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PREFACE

 


“There will come a time when powerful signs
herald a crossroads for Humanity. Events affecting one part of the
Earth will instantly be known to the rest of the world and shall be
recognized by a chosen few as the prophesied signs. Consequences of
action and inaction will be apparent, cause and effect manifesting
faster as this cycle draws toward conclusion. Inequities and
imbalance will be painfully evident on individual, regional and
global levels. Feelings of isolation, disconnection, and confusion
will be widespread. Few will express these feelings, most choosing
to mindlessly walk through their daily tasks, numbing themselves in
countless ways. Hardships will flood the vast majority of people
from every direction, creating a rising sea of anxiety. This will
be reflected in Mother Earth being out of balance, with cataclysmic
events taking place more regularly and more intensely as She
strives to attain equilibrium.

A long-ago gathering of elders who revered
and held sacred our connection to Mother Earth foresaw the time of
this crossroads. A divinely inspired plan was conceived to
counteract this state of imbalance, to be put into place at this
crucial time.

Over a preordained period, four distinct,
devastating conflicts among societies throughout history will be
confronted—one at a time—so as to heal suffering at the core,
bringing about a state of wellness and balance. The prophetic
elders knew they must protect this knowledge, for there would
always be those who would seek to maintain control of the power.
The elders’ descendants became protectors of this ancient wisdom
tradition—sometimes knowingly, sometimes not—with their lives
intrinsically entwined in guardianship of the sacred prophecy.

The painful disparities of the past and
present must be exhumed to be honored and healed. Accountability
will be imperative once a shift toward stability is initiated.

The fate of All rests with a universal
awakening…”

 


Translation of Choctaw tribal shaman
proclamation;

Bayou-Lacombe, LA; Circa 1878

 


 



PROLOGUE

 


Giselle never forgot the day she fled
Louisiana.

It began as a fairly normal day, with the
morning sun peeking through yellow gingham curtains framing the
window above her bed. They were a recent gift from her mother, who
had sewn them by hand as a surprise for her thirteenth
birthday.

“Giselle, I’m going out for a little while,”
Yvette announced from the hallway. “There’s food in the kitchen.
I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

Her mom was already gone by the time Giselle
woke enough to reply. She didn’t know where her mother was going or
what was happening, but could sense something was very wrong.
Yvette had always been cheerful and affectionate but lately was
withdrawn.

Reluctantly, Giselle got out of bed and
quickly dressed. Once again, it was left to her to take care of her
little brother. She hoped eight-year-old Francois hadn’t felt the
tension surrounding them lately.

She was worried about her father rarely being
home; even more alarming was her mother’s physical condition.
Yvette seemed to worsen by the minute, with dark circles under her
blue eyes, blending with an increasingly gray complexion.

Throughout the day Giselle did her best to
entertain Francois and distract herself at the same time. They were
in the middle of a card game when Yvette burst through the front
door in a frenzy, panting as she ran to her bedroom and locked the
door.

Francois looked at his big sister, silently
pleading for answers. Giselle had no answers but knew better than
to ask. Although mother and daughter were normally close, Yvette
had grown secretive and moody in the last few days.

The two children sat motionless, afraid to
breathe. It wasn’t long before the bedroom door was flung open,
revealing a wildly disheveled Yvette, clearly terrified, with eyes
darting in all directions looking for threats only she could
see.

“Mama, please tell me what’s wrong!”

Giselle ran over and Yvette clutched her
hands in desperation, as if the girl could somehow save her from
madness.

“We must leave now, child! There’s no time to
lose!”

Giselle looked into her mother’s frightened
eyes. “What are you saying, Mama? Why do we have to leave—what
about Daddy?”

“There’s no time, Giselle. We have to leave
now. Pack a few things for yourself, and I’ll take care of the
rest.”

Giselle went to Francois, huddled in a far
corner, his little body shaking. She wanted to scoop him up in her
arms and comfort him, shielding them both from what was happening,
but knew she must do as she was told. Yvette needed her now more
than ever.

The children followed close behind as their
mother led them through the thick vegetation of the swamp, stopping
only to catch their breath.

The evening shadows had just begun their
dance with the waning sun when Yvette paused at the base of an
ancient oak tree. Giselle and Francois watched curiously as Yvette
reached into the hollow of the trunk. Her back was to the children,
but Giselle saw her carefully place something large and square into
a cloth bag.

Yvette motioned for them to once again follow
her through the winding paths among the trees. Eyes fixed straight
ahead, she was lost in her own world, oblivious to the growing
distress of her children.

Giselle carried Francois several times and
did her best to soothe his cries. They continued this way through
the endless darkness for many hours until they reached Morgan
City.

They went directly to the railroad station
where the children collapsed onto a wooden bench, and Yvette
proceeded to buy tickets to take them away from the only home they
had ever known.

 


* * *

 


The memory of their flight from the bayou was
still vivid in Giselle’s mind and continued to evoke intense
feelings within her, now seventy years later.

Sitting at her kitchen table, gaze fixed on a
spellbound moth dancing around the ceiling light, Giselle knew time
was running out.

Melody must be told the truth; an explosive
chain of events was about to unfold around her granddaughter. She
deeply regretted the decision to harbor such a secret her entire
life.

Is there anyone in this world without regret
when death is near?

This question hovered in her mind all
afternoon. Giselle dreaded the effect her passing would have on her
beloved Melody, already too familiar with grief and loss. Even more
she dreaded the impact of the revelations which lay ahead. The
world as Melody knew it would soon crumble. Not being able to
shelter the child weighed heavily on Giselle.

At least I was born into this clandestine
world; Melody will now be thrust into it with no warning, no
preparation.

It was no surprise that her granddaughter had
been chosen to fulfill the prophecy. Melody had an inner strength,
with a core of integrity and sound judgment. Over the years Giselle
had also observed Melody’s intuitive abilities. Her granddaughter
scoffed at the idea of having intuition, but Giselle knew
otherwise.

It was troubling that Melody repressed so
much of herself, but her grandmother understood why she kept the
world at a distance.

You can’t do that much longer, child. The
walls are coming down; the veil exists and is growing more
transparent with every breath.

Giselle had waited years for the dream—a
message—and it came to her three nights ago. The prophecy was
clear, and Melody was the next link in this chain. Giselle was
charged with revealing this legacy to her granddaughter but had no
idea where to begin.

It suddenly dawned on her how to open this
door. Of course! It was the only way.

Upon her death, Melody would receive a letter
instructing her to go where it had all started for their family.
This is where she would be guided to discover the ancient web of
mystery at the heart of the legacy.

Giselle knew that, Annie, her own daughter,
wouldn’t support Melody during the trials to come. But Melody would
be fine; she was accustomed to her mother being emotionally
absent.

Her granddaughter would stay busy in the
weeks after her death, attending to all the details without
outwardly questioning anything. She would do so out of love and
respect, but also to keep the pain at bay.

There was no alternative.

She removed a colorful pouch from the pocket
of her housecoat and withdrew an unusual, exquisite string of
rosary beads. As she clutched the rosary to her heart, the pale,
bony fingers of her right hand closed around the pen. She again
looked up at the delicate moth, fervently praying Melody wouldn’t
have to be sacrificed to the light.

“Please God, protect Melody and guide her on
this path. Help her stay open…help guide her to the truth.”

Giselle began to write, knowing her
granddaughter’s life was soon to be changed forever.

 


 



CHAPTER ONE

 


Although she arrived at the hotel only hours
earlier, Melody Bennet awoke at daybreak and walked to the
rain-spattered window, gazing at the courtyard several floors
below. Having never been to New Orleans, this image was as she had
always imagined: a decorative wrought iron balcony overlooking an
elegant Victorian garden, with a verdigris-encrusted gargoyle
fountain in the center.

She was especially enamored of the exposed
brick walls in her room which conveyed an earthiness that was
sensuous, tactile. She assumed they were part of the original
structure and must have absorbed centuries of sounds, smells and
emotions of New Orleans.

Melody now found it curious that her
grandmother rarely spoke of this area, given her final request to
return here. Grandmama’s letter surprised everyone. They were
certain Giselle would have chosen to be buried beside her late
husband, who died two years earlier. To everyone’s dismay Giselle
instead left instructions for her granddaughter to take her ashes
to the Louisiana bayou, where they could be scattered and blessed
by a mysterious woman by the name of Marie Devereux.

Melody walked briskly to the elevator, eyes
still burning from lack of sleep, and jumped when the elevator door
opened.

Her fatigue was reason enough for the
nervousness, not to mention the task at hand. It also troubled her
that there would be no resting place where she could visit her
grandmother once the ashes were scattered.

She was too tired to be overly self-conscious
about appearance but tried to smooth out the wrinkles in her khaki
pants and white cotton shirt before reaching the lobby.

As the doors opened, she cleared her throat
rather abruptly, stifling the deep emotion lurking just beneath the
surface.

At the reception area an attractive young
woman bearing the name tag “Olivia” was talking on the phone. She
appeared to be in her mid-twenties, a few years younger than
Melody, and was rather stunning with cognac eyes and sleek
ash-brown hair. Melody wasn’t sure what Creole meant, but that word
popped into her mind to describe the mildly exotic look.

Melody often wished she had such striking
looks. Her own brown hair seemed drab compared to Olivia’s. Her
eyes were the only feature she wouldn’t call drab: normally
hazel-green, they became a vivid emerald shade when she cried.

She caught herself staring at Olivia and
quickly turned around to survey the lobby.

Located on the fringe of the historic French
Quarter, she was lucky to have gotten a reservation on such short
notice. It was close to tourist spots yet not directly in their
midst. She hoped to at least get a taste of “The City That Care
Forgot” while here, in memory of Grandmama Giselle.

It had been remodeled extensively since
Hurricane Katrina but maintained an air of antiquity. Rumored to be
one of the few truly haunted spots in New Orleans, its previous
incarnations were quite diverse. Throughout much of the 1800s, the
hotel was home to an enigmatic order of African-Caribbean nuns. The
attached smaller building, now the hotel’s restaurant, had been a
well-known brothel. What a contrast! The tales these old brick
walls could tell.

She heard the phone call come to an end and
returned to the front desk.

As she approached she saw a peculiar movement
behind Olivia. It was another person, but not really…more like a
faint holographic image of the young girl, with different hair and
clothes.

No, not again. Melody closed her eyes
and held her breath, knowing exhaustion must be playing tricks on
her.

When she opened her eyes again the ghostly
apparition was gone. The only person she saw was Olivia, smiling
and waiting patiently.

“May I help you, Miss?”

“Yes, please,” Melody answered.

“I need to schedule a swamp tour. To be more
specific, I need to find someone who will take me to a particular
point in the swamp.”

“Do you have the name?”

“Yes, my grandmother was originally from that
area and it’s called the Atcha…um…”

“The Atchafalaya Basin?”

“Yes! I’m sorry. I knew I would destroy that
name.”

“No problem,” Olivia said. “Do you have the
name of the specific bayou? There are thousands in Southern
Louisiana, though most tours are of the Atchafalaya Basin.”

“This is my first time in Louisiana. My
grandmother left a map but it means absolutely nothing to me. I saw
something labeled ‘Bear Bayou,’ but I couldn’t find a thing
online.” Melody laid the hand-drawn map on the counter. “Maybe
someone who lives in the area would know where it is, if I showed
them this map?”

“Here it’s most frequently called ‘Bayou des
Ourses,’ the French name.” Olivia said. “That’s why you couldn’t
find anything online. Let me make a few phone calls, and I’ll see
if I can find a local guide willing to take you. Most of them know
the bayous like the backs of their hands. It may take a few hours
to find someone.”

“That’s fine, I appreciate your help.”

“Why don’t you explore our fine city and come
back to see me in a while? I’ll be on duty until three this
afternoon. I should know something by then.”

“Sounds great. By the way, I’m also supposed
to get in touch with my grandmother’s friend, a lady by the name of
Marie Devereux. I believe she lives somewhere near the bayou as
well. I tried to see if she had a number in the local directory but
couldn’t find her.”

“She may not have a phone.” Olivia explained.
“A lot of the older folks, especially the ones living in the bayou,
don’t believe in telephones. It may be a real challenge to find her
but hopefully the guide can help you with that as well.”

“Okay, I’ll check back in a couple of hours.
Thanks for your help”.

Melody had traveled quite a bit throughout
the States, but nothing prepared her for New Orleans. Like most
Americans, she was familiar with the city’s image: Bourbon Street,
Mardi Gras, voodoo dolls, jazz, delicious food, coffee.

She was also painfully aware of the images of
destruction brought to this region by Hurricane Katrina.

Stepping out of the lobby was jarring to the
senses. The air was palpably heavy and moist after the steady
overnight rain, with steam rising from the street and sidewalk. She
was glad she put her hair up this morning.

It wasn’t only the change in climate; there
was an entirely different energy here than anywhere she had
been.

No particular plan or destination in mind,
she headed east, breathing in the aromas pouring forth from the
French Quarter.

Summer is the traditional off-season, so she
was surprised by the number of people out and about. There seemed
to be a mix of residents and visitors, one easily distinguished
from the other.

She turned north, away from the intersection
of Bourbon and Orleans—away from The Quarter—onto another busy
street lined with stores and cafes. Some seemed untouched post-
Katrina while others were still in the process of mending their
wounds.

It amazed her that, despite its bruises and
daily reminders of buildings scarred by flood, the vibrant spirit
of the city lived on.

People were everywhere, some working to
rebuild the city’s charming smile, while others were embracing the
role of tourist.

Moist air captured the aromatic cloud of
coffee and beignets. Suddenly famished, she found a table at the
nearest outdoor café and ordered two large croissants with
preserves and coffee; she then sat back in the patio chair to take
in the scene.

Across the street, an older black gentleman
leaned against a wall, playing his harmonica as though he hadn’t a
care in the world. White hair stood out starkly from the deep
coffee color of his skin, and long, graceful fingers closed gently
around the harmonica. She noted a red scarf threaded through the
belt buckles of his white slacks, matching a single red carnation
stylishly tucked in the pocket of his black shirt.

