that he’d stepped back, lengthening the distance between them, as if she was the crazy one.

“She told us. Told us. Said you’d come. Aaron didn’t believe her. I did.”

“Shut de hell up,” came roaring from the corner. Marie, startled, clutched her chest. Definitely a shock reaction. Her hands and feet were growing cold.

“Shut up, Baylor.” Then, to Marie, “Drunk. He’ll be fine shrimping tomorrow.”

Deet opened the front door. Night air laced with crawfish, algae, and salt wafted in. “Baylor!”

“What?” Baylor growled, pummeling his jacket pillow.

“I’ll be back. Come on.”

“You’re talking to me?”

“You wanted the sheriff? Aaron won’t mind me waking Nana. Least I hope not.”

“What are you talking about?” Real people were sometimes harder to deal with than ghosts.

“Nana said the Voodoo Queen was coming. Said you’d be here. Nana knows. Knows everything,” Deet said, his head nodding, his hand wiping sweat from his brow. “Aaron didn’t want to believe her. I did. Wanted to see the famous queen. See the woman who’d taken Orleans’s hoodoo, by storm.” Even the Times-Picayune talks about you. ‘Just like they talked about Marie Laveau,’ said Nana. ‘People, newspapers, spreading your glory.’

“Come on.” He limped down the steps to a blue Ford pickup truck.

Marie smiled ruefully. Both of them were lame. Her right ankle had swelled to twice its size.

She got into the truck. Why not? The entire day had been her fa, fate. She was a doctor, solving crimes; a voodooienne, healing spiritual riffs. For both, you gathered clues, followed leads. Explored. Delved into the unknown. Not much difference in methodology, Detective Parks had taught her; and she had taught him that for a voodooienne, intuition could be divine grace.

The Ford turned right off Main Street and the gravel gave way to a narrowing, one-lane road. They bumped along, the truck rocking from side to side, past immobilized trailers on concrete blocks, shacks on stilts.

The Gulf was on the left and Marie could see mast lights, sparkling like Christmas, on shrimp trawlers, moored fishing boats. Not a single pleasure boat. But the boats with the lap, lap of the sea were more inviting than the dark, seemingly abandoned homes.

Deet didn’t say a word and she didn’t either.

In rural Louisiana, streetlamps, lights, and air conditioners were a luxury. Electricity was needed for freezing shrimp and catfish, and fueling backup generators during hurricanes. Unfortunately, decomposing bodies did just that, they decomposed.

She checked her cell. No signal. “Does this town have a name?”

“DeLaire. Used to be a plantation. Dating back to the seventeenth century. Most folks related.”

The truck jerked; the front-left wheel hit a small crater. The truck made a sharp turn. Marie’s head hit the side window. She cried out.

“What I tell you?” Deet’s hand slammed the wheel. “There’s Nana. She knew. Knows everything. Told Aaron. Told him. Nana knows everything.”

The truck bounced, shaking erratically, its headlights glaring, appearing, disappearing, and zigzagging among trees.

“See. There she is.”

“Where?” Marie peered. She saw the shack’s outline. Steps. A porch. Then she sat back, unnerved by a rail-thin figure—a seeming white-haired ghost in a flowing, white nightgown. One hand was wrapped about the post; the other held on to the rail tight, as if fearing the wind would blow her away.

“Nana knows everything.”

Marie kept silent, studying. The woman had Muskogeen in her—high cheekbones, long, straight hair. In Louisiana, slaves and native peoples had been intermarrying, intermingling blood for centuries.

Gears shifted into Park. Deet pulled the hand brake and cut the engine. “Nana,” he shouted out the window. “You knew, didn’t you?”

“Hush, boy. You want to wake the gators?”

Deet hop-skipped out of the truck, up the porch steps. Marie imagined that, as a toddler, he’d rushed toward his grandmother with the same delight.

She slid out of the car; her muscles had stiffened. She winced; it was difficult to put weight on her foot.

“You should be in bed,” said Deet, lifting Nana off the ground, giving her a hug.

Nana slapped his hands, saying, “Let me see. Let me see her.”

Marie hopped closer, wanting the woman to get a look at her. No surprises.

She stopped short.

Nana was blind, her eyes blue-gray with cataracts.

Nonetheless, Marie swore the old woman saw her. Saw her lean frame, her hair tied back, pants torn, blood and dirt on her clothes.

There was a portable oxygen tank on Nana’s left, and, drawing closer, Marie could see the clear plastic tube twisting upward to the clip on her nose.

A small dog barked from behind Nana’s nightgown. Marie stooped, patting its head. It was a pug with a wrinkly, smashed-in face, suede-colored fur, and black eyes. Its stubby tail wagged so hard, its whole body shook. Marie couldn’t help thinking the dog was ugly enough to be cute.

“Beau,” said Nana. “This be Beau.”

“Two years ago, he just wandered into our yard,” said Deet, “Attached himself to Nana.”

Beau licked Marie’s hand. She rubbed his ears.

“I dreamed you.” The voice was barely a whisper, cracking and strained.

Marie straightened, stared into vacant eyes.

“Last three days. Dreamed you were coming.” Nana gripped her hand. “Never expected you in my lifetime. Never expected the all powerful. To be here. In front of me.”

Marie cupped Nana’s wrinkled face. Beneath tissue-thin skin were spider veins, purplish, blue. Her palms felt the life inside the woman—the intelligence, the questing spirit.

Marie blinked: She saw Nana dead. Levitating skyward, arms outstretched, with wires, tubes in every orifice.

She gasped, stepping backward.

“You ain’t seeing nothing that I ain’t seen,” murmured Nana.

“You know?”

“Know what?” asked a gruff voice. “What’d you see?”

Marie turned, seeing a larger man—Deet’s uncle? older brother?—rising from behind Nana.

“You’ve scared Nana,” said Deet.

“Hush, Deet, Aaron. No one scares me. Never thought I’d live to see this day.”

The frail woman trembled, as if too much emotion had shaken her core.

Marie felt her magic. This woman was her—rather, who she’d be in fifty years. Similar height, weight, and spiritual gifts.

“I’ve seen my death,” Nana said, flatly, her hands squeezing Marie’s shoulders.

“What’re you talking about?” asked Deet.

“No,” said the other man, standing tall. Just a stubborn defiant “No.”

Nana pulled back, the moonlight illuminating the map of wrinkles on her face. “Everybody dies.” She caressed Marie’s unlined face. “Seen you, too. You came before it was too late. We ain’t the same, don’t be thinking it. I’m just an old hoodoo woman. You’re the Voodoo Queen.”

“You’re thinking of Marie Laveau, my ancestor.”

“Laveau never died. Don’t be thinking different. You’re you. But fa brought you here, you’re the bloodline that survived. You survived to put things right.”

Nana opened her arms; Marie stepped into her embrace.

Fear, doubt drained from Marie, leaving her body limp, her soul elated. Since coming to New Orleans, she’d tried to honor her calling. Her mother, buried in a Chicago grave, had disowned her heritage; and her grandmother, whom Marie had disowned, sold tawdry spells for profit, pandering to every tourist’s thrill-seeking stereotype.

“You were meant to do good in this world.”

Marie wanted respite, wanted to feel forever this elder woman’s love. She wasn’t sure she was ready to solve another set of murders.

“Nana, you should be back in bed,” said a gruff voice.

“My brother, Aaron, the sheriff,” said Deet. “He’ll help you.”

“A few miles back,” Marie murmured. “A family’s been murdered.”

Aaron stiffened, stone faced like Medusa’s victims.

“Aren’t you going to say anything?”

“We know,” said Nana, softly. “Signs been everywhere. A bird’s nest fell from that very tree. Even though I can’t see, I saw it when it fell. Inside my head, the eggs rolling, rolling . . . them speckled eggs broken, cracked wide open. Baby birds dead.”

“Sheriff, I’ll take you to the scene.”

Aaron raised his hand. “I’ll get to it. Once I get Nana to bed.”

“We’ve wasted enough—”

“Nana, let’s get you into bed.”

“Plenty of time for bed,” said Nana stubbornly. “Every day’s not like today.”

Aaron grimaced. He was used to his orders being followed; but Marie could see his concern as he gently touched Nana’s arm.

“He’s right,” she said, pushing aside her worry about the crime scene degrading. Delay or not, the outcome wouldn’t change. The bodies wouldn’t resurrect. “You need your rest.”

“If you say so, child,” said Nana, her mood lifting, her voice crackling with laughter. “Never thought I’d see this day. My, my. Maman Marie.”

“You’re chilled, Nana.” Deet wrapped her woolen shawl about her shoulders.

“She wouldn’t sit, relax, until you came,” said Aaron. “Wouldn’t let me care for her.”

“Hush, Aaron. Sometimes I think you’re the old woman.”

Marie suppressed a smile.

Aaron led Nana, shuffling, into the house, as Deet followed, rolling the oxygen on wheels.
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At first glance, the home seemed as straightforward as Nana—uncomplicated, uncluttered. A rugged oak dining table with a tin coffee mug and a blazing kerosene lamp. A coal-burning stove on the left. A teapot on the grill. Smells of rosemary, thyme, and leftover roast chicken. The fireplace burned a small stack of green wood. Past the fireplace, in the far-left corner, was a cot.

“Over here,” said Deet.

Marie, one hand on Nana’s back, turned right. Astonished, she felt she was back in the ER. A hospital bed was raised high, like a metal crane, in the far corner. Beside it was a rotating tray with a plastic cup and straw. Next to it was an IV tree. A respirator. Even a heart monitor. A portable defibrillator was nailed to the plank wall.

Marie looked to Aaron for an explanation. His eyes were purposefully blank.

“My grandsons take care of me. Good care.” Nana felt for the bed’s edge. Marie helped lift and swing Nana’s legs, then covered her with a blanket. Like a skilled nurse, Aaron unclipped the portable oxygen, clipped the permanent machine’s tubing to her nose.

Marie looked back at the coal stove, the flaming lamp and unscreened fireplace. Portables were always hazardous; but a full oxygen system increased the danger astronomically. Any good doctor would have disallowed home use.

Aaron rubbed alcohol on the top of Nana’s hand, then inserted a needle, linked to the IV, into a vein.

“What is it?” Marie pointed at the tubing.

“Saline,” said Aaron.

“To prevent dehydration,” Marie murmured.

“Nothing but the best for Nana,” said Deet, lovingly stroking Nana’s hair.

“I keep telling my grandsons I ain’t afraid of dying. It’s as natural as living.”

Marie lifted a bottle from the nightstand. Codeine. Then lifted another. Tramadol. Weak opiates, usually the first wave of pain management. Then, the stronger opiates to relieve cancer pain. Oxycodon, fentanyl. Slow-release tablets of morphine. It was improbable that a doctor would prescribe them all.

“You’ve got a pharmacy here,” she murmured.

“All I need is cod-liver oil,” replied Nana. “And my water.”

On the nightstand’s bottom shelf was a glass brimming with water. Behind it was a small crèche of voodoo gods. Legba; a voodoo St. Peter; and Damballah, the snake god, were fashioned from clay. Marie recognized Erzulie, the goddess of love. Long hair, with bright red lips, she was kin to the mythic Venus. The other two spirits she didn’t recognize. Blunt clay figurines: one was painted black, with black flowing hair, but it was a breasted figure with a penis, a creature not fully male or female. Some ancient totem? She felt compelled to hold the statue, as if it were calling her name.

She picked it up.

Blind Nana seemed to be watching her.

The statue burned in her hand, transforming itself: first, female, two breasted; next, male, flat chest, with a penis. Then it settled into what it was—double sexed. Both male and female.

Unsettled, she set the figure down.

The other figurine was decidedly female, painted teal, with lush breasts, but it didn’t have any legs. The limbs were fused, like a mermaid’s. Beneath the statues was another mirror, making it seem as if both figures were floating on water. In front of them were a small pitcher, a glass, and a blue bowl of water. Marigold petals floated in the bowl. Marigolds were the Virgin’s flower. But they also symbolized grief, a woman’s sorrow.

Marie stooped, feeling latent energy in the figurines, the echo of spirits.

She lifted the glass.

Nana, sensing her motion, said, “Water ain’t for drinking. Slide the glass ’neath my bed. ’Neath my pillow, too.”

“Like this?”

“That’s just how she likes it,” said Deet, on his knees, peeking under the metal frame.

“Connects me to the ancestors,” said Nana.

Marie stood, clasping Nana’s hand. “Water helps the ancestors move from their world to yours.”

“Yes, yes. They visit me in dreams.” Nana swallowed a moan.

“You’re in pain,” said Marie.

“Make no mind about me.” Nana clutched Marie’s T-shirt. “I’ve got so many things to tell you,” she responded, her blind eyes fixed on Marie. “So many things to hear. I want to hear about you. Your journey. How you got here. Not just here. But back to Louisiana. The faith.”

“You should rest, Nana.”

“You rest, Aaron. Worry, worry, worry.” Nana slapped the air, as if she could banish his worries like flies.

“I’ll be here in the morning,” said Marie, softly, locking the bedrail in place. “We can talk then.”

Aaron nodded thankfully.

“Sleep now?” asked Nana, her voice wavering.

“Yes.”

“Dream?” asked Nana, her voice reed thin, like a child’s.

“Yes. Only good dreams.”

“You’ll make them good?”

Marie doubted she could, her own dreams were filled with trauma; nonetheless, she nodded, smoothing Nana’s brow.

“You’re the promised savior. Because of you, everything transforms, changes.”

Marie was startled. Speculatively, Aaron stared at her, making her feel uneasy. As if she were an adversary, not a friend.

Deet only grinned.

Nana exhaled, letting her body go limp as Aaron pressed a button that caused the bed to unfold and lie flat.

The sheets and blanket were stretched tight. Marie bit the inside of her mouth, tasting blood. Nana’s abdomen was swollen, as if she were newly pregnant with a misplaced child.

“Do you mind?” Marie kept her voice calm, noncommittal. She looked at Aaron. He nodded.

She laid her hands on Nana’s abdomen, feeling the thickening of skin beneath bed sheets and cotton nightgown.

“Naw, child.” Nana, her dead eyes fixed on the ceiling, lifted Marie’s hands. “Don’t worry about healing this. Just is. My time.”

“Tumor? May I see?”

Nana nodded. Marie unbuttoned the nightgown. She swallowed a gasp.

Nana’s stomach was distended, but thick veins, cords bluish-purple, crossed beneath flesh. She’d never seen anything like it. As if the veins were both nurturing and containing an unborn creature, as if something inside Nana were wrapped in stasis or else transforming.

Aaron kept watching Nana. Deet studied the floor.

“Was it biopsied?” Marie asked.

“Cancer,” responded Aaron, quickly.

Marie cocked her head. What wasn’t he saying?

“Nana, may I touch?”

“Your touch would be a grace.”

Marie probed the skin; then she tapped the flesh, listening for depth. The texture was uneven, not solid like typical tumors. Rather, there seemed to be multiple tumors. Hundreds of them. Some were wide and deep; others shallow. Fingers trembling, she buttoned Nana’s gown. She’d never seen or read anything about a rash of tumors concentrated in one place. There’d been people with multiple tumors—brain, liver, abdomen. But Nana seemed pregnant with a world of hurt.

She stroked the old woman’s brow. “Nana, you should be in the hospital. You can’t heal cancer here.”

“You’d be surprised by what you can do, Miz Marie,” murmured Nana.

“You need chemo, pain management. Radiation.”

Nana sucked her toothless gums. Her head turned, her eyes staring past Marie. “A Voodoo Queen with full power can heal anything. Faith healing, faith healers. Some kiss poisonous snakes; some use prayer; some, like Christ, raise the dead. But every healing has a cost. I’m ready to go. All used up.”

Then, abruptly, Nana lifted herself onto her elbows, flailing a hand toward Marie. Marie grabbed her hand. Nana clutched harder, her nails digging into Marie’s wounds. “Remember—every healing has a cost. You’re young now,” she said, hoarsely, “but you need to parcel out your power, strength. Each miracle ages. Takes. I won’t ask you to give. One day, you’ll be like me—not much left.” Exhausted, she fell back onto the pillows, her chest heaving.

“Sleep, Nana.” Aaron kissed her brow.

“Yes. Sleep. Rest,” said Marie, her voice unsteady.

Deet lifted the pug off the floor.

“Beau. That you?” asked Nana. “That you? Beau?”

Beau circled three times then plopped down, curling himself against Nana. As if Beau were a sleeping draft, Nana closed her eyes and sighed, her lips upturned into a slight smile.

“Do you want me to sit with you?” asked Aaron.

“No, she is,” responded Nana.

“I’d be happy to,” said Marie, reassuringly.

“No, the other one.”

Marie raised her brows.

El stood at the head of the bed.

Nana, eyes still closed, chuckled. “Being blind doesn’t mean I can’t see.”

“What does she mean?” asked Deet.

“She’s got a spirit with her,” said Marie, watching the two brothers. Neither seemed surprised. Marie marveled. Clearly the two had been raised as believers.

“It’s a good spirit?” asked Deet.

“The best,” said Marie, smiling at El, feeling more at ease.

“That’s what she deserves. The best.” Aaron caressed Nana’s brow. Deet kissed her cheek. Beau snored.

Marie was deeply moved by Aaron and Deet, their big hands gently stroking Nana, patting Beau. Aaron laid an extra blanket on top of both, tucking it beneath Nana’s chin, over Beau’s feet. Saying good night was a bittersweet ritual. Any night, the brothers knew Nana might not wake in the morning.

“It is what it is,” murmured Nana before turning onto her side, facing El.

Marie couldn’t breathe. It was unsettling to hear Nana repeating El’s words. She walked quickly, opening the screen door, and stepped onto the porch. Grief burned in her mouth.

Buoys, tolling in the Gulf, sounded like church bells. She was as far south as she could go.

A firefly blinked, darted, then disappeared. From inside the house, she heard the grandsons’ voices—more bass timbre than words.

A sea haze was trying to swallow the moon.

Marie inhaled, letting the fog spiral deep into her lungs. She heard rumbling, then saw lightning pierce the sky. What did this day mean? Meeting Nana. A black haint, a will-o’-the-wisp—whatever it was, expanding, contracting—guiding? taunting her?—at the murder scene. Anatomically incorrect statues that seemed part of a prehistory, attuned to another world. Dreams of bodies floating downriver.

What did anything mean?

It was hot, the night filled with blood-sucking mosquitoes. An old woman was dying and she needed shawls and blankets to still the cold overtaking her body.

The screen door opened. Aaron gently pushed Deet onto the porch. “Go on back to jail, Deet. Baylor’s gonna need his wake-up call.”

“How come you always stay? Have fun?”

“Fun? Viewing a murdered mother and child? If you think you’re ready to be sheriff, go on. Take my place.”

Deet brushed past Marie, grumbling, favoring his right knee, down the steps. “I wasn’t talking about that family. Talking about Miz Marie. Remember, I found her. I found her.”

“You found her,” said Aaron, his voice flat.

Marie looked quizzically at Aaron.

“My brother’s bright enough.” Aaron leaned against the porch post. “Just young. Lacks common sense.”

Something bothered her, like a fly buzzing inside her mind. “He damaged his knee at Tulane?”

“His head, too,” said Aaron, but Marie heard the joking undertone, the big brother complaining about his little brother.

Deet backed into the truck, butt first, then used his hands to pull his right leg inside. He pulled his left leg inside, then slammed the truck door.

“He hoped to turn pro. Get us out of this hellhole.” Sadness infused Aaron’s bones. Marie thought that if he smiled, he’d appear handsome. Warm brown skin, black hair, long eyelashes. But Aaron no longer seemed young. He had the weary air of someone much older. Of someone with a simmering bitterness that drained vitality. Of someone—guilty. As soon as she thought it, she knew it was true. Guilty? For what? About what?

Her thoughts didn’t make sense. Aaron was the sheriff—the good man charged with kindness, keeping the peace.

“Sheriff?”

He turned, straightening, his green eyes gazing into hers. Cat’s eyes.

Marie felt a connection. The understanding that both of them had suffered. Seen too much.

The truck’s headlights sliced across their bodies. Then the glare disappeared, replaced with blackness and red taillights, like a monster’s eyes, bouncing, retreating eerily down the battered road.

“All week, she’s been telling us you’d come,” Aaron said hoarsely. “Marie Laveau. The great Voodoo Queen. All she could talk about. Day, night, she wanted to stand on the porch, waiting, watching for you.”

“It must’ve been hard.”

“It was. Her sick and all.”

“I’m glad that I got to meet her. To see someone who’s lived,” she paused, feeling overwhelmed, “her life honoring the gods—”

“Nana’s done that. Said it was the one part of our African heritage that must survive—that had allowed us to survive. There’s no church in this town, only Nana. Church services she’s given right here.” His finger pointed at the yard. “Might not seem like much, but, here, on this dirt, she saved lives. Saved my brother and me when our father died. When our mother, her daughter, turned to heroin. I was eight, Deet barely four. Nana cared for us, the whole community. She stayed, healing, birthing babies, doing ceremonies where spirits rode her.”

“ ‘Monte shwal.’ Possession. ‘Riding the horse,’ so Haitians say.”

“Yes. This old yard has seen its miracles.” His voice swelled with pride, with gratitude for a childhood filled with miracles.

In the clearing, Marie saw afterimages of voodoo ceremonies dating back to slavery: spiritual ecstasy, swirling skirts, and drummers calling the gods. Here, women in white chanted; here men danced as Ogun, the warrior.

She saw Nana, young, standing tall, supplicants bowing, reaching for her hand, her touch.

“You love Nana,” she said.

“I’d do anything for her.” A shadow darted across his eyes. Aaron bent over the porch rail, his hands gripping the wood like a lifeline.

“Why not a hospital?”

“She won’t allow it. Won’t die anywhere but here. Won’t have anyone else care for her except me and Deet.”

“You know it’s going to get worse.”

“I know. Anything else you want to say?” he said, bitterly.

“I wasn’t criticizing. You know how to work the machinery. The EKG, the defibrillator.”

“I’ve learned.”

Marie hopped on her stronger ankle, reaching for the rocker.

Aaron clutched her hand, helping her to sit.

“Thanks.” Aaron was a contradiction—a smart man who believed in ghosts; a rational man led by sentiment.

“Smoke?” asked Aaron.

“Lung cancer, that’s your choice. But even out here, there’s a slim chance a spark might blow up the house. Worse, you might forget and light up inside.”

Aaron stuffed his Marlboros back into his shirt pocket. “Drink okay?”

“I’d love one.”

Aaron pulled a flask from his back pocket. “Want a glass? Some Coke?”

“It’s fine as is.” She clasped the tin, swallowed moonshine.

Handing back the flask, she asked, “Who’s Nana’s doctor?”

“Doesn’t have one.”

Her mind flashed back to the bottles—there’d been no record of a date, a pharmacy, a doctor. Just the potent medication.

“I didn’t steal the medicine, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

“I didn’t say you did. Are you reading my mind? Or is it just your intuition?”

“Intuition.”

“Deet said you didn’t believe I’d come. Didn’t believe Nana’s prophecy.”

“I believed. Just thought if I denied it, it wouldn’t happen.” He shifted, turning to face her, full on. “I didn’t want you to come.”

“I don’t understand.”

“No need to. You’re already here.” He offered her another swig of moonshine.

“No, thanks.” She watched him carefully, searching his expression for an underlying truth.

Aaron kept drinking, draining the flask.

Torches lit, she saw Nana, older, bent, while supplicants, desperate, clawed, reached for her hand. Her face was a mixture of love and pain. Nana stumbled, and followers, like swarming ants, crawled over her, touching every surface of her body.

Marie didn’t understand. She’d seen two images of Nana—one vibrant, triumphant, but the tenor of the second was—what? Draining, unsettling? The circumstances seemed somehow inhumane. Her visions didn’t make sense.

Inexplicably, she thought: Was Nana’s blindness caused by a tumor? Or was it self-enforced?

Marie felt a cold, shrill breeze slapping her face.

She said, insistently, “You know none of the machines will keep Nana alive.” When Aaron didn’t answer, she added, “Only a narcotic drip will ease the final pain.”

“We’ve got that.”

“You’ve got powerful friends. Narcotics are banned outside a hospital or hospice care. You know they require on-sight medical supervision.”

Moonlight backlit Aaron’s body. His face was in shadow.

“What’s your payback, Aaron? What’ve you promised to do? Does the debt ever get paid?”

“I’ll go and investigate those murders.” His back was rigid. She’d pushed too hard, too soon.

Marie hopped down the steps. “I’m coming, too.”

“Nana can’t be left alone.” Aaron got into his black-and-white Buick. “Please.” He jutted his head through the open car window. “Stay with her.”

“You’re going to need help. It’s seven, maybe ten miles back. Off the main road, near three huge oaks. Have you got a forensic specialist? If not, you’re going to need NOPD’s resources.”

Aaron’s gaze was as vacant as Nana’s. Over the steering wheel, he stared straight ahead, at his family’s home. An open bag of pork rinds was on the passenger seat.

She cocked her head, her voice rising, “Did you hear me?” His stoicism grated. “You don’t like to ask for help?”

Aaron blinked, then started the engine. “Just don’t believe the city has all the answers.”

“Fair enough.”

“I’ll go to the scene. Figure things out.”

Aaron looked like the saddest person she’d ever seen.

“There’s a cot inside. I’ll be back by morning.”

“Good, I need to get back to the city.”

For the first time, Aaron smiled. “I’m not sure you’ll be finished.”

“With what? I’ve reported the crime.”

“By now everyone knows a doctor’s in town.” Aaron undid the parking brake. “Get some rest, Doc Laveau. You’re going to need it.”

“I don’t understand.”

Aaron turned, his right arm over the seat, his head twisted back, and pressed on the gas pedal.

“Hey.” Marie jumped back from the car. “Hey,” she repeated, her hand raised high, seeking acknowledgment that he’d heard her. Understood.

No response. His car, like his brother’s truck, had moved in reverse, then executed a three-point turn.

The red taillights bobbled with each crunch of gravel. The police siren was silent; but the searchlight sprayed the landscape with moving spirals of blood red light.

As much as Nana had lightened her soul, Aaron had dampened it.
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Nana was sleeping, raspy air moving through her lungs. El was by her bed, glowing like a luminescent butterfly.

Beau snored. Amazing, even the dog was comfortable with ghosts.

Marie swayed, adrenaline rushing out of her like air from a balloon.

There were two cots, each with sleeping bags. Without undressing, or washing her face, she slipped inside one. It felt good to lie down. Didn’t matter that she was overly warm. Didn’t matter that her legs were bound inside the bag. Nothing mattered but lying down, letting go.

Shadows flickered across the wood-beam ceiling. Embers blew orange in the fireplace.

Sweat broke out on her face, behind her neck, in the valley between her breasts. It dawned on her, during summer, Aaron and Deet must’ve slept atop the sleeping bags for extra cushioning. Yet she couldn’t wiggle her body out of the bag. She felt trapped, unable to move.

Random images flitted through her mind: the ax handle; the pool of blood; the mother and child.

Her body was shutting down. Aaron would identify the bodies. Collect clues. Strange, he didn’t seem worried about locating the house and the bodies.

She was in free fall, falling toward a river of death, a slick, black pool. She tried to catch herself, grip a ledge, but there wasn’t one. Flames burst upward, randomly, intermittently.

Her fall accelerated. She cried out. Her body slammed into muddy, tarlike water; she sank, ooze clogging her lungs.

Rewind.

She was falling again, her arms flailing, her fingers trying to grip a ledge. Her larynx constricted. She couldn’t scream.

She woke.

Marie shuddered, feeling cold travel throughout her body. Falling was often a prelude to deeper sleep. Her brain was trying to release anxieties, solve problems. But she hadn’t gone deep enough.

Disoriented, she focused on the concrete. She was alive. In Nana’s house. The oxygen machine whirred and clicked, rhythmically forcing air through tubes, sounding, oddly, breathless. Startling light pierced her mind.

Aaron said, “Mother and child murdered”—how did he know?

All she’d said was that a family had been murdered. She didn’t say “mother and child.” Yet, if you saw the crime or crime scene, you couldn’t help focusing on the woman and girl child. Had Aaron seen it? Known about it? Even Deet had said, “That family.” He’d said, “I wasn’t talking about that family.”

She was missing connections. Clues.

She felt a weight pushing her backward. Down. Sleep. She fought to stay awake. She should be better than this—she was acting like an amateur. Parks, if he was here, would fuss: “Facts, Marie. Collect hard evidence.”

She tried to rise.

Something lulled, tugging her deeper.

She looked across at Nana. She was still sleeping, wasn’t she?

Inside the sleeping bag, she smelled musk and burnt wood.

How did she end up in the middle of nowhere with a dying woman? Without a car, exhausted and hurt. Hungry, and nauseous from moonshine.

A hand pressed against her chest, a curtain fell inside her mind, shielding her from—what? Her strength drained.

Moonshine. How ironic. Nothing but darkness and the reflected light of stars, millions of years ago dead.

She slept. Hundreds of black tentacles, like snakes, wriggled across the underside of her eyelids. Moving inside her body, in sinews, in blood, leaving trails beneath her skin.
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THREE

DELAIRE

MORNING

Marie jerked awake, disoriented. She heard bees—thousands of bees, like a hive exploding, outraged by fire and smoke.

In her mind, like a child’s flip book, she saw again the images of the murdered family.

Her clothes were sticky, damp with sweat. Dried blood, crusty brown, coated her pants and shirt.

El was gone.

She unzipped the sleeping bag, probed her ankle. The swelling was down. Nana’s heart monitor pulsed a steady rhythm, a white wave spiking up, then down.

Beau was looking at her; his tennis ball head propped on Nana’s knee. Like her, he probably needed to pee.

Wincing, Marie rose. In daylight, she could see neglect. Dust on the table. Spider webs with dead wasps. Dirty pans in the sink. Only the area surrounding Nana’s bed was clean.

She heard bees again. The humming muted, then, rising high, higher and louder into the air.

She walked gingerly toward the window.

A small crowd—at least thirty black and brown men and women were in the yard, staring, facing the house. Their humming was repetitive, unnerving, like a tragic Gullah chant. It was a sound first voiced in slavery, a reverberating moan from deep, back in their throats.

Beau leaped off the bed, padded across the floor, and scratched at the closed door. Marie opened it, and the sound, and the light from the rising sun, washed over her.

The unifying hum ended as if on cue. Women wore Sunday-best hats with bows, pink and green ribbons, lace and silk flowers. Their shifts, though, were plain, frayed. Men wore clean belted pants and white shirts dulled from overwashing. Several stood erect, like deacons, in old-fashioned three-piece suits.

They reminded her of her band of followers in New Orleans. The poor, the uninsured. They were mainly elders who remembered the traditions of the drum, remembered tales of African shamans who healed with roots, spells, and ancestor prayers.

A man, bushy browed, hat in hand, looking as ancient as Nana, stepped forward. “Heard there was a doctor.”

Deet, rounding from the side of the house, appeared, like an apparition. “Baylor’s out shrimping. Said to say hi. I think you’ll be needing this.” He held out a brown leather bag. “Aaron should be back soon. Take it. He’ll be back real soon.”

“Deet.” Her uneasiness returned. She didn’t trust the brothers. She should have gone back to the crime scene.

“Here. Look.” He snapped the brass lock. Inside were medical supplies.

“Where’d you get these?” Gauze, syringes, wipes. Aspirin, peroxide, benadryl.

“Did your ghost stay with Nana?” Deet’s expression was smooth, without guile.

“Most of the time, Deet. The ghost stayed most of the time. Nana’s fine.”

He grinned, then pushed the bag into her hands. “There’s a thermometer. That thing for listening to hearts.”

“Stethoscope.”

“Everything you need for doctoring.”

“Deet, I can’t practice here.”

“We need you,” said the man. He looked like an Ibo with his high forehead and arched cheekbones. He had the inherent dignity of an African king, but his body was thin, malnourished.

“I’m Nate.”

Marie stepped off the porch, and as she did so, the small crowd edged closer.

Most of them were old, on the far side of sixty. Some, with yellowing skin; one, with a misshapen back; another, with a draining, red, infected eye. Another carried a tree limb turned into a cane, his trousers cut above his knee, his calf bandaged. Still another had a lopsided neck. A tumor? She guessed that anyone able-bodied, like Baylor, was working at sea.

Everyone looked at her, expectant.

She felt she was in the Third World. The nineteenth century. As if the DeLaire plantation had never closed.

“We need you, Dr. Laveau,” said Nate.

There was a cascade of “amens,” some grunting assents, some shouts of “hey’ya,” while others nodded. Still others made the sign of the cross. A woman’s voice called, “Speak the truth.” Another responded, “You were sent, Maman Laveau. Sent to us here.”

Faces, trusting, yearning, were all upturned, toward her.

Sunlight was hurting her eyes. Her body and soul ached. She needed to know if Aaron had found clues to solve the crime.

A gray-haired woman, the side of her face marked with possible cancerous moles, clasped her hand. “Help us.”

Marie exhaled, reminding herself to be in the moment. She was a doctor. So heal. “I’ll do what I can,” she murmured.

The woman squealed and clapped her hands.

The crowd parted, hands pushing forward a girl, her hair in tight, interlocking braids. Marie guessed she was six, maybe seven months’ pregnant. There was no gold band on her finger.

Beau barked.

“I’ll do my best.”

The pregnant teen was at the front of the line, and, amazingly, the others seemed to order themselves behind her, the sickest first, as if they had their own intuitive sense of triage.

“I’ll get Nana,” blurted Deet. “She’ll want to see this.”

Marie set the medical bag on the steps, pulled out the stethoscope. “What’s your name?”

“Brenda.”

“Let me listen to your heart. The baby’s, too.”

The girl’s heart raced like a rabbit’s.

“Take a deep breath. You need to relax. It’s best for the baby.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

The baby’s heart was strong, but slightly slower than the mother’s. It should have been reversed—the mother’s heartbeat slow and steady, the baby’s fast, like a galloping horse.

“Are you taking vitamins?”

The girl’s eyes remained wide, awestruck. “You’re pretty.”

“You should get to the nearest clinic. You need vitamins. Especially folic acid, the B vitamins. You need regular care.”

“Clinic is fifty miles away.”

“How old are you?”

“Fourteen.”

Marie’s heart constricted. In the city, at Charity, unwed pregnant teens were a familiar story. The world was askew with pregnant, underage girls. Was the sex consensual? Or was it rape, abuse?

“Is your mother here?”

The girl didn’t answer. Her hands traced circles on her stomach.

“Is Brenda’s mother here?”

None of the women in the yard spoke.

Marie didn’t understand it. Was the girl’s mother dead? How could any mother leave her daughter? She could never leave Marie-Claire. All the women in the yard were postmenopausal. Possible grandmothers. Yet none claimed Brenda as direct kin.

“I drink cod-liver oil every morning,” piped Brenda, eager to please.

Marie smiled at her. “Good. Don’t miss a day. Eat plenty of vegetables, fruit, and eggs. An extra teaspoon of cod-liver oil if you’re ever faint. It’s a good home remedy.”

Cod-liver oil had fat-soluble A and D, and EPA and DHA fatty acids. Still, the girl was underage. Unmarried. A lot of complications could arise: preterm labor, anemia, preeclampsia, hypertension, and low birth weight.

“Whom do you live with?”

“Nobody,” said Nate, stepping forward. “We all take care of her.”

Marie wanted to argue, shame him that inadequate health care wasn’t proper care for a pregnant teen, but she didn’t want to scare the girl. She needed to do a pelvic. But she couldn’t do an internal exam in a public yard.

Brenda had a dusting of freckles on her nose. A face filled with a teen’s hopeful joy.

Marie said softly, gently, “Prenatal care is important for a healthy baby. You need to go to a clinic.”

Brenda bobbed her head. But Marie could tell she was just trying not to be rude. She wouldn’t go anywhere. In DeLaire, Brenda would birth the baby as best she could.

Marie watched Nate move back into line. Nana’s neighbors, her parishioners, offered no other advice or explanation. They looked at the yard’s dirt as if it were gold.

“Sit, Brenda. Rest,” she said.

Brenda sat on the porch steps, holding her belly, murmuring over and over, “Maman Laveau’s going to birth my baby. Nana said so. Nana said so.”

Marie doctored, but she couldn’t heal or adequately help. Her resources were too few—cotton pads, antiseptic cream, smelling salts.

The community waited patiently, as if outdoor doctoring was the most normal thing in the world.

Peter’s eyes were red, and nearly closed with pus. Esther’s blood pressure was 160/115. The doctor’s bag didn’t have any eyewash, antibiotics, or diuretics.

Next was “Tommy. Just plain Tommy.” He was a ruddy-colored man with open wounds and abscesses on his legs and feet.

“Diabetes. You need hospital care.”

“Can’t you just fix it, Maman Marie?”

“You mean with spirits instead of medicine? It doesn’t always work that way—on demand. The loas also want us to care for ourselves.”

Tommy sneered as if he disbelieved her.

“I’m telling the truth. Faith healing isn’t a justification for not seeing a doctor.”

“Things are different here. Here, our country, we follow older ways.”

“I can’t help you.”

Disappointed, Tommy staggered away.

Marie shouted at the followers, “Christianity, voodoo. In both, God, the gods, help those who help themselves.”

Murmurs of dissent rippled through the crowd.

From the porch, Nana called out, her voice reed thin, “This here be Marie Laveau. What isn’t healed now will be healed tonight in a ceremony.”

Shocked, Marie looked back at Nana, standing on the porch, clinging to Deet’s arm. In his left hand, Deet held a cigarette. Beau sat on the bottom step.

There won’t be any ceremony!” she wanted to shout, but she felt bad about denying Nana in front of her community. She felt DeLaire was like the world beyond the looking glass, where up was down and down was up.

An elder stepped forward, and as if it was the most natural act in the world, she opened her shirt to show a lump, like a golf ball, inside her otherwise shrunken breast.

Surgery was the only option.

“Your name?” Marie whispered.

“Luella.”

“You must see a specialist,” Marie said. “Come to Charity Hospital in New Orleans. I’ll see that you’re well cared for.”

“I’ll stay right here,” Luella said, smiling angelically. “Nana’s done good with her herbs and such, but she says you’re the best. The greatest Voodoo Queen. Nothing you can’t do.”

“That’s not true, Luella. All of you, listen to me. For serious ills, you need to come to Charity. I can return, but many of you still need hospital care.”

“No—a ceremony,” demanded Nate. “Nana says you’ll heal.”

The mole-faced woman stroked Marie’s arm, saying, “We believe in you. I believe.”

Nana was sitting, smiling and swaying, in the porch rocker.

Marie looked back at the small crowd. Too-serene faces stared at her with simplistic faith. Faith that she could fix any wound.

Marie felt as if she’d stumbled into a mad world. A backwoods world with a raw belief in voodoo. Yes, miracles happened, like faith healing in Christianity. The blind saw; the crippled walked. Voodoo had its miracles, too. But faith wasn’t a substitute for medicine.

She was nearing the end of the line. The “patients” she’d seen congregated around Nana and on the porch. She realized that, except for Brenda, they all had serious, life-threatening ills. The “less serious” were really those who were stable but dying.

A fiftyish man, his throat scarred, said, “Cancer. Years back, spent some time in the hospital. Now I come to you. Nana told us you were coming. Told us there’s nothing you can’t do.” His voice was barely above a whisper.

“You need to go back to the hospital. See your doctor.”

“Don’t have a doctor. After Vietnam, spent time in a hospital. Didn’t do me much good.”

She was startled. The survival rate for throat cancer was in years, not decades.

The veteran patted Marie’s hand as if he was comforting her. “I’ll come tonight. Me and Tommy.”

“I won’t be here tonight.”

“ ’Course you will. Nana said a ceremony. A healing.”

He squeezed her hand and went to the porch to sit beside Nana.

Marie did her best to counsel those with abnormal growths, with fluid-filled lungs and impaired breathing. Cancer flourished—lung, breast, blood, and skin. Most of the villagers claimed they’d been diagnosed. By whom? Nana’s absent doctor?

When she insisted that a clinic or hospital visit was necessary, each patient responded, “I’ll be here tonight.”

“I won’t,” she began repeating, over and over. “I’ve got to get back to the city.”

Everyone disbelieved her. Nodded as if she were crazy.

Nana preened on the porch. Amazingly, she was enjoying herself. Her head and hair bobbing, her blind eyes darting. The dying faith healer was exultant, presiding over a mainly dying flock. It didn’t make sense.

Finishing her bare-bones exams, the villagers began humming again. This time the sound was jubilant, as if acknowledging that Nana’s promise had been fulfilled.

There was a call and shout: “Maman Laveau,” “Dr. Laveau,” “Marie Laveau.”

Deet kept exclaiming, “Nana knew. She prophesied. Nana knew.”

A juba began, a ritualized ring circle, an African call and response. Old bodies danced in Nana’s yard—hands slapping knees, chests, and thighs; feet stomping; spinning bodies like dervishes. Brenda clapped her hands, her big belly swaying. Nate, arms upraised, shuffled with grace.

Everyone was celebrating, and all Marie could see was poverty’s worst ills and she, a doctor, without the ability to heal.

Nana, her blind eyes open, was enthralled, seeing what only she could see.

She needed to escape. Marie pulled Deet aside. “Outhouse?”

“Round back,” he said, clapping, shouting with the passionate others.

Marie shook her head as Nana, oxygen tubing attached to her nose, faced and blessed the dirt courtyard as if she were a queen.
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Marie squatted in the outhouse; the pungent smell fit her mood and circumstances. She couldn’t doctor effectively, and she didn’t believe an on-demand voodoo ceremony would cure all ills.

Erratic flies, mosquitoes, landed, fed, then flew. She held her breath. Urine flowed.

Her skin itched; hives spread along her arms.

“Damn it to hell.” Where was Aaron? As soon as she thought it, she heard a car, the juba quieting, and shouts of recognition.

Zipping her pants, hop-skipping, running as best she could, she rushed forward, rounding the shack’s corner, eager for Aaron’s assessment of the crime scene. Did he identify the victims? Collect significant evidence?

Slowly, too slowly, Aaron was exiting the car.

She stopped short. A willow branch slapped at her arm. Look at me, she thought.

Aaron’s gaze was downward, focused on the dirt.

Look at me. Tension coiled in her stomach. Look at me.

Aaron looked up as if she’d shouted his name.

Marie saw ghosts, saw the murdered family standing apart from Aaron.

She started screaming, “What did you do? What did you do?”

Father, mother, baby. A trinity, lost and woebegone.

She collapsed onto her knees.

Deet reached for her.

“Leave me alone!” she shouted.

She saw it: A canister of oil—thick, dripping like a black stream onto the floor. The bodies were dragged into the center of the cabin. The mother, faceup; the father, facedown. The baby wrapped in the stained pink blanket was picked up and placed on the floor between her parents.

Gasoline mixed with blood, a greenish-black with red.

A match was struck. Flames and smoke shot upward.

She looked across the yard. “Why?”

Aaron looked like an undead, his limbs heavy, his face drained of emotion.

Stumbling from the ground, ignoring the pain shooting up her leg, she raced toward Aaron. She punched, scratched, his chest, shoulders, and arms.

“You watched,” she wailed. “Why? Why didn’t you stop them?”

Deet pinioned her arms.

Followers exclaimed, pushing forward, behind Aaron. Nana moaned, “Aaron baby, Aaron baby.” Deet shouted back to the porch, “Everything’s all right, Nana. All right.”

She stopped fighting, twisting from Deet’s grasp.

The bewildered crowd quieted.

Contemptuous, she glared at Aaron.

He murmured, “I’ll take you back to your car.”

Breathing heavily, she asked, “Why?” Then whispered, “Nana.”

Suddenly, she understood—the pills, the high-tech gadgetry, all of it useless bribery.

“She’s dying. None of the machines can stop that. Who paid for them, Aaron? Who paid you?”

Bodies pressed, forming a circle around her and Aaron. Anxious, worried faces. In the high-noon sun, she saw sweat beading on foreheads, necks, and arms.

She smelled her own dirt, smelled Death again. Rank. Penetrating the damp air.

“Forgive them.”

The crowd parted.

It was Nana, untethered from her oxygen canister, gripping Tommy’s arm. “For me. All for me.”

Women cooed: “Go back,” “Rest,” “Don’t fall.” Luella put an arm around Nana. Deet supported her left side. Like an amoeba, the community shifted, fanning out to the left, right, standing behind Nana.

They’d drawn a line in the sand.

On the planes of Aaron’s face, she could see the cottage burning to the ground. See Aaron standing apart from the murderers, the fire starters.

She blinked. Aaron knew she’d seen inside his soul.

Aaron hugged Nana. Nana patted his back. And when he stepped away, all the DeLaire residents—even Brenda—were scowling, stern and fierce, as if looks could kill or turn Marie to stone.

She shuddered. Nothing was as it appeared. Folks, in their impoverished Sunday best, were menacing, threatening. As if possessed by some unknown evil.

It was clear that anyone who imperiled Nana was the enemy. Her grandsons were protected as well. Whoever Nana loved, the entire town loved. Marie could almost admire the sentiment. But she couldn’t keep from thinking, who had loved the murdered young family? Who had stood for them?

“My grandsons mean well,” said Nana, her voice raspy thin without oxygen. “Always mean well.”

“You let them do it. Bargain with the devil.” As soon as she’d said it, she knew it was true.

Nana had known her medical care was both payment and bribe. For what? The murder of a new family? Clearing criminal evidence? Or something even more sinister?

She and Nana both trembled. A burst of hot air blew into the yard, rattling leaves.

“I’m a weak, foolish woman,” said Nana.

“Why? Why did you allow it?

“They needed to feel useful. To help my dying sit easier.” Tears filled her cloudy eyes. “I chose my grandbabies over faith. I’m not proud of it.”

“Aaron’s committed a crime.”

“He was just looking out for me. For the village.”

Appalled, Marie looked around at the ragtag band of followers. “What did the village get out of this?” As far as she could tell, every resident lived well below the poverty line.

She turned to Aaron. “Only the Malveauxs have benefited from your sins and crimes. If you’ve been gracing the community with your largess, I don’t see it.”

Aaron’s jaw clenched; unflinchingly, he faced her.

Marie screamed at the villagers, “How could you allow it?”

Nate, Luella, Tommy—all of the villagers stared blankly.

She screamed at Aaron, “How could you? Obstruction of justice. Accessory to murder. Imperiling public safety. Betraying one’s oath to protect and serve.”

Knees buckling, Nana cried out, wailing almost loud enough to wake the dead. Deet lifted her, carrying her away. Followers closed ranks, blocking Marie’s access to the house.

There was no gratitude. No pleasure that a doctor and a voodooienne was here, trying to help, to set things right.

Faces were strained, almost feral. How far would they go to protect Nana?

Aaron raised his hand. “Y’all go home now. I’m going to take Dr. Laveau to her car. Time for her to go home.”

There were murmurs of assent. Still, no one moved.

“Go on. This is upsetting Nana.”

Nate stood his ground. Old men, fierce, protective, made fists; women, thin lipped, crossed their arms over their chests. Only Brenda turned and walked away.

“Get into the car, Miz Marie,” said Aaron, then, more adamantly, “Dr. Laveau, get into the car.”

Aaron opened the passenger-side door. Marie touched the glass-cage barrier between back-and front seats.

“I should be driving,” she said, slipping into the car. “You should be cuffed in back.”

Aaron shut the door, and walked around to the driver’s side.

Through the front window, Marie had a clear view of Nana’s faithful. All happiness had drained from them. They looked just like what they were—a forgotten, dispossessed, and dying people.

Aaron sat behind the steering wheel.

“I’ll tell the police,” she said.

“No one’s going to believe you. Ever.”

“I’ll make them believe. See you prosecuted.”

He shrugged as if he hadn’t a care in the world.

“You’re all crazy.” Crazier than her now seeing ghosts in the side mirror, seeing El and the murdered family standing by the side of the road.

“You’ll pay,” she said, hoarsely.

“Tell me something I don’t know.” Aaron turned the key and the engine roared.

The townsfolk started humming again, like smoked, outraged bees.

The car in reverse, Aaron pressed on the gas. His boots were mud sticky, layered with burnt ash.

She couldn’t wait to get the hell out of DeLaire, to drive north, back to New Orleans. To drive out of a world where up was down, down, up—a mixed-up looking-glass world where she didn’t have the power to set things right. But she swore that soon, one day she would. Justice wouldn’t be denied. Not for a baby girl who’d never experienced more than a month’s worth of life. Not for a baby who had to die in her mother’s arms.

Threatening rain finally fell—water would be flooding the crime scene. But the water was too late to prevent arson. It was just a summer shower, a prelude to a storm.

Marie bit her lip. She wouldn’t cry, even though her soul felt battered, blown apart, caught in the eye of a hurricane.


II

New ways, city ways,

Folks die,

Everyone drowns.
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FOUR

NEW ORLEANS POLICE DEPARTMENT

EARLY MORNING

Marie stood in the police captain’s office. He hadn’t asked her to sit. But the overweight Creole glared at her, his feet on the table and his fat hands holding a cup of coffee and a pecan praline.

Everything about the cop was disrespectful—but his disrespect for her didn’t matter compared to his disrespect for the murdered family.

Captain Beauregard had pig’s eyes, little gray slits inside rolls of fat. Today, another man—dressed in an expensive suit—stood to the left of Beauregard. The captain had introduced him as “Agent Walker, Special Agent James Walker.”

The albino man looked nothing like James Bond. She would have laughed if she hadn’t been so angry.

For three nights, she’d completed her red-eye shift at Charity and instead of immediately going home to her daughter and bed, she’d come straight to the station, badgering Beauregard about the DeLaire investigation.

“Just time. It all takes time,” Beauregard said, over and over.

Yet she realized he’d been careful not to give promises. “Time” was vague and elastic.

Now, four days later, Beauregard was introducing a strange officer who seemed inordinately calm, and Marie couldn’t help feeling wary.

Beauregard fit the description of most Louisiana officers—prime candidates for cardiac arrest, stroke, and hypertension. Walker was so fit he looked like he’d come from another planet. Maybe he was an agent? FBI? But if so, why? Why now for, supposedly, a noncase? And why would Walker look at her as if she were the suspect rather than a citizen reporting a crime?

Beauregard nervously fiddled with his tie. “Dr. Laveau, there’s nothing to substantiate your claims. Why should I believe you over a man of law?”

“Why would I lie?”

“I can think of a number of reasons. Self-importance. Fame.”

She lurched forward. Beauregard flinched. His feet dropped to the floor, and his rolling chair skittered back.

“Assaulting an officer,” said Walker, “won’t win you any friends.”

“I don’t need friends. Just officers willing to do their job.”

“Sheriff Malveaux found nothing,” Walker answered blandly.

“The sheriff obstructed justice. Allowed the murderers to destroy evidence.”

“That’s a serious charge,” said Walker, his eyebrow lifting like a hawk’s wing.

Marie ignored him and glared at Beauregard. She could see the bulldog of a man he’d once been. Age and insensitivity had fattened him; but today he seemed especially uneasy, subdued, as though Walker were his superior.

“Malveaux’s corrupt,” she said, stubbornly. “I’ve told you that.”

“Why should we believe you, not him?” asked Walker.

“Because I’m telling the truth. An innocent family was brutally murdered. It happened. I didn’t imagine it.”

Beauregard stood, looking like a top ready to tip over. “As I said, this case is outside my jurisdiction.”

“You said you’d coordinate with the state police.”

Beauregard shifted nervously. “I called the state police. No one’s missing.”

Something was awry. Her head ached. She felt animosity in the room—as hot as Walker was cool.

“We’ve got plenty of crime in New Orleans,” answered Beauregard. “Please, Dr. Laveau, worry about what’s here.”

“New Orleans. America’s murder capital. I know the statistics. Seen the victims in the ER. But that doesn’t mean we should value any one death less.”

Beauregard shifted his gaze.

Walker, deadpan as ever, focused on her.

Marie stepped closer to Walker. “Who are you? State police? Internal affairs? No, I don’t think so.” His face was angular, close shaven, almost gaunt. White haired, white lashes and brows, his eyes were nearly clear, tinted with pinkish red veins. “I doubt you’re a law officer.”

Walker didn’t flinch. “I don’t care what you doubt. Just stay out of my way.”

“Are you threatening me?”

“Look, Dr. Laveau,” said Beauregard, moving from behind the desk. “I did have the state boys follow up. The whole town says the L’Overtures must’ve moved on.”

She spun around. “L’Overture? Was that their name?”

“L’Overture. John and Mimi L’Overture.”

“And the baby’s name?” She tried to still her trembling. “The little girl?”

“No word. There,” Beauregard blustered, “I’ve told you all I—we”—he looked at Walker—“know.”

If nothing had happened, why mention a name? Three days—finally a name. L’Overture. Finally, an admission that a family had existed.

Like throwing a bone to a dog, she was supposed to be satisfied.

“Let me see you out,” said Walker.

“You’re not from Louisiana,” she said, emphatic.

Walker’s jaw clenched. “Doesn’t matter where I’m from.”

Beauregard was sweating, wiping his sticky hands on his pants.

“You’re not law enforcement. Not a Louisiana native.”

“Neither are you. Heard you were a Chicago foster-care brat.”

“Louisiana is my home. I care about it. My mistake was thinking Captain Beauregard cared. You, Agent Walker—you’re not an agent of anything, are you? You don’t care about a damn thing.”

Walker sneered, “And you, Dr. Laveau, care about everything. Care about ‘your people,’ ” he sneered. “Isn’t that how they say it down South? ‘Your people.’ But you’re a city girl. How did it feel to visit Louisiana’s back roads? The wild swamps? To go country?”

He was baiting her.

“How did it feel to stand on that porch?”

Air whistled through her teeth. Walker had watched her in the bayou. Had committed murder.

She could see oaks, cypress, and Spanish moss, gray like rotten tinsel, see Walker watching her through long-range binoculars, watching her grieve.

She wanted to tear the sneer from Walker’s face.

She looked at Beauregard. Shame flushed his fat jowls. She knew Louisiana was famously corrupt. Yet it still surprised her when she could put a face on it. Beauregard, somebody’s husband, father, was another betrayer.

“You won’t get away with it,” she said to Walker.

“Threatening me with voodoo dolls?”

“I don’t do voodoo dolls.”

Walker was her adversary, at least one of them, and she’d need every skill to outwit, outmaneuver a criminal protected by the law.

She wanted, needed, to know—why? Why kill a child? Her parents? “Motive,” Parks had taught her, “is key. Motive unravels everything. Motive is the hangman’s rope.”

Nauseous, she looked out the inneroffice glass wall at the busy police hive: rows of desks, the requisite water cooler, an overworked copier, worn computers, hundreds of mug shots posted on the smoke-stained walls. Officers—some uniformed, some in street garb—were typing reports, and handcuffing, transporting criminals—petty thieves, vagrants, and repeat offenders. How many of them knew that a criminal, by act or omission, was in their captain’s office? How many knew Beauregard was corrupt? How many of them were corrupt?

In the reflective glass, she could also see Walker towering over the squat Beauregard.

Flesh rolling over his belt, ballooning his shirt, Beauregard sidled up to her. “Maman Laveau, let it go.” His voice was low. Marie detected sympathy. Empathy?

He called her “Maman,” her voodoo honorific.

“They don’t want your interference in DeLaire. Keep at it and there might be consequences.”

“Are you threatening me, too?”

“No,” said the captain, his voice thin bravado. “There’s no evidence of a crime.”

“Liar.”

“Dr. Laveau”—Beauregard opened his door—“let me walk you out.”

“I know the way.”

“You’ll come back.” It was a statement whispered as she passed.

Beauregard’s body blocked the sight line between her and Walker.

She nodded slightly.

Beauregard looked relieved. What the hell did that mean?

Beauregard had played her all along, and when she didn’t go away, Walker was called. Walker, who, apparently, intimidated Beauregard more than she did. But Beauregard seemed to be asking for her help. It didn’t make sense. Some things she could divine, but with Beauregard, she’d hit a blank wall.

Aaron had said she wouldn’t be believed. That wasn’t quite right. She was believed, but that didn’t stop the cover-up, the lies, or the likelihood of conspirators lying to each other.

“I’ll go to the state police myself.”

“I wouldn’t do that.”

“You should listen to Beauregard,” said Walker, softly.

Marie looked at Beauregard’s fat, guilty face.

Police and doctors were supposed to be kin, counterparts in a terrible yin/yang. Police handled robberies, incest, and murder; doctors handled the resulting gunshots, suicides, and knife wounds.

“You disappoint me, Captain Beauregard.” Then she looked scathingly at Walker.

Walker was everything Beauregard wasn’t—tall, thin, white, dressed in an expensive tailored suit.

“I’m not an idiot, Walker. I won’t let this rest.”

“You think you can hunt me?” His voice was taut, mimicking his body.

“I know I can.”
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Marie moved through the maze of office desks and chairs. Some of the policemen tipped their hats, others stared, curious, still others showed outright hostility to a civilian interfering with police work.

She could feel both Beauregard and Walker watching her back.

It was an odd choice of a word—“hunt.” That’s what it had felt like in the bayou, a hunt. The family had been hunted and killed as if they were animals. On their bayou porch, she’d been watched as if she was prey. But just as Walker had decided then not to harm or pursue her, she’d decided not to hunt or be a predator now. Timing was everything.

She looked back at Beauregard, standing in the doorway, diminished and unsettled, while Walker, deadly as a tiger, leaned nonchalantly against the door frame as if he hadn’t a care in the world.
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Outside, in the bright sun, Marie blinked, shading her eyes. In seconds, sweat caused her shirt to stick to her breasts and abdomen; her pants hitched tighter against her crotch.

In Louisiana, every August was the same. Heat from the Sahara blew across the sea, the Caribbean islands, and into the southern United States. Hurricane season. The city was a giant swamp bowl, twenty feet below sea level.

Even the air was pregnant with moisture, making Marie feel as if she were walking through water. Swamp air, rather than swampland. Sultry, almost unbearable.

She needed to think, come up with a plan.

She stared upward at the blue sky—not a cloud on the horizon. But that didn’t mean anything. Any moment rain would come, thundering, showering, and sweeping up from the Caribbean and into the Gulf. The radio said there was Katrina, a tropical storm. Most times storms were small or medium size, but there was always the tense expectation that the “big one” was possible, even probable.

It was a never-ending cycle during hurricane season. Will it or won’t it become a hurricane?

The sky was sweet baby blue. A hurricane hadn’t ravaged New Orleans since Betsy in ’65.
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She was tired, spent. She could use a stiff drink—anything but a hurricane, the tourist drink of punch and cheap rum.

Last night—or was it this morning?—she’d lost two patients, an elder without insulin, a child with pneumonia. Beauregard had wasted four possible crime-solving days. Ninety-six hours. If Parks were here, he wouldn’t have allowed it. She was merely a medical doctor who Beauregard had blown off.
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She felt a strong urge to see water. The Mississippi—misi-ziibi, named by the Ojibwa as the “great river,” was North America’s largest river road. At its mouth, river water commingled with Gulf waters. She couldn’t help believing the L’Overtures, the viscious darkness, and the waterways were interconnected. Water usually signified amniotic fluid, rebirth. Did it mean anything that Brenda was about to give birth, that Nana appeared pregnant, and that the DeLaire newborn was dead?

She walked toward the river, stopping at the Café du Monde to order a café au lait to go.

New Orleans, despite sweltering heat, was not the land of iced coffee and Starbucks. Hot coffee laced with chicory and mixed with steaming hot milk was, for most residents, the drink of choice, at least when they weren’t drinking Sazeracs, absinthe mixed with rye.

The outdoor patio was packed. A duo, a young man with a guitar, a girl with a violin, strummed and bowed, a G-rated, “Fire on the Bayou.” They were entertaining the tourists, the local schoolchildren on summer vacation. Scattered among them were prostitutes and pimps, all-night blues and rock musicians drinking their “morning coffee” before going to bed all day, to work again all night.

She paid for her coffee, then walked toward the river, powdered sugar from the café’s beignets sticky on the concrete and her shoes.

Pigeons sauntered, pecking fluffs of the sweet bread.

Occasionally, someone recognized her and tipped a hat, nodded a head, or made the sign of the cross to ward against her supposed evil.

The real evil was inside the city police department.

She kept walking toward the river, down the promenade where tourists strolled, lovers kissed, and hopeful fishermen tried to catch catfish. Leaning over the rail, she watched the swirling muddy brown water. No visible fish, no blue-green algae, only dirt and more dirt. The public health department warned about PCBs and heavy-metal toxins. Steamboats, cargo ships, and pleasure boats spilled their refuse into the water. There was the romance of rolling down the river as well as the poison. For poor people, unhealthy fish was better than nothing at all. Like New Orleans, the river was a contradiction—beautiful but capable of being deadly.

El strolled beside her. “It is what it is.”

“And I’m going to find justice, El. Solve the crime.”

The L’Overtures stood at the Riverwalk guardrail, staring at the waves and swirling brown currents.

It was the first time she’d seen the ghosts since the bayou. It was as if they were tourists, enjoying the city sights, a family vacation. If they were alive, they’d be chattering, eating taffy. The baby would be squealing gleefully; her parents would be showering her with kisses.

Marie turned toward El. She looked fragile, translucent, and cold. Not at all the warm, big-boned, and big-hearted woman she’d loved in life.

“I wish I could have saved you, El. You were so much more than a friend.”

If El were substance, Marie would have embraced her.

El pointed at the water.

Marie looked. Nothing unusual. White seagulls diving, and brown, muddy water stretching toward a stormy horizon. “I don’t see anything.”

A shape rose from the water, spiraling upward, water dripping like a rough waterfall. She dropped her coffee. Beige liquid splattered, the cup rolled over the wharf’s edge. When the muddy Mississippi fell away, the shape, beneath it, glinted like diamonds, sparkling rainbows, revealing the outlines of a woman’s face, with white foam-filled hair.

A spirit-loa rebirthed in water.

Tourists kept chattering, leaning over the wharf’s rail, walking, arm in arm, or staggering with their plastic cups of beer. A boy lost his balloon, wailing as it floated high. The Natchez riverboat churned watery foam while a quartet played ragtime, and passengers, their hands dirty with spice, sucked crawfish heads.

The vision was hers. And El’s. And the L’Overture ghosts’.

“She’s beautiful,” murmured Marie. The figure spun, facing the shore, facing Marie. Her breasts were teal, her legs fused into one.

El whispered, “See.”

“I’m seeing,” she answered, awestruck. “I don’t believe it, El. A mermaid.”

El disappeared. But the water spirit was poised atop the water, her hands, droplets of coalescing water, rose upward, then lowered, stretching, reaching across the watery miles toward Marie.

The L’Overtures, too, had faded.

“Maman Laveau.”

Startled, she turned.

Deet, eyes bleary, stubble on his cheeks and chin, stood beside her holding Beau.

She knew immediately that Nana had died. Her heart ached. “I’m so sorry.” She hugged Deet. Beau, his small head pressed between their chests, licked her face.

“When did she die?”

“Last night.”

“And you didn’t stay? You drove here?”

“Nana wanted me to. Before her last breath, she told me to leave.”

“How did you find me?”

“Told me where you’d be. Said you’d be right here on Riverwalk.”

“She knew?”

“Even about your visits to the police.”

Marie averted her gaze. The Mississippi was still dirty brown; the water was placid, flat like a mirror.

“Nana understood why you needed the city police.” Deet set Beau down. The pug peed on the boardwalk’s iron rails.

“You and Aaron ought to do what’s right. Report, solve the crime.”

Deet shook his head.

“I forgot,” she said bitterly. “Tin sheriff and deputy. You don’t care about victims. Take the money and run.”

“We didn’t take any money.”

“Just medical supplies. You think that isn’t money, Deet?”

Tears filled his eyes. “Aaron always looked out for us. Tried to do it right. For Nana. Me.” The young man who’d confidently tried to woo her was gone.

“Sit. Tell me about Nana.” She pulled Deet toward a bench. Beau waddled, and lay between their feet.

“Aaron said she’d live longer. But she didn’t. He said she wouldn’t have any pain. But she did.”

Marie heard the child’s wail in Deet’s voice. She heard his fury at Aaron, his grief that his grandmother had left him.

“There were plenty of sedatives. Even morphine.”

“She wouldn’t take anything. Said it was her punishment. For betraying you, the faith.”

Marie closed her eyes. Nana’s death would have been brutal, filled with excruciating pain. She sat back, straining for air.

“That’s why Aaron did it. To help Nana.”

“Did what?” She kept her voice soft, her eyes fixed on the river. She wanted to hear Deet say it. Confirm what she knew but hadn’t actually seen.

“Let them burn the bodies.”

“Who?”

Deet didn’t answer.

“Did Aaron kill the L’Overtures?”

“No. Aaron wouldn’t kill anybody.”

“Just cover up murder,” she said, scornfully.

“DeLaire isn’t like New Orleans.”

“Why isn’t it?”

Deet’s eyes were dry, his voice brittle.

“Tell me, Deet, who committed the murders?”

“I don’t know.”

“You’re lying.”

“No, I don’t know.”

“But you can guess.”

Fear settled on his shoulders like crows. He twisted his head, scanning the Riverwalk crowd, almost as if he expected someone to appear.

There was a panhandler shaking a Dixie cup of coins, a street preacher singing “Amazing Grace” and sounding like a foghorn. Everyone else was intent on trying to enjoy the too-hot, sunny day.

Beau’s nose nudged her hand. She stroked his head.

“Only thing I could do well was play football,” said Deet, continuing. “Got injured in my first season. I kept begging for coach to let me play. I was a rookie wanting to show off.

“ ‘One play,’ I pleaded.” He swallowed. “My only play. Hit from both sides. My left knee buckled and I felt muscle tearing, the bone shattering. I’d nowhere else to go—but back to DeLaire.”

“To Nana.”

“Yes.” He leaned against the wood. “Nana loved me. No one will ever love me like she did.”

Marie wished she could hold Deet like she held Marie-Claire and soothe away his sorrow. But she already sensed nothing could ease him.

“I can’t stop seeing her dying,” Deet murmured. “Even when I sleep. Close my eyes.” Compulsively, his hand clutched his khaki-covered knees. “Aaron’s screaming ’cause Nana won’t take the medicine. ‘Take the medicine,’ he’s begging. ‘Take the medicine.’

“At the end, she blamed me, too, because I supported Aaron. Not the murder cover-up. But him doing what he thought best to heal Nana.”

Deet’s body shuddered, as if a cold wind had curled about his bones. “At the end, she wouldn’t look at either of us.”

“Tell me about the L’Overtures.”

“Can’t.”

“Won’t?”

“It wasn’t easy for Aaron.”

“You think dying is easy?”

“They were already dead!” Deet shouted. Passersby turned, staring. “Aaron didn’t kill them,” he said, more quietly, “Everybody in DeLaire is dead.”

Beau barked, tried to claw onto Marie’s lap. A seagull dived, screeching and plucking a fish from water.

Deet placed Beau on Marie’s lap. “Nana wanted you to have him.”

“I can’t.”

“She made me promise. Said Beau needed to be with you. Needed to be with someone who had the sight. Said Beau wouldn’t be happy otherwise.”

Beau’s pink tongue lolled. He seemed to be saying, “Take me.” Her heart went out to the little dog.

“I’ll take Beau if you tell me who—”

“I don’t know.”

“But you suspect someone?”

No answer.

“Who gave Nana her medical equipment? Who did Aaron barter with? Report to?”

Deet’s face twisted with guilt.

“Was it Walker?”

Deet stood abruptly, his right hand, itching, sliding up and down his arms. “All I have left in this world is my brother. I won’t get him killed.” He patted Beau’s head. “Beau, you be good for Maman Marie.”

“Deet, if I don’t press for the truth, who will?”

His eyes were bleak. For a moment, she thought Deet was going to tell her. Confess what he knew.

“Nana said she’d be seeing you.” He’d regained control. “Told me to tell you that El was right. Something about the world being hard on women. You know El?”

“She was a friend of mine.” Behind Deet, the sky was bright blue. “Did Nana say anything else?”

“Yes. But it didn’t make sense. She was in pain, nearly dead.”

“What did she say?” She hated pressuring Deet, but she needed leads. Needed to make up for the time Beauregard had wasted. He was Walker’s lackey.

“Nana said, ‘Mine the water.’ No, I think, ‘Mind the water.’ Or was it ‘mine’?” He shrugged. “I don’t know.”

What did that mean? “Mine,” “Mind,” either way, it didn’t make sense. She leaned over the rail, watching the brown pools swirling about the pilings. Three years after acknowledging her heritage, she’d had enough death and dying to last a lifetime. In medicine, you generally knew why someone died. You fought a known enemy. Bacteria. Virus. Lungs perforated by knives and bullets. Yet, as a voodooienne, she was a detective in two worlds—one tangible; the other intangible. Complications were challenging.

“See you, Derek.”

Arrested by hearing his proper name, Deet studied her. “Maman Marie, please. Don’t come back to DeLaire. Stay here. Let it go. For my sake. For Aaron’s and Nana’s.”

“I promised I’d return.”

“They don’t want you back.”

“Not even Brenda? Her baby’s almost due.”

Deet’s lids half-closed, hiding his feelings. He knew Brenda and her baby needed help.

He repeated, “They don’t want you back. They loved Nana.”

“In the afterlife, I can’t imagine Nana resting easy. Can you, Derek?”

He turned, limping away like an old, battered man.

“Wouldn’t she want me to support her community?”

No response.

The air shimmered; the water’s surface rippled.

“Tell Aaron I’m coming,” she shouted. “With Nana dead, I claim the community. Tell them. I am . . . I shall be their Voodoo Queen.”

Deet kept walking, his shoulders hunched, his hands stuffed into his pockets.

In a voodoo ceremony, Deet would be Legba. Except Legba, with his walking cane, opened the spirit gates. Everything about and inside Deet was shutting down. Secrets did that, she thought—spoiled like cancer.

He’d reversed himself. In DeLaire, he’d been eager as a schoolboy to take her to Nana; now, he was warning, wishing her away.

Marie cupped Beau’s little head, her thumbs stroking his furry jowls.

Beau’s gaze fixed on her. He had an old soul.

“Time for me to set wrongs right? To do what Nana couldn’t, wouldn’t, do? Blink once for no. Twice for yes.”

Beau’s stare didn’t change.

Marie sighed.

“Come on, Beau.” Holding him by his belly, she set him down, letting his paws touch the boardwalk. “Let me know if you get tired.”

Beau’s stomach shook, his four legs moving twice as fast as her two.
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If she forgot the day’s beginning, she’d enjoy her stroll down Riverwalk. Her sprained ankle had healed. Her hands no longer hurt. She wasn’t wounded, physically, just plain old tired. A tiny breeze wafted off the river.

Beau sniffed and peed at every post. Even when there couldn’t possibly be any more urine inside him, he lifted his stumpy back leg.