The tune had a melancholy, yearning tone, and
his eyes remained closed as he poured his heart into the song. A
small dish was on the ground at his feet for those who were
inclined to leave a token of appreciation. Occasionally he would
stop playing for a moment to smile at a passerby, tipping his
invisible hat.

After paying, Melody walked across the
street, where she bent down and placed a dollar in the small
dish.

“Thanks, little lady.” His extraordinary
smile radiated from the heart. She smiled in return, but her eyes
were drawn to the opening in his shirt, where a strange pendant
glimmered in the hazy sunshine.

Melody walked on, allowing the city’s
ambience to envelop her every step.

A small jazz band strolled by, followed by a
group of rowdy tourists celebrating life. There was something
magical about this place, something which challenged visitors to
find the joy in each moment.

For the first time Melody wondered why her
great-grandmother fled Louisiana with her children. Granted, she
hadn’t been to the swamp—and no doubt it was vastly different from
New Orleans—but to grow up so close to this amazing place and then
leave so abruptly?

She regretted not knowing more of her family
history, and had a feeling anything truly of interest would be
buried with Grandmama, forever protected by the swamp.

Melody glanced at her watch. Almost
two-thirty. She had to hurry back to the hotel before Olivia went
off duty.

 


* * *

 


“Good news, Ms. Bennet! A shuttle will take
you to the edge of Atchafalaya Basin tomorrow morning at five. A
man named Jean Pierre will take you where you need to go. If you
don’t see him when you get off the shuttle, walk to the local
emporium. It’s run by a gentleman — his name is Paul. He’ll know
where to find this Jean Pierre. He may even know where to find your
grandmother’s friend.”

 


* * *

 


Melody wasn’t sure how to spend the rest of
the afternoon but knew she had to stay busy. She sifted through the
brochures on local attractions displayed neatly in the lobby and
left the hotel again.

This walking tour took her past streets with
such wonderful, New Orleans-esque names as Bienville, Toulouse,
Dauphine, and Saint This-That-and-The-Other streets. Melody hadn’t
realized there was such a strong Catholic influence.

As the afternoon wore on the streets became
more congested and the noise level increased. Performers and street
vendors filled the sidewalks as cafe staff generated an orchestra
of clinking sounds as they set the outdoor tables for dinner.

The smells in the air had also changed. Now
mixed with the scent of coffee, there were deeper aromas of spices
and seafood. An increasingly sumptuous mélange of stimuli bombarded
her as the afternoon progressed.

Melody found the corner where the harmonica
man had been playing but was disappointed when she didn’t see him
there.

She walked on, taking in the city and
wondering if Grandmama Giselle had spent similar afternoons here
when she was young.

After awhile, strolling through the French
Quarter began to wear on Melody. She wasn’t used to such a constant
festive atmosphere and needed to take it in small doses.

As she approached Rampart Street the crowd
seemed to thin. The atmosphere was noticeably different: quiet,
subdued, with only a few people gathered at shop windows, peering
inside. These buildings showed the true impact of Katrina; some had
considerable damage, with flood lines above Melody’s head. There
were more and more abandoned shops as she continued into this
remote section. She remembered reading how the flood levels varied
throughout the city, with the center of the French Quarter—and
center of the tourist economy—being the least affected. She was now
seeing one of the areas not so blessed.

Many residents had been permanently relocated
to other parts of the country, voluntarily or out of necessity.

The “Katrina Diaspora” was a label some had
given the mass exodus. Some of those displaced after the storm
understandably opted to rebuild their lives on higher ground; the
stories of others who still longed to return home but had no way of
doing so broke Melody’s heart.

She continued her exploration, most
appreciative of the shade and breezeway effect of the alley. Some
of the shops that were open looked dark inside, their small windows
allowing very little light to enter. She observed two women with
colorful headdresses exiting one of the storefronts. Their clothing
called to mind African garb, the bright colors standing in contrast
to the dark tone of their skin. Melody recognized the store name as
one of the voodoo shops she had seen listed in the hotel directory,
located near the Voodoo Spiritual Temple.

Once inside her eyes immediately fell on a
wall plaque that piqued her curiosity. “Magick to all who enter
here.” She was attracted to a small table adorned with a black
statue, shells, and a small cup of what appeared to be espresso on
a saucer with several packets of sugar beside it.

A young woman with mocha skin and eyes of
smoldering tar approached. She wore a yellow dress draped off one
shoulder, her head wrapped in a silk yellow scarf from which jet
black wisps of curly hair escaped. Melody was drawn to her gold
necklace: a pierced heart enclosed in a five-pointed star.

“Hello, I’m Stephanie, and that’s Anastasia,”
the woman said, gesturing toward the statue. “She helps with
divination.”

Bending over to smell the contents of the
cup, Melody’s mouth watered, confirming it was indeed coffee. “What
are the coffee and sugar for?”

“Legend has it that Anastasia was a slave who
loved sweet coffee—she couldn’t stand the bitterness of black
coffee. She could read people’s destinies, but sugar was always
denied to her in life. Now fortunetellers call on her spirit to
help them in their readings. To thank her, they bring offerings of
sugar and coffee.”

“What kind of shells are these?” Melody
asked.

“They are cowrie shells. Used for prosperity
and love roots — what you may call spells.”

“Really?” Melody cringed inwardly at the idea
of “spells”; she didn’t understand the “roots” comment but left
that alone as well.

“Yes. Do you see the shape of the shell? It
resembles a woman’s sexual center, so it is linked to creation,
since a woman gives birth and creates new life. In love spells, it
is used to attract the man you want.”

“People still perform spells?” Melody quickly
added, “No offense, I’m just so unfamiliar with all of this.”

“Yes, many people still work roots – or
tricks as some call them”, the girl replied with a gentle, knowing
smile. “And they are quite effective, unless your belief system
denies it altogether and neutralizes the effect of the spell.”

“Well, I don’t have a man in my life and
don’t see one on the horizon,” Melody said.

“You might have one soon. Would you like a
reading?”

“A reading? You mean with cards?”

The young woman nodded and smiled. “Yes,
tarot cards. We can also cast the shells.”

“Cast the shells?”

“It’s an ancient method of divination, the
Oracle of Ifa. It is said to have originated in Africa—Benin, West
Africa to be precise. Originally people would cast coconut shells
but today many cast cowrie shells. Your answer lies in the way they
fall, open or closed.”

Seeing she had Melody’s attention, she
continued.

“Voodoo legend teaches that a marvelous human
was very aligned with the Creator’s energy. Upon his death, he was
elevated as an Orisha, and—”

“I’m sorry, a what?”

“An Orisha. A god or goddess. If you are
familiar with the Catholic faith, perhaps you can compare Orishas
to the saints.”

“Okay, that I understand. I attended Catholic
school.”

She enjoyed listening to this woman and felt
an odd sense of curiosity she normally wouldn’t indulge beyond the
limits of her computer.

“With this new Orisha status, he gradually
lost the very quality which had first elevated him. His ego side
took over, and he became arrogant and uncharitable. He focused on
becoming the highest Orisha. Nothing mattered to him more than his
individual position. One night Olodumare, the Creator, appeared to
him as a beggar, and the Orisha slammed the door in his face.
Immediately, he was trapped inside a coconut and condemned to
answer questions for eternity. He would be—how would you say?—the
spokesperson for the other Orishas.”

Melody nodded, understanding the basics.

“The coconut pieces have to be broken into
specific sizes, and it requires quite a bit of skill to do that.
Coconuts aren’t plentiful here as they are in Africa, so most of us
use cowrie shells instead. Would you like a reading?”

Deciding this was certainly a distraction
from the reality at hand and a way to pass time, Melody agreed.
“Why not?”

She followed Stephanie into a smaller room,
separated from the larger one by a curtain of multi-colored beads.
Dozens of candles provided the only light. Inside, she was greeted
by the strong smell of incense. A heavyset, older black woman sat
against the back wall, clad in hues of orange and gold. Around the
woman’s neck was a gold chain, on which hung a charm of a snake
biting its own tail and a small chamois bag.

Melody had never seen such intriguing
jewelry: first the harmonica player, then Stephanie, and now the
fortuneteller.

“Sit down, child,” the older woman said with
an unmistakable Caribbean accent.

Melody sat at a small table covered with a
purple cloth on top of which sat a deck of large cards. Placed
around the room were several religious icons Melody recognized from
her years in Catholic school. A large statue of Saint Michael stood
near the door, surrounded by fruit, cigars, and toys. At his feet
sat a large red candle and four bananas, plus another saucer filled
with an orange oily substance.

“What would you like to know?”

“I....I don’t really know. Can you just give
me a general reading?”

As Melody met the woman’s gaze, she saw
something unsettling lurking in her eyes.

“As you wish, child. Are you sure you have no
specific questions? Your heart is very heavy.”

Melody was surprised; she didn’t think her
pain was visible. “I’m here to scatter my grandmother’s ashes...we
were extremely close.”

The old woman said nothing. She shuffled the
cards and handed them to Melody. After instructing her to shuffle
them seven times, she then closed her eyes, hands resting on the
edges of the purple cloth, palms upward. Melody shuffled the cards
in silence.

After a few moments, the woman opened her
eyes, took the cards from Melody’s hand, and laid them on the
center of the cloth.

“Cut the deck for me,” she said, lightly
touching Melody’s hand, “then hand me eleven of them, one at a
time.”

Melody watched intently as the old woman laid
out the first three cards, left to right, and the other eight in
groups of two, arranged at the cardinal points—North, East, South
and West— around the group of three. She paused and looked at the
three central cards, then raised her head to meet Melody’s
gaze.

“You say your grandmother died and I see this
is so. Here’s the Death card in your recent past.” She pointed to a
card showing a skeleton, clad in black and carrying a scythe. “But
look at these two other cards. The three of diamonds, which
represents a gift, is beside the Death card.” She paused. “Your
grandmother left you a gift, a legacy.”

“A gift? I don’t think so. Her will mentioned
nothing unusual, other than the burial instructions.”

“Any family left down this way?”

Melody shook her head. “I don’t know much of
anything right now. I don’t know where she came from or where her
family is.”

“You must find them, child. They have
something or know something. But I urge you to beware. The next
card, representing the future, is the Tower. This forewarns of a
breakdown of something, usually beliefs or values. Whatever system
your life is built on will crumble like ashes once you receive this
legacy.”

Melody laughed nervously. “Simply being here
having a reading is a breakdown of my belief system. What about the
other cards?”

“They are the circumstances which allow the
other cards to manifest, the wheel of choice which enables their
existence. The two in the North represent your life now, in
relation to the legacy. Let’s see, we have the seven of swords and
the eight of staves. These cards talk of deception—hidden,
dangerous things from long ago—and a trip to escape darkness.”

“My great-grandmother fled Louisiana ages ago
with her two young children, but no one knows why. Grandmama never
discussed it.”

Nodding but never looking up, the old woman
continued. “Let’s look at the cards in the South. They represent
the motivating hidden factors, the passions beneath the blanket of
morals. We have the nine and the king of spades. Your
great-grandmother was running from a man...someone she was close
to. She was afraid. She knew she had to make a decision but also
knew there was pain with either choice. The nine of swords involves
a decision of life and death.”

“The man could have been my
great-grandfather. As far as I know she never saw her father again,
and her brother moved back here as a young man; I don’t know if she
ever heard from him. Every time I asked about her family, she’d
always change the subject.

The woman again nodded, eyes still fixed on
the cards.

“Inheriting this legacy will create conflict.
It will bring much out of the shadows, into the light. You must be
strong. You are strong, Melody. Your grandmother wouldn’t have left
you such a gift otherwise.”

Melody tensed, certain she hadn’t given her
name.

“How do you know my name?”

“You told me your name, child, when you came
in.”

Melody thought back to the moment when she
walked into the room. She remembered thinking it odd that they
hadn’t exchanged names when they met.

The woman continued. “The three of swords in
the West speaks of something that must be released. It has been
locked away too long and has become poisonous, like an abscess. It
needs to be opened and released, so the wound can heal. In the
East, for things to come, you have the nine and the ten of cups.
The nine represents a reunion, a communion of sorts; the true
fusion after the veil has been lifted. The ten represents bliss of
the heart, love and prosperity, true connection. Please, get
another card out for me and lay it on top of the group of
three.”

Melody drew another card with shaky hands.
She saw a card with a snake biting its own tail—like the
necklace!—creating an egg shape. A man and woman were in the middle
of the egg, naked, holding hands.

The woman looked up and smiled, her eyes
softening. “You have the world, child. This is the card that wraps
the whole reading and talks of the final outcome. Your grandmother
left you a very powerful gift indeed—powerful enough to shake the
foundation of what people believe. Its unfolding will cause
conflict and strife, but it will give you something very potent: a
key to a hidden door with the potential to change the world as you
know it, as well as your role within it.”

“What kind of gift can that be?”

“Probably something very different from what
you expect. True gifts cannot be touched and have no price, but
they are real. You cannot hold air, but you would die without it.
Remember, you already have a gift: the gift of sight. You know
this, your grandmother knew it...there’s no need to be afraid.”

The old woman sat back, hands folded on her
lap, signaling the end of the reading.

Melody reached for her purse, not wanting to
make eye contact nor acknowledge what was just said. As she stood,
the woman reached across the table.

“Wait, take this gris-gris bag.” She handed
Melody a small key charm and little bag of dried herbs. “The key is
the symbol of Elegba—Saint Michael. He’ll lead you to the inner
doors you must open to reach your truth.”

Melody had always resonated with Saint
Michael, The Warrior of Heaven.

“What should I do with this?” Melody asked,
holding up the bag.

“When you feel confused or scared, pour a
pinch in a warm bath, lie in it, and recite the Twenty-Third Psalm.
Do you know it?”

Melody nodded.

“Good. Recite it four times, or in increments
of four. Use prayer beads to help keep track, as the vibration of
the repetition is vital. It will give you clarity and
strength.”

“Thank you...thank you very much.” Melody
awkwardly bowed her head and walked through the curtain of beads,
back into the main room of the store.