“You know, I don’t usually like small dogs. My last dog, Kind Dog, was big. Brave.” She still had nightmares remembering Kind Dog’s howling while Parks broke down the bedroom door. Marie-Claire was safe because of Kind Dog’s fierce bravery against the vampire.

Beau barked, his baseball-size head jerking up.

“Doggy,” shouted a toddler in a stroller, sounding just like her daughter.

Marie was convinced there was a rule in the universe that all children under five sounded the same. A child shrieked and every mother turned; a laugh, every mother smiled; a cry, and every mother grew anxious. She’d seen it happen on streets, in grocery and department stores. A hundred times she’d heard a cry and gone searching for Marie-Claire.

Beau kept pace beside her.

Marie watched a mother cooing to her baby, wrapped in a sling; another walked holding her two children’s hands. A mother-to-be, uncomfortably pregnant during a steamy August, waddled. Another woman wore a pink T-shirt with an arrow, pointing down, and the words, baby on board. And another pushed an expensive stroller strong enough for a safari trek.

Marie stopped. Beau, not much higher than her ankles, bumped into her.

Strange, she’d never seen so many pregnant women or women with small children. There was a mother, kneeling, her arm around her child’s waist, pointing at the anchored cargo ships. Another pushed a curly-headed boy, playing with plastic key rings. Two friends, both pregnant, were buying IMAX tickets, two air-conditioned seats for Hurricane on the Bayou.

Suddenly, Beau started barking, running in circles and chasing his stub of a tail.

“Beau? Beau.” She picked him up. The fur on Beau’s neck was raised, sticking straight up.

Marie looked around, snapping, scanning images in her mind. At the trolley turnabout, mothers and mothers-to-be crossed and uncrossed tracks.

To her left was the Mississippi; to the right the Audubon Aquarium of the Americas with flags, billboards with painted alligators, sea turtles, and fireflies. Behind her was St. Louis Cathedral, its three spires piercing the clouds. In front of the cathedral was Jackson Square, grass and cobblestones, filled with street peddlers selling Mardi Gras trinkets and French Quarter paintings, and tarot card readers encouraging tourists to “Buy souvenirs”; “See your future. Mama Rosa doesn’t lie.”

Actually, Mama Rosa did lie. Marie knew she never gave a bad reading, even when the cards signaled danger or death. “If bad things coming, and they can’t be changed, why worry someone?” Mama Rosa philosophized. But good or bad, Marie preferred knowing what was coming. She didn’t like surprises, being left in the dark.

Church bells tolled. Nine AM.

Pigeons burst upward, flying and landing like a wave of mottled gray. Birds settled in the fountain; others landed atop the statue’s cast-iron wings; still others, reassembled, like a small army, on the ground.

Beside the fountain stood Walker. His suit jacket folded over his arm, he dangled his fingertips in the water. He knew she saw him.

Watching tourists, peddlers, and locals flow around Walker, Marie knew no one recognized him as evil. People had a desperate need to see what they wanted to see. Everyday reality was, more accurately, a reality of multiple worlds—the lawful and the lawless, the fair and the unfair, the living and the dead. Mysteries abounded.

Some said the French Quarter didn’t hide a man’s sins. That was part of America’s fascination with the Big Easy.

Except it was a lie.

Plenty of New Orleans’s sin, courtesy of city government and the Department of Tourism, remained hidden. Sex and alcohol were abundant, but the extreme, soul-destroying sins were layered beneath a garish surface. Conference attendees could be naughty in New Orleans, but miss the clues to a more pervasive evil. The abusive desires hidden behind sly smiles. The addictions—alcohol, drugs, gambling, and sexual—that encouraged pathologies, and could be dressed up in leather, sequins, and feathers, or be veiled, more horrifically, by a businessman’s suit, a priest’s robes, or a schoolteacher’s cotton dress. Police weren’t necessarily always on your side; bribery was their mother’s milk.

Agent Walker was concrete evil down to the bone.

Yet no one recognized Walker for who and what he was. None of the mothers or mothers-to-be thought to run. If they saw what she did, they’d gather their children, cover their abdomens, and run screaming. That was the problem with sight, seeing what others didn’t see. Knowing what others didn’t know. On the one hand, Walker was a thin, bloodless-looking man. White hair, sunglasses covering his nearly pink eyes; for some, he might be an object of pity. But he was deadly.

What did it all mean? Pregnant women; Nana’s death; a mermaid spirit; and Walker, a human predator.

She scooped Beau up and kissed the top of his head. “You sensed him first, didn’t you, Beau?”

Beau licked her cheek.

She slowly smiled.

Given all the unknowns, the confusing symbols and signs, Marie felt a perverse joy in knowing with certainty that Walker was her enemy.
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FIVE

HOME, NEW ORLEANS

MIDMORNING

“Momma!” Marie-Claire squealed, her finger-painting hands high in the air.

Construction paper and bottles of red, yellow, and blue paint were on the kitchen table.

“Doggie,” Marie-Claire shouted.

“Who’s my baby? My, oh, so pretty baby?”

“Me.” Marie-Claire, her fingers still sticky blue, wrapped her arms about Marie’s legs.

One hand held Beau; her other hand hugged Marie-Claire, relishing her daughter being healthy and well.

“Let me see,” Mare-Claire squealed. “Doggie. Let me see.”

Marie stooped, lifting Beau’s paw to shake Marie-Claire’s hand.

“Oooo,” said Marie-Claire.

Marie’s heart thrilled, seeing Marie-Claire gently stroke Beau’s paw. Seeing Beau keep still, careful not to frighten Marie-Claire, his little big eyes watching her.

“You’re going to have to pay me extra,” yelled Louise, her hands, bubble covered, in the sink. “Walking a dog. Ain’t like walking a child.”

“How much, Louise?” Since she’d brought Marie-Claire home from the hospital, Louise had cared for her.

“A dollar a walk.”

“You got it.”

“No, fifty cents. I don’t want to be greedy.”

Marie winked, and tickled Marie-Claire. Marie-Claire laughed.

“Let’s make it an extra hundred a month. Who knows how many times he’ll need a walk?”

Beau blinked, as if to say, ‘I won’t walk that much.’

Louise whooped, ecstatic. Marie knew she’d use the money to buy lottery tickets and dolls for her grandbabies. She was also happy because she’d found a way to give Louise a raise. Louise was still amazed to be paid good money for raising children; Marie wouldn’t have it any other way.

“Beau. Beau. Beau,” Marie-Claire shouted, twirling around, her yellow skirt billowing, her blue hands high in the air. “His name’s Beau.”

“How do you know?” Marie asked, her hands on her hips.

“Just do,” Marie-Claire squealed, her hands outstretched for Beau.

Marie was still, at times, caught off guard by Marie-Claire’s sight.

Her first year as a resident, she’d performed a C-section on a woman she’d thought was dead. Only later did she discover that the woman had been alive. Conscious, but paralyzed; a zombie. A distant and up to then, unknown cousin. Marie adopted Marie-Claire, and her love was as powerful as if she’d carried her for nine months and given birth.

Marie placed Beau in Marie-Claire’s arms and stroked her black curls. “You’re my good, sweet girl.”

“You don’t mind blue paint on your clothes, then,” said Louise sharply. “Or blue paint on a dog. How you expect me to wash that?”

Marie laughed. There were blue streaks on her pants. Beau’s right paw and tiny belly were blue, too.

“Thank goodness finger paint is washable.”

“Humph,” said Louise.

“Sorry,” piped Marie-Claire, grinning, not sorry at all. “This dog’s funny. His nose’s smashed.”

“He’s a pug,” answered Marie.

“He’s boo-ti-full.”

“Ugly, more like,” said Louise.

“Boo-ti-full ugly,” said Marie-Claire.

“A perfect balance,” Marie said, smiling. For the first time all day, she felt content.

“Want some food?” asked Louise. “Oatmeal’s left.”

“O’meal,” squealed Marie-Claire. Oatmeal was her favorite food.

“No, thanks.” Marie kissed the tip of Marie-Claire’s nose.

“I could make you some eggs. Grits.”

“No, thanks.”

“A woman’s got to eat,” said Louise, scowling, standing tall, proud of her heft. She turned back to the sink, muttering. “Never could stand skinny women.”

Laughing, Marie hugged Louise. “Thanks. I couldn’t do my life without you.” Louise had helped her since she’d brought Marie-Claire home from the hospital. Marie hadn’t known a thing about babies. Louise, forty-eight, already a grandmother, had done nothing but raise babies. She’d been shocked when Marie refused to own a “child-distracting” TV. But Louise adjusted graciously, and as Marie-Claire grew, she’d come to love reading aloud, finger painting, and sandbox time.

“Come on, Marie-Claire,” said Louise, picking up Beau, touching his paws to the ground. “Time for day care.” With a wet cloth, she wiped Marie-Claire’s blue hands.

“I want to stay with Beau. Is he a puppy?”

“No, full grown. He’ll be here when you get back, Marie-Claire. Give me a kiss.”

They both puckered their lips.

“Day care, Marie-Claire,” said Louise.

“I want to stay here.”

“Your mom needs rest. She’ll pick you up this afternoon.”

“I want to be with Beau.”

“He needs rest, too. Look at him.”

Beau, obligingly, lay down, his head between his paws.

“Have you got your lunch pail?” asked Marie.

“Forgot.” Marie-Claire rushed to the counter, picking up her vintage Wonder Woman pail. “Beau, come say bye.” Beau trotted after Marie-Claire.

Marie stopped Louise at the kitchen door. “I need to go away this weekend. Can you watch Marie-Claire?”

“That child needs more of your time.”

“I know.” Mother anxieties flooded her body. Being a good mother was the most important thing in the world to her.

Louise snorted sympathetically and patted her hand. “Only one Marie Laveau in this world. Just don’t get yourself killed.”

“Come on, Momma.” At the front door, with her lunch pail, Marie-Claire rocked back and forth on her sparkly tennis shoes. “Come say bye.”

Marie scooped her up in the hall, kissing Marie-Claire, holding her extra tight.

“Don’t worry, Momma,” said Marie-Claire. “I’ll be okay.”

Marie set her down. “Who says I’m worried?”

“Me.”

“How do you know?”

“Just do,” Marie-Claire cooed. Then she patted Beau, who was sitting, his ears down, his tail curled beneath him.

It was hard work being a mother and a healer; hard work being a mother, period. She was blessed that Marie-Claire was so well adjusted.

“Forgot. Momma, I forgot.” Marie-Claire started to run back into the kitchen. “My picture’s for you. I painted it for you.”

“Thank you. But I’ll get it, love.” She hugged Marie-Claire again—feeling tiny hands patting her back as if Marie-Claire were the reassuring mother. Suddenly, Marie felt like crying, felt as if she never wanted to stop holding her daughter.

“Have a good day at school, sweet pea.”

“You’re a sweet pea.” Marie-Claire kissed her mother’s cheek, and followed Louise.

Marie watched them from the porch. Humidity was still high; clouds were rolling in from the Gulf. The horizon, once clear and sunshine filled, had turned purple with storm clouds.

“You got an umbrella, Louise?”

“In the trunk. Weatherman says a hurricane is headed for Florida.”

“Not here?” asked Marie.

“Naw, it’s probably going to turn. Blow out to sea. Louisiana’s fine. Florida’s just unlucky.”

Marie sniffed the air. It was normal for the season—moist, pungent with Gulf odors of diesel, fish, and algae. She smelled bacon and strong coffee. If people were really worried about a hurricane, she’d smell fear.

She watched Louise buckle Marie-Claire into her car seat. Through the glass window, she could see Marie-Claire’s pigtails, decorated with yellow beads, swinging. See Marie-Claire waving good-bye to her and Beau.

“See you at three,” Marie called. “Have a good day.” She kept waving, watching the car drive away. Kept wishing she had more hours to spend with her daughter.
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Marie went back inside the house. DuLac had willed it to her and she was grateful. The Orleans parish house was much better for raising a child than her French Quarter walkup. It had front and back yards, three bedrooms—one of which DuLac had designed as an altar room to the voodoo gods.

DuLac’s belle époque furnishings were a bit risqué for a child but Marie hadn’t had the heart to change it. Sometimes she imagined DuLac, a handsome, elegant Creole, in the chair near the fire. It was DuLac who’d guided her to the faith she hadn’t known was hers.

“It’s your fate, your fa,” he’d told her when she’d been most afraid. And for the first time in her life, he made her feel normal, part of a community.

Marie looked about the kitchen: a messy kitchen table; clean dishes in the rack; light streaming in through the oversize window; and a fan, above the sink, blowing hot air in from outside. The kitchen was the last place she’d seen DuLac alive. He’d been happy, cutting up chicken for gumbo.

“Beau.”

The little dog looked at her, then stood on his hind legs, trying to climb onto Marie-Claire’s vacant chair.

“Beau, come on, time for bed. I know you like the bed.”

The little dog wouldn’t move.

“Come on. I’ll snuggle you.” Rather, she’d take comfort from the little dog. If she didn’t have a man, having a dog to snuggle against wasn’t bad. “You want to be carried?”

Beau lifted his paw, scraping the air.

“You hungry?”

Beau barked, more fiercely, trying to leap onto the chair.

“What? The painting?”

She lifted Beau; he yapped. Marie swore he wanted her to see Marie-Claire’s painting.

She stared at the glossy paper. Usually, Marie-Claire painted stick figures. She and her mama holding hands. She and her best friend, Susie, at day care. Sometimes, she painted El, DuLac, or Kind Dog. She remembered them all. Her surrogate family. All dead now. Marie prayed Marie-Claire didn’t remember that each had died protecting her.

Marie picked up the painting. The color had dried and was already starting to flake. Three blue wavy lines, in layers, extended across the page.

“What’s it mean, Beau?” The little dog, held, burrowed against her breast, had fallen asleep.

She kissed Beau’s head. For a second, she could see Beau curled against Nana. Beau, loyal, steadfast, was more virtuous than Nana’s grandsons.

“Hey.” She scratched Beau’s ear. The little dog opened his eyes and yawned. Then he wiggled his stub of a tail and fell back asleep. Carrying Beau, kicking off her tennis shoes, she walked down the hall to her bedroom.

She laid Beau on a pillow (he didn’t wake), laid the painting on the nightstand, and closed the blinds.

She grimaced; working the night shift sometimes made her feel like a vampire. She pushed the thought away, stripped off her clothes, and slid beneath the sheets.

Inside her jeans pocket, her cell phone rang—the muffled tune, “It’s Raining Men.” A single mother’s wish.

Marie-Claire laughed, hearing her mother sing the lyrics. For Christmas, Marie bought Marie-Claire the picture book, Cloudy with a Chance of Meatballs, and together, they’d giggled over raining meatballs. For weeks, they’d alternated singing “It’s raining meatballs,” “It’s raining men. Hallelujah!”

In New Orleans, rain—like everything else—was a double-edged sword. Rain cleared the polluted air, encouraged the lush green, but during rough storms, it lashed like knives and caused deadly flash floods.

She burrowed in the sheets, letting the call go to voice mail.

She heard distant thunder.

Beau snored. Marie counted the seconds between the rumbling sounds to tell how fast the storm was approaching.

She sat up, turning on the nightstand lamp, and looked at Marie-Claire’s painting.

Three wavy lines. Blue, horizontal, like ocean water? She thought of ships at sea caught by lightning, trapped by cresting waves. Did sailors believe in mermaids?

Did Marie-Claire know something she didn’t? Innocents, supposedly, had purer sight.

Like a flash, she saw the second statue. Dual sexed. No siren lured it, rather, it had its own unique power. Both seducer and seduced.

Strangely, she thought of Parks. They’d been good together.

Marie exhaled, punching the pillow before settling her head. Beau shifted his weight closer to her, his short back against her shoulder.

A family of ghosts. A river siren. Darkened pools. A face in the water. Country. City. Water, earth. What did any of it mean?

She refused to worry. Today, she needed to rest. Needed to be ready for the future. Needed to do what Nana and her grandsons couldn’t do. Make peace, find justice.

Her skin broke into a sweat.

Liar, liar, pants on fire, she thought, remembering the childhood chant.

When the loas called and signs appeared, she felt blessed, grateful. She also felt anxiety, and sometimes, fear. With the spirit world, anything could happen, including emotional and physical wounds that no medicine could fix and the creating of consequences beyond her control.

She thought she saw Baron Samedi in the corner, but she decided it was just another shadow. Her mind playing tricks.

Let me dream, she thought, and, in the next second, she thought, Don’t let me dream.

She opened the nightstand drawer. She lifted a photo of herself and Parks on the Riverwalk. Asleep, Marie-Claire was slumped in her stroller, a huge rainbow lollipop still in her hand and sticking to her hair.

For a little while, they’d been a family. Just like the murdered L’Overtures.

She looked at the Jersey boy, blond, sun-kissed handsome like a surfer boy. Not her usual type. A Korean tourist, crazy about jazz, had taken the photo. Too bad Parks hadn’t loved her enough to stay. Maybe it was because she hadn’t had the courage to ask? Maybe asking would have made all the difference.

She punched the pillow.

Beau, dreaming, stretched, rolling onto his back, exposing his soft belly. Amazing, she thought, how dogs could trust and make themselves vulnerable.

She stroked Beau’s belly, his little legs twitched.

“Parks,” she murmured, “touch me.” She stretched her toes and threw her arms above her head. She tried to imagine Parks lying beside her, stroking her belly and breasts. She felt nothing but humid air.

Beau snuggled closer. She kissed the little dog’s head.

She slept, long, hard, and deep.
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SIX

CHARITY HOSPITAL

EVENING SHIFT

Marie stood beneath the parking garage’s overhang. The world was gray. She’d brought an umbrella, but the rain was heavy, the wind brisk.

She scanned the sky, hoping for a lessening of rain, before dashing across the street to Charity for another twelve-hour shift. Thunder cascaded, and lightning, like a jagged knife, ripped the sky.

Built in the nineteenth century, Charity Hospital looked like a fortress; the original two-story building had grown helter-skelter into four huge towers, each thirty feet high, with hundreds of brightly lit windows, eerie in this weather, like a castle’s malevolent eyes.

Charity Hospital was its own world as much as the wetlands, the bayou and marsh, except that it was enclosed, recycling stale air through linking hallways, surgical theaters, and overcrowded wards. Ages ago, the Sisters of Charity, mainly Irish-Catholic nuns, had battled yellow fever, tuberculosis, and venereal disease. Now an army of multiethnic men and women fought the good fight against human frailty: flu pandemics, cancers, West Nile virus, HIV and AIDS.

It was a universal law: bacteria, viruses, damaged cells were ever morphing, creating new ways for people to die. Her job was simple—outwit death.

Snapping her umbrella open, Marie sprinted toward the ER’s glass doors. The automatic doors slid open, then shut.

“Hey, Doc.” Sully, the security guard, handed her a towel. Big and big hearted, Sully had been at Charity for as long as anyone could remember.

“Thanks, Sully.” She snapped the umbrella shut, wiped her hands dry, murmuring, “I’ve got a new dog.”

“Big dog?”

“A little one with a big heart.”

Sully looked disappointed. “What’s the dog called?”

“Beau.”

“Can I bring him bones?”

“Small ones.”

“Take him for a walk?”

“You bet.”

Impulsively, Marie kissed Sully’s cheek. She remembered how much he’d loved Kind Dog.

“Beau’s going to like you.”

“You think?” Sully lit up with a smile. He looked like a serene Buddha, his hands clasped over his stomach, his feet turned outward, graceful, like a dancer’s.

Sully’s landlady wouldn’t let him keep dogs, so he’d borrowed Marie’s. Kind Dog had been a gorgeous black Lab mix. A perfect companion for a kind black man.

“How small is Beau?” asked Sully. “Terrier small? Or Chihuahua small?”

“Pug small.”

“Ah,” he sighed, weighing what it would look like for a big man to be seen with such a small dog. “I’ll buy a new leash. Red, I think.” His metal chair teetered on two legs.

Marie felt a rush of joy. She felt at home again in the ER.

Loss was what being a human and a doctor was all about—but she hadn’t lost everything. She still had friends in the ER, her health, and her family. A new dog, Beau.

She surveyed the waiting room, a multiracial mix of desperate, uninsured people—Cajuns, Creoles, Hispanics, Vietnamese, African Americans, and more.

Charity, despite perennial deficits, turned no one away; the well-endowed Tulane University Hospital, next door, served the city’s insured.

New Orleanians didn’t seem to mind the irony of two unequal hospitals side by side. Didn’t seem to mind the de facto segregation based on color and class. One hospital was a rainbow world, while the other was predominately white.

Marie waved to her colleagues Huan and K-Paul. K-Paul was a diagnostic genius who hadn’t been tempted by Tulane’s lure of more money and better equipment. Huan was an expert at caring for traumatized and abused children. Marie was the generalist with intuitive gifts. She was the one who sought out the worst cases.

In the doctors’ lounge, Marie opened her locker, slid on her white coat. Her name stitched above the breast pocket used to say Levant; she’d had it restitched, changed to Laveau. She was convinced her mother, if alive, would approve. Though her mother had been afraid of her heritage, Marie, once she’d discovered her ancestry, couldn’t bear dishonoring the ties.

She clicked the metal locker shut.

Her cell started ringing, singing about rain and men.

She slipped the phone out of her jeans pocket and flipped it open. She didn’t recognize the area code. Probably a sales call. She placed the cell in her coat pocket, then wrapped the stethoscope around her neck and tightened her tennis shoes. Time to stop mourning El and DuLac. Tonight, she’d focus on the here and now. Tomorrow, she’d travel to DeLaire.

“Are you ready?” asked Lillianne, Charity’s new head nurse. She was almost as good as El had been, professional and caring. El, though, had been short, her fashion tacky and loud. Lillianne was tall, always elegant, with her black hair tucked beneath an old-fashioned white nurse’s cap.

“Ready,” she responded.

“Coffee’s still hot.”

“Thanks.”

“Huan brought some of her steamed buns.”

“Great. I’ll have some for midnight lunch.” Marie redid her ponytail, stretching her hair tight, behind her ears.

Lillianne watched her, as if straightening, corralling flyaway hair was akin to a miracle.

“Anything else?” Marie asked.

Lillianne shook her head, poured a cup of coffee.

Marie knew Lillianne was curious about her powers. Marie preferred Lillianne’s reserve to colleagues whispering behind her back. Nearly five years at Charity and some still believed her spiritual work was evil.

“It is what it is.”

“Hey, El.”

“Did you say something?” asked Lillianne.

“Just talking to myself.” Marie pushed open the door. She winked at El’s ghost.

One day, she’d have pity on Lillianne and answer all her questions. But not tonight, tonight she was just a doctor. Dr. Laveau.
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“Incoming,” shouted Huan. “Just got a radio call.”

Marie exhaled. Her shoulders ached. Twenty patients in less than three hours. She would have thought the rain would keep everyone but the sickest away. But Charity’s ER filled with the usual—flu, kitchen burns, a spousal beating, heart attacks, gang beatings, and undertreated chronic conditions such as lupus, diabetes. Unfortunately, when they got busier and busier, it became easier to categorize patients by their conditions and symptoms.

Marie caught a whiff of jasmine. Only Huan smelled of flowers after hours of exhausting work. Only Huan, with her belief in ancestor worship, suspected Marie saw ghosts. She’d invited Marie and Marie-Claire to Vietnam. “Meet my family,” she’d said. And Marie had understood she’d meant meet both the living and the dead.

“Did you try my b´nh bao?”

“Not yet.”

“There’s pork and chicken. If you like, I’ll make some for you and Marie-Claire.”

Everyone knew Marie didn’t cook much or well. Irritatingly, the nurses often wondered aloud if her daughter was plump enough and well-fed.

“Thanks. Marie-Claire will be happy. She loved your noodle soup.”

“Bún bó hué. I’ll bring some of that, too.”

“Only if later you let us treat you to dinner. Po’ boys with French fries. Marie-Claire’s favorite. We’ll go to Roger’s Café.”

“Can I come, too?” asked K-Paul, coming to stand beside them in front of the ER glass doors.

“Girls’ date,” answered Marie. “Any more news?”

K-Paul shrugged. “Another fight on Bourbon Street.”

“How many?” asked Huan.

“Five, maybe six, hurt.”

“Could be anything then,” answered Marie. Knife or gunshot wounds. Broken noses. Cracked ribs from a fistfight. Rain had pushed the tourists indoors. Add in drugs, alcohol, gluttony, and lust enflamed by strip clubs and you had a perfect recipe for disaster.

Lillianne quietly ordered nurses to check crash carts and available beds.

Sirens whooped, repetitive, spiraling wails.

In the ER lobby, a drunk, a bloody rag twisted about his hand, started hollering, “I was here first. Don’t take no more. Shut the doors. Can’t care for us here.” Some murmured agreement. Others, yelled “Drunken slob,” “Troublemaker.”

Lillianne went over to the man and spoke quietly. Whatever she said, it calmed him. He sat, hands folded, quieted, as if he was in church.

K-Paul chortled. “El would’ve shouted, ‘Sit your ass down.’ She didn’t suffer fools.”

“Including you, K-Paul?” asked Huan, deceptively sweet.

Marie laughed. K-Paul grinned. Humor calmed nerves. The three of them had become good at it.

The spiraling wails were coming closer. Eight, maybe six blocks away. For Marie, each high-pitched scream caused an adrenaline rush, a quickened pulse.

Marie saw the three of them reflected in the glass doors, herself and Huan, like twins, both average height, in white coats with brown skin and ponytails. K-Paul, six feet, ruddy and red haired, towered over them. Inside, she saw technicians, nurses moving with hurried grace; outside, rain still fell, seeming to bounce upward from the asphalt.

The three of them—herself, Huan, and K-Paul, the doctors on call—stood waiting, wondering if their skills were going to be good enough.

K-Paul glanced at her sideways. “How’s it going, Marie?”

“Fine, K-Paul.”

“Marie-Claire?”

“Fine.”

“Thought you’d never ask,” said K-Paul. “I’m fine, too. Right as rain.”

“Don’t start, K-Paul.” Last summer, Marie had flirted with K-Paul, and every day since then, she’d regretted it.

“You’ve been ignoring me—”

“Not funny, K-Paul.”

“—since your affair with Detective Parks. That’s what it was, wasn’t it? An affair? Temporary pleasure.”

In the reflecting glass doors, Marie noticed nurses had slowed, stopped moving behind the counter. Teddy, who did blood draws, wasn’t even trying to listen discreetly. Huan dipped her head, trying to hide her smile.

“Is Parks fine?” asked K-Paul, grinning like a Cheshire cat, deepening his accent, the twangy Cajun sounds. “Though why’d you’d want a northern boy . . . ,” K-Paul paused, shaking his head sorrowfully. “Cajuns more fun any day.”

Lillianne stepped forward. “Back to work, everyone.” Teddy and the nurses dispersed from the station. “Doctors, time for you to meet the incoming. If the EMTs can get wet, so can you.”

Marie turned to Lillianne, mouthing, “Thank you.”

Huan slipped her arm through Marie’s, whispering loudly, “K-Paul’s cute.”

“You date him, then.”

Huan giggled. “I’m waiting for a Vietnamese man.”

Walking backward, K-Paul crooned, “Cajuns better than them, too.”

Huan slapped at him.

“Cajuns, best lovers on the planet.”

The siren wails were loud, searing. Abruptly turning, K-Paul, serious, shouted, “Let’s save lives.”

The glass doors slid open and steam rolled in. Rain soaked skin.

One after another, three boxy red ambulances arrived. Sirens stopped midscream. Nurses rushed forward. Paramedics jumped out of cabs. Van doors swung open, gurneys lowered, their wheels unlocking, then locking in place. Disembodied voices shouted status reports:

“Head wound, probable concussion, pulse seventy-seven”; “broken nose, possible cracked ribs, one thirty-eight over ninety-eight”; “blunt trauma, unresponsive.”

“Saline and restraints,” said an EMT, his lip swollen, rolling a cursing, struggling patient past Marie. “This idiot wants to keep fighting.”

Huan and K-Paul were effectively doing triage, shouting orders for ER placement.

Marie stood still, feeling for the worst case. She was in the middle of the vortex, the wet, swirling madness. The red and yellow ambulance lights seemed mournful. She wiped strands of rain-soaked hair from her face.

Then a police car, flashing red, pulled into the ER bay. An ambulance lagged behind it.

“K-Paul,” Marie shouted. She sensed the patient in this fourth ambulance was critical.

K-Paul ran to Marie, not asking how she knew she’d need help. They opened the ambulance bay doors before the EMT.

“Fucking cops, fucking cops,” shouted a bleached-blond EMT doing CPR. “They shot blind. Fucking blind. He’s had two units of blood. The tourniquet isn’t slowing enough.”

The right leg was mangled, flesh open and scarred. Two bullet wounds to the upper thigh.

“He’s not going to last.” Marie scrambled inside the bay. “He’s a beautiful boy.” Maybe nineteen. Most likely an out of towner given his khakis and Dockers. Wrong place, wrong time. “Another blood pack. Any pain meds?”

“I didn’t dare,” said the woman. “Just a shot of EPI.”

Blood pulsed through Marie’s fingers.

K-Paul, dripping wet, crouching just inside the packed van, asked, “What do you want me to do?”

“I’m not sure,” said Marie. “The artery is shredded by the bullet.”

“Got a pulse,” said the EMT.

“Let’s move him,” shouted the second EMT, standing outside in the storm.

The EMT started to lift the gurney.

“Wait,” said Marie. “He’ll never make it to surgery. Give me some silicone tubing, about an inch. Latex gloves.”

“What’re you going to do?” asked the EMT.

“You need sterile conditions,” said K-Paul. “There’s an on-call surgeon.”

“Never mind, K-Paul. Do it,” Marie shouted at the EMT, clean cut, not much older than the gunshot victim. He snipped a piece of tubing.

“K-Paul, hold his leg in case he wakes.”

“I doubt it,” said K-Paul.

“Wise guy.”

“Cocky doc.” Then, more quietly, “Surgery isn’t going to like this.”

“Then they can meet ambulances in the rain.” Her fingers dug into the wound; the boy moaned, then quieted.

“He’s out,” said the EMT, checking his pulse. “But still alive.”

Marie closed her eyes, letting her fingers feel for the artery, severed and lost in flesh. “Got one.” She needed both ends. Her left fingers dug deeper. “Got it.”

“Hand me some gloves,” said K-Paul. He snapped them on. “Let me help.” He squeezed beside Marie, their bodies close, their arms entwined.

Marie held the artery. K-Paul slipped the tube, like a bridge, over both ends. Blood flowed.

“That’s amazing,” said the EMT. “He’s pinking up. Pulse is rising.”

“Doc Laveau’s amazing,” answered K-Paul. “Aren’t you, Doc?”

“Let’s move him,” she said.

“You learned that from the army field surgeon, didn’t you?”

“Unlike you, I pay attention to guest doctors.”

“Most are blowhards.”

“Making miracles again, Marie?” Huan looked like a drowned cat, except a happy one. “He’s the last one. The rest are recovering fine.”

“Here,” said Marie, handing Huan the IV lines. She flattened herself against the van as K-Paul jumped down, back into the rain, ready to receive as the EMT slid, then lifted the gurney.

The young man’s eyes flickered open. “Dead?”

“You’ll be fine,” said Huan, bending closer, holding a pink umbrella over him.

“Angel,” said the disoriented boy.

Huan giggled, and the lilting sound seemed to chase away rain. Droplets slowed to a mist.

“He’s not Vietnamese,” cracked K-Paul, pulling as the EMT pushed.

Huan, looking over her shoulder, smiled at Marie. Then she turned, jogging slightly, keeping pace with the gurney.
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Marie stripped, putting on dry clothes. Jeans. T-shirt. New lab coat. She shivered; she told herself it was the hospital air-conditioning. But it was really deflation from the adrenaline rush.

She checked her cell. The rain hadn’t damaged it. But there’d been another missed call. She hadn’t heard it ring. Hadn’t heard the “raining men” melody.

A 510 area code. Where was that?

She pressed voice mail. She could hear Parks’s soft, urgent voice: “Marie.”

“Aren’t we fine?” hooted K-Paul, entering the lounge, startling her. “Hey, you’re fine. I’m fine. Everything and everybody’s fine.”

She pasted on a smile, shut her phone without listening to Parks’s message. Why was he calling her now? She hadn’t heard from him in nearly a year. Yet she couldn’t deny her pleasure in knowing he’d been trying to reach her, hearing him say—“Marie.”

“Let’s go dancing,” said K-Paul, grabbing, swinging her around.

“K-Paul, I’ve just gotten dry. Change before you catch cold.”

“You were amazing. Me, you, Huan—we’re all amazing.”

She pulled away. “How’s the patient?”

“In surgery. The surgeons, especially Bigelow, aren’t too pleased you saved his life.”

“Screw them.”

K-Paul laughed. “We’re—the three of us—a good team.”

She smiled. “Yes. We are.”

“You and I could be a better team.”

“Let it go, K-Paul.”

“This Cajun not good enough for you?” He twirled her like they were in a zydeco bar, explosive spins across the floor, then a final spin, arms apart, followed by a tight clutch, chest to chest. “Friends with benefits?”

“K-Paul!” she laughed. “Back to work.”

He shrugged and winked, but not before she saw a shadow flit across his face. Cajuns were notorious for good humor, their laissez-faire attitude. But Marie also knew they were great at masking. A Cajun could be dying, his lungs flooded with fluid, and he’d still be cracking jokes, at his own expense, wondering how to ensure a good time. Not just for him but, also, for everyone in the hospital room watching him die.

“K-Paul—” Her hand caressed his face; for a second, she didn’t know herself whether she’d kiss him or tell him again she wasn’t interested.

“Thank you, Doctors. No one died.” Lillianne, her hand on her hip, her body filling the door frame, stared curiously.

Marie let her hand fall to her side. K-Paul opened his locker, the door slamming against the metal next to it. He slipped his soaked shirt over his head; reddish-brown hair ran from his neck down to the small of his back.

When K-Paul started pulling off his pants, Lillianne murmured, “We’ll give you privacy.”

K-Paul responded, “Stay. You might see something you like.”

Lillianne scowled. “I’ll have maintenance mop the floor.”

“Do that,” said K-Paul, his face impish. “Sure you want to go?” Standing in his underwear, he looked fit and handsome. “You’re going to miss a good show.”

“We’ve seen this show before,” said Marie, linking her arm through Lillianne’s and exiting the lounge.
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Two AM. Most of the night in the ER had been a mad sprint; now, it had a slow, steady rhythm. No life-threatening cases.

The storm had grown worse. Thunder and lightning rattled and brightened Charity’s windows. Dozens of homeless trekked in. Junkies, alcoholics, veterans, a mother with a toddler and a preteen trailed rain and mud onto the linoleum and sat or slept wrapped in steaming hospital sheets. The air-conditioning system couldn’t fight the humidity.

Lillianne let the homeless stay as long as they were quiet. Nurses handed out sandwiches—tuna, turkey, and egg salad, a bit stale, leftovers from the cafeteria.

The exam rooms were empty except for Exam Three where Will, a chronic asthma patient, was recovering from an attack. Just fifteen, Will was a frequent ER visitor. So frequent, his mother dropped him off, rarely staying.

“I’ve got four other kids to see to,” she’d answered once when Marie had raised her brows. Sometimes, she returned to pick up Will; most times, he walked home after a debilitating attack.
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In Exam One, Marie applied salve to a Haitian’s arm, a new immigrant who probably hadn’t quite learned the ins and outs of McDonald’s deep-fat fryers. At least she thought he was Haitian. But he could be any islander from the African diaspora. The fast-food joints and restaurants loved immigrants, legal or illegal.

“You were lucky.”

The solidly built man didn’t speak. He’d left “Name” blank on the pink admissions form. For “Insurance,” he’d written: “None.” For “Work,” “Part-time.” Charity cared for anybody and everybody.

“Apply the salve daily. Then wrap it in gauze like this.” She spiraled the gauze from his elbow to his wrist. “This butterfly clip holds it in place. Okay?”

Still he didn’t speak; he just sat on the metal chair, dignified, impressive, his skin a glowing black. In New Orleans, boats arrived daily from the Caribbean isles—fishing boats, immigration smugglers, and independents, rafting in on makeshift crafts, seeking a better life.

“Here’s a prescription for Vicodin. Just a couple of pills. Afterward, Motrin or Tylenol.”

Nothing gave any indication that the patient was in pain. Of course, he had to be—burns were the most painful of wounds. Why else come to the ER if not for pain?

“Maman Laveau.” His voice sounded like butter, deep, still mixing in the churn. Marie couldn’t discern his accent. “Watch for the waters.”

“Waters? What waters?”

“You know, as I do, there be no accidents.” Standing, he undid his gauze.

“No, stop. You need to heal.”

The white gauze unraveled, swinging and swaying, a windswept ribbon, or a kite’s tail, or a wave’s foam.

The wound was healed.

“Water needs to go where she wants to go.”

Marie felt disoriented. The skin was smooth, like black glass.

Beyond the Haitian, she saw El near the automatic glass door, saw the ghost family, sitting, bereft, in the waiting area.

Lillianne and Huan were laughing. Nurses were restocking supplies.

K-Paul was leaning on the nurses’ counter doing paperwork—sensing her gaze, he stopped writing, looked up, and winked.

Did K-Paul see the man? Had anyone seen her dressing his wound? Or did they just see her applying antibiotics to air?

The ER was often filled with craziness. Why not have a crazy doc, too?

“I’m here.”

She looked at the man, (creature?) his eyes black pools, his face morphing, becoming more androgynous, both male and female. A turquoise bead necklace hung from his/her throat.

“Who—what—are you?”

“Mind the water.”

“Marie,” shouted Huan, pulling back the curtains. “Last dumpling.” The dumpling looked pathetic on the paper plate.

“Try,” said Huan.

She turned, for a second, but in that second, her patient disappeared.

The exam room was empty.

Marie bit into the bun. It tasted sour. But her mood altered everything. Even if Huan’s dumpling had been pure sugar, it would have tasted sour to her. She hated it when her worlds, medical and spiritual, commingled. The rational and the seemingly irrational.

It still rattled her to have lesser gods, loas, medicine men, walk into Charity’s ER.

She spit out the dough. “Damnit, Huan, I’ve got to go. Got to find him.”

“Who?”

“My patient. Didn’t you see my patient?”

“I didn’t see anyone. No one’s here.”

“No, he was here. He was here, Huan. Didn’t you see him?” She knew she was sounding wild, crazy. “I need to make sure he comes back for follow-up.” Abruptly, she left, pushed through the curtains, rushing, searching the ER floor:

Technicians carrying pills, drawing blood; K-Paul completing paperwork; Lillianne smoothing her hair, repinning stray strands. A nurse wheeled a woman to the elevator; Labor and Delivery was on the fifth floor. The ER lounge was filled with bedraggled, sleeping patients. Some stretched across the folding chairs; some nodded in sleep, their chins grazing their chests.

There.

She saw a silhouette behind the green curtains of Exam Three. The Haitian leaned over a patient. She raced forward. The silhouette changed—breasts enlarged, hair growing long, longer, tied into a ponytail.

His/her outstretched fingertips touched a chest.

She dashed forward, swung back the curtains.

Will was resting on the bed. The creature was gone.

“Hey, Doc. I’m better. All better.”

“Hey, Will.” He didn’t seem traumatized. He seemed healthy. Will’s family was uninsured and too poor to buy inhalers. An ER trip often saved his life, but the visits were an expensive and inefficient use of resources. Worse, every time Will came to the ER, she worried he’d die.

Marie pressed her stethoscope to Will’s lungs. The airways were clear, no irritated passageways. Air was flowing unimpeded.

“I’m cured. All better,” said Will, sitting up like any healthy teenager.

“I’d like you to stay for observation.”

“I’m fine. I could play basketball.” Will jumped out of bed, stepping into his worn tennis shoes, tying the laces. “You really fixed me this time, Doc.”

She was perplexed. “Will, did you see anyone?”

His brows rose. “You’re kidding, right? You were here just a minute ago. I tell everybody Charity’s got the best docs. You fixed me up.” He grinned. “Hope I don’t see you again, Dr. Laveau. Just kidding. Don’t need the ER anymore.

“Don’t you remember? You told me I could go. Told me I didn’t need to come back. Said I was cured.”

Jaw slack, she stared at the space that Will had just left.

Had the creature really manifested itself as her? Gone from invisible to visible? Had Will really been cured?

She started trembling. If a creature could manifest as her and convince Will, then it might also mislead Louise and Marie-Claire.

Huan pulled back the curtains. “You okay?”

“I need air.” She couldn’t bear her child being in danger. “Come with me, please?”

For seconds, Huan studied her. Marie knew she wanted to understand what had happened, wanted to get inside her mind. But, instead, Huan, a good colleague and friend, only replied, “Whatever you need.”

Huan set down her empty paper plate at the admitting station and grabbed her umbrella, propped against the break wall.

“Break,” she shouted, aggressively. “Lillianne, me and Marie need a break.” Then Huan ruined her fierceness by giggling.

A few sleeping homeless stirred. One man turned, opening his brown, bloodshot eyes. A bored technician smiled.

K-Paul shouted, “Can I come?”

“Girls only,” said Huan.

The ER doors opened and they were outside, the rain still falling.

Marie inhaled deeply. The fresh air was good for her. “Thanks, Huan. Thanks for covering me.”

“No problem.”

Inside, she wasn’t sure she would have kept her composure. Bright artificial lights were too revealing. Outside, in the dark, she felt calmer.

The street was empty, the ER bay quiet. Secondhand hospital light made the black asphalt glow. There weren’t any car headlights gleaming, inching and circling down the parking ramps.

She and Huan stood close together beneath the pink umbrella built for one instead of two. Their ponytails were still wet. Huan’s was long and thin, a jet black rope to Marie’s dark brown strands.

“It’s all good,” said Huan.

“What?”

“Everything.”

Should she tell Huan that she’d seen something she didn’t understand?

“You could be Vietnamese,” said Huan.

Marie laughed.

“No, I’m serious. One reason I came to New Orleans is that people here believe in ghosts. You know, El and DuLac are both glad you stayed at Charity.”

“Have you spoken to them?”

Huan raised her brows. “No,” she whispered, stricken. “I’m not a shaman like you. Just ordinary girl. But I know you’ve been feeling bad since they died. I know they’re happy that you’re still here.”

“And you?”

Bowing, hands pressed together, Huan answered solemnly, “Yes. Honor to work with you.”

Marie, pressing her palms together, bowed in return.

Pop. It sounded like a firecracker bursting. Jerking upright, Marie staggered. Blood sprayed over her white coat. Huan’s head tilted forward; then, knees buckling, she fell, her face and body slamming onto concrete. Her umbrella spun, splashing into the rain.

Marie dropped to her knees, her feet triggering the automatic door. She turned Huan over. Blood drained from her neck. “Help,” she screamed. “K-Paul, help.”

K-Paul kneeled beside her. “What the hell happened?” Lillianne, nurses, and an ER tech crowded around.

Sully, gun drawn, stood in the street, searching for the shooter. He shouted into his radio, “Ten-seventy-one. Ten-seventy-one. Charity Hospital shooting.”

Huan’s blood, mixed with rain, streamed into the storm drain.

“Hold on, Huan. Hold on,” pleaded Marie.

“Move aside, Marie.” K-Paul and the tech lifted Huan onto a gurney. Eyes closed, body limp, she seemed already beyond help.

“Call an OR attending,” Marie shouted. In the trauma room, Lillianne added saline and IV blood drips. Marie clipped on the EKG monitor.

“Her pulse is slowing,” said K-Paul. “Ninety over seventy.”

“Where’s the surgeon?” demanded Marie. “Clamp.”

K-Paul handed it to her.

“OR is on the way,” said Lillianne, her voice frayed.

Marie pressed against Huan’s neck. The artery was like thin rubber; the metal clamp slipped. She tried again. Success. “Another clamp.” Then another. The blood flow became sluggish.

“Pressure dropping,” yelled K-Paul. “Do what you did in the ambulance bay. Come on, Marie.”

“I can’t,” she answered. “Too much damage.”

“Bullet?” asked Lillianne.

“High-powered rifle. Had to have been.”

The EKG monitor whined.

“We’ve lost pulse.”

“Compressions, K-Paul.” He began compressing Huan’s chest.

“More blood, Lilliane.”

“She’s already had ten bags.”

“A hundred, if we have to. Is the defibrillator charged?”

“Charged to a hundred,” said K-Paul. “Step back, Marie.”

She stepped back, staring at the monitor, the waves of green lines.

“Charge to two hundred.”

“What’ve you got?” asked Roberts, the surgeon on call.

“GSW. Neck. Carotid artery hit.”

“Let me see.” He pushed Marie aside, one hand on Huan’s wrist, the other touching the wound. “Hopeless.”

“No,” insisted Marie. “Charge to three hundred. Try again, K-Paul.”

“Charge.”

Marie whispered in Huan’s ear, “It’s not your time.”

“Stand back.” K-Paul shocked Huan’s chest, her torso lifting up, then down.

“Even if she survives,” said Roberts, “she won’t be the same. This is Dr. Huan, isn’t it?”

“Don’t say that,” cried Lillianne.

The heart monitor flatlined.

“It’s over, Marie,” said K-Paul.

“No,” she raged, knocking over a tray of medical instruments.

K-Paul looked at Roberts. The surgeon nodded, then left. The staff began mourning, some crying, others bowing their heads and praying. Lillianne wiped her eyes.

“She’s lost too much blood.”

“Another EPI,” said Marie. “Charge again, K-Paul.”

“She wouldn’t have wanted it.” K-Paul set down the electric paddles. “It’s been a while, Marie. Brain damage is likely.”

Lillianne murmured, “I’ll get the chaplain.”

Marie stared at her blankly.

“Father Roland has ties to the Vietnamese community. He’ll notify the family. Do all that is proper.”

Marie nodded.

The ever-modest Huan, her jacket bloodstained, her shirt and bra cut off, looked immodest in death. The overhead glare made her brown skin appear paler, yellow.

Marie covered her with a sheet.

“Want me to call it?” asked K-Paul.

Hours ago, she and K-Paul had celebrated their medical abilities. Now they couldn’t even save a valued colleague.

“Time of death—4:38 AM.”

Marie flinched. Brown skin. Dark hair. Similar height. “The shooter thought she was me.” She turned, leaving behind Huan, her startled colleagues, the few left in the ER waiting room.

“Marie. Wait up.”

She didn’t stop. The hot rain soaked her anew.

She saw it happening again, her bowing and the bullet entering Huan.

The shot could have come from Tulane University Hospital, across the street, or the garage, or even from one of Charity’s labyrinth towers.

K-Paul grabbed her, his face fierce, twisted with grief. “Where’re you going?”

“Leave me alone, K-Paul.”

“Where’re you going?”

“To track a murderer.” She started sprinting toward her car. Never mind that her shift wasn’t over—or that she wanted to cry for a good woman lost. She shouldn’t have delayed a day. Shouldn’t have let Beauregard delay her. If she’d settled the L’Overture murder earlier, Huan wouldn’t be dead.

“Marie!”

“Leave me the hell alone, K-Paul.”

Inside the garage, he blocked her path, moving right when she tried to move right. Moving left, when she moved left. “Tell me what the hell’s going on?”

Fluorescent lights buzzed.

Breathing heavily, she said, “I’ve got this, K-Paul.”

“That’s your answer to everything. Self-sufficiency. Dr. Laveau knows best.”

“Leave me alone.”

“I won’t.” He gripped her shoulders, hard.

She almost winced, but she wouldn’t give K-Paul the satisfaction. Biting her lip, she glared at him.

He released her. “I’m sorry,” he said, plaintively. “Just tell me what’s going on.”

“It should’ve been me,” she sighed. “It was supposed to be me.”

“How do you know?”

“Something happened in the bayou.”

“That’s my territory. Home.”

“It is, isn’t it?” She looked intently at K-Paul. He was a rural Louisianan, through and through. A Cajun boy who’d come to the city to study medicine, but still spent holidays doing rural care. She’d never known him to let her or anyone else down.

“Let me help,” pleaded K-Paul.

“It’s not safe around me.”

“I’ll chance it. But you’re not thinking clearly. The police are going to want a statement from you. It might help them find Huan’s killer.”

“I already know who her killer is.”

“What if you’re wrong?”

Marie looked at K-Paul disbelievingly. “You know me. Know who I am.”

K-Paul flinched. The garage lights made his face sallow. “Call Parks, your detective friend. I bet he’ll agree with me.”

Marie sighed, “You’re right.” She could hear police sirens, more aggressive than ambulance wails. She’d give her statement. Maybe the crime scene investigators could confirm the weapon, fix the location from where the shot was fired.

[image: Images]

Captain Beauregard, clownish, flesh ballooning out of his uniform, stood at the ER doors. Light spilling from the glass doors, police emergency lights strobing red and white made the scene look more like carnivàle than a murder scene. Rain dripped around the three-sided ER drive-through roof.

“They told me you left.”

“I’m surprised you arrived,” said Marie. “Aren’t you usually hugging your desk?”

Beauregard flushed angrily. “Your mouth’s going to get you in trouble, Dr. Laveau.”

“Hey,” said K-Paul. “Respect. She’s a witness.”

The three of them formed an unholy trinity. She and K-Paul were overheated, wet from the rain. Beauregard was sweating, his armpits soaked from nervousness.

Two patrol cars were parked in the ambulance bay.

She stepped closer, smelling Beauregard’s fear. “What happened to you?”

He looked down.

Marie doubted he could see his feet. “Is your friend Walker with you?”

His beady eyes flitted up and sideways. She quickly turned, seeing the illuminated parking garage. The rooftop was dark, with space enough for a killer to hide and fire a scope rifle.

She suddenly understood. “Why?” she asked Beauregard. “Bribery?”

“We should take your statement,” Beauregard blustered. “Officer Raymonde,” he called.

A tall, muscular officer got out of the second patrol car.

Four cops, total, Marie realized. Two must be inside the hospital, hoping to identify her body. Raymonde was Beauregard’s driver and bodyguard. Another accomplice.

“Wait. You were expecting it to be me,” she said. “That’s why you’re here. The police captain doesn’t do random calls. Especially just before dawn.”

“What’re you saying, Marie?” asked K-Paul.

“The captain expected to find me dead. You had a premonition, didn’t you, Captain?”

“What the hell?” shouted K-Paul, stepping forward.

Raymonde’s hand shifted to his gun.

Beauregard raised his hand for Raymonde to halt, to back down. “Don’t move,” he told K-Paul.

K-Paul clenched his fists, his skin flushing red.

Beauregard said, flatly, to Marie, “You should get you and yours out of town.”

“Would you kill me?”

“No. But these people don’t play.”

“What people?”

Beauregard grabbed Marie’s arm, turning her, forcing her backward.

“Hey,” yelled K-Paul. Raymonde twisted his arm up, behind his back.

Marie and Beauregard had changed positions.

“Your friend’s going to get himself killed.”

She didn’t answer. Her back faced the ER doors; Beauregard’s back faced the street. His huge body blocked hers.

“Not much time, Dr. Laveau. You should run.” Beauregard tilted his head toward K-Paul. “Get her the hell out of here.”

Raymonde released K-Paul.

“Walker,” Marie breathed.

“My men can’t search everywhere,” answered Beauregard.

“Especially rooftops.”

“It’s business. Corporate resources are always greater than civic budgets.”

“A company killed Huan?” demanded K-Paul, gripping Beauregard’s arm.

“Get your hands off me. Else I’ll shoot you myself.” There was a flash of Beauregard as he’d once been—aggressive, youthful. “Damnit. Go. Both of you.”

“Tell me why?” Marie insisted. “Who corrupted you? Why did you let it happen?”

“Don’t be thinking anything romantic,” Beauregard sneered. “Cash. Lots of it.”

“Why are you letting me go?”

“The Laveau legacy. Either you’re real and you’ll be fine, or you’re a fraud and you won’t. This New Orleans boy is hoping for the best. Walker’s a northerner,” he spat. “A hired hand. Deadly, though. He’ll come after you and yours.” He bent, whispering in her ear, “Do us all a favor. Kick his ass.” Then he smiled, straightened, and stepped aside.

Marie was exposed. She looked at the rooftop, a black, haunting plain.

It would take less than a minute for a sniper to re-aim and fire. Walker had had plenty of time. His sight was probably still aimed. He’d been watching her like a rabbit in a cage.

Thunder clapped, lightning, cracking the black sky, struck the ground.

Marie took off running. A rifle shot exploded.

“Marie,” yelled K-Paul.

“Come on,” she screamed to K-Paul, hoping the rain, the night, and the police car lights made her a difficult target.

Behind her, she heard pistols shooting high. Beauregard and Raymonde had no intention and no hope of hitting the garage roof.

“Where’s your car?” K-Paul asked, gasping. They were inside the garage.

“Fourth level.”

“Let’s take mine. It’s on the second.” K-Paul punched the elevator button.

“Stairs are faster,” said Marie, opening the stairwell door. It was claustrophobic—dark, bleak, smelling of urine. She reached for the handrail.

Steps echoed from above.

“Run.” They raced up the stairs, one, then two steps at a time, their feet clattering on metal.

The door slammed open. Light flooded the stairwell. Steps echoed, closer, louder.

K-Paul pressed his key chain. Headlights awoke, taillights flashed red. On the left, in the last row, was a black Jeep.

“Come on.” They dashed, not daring to look behind them. K-Paul grabbed her hand, pulling her forward, “Get in the backseat. Lie down.”

The upholstery was torn; yellow foam stuck out like bits of popcorn. Marie lay on her back, staring at the soft top roof.

K-Paul started the engine, pressed the gas, and the Jeep jolted in reverse.

Overhead lights and concrete beams flickered in and out through the vinyl windows.

K-Paul shifted into First.

A bullet pierced the front-passenger side. If Marie had been sitting there, she would have died.

“What the hell.” K-Paul pressed hard on the gas, circling his Jeep down the ramp to Level One.

Marie focused on her breathing, keeping it even, keeping her body from trembling. It was hot, close.

The Jeep stopped, and she knew K-Paul was inserting his key card to exit the garage.

The Jeep lurched, making a sharp left turn, bypassing the hospital. She could see a slice of Charity’s upper windows, hear the swish of the car’s windshield wipers. She propped herself up on her elbows, her eyes level with the window. She saw Beauregard and Raymonde. The unmanned police cars. Beauregard had wanted her to run. Whatever happened next wouldn’t be his responsibility. Her death might even be outside his jurisdiction.

K-Paul downshifted the clutch and the Jeep accelerated.

Beauregard hadn’t tried to save her; he was saving his own ass.

“Cops aren’t even trying to help. What the hell is this?” K-Paul’s fist hit the dash. “Who the fuck is after you?”

“Just get me out of here, K-Paul. Take me home.”

“Your home?”

“No, yours.”

“City or country?”

“Country.”

“All right. I can do that.” He checked the side and rearview mirrors. “I don’t think we’re being followed. But you should stay down, hidden. At least until the expressway.”

She dug in her pocket for her cell and speed-dialed Louise. Wake up, Louise, she thought, hearing the phone ring and ring. She clicked her cell shut and dialed again. “He’ll come after you and yours,” Beauregard had said. Panic started to build. Once again Marie-Claire was in danger and it was her fault.

“Pick up, Louise,” she shouted into the phone; she clicked her cell shut then, speed-dialed again.

“Louise, Louise. Yes, it’s me. Is Marie-Claire all right? Please check on her. Yes, now.”

“Is Marie-Claire okay?” asked K-Paul, speeding up the expressway ramp.

“I don’t know,” she answered, her voice wavering. The seconds waiting to hear from Louise were tortuous.

“Good,” Marie exhaled. “Take Marie-Claire to your house. Yes, now. Pack a few things. But get out of there, quick.” She paused, hearing Marie-Claire in the background, waking. “Time for school? Time for school?” she heard her daughter’s high voice say.

“Marie-Claire,” she shouted into the cell. “I love you.”

“Momma!” Marie-Claire shouted back. “Love you, too.”

She could see Louise holding the cell to Marie-Claire’s ear . . . see her daughter in her pink nightgown . . . see Beau curled on the bed next to her.

“Be good for Louise.”

“I’m good. Beau, too.”

“Let me speak to Louise.” She could see Marie-Claire giving Louise the phone, then patting, comforting, Beau.

“Thank you, Louise. Don’t let anything happen to my daughter.”

Marie clicked the cell shut, wiping rain and tears from her face. She swore Marie-Claire would never be a victim.

She heard the windshield wipers rapidly whisking back and forth. Rain sounded like a drum on the soft roof.

She shivered, cold.

“This is weird shit,” K-Paul bellowed. “I don’t get this. What the hell’s going on?” K-Paul was ranting, releasing stress. “Cops messed up. Rain flooding New Orleans. Who’d harm a child? Who’d hurt you? What the hell’s going on?” She didn’t need to answer. K-Paul was ranting, driving fast, changing lanes, and heading away from the city.

She closed her eyes. She didn’t doubt K-Paul would get her away safely. Just as she didn’t doubt that Louise, who’d cared for Marie-Claire since she was a baby, would do everything she could to keep Marie-Claire safe. But Louise was limited. A good woman with no special training, lacking, perhaps, El and DuLac’s courage and selflessness.

She wanted to rush home and protect Marie-Claire herself. But her daughter wouldn’t be safe as long as she was hunted, as long as the murder mystery remained.

“Help.” She concentrated on the one word: “Help.”

Her cell buzzed, vibrated. A text message, white words on a black screen, appeared like magic: R U OK?

It had to be Parks. All along, he’d been trying to reach her. The 510 area code was California, Pacific time—it all began to make sense. Parks must have had an intuition that she was in danger. Without question, they were spiritually connected.

She stared at the small screen: R U OK?

She texted: no. come protect marie-claire.

Pressing Send, she felt worry lifting.

Whatever love there was or wasn’t between them, Parks would come.

Even now he was holstering his gun, slipping on his leather jacket, and shutting his apartment door.

Parks knew nothing mattered more to her than Marie-Claire’s safety. He would know, if he didn’t find Marie-Claire at home, to look for her at Louise’s.

Parks was in his car, driving. He was coming toward her just as she was being driven away.

After their last case together, Parks knew he might have to protect Marie-Claire from things both seen and unseen. With luck, he’d land at Louis Armstrong New Orleans International Airport in less than eight hours.

How much time did she need? How much time before she could safely return again to New Orleans?

If she didn’t return—if she were threatened or dying—Parks would stay, steadfast, beside Marie-Claire. He’d know she’d want him to.
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Her adrenaline was spent. The motion of the Jeep lulled. The tight back space felt like a cave.

K-Paul, too, had quieted. The patter of rain, the slap of tires on asphalt made her sleepy. She didn’t have the energy to climb into the front seat.

She curled her knees tighter, crooked her elbow beneath her head. She relaxed, letting her body sway with the Jeep’s vibrations.

Pieces of memory floated in her mind.

She saw Huan, lying in her blood.

My fault, she wanted to scream, shout. Huan had been a better friend to her than she’d ever been to Huan. But she couldn’t grieve. Not yet.

El was crying.

Then it wasn’t El, it was Huan weeping . . . then Nana, her blind eyes filling with bitter tears . . . then, Mimi L’Overture, her cheeks wet, silent, holding her too-still baby. Images tumbled—the mermaid, the shape-changing creature, and the dead.

Part of her wanted to stop the pictures, but she needed more help than the concrete world could offer. Now more than ever, she needed to be the Voodoo Queen.

She knew there were layers to death, spiritual realms that stretched forward and backward in time. There were spiraling circles of cause and effect, links between women. Between blood and water. Between birth and death. Between transformations of self.

“Water needs to go where she needs to go.” What did that mean? “Watch for the waters.” Not water, but waters. Not a single body.

“K-Paul, wake me when we get there.”

“You all right?”

“No, but I hope to be.” She began shutting down, purposefully. They were on the highway. For the moment, there was nothing more she could do.

Hers and K-Pauls’s damp bodies and wet clothes were steaming, clouding the Jeep’s plastic windows. The defroster, like an asthmatic breathing, tried to suck dry the humidity.

Sleep, she told herself. Dream.

She sent her soul traveling.
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The Guédé sat on the riverbank. Wind stirred storm clouds in the Gulf. Mississippi currents tugged at bodies.

Beneath the bodies was the mermaid’s face. Then the teal creature rose, her white hair lank, her abdomen swollen. Floating above water, she opened her arms to Marie.

In the embrace, Marie felt warm flesh and cool scales . . . a woman’s beating heart.

As she returned the embrace, the spirit collapsed, exploding into sprays of water.

Water mixed with rain before falling back into the river of the dead.


III

City, country, north, south,

In the beginning, loas create.

Humans uncreate.
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SEVEN

K-PAUl’S BAYOU HOME

MORNING

“We’re here,” chortled K-Paul.

She woke, her mouth dry, and sat upright. Her shirt and pants were damp and sweat soaked. There were sleep lines, ridges on her face from the backseat upholstery. She felt disoriented, lost, bereft of the mermaid’s brief embrace.

“We’re not in Kansas anymore,” said K-Paul, opening the Jeep door, helping Marie out.

They’d reached Louisiana’s southern coast. Like a wave washing over her, Marie felt Nature’s grace.

They were in a shallow cove—colored with greens, blues, filled with loam, soft moss, and granite stepping stones. A rowboat, filled with fishing gear, was banked and anchored to a rock. Marie couldn’t help thinking that Huck Finn had played here.

Spanish moss hung like gray cobwebs and tinsel. Wild ginger, foxglove, sweet william, and hundreds of irises dotted the land.

The sky was blue, the sun achingly bright, and the horizon clear.

There was a shack on stilts with the Gulf lapping within feet of the front door. A car tire hung from a swinging rope attached to a cypress.

K-Paul was grinning like a kid. He’d taken off his lab coat, T-shirt, and shoes.

A flock of white ibis cut across the sky and, off in the distance, Marie heard the cawing of pelicans and herons.

“That’s Miranda,” said K-Paul, pointing.

A yellow tabby, perched on a branch, cleaned her paw.

“Miranda, meaning ‘worthy of admiration.’ A vain cat. She’s got to be at least sixty years old. Always been here, since my granddaddy’s day—or, at least a cat that looks like her. I think maybe she’s been reproducing herself.”

“She doesn’t seem too impressed with us.” She stepped closer to K-Paul. “Thank you.”

Unaccustomedly shy, K-Paul dipped his head.

“Thanks for letting me sleep.”

“You needed it. Let me get you something to eat.”

No more dumplings, Marie thought mournfully. No more B´nh Bao.

K-Paul didn’t move, he was smiling, dopey and foolish, waiting for her to speak.

“Your home’s beautiful,” she said, knowing she’d said the right thing when K-Paul slapped his chest, exclaiming, “Best place in the entire world. Delta land, where the Mississippi ends.” Excited, his hands swept the air.

“This has been my people’s home for generations. Me and my father tarred the roof. See this knick on the porch post? That’s where I banged my head. The house was a bit too small for three. But since my parents died, it seems too big for me.”

The house couldn’t have been more than six hundred square feet, a neat square box that proved K-Paul had come from poverty. It said a lot that K-Paul hadn’t razed the house and its memories. He hadn’t transformed it into a luxury cottage.

K-Paul cut across the yard to where pole beans and sunflowers grew. A vine was thick with tomatoes. He plucked two. On the deck, there was a box filled with a hacksaw, a hammer and ax, and snorkeling gear.

She’d been a poor friend to K-Paul, too. She hadn’t known this side of him, his rural roots.

“Let me fix breakfast,” she said. “You’ve done all the driving.”

“You’re a lousy cook. Huan told me so.” He quickly turned from the threshold, his expression bleak. Marie knew he’d suddenly remembered Huan was dead.

“How’re we going to manage without her?”

Marie didn’t answer because she didn’t think she could keep her screams at bay. Later, much later, she’d grieve more fully for Huan. But, for now, she needed to stay focused on the connections between the city and the country, between Huan’s death and DeLaire.

K-Paul opened the front door.

“Don’t you lock it?”

“No need. Everyone knows this is my place. If they need something or come to rest, they’re welcome. Only city folks lock doors, even with themselves inside.”

She didn’t tell him that the L’Overtures might have benefited from locked doors.

She walked inside the house.

It was a large studio, a mattress on the wood floor, a basic kitchen with a table and two chairs, a potbellied stove, and shuttered windows to protect against storms.

“Shower?”

“Only upgrading I’ve done,” said K-Paul, smiling, opening another door.

Marie stepped into a cupboard-size bathroom with brass and porcelain and a clear rain forest shower with a head-high, four-by-four horizontal window to gaze at the outdoors.

“Want me to join you?”

She did, but it wouldn’t be right. Years of turning him down—then a yes out of grief, sorrow?

“Just kidding.”

There it was again. The look that said he wasn’t.

“Towels beneath the sink.”

“Thanks.”

K-Paul closed the door and she stripped down. Her body was cramped from stress and sleeping in the car.

The shower was like indoor rain, diffuse water washing away blood, dirt, and sweat. Looking through the clear window to the outdoors, she cried. The trees and sky blurred. She could blame it on the rain. Blame her tears on being startled by a crack of thunder, far beyond the inlet, the private shore.
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K-Paul had left a fresh shirt on the toilet seat. She hadn’t heard him enter. She blushed, knowing he’d probably had a clear view of her body. She didn’t mind being seen nude, she just preferred to choose who and when.

When she came out, the red-haired ER doctor was fully transformed into a country boy. He’d added a wooden crucifix around his neck; the cross lay in a swath of golden chest hair. Jeans that had seen better days rode low on his hips.

“Thanks for the shirt.”

“You look good in it. I didn’t peek, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

“I am.”

“Cajun honor.” He raised his hand in a Boy Scout salute. He set a plate of scrambled eggs on the table. The tomatoes had been sliced and looked like lazy, blood-red eyes.

She believed him. “I could’ve cooked eggs,” she said, sitting at the table.

“Really?” he asked, grinning. He pulled two beers from the fridge, opened both, then handed her one and sat across from her.

“Isn’t it too early for alcohol?”

“Beer is mother’s milk in the bayou. Breakfast, lunch, dinner. It’ll keep you strong.”

“Is that the medical doctor speaking?”

“Country boy.”

“It really is different here.”

“Didn’t you know beer is one of folk medicine’s greatest inventions?”

She smiled wanly. She couldn’t bring herself to cut into the tomatoes and see red juice draining on the plate. The eggs reminded her of brain matter.

K-Paul lifted the plate and put it in the kitchen sink.

“You’re different here.”

“You bet. But it isn’t paradise. When I was a boy, I used to think that.” He straddled the kitchen chair. “But humanity always ruins paradise. It’s our nature.”

“Tell me about it.”

“You first,” he smiled. Then, he leaned forward, elbows on the wooden table. “Who killed Huan?”

“Walker murdered Huan thinking she was me. I’m sure of it.”

“And who’s Walker?”

“An albino, white-haired rat. Some kind of detective, I think. Or private agent, a hired assassin. NOPD’s police captain was frightened of him, or else of the power he represented. Whatever, he had Beauregard wrapped around his finger.”

Marie told him all the concrete, literal things. Everything she knew—about the murdered family, Nana and her grandsons, about Aaron’s lying, Beauregard’s stalling, and especially about Walker, threatening her.

“Why threaten you?”

She shrugged. “I’m not supposed to care about a murdered family? None of it makes sense.”

K-Paul pulled another set of beers from the fridge. Freckles and downy hair, more gold than red, dusted his back.

“Tell me about it,” he said again, his voice quieter. “What’ve you left unsaid?”

Through the front window, she could see the blue-green landscape. Paradise. Yet given the right circumstances, it could also be a rural dreamscape every bit as frightful as city terrors.

“I’ve seen visions, ghosts. Seen the murdered father trying to protect his family. Seen slick black threads shadowing, taunting me. Trails of viscous black spreading across earth, burying any green.” Her breath quickened.

“Marie-Claire drew a trinity of waves. She’s never done that before. Never made a painting of symbols, signs, before.” She shook her head in wonderment.

“Afterward I saw a mermaid in the Mississippi. And just before the shooting, some kind of shape-shifter—male and female . . .”

“You mean a transvestite? Or someone transsexual, transgender?”

“No, a spirit, more like a mythic being. Prehistoric. It healed its own wound—” her voice pitched high; hysteria was creeping in. She was frustrated because of her inability to make sense of the spirit world.

“At the hospital, didn’t you see me with a patient? It would’ve been just before Huan’s death.”

“I saw you with Will.”

She swallowed a cry. “Will saw me with Will even before it was me. I know, I’m not making any sense.”

Think, Marie, she told herself. Think. Breathe. She dug her nails into her palms.

“Prehistory. Nana had two clay statues—one was a mermaid. Except, nothing like western sirens, its body was teal; its face, brown. The other statue was dual gendered, with breasts and a penis. One side of its face, short haired and like a man’s; the other, long haired and like a woman’s.”

“These were Nana’s gods?”

“Yes, I think so. Neither is worshipped in modern ceremonies. Or at least not as far as I know. Not here in Louisiana.” She swallowed hard. “Both appeared to me. I’m not sure why. I’ve had visitations from both.”

“When did you see them?”

“The mermaid loa appeared just before Deet told me of Nana’s death. The other appeared just before Huan’s murder. It also knew about Nana, knew about her final words to me.

“In the hospital, it said: ‘Watch for the waters,’ a direct echo of Nana’s ‘Mind’—not ‘mine’?—the waters’?”

“I’m confused.”

“No more than me.”

K-Paul reached for her hands. “Puzzle it out, Marie. DuLac had faith in you.”

She closed her eyes, blocking out light so she could better see the interconnections, remember what she might have forgotten.

She spoke slowly. “Mythic systems, both western and eastern, posit that in the beginning, gods made humanity androgynous. Plato imagined the first humans as circular beings embodied with both sexes. He would’ve interpreted Genesis—‘Male and female, He created them’—as meaning humanity was complete, dual gendered within itself.

“To be perfect, godlike, is to reconcile both sides of one’s being—the feminine as well as the masculine.”

“So the gods were dual gendered? Early humanity was made in God’s image?”

“Yes. Historically and cross-culturally, androgyny resonates. Hindus, Aztecs . . . native cultures throughout the Americas embodied concepts of dual-gendered beings/spirits. One interpretation of the Judeo-Christian expulsion from Eden is that humanity, as punishment for its hubris, was split into two beings, creating the division of the sexes. Punishing humanity forever to search for his/her other half. For completeness.”

“That’s why sex, right? To fit your other half, to become a four-armed, four-legged creature again.”

“Yes.”

“I like sex.”

“So do I.” Companionably, she smiled and felt as if gloom had lifted, the sun had broken through clouds.

“What if this spirit Nana worshipped,” she continued, “is primeval, from a time before humanity, a time when only gods, spirit-loas, existed?”

“A pre-western kind of spiritual shaman?”