“Can I help you with anything else?”
Stephanie asked from behind the counter.

“Yes, I have a question: Is there a special
meaning to the word magick, spelled with a ‘k’?”

“Ah, yes. Magic is what we think of as stage
illusion, while magick is spiritual manifestation based on the
power of intention and prayer, often combined with sacred
rituals.”

Slightly embarrassed, Melody continued, “What
kind of offerings does Saint Michael prefer? You know, like you
were telling me about the slave, Anastasia.”

“He likes red and black candles, strong
liquor, cigars, fruit and toys. One of his manifestations is that
of a child, so it is customary to offer him small toys. He also
loves coconut. His offerings are usually left at a four-way
crossroad, on a Monday.”

Melody smiled, not comprehending what the
girl meant by “one of his manifestations.” She had many questions
but instead simply thanked the girl, paid for the reading, and
walked back into the street.

 


* * *

 


The waning sunshine breaking through the
clouds felt good on her skin. The events of the past hour had left
her disconcerted. On one hand she felt she should forget everything
the old woman said; on the other, she had the strange feeling her
grandmother wanted her to pay attention. What kind of powerful
legacy could Grandmama have left her?

As she headed back toward the French Quarter,
she longed to feel the same carefree abandon of those around her.
She didn’t want to think of legacies and secrets, guilt and death;
she wanted to listen to music and have a glass of wine, and know
that no one knew her name unless she told them.

After walking a few blocks she chose another
small sidewalk cafe, sat in the corner under an awning, and tried
to blend with the underlying beat of the city. After placing her
order, she looked through the literature she brought along. One
brochure was quite helpful, as it clarified a few common
misconceptions: the difference between Creole and Cajun; the
difference between a swamp and a bayou; the tourist industry
version of voodoo versus the sacred religion.

She was fascinated by the history of this
area.

After finishing the crawfish quesadilla and
glass of wine, she headed back to the hotel. By the time she
returned to her room, Melody was physically and mentally
exhausted.

 


* * *

 


That night, her dreams were confusing and
frightening. In one of them, Grandmama Giselle was smiling at her,
though Melody could sense her sadness.

“I’m sorry, Melody. It’s up to you now.
Always remember that even when you doubt yourself, I shall always
believe in you. Draw strength from that.”

In the dream, Grandmama’s face slowly faded,
turning to dust which blew away in a violent wind.

 


 



CHAPTER TWO

 


It was four forty-five Thursday morning when
Melody walked out of the hotel lobby to catch the shuttle to the
Atchafalaya Basin. Instead of bringing her purse, she put her
belongings in a backpack, along with the ashes.

She tried to be prepared but didn’t know what
one wears, or takes, to the swamp. She went with capri pants and
sneakers, and layered with a tank top and shirt. Her hair would
remain pulled back in a ponytail throughout this trip.

She didn’t feel up to the task of finding
this Devereux woman. Since arriving in Louisiana, she felt so odd,
as though everything was happening in slow motion: landing in the
wee hours of the morning, the hallucination in the lobby, the card
reading. She seemed to be moving through a fog.

Part of this oddness was a sense of
liberation that she couldn’t quite explain, given her reason for
being here.

The shuttle was nowhere in sight, so Melody
sat on a small bench in front of the hotel to wait. She craved a
cup of coffee but didn’t want to risk missing the shuttle.

It was comforting that the city was still
awake and she wasn’t alone at this hour. Does this place ever
sleep? Picking up the delicious scent of beignets and roasted
coffee, her mouth watered instantly. One could tell time here by
the different smells permeating the air throughout the day.

A passenger van pulled up in front of the
hotel. A young black man stepped out and looked her way. He looked
sleepy but offered a contagious smile when he spotted Melody
sitting on the bench.

Tucking his shirt into black slacks, he asked
“You Ms. Bennet?”

“That’s me.”

“Any luggage?”

“No, just the backpack.”

“Mind if I get coffee while y’get
settled?”

“Not at all. Would you be so kind as to get
me a cup, too?”

“My pleasure, ma’am. Regular?”

“Yes, please.” She didn’t want to put him out
further by asking for cream and sugar. She turned to get money from
her backpack but he had already darted across the street.

In a matter of minutes he returned, and
Melody couldn’t wait to take her first sip, even if she had to take
it black. Much to her delight, it had sugar and cream—the perfect
amount of each! She then remembered reading that “regular” down
here meant with sugar and cream, not black as she was used to.

Melody flashed back to the statue of
Anastasia at the voodoo shop and smiled, feeling a connection
through their mutual dislike of bitter coffee.

They left immediately, just the two of them;
after a few minutes driving silently, the driver spoke.

“Ever been to the bayou before? Pretty
impressive it is to see snakes and gators, but the bugs take all
the fun out of it for me.”

“Unfortunately, this isn’t a pleasure trip.
I’m going to scatter my grandmother’s ashes.”

The driver lifted the visor of his cap and
looked at her through the rearview mirror.

“Pardon me?”

“My grandmother was from the bayou.” Melody
couldn’t recall if “bayou” or “swamp” was the correct word. “But
she lived most of her life in North Carolina.”

“That where you’re from?”

“Yes. Lived there my whole life,” Melody
answered. “I’m just here to honor her last wish.”

“My, my. That’s nice what you doin’. Most
people these days, they don’t honor their old folks no more. My
grandfather raised me and taught me how important it is.”

“Me, too. Grandmama practically raised me and
taught me the same thing. Respect your elders, both alive and in
spirit...”

Melody broke the lingering silence.

“What is your name?”

“James. I was raised in the bayou but moved
to the city when I was twenty ‘cause I got tired of fishin’.”

Melody laughed. “I also have to find a lady
my grandmother mentioned in her letter. They were friends, I think.
The instructions say to find this lady before releasing the
ashes.”

James looked at her again through the
mirror.

“What’s this lady’s name?”

“Marie Devereux. I have an address for her
but don’t know if it’s current.”

“Probably is. Folks never move ‘round there.
Don’t know her, though. It’s a generation or two before me. Ole Man
Paul probably know her.

“Is he the owner of the emporium?”

“That him. Ain’t nobody Ole Man Paul don’t
know.”

“I’ll check with him. Thanks, James.”

Melody relaxed against the seat. Outside, the
city was disappearing as the sun began to rise, casting a buttercup
glow through the back window of the van. The further they got out
of town, the fewer cars and trucks they encountered. She rested her
eyes for only a moment, tuning in to the drone of the motor; in few
minutes, she was asleep.

Much to her surprise, she woke as James was
pulling up to an old country store.

“Here’s Ole Man Paul’s shack. I’ll wait here
while you find who you lookin’ for.”

Melody got out of the van and looked around.
The store was a weathered wood shack sitting on pillars. The left
side was heavily damaged, and a thick blue tarp still covered part
of the roof. She had followed the newscasts about Hurricane Katrina
which mainly covered New Orleans and coastal Mississippi, but she
now wondered how people here were affected, away from the reporters
and relief workers.

Melody saw three small boats in the water and
wondered if one of them belonged to the man Olivia contacted on her
behalf.

Two men exited the small store, chatting
away. One was young, wearing a baseball cap over unkempt blond hair
and had a wad of chew in his left cheek. The second man was older,
his bellying tested the strength of both his jeans and shirt.

They saw Melody standing by the van looking
rather lost, so they ambled over her way.

“If you’re waiting for a tour, they don’t
start ‘til eight-thirty,” the older man informed her.

“I’m looking for Jean Pierre. I believe this
is where I’m supposed to meet him.”

“He should be in soon to bring in last
night’s catch. Go on inside to wait and get yourself a cold
drink.”

“Thanks, I’ll do that.”

She pulled her backpack out of the van and
tipped James generously.

“Thanks for everything, James. Have a safe
trip back.”

“Thank you, Ms. Bennet. Hope y’find your
granny’s friend. Just call the hotel when y’wanna be picked
up.”

As she walked into the store, a small bell
attached to the door handle announced her entrance. A large, burly
man was watching her from behind the counter. His bushy gray beard,
laced with traces of red, covered most of his ruddy face; the rest
was shadowed by the visor of his fishing hat.

Melody removed her sunglasses and glanced
around. The store had a little bit of everything, from groceries to
hardware to over-the-counter medications.

“Can I help you?” The man’s voice was deep,
almost guttural.

“Yes, please. You’re Mr. Paul, right?”

The man didn’t respond other than eyeing her
suspiciously.

“I’m looking for a man named Jean Pierre. I
was told I could find him here.”

“What you want with him? You a police officer
or somethin’?” He crossed his arms in front of his chest defiantly
and stood there, challenging an answer.

“No! Heavens, no! The receptionist from my
hotel in New Orleans called yesterday, looking for someone who
would take me into the bayou, to a certain spot. I was supposed to
meet him here to show him a map.”

The old man relaxed his arms but still looked
wary.

“He should be in shortly. You can sit over
there and wait for him.” He pointed to an old chair in the corner,
next to a huge jar of pickled eggs.

“Thank you. I’m also looking for an old woman
who is supposed to live in this area. Marie Devereux. I have an
address but don’t know if it’s current. Do you know anyone by that
name around here?”

“Maman Marie? She don’t come ‘round that much
no more, but she don’t live far from here.”

“Would you know how I can get in touch with
her? It’s very important that I talk to her before…”

“She don’t do tricks no more. At least not
for other people.”

“Excuse me?” Melody was confused, then
remembered “roots” or “tricks” are like spells.

“Ain’t it what you’re looking her up
for?”

“No, my grandmother just passed away and
wanted her ashes brought back here, where she was born. She wanted
me to find this Maman Marie first.”

The old man relaxed for the first time.

“Who’s your grandmother?”

“Giselle Baton.”

“Giselle Baton? Wasn’t she the young girl who
left with her mother and brother in a hurry a long time ago?”

“I don’t know much about it, but that sounds
about right.”

“I was just a young’un then. Her father had a
lot of men searchin’ for them, but they vanished without a trace.
People said her mother had a lover, a rich man in N’Orleans, and
ran off with him.”

“That’s not true. Well, I don’t think it was;
I think something scared her away. From what I understand, they
didn’t stay in New Orleans. They moved away.”

“Scared her away? What scared her?”

“I don’t know, but it seems to me a mother of
two wouldn’t have just run away back then—not without a good
reason.”

“You got a point there, young lady. Tell you
what. Forget Jean Pierre. I close shop at lunchtime. I’ll take you
to see Maman— don’t mind seeing that ole devil myself. Ain’t seen
her in a while.”

His voice softened and became almost
melancholic. “I’ll take you myself to scatter Giselle’s ashes. A
beauty, she was. All the boys ‘round here had a crush, but she
never gave nobody a chance.”

Maybe he wasn’t as tough as he tried to
appear. A lot of people like him resented outsiders and were afraid
of anything spoiling their corner of paradise. Even Charlie, her
grandparents’ farmhand, was like that.

“Thank you very much. I’d appreciate
that.”

“I bet one of them ole boys out there
wouldn’t mind takin’ you for a little boat ride while you
wait.”

Melody followed his gaze and saw the two men
she talked to when she first arrived. Both were bent over one of
the boats, tending to a net.

Paul stepped out from behind the counter, and
Melody realized what a giant of a man he really was. At five-six
she felt like a child next to him.

Melody trailed behind as he went to speak to
the two men, not wanting to intrude. The older of the two fishermen
again spoke first.

“So your grandmother was from ‘round here,
was she?”

“Yes, sir. I don’t know exactly where from,
but I know she lived in this area until she was around
thirteen.”

“Yeah, I heard the story from my pop. Strange
thing though.”

“Strange? What do you mean?” Melody
asked.

“I always heard—”

Old Paul interrupted. “Don’t you listen to
him, child. He don’t know what he’s sayin’...probably been drinkin’
already.”

The man started to protest, but Old Paul shot
him another look and the words died in his mouth.

Old Paul smiled and said, “Joe here will take
you to visit our swamp for awhile, ‘til I close shop.”

The younger man took a hesitant step forward.
“The pee’row is all ready to go, ma’am. You ready?”

“As ready as I’ll ever be, I guess.”

The same odd, uncharacteristic sense of
abandon she felt in New Orleans returned. She didn’t want to think
or feel; she just wanted to let one moment flow into the next with
as little thought as possible.

Joe helped Melody into the boat and opened a
folding seat. He wiped it off with an old cloth he kept inside a
small toolbox and gestured for her to sit down. As the boat pulled
away from the dock, Melody watched the two older men on the bank.
They appeared to be arguing, but were already too far away for her
to hear what they were saying.

Melody wondered what the older fisherman had
meant when he said that something was strange. She thought back to
the reading at the voodoo shop, when the fortuneteller told her she
was about to uncover a secret.

As the boat glided further into the swamp,
Melody noticed the vegetation had become thicker...along with the
insects. Her arms already itched from several mosquito bites, and
she could have kissed Joe when he handed her a bottle of bug
repellent.

After a while he turned off the boat engine,
and they were gently carried by the undercurrents. A symphony of
nature surrounded them. Melody spotted a blue heron taking off from
the water to her right, and watched her fly to the barren branch of
a dead tree. As she followed the heron’s movements, her eyes caught
sight of a snake wrapping its coils around another branch. She
didn’t know if the snake was poisonous, but was glad she wasn’t
close enough to find out.

“Lots of wildlife around here, huh?” Melody
joked in a feeble attempt to hide her anxiety.

“Yeah, you should see it at night. Snakes
really come out then. Most of ‘em are harmless, though. Gotta watch
out for the water moccasins and white vipers—they got a mean streak
in ‘em. The worst thing is the skeeters. Them little vampires feast
on you like frogs on flies.”

Even though her arms were burning from the
multiple bites, Melody was less concerned about the mosquitoes than
the snakes. She liked the outdoors, taking an occasional hike by a
river or lake. But snakes and swamps…well, that was a different
story. She had been afraid of snakes for as long as she could
remember. Perhaps her aversion came from attending Catholic school,
where she was taught serpents represent the devil.

Joe restarted the engine, proceeding slowly
enough that Melody could enjoy the breathtaking beauty of her
surroundings. It was magnificent! They came to a point where the
channel split into three directions.

He took the furthest right turn into a
smaller passage canopied by tall trees and vines. It was a natural
tunnel. Melody closed her eyes and silently prayed. Please God,
don’t let any snakes fall on me! As the water widened again, the
canopy thinned and the boat spilled out of the tunnel to face yet
another split. They veered left and came to a point where the water
was shallower, with sand banks on each side. She was captivated by
the sight of an alligator basking in the sunlight, which grew more
intense by the minute.

Joe guided the boat easily between the banks.
To Melody, it seemed a slight mistake could be deadly; she could
feel her pulse quicken at the thought of what might happen if their
boat ran aground or collided with something. The instinctual fear,
mixed with the rawness of the primitive setting, was intoxicating.
Though terrified, she had never felt more alive.

The tour went on for a while longer, each
turn unveiling a new type of perilous beauty. Melody was surprised
when their next turn put them back at the emporium. She had
completely lost all sense of direction and time.

She wondered if they had passed the spot
where Grandmama’s ashes were to be scattered. Was there something
special about that area of the swamp? Grandmama must have been
familiar with it; after all, she was thirteen when she moved and
had lived her entire life here before being taken away.

Melody stepped out of the boat, accepting
Joe’s outstretched hand.

“How much for the tour, Joe?”

“It was a favor to Ole Man Paul, so don’t you
go worryin’ yourself about it. It was my pleasure to show you
‘round.”

Melody thanked him and walked back to the
shack. The clock read noon; they had been on the water longer than
she thought.

By now the heat was withering. Even though
the shack was not air conditioned, it was a relief to walk into a
shaded area. Her clothes were soaked with sweat and embarrassingly
pasted to her body. She scolded herself for not planning ahead and
bringing a complete change of clothes.

Old Paul was still behind the weathered
counter when Melody walked in.

“How’d you like our swamp, little lady?” he
asked with a big smile.

“Very impressive, though kind of scary, too.
We saw snakes, alligators and about a million other creatures. And
there are so many sounds out there—it’s incredible!”

Old Paul talked while moving around, readying
things to close up shop. “I agree. I lived in the city for awhile,
when I was young. I’d taken a job cookin’ in a fancy restaurant in
N’Orleans, but after ’while had to run back here. All that city and
people noise was killin’ me. I’m more at peace here, life makes
more sense. All them city folk think they got it all figured out.
But really, they got it all wrong.”

Paul excused himself for a few minutes to
tend to things outside.

His words made Melody think of her childhood
at the farm. She reminisced about the times spent with Grandmama.
They would explore the farm when the weather was nice, and rock on
the front porch when it rained, while pies baked in the oven.

It was the happiest time in her life. Her
dad, Grandpa Henry and Grandmama had all been with her then.

After her father passed, she and her mother
lived in fairly upper-class neighborhoods with swim clubs and
tennis courts. She never had fun, though—not like the fun she had
at the farm. She regretted not spending more time there as an
adult; she learned so much there...she learned so much from
Grandmama.

A roach scurrying across the dirty plank
floor triggered another memory.

As a child, she had been terrified of beetles
and roaches. Her grandfather wasn’t much help in alleviating fears;
on the contrary, like her Catholic school teachings, he seemed to
feed them.

One day Melody saw a roach in Grandmama’s
kitchen while she was alone downstairs. She screamed at first, then
realized the roach was desperately trying to get away from her.
Thinking it was probably more scared than she was, Melody bravely
knelt on the ground to get a closer look. The little creature must
have sensed that she meant no harm, because it stopped as well.

It was as if they were assessing one another.
Melody recalled knowing at that very moment that she and the roach
weren’t really all that different. Both experienced fear, a hunger
to live, and a need to explore. From that day on, she was no longer
afraid of roaches. That one incident empowered her, making her feel
more connected to the world.

That is, until her dad died.

When Old Paul came back in, she snapped out
of her reverie. Famished, she picked up a can of Vienna sausages,
sitting next to fishing supplies, and brought it to the counter to
pay.

Paul waved her off.

“No charge, but don’t you go spoilin’ your
appetite. When we get out of this joint, you’re gonna try some of
Ole Paul’s famous gumbo.”

“What is gumbo, exactly? I’ve never tried
it.”

“Never had gumbo?! Outside folk don’t know
good eatin’. Gumbo is soup with all sorts of good things in it:
crawdads, Boudin—”

“What’s Boudin?”

“Sausage. Good gumbo’s gotta have sausage.
Also vegetables, chicken feet, and any other good thing you might
have lyin’ around.”

“Chicken feet?!”

“Well, those are mostly for decoration, but
they add a little somethin’. Even the small things are important,
the ones you think don’t matter. In the end, that’s what makes the
biggest difference. The things that set the fine line between
ordinary and special. Sort of like people, y’know?” He winked as he
cleaned up around the counter. “Each of us has a bit o’ this and a
bit o’ that in our life recipes. There’s the person who’s got more
salt, more pepper, and then there’s the one who got hot pepper or
sugar. Folks think if their recipe ain’t like everybody else’s,
then it ain’t as good. Everybody’s always after what everyone else
has got in their gumbo. They never think their own gumbo is quite
good enough.” Old Paul shook his head sadly. “If they worried less
about others and tried to improve their own recipes to their own
likin’, they’d have a helluva gumbo. Funny animals, humans...”

Melody found Old Paul’s life lesson
thought-provoking. She was glad she knew how to listen, especially
to older people; it was one of the many things Grandmama taught her
as a child.

She nibbled on the Vienna sausages, too
self-conscious to devour them as she’d like, then went to the
cooler and pulled out a can of Mountain Dew. Dom Perignon in a
luxury penthouse couldn’t provide the pure satisfaction of a cold
soda in ninety-eight- degree heat with humidity to match!

When Paul was ready to leave, Melody followed
him to his boat. Joe had explained that they called their boats
“pee’rows” or “pee-roges” down here. Knowing a little French, she
assumed the proper spelling was “pirogue.” Old Paul confirmed this
and seemed impressed.

Melody thought it was funny that people moved
about on boats here, and saw the bayou as a countrified version of
Venice. It lacked the fancy palaces and cathedrals, but was
charming and breathtaking in its own unpretentious way.

The motor purred softly and she soon found
herself back in the midst of the swamp, this time with the
temperature in the upper nineties. Sweat liberally rolled down her
face and neck.

Old Paul didn’t seem too bothered by the
heat. Maybe his thick, weathered skin didn’t let heat in as
much.

Before long they pulled up to another shack,
more like a small log cabin, supported by thick pillars which kept
it above water. It had a large front porch with a small table set
between two old rocking chairs.

Paul rowed to the edge of the water and tied
the boat to a pole sticking out of the ground. They stepped on
shore and climbed a short stairway to the porch.

Overhead, a ceiling fan whirled at maximum
speed.

“I keep the fan on to shoo skeeters and
flies. They ain’t got a likin’ for fans; they get confused by
‘em.”

The screen door squealed on its hinges,
opening to a small

living room. The furniture was sparse and
simple, but altogether offered a tidy image. The kitchen was tiny
but had room at the end for a table and two chairs.

Paul turned the burner on low under a large
earthenware pot. “Time for you to try some gumbo.”

She was still hungry—the can of Vienna
sausages barely made a dent—but wanted to wash up first. There were
only two more rooms in the house: Paul’s bedroom and a small
bathroom with barely enough room for an undersized bathtub.

To Melody’s delight, Paul immediately handed
her a large glass of iced tea.

All windows were open, protected by thick
screens, but there wasn’t a hint of a breeze. The heat from the
stove rendered the kitchen unbearably hot. Between the heat and
hunger, Melody felt her knees tremble. Afraid she would faint, she
quickly clutched her glass of tea and took two large gulps. The
cold sweet tea tasted wonderful, and after a few more sips she felt
better.

“Why don’t we go sit on the porch for awhile?
It takes some time to get used to this weather. Hot and humid, but
I wouldn’t live anywhere else.” He took a long drink and smacked
his lips. “This here tea is the cure. You know, they say ‘round
here that for everything that makes you ill, there’s somethin’
that’ll heal you from it.”

Melody smiled, recalling that Grandmama
Giselle had said something very similar.

“Are you familiar with the plants and herbs
around here?”

“Who, me? No child, my wife knew some, but
the Lord took her ten years ago. Now, Maman…she knows all the
plants ‘round here. She can make you a fixin’ for anything. She’s a
treateur.”

“Are you talking about Maman Marie?”

“That’s her. Lived her whole life in the
swamp. Always said that life outside ain’t real, just an illusion.
Nobody sees her much; she’s a hermit. Folks used to say she did
evil magic, but they went to see her just the same.”

“Why do they call her Maman?”

“Marie and her sister, Louise, learned Voodoo
from an ole black woman who called herself Maman Corinne.” Paul
leaned back in the rocker and drained the last bit of tea from his
glass. “Marie was in awe of that ole woman and her way of healin’.
Wanted to be strong as her.”

He stood up and took Melody’s empty glass.
“Let me get us a refill, and I’ll share a story with you.”

Paul returned with two full glasses, leaned
back in the chair and explained that in those days, very few people
openly practiced Voodoo. It had come to this region by West African
slaves who had been taken to the islands, primarily Haiti. It had
also seeped into the lives of white slave owners, who left Haiti to
escape the revolution in the late 1800s or so. They began to follow
the same Voodoo rituals.

For centuries most white people had a strong
fear of Voodoo or anything that appeared “primitive,” but Louisiana
Voodoo is a combination of African and Caribbean Voudou, mixed with
Christianity, specifically Catholicism.

“It’s been a known way of life in these parts
for many, many decades now, not only in white and black folks, but
the Hispanics, too, with all the botanicas and Spanish supermarkets
sproutin’ up everywhere.”

He took a big gulp of tea before carrying on
with his story.

“Marie started using the original African
names of the gods and whatnot, probably out of respect for Maman
Corinne—now she was a traditional high priestess, a spiritual
descendant of pure African Voudou,” Paul said, obviously impressed.
“Before long, people ‘round here began calling her Maman Marie.
She’s a lot like Maman Corinne: very nurturing, yet tough as nails.
She was called on to help with everythin’ from blessings to cures.
Folks always said she was the best at drivin’ away the
Couchemal.”

“Driving away what?” Melody asked.

“Couchemal. The spirit of babies who die
before bein’ baptized. Maman used to put a drop of holy water in
all standing water around the house.” Paul’s voice got softer. “She
did that here, the night my daughter died. Birth complications,
they said. Doc saved my wife but couldn’t do nothin’ for the
baby.”

Melody felt a rush of affection as she stared
into his weathered face.

“I’m so sorry, Paul. Do you have any other
children?”

“It’s okay, child. It was a long time ago.
No, Edith never could have more children after that. Her body got
better but she never was herself again…” He stood and clapped his
hands together. “Enough with my stories. Let’s go get us some
gumbo!”

Paul fixed two huge bowls of gumbo with some
cornbread on the side. He also refilled their glasses and pulled
two spoons out of a drawer that screeched worse than the front
screen door.

They sat at the small kitchen table, enjoying
the gumbo in silence. Melody thought it was one of the most
heavenly foods she’d ever eaten. The intense heat of the day
combined with the spicy heat of the gumbo caused beads of sweat to
form on her forehead and upper lip, but she didn’t slow down. It
was too good.

When the bowl was left without a trace of
gumbo, Melody patted her stomach with a satisfied smile.

“Wow! My compliments to the chef. It was
ab-so-lutely delicious.”

“Thank you, child. Why don’t you go sit on
the porch for awhile and relax? I’ll clean this up and join
you.”

“Please, let me at least clean up. It would
make me feel better to help with something.”

“Nonsense. I know where everything goes and
do things my own way. Just go rest. I’ll be right out.”

It was hotter than ever outside, though the
overhead fan brought a little relief.

The sight from the porch was hypnotizing; the
water appeared motionless yet the pirogue was rocking from side to
side ever so gently. Melody sat down and closed her eyes, allowing
herself to completely relax, rocking in unison with the boat.

Her eyes flew open when she heard heavy steps
on the staircase. An older black man in cut-off jeans and t-shirt
was already at the top of the stairs walking toward her. He was
tall and wiry, and his head was shaved, revealing a peculiar tattoo
over his right ear.

“So, you’re Giselle Baton’s
granddaughter.”

Melody was surprised the news had spread so
fast.

“Yes, I am,” she said rather timidly. “Are
you a friend of Paul’s?”

“Actually, I’m a friend of your
great-grandfather. Let’s just say Giselle and I were close. Related
in a way.”

Even though he was smiling, there was nothing
friendly about this man. Every hair on Melody’s body stood on end.
Her senses were suddenly sharper, the fight-or-flight instinct on
high alert.

They stared at one another, both as still as
the bayou.

Melody gave in first. “Is this some sort of
joke?”

The heat and the man’s impertinent grin were
getting on her nerves.

“No joke, little lady. I never joke.” There
was now a hard, threatening tone to his voice. He seemed unstable,
his head twitching at times as though he were listening to voices.
His eyes never left Melody.

“What do you want?” Melody asked, standing
quickly.

The man started to get up as well. She moved
toward the door, about to yell for Paul, when the man lunged and
grabbed her by the arm.

“You have something that belongs to me—to my
family—and you’re gonna give it back!” he hissed.

Melody yanked her arm away, hitting her elbow
on the frame of the screen door.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I
have nothing that belongs to you. Leave me alone!”

The man glared at her with unadulterated
hatred. “Your great-grandma stole something a long time ago.
Something that belonged to me. I’m sure your grandma has it, and I
will get it back. Remember me, little lady. You’ll be seeing me
again very soon.”

He disappeared around the side of the house
in a matter of seconds. Melody’s heart pounded wildly and she was
covered in sweat. She fell back into the rocking chair, where Paul
found her a few minutes later.

“What’s wrong, Melody? You’re as white as a
sheet, like you’ve seen a ghost!”

“You could say that. A man just came up here
and threatened me. Said I have something of his, and that he’s
going to get it back.”