“Yes. If humanity began in Africa, it follows that faith did, too, and I believe this shaman figure was/is ancient. Older than disaporic manifestations of African faith, older than known African and African-American spiritual traditions . . . older than the traditions normally practiced by slaves.”

“So maybe it’s an aspect of a legacy brought by a particular tribe—”

“Or a particular slave.”

“A religious man—”

“Or woman. A spirit that’s faded from cultural memory, except for DeLaire.

“DeLaire’s an isolated community not quite in sync with modern times, more in sync with enslaved central and western Africans. Like the Geechee, the Gullah community off the sea islands. American slavery began in the 1500s; its estimated twelve million survived the middle passage. Of those millions, who knows exactly what religious variant they practiced? Or what obscure gods they believed in?”

“Such as double-gendered beings capable of shifting between genders?”

“Yes. Kin to shape-shifters, maybe. But legends suggest shape-shifters, with each transformation, find it more difficult to change form. They risk being stuck in one shape forever. The creature I saw was fluid. Transforming, changing features as easy as—”

“What?”

“Water.” Arrested, she inhaled, trying to make sense. Her head ached.

The mermaid was dual natured—fish and human. But it hadn’t transformed.

How were the spirits connected? What were they called? Why did Nana worship both?

She tilted forward, asking earnestly, “Didn’t you see him/her at the hospital?”

K-Paul shook his head.

“He—it—had a wound on his arm. It healed.”

“What else?”

“Then she—it—healed Will.”

Elbows on the table, Marie rested her head in her hands. “Funny, I always see El. Never DuLac. I expect I’ll see Huan.” She looked up at K-Paul. “Did you know Huan believed in animism? As in voodoo, for her the world was brimming with spirits. She also believed in ancestor worship.”

“The living should make provisions for the dead?”

“Yes. Especially for those who died violently. Otherwise, out of bitterness, the dead might harm the living.”

“That’s not Huan.”

“No. But after her killer is arrested, I’ll make provisions for her. I know her family will, too. Mine will just be extra love.”

In her mind, she could see it. On her home altar, she’d add ponytail bands and ribbons for Huan’s hair, bits of rice, a picture of Vietnam, and even a tiny pink umbrella, the kind used to garnish drinks. Even dead, she thought Huan would get the joke, bob her head, and smile.

Marie watched K-Paul. He’d gotten up, placed his untouched plate in the sink with hers, and grabbed two more bottles of beer.

“I’m freaking you out, aren’t I?” She was still drinking her first beer; K-Paul opened his third and drank it down.

K-Paul never said anything, either positive or negative, about her spiritual abilities. He admired her hospital skills, understood the edge intuition and faith gave her. He’d been there when a vampire spirit had possessed her in the ER. And he knew DuLac and El, both trained in medicine, had been believers who believed in her.

He opened one of her untouched bottles, swigged deeply, and then laid his hands on the table. He had soft, magical hands able to feel a pulse, palpate an abdomen, and massage a heart. She swore he had his own special talents—extraordinary medical skills.

“My people been in Louisiana since Le Grand Dérangement, the Great Expulsion, when the British evicted us from Acadia.”

“You mean eastern Canada. The Maritime provinces?”

“Yes. Acadia was a French colony. It was supposed to be our promised land.” K-Paul’s gaze unfocused, as if he were having an internal vision, seeing his homeland. Forced migration was ordered by the British governor and the Nova Scotia Council 1755 to 1763. Today, we’d call it ethnic cleansing. Thousands of French colonists were maimed, killed.” His expression bleak, he drank.

Marie waited, knowing she’d uncovered one of K-Paul’s profound wounds.

He went on: “Most, but not all, my people escaped to Louisiana. We’ve been in America a long, long time. Through Spanish and American rule, we held tight to our native culture. Good food, good fellowship, and faith. Over time, us, French Acadians, became proud Louisianan Cajuns. ‘Let the good times roll.’ ‘Laissez les bon temps roulez.’

“Still,” he turned his chair backward, and sat, his knees bent, his hands holding tight to the chair rails. “I’m a good Catholic boy, which means I believe in the unseen. Mysteries.

“Just cause folks paint God as white and male, I never bought it.” He looked around, got up, and ambled toward the screen door. “I think God is right here. In Nature. This bayou.”

“You’ve always worn that crucifix?”

“Since confirmation. My father whittled it for me. From cypress bark.”

“Is he alive?”

“Died in a fishing accident. ’Bout ten years ago. My mother died two years afterward, never fully recovering from losing Pa. It was Pa’s dream that I doctor. Said hardworking people, poor people, died too soon. Said I should help.”

K-Paul turned from the screen, looked at Marie, and said earnestly, “Just because I don’t see what you see doesn’t mean I disbelieve.”

Overwhelmed, Marie murmured, “I don’t know anything. I wasn’t a good enough friend to Huan. All these years, working together, I knew nothing about you. Nothing about your background, your past. I don’t know anything.”

“Plenty. You know plenty. I don’t understand your powers, but I’ve seen how you use them. You always help.”

“Everyone around me dies.”

“Nature of life. Nature of evil.”

She stretched her arms on the table, and laid her head on them. “It should’ve been me. Not Huan.”

K-Paul stroked her still-damp hair.

She felt like Marie-Claire, getting comfort. It mattered to her that K-Paul believed her, believed in her. She hadn’t realized how much strength she’d drawn from El’s and DuLac’s, even Huan’s, belief in her.

Trembling, she sat up straight. “I’ve been warned. Over and over. But I can’t figure out what it all means. Marie-Clarie’s drawing, the mermaid, the oil slick—”

“What oil slick?”

“At least that’s what I think it was. A kind of oozing darkness, threading like veins out of the ground, organic, yet not. A black oil-like substance covering the ground, pooling, where the L’Overture family died.”

“It’s either oil or it’s not. Let’s go see.”

“We can’t.”

“What’re you talking about?”

“It was a vision. An apparition. I didn’t really see it. I mean, I did. But you couldn’t see it.”

K-Paul swung open the refrigerator, grabbed another beer from his endless supply, and snapped its tab.

“You think I’m crazy?” she asked.

Nonstop, he swigged beer, then crushed the empty can. He stared out the window.

“K-Paul?”

“Only two words I really understand. Oil and water. That’s all Louisiana’s ever been about.”

K-Paul’s shadow stretched behind him on the floor. Neither man nor shadow moved.

She’d seen this stillness in K-Paul when he was diagnosing a challenging case. He seemed entranced, like worshippers during her ceremonies. Except she knew it wasn’t the spiritual infusing him. He was connecting with intuition grounded in scientific fact.
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She slipped on her tennis shoes, opened the screen door, and stepped outside, leaving K-Paul space to think.

Heat settled on her shoulders like melted butter.

She stared at the Gulf. This was where the Mississippi ended. The largest river slicing America for over 2,300 miles. A great river mingling with Gulf waters mingling with the ocean.

Mind the water.

She pulled her cell phone from her back pocket. It was reassuring to see Parks’s text. Reassuring that even after a breakup, he’d fly to Louisiana.

She trembled, wondering whether Parks would reach Marie-Claire in time. Of course he would. He was Parks.

She pressed for voice mail. No cell signal. No disembodied voice coming through the small metal speakers. She tapped the tiny screen. The signal bars were faded, dead.

“You need a cell booster.” The screen door slammed; birds fluttered out of trees; brush creatures scampered.

“You startled me.”

“Here. Use my phone. I need to get Riley. He’s a friend, a biologist. Used to work for public health. Did some environmental activism. Now he mostly fishes. Drinks.” He stuffed his hands in his pockets. “But Riley knows this land better than anyone. Knows about water, oil. I think you need to talk with him.”

“I’d like that.”

“Riley doesn’t have a phone. Or even electricity. I’ll row down to him. If he’s not at home, it might take a while. He’s got a couple of regular fishing holes. We’ll return in Riley’s airboat. That all right? You’ll be all right while I’m gone?”

“I’m a ‘big girl,’ as Marie-Claire would say.”

“Yeah, one people shoot at.” K-Paul winced. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to remind you—”

She didn’t answer.

“Huan’s death wasn’t your fault.”

She stared at the blue waters.

“You should be safe here. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

Barefoot, K-Paul headed for his boat, slipping the rope off its mooring.

He jumped into the boat, his back muscles rippling as he moved the oars. The small craft sliced through water.
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Marie wiped her eyes with her sleeves. Mourn later, she told herself.

She opened K-Paul’s cellphone, pressing numbers. At first, there was nothing but static, followed by silence, then, without a ring, she heard, “Parks.”

“It’s me.”

“Are you okay?”

“Marie-Claire?”

“My plane’s just landed. Need to pick up the rental car. I should be with her soon.”

Relieved, Marie murmured, “Thank you.”

“You know, everybody’s leaving New Orleans,” said Parks. “Few flights landing, mostly leaving. Did you hear? Katrina did major damage in Florida. Right now, she’s back at sea.”

“But she’s heading west,” she said, alarmed.

“Meteorologists think it could go either way. Katrina could become wind starved, turn into a storm or a tropical depression. Or she could catch her breath and turn inland.”

“Heading straight for New Orleans.” Her legs lost strength. She sat on the porch steps. Her dream was a foretelling of Katrina. Bodies, floating, flashed in her mind.

“Yeah, I didn’t want to say.”

“Get Marie-Claire out of New Orleans,” she said urgently.

“If it comes to that, I will. Where are you, Marie?”

“On the Gulf.”

“Delta land? I’d feel better if you were the hell out of there.”

“Can’t. Something else is going on. Something, but I don’t know what—connected to Katrina. Get Marie-Claire out of the city.”

“We’ll wait for you.”

“Don’t. Go.”

“We’ll wait for you,” he said, loudly, then, softly, “I’ll wait for you.”

“Parks—”

“We’ll wait for you.”

“Parks,” she pleaded. She could hear his labored breath, imagine his jaw, squared and stubborn.

Were they true loves searching for each other? Her heart ached. She was running out of time. Maybe she’d never know. Never get a second chance. There were multiplying dangers—Katrina; Walker; warnings from ancient spirits; and the L’Overture murders not far from the Mississippi’s mouth.

“I’ve got to go.”

“What the hell are you doing, Marie?”

“Following leads. Isn’t that what you taught me?”

“Let me help.” It was Parks’s turn to plead.

“You are helping.”

“Whatever you say, Doc,” he snapped, sarcastic.

Parks knew she hated being called Doc.

“Doc, do you think Marie-Claire remembers me? It’s been nearly a year.”

“She remembers you. She’s got a good memory, like her mother.”

“See you, Doc. I mean, Marie.”

She knew she and Parks were both smiling.

“See you.”

“Marie!” Parks shouted into the phone before she hung up. “Baton Rouge. If Katrina turns, I’ll get Marie-Claire to Baton Rouge. I promise.”

Too emotional to answer, she clicked the cell phone shut.
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EIGHT

BAYOU WATERS

LATE MORNING

Marie heard the airboat before it arrived. It buzzed like a thousand wasps and bees combined. It came round the bend, a huge caged propeller, like a peacock’s fan, at its rear.

K-Paul was standing, waving. Next to him, sitting high on the airboat, was a skeletal sunburned man wearing a New Orleans Saints T-shirt and a baseball hat.

She headed for the dock. The engine shut down and K-Paul, with a rope, jumped off the airboat, tying it to the dock.

“Marie meet Riley. Riley, Marie.”

He looked like an emaciated Popeye. He took off his hat, flashing a freckled bald head. His eyes were jaundiced, his cheeks flushed from heavy drinking.

“Heard you wanted to see my country. The Gulf. Bayous. Marshes. Waterlogged soil.”

“I do.”

Riley stared at her hard, almost defiant. She could tell he knew he was dying.

She stared back, keeping her face neutral, her compassion dampened.

“Come on,” grinned Riley. “I’ll show you my kingdom.”

K-Paul extended his hand, helping her climb onto the airboat’s perch. “Put these on,” he said, handing her ear muffs.

“Sit.” Riley patted the chair next to him. Then he started the engine—a wild roar. K-Paul hooted.

The muffs only dampened half the sound.

The boat bucked forward, accelerating. K-Paul, still standing, held on to the metal stabilizing bar.

The boat swerved, almost like a jet ski, twenty, thirty miles an hour. Spray dashed her face; wind unraveled strands of hair. Riding high, the boat felt like a thrill ride, their bodies swaying into the curves. K-Paul and Riley grinned like crazy men. She held on tight.

There wasn’t a single cloud on the horizon.
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This was the first time Marie had actually been inside the marsh, not just seeing it from the shore or trudging through it piecemeal. She could feel the struggle of predators and prey—cottonmouth moccasins and other snakes, small game such as rabbit and hare. Even cicadas, insects, catfish, and bullfrogs struggled for life.

By boat, she sensed the depth, breadth of water and soil blending for miles upon miles. There were warrens of water trails, marked by tall marsh grass, small islands of trees, and bush growth. Wisteria covered pines, moss covered oaks; pink trumpet vines and white spider lillies contrasted with lush greens.

Ibis flew overhead.

Riley cut the engine. The silence was jarring.

Marie took off her muffs, awed by stillness, Riley’s serene expression, and her own desire that this moment would last forever.

Every sign of civilization was gone. She’d entered a primordial world where fowl, reptiles, and insects ruled, lurking in the bush, sky, and water. Here, in this vast wilderness, you’d never imagine that, hours north, a city like New Orleans even existed.

“Look there,” said K-Paul.

A log floated in the water.

“A gator,” said K-Paul.

“Really? Looks like driftwood.”

“Look close.”

Just above the water level, she saw the opening and shutting of a yellow eye.

“Alligators were almost hunted to extinction,” said Riley. “Good meat. Hides became shoes, saddles for the Confederate Army. Oil harvested from them was used as a lubricant for steamship and cotton engines. They’re protected now. Every first Wednesday in September, hunting season starts and lasts for thirty days.”

“Have you ever hunted and killed one?”

“No. They’re vicious. They’ll eat anything, including each other. Besides,” he said, smiling, “you can’t help but respect a species that’s been around for over two hundred million years.”

Marie liked Riley. He was smart; his eyes glinted with irreverence.

“As a boy, I’d keep baby gators in pails,” said K-Paul, squatting behind Marie. “When young, a gator’s skin is softer than you can imagine. Like velvet. But I always threw them back into the swamp. Never kept them for more than a day or two.”

Marie could imagine the young K-Paul, compassionate, curious about nature and biology. It had never occurred to her that a bayou childhood was the perfect preparation for becoming a doctor.

The airboat bumped up against a small island. A nest of birds, a mother and her babies, was settled in the grass.

“These birds, green herons, are sweet to look at,” said K-Paul, “but they can roust your eyes in a second.”

“You love it here,” she said.

“Yes, and I’m losing it.”

“Everybody in Louisiana is,” said Riley.

“What do you mean?”

“See these waterways, canals?” Riley stood, pointing north, south, east, and west. “For decades, oil companies have dredged them. Look there. Pipeline valves.” Rusted metal stuck upward from the sluggish water.

“Canals were dug deep. So deep, roots and natural barriers were destroyed. All this here”—he pointed up and down the waterways—“used to be freshwater. Because of erosion, salt seeps in from the Gulf, killing the wetlands. Destroying animal habitats. Destroying one of the greatest wildernesses ever. Breaks my heart.”

“We’re losing what’s impossible to get back,” said K-Paul.

Marie looked carefully at the vista of marsh and swamp. K-Paul and Riley had altered her sight. What she’d seen as a paradise was a kind of slow dying. What else didn’t she see clearly?

“New Orleans will one day go under, too.”

“What do you mean?”

Riley stared at the water; his eyes squinting in the sunlight’s glare. “In the 1890s the Army Corps of Engineers changed the direction of the Mississippi.”

“You’re kidding?”

“No. They wanted a more direct passage to carry oil and goods to the Gulf. The Mississippi used to birth tons of silt. Silt that became new land. There used to be thousand of miles of land between here and the Gulf, thousands more between New Orleans and the Gulf.

“Changing the river’s flow, deepening canals, letting salt into the marsh has destroyed almost all the land that had once been. To make up for the land that’s disappeared, the corps built levees, doing more damage to a damaged environment. Every half hour, a football field of land disappears. Floods wouldn’t be a problem if land was still here. Eventually, even New Orleans won’t exist.”

“I find that hard to believe.”

“I’ll show you,” said Riley, grimly. He downshifted the shaft. The boat moved forward in low gear, past trees, the fading landscape. The motor still growled but she kept her earmuffs off.

The boat veered south for a mile, then right.

She gasped. Hundreds of dead tree trunks, leafless, nearly branchless, were rotting in the water. The trees looked as if they’d been burnt and made barren by fire, but they were in and surrounded by water. The landscape was a nightmare world, as if Marie-Claire had painted sickly stick trees that needed a magician to revive them. The slow-moving, moss-covered water looked putrid. And the sun, drenching the world yellow, made it all seem a fevered dream. Just minutes ago, she’d thought the bayou wilderness was vast, but it was all an illusion. They’d turned a corner and encountered a landscape no longer green and vital, but black and disappearing.

Riley cut the engine and the world seemed more funereal, punctuated with articulate, almost mournful bird cries.

K-Paul murmured, “I used to hunt here when I was a boy. Now there’s not enough land to walk on.”

Riley grunted. “Used to be thousands of miles of healthy delta land. Nearly three thousand miles gone in my lifetime. And I’m not that old.”

Marie guessed Riley was in his fifties, far too young to be dying.

“Land. Just gone,” Riley went on. “The United Houma Nation used to grow medicinal herbs all along here. Now this stretch is just gone.” Riley’s voice choked.

“I haven’t heard of the United—”

“—Houma Nation,” K-Paul finished. “There’s hard evidence that they’ve been in Louisiana since the 1600s. They’re recognized by the state. But they’re still waiting for federal recognition by the Bureau of Indian Affairs.”

“In the meantime,” said Riley, wiping forehead sweat on his arm, “they’re losing more land, like all Louisianans, to erosion and hurricanes.

“Losing marsh, wetlands. Folks don’t understand our marshes are a great big womb for shrimp, oysters, and crabs. These marshes have been declining, infected with oil and salt. Seafood production has been declining. Sons and daughters are abandoning family fisheries. And this area here is just dead. Plain ol’ dead.

“Even the city of New Orleans used to be inland. Now it sits on the coast. Land mass used to buffer it from hurricanes. But as oil companies drilled, all along the coastline, acres of good land disappeared. Vanished.”

“Water turns to salt. Oil turns to money,” K-Paul said, mournfully.

Marie thought the landscape looked like a movie horror set.

“Why don’t people stop it?”

“You think the government cares about habitats dying?” asked Riley scornfully. “Louisiana is a poor state. Poor, with corrupt officials. Oil companies are given cheap leases and have no incentive to give a damn about the land, water, or people. When the oil’s gone, they’ll move elsewhere. And to make it worse, the federal government barely funds environmental repair or rehabilitation. But it funded all the ways to divert the river, deepen the channels, and widen its mouth so oil could move from the Gulf up to city refineries.”

“Is that why you quit?”

Riley looked bleak.

“K-Paul said you’d done environmental work. Public health.”

“Yeah. I quit.”

She’d touched his wound. K-Paul signaled her with his eyes. She nodded. She understood his work was what had driven Riley to drink.

“The environment’s going from bad to worse. Decided I’d quit and live on the land until the erosion destroyed it all or a hurricane blew it away.”

K-Paul squeezed Riley’s thick shoulder. “You tried.”

“The Clinton years were the best. Won a few court cases, settlements proving contamination. Environmental damage to land, animals, and humans. But, on the Gulf, good news doesn’t last. We went back to the same old same old. Broken promises. Did I tell you there’s a dead zone the size of New Jersey in the Gulf? Nitrogen, pesticides, animal waste, all wash down the Mississippi, depleting the water’s oxygen. Nothing can live. Bribed officials don’t care. Hell, America doesn’t even know what it’s losing.”

“I didn’t,” said Marie.

“Oil men,” hollered K-Paul like a circus barker, “just want you to think about how oil fuels America—”

“—our economic engine, some say.”

“Our lifestyle. Hell, our American way of life,” shouted K-Paul, his voice reverberating through the dead trees and grass.

“What’s happening here can happen all along America’s Gulf Coast. Oil poisoning will continue to threaten Texas, Mississippi, Alabama . . . even Florida. Who cares if fish and wildlife die?”

“I’ve got my gas,” whooped K-Paul.

“Dredge the Mississippi. Slice it open. Put up another rig. Dig another well. Hell.” Riley reached beneath his seat, pulling out a metal flask. His entire body was trembling. He drank his spirits, hard and fast.

Marie felt such sadness. She knew Riley and K-Paul had this conversation down to a ritual.
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“Oil and water, oil and water,” Marie muttered, gazing at the seemingly endless plain of petrified and rotted trees, dead grass and dry bushes. The landscape was like a body starved of oxygen and drained of blood. This bayou marsh had become a morgue.

“The apparition,” she said, slowly, “the threads at the L’Overture homesite, were like veins in a body, spreading oil, destabilizing the soil.”

“K-Paul told me you were special.”

“Not spooky?” she joked.

“Spirits been haunting the bayou since forever,” responded Riley. “I’ve seen native peoples, Creoles, Cajuns, African Americans call them. Hell, I plan on haunting this place myself. Expect to be doing it by the end of the year.”

She and K-Paul didn’t respond.

“Nothing wrong with oil itself.”

“An organic substance,” said K-Paul. “Exploitation spreads harm.”

“Disease,” coughed Riley.

“The river mermaid, the unstable soil—all of it’s starting to make sense. Or, rather, I feel a glint of sense inside me. Feel a foreshadowing doom.”

“You’re feeling the tragedy of Louisiana.”

Marie stared at the withered trees. “Why do I feel I’ve only scratched the surface?” she said. “Everything has life, spirit. That’s the true message of voodoo. My role is to solve, to explain mysteries. To make sense of the connections between real and spirit worlds.”

The heat and humidity were sapping her energy. Images of bodies—Huan’s, the L’Overtures’, and the river of dead—were making her feel unhinged.

The three sat on the airboat, K-Paul on the platform, she and Riley in the tattered upholstered chairs. Riley reached into a cooler and popped open a beer. He handed it to K-Paul, then reached for another. Marie shook her head. Riley kept the beer for himself.

She could feel death. This wasn’t the Guédé’s landscape. This was death outside the natural cycle—nothing less than murder.

“There’s a phrase,” she murmured. “ ‘Loas created the world; man uncreates.’ ”

“Ain’t that the truth,” said Riley.

“Storm’s coming,” said K-Paul, pointing at birds in formation, dark silhouettes flying home to roost.

“Yes, I know.” She could feel the air thickening, the rise in barometric pressure. Hairs rose along her neck. “It means something that all this is happening now. This time, this season.”

“Hurricane season?”

“Yes.”

“Katrina’s out there, tearing up the sea. Maybe this season, all of this will be swept away. Like me. My doctor doubts I’ll make it to the end of the year. Ain’t that right, K-Paul?”

Marie looked at K-Paul. His shoulders were slumped. She knew it was hard watching a friend die. But she and K-Paul knew that some drunks couldn’t stop drinking. Still, Riley’s dying was as unnatural as the blighted landscape.

“Spirits—both water and earth—are calling me. I need to figure out what they’re saying, what all this”—her hands swept the scene—“means.”

“Can I help?” asked Riley.

“I think you already have.”

“What about me?” asked K-Paul, masking his grief for Riley with a Cajun boy’s enthusiasm.

“You were destined to help. What else would explain why you’d get me down to your home?”

K-Paul whooped. “It was all part of my plan. Cajuns don’t take rejection easily.”

“Romance going on?” boomed Riley. “K-Paul needs a girl. I been telling him that for years.”

“Time to go, Riley,” said Marie dryly. “Steer the boat.”

K-Paul handed her the muffs. “Marie.” His face was an open book. Expressive. For a minute, he let her see his longing, his desire, and affection for her. Then he shuttered his feelings, saying softly, “Let’s visit where the L’Overtures died.”

“Yes,” she murmured. The engine revved and the wind-powered boat sliced through green, mucuslike water and all the creatures, ancient survivors, watched their passing. “And visit Sheriff Malveaux and all the other good citizens of DeLaire.”

The airboat sped over muddy, slick water. Waves kicked up broken bark, tangled brown algae. “No good fishing here,” said Riley. “No nothing.” His voice was starting to slur. “Going fishing elsewhere.”

K-Paul patted his shoulder.

Riley started singing, off-key.

Marie whispered into the whipping spray and wind, “Time’s short, running out. Any grace I have, let it come.”
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NINE

L’OVERTURE HOMESITE

AFTERNOON

As soon as Marie stepped onto the homesite, she saw the ghosts.

John L’Overture was pulling pails of water up from the well, tasting, then tossing the water onto the ground. He kept repeating the sequence. Lowering the pail, pulling it high, tasting the water, then throwing the remaining water onto the ground. Water sprayed the vegetable garden—the moldy beans, the scarred tomatoes.

Mimi fed her baby at her breast.

El was leaning against a tree, flicking her red nails; she’d always been proud of her nails. Huan sat cross-legged in the dirt, her wrists on her knees, like a composed Buddha.

All of them had died violently, yet their spirit bodies appeared whole. No sign of trauma. But what about their souls?

“Do you see Huan?” she asked K-Paul.

“Don’t see anything.”

“El and the L’Overtures are here, too.”

K-Paul made the sign of the cross.

“You’re not scared?”

“No. Just recognizing the blessing. You’re special.”

She stepped closer to where the house had once been. Someone had set a raging fire. The only things left of the cottage were ashes, cinder, and scarred wood. The gleaming truck was gone, as well as the ax that had been propped against a tree. None of the split logs for the potbellied stove had escaped burning. They’d burned, collapsed like thick cigars, dead, graying and black.

“Look,” said K-Paul, digging in the ashes with a stick. “Dog tags.”

“Are you sure?”

“Sure.”

“He looked like a warrior.”

“When you saw him, you said he was dead.”

“He was. I had a vision of him. But I’m positive he didn’t have his tags on.”

“Some vets, once they’re home, take them off. Put them in a drawer.”

At the hospital, she’d seen hundreds of veterans with PTSD, startled by noise, anxious in crowds, and self-medicating with drugs and alcohol. Louisiana had tons of poor boys who’d fought.

“L’Overture must’ve just returned from Afghanistan or Iraq,” she said.

K-Paul kicked a pile of ash. “Damn shame to survive war. Then come home and die.”

“Be murdered.”

K-Paul rubbed the silver tags. “Blood type: AB negative. Faith: None.”

“For a southern Louisianan, that doesn’t seem right. No faith? Doesn’t make sense.”

Louisianans were famous for their faith; their churches might be a no-name, hole-in-the-wall, a converted storefront in a strip mall or a high-flying cathedral, but Louisianans always believed in things unseen. They had faith.

“At least he could be a holy roller,” K-Paul remarked.

“A lapsed Catholic.”

“Or one of your people.”

Her lips thinned. “He would’ve been one of Nana’s people. Maybe that’s why he was living on the outskirts of DeLaire. Maybe he’d disavowed Nana and voodoo. Or at least the kind of voodoo as practiced by Nana. I’m still not confident that the community isn’t involved in the deaths.”

K-Paul slipped the dog tags into his pocket. “He probably disavowed the army, too. Some soldiers do.”

“The only thing he didn’t disavow was his family.”

“Maybe they moved here to start a new life.”

“To find some peace,” responded Marie.

“I can understand that.” K-Paul walked the crime scene, sticking a branch into ash, shoving aside crumbling wood. “Marie. Some bones here. And a skull.”

“Let me see.” With two hands, Marie gently clasped the hard bone. “It’s an adult female. The mother’s skull.”

“Father and baby must be here, too.”

Her fingers traced the eye sockets, the cheekbone arcs. She murmured, “Not quite a cremation. Too much bone is left. For some cultures, even a purifying cremation doesn’t necessarily override a violent death.”

“You mean like Vietnam?”

“Yes. But also in Japan, Nepal, and South Africa. Many cultures believe spirits can remain tormented and vengeful. Purification by fire isn’t always enough.”

“Two more skulls,” said K-Paul, pointing with his branch. “Should we pack them up?”

Marie crossed to him, cradling the mother’s skull next to the father’s and baby’s.

“A sad trinity,” she said, yearning for Marie-Claire.

Inexplicably, Marie thought of “Goldilocks and the Three Bears.” Small, medium, and large skulls; child, mother, and father.

“The baby’s skull hadn’t fused,” she said. “I’ve never seen an infant skull without,” she paused, “skin.”

Fire and animals had scored, picked the bones clean.

She could see it—after the blaze, creatures waiting for the sight to cool. Then they did what creatures do, forage. Feed.

“I’m surprised bones are still here,” said K-Paul. “Wouldn’t murderers want to hide their crime? Clear evidence?

“Walker came after you. Why? What do you think? Arrogance or stupidity?”

“Arrogance. And a complicit sheriff.” She turned, studying the trees, the patches of cloudy sky. “Country people stick together. They didn’t imagine that once burned anyone would visit the L’Overture homesite. The burning, itself, was a warning.”

K-Paul sucked air between his teeth. “While the city is overflowing with unknowns. The unexpected. Though they failed, maybe that’s why your murder was planned.”

“Maybe they knew I wouldn’t give up.”

Marie and K-Paul stared at each other. Eventually, K-Paul said, dryly, “I can’t imagine having you as an adversary.”

Marie didn’t speak.

Uneasily, K-Paul shifted his weight.

The good, honest doctor, the religious Cajun, Marie thought, was uncomfortable. K-Paul only knew her inside the context of the hospital. Just as she’d only half-known him until today, until she’d seen him in the bayou, he’d only half-known her.

“What should we do with the bones?” asked K-Paul. “Take them with us?”

“No, leave them. Parks would have already scolded me for disturbing the crime scene. But I have a feeling that no one is ever going to investigate this but us.”

K-Paul laid the skulls gently on the ground, and placed the visible bones nearby. Marie squatted next to him. “Prayers, K-Paul. Let’s say prayers.”

Bowing his head, K-Paul made the sign of the cross. Marie spread her hands—high—above the bones, murmuring, “Peace. You shall forever be remembered, honored by me.”

“Like Huan,” K-Paul added, unashamedly wiping tears from his eyes.

“Like Huan,” she responded, sorrowfully, thinking about how so many she’d known and loved had died.

“We should hide the bones,” she said.

“You mean bury them?”

“Later. We’ll bury them later. I don’t know why, K-Paul, I just know it’s right. We’ll bury them later.”

With their hands, and strong branches, she and K-Paul began scraping dirt, fallen leaves, moss, and dried brush over the bones.

“Look, Marie.” K-Paul pointed at a shallow trench, a foot behind them. “I bet it surrounds the house. Whoever set the fire knew what they were doing. The trench would’ve prevented the fire from spreading.”

“A country technique? Something the sheriff would’ve been good at?”

“You bet. The bayou doesn’t have sanitation drivers. Every kid learns how to burn trash, brush, even cook with fire without igniting a larger one.”

Marie scooped soil. An inchworm crawled in the small mound. Marie knew that inside the dirt were seedlings, millions of bacteria. She dusted off the dirt, then stared at her palms. Dirt particles clung to her skin. Mud traced both lifelines.

K-Paul cupped her hands. “Traces of water and oil. Not just ordinary dirt.”

“No. Not at all.” She didn’t tell K-Paul that she still felt a trace of the soil’s energy in her palm. The ground they stood on was alive. “I’m missing something.” She studied the desolate yard.

K-Paul wiped his dirty hands on his jeans. “The latent oil would’ve raised the heat by several degrees.”

“And the added gasoline would’ve been perfect fuel.”

“There’s got to be a pipeline near,” said K-Paul, studying the ground once more, trying to see patterns, subterranean trails, in the dirt. “Vivco probably leases this land. Maybe the L’Overtures were unwelcome squatters.”

“But how would that hurt the oil? Or be reason enough to die for?”

K-Paul shook his head, plunging his hands in his back pockets. “I don’t know. This cloak and dagger stuff is beyond me. I feel like Dr. Watson.”

“Maybe now that Nana’s gone, Malveaux will stop lying.”

“Maybe he’ll lock himself inside his own damn jail. As in ‘Physician, heal thyself.’ ”

“Policeman, arrest thyself?” Marie smiled.

“If the crime fits.”

“I’m glad you’re here, K-Paul.”

“Even though I’m not a detective? Like your friend Parks?”

“No more teasing about Parks, okay? Parks was—is—a good friend. He’s already in New Orleans.”

“Well, you set this Cajun boy right,” said K-Paul, loudly, slapping his chest.

“Stop it, K-Paul.”

K-Paul reached for her; she stepped back, sidestepping his grasp.

“I need,” she said emphatically, “Dr. Girouard’s help. I need the country and city man who works in the ER. The Cajun Catholic who serves the poor.”

K-Paul looked at the sky, the ground, then at Marie. “Let me say this,” he said, his voice hoarse. “I’ve been attracted to you from the first day I saw you.”

“Don’t.”

“I won’t keep embarrassing you or myself. But tell me you’ve known.” Vulnerable, he gazed at her. “Haven’t you?”

“Yes, I knew.”

The simple words satisfied him, and they confirmed her sense that she’d stayed away from him these past four years not just because he was a colleague, but because of his intensity and, maybe, too, because of her own repressed desires.

“What do you want me to do?” asked K-Paul, squaring his shoulders, his voice serious.

“Let’s agree to stay professional. Both of us.”

“Fair enough. Though from this Cajun’s view, the flirting’s been one-sided. Four years, I’ve felt like a frog trapped in a gator’s throat. You don’t give a man hope.”

She couldn’t suppress her smile. “K-Paul,” she said, slightly scolding, “let’s keep doing what we do well.”

“Working together.”

K-Paul smiled, extending his hand; Marie clasped it, and shook.

Though country, K-Paul had the soft hands of a city doctor. She studied their clasped hands, noting the contrast between her brown skin and his ruddy flesh. Black oil smudges were on both. Connect the clues, she thought.

“You said oil and water caused wetlands devastation. Could it have caused murder?”

“Historically, it already has.”

Marie didn’t quite hear him. She was distracted by the well, and the glare of the setting sun on the bright new pail. The sun striking it was bright and luminescent.

The ghosts were gone.

Rocks had been cemented together to form the well; digging, forming, then setting the stone would have been hard. But it would have been essential. And this well with the moss, weathered stone, and rusty chain had probably been built generations ago. Maybe during slavery? Or maybe, post slavery, as part of the L’Overture homestead? Without utility services, water would have been needed for any family’s survival.

L’Overture’s ghost had been fixated on the well. The new water pail.

What was it that Nana had said? “Mind the water.”

She walked to the well. Turned the rope turnstile, pulling the bucket high, higher. It was heavy with water.

“What’re you thinking?

“Not sure. Before she died, Nana said, ‘Mind the water.’ Deet delivered the message.”

She dipped her hands into the pail. The water was clear, and she washed her palms clean. She cupped water in her hands, and smelled it as it dripped, disappeared through her fingers.

Plain water. No special odor. She tasted it. Just water. How did it connect with the shape-changing spirit’s words: “Watch the waters?”

“What’re you thinking?”

“I don’t know. A hunch. We should take samples.”

“Test the water?”

“Soil, too.”

“I’ve got a medical kit in my Jeep. Some test tubes for blood. Urine cups.”

“That’ll work.”

K-Paul headed toward the Jeep. He stopped, turning around, his hand sweeping, encompassing the yard. “This is where you saw the threads, isn’t it?”

“Yes, and I’m certain now that it was malevolent. Not just earth, not just oil. The farthest thing from a benign, organic substance.”

She saw it again, among the tree roots—taunting, like a charmed snake. Then, like a mirage, she didn’t see it. She saw only shadows and light.

“Whatever it was, is,” she corrected, “I think it would’ve affected the soil, and soil affects groundwater.”

K-Paul nodded. “I’ll collect samples.” He walked to the car.

Marie let the pail drop. She could hear, but not see, its splash.

She leaned over the stones, trying to see into the black bottom of the well. In Marie-Claire’s picture books, ogres or dragons always lived at the bottom of the well. Fearsome, furtive. Cannibalistic.

Did John L’Overture suspect something foul in the water?

That something had fouled the well? She looked at the scarred and charred house remains. “They had a small garden, K-Paul,” she hollered. “Nothing was growing well.”

“It could’ve been the oil.”

“It could’ve been.” But she didn’t think so. Oil, despite all the troubles it caused, had a useful purpose. A balance of good and ill effects. Whatever corrupted the garden or possibly fouled the well was just wrong. Nature didn’t survive without replenishing itself.

“A ceremony here,” she stated flatly, knowing as she said it that it was right. “A ceremony here, in the L’Overture yard, on this hallowed ground.”

A ceremony beside the victims’ bones.

A gun fired. A startling, cracking sound tore through the trees.

“Marie!” K-Paul shouted. “Down!”

Shrieking egrets and herons flushed, flew high, streaking wings against the blue sky.

Marie stood her ground, feet firm, facing southeast.

“Are you insane?”

“It’s Walker.” She just knew: Walker, in the wild, with a rifle and a scope.

“Marie, please, we’ve got to get out of here. Back to the Jeep. I’ve got a hunting rifle in the trunk’s gulley.”

“No,” she said sharply. She turned away from K-Paul and looked back into the marsh. Grasses swayed, curtains of gray moss trembled.

“There could be another shot. Please, we’ve got to go.”

She kept staring toward the southeast. “Walker wants to frighten me,” she said softly. “Cat and mouse.”

A thin, hot breeze touched her face. K-Paul, charged with adrenaline, breathed heavily.

“We should go, Marie.”

“It’s okay, K-Paul.” She bent, gathering soil in the plastic cup. “He’s already gone.”

“How can you be sure?”

“Just am.” She thought of Marie-Claire. “How do you know?” She’d asked her daughter how she’d known Beau’s name. “Just do,” her daughter had answered.

“I just am,” Marie repeated. “Sure.”

She was in Walker’s territory. His last shot was letting her know that he was powerful and in control.

K-Paul pulled up the water pail and held it as Marie filled two test tubes with water.

Her head tilted. “Mind, mine the water.” She saw the words hanging in the air. Saw water changing into a woman’s form.

“You’re sure you’re all right, Marie? We’ve got to be careful. Cats usually catch their prey.”

“Except when they’re arrogant.” Her voice, dry and harsh, she let the pail drop and splash into the water. “Walker should’ve killed me from a distance. His mistake will be to try and kill me up close and personal. He won’t succeed.”

She felt strength coursing through her, as if Ogun, the warrior god, was filling her up—but it wasn’t spiritual possession or the memory of it. It was her strength—the part of her, as in all humanity, that could be courageous and cruel.

She stood erect, jaw rigid, her hands balled into fists.

“Where are you? What’re you thinking?” K-Paul clutched her shoulder.

Her brow furrowed. She was starting to change. She was no longer just the book-educated doctor, but more Marie Laveau’s heir. She recognized, here, now, that there was a link between Nature and humanity’s failure to nurture.

DeLaire acreage and the bayou had been fouled, undone.

Her heart racing, she felt her ancestry rail and rebel. As a doctor, she had a passion for health and social justice, but her spiritual lineage, the memory of the gods who had possessed her, all fueled the heat in her blood. In her own right, she was a warrior, anything but passive.

“Who are you?”

She looked at K-Paul, her expression purposefully neutral. “I’m your friend, K-Paul.”

She walked back to the Jeep. Parks had seen and accepted the fierceness inside her. She missed him. Maybe, for her, he’d be willing to give New Orleans another try. Out here, in the country, she was alone, with no DuLac, no El, no Parks to encourage and help her thrive.

She was strong, still human. But vengeance was rising inside her. Battle lines were being drawn. Between her and Walker. Between her and the evil awake in the world.

Any man who loved her would have to accept that.

She looked out the Jeep’s front window. K-Paul pulled out his keys.

The bayou was an intense world. She was ready to be possessed, ready to find justice, ready to be the other woman she was—Marie Laveau, the Voodoo Queen.
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TEN

DELAIRE PLANTATION

SUNSET

At dusk, they drove into DeLaire. Seeing streaks of sun, red, orange, and yellow, made it seem sad, unreal. A trick of the light, a rerun of a Twilight Zone.

The no-name bait shop; just bait in cheap neon, now turned off, dangling in the window. The sheriff’s office looking closed, and rag-tag. The mechanic’s shed with its graveyard of Chevys, trucks, and high-speed boats on trailers looked deserted. Only the spiraling, barbershoplike red light at the two-pump gas station suggested any life.

Had DeLaire ever been a vital community? She knew it was a community gone mad. Crazy, just like she’d felt when she first drove south.

Historically, Louisiana meant centuries of enslavement—backbreaking work, deaths, beatings, and rapes for African descendants.

What made newly freed slaves stay on the land where for generations they’d been persecuted? Why would a black person stay? Most didn’t.

During Reconstruction, the newly freed migrated north, went west. To cities. Chicago. New Orleans. Tulsa. On foot, by horseback, or by train.

Those who stayed in DeLaire—why, why did they remain?

Were they too comfortable? Too passive? Or was it an act of defiance to stay? They didn’t want to be run off their land.

This was the crux of the matter.

Thousands of acres of DeLaire land were bought and paid for with ancestral blood. Why should slave descendants leave the only American home they’d known, a homeland they’d paid for in sweat and tears?

Still, she thought, many slave descendants had left. That would account for why so many elderly remained in DeLaire. But why did the L’Overtures remain? Or come back? John had been a veteran. And the very pregnant Brenda, why did she stay? With no apparent immediate family, had she stayed because the town adopted her? Or because she feared doing otherwise?

Looking around the “town,” Marie couldn’t help believing that all the black folks were getting the short end of the stick. No doubt the DeLaire descendants were living in city luxury elsewhere, while the bayou land was still being sucked for oil, making money for a decadent, “good times roll” family.

No one living in DeLaire seemed to being having any good times.

K-Paul stopped for gas at the one-tank station.

Next to the station was Bebe’s Grocery. Marie went inside, and paused, staring at the shelves of processed food, the glass freezer filled with frozen waffles and sausages, and the refrigerator section filled with scrapple and beer. Not a single fresh vegetable or fruit. She slowly walked the few aisles, grabbing sunflower seeds, candy bars, and a liter of Coke. She wanted to be seen.

“Sheriff know you’re here?” asked the man behind the counter.

She recognized the grocer as Tommy, the diabetic. Khaki pants and the counter obscured the wounds on his legs. But she could tell that standing, he was in pain. A stool was behind the cash register.

“I’ve come to keep my promise,” she answered.

“A healing? Healing ceremony?”

She saw the hunger in his eyes, the energy infusing his body, intent on worship, needing spiritual miracles.

“Medicine first. Then, afterward, yes, a ceremony.”

“Nana’s yard. I’ll tell everyone.” He reached for the rotary phone.

“No.”

Tommy stopped dialing, quizzical.

“The L’Overture yard.”

Shocked, Tommy wet his lips. He gripped his stool for balance. “That’s where them murders were.”

“Yes. Parents and their infant. Shot and burned.”

Deadpan, Tommy stared straight at her, and shook his head. “A real shame.” Then he blinked.

She watched Tommy weigh and value his own needs over the murdered family’s. She couldn’t help but feel disgusted. How many people would have to die before he’d think twice about a ceremony on their graves?

“You going to tell Aaron?”

“You mean the sheriff?”

He nodded.

“Why don’t you?”

Glee lit in Tommy’s eyes. She knew he’d spread the news like wildfire. Tonight, everybody in DeLaire would be eager to dance in the L’Overture yard. Her trap was modest. She hoped guilt would lead to revelations. But by springing the trap, she hoped she’d discover—the gods would help her discover—the combined mysteries of a dead dying people and an eroding, possibly toxic wetlands.

She left as Tommy started dialing his phone.

K-Paul was settling the gas nozzle into its carriage. He gave the attendant, a beanpole-thin man, thirty dollars. “Hate to do it,” K-Paul said to Marie. “Vivco is part of the problem. Fewer oil wells, more land.”

She handed K-Paul a Coke. “Follow this road to the end, turn right, and drive until you can’t drive anymore. Then we’ll be at Nana’s.”

K-Paul undid the Jeep’s top. “Too much heat,” he said, explaining.

“Couldn’t agree more.” Marie could see clearly and everyone could see her clearly.

Hot air and dust washed over her. Children were playing marbles by the side of the road. Pregnant Brenda was standing on a porch, her T-shirt, tight and rippling, inching up her bulging abdomen. The elderly Ibo-looking man—Nate, she remembered—stood, stoic, in his yard watching her pass.

Tommy wasn’t wasting any time making his calls.

Other folks stopped, dead still, in the street; some, their screen doors slamming, stepped onto their porches, their hands shading their eyes. Men stopped fixing their cars, their boats in driveways; women stopped hanging clothes and sheets on lines.

K-Paul drove slowly, and in between the shanty houses, the boat docks, she saw slices of the Gulf, calm, deep waters.

“Not much here,” said K-Paul.

“Not much,” she replied. Or else too much of something sickening everyone.

She hoped Aaron and Deet would be at home. Waiting for her.

“There,” she said, “Nana’s house is there, the last on the street.”

K-Paul parked the car. Both Aaron and Deet were sitting on the porch steps. The brothers looked like ghosts of themselves. Deet looked as if he hadn’t slept in weeks; Aaron looked gaunt, as if he’d already decided to be dead.

“Heard you’re going to do a ceremony,” said Aaron.

“News travels fast,” she responded wryly.

“Beau, is he all right?” asked Deet, pushing forward, wringing his hands.

“Beau’s fine. My daughter loves him. She says thank you.”

“That’s all right then,” answered Deet, grinning, while his brother scowled. “She’ll play with him and love him.”

“You shouldn’t have come back here, Dr. Laveau,” said Aaron, lighting a cigarette. “Want a cigarette? See, I don’t have to worry about oxygen. No possible explosions here.”

“Just elsewhere. At the L’Overtures’.”

“Funny,” Aaron replied, studying K-Paul. “Brought a cop with you?”

“He doesn’t look like a cop.”

“You’re right, Deet. Meet Dr. Girouard.”

K-Paul offered his hand; Deet shook it, but Aaron ignored him.

Up close, Aaron reeked of alcohol, his eyes were scarred red.

“I’m sorry for your loss,” she murmured.

“You don’t know anything about my loss.”

“I missed you, Sheriff,” she answered, dryly.

“He’s not a sheriff anymore.”

“Shut up, Deet.” Aaron looked uncomfortable, wounded.

Now she understood why Tommy had said Aaron, not sheriff. “Fired? Surely not. Not an employee who’s so easily bribed.”

“Shut up.”

“Hey,” said K-Paul, ready to defend Marie.

“Guilty conscience?”

“Nana’s gone, I’ve given up my work. What else do you want me to do?”

“Tell me who killed the L’Overtures. Who set the fire.”

“It won’t make any difference. Two hundred years, this has been our home. This land has held my family together. You wouldn’t understand that. Yes, I’ve read about you. Raised in Chicago.” He spat the city’s name like a dirty word. “You didn’t even know your country roots. Know about Louisiana.”

Aaron stood. “Come on, Deet. We need a drink to wash this bad taste out of our mouths. Spoiled fish, throw the bastards back.” His hand on the doorknob, the screen door half open, his face contorted.

Such sadness, Marie thought.

“Dr. Laveau, you don’t know anything about the L’Overtures. We’re mourning them, too. Just leave us alone. Come on, Deet.”

But Deet didn’t move.

Aaron’s face flushed red. “Suit yourself,” he snarled before entering the house.

“I told you not to come here,” Deet said, petulant, looking back at the screen door.

Marie couldn’t tell whether he looked back simply because he missed his brother, or because he suspected his brother might be listening. Was Deet afraid of Aaron?

“Nobody wants you here, Miz Laveau.”

“You mean your brother doesn’t,” responded K-Paul. “He’s foul tempered.”

“Don’t be talking bad about my brother.” Deet, his chest puffed like a rooster’s, pushed up against K-Paul. He was daring for a fight, ready to pound all his frustration and hurt into someone’s face.

“It’s all right, Deet,” she said, touching his arm. “K-Paul’s sorry.”

K-Paul shrugged.

“We need your help.”

“Not going to help that man with nothing,” answered Deet, pointing at K-Paul.

“I need your help, Deet.”

“No, I’m not going to talk to you, either. All you’ve brought is trouble.” He turned, like a distraught child, taking his toys to go home.

“Please.” Deet had been defiant when his brother wanted him to go inside. She just needed a bit more courage from him. “Please, Deet.”

“No.”

“Even if Nana would’ve wanted you to help me?”

“She’s dead.”

“But still here, Deet. I’ve seen her.”

He stopped, not yet turning around, poised between going inside, joining his brother and his known world, or accepting her and the unknown.

She saw his shoulders slump. Saw him decide, turning quickly, coming toward her, stumbling down the steps.

“Where?”

Marie could smell his breath. Alcohol. But he didn’t reek like Aaron. She felt sure Deet wasn’t much of a drinker. But with Nana dead, she could imagine the two brothers spending their hours drowning their sorrow, staring at Nana’s empty bed. Deet would nurse his whiskey; Aaron would drain one glass after another, rushing toward unconsciousness. Eventually, he’d die, like Riley.

“At the L’Overtures’,” she lied. “That’s where I saw Nana. That’s why I’m doing a ceremony there tonight. It’s what Nana would’ve wanted.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“You don’t have to. I’d like to search Nana’s altar, if you don’t mind. I need some things.”

“What things?” he asked, suspicious.

“Her water glass. The spirit statues she prayed to. The saints she favored will help me to conjure her.”

Deet, his neck clenched, wanted to say no.

She rushed on: “All voodooiennes have aids, special spirit guides. You know that, Deet. I want my ceremony to honor Nana. To please her.”

She didn’t tell Deet she was also searching for evidence. For some clue about who doctored Nana, where the medical equipment came from, who supplied the medicines. Maybe she could connect them to who abandoned DeLaire’s needed and necessary public health.

“Let me ask Aaron.”

“You know Nana believed in me,” she said, urgently. “You know it.”

Deet didn’t respond. Wincing, favoring his left knee, he climbed the stairs and went into the house.

Brows raised, K-Paul looked at Marie. “Torn ACL?”

“Football.”

“Ah, every rural boy’s dream to make it in the city. New Orleans. The big time. Big-time money. A million-to-one shot.”
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K-Paul strolled to the yard’s southernmost end. “Come see, Marie. A backyard dock.” He tugged a rope anchoring a small powerboat. Two fishing poles and a bait bag were inside. K-Paul opened the bag. “Look here,” he said, holding up a jar as if he’d discovered gold. “Worms.” He held the jar closer. “A bit lean, though. Need to be fat, juicy, to catch the best fish.”

Worms squirmed behind glass.

“Even in the best places, fishing’s declined. Still, it’s beautiful here,” said K-Paul. “Told you, nothing like the Gulf.”

The landscape was beautiful. Warm, soothing air layered the Gulf. Every summer, breezes rushed in and over the Gulf, kicking up storms, hurricanes. But not today.

Waves lapping against sand sounded like a mother soothing a child, “Hush, hush, hush.”

The horizon was now purplish-orange; some clouds floated, white, others were a dull yellow; still others were rimmed in gray. A perfect landscape painting filled with depth and color. With beauty and a touch of menace.

“Too bad evil exists everywhere,” Marie said softly, not knowing if K-Paul heard.

Shoulder to shoulder, they watched ships—motorboats, shrimpers, a pleasure sailboat—all sail inland, harbor bound, skimming across green, foam-tipped waters.

“Storm’s coming,” said Marie, echoing K-Paul’s earlier warning. “The weather service must’ve sent a warning.”

“Everyone’s racing home. Trying to make port.”

“Except for the L’Overtures.” She scanned the horizon for ghosts, tried to sense if there was any prophetic vision she’d missed.

“If something happens, K-Paul, you’ll have the samples tested. Follow up with the Department of Health. With Parks, police you can trust.”

“What’re you saying?”

“Just what I said.” She wiped sweat from her brow. “Have you ever been to a voodoo ceremony?”

“No. Only the French Quarter’s voodoo tour.”

“You didn’t.”

“Did.”

She smiled. “Titillation and cheap entertainment, K-Paul. You know those tours pander to tourists and their fears.”

He shrugged. “What can I say? It was fun. Besides—”

“You got laid.”

“How’d you know?”

“She was an out of towner.”

“Exactly,” answered K-Paul. “Northerners like being scared by our voodoo. I had to comfort her afterward.”

“Rogue.”

Shouting sounds spilled from the house. A chair sounded as if it was being overturned.

More serious, she clutched K-Paul’s hand, whispering hurriedly, “K-Paul, anything might happen tonight. Nana prayed to spirits I’m not entirely familiar with.”

“That’s why you want to search inside?”

“Yes. But the illnesses I’ve seen in DeLaire might be connected as well. There’s something awry in the environment, I’m sure of it. But I’m not sure the illness isn’t connected to the rituals.

“Voodoo communities aren’t supposed to inspire fear, lies. Yet both brothers are hiding something. I think Nana was, too.”

Her heart ached. It pained her to think that any voodoo community might be secretive, spiritually unhealthy. Such communities reinforced stereotypes. Yet given slavery’s influence, it was amazing that voodoo as a sustaining force survived at all. She couldn’t imagine, in the 1800s, 1900s, practicing her faith while being cursed, leered at, and pummeled with stones and shouts of “barbarism,” “devil worship.”

Americans bemoaned the Salem witch trials, but they didn’t bemoan the attempted systematic destruction of African faiths. It was a miracle as surely as Christ turning water into wine that African slaves had blended their religion with Christianity and held strong to the good. Kept kindness, and fought off bitterness. Had Nana—no, Marie couldn’t believe it—betrayed that?

“Marie?”

Far off, clouds were darkening. Rain threatened; somewhere, wind was beginning to swirl.

The brothers were arguing inside the house.

“K-Paul, if something happens to me—”

“Nothing’s going to happen to you.”

She shook her head. “Walker is dangerous. A concrete threat. But so, too, are voodoo ceremonies without proper protections. I don’t have my drummers. Or any of the followers I trust. I don’t have—”

“El and Duluc.”

“Yes. I’m on my own.”

“You’ve got me.”

“You’ve never been to a ceremony.”

“Still, I don’t believe they’re dangerous. That’s all hype, isn’t it?”

How could she explain? Each ceremony held spiritual danger, far worse than the bodily danger K-Paul was imagining.

She didn’t answer but stared at the Gulf. Waves lapped the shore, adding soil but taking away far more.

You could walk into sandy waters, feel perfectly safe, only to have the ocean’s shelf dramatically drop from beneath your feet. Ceremonies were like that, any second you could be lost among the unknown.

“Let’s get out of here, Marie,” said K-Paul urgently. “Let’s go back to New Orleans. Attend to Huan’s burial. Our patients at Charity. ’Sides, if a hurricane is really coming, this delta will flood. Folks should get the hell out.”

“Cold feet?”

“No. I’m worried about you, for you.”

“This is part of who I am—Marie Laveau.”
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A door slammed shut. Aaron, head lowered, staggered down the porch steps. Willfully avoiding eye contact with Marie and K-Paul, he got into his car. It was still painted black and white, but the red siren lights had been removed from the roof.

“He’s guilty as sin,” said K-Paul.

“Nothing worse than self-flagellation,” said Marie, pityingly. “Tonight, I’ll delve for the spiritual, K-Paul. You watch for the concrete. Please. Stand by me.”

“No need to ask again. I’ve got a rifle in the trunk. Walker won’t get near you. Or Aaron, either.”

Aaron drove off, his engine gunning, tires spinning, kicking up dirt and mud.

“I’m hoping the DeLaire community will reveal itself to me,” said Marie sadly. “They act socially inbred, like they’ve known each other forever. They seem to act in unison, but they won’t even take a young girl to a hospital or a clinic. I want to know why, K-Paul.

“I want to find out what secret this community is hiding. Find out who murdered the L’Overtures. Why Nana died protecting her grandsons and everyone here, especially Aaron. Why Aaron broke his vows.”

She looked at the waves crashing against the shore. Swallows were rushing inland.

“Oil and water. I feel you’re right, K-Paul. Both substances are so vital, so entwined. Nonetheless, there’s been a history of lies, pain, and devastation. Odd, isn’t it? Oil is still troubling the waters.”

K-Paul spoke slowly, his eyes squinting, staring out to sea. “DeLaire. There was a case twenty, twenty-one years ago. Riley told me about it. Broke his heart. Started his binges. DeLaire Plantation and Vivco. Some federal investigation. Never went to trial. Heard there was a settlement.”

“Against Vivco?”

“Both. Vivco and the DeLaire descendants. Some kind of environmental collusion. The federal government sued them both.

“The investigation had to do with waste, chemical by-products. Vivco and the DeLaires both paid damages for cleanup, remediation.

“Pa told me that they used to call oil ‘the devil’s excrement.’ The DeLaires struck a no-win bargain. Look, even though there was environmental cleanup, you can still see the loss of land. Every storm, even the one coming now, will cause more and more land loss. The trees and marsh that protected the county and city, DeLaire and New Orleans, are reduced to the smallest number they’ve ever been.”

“But the ex-slaves have stayed.”

“And the owners have never given up ownership of the land, expressed guilt or remorse. Far as I’m concerned, they’re beyond hope. Criminals.”

“But you can help the living, the survivors. You’ll see. The plantation descendants are still suffering. They’re diseased and dying. Maybe John L’Overture discovered some connection—”

“Aaron said no.”

Marie and K-Paul were startled.

Deet had slipped behind them, looking like a haint, his face pulled thin, his shoulders slumped.

“Aaron said he didn’t want you touching Nana’s things. Told me to tell you to go.”

“It’s okay, Deet. I understand.”

Deet reached into his pocket. “When Nana took ill, Aaron changed. Even now he went to town to go drink. Said you disturbed his peace here.”

“It’s okay.”

Deet looked about to cry.

“But Aaron doesn’t have any peace. None of us do.” He pulled his hand from his pocket, and opened his fist. “Brought you this, Maman Marie. Will this help?”

The water goddess. Deep inside herself, Marie felt recognition. The statue was the same spirit she’d seen in the Mississippi. Teal breasts, snakes entwined in her hair and neck. Except, in the Mississippi, the apparition had been bolder, three-dimensional. Water sparkled like diamonds.

“You can have the statue. I think Nana would’ve wanted you to have it. It was her favorite spirit.”

“Thank you, Deet.”

She couldn’t help wondering why Deet hadn’t brought both statues. Nana had had two gods on her small altar: the mermaid and the androgynous spirit. If the mermaid goddess was Nana’s favorite, why honor the other? Altars usually favored one god, yet Nana had set her two spirits side by side.

Somber, Deet stared at the goddess in Marie’s hand.

“Thank you,” she repeated.

Deet had lost his chance for escape and glory. He’d lost his nana and was losing his brother, too. Still, he was trying to help her, trying to help because he knew Nana would have wanted him to, because it was the right thing to do.

Impulsively, she hugged him.

Deet’s hands gripped her hard, as if he was using her body to hold himself upright.

“You’re a good man,” she said.

He shook his head, swallowing, his Adam’s apple shifting up and down. “Water was always important to Nana. Said Mami Wata—”

“Mami Wata? Are you sure that’s the name?” Puzzle it out.

“Nana said she was one of the old ones.”

Marie thought hard. Three years ago, they’d been in DuLac’s altar room. He’d taken a frayed book off his shelf. Inside were beautiful images of water goddesses. Some were line drawings, others were vividly painted. The book had discussed religion even before it was called religion.

DuLac had always insisted that she read with him, study old texts. Now she understood; he’d been preparing her for this moment. When voodoo wasn’t typical, but atypical.

For the first time since his death, she saw DuLac. Not as a ghost, but as a vision.

DuLac was drawing three wavy lines, creating the symbol Marie-Claire had finger painted. He pushed the book toward her. Pages fluttered, sifting, shifting, through images of mermaids.

“I’ve seen this goddess before.”

“Nana said when Africans were made slaves, this spirit, Wata, followed them across the ocean.”

Marie turned the sculpture in her hand. Maybe a slave had molded it in the Americas? Or else clung to it during the horrific Middle Passage.

“Marie?” murmured K-Paul.

“Wait. Something’s happening. I feel—”

Both Deet and K-Paul quieted.

She closed her eyes, squeezing the statue tight.

Inside her head, DuLac whispered, “Africans worshipped a multitude of water goddesses. First and foremost was Wata. All water spirits are aspects of Wata. Like Lucy is to flesh, so Mami Wata is to spirit.”

She saw El. Mimi L’Overture. Her ancestor Marie Laveau. A trinity of women, three spirits standing, arms clasped, beside the water.

Marie Laveau, her voice a rich timbre, spoke: “Women hand sight down through the generations. Mother to daughter.” El and Mimi echoed her.

Together, the three chanted: “Women hand sight down through the generations.” The sound cascaded like a healing balm.

She understood. It was her time.

DuLac’s disembodied voice, crooned, “You don’t need me. You’ve never needed me. Or any man.”

“You can do this,” El’s voice reverberated. “You can do this.”

Marie exhaled. “Water goddesses,” she said, opening her eyes.

Both men were staring at her—K-Paul, concerned; Deet, worshipful.

Water goddesses appeared in every culture. The divine feminine.

She stroked the statue’s body, from her breasts to her tail. “European mermaids were more like sirens, sensual distractions, singing, sucking life from men. Most likely they were a myth, a manifestation of sailors’ fears of feminine power.

“Mami Wata,” she said, “was far more powerful than any mermaid or siren. Sensual, passionate, she was an ancient healer, encouraging prosperity and fertility.”

“Doesn’t New Orleans have a river goddess? Yemaya,” asked K-Paul, “isn’t she it? That voodoo tour mentioned her.” K-Paul ducked his head sheepishly.

“The tour spoke true. Maybe it was Yemaya that I saw in the Mississippi. Maybe it was Wata.”

“Why not both?”

“Yes, why not,” she answered. “There’s always been syncretism. A melding of variants of African-derived images and faith. More confusing, there have been changing names as slaves learned differing New World languages. Wata has become Yemaya in New Orleans. Both goddesses signify motherhood, pregnancy, and the rejuvenating power of water.

“But even in New Orleans, Yemaya is sometimes called Yemalla. In the Yoruba tradition, she would’ve been called ‘Yemaja.’ Elsewhere in Africa, she’d be known as ‘Yemoja.’ In Brazil, she’d be ‘Yemanjá; in Haiti, ‘La Sirene.’ The fluidity of names goes on. But the image of water goddesses as healers, supporters of love and the fruits of love, remains sacrosanct. Water goddesses own all the waters: oceans, rivers, streams. Each of these goddesses, but especially Mami Wata, the oldest, is understood as the ‘mother of all living things.’

“What if Wata has been restored? Not figuratively, but literally. What if Nana’s worship reaffirmed, reenergized her in the New World? It makes sense that slaves transported by water would embrace, hold tight to Mami Wata.”

“Ever since we were boys,” said Deet, “Nana told us tales of Wata. Said women took after Wata, birthing babies in rich, nourishing water. Said Wata healed by giving, never by taking away.”

Deet wasn’t making sense. How did one heal by taking away? Folk healers, like doctors, gave—medicinal herbs and soothing, palliative care.

“Nana said water was all about love, needing to journey, to go where a woman needed to go.”

“Water needs to go where she wants to go.” That’s what the spirit in the hospital had said. But it still didn’t make sense. How did it connect to folk healing? Medicine?

If she understood K-Paul and Riley, in drilling waterways, the Corps of Engineers had altered both fresh- and saltwater landscapes. What did that mean? To change the course of water? To force water to go where she didn’t want to go?

It would be like telling a pregnant woman that her amniotic fluid had to flow upstream; her child couldn’t be nourished and born.

“Deet, where’s Nana’s grave?”

“You don’t want to go there. Too sad.”

“I want to make obeisance,” she said. “Thank Nana for her blessings.” She gripped the statue. “Understand why she prayed to Wata. Help me. Please.”

“You’ll have to take the boat.”

“I don’t understand.”

“I do,” said K-Paul. “Where, Deet?”

“Southwest about ten miles. You won’t miss it. Miz Marie, tell Nana I love her.”

“You tell her. You’ll come tonight to the ceremony.”

He shook his head.

“Come. You’ll be needed.” Why did she say that?

“Hurts,” said Deet simply, explaining his refusal.

Deet undid the dock slip, and handed Marie into the slim motorboat with K-Paul. The metal boat swayed, and she sat facing K-Paul as he used the rudder to guide the boat from shore.

“Deet,” she called. “Where’s the second statue? The one Nana kept beside Wata?”

“Don’t know. Gone. Wasn’t there.” Deet, his hand raised, waved, growing smaller as the boat traveled farther.
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Marie held the figurine, thinking repeatedly, “Mind. Mine. Mind. Mine.” Both could be right. Couldn’t they? She looked at the round eyes of the blunt clay figure.

Most paintings rendered Wata as supernaturally beautiful, yet this figurine, so old, seemed to contain all its beauty inside the gray clay, behind its’ pin-top eyes.

The boat bounced over the thin waves, breaking against currents.

K-Paul was quiet, intently searching for the graveyard. They were pulling farther away from land, motoring into the Gulf’s wide arms. It didn’t make sense. Nana hadn’t been buried at sea.

Sunburned, K-Paul’s cheeks and nose were red.

“Land ho,” he shouted.

“Where?”

K-Paul pointed. “Oil and water. What did I tell you about land disappearing?”

She saw a small concrete roof half in and half out of the water. Then another. It was a sinking island of marsh. Maybe an acre, long and wide. Not all the tombs were sunken—several dozen were still upright on the land, but it was only a matter of time.

“Causeways and erosion separated cemetery land from the mainland. In another few years, maybe sooner if Katrina comes, burying Nana here will be the same as burying her at sea. In sixty-five, Betsey buried New Orleans under seven feet of water. I’ve seen plenty of cemeteries where bodies have floated right out of their tombs.”

“K-Paul, where does the Mississippi end?”

His hands sweeping, he said, “This is all of where the Mississippi ends.”

She saw more specks of land, isolated islands. Lush green, rich earth . . . then trickles, canals, small lakes of water.

“This here . . . where Riley took us, is all the river’s end. The river’s sediment—silt and sand—builds up, and the river breaks onto the surface, distributing fan-shaped deposits. New land. That’s all the delta is.”

K-Paul cut the boat’s motor.

The boat gently smashed into the island, and soil fell away, crumbling, dissolving into the Gulf like brown sugar.

K-Paul swung his anchor rope like a lasso until it caught on a headstone.

“No disrespect,” said K-Paul, making the sign of the cross. “Watch your step, Marie.”

It felt like walking on an unsupported cushion—soft, bouncy, destabilized land. She held the rope, letting it guide her to the headstone’s inscription: DELORES. HOUSE SERVANT. 1858.

“She must’ve been a beloved slave.” By whom? Fellow slaves? Her master? Or her children?

“Most bodies were left in mass graves or buried with no signifiers,” answered K-Paul. “Maybe a wooden cross. But that’s it.”

“So Delores was beloved by her masters?”

“You bet. Maybe she was a cook, a nanny? Didn’t have a last name. Except DeLaire. She would’ve been Delores DeLaire, after her owners. No idea of her birth date or her age when she died.”

“I wonder what she died of,” murmured Marie, walking between the graves.

Class was clear in the cemetery. Some graves were bare or had minimal markers. Others had metal crosses soldered on their headstones. Still others had gates, with metal filigree encircling more modern tombs, raised by cement four feet off the ground.

“These tombs are like the ones in New Orleans,” she said. “Aboveground.”

“Makes sense because everything is sinking. The city is below sea level and DeLaire’s slave descendants would’ve seen, storm after storm, land wash away. Like this here. I can’t imagine why the Malveauxs went ahead and buried their grandmother here.”

“Tradition,” answered Marie. “But maybe something else. Maybe she insisted.” Marie bent down before the freshly painted tomb of Ernestine “Nana” Malveaux. There were blank indented squares with the names Aaron Malveaux and Deet Malveaux and their birth dates, already chiseled in preparation for their deaths. Marie found it chilling.

“It’ll be decades before the grandsons are buried,” said K-Paul. “I doubt the land, the cemetery, will last that long.”

“The tomb’s cover isn’t flush.” The slab was slightly off-kilter.

“I can fix that.”

“No, let’s take it off. I think there’s something I’m supposed to see.”

“Grave digger?”

“Stop it, K-Paul. Just the slab. Okay?”

The two of them pushed; the gray concrete against concrete screeched like cats. They lowered the slab to the ground.

“Look.” A cheap pinewood box held Nana. But on the tomb’s cover, hidden on the underside, Mami Wata’s portrait had been etched in stone. A huge snake hung from her neck. Beneath her were three wavy lines, like the lines Marie-Claire had drawn.

Marie laid her body on the slab. She felt amazing power—creative as well as destructive. She sat back on her knees, grave dust covering her pants and shirt. She didn’t bother to look at K-Paul—he surely thought she was crazy. Instead, eyes closed, she let her fingers study every inch of the slab, left to right, top to bottom. She felt such pain at the bottom-left edge.

“Something’s here.” She opened her eyes, peering close at uneven cement, a scratched surface. She lay flat on the dirt, her face close to the edge. Everything was compressed into a three-inch space. There were scratches, not random, more like cave etchings. Figures, bent, holding their stomachs. Next, a figure lay prone. In another image, a figure, clearly a woman, laid one hand on the stretched figure; the other hand was raised high, to heaven.

“It’s telling a story,” said Marie. “A preliterate narrative. See. People are sick. One is near death, I think. And this figure with breasts must represent Nana. Nana is praying—”

“Or healing.”

Marie stared, her heart racing. “You’re right. Nana’s trying to heal. One hand toward the gods. No, toward Mami Wata.” Her hand embraced the portrait etched above.

“What’s this last frame?”

The Nana figure was on her knees, holding her stomach. Black lines were drawn, depicting vomit, expulsion from her mouth. Figures stood tall around her. A small pool was drawn, colored with charcoal, beneath Nana’s mouth.

“I don’t understand it. It seems to tell the tale of Nana healing villagers and herself becoming sick.”

“All true, right?”

“Yes, the villagers and Nana were both sick. But in this frame, the villagers seem healed. There aren’t any prone figures.” She sat, rubbing her brow, leaving trails of dirt.

“After Nana was buried, someone came here and drew these images,” she said. “Why? Why underneath the slab? Why is Wata drawn boldly?”

“And the story small, like some secret?”

“Exactly.” She stood. “Help me lift this, K-Paul.”

Arms and backs straining, they lifted the slab, sliding it in place while Marie murmured, “ ’Night, Nana. May Wata bless you and keep you.”

[image: Images]

Circling all sides of her, Marie could see water churning, lapping hungrily at the cemetery island. It was almost as if the waves were pregnant with potential, feeding on earth.

The horizon was growing bleaker as gray clouds seemed to fly in, striking out blue sky and chasing birds to ground.