“A man? Here?” Old Paul knelt down and took
her hand into his. “I was looking out here while I was
straightening up, and I didn’t see nobody. You sure?”

“Yes, of course I’m sure. I dozed off and
woke when I heard him coming up the steps.”

Paul smiled at her like she was a child.
“Well, that explains it. You dozed off. It’s easy for things to
seem real when you first start dreamin’.”

Melody started to protest but stopped. Could
she have dreamed the whole episode? After all, it would make more
sense than what she thought had happened. The only thing she knew
at that moment was that she was tired and confused. And hot.

“Maybe the heat did play a trick on me.”

“Here, I brought you some more tea. Maybe
you’re dehydrated a bit.” Melody accepted it gratefully.

“You sit a spell and drink this. We’ll go see
Maman whenever you’re ready.”

“Does she live far from here?”

“Nah, we could take the truck, but it may be
cooler by water now the sun’s not directly overhead. You up to
it?”

“Is it all right to just barge in on her? She
might take naps in the afternoon.”

“It don’t matter none to Marie. She’s up at
night with her ceremonies and sleeps in the morning. Old people
don’t sleep much, you know,” he said with a wink.

“We can go, I’m fine. I’m dying to meet
her.”

“Death is one of Maman’s specialties. People
here say that the Angel of Death lurks near her house, especially
during her rituals.”

“What?!”

“Just playing with you…just playing,” he
chortled, amused by her shocked expression.

 


 



CHAPTER THREE

 


“I wonder if Grandmama ever wrote to Maman
Marie. I’ve never heard her name before.” Melody was the first to
break the silence as the pirogue slid through the water.

“Likely they just knew each other from a long
time ago, and Giselle wanted Marie to bless her ashes before they
were scattered. Marie is a few years older than Giselle and was
already a root worker before your grandmother left. She’s been a
full-fledged priestess now for many a year.”

“What’s a root worker?”

“It’s someone who works magick, with herbs
and spells. You’d probably call it a witch.”

“A witch! Come on…you don’t expect me to
believe in witches now, do you?”

“You believe what you will. Voodoo and hoodoo
are big here,” Paul chuckled. “Why don’t you tell me what you think
you know about Voodoo before we get there.”

Melody thought for a minute. “Well, I picture
voodoo dolls. And, honestly, only black women and men—mainly women,
though—putting curses on people. Seems like they’re always from
Haiti or some Caribbean island. I hate to admit it, but I don’t
know much about any of this other than what I’ve seen in movies. I
had no idea I needed to. What on Earth is hoodoo?”

“Okay, Miss Melody. Here’s lesson number one:
Voodoo is a system of belief, a religion which goes way back to
ancient times. Some say it’s the world’s oldest religion, started
in West Africa.

“Hoodoo is the root-working part, the
practical, hands-on side that deals with hexes and such. There’s
more Voodoo influence than people know. Black gospel churches, the
ones black folks know as ‘sanctified churches,’ work on the same
principle as Voodoo. They dance, shout and drum until the Holy
Spirit makes Itself known through the minister or another faithful.
Much the same as Voodoo ceremonies, where drumming and dancing
summon Orishas.

“The Hispanic community is chock full of
Voodoo. The families with Hispanic heritage...most of them have
altars in their homes. Of course, they summon spirits in the name
of the Catholic saints with novena candles. But for every candle
representing a saint, they honor a matching Orisha. Check it out,
child. I’m sure you have these botanicas and Spanish markets in
North Carolina now. You’ll even find candles for the Seven African
Powers in these stores.”

Melody was intrigued.

“So, Hispanics who claim to be Catholic are
really into Voodoo?!”

“They would never admit it if you asked
them—and some of the younger ones may not know the difference any
longer—but yes.”

He shared that in Voodoo, like most tribal
wisdom, everything was passed down orally from generation to
generation. With no written history, the West considered the people
and their beliefs primitive.

“White people were afraid of the unknown ways
of the natives in other parts of the world. As we know, it is human
nature to fear what we don’t understand,” he said.

Melody wasn’t sure if he was making a point
about her—like her reaction to the word “witch”—or about people in
general.

She found herself not only engrossed in what
he was saying, but also impressed by his eloquence. His speech
pattern became much less “good ole boy” and more that of a history
professor. He was passionate and clearly knowledgeable about this
subject.

He explained that, since slave trade and
colonization were all about power, the African natives were
systematically stripped of everything they knew: their families,
their homes, even their religious beliefs and traditions. Native
American Indians were subjected to the same atrocities, as were the
Mayan Indians by Spanish conquerors. Fear of the unknown—combined
with greed and power—led to ridicule and disdain, then outright
cruelty and contempt.

Melody noted how hurt and offended Paul
sounded when describing the mockery and demonization of these
customs. He said Cajuns and Louisianans suffer the same ridicule,
with most outsiders having more preconceptions, misconceptions, and
stereotypes in their heads than he could begin to list.

“If something is written down, people tend to
believe it, even if it’s been translated hundreds of times and
interpreted hundreds of different ways since it was first written.
Wisdom shared through telling stories, through oral
tradition—passed on that way through the generations—is viewed as
uneducated, backward,” he said, shaking his head in disgust.

When he finished, Melody wasn’t sure what to
say other than “thank you.” She’d always bristled when people were
judgmental, especially in matters about which they knew little to
nothing…and the hypocrisy that often accompanied that behavior had
always frustrated her.

She had to admit it; before this conversation
she had harbored some of those same “outsider” misconceptions. She
sat quietly for the remainder of their journey to Maman Marie’s,
rather ashamed of herself.

 


* * *

 


Old Paul pulled his pirogue onto the sand
bank behind Maman Marie’s house. Melody was about to get off the
boat when she spotted a snake near a bush.

“Watch out, Paul!” She tried to control the
hysteria in her voice. “There’s a snake!”

“There’s always snakes ‘round Marie. I bet
she keeps ‘em fed so they’ll stay and scare off intruders. She
don’t like people to intrude on her.”

“Isn’t that what we are doing right now? Is
she going to call her snakes on us?”

He burst out laughing. “No, snakes ain’t pets
you train. Besides, she’ll be happy to see you once she knows who
you are. I told you, she and Giselle were friends, back in the
day.”

“Paul, I know it’s not polite, but I have to
ask: Is Maman black or white or Hispanic or what?”

“Maman is white, Melody. That’s why she’s
sometimes referred to as a treateur: a white, Cajun healer
practicing Voodoo. Quite a few white people been practicing Voodoo
in these parts for a long while now. But, like I already told you,
Voodoo here— like everything else in Southern Louisiana—has been
influenced by so much: African slaves, people from the islands,
Spanish Catholicism...we’ve got our own Voodoo gumbo!”

“Was my grandmother involved in Voodoo?”
Melody stalled again, afraid to get out of the boat.

“I don’t know if Giselle worked roots. Don’t
think she did. But I’d bet it formed a big part of her belief
system, even if she didn’t practice hoodoo. Her mother…now, she
used to practice.”

Melody was intrigued. “My great-grandmother
was a root worker?”

“Yep, Yvette learned Voodoo from Maman
Corinne as well. But let’s get on and not keep Maman waiting; I’m
sure she’s been watchin’ us since we pulled up. You can learn
anything and everything you want about this from her.”

Melody glanced around to make sure the snake
was gone. The coast seemed clear, so she scrambled out of the boat
and followed Paul, making sure to stomp as she walked for fear of
any “pets” extending their welcome. She’d always heard that snakes
respond to vibration and scurry away.

Paul knocked loudly on the front door.

“She’s a bit hard of hearing,” he
explained.

Melody wondered what this Maman would look
like. She still couldn’t picture a white Voodoo priestess, even
after all the talk.

She was surprised to see a very attractive
older white woman appear at the door, gazing at her curiously. She
was taller than Melody expected, standing eye-to-eye, with a
piercing blue gaze. Her thick gray-white hair was perfectly
coiffed, reminiscent of Grandmama.

She looked from Paul to Melody. After pausing
for a moment, Maman said in an unexpectedly cultured, velvety
voice, “I see Paul brought you along. He knows that I don’t work
roots for people any more. I’m sorry, young lady.”

Paul remained silent, so Melody spoke up.

“I don’t need a spell, Ma’am. My grandmother
recently passed away. Giselle Baton. Do you remember her?”

Maman Marie just stood there, no change in
expression.

“She left instructions for me to bring her
ashes here, to the bayou, and to contact you before doing so. I
thought you might know why she asked this.”

For a split second Melody saw a strange
flicker in the woman’s eyes; as quickly is it came, it disappeared.
Her face gradually softened, as though recalling fond memories from
long ago. She broke into a radiant smile

“Come on in, Chère. What did you say your
name was?”

“Melody, Melody Bennet. It’s nice to meet
you.”

“The pleasure is mine, Melody. I didn’t even
know Giselle had a granddaughter.”

“Yes, I’m her only grandchild.”

“Is that a fact? Come in and sit…let’s get to
know one another a bit. I’d like the company.”

Paul seemed surprised by the warmth of
Maman’s welcome.

“I’d like that very much, but I don’t want to
intrude.”

“No intrusion. I’d love to find out what
Giselle has been up to all these years.” She exchanged a glance
with Paul. “If that’s all right with you, Paul? I assume the young
lady is your guest.”

Paul put his hands in his pockets and shifted
on his feet a bit.

“We just met at my store. I offered to take
her to release Giselle’s ashes in the swamp.”

“Giselle wanted to be back here…” Maman said,
more a statement than a question. “All those years away from the
swamp didn’t spoil her then. You’ve got the ashes with you?”

“I do. I’ve carried them in my backpack.”

“Very well. We’ll bless them tonight, at
sundown. It may be late before we are done; would you like to stay
the night?”

Maman turned toward Paul. “Will you be
staying, Paul? You are welcome to.”

“Nope. None of that mess for me, Maman. I
respect what you do, but what can I say? I just can’t get into all
that stuff.”

That surprised Melody; he seemed to know so
much. He actually seemed a bit afraid of the old woman. She thought
it strange that such a skeptic would allow a healer to perform a
ritual on his child. Maybe it had been his wife’s idea and he had
just gone along with it; or, maybe his views and beliefs had
changed over time. Regardless, he certainly seemed to have a lot of
respect for Maman.

Melody was a little spooked. Everything was
happening so fast. And there was so much to understand. Being in
the swamp was like being in a foreign land; and now to learn that
Voodoo was part of what her grandmother requested. Why did
Grandmama keep so much from me? What did she really believe
in?

“I’m sorry. I don’t really understand…and I
obviously didn’t come prepared. I didn’t know what Grandmama wanted
you to do, I just…I just knew I had to bring the ashes to you. I
thought I’d be back in my hotel by late tonight.”

Maman Marie smiled patiently. “It’s fine. Not
to worry. There is a process we must follow, a particular ritual.
I’ll explain as much as I can but, yes, you will be here all
evening and part of the night.”

Melody was uncomfortable but didn’t feel she
had much of a choice. This is what she came here to do. It was what
her grandmother wanted.

“It will be fine. Thanks for bringing me
here, Paul. Will you still take me to the place in the swamp
tomorrow?”

Paul nodded. “I’ll be back after lunch, then.
See you both tomorrow.” He turned around and added, with a
mischievous grin, “Melody, have a good night and don’t let Maman
and her snakes spook you none.”

Just the mention of snakes sent a shiver down
Melody’s spine. She hoped she didn’t have to go outside; how could
she spot them in the dark?

“I’ll be all right. Grandmama wouldn’t have
sent me here otherwise.”

“That’s the attitude, Chère. That’s the
attitude.” Maman put her arm around Melody’s shoulder and led her
into the living room while Paul let himself out.

Heavy black curtains blocked the sun, and a
low-wattage bulb in a corner lamp was the only source of light. Two
large pillar candles, one black and one white, stood prominently on
a table in the center of the room, separated by a bowl of
crystalline water.

The room was comfortable even without air
conditioning, thanks to the drapes. The walls were mostly bare,
adorned sparingly with African art. On the far wall was a sheet of
parchment with a strange symbol drawn on it; on each side of the
parchment were two sconces with red candles. Maman walked in ahead
of Melody and sat down on a red velvet couch, in front of the table
with the pillar candles. She lit both, and then turned to Melody,
who sat in a matching red velvet chair facing her.

“So, Melody, tell me all about your
Grandmama.”

“Well, she left with her mother and brother
over sixty years ago and ended up in North Carolina.”

“North Carolina?”

“Yes, she met my grandfather, Henry, there
when she was around twenty. They soon had my mother, Annie. They
never had other children, though I’m not sure if that was by choice
or not.”

“Were they happy?”

“I think so. Grandpapa Henry was a bit
cranky, not nearly as carefree as Grandmama, but he truly loved
her. They were sweet together.” Melody briefly described the farm
and things she thought might be of interest to an old friend of her
grandmother’s. “That farm is still my favorite place. I loved my
time there with Grandmama…we were very close,” Melody said, her
voice breaking a little.

“And what of Giselle’s family here?” Maman
asked.

“She rarely mentioned anything about her
family or her childhood. From what I’ve heard over the years, her
brother moved back here with his father when he was in his teens,
but I don’t know anything about him. I don’t even know if he’s
still here. I think his name is Francois.”

Maman nodded. “Yes, I think that’s what it
was. I didn’t know he had moved back.”

“For all I know, he may have ended up
somewhere else altogether. He could have passed by now. Grandmama
never spoke of him.”

“Did your grandmother ever tell you why they
left?”

“Not in detail. She just said they ran off in
the middle of the night.”

“Well, there’s been a lot of talk through the
years about why they ran off. This has always been a tight-knit
community, more so back then. Bertrand Baton, your
great-grandfather, wasn’t the pick of the litter. Yvette was warned
against marrying him. You know already that she was a root worker,
don’t you?”

Melody nodded.

“She was warned, but she didn’t listen; she
thought she could use magick to change him. Unfortunately, she was
naive and her efforts didn’t pay off. Some said she ran off with
some rich businessman in New Orleans, others speculated that her
husband had killed her and the children. Nobody knew for sure.”

“So, you were never in contact with her or my
grandmother?”

“No. I wish we were. I wondered many times
through the years what happened to Giselle, but didn’t know where
to find her. She came with her mother to see my older sister
several times, so we became friends. My sister worked roots, too.
She’s back in the Spirit pool now.” There was a silent pause before
Maman continued. “I’m surprised Giselle still remembered me.”

“She must have regarded you highly. Coming to
you was an important part of her final wish.”

Maman smiled tenderly. Giselle’s faith in her
after all these years warmed her heart.

“Does your family still own that farm in
North Carolina?”

“Yes, Grandmama would never agree to sell it.
I guess my mother and I will have to decide what to do with
it.”

“Tell me about your parents, Chère.”

Melody’s mood darkened as she thought of
Annie, and her heart ached instantly thinking of her father. She
told Maman about her father’s passing many years ago and of her
mother’s remarriage.

“I take it you’re not close to your
mother.”

“No, not really, and I fear it’s only going
to get worse now that Grandmama is gone.”

After her father’s death, Melody did her best
to take care of her mother for him. But it hadn’t been easy. No
matter how hard she tried, nothing was ever good enough for Annie.
Grandmama did her best to offset Annie’s attacks on Melody’s
self-esteem, but over the years Melody’s doubts about
herself—personally and professionally—had taken seed and quietly
grown, to the point where she was unsure of who she was, what she
wanted, or what she had to offer.

Melody was surprised how good it felt to
share these things, especially with someone who knew her
grandmother.

“When Grandmama died, my mother’s anger and
agitation surfaced immediately. She was upset about her own
mother’s passing, but I think she was also bothered about her final
requests and how they appeared to others. Appearance is a big deal
to my mother. I don’t think she’s recovered from my dropping out of
law school. Working as a paralegal isn’t prestigious, so it
embarrasses her.”

Melody explained that she was essentially
alone now: her mother lived in a fantasy world with her new
husband, her dad and Grandpapa Henry were already gone, and now
Grandmama Giselle was gone.

“I’m not sure why, but I do believe Grandmama
bringing me here is some sort of a turning point in my life.”

Maman simply nodded.

“What happened to my great-grandfather after
Yvette left?”

“We never saw him much after that. He became
sort of a recluse and…well, we don’t know where he went. Word was
he married his housekeeper, a woman from Haiti who already had a
son when she went to work for him. People said she was an Obeah
woman, a root worker, and worked strong magick. They say he adopted
the boy.”

The color drained from Melody’s face; Maman
leaned over, taking her hand into hers.

“Are you all right, Chère? Are you ill?”

Melody felt queasy and weak, and had to wait
a few moments before speaking.

“I was sitting on Paul’s porch when an older
black man came up out of nowhere. He said he and my grandmother
were ‘related in a way.’ He also said my grandmother had something
of his, which he wanted back. He didn’t say it in a nice way,
either. When I told Paul about it, he said I must have dozed off
and dreamed the whole thing.”

Maman Marie was thoughtful, not dismissive at
all. “Are you thinking he’s the Haitian woman’s son?” Maman
asked.

Melody shrugged. “Maybe?”

“Some said the woman knew magickal secrets
sent down through generations. My sister said that Haitian woman’s
claws were in your great-grandfather when he was still married to
Yvette; that she had worked a root against Yvette to get rid of her
and clear the way. She wanted a husband and a father for her young
son, and she set her sights on Bertrand.”

“What kind of thing could my grandmother have
that belonged to them?”

Maman was quiet for a moment, and Melody had
the distinct impression she might know more than she was willing to
share.

“I’m not sure.”

“Ms. Marie…”

“Please, call me Maman.”

“Okay, Maman,” Melody hesitated for a moment,
“Is Bertrand Baton still alive?”

“I just don’t know. I haven’t seen him in
many a year. Of course, if he is alive, he’s very, very old by
now.”

“Yes, I suppose he would be.” She fidgeted,
pushing several loose strands of hair away from her face. “Can you
explain how you are going to bless my grandmother’s ashes?”

Melody wanted to understand what was going
on. She had a sense Giselle was urging her to learn, to be open to
a new way of seeing and being in this world.

Maman sat back and closed her eyes,
envisioning the ceremony.

“At sundown we begin the ritual. Sunrise and
sunset are cracks between the worlds; they are the best times to do
magick. People get fixated on clocks and calendars, and don’t
remember time is man-made. Spirits don’t know time as we know it.
For them, past, present and future are one. Sunrise and sunset
bring on natural shifts of consciousness and allow perceptions to
change. Different spirits inhabit these dimensions, requiring
different rituals and different offerings.” Maman paused to allow
Melody to absorb this. “First, we’ll summon the ancestors. Some may
have left to join the Spirit pool again and be reincarnated, but
some choose—or are forced—to remain and work out the chains that
keep them in this dimension.”

“What kind of chains?”

“Feelings of guilt, anger, unresolved issues.
Helping someone else allows them to evolve and dissolve the
ego-natured ties they couldn’t release during their earthly
life.”

“Ah, like angels getting their wings.” Melody
smiled, pleased she understood something.

“Yes, something of the sort. After calling
the ancestors, we’ll offer libation to create a sacred space and
listen to the drumming.”

“Do you drum?” Melody recalled attending a
Native American drumming ceremony in college and enjoying it very
much.

“I used to, but now I usually play records.
It makes it easier for me to fall into trance. Back in the old
days, my sister and I took turns drumming, so that the other one
could trance out and be possessed by the Loa.”

“What do you mean, ‘possessed by the Loa’?
I’m a product of Catholic school where possession equals the
devil.” Melody laughed awkwardly.

“Once we are in a semi-trance, we’ll call in
Elegba to open the doors and let us into the dimension where magick
manifests. He’ll get us in touch with the appropriate Loa to bless
your grandmother, or he’ll do it himself. One of his duties is
ferrying souls through the River of Death.”

Maman was speaking but Melody no longer
followed. It was like walking into a lecture being given by someone
speaking a completely different language, about a completely
unfamiliar subject.

“Did your grandmother have a patron Loa?”

Melody was at a complete loss and was
suddenly overwhelmed with confusion, grief, even fear. “I have no
idea! I’ve never even heard of a Loa. I don’t understand
anything you just said!”

“What upsets you so, Chere?”

“I’m so confused and don’t understand
anything!” she cried out, emotions no longer under control. “I lost
the person dearest to me in the entire world. I had no time to
process that before learning she had this mysterious last wish, and
then I learn so many things about her that I never knew. I don’t
understand this side of her at all!”

Taking a deep, deliberate breath, she tried
to compose herself, ashamed of her outburst. It wasn’t Maman she
was upset with. “Honestly, all this talk of spirits and magick and
Voodoo and root workers—it freaks me out! No offense, Maman…”

“You aren’t from here, Chere. You were never
brought up with this sort of talk. Giselle obviously kept all this
hidden, and we must trust she had her reasons. There are very few
people living in this country who truly know Voodoo. Just listen to
what I’m saying, and try to put what you have heard before aside.
Don’t let the words throw you. Sometimes language makes things so
complicated. So often we use different words and, without realizing
it, we’re speaking of the same thing. I need for you to keep an
open mind, okay?”

Melody listened as Maman calmly spoke. Even
though Paul had explained some things about Voodoo, Melody wanted
to know what Maman had to say. Her voice was very soothing, her
presence reassuring.

“Remember that all religions have evolved
through time— none are in their pure state. They’ve borrowed from
one another; often merged with one another. Catholicism combined
with ancient African traditions created Voodoo as we know it.
Voodoo has so very many different interpretations now, as it has
evolved. Similar to how the Christian faith evolved into different
branches and ways of interpreting the founding beliefs. Do you
understand this much?”

Melody nodded.

“Voodoo is a religion followed by millions of
people, with a basic belief similar to other religions, especially
Earth-based or indigenous practices, viewing nature and our
connection to nature as sacred. Louisiana Voodoo has been
influenced by many things. We believe in one Creator, spirit in
form. God Energy. You believe this, too, yes?”

Melody nodded.

“This God Energy exists in a myriad of
manifestations called Orishas. Orishas are like your saints. They
have an elevated status, yet we all have God Energy. Voodoo teaches
that God Energy is inside everything, breathing or not. Even a
stone. It is made of the same basic carbon molecules as everything
else in the universe. The cellular makeup of man is not at all
different than that of a tree, an ant, a stone. The Loa that lives
inside all of us is directly aligned with the energy of the
Creator.”

“Loa?”

“Yes, Loa energy is similar to Orisha energy.
The word “Orisha” originated in West Africa. In Haiti, they refer
to Loa or Lwa rather than Orisha. You’ll hear me refer to both
interchangeably.”

Maman’s expression changed abruptly. “My
goodness, where are my manners? May I get you something to drink?
Some iced tea?”

“Yes, that would be wonderful. May I
help?”

“No, no. I need all the exercise I can get
for these old bones. I do need something to drink, though. I
haven’t talked this much in a long time and, goodness knows, we
have much more to talk about. I’ll be back in just a minute.”

Melody was fascinated. The idea of God Energy
being in everything and everyone made sense, and she desperately
needed something to make sense. That’s why religion always
frustrated Melody; too many intangibles and contradictions,
requiring a blind faith.

What Maman spoke of reminded her of Native
American spirituality, which she had studied briefly in college.
They all tend to use different terminology, but many religions are
essentially dealing with energy, on a scientific level. She started
to see that, unfortunately, any language or wording that’s
different can frighten people.

“Okay, where did I leave off?” Maman asked as
she handed Melody a glass tumbler filled with amber-colored iced
tea. “Ah, yes. Loa. The Loa’s energy is so vast and intense that
the human body and mind can only contain a small part of it. When
you choose to go in, and Elegba opens the door, your ego subsides
and you are able to connect to and receive the Loa.”

“Elegba?” Melody remembered hearing that name
at the Voodoo shop.

“Yes, he is a most powerful Orisha, known by
many names: Eshu, Legba, even Saint Michael and Saint Anthony. All
rituals begin with an offering to Elegba; sometimes he is even
compared to Saint Peter—a gatekeeper. Elegba is the Orisha of the
crossroads, the spiritual connection between man and divinity, our
mirror. He embodies all the forces, positive and negative. He tests
our humanness and our divinity.”

Maman paused to take a sip. In a very solemn
tone, she continued.

“There are several very important aspects to
Voodoo that are imperative for you, as an initiate, to
understand.”

Melody wasn’t sure she liked the idea of
being an initiate or what it entailed.

“First, you understand that Spirit is
neutral. The forces of positive and negative are all around, and
within all. There is no good or bad energy, per se; it’s the
intention behind the use of that energy. The responsibility lies
with each of us for how we access and manifest this Energy.” Maman
accentuated the last seven words, speaking each with equal
emphasis. She silently held Melody’s gaze for several long,
uncomfortable seconds.

Having made her point, she proceeded.

“Elegba is also known as the trickster god. A
story often told is that one day Elegba walked down the road
through a village wearing a hat that was red on one side and black
on the other. Shortly after he left, those who had seen him began
arguing whether the stranger’s hat was red or black. The villagers
on one side of the road saw only the black hat, while the villagers
on the other side saw only a red hat. They argued and argued until
Elegba returned, clearing the mystery for the villagers. The lesson
in this story is the second aspect of Voodoo I want you to
understand: Your perspective can greatly alter your perception of
reality.”

Another pause, another sip of tea.

“Each person normally has one patron Loa that
will possess them or guide them. They are then called children of
the Loa. I am daughter of Shango; my sister was the daughter of
Oshun. That’s why we worked so well together. You see, legend has
it that Shango and the beautiful Oshun were lovers. Shango is the
Loa of fire and justice, his weapons are lightning bolts. He’s very
intense and charming, a warrior in matters of justice. Oshun is the
Loa of the sweet waters of rivers. She’s the sister of Yemoja, the
mother of the ocean water. Oshun is extremely beautiful and
enticing to men, and is sought mostly in affairs of the heart.”

Listening intently, Melody didn’t know what
to make of the beautiful story. While it all sounded lovely, to
Melody it was just another fairytale.

It should be her Grandmama explaining this.
She would know how to explain things to Melody so they made sense.
Could Grandmama really have believed these same things, and done
the same things, as Maman?

While she grieved, she also struggled with
the disappointment that Grandmama had never shared this; that her
grandmother had kept a vital secret from her.

Despite her uncertainty and confusion, she
grew more and more curious.

Maman announced rather abruptly that she was
going to lie down and that, afterward, she would take a purifying
bath. She advised Melody to do the same.

A shower sounded heavenly to Melody, but a
cool bath would certainly do. The day had been so hot and sticky,
she felt as though her clothes were fused to her skin.

“I didn’t bring a change of clothes. I didn’t
know I would need them,” she reminded Maman.

“Actually, you won’t need them, not tonight
at least. It is best to not wear any clothes when you meet the Loa.
It symbolizes your oneness with nature and the shedding of worldly
belongings. It is a sign of humbleness and purity.”

Melody’s eyes widened in dismay.

“You do these ceremonies totally naked?!”

“I do. Nowadays some people only undress from
the waist up; some don’t undress at all, but I feel that in front
of the Loa, you should have no reminders of the illusion of worldly
life. I adhere to the ancient traditions as much as possible. I
understand your hesitation, but I believe you can make a small
sacrifice for your grandmother, yes?”

“Well…yes, I suppose I can. Will there just
be the two of us?”

“I’m not sure yet. An old, dear friend joins
me sometimes, to bring balance.”

Melody prayed fervently that this unknown
friend would be a no-show tonight. The last thing she wanted was to
parade naked in front of two strangers, even if they were senior
citizens whose eyesight was, hopefully, failing.

“You go ahead and get ready while I rest, so
we can make good use of time before sunset falls.”

Melody was relieved to finally peel off the
sticky clothes. Maman had given her a bottle filled with a greenish
liquid and told her to pour it in the tub when it was full. She
also told her to shower beforehand. Melody was thrilled to be able
to take a shower; she thought Maman’s house, like a lot of older
homes, might have only a bathtub. But she had not understood why
she had to shower and then bathe again. Maman said something about
the bath being necessary to remove astral debris, not worldly
dirt.