“Some folks are grateful for the levees—especially those surrounding New Orleans, but I’m not one of them. They choked the river, keeping it from producing.”

“Her,” said Marie, “kept her, Wata, from producing.” She touched the crumbling earth. “Levees, dams, kept her from creating, from birthing new land.”

Marie clasped K-Paul’s shoulder. The good-natured Cajun boy had grown sad and bitter. For K-Paul, the environmental struggle was as tragic as the closing of Charity’s hospital services to the poor.

“In the drawing, the dark pool beneath Nana reminds me of the apparition at the L’Overtures’. Some kind of malevolence, poison.”

“Used to be called Cancer Alley. Here and about,” murmured K-Paul. “All the time, industrial chemicals, solvents, petroleum by-products “accidentally” spilled where black people lived.”

“That accounts for why so many DeLaire elders have tumors. Nana was pregnant with multiple tumors.”

“Funding was supposed to go for clean up and public health clinics.”

“Didn’t happen around here,” she said, looking about. “No one’s given me a doctor’s name. Not even for Nana. Brenda said a clinic was over fifty miles away. Imagine, in America, having to go over fifty miles for prenatal care.”

“The fate of the rural poor,” K-Paul said wearily. “I wouldn’t be surprised if much of the settlement money was diverted. Typical for Louisiana. Bribery, back-room politics, public funds becoming private slush funds. Remember Huey Long? Pretend to care for the poor, then rob them, and everyone else, blind. Look how Charity is perennially underfunded.”

Marie, unsettled by the landscape, sighed.

“Louisiana, as much as I love it, is a cesspool. Polluting oil, diseased water—both salt and fresh. And New Orleans,” said K-Paul, his voice rising, “ a city beneath sea level, with inadequate landmass, and poorly maintained levees, is a disaster waiting to happen. I love this place. Louisiana. But even I can understand why your boyfriend, Parks, left. I’m more likely to turn out like Riley, unable to leave the dying state’s bedside.”

The temperature was falling.

“Sun’s going down,” she said.

“But the water’s rising. The moon’s almost full, sky high.”

She and K-Paul held hands, comforting each other, looking out to sea, across the expanse of graves. Normally, she knew water signified life, but here, everything was turned upside down. Even the rainwater that refreshed the air, and fed flowers and plants, could, in an instant, go from shower to storm to destructive hurricane.

“K-Paul, is it possible that Vivco is still involved? Still poisoning the area?”

“Possibly.” He whistled sharply. “That’d be a secret worth hiding.”

“And one worth killing for.”

“You bet,” said K-Paul.

“Destroy the land, destroy the people. Maybe that’s what the apparition was signifying. Unnatural substances poisoning the soil. Like the dead zone in the Gulf. Dying land, dead waters. A world falling apart.”

“The history of Louisiana.”

“This is what the Guédé were warning about. A rotting world incapable of regeneration.”

“End of the world. Scientific fact.”

She shuddered. She’d traveled from Chicago to Louisiana, following the Mississippi River south, to practice medicine at Charity. Amazingly, the trail had led her back to herself, her heritage.

But was this how her journey would end? Katrina erasing marshes, flooding the Mississippi, the streets, with bodies? A natural disaster.

She could accept that.

Oil drilling and processing, damaging what was left? Men—engineers—changing the Mississippi’s course? An unnatural disaster.

Humanity’s hubris was harder to accept.
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ELEVEN

L’OVERTURE HOMESITE

EVENING

The Jeep rocked, its struts moaning and straining through the unsettled marsh. Occasionally, its wheels spun ineffectively, sucking up mud, trying to right itself as it moved over uneven soil—land, at times, more wet, more oil than earth. For hundreds of years, plantation owners, settlers, and oil companies had tried to tame the land but it remained raw with power.

Tonight, more than ever, Marie felt the bayou’s nightmarish beauty.

The Jeep turned left, its headlights sweeping across the L’Overture homesite. Then the beams cut through the humid night, illuminating the small band of DeLaire residents. They were captured in the light’s stream and were startled into inaction, stunned, still, like zombies.

“Have we gone back in time?” asked K-Paul, pressing hard on the brake.

“Seems like it. Old school, K-Paul. Like a ritual from an earlier time.”

The yard was transformed. Someone, with yellow chalk, had drawn a dividing line between the L’Overture home burnt to ash and the rest of the cleared yard.

They’d made a square of earth for the ceremony, raked a square of dirt and pebbles where the invited loas would be safe. In the middle was an outraged bonfire, trying to lick the moon. Extra fuel, logs and brush kindling, were off to the side.

Marie’s lips thinned. She was pleased yet displeased. The townsfolk had been busy as bees. They’d even raked away the arsonist’s trench.

Small stones, painted white, were placed around the bonfire to look like waves and sea foam. She blinked. Shadows and firelight made the stones appear to undulate.

She focused on centering herself. Fire, oil, and water were intermingling elements. It was her job to understand the spiritual give-and-take.

K-Paul cut the engine, turned off the Jeep’s headlights.

The DeLaire residents began moving again, fire-lit silhouettes dressed in white: old, wrinkled men, shirtless, in drawstring pants; women in scooped, ballooning blouses, shuffling in rustling ruffled skirts, their hair bound in cotton scarves.

“These are the same people who turned against you, aren’t they? When you accused Aaron of destroying the crime scene.”

“Yes.”

“Makes them hypocrites, not divine believers. Sorry, Marie. This looks like a bad B movie.”

Marie nodded. K-Paul was right. The entire scene had an old-fashioned black-and-white-picture quality: deep night; glowing fire; men and women of color in bright white cotton; trees and bushes cast in shadows. Still, she felt an extraordinary latent power.

“Don’t underestimate them, K-Paul. Hollywood has conditioned us all. They might look less authentic, too, because so many of them are elderly. They’re direct descendants of slaves, perhaps only two generations removed. They’re dying—yet incapable of leaving.”

“Tied to the land.”

“Yes. Tied physically, psychically, and spiritually.”

The small community, a few dozen people, began swaying. Left, right. Left, right. An old two-step. A hum, guttural, heartfelt, yet less insistent than what she remembered from before, rose from their throats.

Tommy and Nate walked toward the Jeep.

“K-Paul,” she said, hurriedly. “Help me. Help assess the people’s health. It’s all connected. Then I’ll do a ceremony. Please. Help me add it all up.”

“I don’t have much medical equipment. Just the basics.”

“For now, that’s all you’ll need. I want to know if you agree with my earlier assessment. Later, we’ll bring more supplies. More colleagues.”

K-Paul reached into the back, behind the passenger seat, and grabbed his medical kit. “My rifle’s here, too. Health insurance.”

“You won’t need it.”

“Someone tried to kill you, Marie.”

Tommy and Nate, at the passenger door, interrupted them, their somber faces framed by the window.

K-Paul clutched Marie’s hand. “Be careful.”

She squeezed his hand, then swiveled as Tommy opened the passenger door.

“Maman Marie.” The wounded grocer was gone, replaced by an eager, needy supplicant. “We’ve arranged things as Nana would’ve wanted it. She always wanted you here. Said you’d be back.”

She took Nate’s proffered hand, stepping out of the Jeep.

“We didn’t have much time to prepare. Hope you approve.” She could hear Tommy’s pride. Nate grasped her hand as if he were leading her to a dance floor.

Followers milled about; some, their eyes closed, hummed to the gods; others smiled at her; some, humbled, looked away; and some, intensely curious, stared. But they all had a greedy desperateness. She’d seen it before. Country or city people, it didn’t matter. Everybody had needs to be fulfilled.

And yet, she felt uneasy, as if some other unidentifiable need was being expressed. She imagined—or did she?—furtive glances, some unspoken communication being exchanged among followers. Like they had a secret to be kept from her.

K-Paul, the medical kit in his hand, veered right. Charming, smiling, he wooed an old woman, asking her to step aside.

“This is our altar,” said Tommy to Marie.

She nodded.

“These bowls were carved,” added Nate, reverently, his fingers circling the edges, “by ancestors who survived the Middle Passage. They didn’t have mahogany, so they used oak.”

“They wanted to keep faith,” murmured Tommy. “After all they’d suffered.”

“Praise be,” she said, feeling reverence and humility for her ancestors’ sacrifice.

She touched the altar. It was a weathered picnic table, but on it were the most intricately carved cups and bowls, wooden crosses, and statues of the Virgin and St. Peter. Plates were filled with beans, rice, and corn to feed the spirit-loas. Baby catfish were splayed on a platter, cut almost in two, their spines removed. There was a cane for Legba, a hundred small snakes cut deeply into wood; a wooden sword for Ogun, the warrior god. For Erzulie, the voodoo Venus, there was a wooden mirror without reflective glass. It was said that Erzulie was so beautiful, even glass couldn’t capture her glory. Followers would use these props during possession. On the bench seat were sheer, blue-green cloth, seashells, and seaweed, all props for water goddesses. But there weren’t any statues of water spirits or a statue with both male and female anatomy. It all seemed strange, especially given Nana’s adoration.

Beneath the picnic table was a wooden crate filled with someone’s prized chicken. She’d never sacrificed animals but most of the world’s religions required blood sacrifices. Catholicism had taken it to an extremely ritualistic weekly communion, “This is my body . . . this is my blood . . .” to honor Christ’s ultimate sacrifice, his crucifixion.

She bent. Dozens of water-filled bowls—all shapes, colors, and sizes—were beneath the table.

Nate stooped beside her.

She smelled him, warm, wet, with a hint of decay.

He whispered, “Said we were taken from water. Said water’s fury would set us right.”

“Who said?”

Nate shook his head, intently watching for her reaction.

“Nana said,” she said, answering her own question.

Before her eyes, Nate’s smooth, obsidian skin became fluid, without sinews and bones. Then the male features became more feminine.

“No, not Nana,” said Nate, standing, walking away.

If not Nana, who?

Watching Nate’s retreating back, she suspected the creature that had healed itself in the ER possessed him. Amazing. How could the spirit be here? It reminded her of the wazimamoto, the ancient vampire spirit that came without being called.

She needed more time. More study. She knew there were often schisms between western medical traditions and folkways rooted in spiritual traditions. She knew it was best to question every assumption, to be open to large and small miracles.

She looked skyward. Dead stars, sending down light, seemed alive.

The air was filled with static, electrical, yes, but filled with magic, too.

She shuddered.

Nature was becoming wilder, mirroring older spirits that seemed beyond her control.

The community’s hum was intensifying, a wild, passionate sound, filling the night air.

“Tommy, take me to the drummers.”

K-Paul was doing another vitals check, this time on a short, compact man with a concave chest and protruding ribs that seemed to have healed crookedly.

Tommy passed torches. Rags soaked in oil were elevated on stakes. Night lighting as it had been done centuries before. Burning oil sent black plumes floating into the sky.

In her city ceremonies, she used halogen bulbs and white mini Christmas lights. She had two drummers, teenage twins, Renee and Raoul, graced and touched by the gods.

Here, there were six drummers, a line of thin black men with large, calloused hands. Unlike the rest of the DeLaire residents, they were extremely fit. Old men with muscular shoulders and arms. She didn’t remember seeing these men before. She stood, nodding in turn at each, then bowing, curtseying, honoring them all.

“Maman Marie.” “Eh, yé, yé.” “Maman Marie.” Their voices overlapped and they sounded like six proud fathers offering unconditional love and grace.

She embraced each man. She tapped each drum, shaped from hardwoods and cow skin.

During ceremonies, drummers were the honest brokers. They articulated the call-and-response between the voodooienne and the spirit world. Depending upon which loas arrived, and in what order, they managed the rhythms, the herald, the spirit’s passage into a concrete realm. Drumming, during a ceremony, required the same intuitive, improvisational skills of a jazzman.

The last and lead drummer was the eldest. His face was lined as intricately as a spider’s web. His arms were as tough as knotted cords.

She cocked her head. “From the beginning, you served Nana.”

“Up until her death,” the drummer replied.

“You’ll honor her tonight.” It wasn’t a question.

“You as well.”

“What do I call you?”

“Gabriel. Call me Gabriel.”

Gabriel was the messenger of God, the archangel who told Mary of her immaculate conception, of Jesus’s expected birth.

“Do right by me, Gabriel.”

He touched the charm hung arond his neck. “I always do right by the true.”

“May I see?” Her hands quivered, holding the charm. She was certain it was Nana’s androgynous statue. Gabriel had taken it . . . stolen it? and created a necklace. Black threads had been tied about the statue’s neck, then the threads were tied to a thin black rope.

“Who is this?” she asked.

“Shape-shifter. Medicine man. Medicine woman. Shaman. Healer. Priest. Priestess. The shifter is known by many names. It only matters that it heals, transforms. Inside and out.”

“Transfiguration?”

Why did she say that? Was there a metamorphosis?

Christ transfigured. She, herself, transfigured, becoming more than human when it was required, needed. Becoming a vessel for spiritual grace was an honor. She wasn’t a goddess or Christ or Buddha, she was a human being. Frail and imperfect. Nonetheless, she knew the beauty of spiritual possession.

Tommy was pulling her arm. “Normally we have our ceremony on shore. Next to water,” he said, dragging her away from Gabriel.

She ignored his implied criticism; it worried her more that Tommy had purposefully separated her from Gabriel.

She touched the Mami Wata statue in her pocket, feeling the cool wood, feeling the contrariness of water goddesses versus the earth.

Did the other spirit, the statue, “take” away? Heal by taking, not giving?

She looked back at Gabriel. He was cupping his statue, staring, smiling smugly, as if he were the voodooienne, not her. As if she, Marie, was lesser, beholden to him.

She was far enough away to see drawings on Gabriel’s drum. Stick drawings. Cave drawings. Drawings like those on Nana’s grave. There was a large spirit—perhaps the no-name spirit? Trembling, she focused on the stark figure of the woman, on her knees, ill, clutching her abdomen.
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She looked across the yard. K-Paul, his stethoscope around his neck, the buds lodged in his ear, was monitoring Brenda’s and her baby’s heart.

“Leave me,” she said to a shocked Tommy. “Please.” She needed space, air, time to escape Nana’s small band of followers.

Reluctant, Tommy left her, but he still watched her, following her movements.

Oddly, here, under the open sky, she felt caged.

What was she missing?

She crossed the chalk line, crossed from the ceremonial space near the mound cradling the L’Overtures’ remains.

Seething oil moved beneath ash.

She saw the L’Overtures, mourning. The infant wrapped in her mother’s arms. A family, a trinity of ghosts.

Behind her, the bonfire raged.

Her arms were damp, slick with sweat. She turned, circling, trying to understand where she was—how she’d come to this—how supplicants and drummers could both unnerve her. How Nana’s world had been frozen in time, populated by ancient loas. Loas she was unfamiliar with; loas who, during the African diaspora, transformed; loas who only in this remote corner were still vital and worshipped.

“El?” she whispered. “Are you there?” She wanted El’s pragmatic comfort.

Beyond the bonfire and torches was a ravaging darkness. And silence.

No echoing spiritual call.

K-Paul came to stand beside her. “You were right, Marie. There’s too much illness to be explained by random circumstances. Active pollution, that’s what you’re thinking, isn’t it?”

Was it? She focused on K-Paul’s mouth and words.

“If Vivco is releasing solvents again, it’d be in violation of environmental law. It’d be repeating criminal behavior. Penalties would be severe, not just financial, but prison time.”

John L’Overture had been murdered by Vivco. She felt certain. Someone in authority had ordered it and Walker had executed him. Walker had taken pleasure in executing the entire family. Her nails dug into her palms.

K-Paul started to walk away, but he turned back, adding, “Marie, some of these illnesses could be long standing, long maturing. But given their condition, not so much their age”—his hand swept toward the DeLaire residents—“most of these folks should’ve died long ago.”

“What’re you saying?”

“I don’t know. I mean . . .” He scratched his head, stuck his hands in his jeans pockets. He inhaled, blurting, “Some of these folks said they’ve been sick for decades. I mean it’s not possible.”

“That they survived so long?”

“Yes. Luella, the woman with the lump in her breast, should’ve been long dead. The cancer should’ve spread to her lungs, abdomen. Another man, Simon, has an open wound on his side, inflamed, with pus. Said it was bad now, but Nana, before she took ill, fixed him up . . . always. For the past thirty years.”

She knew they were both thinking the same thing. In medicine, doctors knew there were miracles, individual miracles. But an entire community postponing death? In a rational world, a single miracle was one in a million, a group miracle was one in an infinite number.

Inexplicably, her mind made a leap and she thought, “Sin eater.”

“What?”

“Like a sin eater.”

“The Vatican has banned such claims. There’s no such thing as a sin eater.”

“Just because the Vatican denies it doesn’t mean there isn’t truth. In medieval times, it was believed that the rich could pay a sin eater to swallow their sins so they could go to heaven. What if there was a way to delay disease—”

“You’ve got to be kidding.”

“It’s a metaphor, K-Paul. What if there was a way of transforming diseased cells, delaying the growth, taking away the impact of the disease?” Her head hurt. What was she thinking? Take away. That had to be it. It was illogical. Yet she knew, in her spiritual world, logic didn’t necessarily triumph. K-Paul was looking at her as if she was crazy; she didn’t blame him.

She turned quickly, raising her hands high. The humming stopped. She could see their pinched, hungry faces, sense their unfulfilled desires.

“You’ve suffered a great loss. Tonight’s ceremony is in honor of Nana.”

Followers nodded, clapped. Tommy was as eager as a boy.

“And in honor of the L’Overtures.”

There was silence—stillness, as if air had been sucked from their bodies. Residents stood dumbstruck.

A bird caw-cawed and something slithered through the underbrush.

“This, too,” said Marie, “is hallowed ground.” She searched faces. Most were uncomfortable, wary. A few betrayed grief. Tommy appeared, furious.

“Tonight,” she went on, “we honor Nana and the L’Overtures.”

“Eh, yé, Maman Marie, eh, yé, yé.” The roar was loud and magnetic. She blinked. Hard to believe that a ragtag band in poor health could sound so vibrant and alive.

She raised her hands again.

Silence.

“Damballah, creator of the universe, loa of infinite knowledge, guide me. Make me special.” She opened her eyes. “Spirits, enlighten me. Especially the ancestral spirits honored by Nana. The old ones. Wata. The elders.”

“Amen,” rose from the crowd.

“Especially those spirits who came from across the ocean. Spirits I have not met. Spirits I have yet to meet.”

Followers were rapt.

El stood with the L’Overtures, ephemeral forms hovering outside the ritual square, on the edge of the marsh.

Animals were attracted to the bonfire. Deer, mosquitoes, grackles, snakes were all hiding, lurking in the woods. But Marie sensed them—she could see them, in her mind’s eye, slithering, inching forward.

Gabriel pounded the drums.

Energy, like electricity, trailed down her spine. “Make me special,” Marie murmured. “Spirits come. Fill me with grace.”

She took nothing for granted. Damballah, the snake god, was her special loa. But here, in this bayou world, Nana had worshipped other spirits. Loas who were less familiar to her, yet more familiar to slaves two centuries ago. Wata. And the shapeshifter, the dual-gendered creature.

Boudom. The drums’ rhythm increased, the timbre grew louder.

To the left was the well. After dipping a cup into the shiny pail, Brenda was drinking water.

She wanted to shout, Stop. But she suspected it was already too late. If the town’s water supply was toxic, the damage had long been done.

El stood beside her, reminding her that the world was hard on women. Hard on Brenda. Hard on Nana. Hard on her.

Gabriel pounded again and the other drummers echoed his insistent rhythm. Soon, Papa Legba, like the Catholic St. Peter, would appear to open the spirit gates.

She swayed, her body and mind both felt lighter than air, both responding to the drums’ call.

With her roots and herbs had Nana kept sickness in abeyance? She remembered Nana saying that she, Marie, “could heal.”

Yes, she’d healed as a doctor and as a voodooienne. In both roles, the price, anxiety and exhaustion, had always been worth paying. She’d never regretted a single healing, but, somehow, she was beginning to suspect Nana had. Decades of healing, being selfless, would exert a toll.

The drums were calling her. Gabriel, she imagined, was warning her. Or was he?

Why did she need to be warned? Yet the world, both tangible and intangible, seemed upside down. Hurricane season—would a hurricane ravish New Orleans? Would it even come? This season or the next? And Nana had died in pain, distraught as a voodooienne. Would that happen to her? Ten, twenty, thirty years from now, would she be embittered like Nana?

She held her head. What was wrong with her? What in this world—in this time and place—was making her weak? Tentative?

Inhale, exhale. She was Marie, intent on healing both medically and spiritually. She was Marie-Claire’s mother. And being a mother, like a water goddess birthing the universe, was the most powerful position in the world.

Parks and Louise were caring for, loving Marie-Claire.

She needed to love and care for the world, the time and people she’d been given. As a Voodoo Queen, she served where she was needed.

“Damballah, Wata, give me faith. Give me strength,” she whispered to herself.

Time to begin. Swaying before the fire, Marie prayed for sight, for possession.

Luella brushed against her and swooned.

Quickly, as if a floodgate had opened, followers were pressing against her, gripping, pulling at her arms, clothes, screaming, “Heal me. Heal . . . heal me.”

She fought to steady herself, screaming, “Get away. Get away.”

Followers fell back. The air was still too close. It was hard to breathe.

Strangely, she felt as if the followers intended her ill. Felt as though they wanted something that she couldn’t give. Felt as if they wanted to suck her dry, like the wazimamoto she’d slain, and they wanted more than was acceptable to give.

She looked over at Gabriel, talking to her with his drum.

She didn’t understand.

Nothing about the ceremony was as it should be. Luella wasn’t healed. Papa Legba hadn’t opened the spirit gates. She wasn’t possessed with divine grace.

At the back of the crowd, closer to the trees, Nate watched her, his eyes lit like black jewels.

The air around him, trembled, seeming fluid, like water.

Marie knew it was a spirit—one not beholden to Legba, not beholden to the faith as she knew and understood it.

Nate’s appearance was changing, shifting forms: from male to female, then back again.

No one else seemed to see what she saw.

She saw age—beyond ancient, wrinkled, and scarred flesh. Then Nate’s skin became smooth, handsome. His face transformed again. It became the Haitian’s face, the man she’d seen in the hospital. Then, like a mirror image, it became her.

She cried out, disbelieving.

Drums vibrated, followers chanted: “Maman Marie, Maman Marie. Heal me.”

No one heard her scream.

K-Paul, entranced by the ceremony, was looking everywhere and nowhere.

Gabriel intensified Legba’s call: a staccato rhythm with the left heel of the palm sliding. The other drummers were entering the conversation, adding new beats to the call, creating an urgent, insistent cacophony.

A man, screeching, “Open, open,” was possessed by crippled Legba. Another follower handed him Legba’s cane. Someone else gave him Legba’s pipe. The man limped, jutting his neck forward, screeching, “Open, open.”

Two women, their steps lively, danced and flirted with Legba.

Luella rose from the dirt, clapping, shouting, “Miracle.” She exposed her breast. Amazingly, the lump had disappeared.

Where had the healing come from—from the spirit inside Nate?

What was it Nana had said? “A Voodoo Queen with full power can heal anything. But every healing has a cost.”

Marie only knew that Luella’s miracle, Luella’s healing, wasn’t hers.

Someone brushed against Marie; another touched her hand; more bowed. Followers shuffled, barefoot, making patterns in the earth.

The crowd become one, chanting, whispering, “Maman Marie. Heal me. Maman Marie.”

The spirit walked among the crowd. He was there, yet not there. Aged, then youthful. Male, female.

She saw El stroking Brenda’s hair, but Brenda didn’t feel it. Mimi L’Overture was weeping, holding her beloved baby to her breast.

Marie heard rolling waves.

She felt lost in a new territory—nothing about this ritual was typical, normal. She almost laughed, hysterically. “Normalcy.” Ever since coming to New Orleans, nothing had been normal. Ever since El and DuLac had died, nothing had been normal. She couldn’t even love a man like Parks, normally. Or care for her child, normally. She needed others to care for Marie-Claire when she couldn’t be there.

Everything about her life was outside the bounds of normal.

She was a failure. No, she wasn’t.

She reached inside her pocket, pulling out the figurine of Mami Wata. She held it up to the fire, its tail and breasts shimmering, and followers began weeping, wailing anew.

She was different, special. And if she sacrificed herself, she’d be good for no one. Not Marie-Claire, not Parks. Not the hospital. Or herself.

Drums pounded. Bonfire sparks rose like fireflies.

Marie pressed the statue to her lips. It was one thing to be a mother and suppress yourself, another to be a mother and fulfill yourself. What would Marie-Claire want? What would be the better role model for her daughter? The better life for herself? The better life as a woman, as Marie, as a mother? Life, both tangible and spiritually intangible, wasn’t easy.

Suddenly, she saw Wata filling Nana with nourishing power. She felt Nana as she’d once been, vital, filled with sacred power.

She saw Nana, younger, ministering, healing, building her community, possessed with exultant glory. She saw Nana mixing roots, herbs, blending potions . . .  Nana applying compresses, bandaging wounds, delivering babies.

She heard a kaleidoscope of sounds—urgent voices, whispers from another time. Voices calling her, demanding that she heed them.

Nana had been the intermediary between the ancient African faith and the faith transformed by the intermingling of African slaves with Americans, between old and new worlds.

Nana’s shape-changing spirit was helping her to rise. Like lightning, “disease eater,” flashed through her mind.

“Show me,” Marie murmured. “Show me.”

The spirit clasped her hands.

She stepped, as Nana had done, through an ancient door.

She saw water rising, creating a vortex. Saw Nana, in its center with a spirit circling her, twisting like a whirlwind, changing faces and form. Male then female. Faces spiraling about Nana—Nate, the Haitian, her face, and a multitude of faces, she didn’t recognize. Water cascaded as a tangible mist, shaped and reshaped itself, mimicking human form. She saw two great forces, both prehistoric, linked by mutability.

“Charyn,” she heard El whisper.

Charyn. Was that the shape-shifting spirit’s name—a name so old or so powerful that only the dead knew it?

Charyn, the statue stolen from Nana’s altar.

“Wata.”

Nana had worshipped Charyn and Mami Wata. But honoring Wata had come first. When did she start to honor Charyn? How were the two connected?

El chanted, “Hard on women, hard on women.”

Nana, now seemingly trapped by the vortex, the ever-swirling spirit, spinning tighter and tighter, shouted, “Every healing has a cost.”

Wata murmured, “Give”; Charyn murmured, “Take.”

Marie felt power, constructive, destructive power. The vision turned black.

She saw Nana, her hair turning white, her eyes dulling, becoming blind.

Nana fell on her knees, her arms clasping her abdomen. Her belly grew big.

At the water’s edge, she saw Charyn, half male, half female . . .  saw Nana touching Brenda’s pregnant abdomen, and though there was no bleeding, no sucking of flesh, she nonetheless knew that Nana was swallowing diseased cells, swimming through fluids, muscle, and blood.

A police car pulled onto the dirt. The vision ended.

A dust cloud rose; women shrieked. The drumming stopped. The man who’d been possessed by Legba straightened his spine, disoriented.

Marie felt bereft, furious. A few moments more and she would have understood better.

The car’s front window was stained with dead insects; splattered mud caked the black-and-white’s wheels and sides.

The engine died. Aaron staggered out of the car. Barely able to stand, he fell back against the car door.

Deet, skip-hopping from the passenger side, caught him in an embrace.

Aaron shoved Deet, breaking away.

Protectively, K-Paul came to stand beside Marie.

Chest heaving, Aaron’s shirt was undone, his pants stained with whiskey. He moved, sliding from side to side, like an unbalanced skater.

Followers stood, wary, moving away from the fire and nearer the forest’s shadows.

Spewing spit, Aaron yelled, “Nana’s gone and you’re still here, Maman Marie. It isn’t right. Not right. Damn fucking wrong.”

“I’ll get the rifle,” murmured K-Paul.

“No,” she said, touching K-Paul’s arm. “He won’t hurt me.”

Aaron was radiating pain. He tried to advance menacingly, but his stride was off balance. “All you’ve done is cause trouble, Doc Laveau. Nana stayed alive till you came along. Everything’s your fault.”

“I didn’t cause her death.”

“You did. You did something to her. Hexed her. Made her feel shameful. Ashamed.”

“What’re you talking about? Why was Nana ashamed?”

“Come on, Aaron,” said Deet, tugging his brother. “Let me take you home.”

Aaron twisted his arm free. “You’re a traitor.” Deet was stricken. Aaron pointed at his brother, walked backward, then spun around. “You and Doc Laveau, both traitors.”

K-Paul stepped forward, steadfastly blocking the path between Aaron and Marie. “You should sleep it off, Sheriff.”

“I’m not the sheriff. She,” his head tilted toward Marie, “took that from me. Took Nana, too.”

“Aaron, you’ve got it wrong. I’d never hurt Nana.”

“Everything was all right, under control. Till you came.”

“What control, Aaron? Whose?”

Followers drew farther away, keeping their distance from Aaron.

“I was taking care of her,” he said, belligerent.

“You were helping her die.”

“We both were.” Aaron stumbled, falling nearly flat on his face.

Deet caught his brother beneath the arms, righting him.

“I didn’t cause Nana’s death,” said Marie flatly.

“Liar.” Aaron lunged.

K-Paul pulled Marie back.

“We, you, caused her to die horribly.” Aaron slid down, out of Deet’s arms. Dignity gone, Aaron sat blubbering, cross-legged in the dirt. “Such pain. She died in such horrible pain.”

Marie knelt before him, caressing his face. “I’m sorry she refused the medicine.”

The statue in her pocket was ice cold.

“Aaron,” she murmured. “Nana couldn’t be saved. Her cancer was too far gone.”

“Why didn’t you heal her? You could’ve healed her.”

“No. I couldn’t have.”

“All she ever talked about was the great Maman Marie. Marie Laveau.” Aaron’s arms were flailing. “ ‘Time for a new voodoo life,’ she said. ‘Time for the great healer.’ ”

“What do you mean?”

“You denied her care,” said Aaron.

“Shut up, Aaron,” said Deet. “Nana had the best care.”

Deet’s eyes were luminescent with tears; Aaron’s were bloodshot.

With sudden clarity, Marie understood that it had been Nana who’d guided her to DeLaire. Nana who’d called upon the power of her gods to summon her.

“Why didn’t you heal her?” whimpered Aaron. “She’d done it enough. You could’ve helped. You could’ve healed.”

“You’re wrong,” wailed Deet. “Nana was relieved when Maman Marie came. She felt content to go. She wanted to go.”

Aaron, the elder, looked crazy, young. His hands flailed no, and Deet tried to contain them, wrestling his brother to stillness. The two were wrung out, exhausted from playing war. Both were breathing heavily. Deet caressed his older brother’s face.

“I love you, Aaron,” he said. “But you’ve got it wrong. Nana wanted to die.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“You don’t want to believe me. Nana wore herself out. Taking care of everybody. Even you. Me. You knew that.”

“I didn’t know,” Aaron said, stubbornly.

“You did. That’s why the grief’s so bad. You knew and yet you still tried everything to keep her alive.”

Guilty, his chest concave, Aaron shrank, collapsed in upon himself.

Marie shuddered. She’d seen plenty of terminal patients go through hell, pursuing hope on their children’s behalf. For her grandsons’ sake, Nana must have held on as long as she could.

“Nana wanted to go,” said Deet. “She was worn out. We wore her out.” Deet stood. “All of you,” he said, stepping menacingly toward his neighbors. “Every last one of you here wore Nana out. You all took until she couldn’t give anymore. Couldn’t cure anymore. She just held on until Maman Marie came.”

Aaron was crying, his back curved, his knees pulled in like a fetus.

Luella, massaging her right breast, murmured, “Maman Marie is our new mambo.” She smiled, gaily. “She’s healed me.”

“I haven’t,” protested Marie.

“She’s going to deliver my baby,” Brenda piped, drawing near. “Nana told me so.”

“We’re all guilty,” Aaron said, sitting up, uncapping his flask. “Everybody in DeLaire is guilty.”

Tommy took away the rum flask.

“Hey,” said Aaron.

Nate pulled Aaron upright. “Time to go home.”

“Let it go,” said Tommy, soothingly. “All of it, Aaron. Let it go.”

Deet rushed forward, pushing Nate’s and Tommy’s hands away. “Don’t touch him. Leave my brother alone.”

Fiercely, Deet clung to his brother. “None of you cared when Aaron was paying the price. None of you helped when help was needed.”

Followers glanced at each other furtively.

Tommy said darkly, “Let it go, Deet. Take your brother home.”

“Damn all of you,” Deet cursed, then murmured, “Come on, Aaron. Let’s go.”

Deet and Aaron took a few steps, arm in arm, toward the car, then Aaron broke free and clasped Marie’s shoulders.

“Let her go,” said K-Paul.

Marie held up her hand. “No, let him speak.”

“Did you think I liked being dirty?” Aaron’s voice slurred. “Liked burning the bodies?”

The alcohol smell made her nauseous. She stroked Aaron’s face, sorry to see him so vulnerable and weak.

“What else could I do, Maman Marie? They were already dead. Couldn’t help John no more. I’d told him to keep quiet. But he kept saying he was going to the authorities.”

“Shut up, Aaron,” said Tommy.

“What’re you talking about?”

“I didn’t want to, Maman Marie—they all made me.” Aaron, trying to steady himself, pointed his finger at the followers—the men and women who, in the firelight, dressed in white, infused with emotion, didn’t seem so frail.

There were shout-outs, denials: “The boy’s out of his mind”; “The wrong was his”; “He’s upsetting our ceremony, our healing.” The words were like stones thrown at a once-favored son.

If Nana were alive, she’d be appalled. Her beloved community had turned against her grandson.

Gabriel hit the drums. Boudom. Boudom. Again and again.

Marie looked at Gabriel. What was he doing? She hadn’t given notice for the ceremony to continue.

Boudom.

The other drummers mimicked Gabriel, creating rounds of syncopation, a transcendent, emotional call.

The fire leapt higher, licking the sky.

“What the hell’s going on?” asked K-Paul.

Marie began to understand how she’d been tricked, used. This ceremony was never meant to be hers. The DeLaire residents, Gabriel, had intended to use her. As they’d used Nana.

“I told you not to come, Maman Marie,” shouted Deet, pushing Tommy away. “All her life, Nana wanted to keep the community alive; but before she died, she said it was time for DeLaire to come to an end. Said Vivco and the DeLaires just kept slavery going, generation after generation.”

Tommy shouted, “Shut up, boy.”

“Go to hell,” answered Deet.

Marie felt entranced. The rhythms were unlike anything she’d ever heard before. Drums were calling older and older spirits.

“Do you see him? Her?” she asked K-Paul. “Do you see it?”

“Are you all right, Marie?”

Charyn carried Mami Wata in his arms, her glittering tail flicking upward. Her teal skin flushing red.

Marie understood. The two ancient spirits were bound to each other in time and space. “Do you see, K-Paul? Two spirits that Nana and the first DeLaire slaves worshipped. Both embody duality. Charyn mimics both genders. Wata embodies human and animal characteristics. But these dualities only signify how ancient their powers, their beings are.”

“Marie, what does this have to do with now?”

“As much as Wata filled Nana, Charyn used her up.”

“What’re you talking about?”

“It’s horrible. Wata would’ve inspired roots, herbs, and organic cures. Charyn, a disease eater, would’ve encouraged Nana to consume ills.”

“What?”

“To take them into her body. Everyone here knew about it. Gabriel,” she looked at him, pounding his drums, “called Charyn.”

Marie’s knees buckled.