Melody was instructed to recite the
Twenty-Third Psalm aloud three times, then to lie quietly in the
tub and try to clear her mind. Reciting this prayer was the one
thing familiar to her in the midst of a world of unknowns.

“The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not
want...” She was in the tub a good half-hour. When she got out, she
didn’t know whether she should put on her same clothes or if Maman
would lend her something to wear until the ceremony. She felt
fairly sure they were close in size, though she hated not having
her own clothes. She wrapped the towel around her body and used
Maman’s brush to comb through her long brown hair. While she was
still in the bathroom, she heard noise coming from another
room.

“Maman, are you up?”

Maman’s voice arose from a clatter of pots
and pans. “Yes, Chere, I’m in the kitchen.”

Melody walked to the kitchen, wearing only
the bath towel. Maman was busy tending a pot on the stove that
exuded a divine aroma. Paul’s gumbo was long gone and Melody was
famished once again.

“May I wear something of yours until the
ceremony? That way I can hand-wash my clothes and they’ll dry by
tomorrow morning.”

“Certainly, I’ll find a robe for you. Come
with me.”

Maman’s bedroom was neat and sparsely
furnished. The walls were pure white; all the furnishings and
accessories, including the bedspread, were red.

Maman explained the decor. “Those are the
colors of Shango, red and white. I try to surround myself with
those colors whenever I can, but it is especially important in the
bedroom. During sleep is when the ego subsides and the subconscious
opens. This way I vibrate with the Loa when I’m most open.”

At that moment Melody grasped something
incredibly significant. This was not only a religion; for people
like Maman it was a way of life and permeated every cell of her
being and existence.

Melody donned Maman’s red silk robe, then
washed her clothes in the sink and hung them outside to dry before
returning to the kitchen.

“Melody, you shouldn’t eat anything before
the ceremony. Maybe just a little water, but no food.”

Melody’s hopes for a good meal were swiftly
dashed.

“It’s important that you abstain from feeding
your body, so that the Loa won’t be weighed down by physical
chains.”

Melody tried not to show her disappointment.
“Okay. Is there anything I can help you do right now?”

“You can put wood together for the fire. It’s
in a pile out back. The fire pit is on the side of the house.”

Oh god, it figures she would ask me to do
the very thing that terrifies me! Melody had always heard that
snakes lurk in woodpiles. “I saw a snake on the sand bank today,
when I got here.”

“Yes, they often come here to soak up the
sun.”

Maman noticed Melody fidgeting nervously.
“This is a swamp, Melody. Snakes will be seen but they aren’t out
to hurt anyone. They are quite shy and will leave when they feel
someone getting close. Don’t worry yourself to death; they won’t
come close to the fire.”

“What about the woodpile?”

Maman had to laugh out loud at the look of
sheer panic on Melody’s face.

“No, dear girl, I promise. Nothing will hurt
you out there.”

Melody felt a little foolish but couldn’t
help it. A lifelong fear isn’t easily shed, even with reassuring
promises. She changed the subject, trying to delay her chore.
“Maman, what was in that bottle you told me to pour into the bath
today?”

“Just purifying herbs: hyssop, sage and
rosemary. Did you read out the Psalm I gave you?’

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Good. That psalm is powerful in dispelling
negative energy. It’s all about vibration, Melody. Now please, go
take care of the wood for the fire. I have to finish preparing
things and we don’t have much time.”

Terrified yet determined not to show it,
Melody walked confidently out of the kitchen and headed for the
woodpile. Her eyes were wide as saucers, on full snake alert. A
faint noise nearby caused her to jump back and stumble. She had
started arranging the wood in the fire pit when she heard the soft
rumble of a car engine behind her. Damn! That old lady must have
decided to show up.

She watched a small pickup pull up to the
house and couldn’t believe who was driving: the same old man she
had seen playing harmonica in New Orleans yesterday, with the smile
that warmed her heart.

“Good evening, ma’am. How do you do?” From
his casual greeting, Melody was sure he didn’t recognize her.
“Marie inside?”

Melody smiled, stunned at the coincidence.
“Yes, she’s in the kitchen.”

The man shuffled up to the door and went in
without knocking. A few moments later he and Maman came outside
together.

“Melody, I’d like to introduce you to my dear
friend, Samuel Marlowe. He and I go way back.” Turning to Samuel,
Maman said, “Samuel, this is Melody Bennet. She’s Giselle Baton’s
granddaughter. Do you remember Giselle? Her mother…”

Maman’s voice trailed off as Samuel’s eyes
widened in surprise and recognition. “Well, well... and what are
you doing here, may I ask?”

Maman spoke for her. “Giselle ended up in
North Carolina. She passed on recently and had Melody bring her
ashes back here and to find me, so I could bless them.”

He turned to Maman. “Is that what we’re doing
tonight?”

“Yes, we’ll have the other ceremony another
night.”

Samuel smiled at Melody. “That’s certainly
fine, Marie. This child came a long way for this.”

Maman looked toward the horizon. “It’s almost
sundown; we’d better get started.”

 


* * *

 


Samuel returned from the house, first with a
record player and then with various bowls of whatever it was Maman
had been cooking. To Melody the preparations seemed a
well-orchestrated dance the two had clearly performed many times.
After setting the smaller bowls to the side of the fire pit, Maman
lit the kindling. The flames crackled loudly, sending sparks toward
the sky.

Having gathered the last few items from the
house, Samuel joined the two women by the fire. Maman picked up a
bag of flour and, pouring from a corner opening, drew a wide circle
that encompassed most of the yard. She retrieved a stick of some
sort from the supplies Samuel had gathered and stepped inside the
circle, near the fire pit. She drew what appeared to be a
double-edged axe crossed by a lightning bolt, and then enclosed
that drawing in a smaller circle.

On the inside edge of the larger circle Maman
drew another pictogram. Melody remembered having seen something
recently about this and struggled to remember…there had been a book
about these voodoo symbols at the shop where she had the
reading—vévé! That’s it! The diagrams were called vévés, and the
book’s back cover said each Orisha has his or her own vévé.

The one Maman was working on now looked like
a cross intersected on the right by a key; an old-fashioned key, a
skeleton key. Other small symbols surrounded the cross, including
other smaller crosses. This drawing was also encircled.

Maman set down the flour and asked Samuel and
Melody to join her outside the circle.

“Remove your clothes out here. You should
enter the sacred space stripped of anything you weren’t born with,”
she said, clearly for Melody’s benefit.

Melody was paralyzed. Her mind was the only
thing functioning in that split second. From the moment she landed
in New Orleans, Melody did her best to go with the flow out of
respect for Grandmama. Standing in this very strange setting, with
two complete strangers doing very strange things made her life
suddenly feel out of control. What am I doing here?!

Melody was clearly mortified, her eyes
darting nervously, knees shaking violently. Maman and Samuel
disrobed silently, without looking at Melody, and waited patiently.
Still not looking at Melody, Maman began explaining that she would
start the ceremony with an offering to Elegba.

“Elegba is the spiritual connection between
man and divinity...he is our mirror. He embodies all the forces
within us. He tests our humanness and our divinity. You must pass
through the fire to know your strength. What force will test you
through that fire?

Melody heard only every third word or so, her
mind reeling, struggling for comprehension. When she heard “test
you through that fire” something clicked. These were words she had
heard Grandmama say many times. She took it as a sign that
Grandmama was encouraging her to be brave…that she must participate
in order to fulfill her wish.

I’ll be brave for you, Grandmama.

Hesitantly, she stripped off her borrowed
robe and crossed into the circle. She felt very awkward, but they
didn’t seem to notice her.

Maman stepped into the circle and started
pouring libation while Samuel, still on the outside, placed a
record on the player. Melody couldn’t understand anything Maman was
saying as she poured the ceremonial liquid into the ground. The
words sounded African and they flowed in rhythm with the lifting
breeze.

A moment of silence followed. Maman explained
that she was now making offerings. Melody watched Maman throw
different things into the fire: a small dish of yams, morsels of
coconut, and a bottle of rum; then she lit a cigar and she took
four puffs from it, blowing them toward the sky.

She passed the cigar to Samuel, who took
three puffs and also blew them towards the sky. He passed the cigar
to Melody who took one timid puff; she tried to imitate Maman,
blowing the smoke up towards the sky.

Both Maman and Samuel stood in front of the
vévé with the key and motioned Melody to join them with Giselle’s
ashes. Maman closed her eyes and opened her arms as if to embrace
the air in front of her.

“Iba’ra’go Mojuba

“Iba’ra’go Ago Mojuba

“Omode Oni’ko S’iba’go Ago Mojuba

“Elegba Esu Lona.”

Melody detected a stronger cigar scent in the
air and heard laughter coming from the trees behind them.
Goosebumps covered her body. Maman and Samuel exchanged a knowing
look and Samuel nodded, then they moved to the other symbol in
front of the fire. Maman opened her arms again, embracing the
invisible.

“Mo Fori bo
rere O Shango to’kan O Ya de

“A Wa’nile
Onile O Ku O

“A Wa’nile
Onile O Ya.”

The flames expanded; one of the sparks
exploded, frightening Melody and causing her to jump back.

She heard the faint but definitive rumble of
an approaching storm as the breeze grew stronger. The drumming
strengthened, pulsating in a constant crescendo, and both Maman and
Samuel began moving their bodies to its rhythm. The scene was
disconcerting, but Melody also saw stark beauty in the ageless,
harmonious fusion between Samuel and Maman and their natural
surroundings.

Melody closed her eyes and lost herself in
the music, feeling both at peace and simultaneously electrified.
She felt lightheaded, with things spinning around her. She caught
sight of a red rooster being brought in by Samuel but had no idea
where the rooster had come from. The animal flapped its wings
desperately as he was brought to Maman who was standing by the axe
vévé.

Before taking the rooster, Maman lifted the
bowl up high, offering it to the Heavens. She then took a sip from
it and passed it to Samuel. She held it for him as he drank, since
he was holding the rooster, then moved in front of Melody and
offered it to her.

“Drink of it, Chère.” Maman’s voice had a
different tone now, more formidable and commanding.

Melody took a sip without protest. The liquid
was sticky and sweet; she felt it stick to the roof of her mouth,
like peanut butter.

She sat on the ground beside Samuel, serenely
oblivious to snakes and lack of clothing. Samuel’s face caught her
attention: his features were no longer clearly defined and Melody
was certain—if she could be certain of anything at that point—that
another face merged with his, a stronger but equally loving face,
paternal, almost divine. She felt as though she was on a
merry-go-round. Everything was blurry, but lightning bolts sizzled
nearby. Oddly, she was not afraid at all; it was like being in a
dream.

The rooster was in her line of sight again.
Did Maman just bite its neck? Its wings flapped violently, its body
jerked in violent spasm. Blood spurted from the wound on its neck;
Maman let it drip on the axe vévé.

Melody looked on, mesmerized. Her awareness
began to slip away, when suddenly she saw Grandmama Giselle in
front of her, smiling lovingly.

“It is your mission now, Melody. Open your
heart and mind. You will find what you need to know. When you find
it, guard it with your life, Dear One.”

She stared as Grandmama floated away toward
the edge of the larger circle, near the key vévé. A shadow
materialized from within the vévé, extending its hand to her. In a
fleeting moment, the shadow and Grandmama were both gone, as if a
portal had opened, letting them in but leaving all others out.

Everything went black.

 


* * *

 


Melody woke up about one hour later on
Maman’s couch. Samuel and Maman were seated in chairs on the other
side of the living room. When they saw Melody awaken, they both
smiled brightly. Samuel disappeared into the kitchen and returned
with a glass of water for Melody.

She was relieved that her naked body was now
covered by a blanket. Memories of the ritual were like fleeting
images from a dream; no matter how hard she tried to remember,
nothing came into focus.

“Everything went well, Chère. Giselle moved
on,” Maman said reassuringly.

Melody sat up, wrapping the blanket more
snugly. “I think I saw Grandmama. She was smiling at me…and…then
she floated away and disappeared into the vévé with the key on
it.”

Maman nodded. “Elegba took her across the
river.”

Melody didn’t seem to hear. “She said
something about my mission and finding what I need to know…and
guarding it with my life. I don’t even know what she was talking
about.”

Samuel and Maman exchanged a glance.

“Maybe Samuel can help with that part.”

Samuel took a deep breath and came to sit
next to Melody.

“Miss Melody, I knew a woman once, a long
time ago. At first she seemed kind, but it wasn’t long before she
showed her true colors. She was involved in Voodoo, but she worked
an evil hoodoo. She would hurt anyone to get what she wanted. It’s
one thing to embrace the darkness, but that woman drew power only
from the negative. She married your great-grandfather, Bertrand,
after Yvette left him.

“I last saw her many, many years ago. She
claimed to be in possession of a very special book. She never said
where she got it, only that it had been in her family since leaving
Haiti. She bragged that the book gave her incredible power: a power
great enough to change reality.”

Melody told Samuel about the strange man who
had threatened her earlier on Old Paul’s porch.

“Paul was probably trying to protect you,
saying you just had a dream. He knows you’re leaving soon and
probably felt there was no need to alarm you. Plus, if there’s
something not quite right, we like to…you know…keep the bayou
secrets in the bayou.”

Maman broke in. “You should not concern
yourself about this now, Chere. You need to get some rest. We’ll
talk more in the morning.”

She walked over and held her hand out to
Melody, who—very unsteady on her feet—was grateful for the help.
Melody was fast asleep as soon as her head hit the pillow.

That night she dreamed of her grandmother
running through the woods, clutching a leather-bound book to her
chest. Shadows chased her, but could not see her. It was as if the
book gifted her with invisibility.

In the dream, Grandmama stopped for a moment
and looked straight at Melody.

“The old barn, Melody. Go to the old
barn...”