K-Paul held her. “We’ve got to get out of here.”

The drums urged, rising and falling like waves. Marie clung to K-Paul. Her lungs constricted; Wata and Charyn were delving inside.

She wanted Aaron and Deet safe. Nana, who’d sacrificed so much, deserved that. “Help Deet and Aaron, please. Get them out of here.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, go,” she gasped. Usually, only one spirit possessed at a time. The two spirits entering her felt like they were tearing her apart.

K-Paul and Deet dragged Aaron, held beneath his arms. They’d almost made it to the car when suddenly, Aaron roared, pulling away, fists swinging, hitting K-Paul in the face.

K-Paul dropped to his knees, his hand trying to stanch the blood from his lip and nose.

K-Paul was furious. “Son of a bitch.” He ran, crawled toward the makeshift graves. Barehanded, he scraped the surface dirt from the L’Overture skulls. “Is this how you helped Nana? By murdering innocents? You disgusting son of a bitch.”

She felt the chaos. Possessed, yet not. Felt Charyn asserting itself.

Hands—seemingly disembodied—were pulling her back toward the bonfire, the ceremony’s center.

Aaron screamed, “He was my friend. John L’Overture was my friend.”

Hands plucked at her. “Heal us, Maman Marie. Heal.” She felt the evil in their clinging need. “What did you all do?” she demanded, her words garbled, catching in her throat.

“Heal us,” they answered, demanding grace.

She was drowning.

Weeping, Aaron cradled the skulls.

“I am Marie,” she murmured. She had to keep her mind clear.

“I am Marie,” she murmured again; and though the power of her name wasn’t as strong as the loas’, she felt a modest retreat, a breath of clarity.

Hands still held her, pulling her down onto the ground. Touching her body, trying to heal themselves.

Between white dresses and grasping hands, she saw black threads sliding, covering the ground, rushing toward her faster than oil and water.

She understood. The threads were pollutants infecting soil and water. Chemicals that caused tumors, cancers, misshapen bodies and souls.

Inside her, Wata was retreating, Charyn, gaining power. She was hungry, ravenous.

Drumbeats were urging her. Charyn became her. She became him.

Ecstatic followers were howling, the Marie inside her couldn’t move. Instead, the black threads were covering her body, entwining her and the followers. Flowing from their bodies were threads of disease—cancerous cells, pus, inflammation—into her.

She could feel the pain they felt . . .  feel the disease, fluid, spreading.

When Nana’s roots and prayers didn’t work, she took the disease into her body. In time, the disease in her birthed the malignant tumors that killed her.

She heard K-Paul yelling, pulling bodies away from her. Then Deet was trying to save her. But as elders were pushed away, they came back, desperate, fighting for life, for survival.

A shot was fired. “Leave her alone.”

The drums stopped; whimpering, followers scampered back. Charyn flew.

Aaron was standing, holding his gun high.

K-Paul gathered her in his arms. She held on tight, shivering.

Aaron’s gun barrel shifting, he shouted, “I can’t kill all of you. But enough.” He aimed at Tommy and Nate and, finally, Gabriel.

“Why’d we try to hold on to this hell? Why’d we ever trust in Vivco, the DeLaire family? Dumping started again and we all just rolled over. Because we had Nana. Our land, our same old community. Never outgrew the slave mentality. Well, we don’t have Nana anymore.”

Aaron looked at Deet. “Deet was the best of us. Too bad you came back. I wanted you to get away.”

“I couldn’t leave you and Nana,” Deet answered simply.

“Deet wouldn’t let Nana touch him. Did you know that?” Aaron’s voice slurred. “Wouldn’t let Nana sacrifice one bit of her self for him. Did you know that, Maman Marie?”

“I could’ve guessed.”

“You figured it out.”

“Yes.”

“Stay back,” Aaron warned Tommy, who’d tried to move forward. “I’m tired of lying. Tired of keeping my mouth shut.”

A star fell, cutting across the sky.

“John L’Overture wanted to settle in DeLaire with his wife and baby,” said Aaron, one hand pointing his gun, the other clasping his abdomen. “When his plants didn’t grow, John figured it out. He wanted to notify the EPA that Vivco was dumping again. But nobody—none of you,” Aaron screamed at the residents, “cared because we had Nana. Notify the EPA and we feared we’d be run off the land our ancestors tilled.

“I told John he ought to leave—like the others. He didn’t have to stay. For those who did stay, it was a hellish bargain. Isn’t that right, Gabriel? You were the one who knew how to call the special god—the one without a name.

“Oh, we convinced ourselves that all was well. Nana loved us. Nana had the power. Nana would live forever. A spirit could consume and survive, but Nana was taking it all inside her body, all the poison  . . .  each day she was dying . . .

“Deet, you were a better man than me. Everything I did kept the status quo. Kept Nana, you, all of us chained here.”

Aaron looked skyward. “Nana’s one of them stars. I know it. She is.” He stared at the DeLaire residents. “Leave. Die. I don’t care which.”

Then he fired a bullet into his head.

Screams rent the air. Deet collapsed next to his brother.

Through tears, Marie watched the followers scattering. Selfish, selfish. So much pain they’d caused. So much pain they’d endured.

She stood, sweat draining from her, dirt, traces of polluted oil on her clothes and hair.

In the bayou, she heard car engines starting, then saw flashes of headlights come to life and disappear. K-Paul was on the ground, doing CPR.

Nate was as motionless as a statue. Tommy looked grim, Luella, dispassionate.

K-Paul looked up, shaking his head. No hope for Aaron. He tried to comfort Deet.

Marie turned toward the drummers. All, except for Gabriel, were leaving, their drums strapped on their backs.

The ceremony was over.

Gabriel, his eyes made yellow by the firelight, glared.

His hand touched his necklace. The Charyn figurine, Marie knew. He had no remorse, no care for Aaron. He blew her a kiss.

Religions were meant to be evolutions, too. What had happened in DeLaire that had trapped them in such a demanding past?

Such sacrifice might have made sense in another time, another world.

She saw Nana, Wata, and Charyn—an odd trilogy. Nana’s hands were outstretched, begging for understanding.

Marie only knew that her faith, as she practiced it, had never required such self-destruction.
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TWELVE

L’OVERTURE HOMESITE

AFTER THE CEREMONY

Aaron, bloodied, with half a face, was stretched in the backseat of the ex-police car. Deet sat sideways in the front-passenger seat, his feet planted in the dirt, sobbing. K-Paul bent forward, his arms around him, and whispered in his ear.

Most of the followers had drifted away. Marie stood, alone, in the center of the ceremonial square. Adrenaline and energy had rushed out of her. She was exhausted. Pains radiated down her spine. Her stomach felt uneasy.

“K-Paul,” she called, breathless, feeling faint.

K-Paul didn’t hear.

She tried to step toward him, but her knees buckled, as if she were a marionette whose strings had been cut. She couldn’t stay upright. Her torso leaned then fell sideways.

“Marie!”

Needlelike cramps rippled through her abdomen.

K-Paul’s footsteps sounded like a rushing army.

K-Paul cradled her head. Pain choked her throat. She could hear him talking to her, but she couldn’t see him.

She saw life thriving in the dirt—small creatures, burgeoning grass, and silver-gray moss clinging to rock. She saw death, too, bits of fossil, decomposing leaves, and the L’Overtures’ bones.

She tried to breathe through the pain. She gagged; something acrid rose in her throat.

She saw El with sister-friends—ghosts who toiled as slaves, domestics, and prostitutes. Some pregnant, some not. Women who’d tried to make DeLaire home. Mimi L’Overture had tried; Nana, too. Both, in their own way, were heroic.

She saw threads. No, not threads, tiny streams, arteries, and capillaries of the land bubbling black blood, like a blown oil well, widening, becoming a pool ready to swallow and drown her.

Her stomach contracted. She felt the deep connection between the land’s health and her own.

She vomited. Black, viscous oil, solvents mixed with blood.

“Marie.” K-Paul held her head so she wouldn’t drown, fall face forward in her own vomit. Projectile vomiting.

She vomited again. Over and over. Her stomach retching, her throat contracting.

As if from a distance, she heard K-Paul insisting, “Hold on. Hold on.” She heard Deet muttering, “Like Nana. Just like Nana.”

Granules floated in her unnatural vomit. Not food. Not bile. Something more toxic. Like black seeds. Cells.

Inorganic oil and evil, there was no other way to describe it, mixed with her blood and being.

K-Paul held her shoulders, balanced her to keep her from falling forward in the sick sea.

“Do you see it?” she whispered.

“See what?”

“The threads, the streams of black waste.”

“No.”

Nana was rubbing her protruding abdomen.

Marie buried her face against K-Paul’s chest. She felt the strength of him, his arms.

She’d ingested Louisiana, and some of the damage done, to it, by greedy, oppressive people.

“We’ve got to get you to a hospital.”

“Wait.”

“No, not this time.”

“The pain’s lessening. Just get me home, K-Paul. To Marie-Claire. New Orleans.”

She looked across the bayou—ferns; willow trees; and swaying, tingling marsh grass. She felt disease settling inside her like a stone. All kinds of illness—cancerous cells, blood clots, insulin mutations, and viruses flowed into her just as they had Nana. Given time, she, too, would become pregnant with it. Given time, she’d lose her sight, her health, and maybe even her mind.

She could feel K-Paul’s heart beating, the air expanding through his lungs.

Over K-Paul’s shoulder, she saw El and Nana. “The world can be hard on women.”

“Every healing has a cost.”

“K-Paul, get me out of here.”

Aaron was dead, and folks were leaving, as if a picnic had come to an end.

Brenda approached. “Nana said you’d care for me. Birth my baby.”

“I will. But you’ve got to come to New Orleans. To Charity Hospital.”

“No. My baby can’t be born there. Nana said you’d deliver it.”

“Then Nana was wrong. Your body and the baby are filled with cancerous oils, cancerous waters. You need a hospital.” She turned away from Brenda’s distraught face.

“Let’s go, Marie. Deet’s going to bury his brother here. With the L’Overtures.”

She nodded. No investigation. No autopsy or bureaucratic burial requirements. She hugged Deet, kissing his cheek. “Come visit me, Marie-Claire, and Beau.”

“I will,” he murmured.

“Promise?”

“Promise,” he said without looking at her. She knew he’d never come.

K-Paul grabbed her hand. “I want to get you back to the city. Everything’s foul here.”

“I know,” she answered. And I’ve ingested it, she thought, but didn’t say.

“Take me home, K-Paul.”

She wanted to hug her daughter and feel her sweet, healing love.

She loved Louisiana, her adopted home. But Louisiana, she now understood, was also riddled with devastation. It was a land that for centuries had been raped and preyed upon. Still, she was part of it. Wed to it. She was the Voodoo Queen. Everything in her life had guided her to this moment, this place in time.

But now it was time to go home.

K-Paul clasped her hand, guiding her back to the Jeep.

“Maman Marie.” The voice was soft, quiet, but she heard it like a shout.

Marie turned.

Brenda was clutching her abdomen. Water drained down her legs and pooled at her feet.

“My baby’s coming. She’s coming.”

Marie knew it was too soon. Brenda was seven, maybe eight months’ pregnant at best.

She and K-Paul reached for Brenda.

They were doctors called to heal. Two lives depended on them.


[image: Images]

THIRTEEN

NANA’S HOUSE

PAST MIDNIGHT

Brenda’s contractions were still irregular, but she was beginning to dilate. She was in Nana’s bed, frightened, holding fast to K-Paul’s hand. No mother had come forward; nor father, nor lover. It was as if Brenda and her baby were alone in the whole wide world.

The DeLaire neighbors were all in their homes, squirreled away.

Marie rubbed Brenda’s back. She hoped the baby wasn’t stillborn, that it was thriving. But they had no medical equipment to monitor either the mother or the child. As a precaution, they hooked Brenda up to Nana’s IV. Fluids always helped.

She looked at K-Paul; like her, he was exhausted. “You should take a break,” she said.

“No, you. Brenda and I will be all right. Won’t we, Brenda?”

Brenda moaned. “How much longer?”

Marie didn’t want to tell Brenda she’d be in pain for hours. That a young teen’s body wasn’t meant to birth a child. Worse, there was nothing she could do to relieve the pain. Nana’s medicines were too strong, addicting.

“Marie.” It was sweet, compelling. She knew it was Mami Wata.

“Marie.”

She squeezed Brenda’s hand. “You’re doing fine. I’ll be back soon.”

“Go on,” said K-Paul. “Take your time.”

“I’m glad you’re here, K-Paul.”

“It’s not easy to get rid of Cajuns.” He winked and Marie felt more grateful than ever for his good humor.
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“Marie.”

Her legs leaden, her body sore, she walked deeper into the marsh. Earth became less firm, became water-cushioned grass.

Nana had been right. She was going to birth Brenda’s baby in DeLaire.

Marie walked to the land’s edge. Gentle waves lapped against the shore.

Wata lived in water.

Hugging herself, she crossed her arms over her chest and waited. She was being called to serve the goddess.

She smelled rot and sorrow. The waters were sluggish, choked with moss and kelp. She felt a heavy breeze stirring off shore.

A storm was coming.

The moon illuminated a path. It was stark, bright, stretching toward the horizon, where water met sky.

“Marie.”

Wata wanted her inside the water.

She slipped off her shoes, stripped her clothes, and stepped into the warm Gulf waters, following the light.

Water rose to her calves, to her knees and thighs. Then she dove, immersing herself beneath water, feeling Wata’s grace and touch.

“Mami Wata,” she called inside her mind. “I am Marie Laveau’s descendant. Teach me, show me what I need to know.”

She floated on her back. Waves kissed her. Her hair and body soaked, she felt wrapped in a watery womb.

She could see stars, the shadows on the moon.

“Here.”

She flipped over, treading water.

The mermaid was before her.

“Wata.”

Wata opened her arms and Marie swam into the cool, watery embrace.

“Mine the water.”

“Yes, it is yours,” Marie answered.

“Mind the water.”

An explosion of greens, blues, ripped through Marie’s mind. She felt fluid, without form. She was Wata, swimming.

“Come.” She was diving deep, breathing inside the waters. Exultant, she saw creatures stirring. Catfish. Shrimp. Alligators floating in brackish waters.

Yet she could see more clearly than she’d ever seen before. Even polluted, she felt the vibrancy of Gulf life.

“Water goddesses once ruled,” said Wata. “We nourished the world.”

Marie wanted to shout with joy. Free, unbound, she felt Mami Wata’s power. Felt herself a mermaid, swimming, traveling upstream to the Mississippi’s start. They reached the cold waters of Lake Itasca, then turned south.

Wata, pregnant with rich soil, was flowing down through America’s heart. But as water rushed, as she and Wata swam over rock, granite, sand, the waters became less clear, fouled by pesticides, metals, and solvents. Worse, she felt Wata’s pain at being banked, dammed, cut off from her natural course.

Down, down they swam through eddies and currents, twists and curves, until they reached the widening Gulf.

“No place to be,” said Wata. “No place to nourish land. Give birth.”

She felt Mami Wata’s pain. She felt she was dying, just as Mami Wata was dying, fading from the New World.

Disrespect. Forgetfulness. Poisons were undoing the goddess. Unlike Charyn, Wata only served good. She gave and didn’t require self-sacrifice.

“I create,” said Mami Wata, her voice sounding like music. “I make worlds.”

“I understand.” Marie felt the womanist connection. Creating life, a fertile world, these were the enduring blessings.

As quickly as she’d come, Wata disappeared. She was no longer inside Marie, no longer in the warm Gulf waters.

Marie felt bereft, as wet and cold as a newborn.

Wata had followed her children from Africa to America, only to have the New World disrespect her life-giving waters.

“Wata?” she called, hoping to feel the spirit.

There was no response, no answering call.

Religions, faiths evolved. Everyone, including herself, had forgotten Mami Wata.

Marie prayed, “Mami Wata, by my ancestress Marie Laveau, by the love given to you by Nana, I promise to honor you. To encourage better care of your waters.”

Marie floated, drifting farther into the Gulf.

She felt life—kelp, shrimp, and microorganisms thriving in the water. Sand particles and algae twirled in the water, brushed against her skin.

“I promise,” she said, “to honor you. Always. I won’t let you be forgotten.”

Then, as if all the stars had fallen, she saw diamond specks, floating, twinkling in the water. The entire Gulf was vibrant with light.

Mami Wata rose. Legs fused, her body, sea blue, her hair cascading down her back, Wata spun above the waters, coloring the sky with rainbows. Colors of love, grace, and rebirth.

“You are me,” Wata murmured. “See,” she said, insistently. “See.”

On the horizon, there was a gathering darkness.

Marie felt dread.

“See.” Water and sky parted, and Marie saw, in the distance, another horizon where a monstrous hurricane fed.

“No,” Marie screamed.

Mami Wata pulled her inside the storm. She felt herself shattering inside the violent swirl of wind and rain.

“Mine . . .  mind the waters,” said Wata.

A blessing and a curse.

“Nature heals.”

Then the vision disappeared.

The sky cleared. Mami Wata floated serenely on blue waters.

But Marie couldn’t undo her terror.

She understood. A ferocious storm was growing, coming to cleanse the Gulf waters, to undo the river’s dams.

“Wata, please. I will honor you. But please, keep DeLaire safe, keep Brenda and her child safe.”

Wata’s head tilted. The approaching storm would free her, wash away poisons in her water.

“Please.”

Wata, like all the gods, was passionate; but they were just as imperfect as people. Wata had called the hurricane, but she hadn’t considered the consequences.

The hurricane would be a horrific, sawing vortex of wind and rain.

Marie could see it tearing at the vulnerable marsh, see it moving, slowly, destructively, up the coast, toward New Orleans.

She started crying, her tears blending with Wata’s waters.

“Mami Wata, protect us. Please. Use your powers to keep DeLaire, Brenda, and her child safe.”

She couldn’t change the course set by Mami Wata. But she prayed for grace, for charity.

“Please, Mami Wata.” Water roughed by incoming wind washed over her face. “Please. Keep DeLaire, Brenda, and her child, safe.”

Mami Wata dove deep into her waters.
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Marie swam with all her might. She swam through surf, swam through the soon-to-be storm-tossed waters, channeling fear. The hurricane would hit the Gulf first.

Her mind balked at the thought of the hurricane reaching the city. New Orleans. She couldn’t imagine it.

Lungs aching, she stepped onto sand, slipped on her T-shirt and jeans, and started running for her and everyone else’s life.
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FOURTEEN

NANA’S HOUSE

BEFORE DAWN

“K-Paul,” said Marie.

Brenda was on her side, eyes closed, breathing deeply.

“What is it?”

“Katrina. It’s a major hurricane. Headed here and for New Orleans.”

“We’ll have to ride it out.”

“I’ve got to call Parks. How can we let the DeLaire residents know?”

“There’s a horn. Down by the docks.” Brenda, her face slick, her hands wrapped about her stomach, said, “I’ll be all right. You don’t have to stay.”

“Of course we’ll stay,” said Marie. “Don’t you worry.” But she was worried. “Give me your cell, K-Paul. I’ll call Parks. Louise and Marie-Claire.”

“I’ll go. Sound the alarm,” he said.

“No, let me do this.” She felt guilty because she hadn’t correctly interpreted the signs.

Brenda moaned.

K-Paul murmured, “The contractions are becoming more regular.” He handed Marie his cell.

“Tell the baby to hurry, K-Paul.”

Marie was out the door, down the porch steps. Nana’s yard was empty, sad looking. She could smell the wetness in the air.

“Parks?”

“I’m here.”

“Marie-Claire?”

“She’s fine. So’s that dog. Louise’s upset because he peed on the carpet.”

Marie laughed, then, inexplicably, she started to cry.

“You okay?”

“Get Marie-Claire out of New Orleans.”

“Yeah. I know. Weatherman just said ‘category five.’ Louise is packing Marie-Claire’s clothes now.”

“Just go,” she said. “Leave now. Don’t wait. Now.”

“You know something.”

Parks, who used to doubt her sight, now trusted her implicitly.

“Do you want to say good-bye to Marie-Claire?”

“She’s sleeping, right?” She could see her daughter with Beau curled next to her. “Let her sleep. Bundle her into the car and just go. As far and fast as you can.”

She could hear Parks breathing. “Doc . . . Marie, I love you.” He paused. “See you in Baton Rouge?”

“Yes.”


IV

Mississippi, the Great River diverted,

Mami Wata cried; so, too, her Yemaya,

And all her sisters.
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FIFTEEN

NANA’S HOUSE

MIDMORNING

Stubborn and suspicious, none of the DeLaire residents evacuated. They wouldn’t listen to her. She wasn’t Nana, so why should they believe her? Why was Katrina worse than any other storm?

“Go,” she’d said. “It’ll be bad.”

“We’ll stay,” said Tommy. And all the sad-eyed, disease-ridden residents had shuffled back to their homes.

She placed the clay statue of Mami Wata on Nana’s nightstand. K-Paul had taken the Jeep to scavenge supplies in town. Humidity was high, and thunder crackled on the horizon. Katrina was coming and Marie guessed she’d come at night. Brenda slept fitfully as her body erratically labored.

Marie wished they were at Charity. She was worried that a C-section would be needed, that the baby would need intensive care.

She held Brenda’s hand, praying for the strength to make things right.

“It’s going to be a girl,” said Brenda, sleepily. “Nana told me so.”

“You should rest, Brenda. You’ve got a ways to go.”

“I know. It’s gonna be a storm baby. Nana told me so.”

Marie smiled. “Nana was right.”

Brenda was looking at her with blind trust. It felt as if the two of them were the only people left in the world. Nature was creating a fury. Bayou country would be hurt bad, but the city would be hurt worse.

She needed to survive and return to New Orleans.
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She thought she heard K-Paul’s car. Brenda’s eyes were closed. She thought she’d slip outside. Just for a moment. Just to see K-Paul’s smiling face.

Gently, she slipped her hand from Brenda’s fingers.

Marie stepped outside. She shuddered. The sky was already darkening. Wind whipped the waves and you could hear them crashing onto shore.

Birds had disappeared. Animals had run to ground. There was no sound. No signs of life.

The road was empty. She’d made a mistake. K-Paul hadn’t returned. She only wished that he had.

Marie sighed, rubbed the back of her neck. She felt as if she’d aged a hundred years. Coffee. She’d make coffee.

She touched the screen door’s handle. A shadow dulled the silver mesh.

Before she could turn, a hand covered her mouth while another hand gripped her waist, hard.

A scream caught in her throat.

“You need to be taught manners.” Walker. His pale, translucent hands gripped her.

She squirmed, trying to pull away.

Walker twisted her around, fast and deadly. His hands were now pinching, twisting her throat. She couldn’t scream; she didn’t have enough air. The constant pressure on her throat was inflaming muscle, tendons, pinching her carotid artery. Soon her esophagus would be crushed.

She summoned her strength, scratching, tugging at Walker’s arms and hands.

She thought of Marie-Claire. Her daughter had already endured so much.

“The world can be hard on women.”

But it shouldn’t be hard on a child.

She fought desperately, but Walker was strong. She let her body relax and focused on calling, “K-Paul.”

She closed her eyes, blocking out Walker’s albino-faced rage. She was lightheaded, dying.

K-Paul.

Her neck was released. She gasped.

K-Paul slammed Walker into the wall, then, gripping his collar, shoved Walker backward. He fell, tumbling down the porch steps.

Calmly, K-Paul fired his rifle. Twice. Once into Walker’s heart, the second time into his forehead.

Blood flowed, staining the ground red.

K-Paul knelt to check for a pulse. The impulse was automatic. He reached inside Walker’s pocket and opened his wallet. “Vivco. Head of security.”

Marie didn’t say anything. She was glad to be alive. She was transfixed by the river of Walker’s blood, purple-red, soaking into the soil.

K-Paul, stood, kicking aside his rifle.

Marie thought he was in shock. Doctors saved lives, they didn’t take them.

Marie embraced him.

“I heard you,” he kept repeating. “I heard you.”

“Ssh,” she said, holding him closer, feathering his face with kisses. “It’s all right. Thank you. Thank you for saving my life.”
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SIXTEEN

NANA’S HOUSE

EVENING

This is the way the world ends. Wood straining, rain beating like pellets on windows, and a howling wind.

Hurricane Katrina had touched down on the coast.

Brenda’s baby was trying to push her way into the world.

There were no voodoo drummers, no special sacrifices for the gods. No faithful followers. No possession.

It was just her. And K-Paul. And Brenda. And a baby eager for life.

In her bones, she knew Parks had Marie-Claire safe in Baton Rouge.

K-Paul was anxious. “We should’ve gotten the hell out.”

“There’s no place to go.”

The kitchen window shattered. “Marie, I’m not sure this shack can last.”

“I don’t want to die,” Brenda whined, alternating between fear and pain.

Thunder rumbled; outside, they could hear trees and branches snapping.

“Don’t push. Not yet,” pleaded K-Paul.

Marie saw John, Mimi, and the infant L’Overture. Was this a sign that they’d all die, too?

She stared at the statue of Mami Wata, praying, “Still the waters. Still the storm. Please. Still the waters.”

The cottage shuddered, a wind squall threatened to rip the house from its foundation.

K-Paul reached for her across the bed. Clasping hands, they used their bodies to shield Brenda.

Then there was silence, as if the wind had parted like waves, leaving the cottage safe, an island of calm.

“The storm’s turning.”

Mami Wata had spared them and DeLaire from the brunt of the hurricane.

“ ’Bout time.” Sweat dampened K-Paul’s shirt. He felt Brenda’s pulse, touched her brow and abdomen.

“Something’s wrong. The birth canal’s still constricted. Or else the baby’s breech. I’m not sure which. Everything feels right, but it’s not. Something’s wrong.”

“What’s wrong?” asked Brenda. “Save my baby. Please.”

Marie picked up the figurine of Mami Wata. Then she saw El. Nana. Her ancestor Marie.

Heal.

“I am,” she said, touching Brenda’s abdomen, “Marie Laveau.”

Brenda quieted. Marie could feel the baby beneath her fingers, moving in her mother’s body. She could feel the irregular pulse of her heart.

Medically, nothing was available to save Brenda’s child. The baby was premature. Toxins had probably affected her. There’d been no prenatal care.

Brenda clasped her hand. “Save us.”

K-Paul was watching her, too, expecting a miracle.

She was Marie. She had to do this—become extraordinary when need demanded it.

She closed her eyes. “Mami Wata, bless me. Make me special.”

She kept thinking she’d been brought to Louisiana for a reason. She’d been brought to heal and encourage life.

She murmured, “When medicine fails, faith begins. Pray, K-Paul.”

He made the sign of the cross. “I believe in you, Marie.”

“Me, too,” Brenda whispered, faltering, drained by her labor.

“I believe in me. Marie Laveau. I believe in Mami Wata. The goddess who gave birth to the world with her waters.”

Marie touched Brenda’s abdomen. Light sprang from her fingertips. She stroked the flesh covering the baby and felt the child move. She murmured: “You need to be strong for this world. The world can be hard. But you’ll survive.”

She felt the baby turn, ever so slowly, swimming in the birth canal. She felt its tiny fingers reaching toward her palm.

Her body was hot, filled with spiritual power.

Ghosts were at the head of the bed—El, Mimi, Nana.

And, inside herself, Marie could feel Mami Wata. She felt, too, Marie Laveau.

The wind, outside, howled louder; a sheet of rain made the house shudder. But she believed it was just the storm’s fiery aftermath, the hurricane was moving on.

“I believe in you, Maman Marie.”

“I believe in you, Brenda. And in my ancestor Marie Laveau. I believe in the sacred waters, the power of Mami Wata.”

K-Paul was staring at her, his love for her glowing on his face.

Marie stroked Brenda’s swollen abdomen—circles and circles of touch and heat. “Heal, little one. Heal.”

She felt the small heart fluttering, then becoming stronger, beating like a tiny, steady drum.

“It’s time,” Marie murmured. “It’s time.”

A contraction, like a rippling wave, moved through Brenda. The baby swam.

K-Paul whooped. “Bear down,” he shouted. “Bear down.”

Brenda marshaled her energy, grunting, bearing down, and expelling her baby.

A tiny, perfectly formed baby slipped out of her mother’s body. Slipped out, bloodied and wailing. Slipped out, her arms and legs flailing.

The spirits faded; Mami Wata dove into clear waters.

Brenda crooned, “My baby. My baby.”

K-Paul bundled the infant in cloth and placed her on her mother’s chest.

Marie felt good.

The hurricane was moving north. Mami Wata had gifted her with grace.

K-Paul embraced her, his chest to her back. She cupped her hands over his. His cheek was pressed against hers.

They watched the baby suckling, heard Brenda vow, “I’m going to be the best mother ever.”

Marie smiled. “You’ll need some help.”

She saw the future. Saw Brenda and her baby, joining her small, but growing family. They were strolling on the Riverwalk. Marie-Claire was the proud big sister. Beau was happy, barking, chasing his tail. Parks was there.

And, of course, K-Paul.
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SEVENTEEN

A BAYOU ROAD

THE JOURNEY HOME

They were driving back to New Orleans. To Charity.

Brenda and her baby were asleep, exhausted, curled in the backseat. At the hospital, they’d do a complete exam to make sure mother and daughter were healthy.

In her heart, Marie knew they were. Mami Wata had helped her perform a healing.

She and K-Paul were both spent, yet, amazingly, adrenaline kept them alert, almost frenetic. It was a high to bring a new life into the world. To save a mother. To escape the full horror of a hurricane.

Yet they were following Katrina. She was whipsawing, lashing her way up the waters to the Mississippi, flowing beside the banks of New Orleans.

“When we get to the city, we should party. Listen to some zydeco. Hurricane Katrina won’t destroy New Orleans.” K-Paul clutched her hand. “I know you’ve got to get to Baton Rouge. To get your baby girl. But you can leave Parks. He left you.”

“I’m staying, K-Paul. For better or worse, Louisiana’s home.”

“Staying with me? You’re staying with me?” His hand was on her thigh. She lifted it, kissing his open palm. “Maybe. Let’s give it time.”

K-Paul grinned. He punched the defroster. Humidity was clouding the windows. Next came mist, rain. Cypress and oaks dripped water. They were riding the tail end of the storm, chasing Katrina, heading for New Orleans.

They had to get to Charity Hospital, to help as best they could.

The Guédé, in funeral top hat and tails, were standing beside the road, their heads bowed, their gloved hands, palms flat, crossed over their chests.

“K-Paul, stop.”

He slammed on the breaks. “What’s the matter? What’s wrong?”

Marie got out of the car. Brenda’s baby started crying.

Her dream—she’d forgotten the river of bodies.

K-Paul climbed out of the car.

“I see . . . I see . . .”

Transfixed, she couldn’t speak.

She blinked and saw bleak, empty streets. Trees, street signs, were down, roofs were ripped off houses. Cars overturned. The hurricane had come and gone.

Something else was wrong.

In her dream, animals and people were floating, dead, in the water. New Orleans’s streets were littered with refuse, but clear of water.

“Water needs to go where she needs to go.”

“Flooding, K-Paul. The storm isn’t the worst for New Orleans. The levees.” Despairingly, her voice cracked. “I think the levees break.”

“The end of the world.”

She looked down and saw water swirling over her feet.

She saw water climbing over grassy knolls, concrete barriers, and bags of sand. New Orleans was like a bowl, filling up with muddy water. Two feet, four feet, ten, twelve.

“Water needs to go where she needs to go.”

Riding the waves, she saw Mami Wata, Yemaya, LaSirene, and all the other descendants of Wata.

Dozens of spirit women with mermaid tails—some teal colored; others brown, some with alabaster skin, others full breasted and pregnant.

Marie was in awe of their beauty—a flotilla of women across the spiritual ages, all signifying creation and the beginning of life.

Marie raised her hand, saluting them, and some waved back, others primped, and others swam, and still others spun delicately, as if waltzing. Then, as if on cue, all the water goddesses began crying. Marie shivered at the high-pitched wailing; any second, the sound would break her heart.

Marie understood. “Mind the water, K-Paul. Mine the water.”

“I don’t understand.”

“We’re all responsible for the environment. Nature cleanses and renews. But we keep making it harder. Making it worse.”

“Like the dead zone?”

“Yes, causing unnatural dying. Unnatural harm.”

“Levees, levees . . . levees . . .” the word was humming, whispering like a breeze. “Levees, levees, levees.”

Like a woman’s water breaking, water would break free of the levees.

Mami Wata was trying to heal herself, give birth.

But there would be such pain. Such cost to New Orleans. Louisiana. Her home.

“It is what it is,” she heard.

“The world can be hard on women,” she answered. “On men. On children. Animals.”

“Harder than you have yet imagined,” responded El with cool words that rattled in Marie’s mind.

“Harder.” What could be harder? How much destruction, disaster could Louisiana take?
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The Guédé, Mami Wata, and the mermaids had all disappeared; they were replaced by her ancestor Marie, and Nana, and El. The women chanted her name: “Marie Laveau.” They were showering her with love, telling her that she was a New World voodooienne, a medical and spiritual healer.

“Survive,” she murmured.

“Louisianans always do that.”

“Even when it’s the end of the world? That’s what you said, K-Paul. ‘End of the world.’ ”

“Well, I guess it’s not going to end in my lifetime.”

“Come on, K-Paul. Let’s chase the storm. Let’s go home.”


AUTHOR’S NOTE

For centuries, environmental damage and environmental racism have afflicted Louisiana and the Gulf marshes and waters. Science, spirituality, and historical perspective are all needed by my protagonist, Marie, to understand why New Orleans was so vulnerable in 2005 to Hurricane Katrina and why the levees failed.

In 2009, the National Museum of African Art/Smithsonian Institution mounted a brilliant exhibit honoring the African water goddess, Mami Wata, and the permutations of how her spirit transformed as slaves carried their faith into the New World. The Fowler Museum at UCLA first exhibited the collection of sculpture, paintings, and mixed media and published a glorious book, Mami Wata: Arts for Water Spirits in Africa and Its Diasporas, written by Henry John Drewal (and contributors Houlberg, Jewsiewicki, Noell, Nunley, and Salmons).

Mami Wata’s core emphasis on fertility, creating new land and new worlds, and celebrating womanist power resonated deeply with me.

Mami Wata, for me, became a symbol for the Mississippi River itself, dammed to serve human needs. Clearly, responsible environmental stewardship means balancing resources with certain and potential damage and caring for the vitality of the environment for future generations.

In Hurricane’s metaphorical world, Mami Wata came to symbolize the devastation of the Gulf Coast region, in general, and the dead zone in the Gulf, in particular. Irresponsible environmental stewardship that had made New Orleans and the coast especially vulnerable to Hurricane Katrina seemed, in my imagination, a cry from Nature—Mami Wata herself. Having constricted Mami Wata, her waters were unable to give birth to new land that was essential to creating and sustaining life—both human and animal.

The 2010 BP oil spill compounded problems in the Gulf of Mexico and reinforced my theme of human hubris versus humility in resource extraction.

My protagonist, Marie, doesn’t have the answer to solve environmental problems. But she does have faith—a spiritual belief that Nature itself is a good to be honored. She also has courage and optimism to lend her talents to heal a community undone by natural and man-made disaster.

Hurricane ends my contemporary voodoo trilogy. Marie Laveau née Levant has become a quintessential Louisianan. She’s become strong enough to keep fighting for the city and state she calls home. She’s comfortable with her spiritual power, unafraid of battling injustice, and honored to proclaim her name to the world:

“I am Marie Laveau.”

She is one in a long line of women, handing sight, strength, and love down through the generations.


    Sincerely,

Jewell
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