 


 



CHAPTER FOUR

 


The sun was high when Melody awoke. She lay
there trying to gather her thoughts but was distracted by the
rumbling of her stomach. Sitting up on the side of the bed, she
looked around for something to wear. Her clothes were still on the
clothesline and the robe she had borrowed from Maman was nowhere in
sight.

Dirt and dried blood remained on her body
from the night before, so she wrapped the sheet around herself and
hurried to wash. After a quick shower, she covered herself with a
towel before walking outside to gather her clothes. She found they
were dry, though a faint smoky smell lingered in the fabric.

Melody could have sworn she heard a storm
approaching last night during the ceremony, but the images were too
jumbled for her to be sure. Before going back inside to change, she
noticed Samuel’s truck was gone. She had only been outside a few
minutes, but her naked skin already glistened with perspiration.
She thought about last night, about dancing naked in front of
Samuel and Maman, remembering how liberated she had felt. She felt
connected…to who or what she wasn’t sure…but she knew something
extraordinary had happened.

Melody dressed quickly, energized by the
divine aroma radiating from the kitchen, where she again found
Maman at the stove.

“Good morning, Maman.”

Maman turned around and smiled. “Good
morning! Did you sleep well?”

“Most definitely. That was quite a night.
What exactly happened? Nothing seems clear.”

Maman smiled. “Giselle went back, you saw
that yourself.”

Melody thought for a moment and flashed to
the image of her grandmother floating and disappearing inside the
flour vévé by the fire. “Was all that real? Did I really see
her?”

“It’s all real, child. I watched you last
night, Melody. Yemoja was with you.”

“Yemoja?”

“Orisha of the oceans. She’s good energy,
like a mother. She touched your head and your hair became wet.”
Maman smiled admiringly. “She was behind you the whole time.”

Melody had never been around so much talk
about the spirit world, not even in church. She couldn’t deny
something inexplicable had happened last night. She remembered
feeling lightheaded, even before drinking the liquid that Maman
gave her.

Without warning, an image of the dying
rooster popped into Melody’s mind.

“Maman, did you kill a rooster last
night?”

“No, child, Shango did. That was an offering
to him for giving me the wisdom to bless Giselle. The other
offerings were for Elegba. Remember, you always honor him first in
every ceremony, because he’s the one who opens the door. Last
night, he also took your grandmother away.”

“Where did the rooster even come from?”

“Samuel had it in his truck.”

“But I never saw him take it out of the
truck.”

“Melody, you have more Spirit in you than you
know. Your perception was altered by the energy.”

“What did you do with the rooster?”

“The head was thrown in the flames as a
token; the rest of it is over there, enjoying the company of onions
and potatoes in the skillet.”

Melody glanced over at the stove and saw the
skillet with a lid on, beside a frying pan containing sausage
patties. All other questions disappeared in a wave of hunger. “May
I please have some sausage? I’m famished.”

“I cooked it just for you. There are eggs and
biscuits, too.”

Melody didn’t wait for a second invitation.
She piled her plate with sausage, scrambled eggs and two
biscuits.

“I’m sorry I don’t have any coffee, Melody. I
can make you some tea if you’d like.”

Melody nodded with her mouth full and waited
to swallow before answering. “Tea sounds great. Thank you.”

She ate slowly yet steadily, toying with the
idea of sharing her dream in which Grandmama told her to guard the
book. It was only a dream, but she felt it shouldn’t be discussed,
though she didn’t understand why.

Could she trust Maman? Her grandmother sent
Melody to find the old lady, so she saw no reason not to trust her.
She felt safe here.

“I dreamed of Grandmama last night. She was
holding an old book and running through the woods. There were
shadows chasing her, but it’s like they couldn’t see her. Then she
told me to look in the old barn.”

“That’s interesting, Melody. Maybe that’s why
Bertrand Baton’s people couldn’t find her. There may have been a
root for the book’s protection….strong magick,” she said almost
absentmindedly.

“Try not to worry about it, Chere. Paul will
be here soon. You must get ready.”

Melody thought it interesting that Maman
acted as though there was indeed such a book. She glanced at the
small urn that contained the ashes, then looked up to see an old
clock on the wall: it was almost one o’clock in the afternoon! She
had slept through the entire morning. No wonder I’m so
hungry!

“Speak of the devil.” Maman saw Paul tying
his boat to the old tree at the sand bank. A few minutes later, he
walked into the kitchen.

He grinned and pointed to the ashes on the
kitchen table. “So, are the ashes all blessed?” he asked
sarcastically.

Maman gave him an admonishing look.

“Sorry, didn’t mean no disrespect. Well, you
ready, Melody?”

“I am, let me just grab my backpack.” She
took her plate to the sink and went over to Maman. “Thank you for
everything, Maman. I won’t forget this visit.”

Maman hugged her tightly. “Come back and see
me, Chere. I’ll teach you about Yemoja.”

“I will. You take good care of yourself, and
thank you again for everything. Please say goodbye to Samuel for
me.” She lovingly picked up the urn, placed it in her backpack, and
followed Paul outside to the boat.

 


* * *

 


As soon as they were gone, Maman walked back
into the house and headed straight for the bathroom. She studied
the towel Melody had used and picked two pubic hairs from it, then
looked at the brush and carefully untangled a few long brown hairs
that stood out from her own gray ones. She carried her collection
to the kitchen and put them into a jar, “These may come in handy
some day,” she told herself. She closed the jar and put it into one
of the kitchen cabinets next to a cloth doll.

 


* * *

 


Once in the middle of the bayou, Paul turned
off the engine and studied Giselle’s map. Sweat now dripped freely
down his nose, sometimes onto the map. The scorching sun was almost
directly overhead, with little vegetation at this point to provide
cover.

“Man-oh-man! That ole girl sure ‘nough wanted
to make certain her resting place wasn’t going to be disturbed!
Even natives hardly go there. The place is full of ‘gators and
snakes, and the vegetation so thick you can’t see through it. Just
keep your hands inside the boat and relax ‘til we get there.”

Melody wouldn’t dare reach outside the boat.
She was terrified simply being inside the boat.

They had taken countless turns through
meandering channels, passing under canopies of Spanish moss and
vines. They watched alligators perform an ancient courtship dance,
writhing and twisting just beneath the surface of the water. Paul
told her with a chuckle that it was near the end of their mating
season, “…so don’t worry much about any ‘gators out here…they’re
gettin’ tired.”

He was right about the vegetation. By the
time they approached the general area indicated on the map, it was
so thick Melody couldn’t tell the end of one plant from the
beginning of another. They looked like bony fingers intertwined in
prayer, allowing minimal sunlight and creating a murky, gloomy
appearance.

She saw nothing resembling a bank on either
side and the plants were now arm’s length from the boat. Melody
felt rising panic as the water plants moved: she just knew some
creature was near. It could be a harmless fish or a venomous
snake…at this point she really didn’t care. She was petrified of
everything.

“Here we are,” Paul announced shortly,
turning off the engine. He pulled up to a very small strip of sand
and looked for a place to tie his boat.

Melody looked at him beseechingly, silently
asking if she had to get out of the boat.

“I think it’s over there, Melody.” He pointed
toward a nearby thicket.

Melody was reluctant to move. She thought she
heard snakes hissing but realized it was the pounding of her own
blood in her ears.

Paul saw how afraid she was. “Stay in the
boat, child. I’ll take care of the ashes.”

Melody was so relieved she wanted to hug him
but was hesitant to move. Paul took the urn and carefully stepped
out of the boat. Melody saw him stomp on the sand, as she had done
upon arriving at Maman’s.

“I’m a lot bigger than they are,” Paul
reminded her with a wink, and disappeared into the thicket.

Returning after several minutes, he handed
the empty urn to a very solemn Melody. He carefully rowed the boat
out until the water widened, before turning on the engine. With a
single tear trickling down each cheek, Melody closed her eyes and
said a silent blessing. Rest in peace, Grandmama.

She opened her eyes to see Paul watching her
intently. “Thank you, Paul. I was terrified…I didn’t think I would
be that afraid. Seems my fear of snakes outweighed my grief.” She
tried to sound lighthearted, but they both knew better.

“Can’t blame you none, child. Even folks from
here are scared of these remote parts. I’m just happy I was able to
help.”

“You have helped a lot, more than you can
imagine. Maybe I can repay your kindness some day, when I come back
to visit.”

“I hope so, child. You’re a special young
lady. I know Giselle’s proud of you.”

Tears stung her eyes. She had shared a very
difficult time in her life with strangers and was surprised how
close she felt to them. She almost hated to leave; she had grown to
like the part of herself that surfaced in the last couple of
days.

They pulled up to Old Paul’s convenience
store.

“Paul, is it okay if I use your phone? I
don’t get a signal on my cell phone out here and need to call the
hotel so they can come pick me up.”

“Don’t you bother ‘bout that. They probably
wouldn’t be able to get out here ‘til mornin’. I’ve asked Joe to
watch the store today, so I can take you back.”

“I don’t want to put you out like that.
You’ve been so wonderful…I really can’t thank you enough.”

“Don’t you fret none. The pleasure is all
mine.”

After telling Joe that he’d be gone the rest
of the day, he got the truck keys and waited for Melody. After
freshening up a bit and saying goodbye to Joe, Melody joined him
and they headed for New Orleans.

 


* * *

 


At first the trip was a silent one. Paul
appeared absorbed in his own thoughts and Melody was drained,
content to sit back and relax. Since she had slept the entire time
on the way here, she was glad to be able to watch the passing
scenery on the drive back. It was late afternoon, the
heat-generated haze floating just ahead of them on the highway. She
noted signs for Highway 190, then Interstate 10, and smiled at the
exit name “Whiskey Bay.”

She caught glimpses of the cypress swamps and
moss-laden bayous, but saw no evidence of the hurricane-splintered
trees that punctuated the wetlands closer to New Orleans.

Paul’s deep voice broke the silence. “I don’t
know ‘bout you, but I’m plumb tuckered out”, he said rather
embarrassed. “I’m too tired to talk much, but I thought you might
want to read about the Atchafalaya.” He gestured to a file folder
tucked under the passenger seat, in the midst of a stack of
mechanic’s bills, maps, and various other papers.

Melody opened the file folder to find a
newsletter of sorts, about the Atchafalaya Basin.

“The tourists like to read about the history
and what’s goin’ on…you know, environmentally and all that,
‘specially since Rita and Katrina.”

“I was just thinking about that. You must be
psychic, Paul,” Melody winked and began skimming through the
sheet.

Louisiana’s Atchafalaya Basin, located in
St. Martin Parrish, is the nation’s largest swamp wilderness at
595,000 acres, with infamous expanses of bottomland hardwoods,
swamplands, bayous and backwater lakes... The central area is home
to bald cypress trees and presents the “swamp image” most
frequently associated with the Atchafalaya. The Atchafalaya
attracts hunters, fishing and boating enthusiasts, as well as
nature photographers.

She read about the wildlife native to this
region and was surprised to see the black bear and bald eagle
included.

Melody learned of the controversies affecting
the swamps: oil drilling, mulching, dredging. It all sounded rather
complicated, with two sides to each story.

Mother Nature was greatly affecting the
bayous as well. The bottom line seemed to be that many influences
had been, and were still, damaging this vital area of the world.
Melody hoped it would start getting the attention it deserved. One
item practically jumped off the page:

Bear Bayou/Bayou des Ourses continues to be
pristine, with no desecration from oil companies or severe
hurricane damage as in other parts of the basin.

She smiled, thinking a Higher Power must have
protected that particular bayou, knowing Grandmama would eventually
return.

She tucked the paper into her purse to read
later. Her eyes had grown too tired to pay attention to much of
anything as they drove.

When they reached the hotel, Melody leaned
over and gave Paul a big hug, which he returned in kind.

“Thank you again for everything. I hope to
see you again soon.”

“Take care of yourself, child, and forget all
that mumbo jumbo you heard from Marie. She’s a sweet old lady, but
I think the years have caught up with her.”

“No, it was all good. It was…different,” she
said with a smile.

She got out of the truck and waved as he
disappeared around the corner.

The cool, elegant hotel lobby was a welcome
sight. Waiting for the elevator, she pondered Paul’s comment about
Marie. She actually seemed quite sane to her, even normal. When
she isn’t running around outside naked, cutting the heads off
chickens.

She laughed out loud at the thought. Now that
she was back at the hotel, she felt as though the entire time in
the swamp had been an out-of-body experience.

When she walked into her room, she felt as
though she weighed a ton. She didn’t have the mental or physical
energy to do anything, other than get undressed and collapse into
bed. She’d have to phone the airline first thing in the morning to
book her return flight.

When she rolled onto her side, curling into
her favorite sleeping position, she spotted the charm bag the tarot
reader from the Voodoo shop had given her. Drifting off, Melody
recalled the woman’s prediction that she was about to uncover an
earth-shattering secret.

I highly doubt it, but I’ll find out when I
get back to the farm and check the old barn.

 


 



CHAPTER FIVE

 


The sun was just breaking the horizon when
Melody awoke. Outside, the world was wrapped in a blanket of haze,
with the courtyard lights appearing like fireflies in a dense
forest. Odds were that the day would be another scorcher.

After arranging a three o’clock flight for
that afternoon, Melody lingered in the shower before dressing
comfortably, not bothering much with hair or makeup; the heat and
humidity outside would have their way with her appearance.

Venturing out once more, she had hoped to
have one meal in the historic hotel restaurant, but they had yet to
open, so she opted to revisit the French Quarter. She wanted to
immerse herself in it and forget everything for a short time.

As she approached the closest bistro, waves
of honeyed air reached out to enfold her. Once inside, the warm,
sweet fragrances of assorted pastries battled with one another and
joined forces in an effort to override the coffee’s distinctive
aroma.

Armed with a large “regular” and two
beignets—it had been a tough decision between them and crepes
suzettes—Melody was back outside, seeking a perfect spot from where
she could soak up her last few impressions of New Orleans.

She found an empty bench pushed up against a
storefront, and witnessed traffic—motorized and pedestrian—increase
by the minute.

She wondered if Samuel was back at Bourbon
and Orleans, with his harmonica. There was something about that
man’s smile.

Melody was still stunned that he had been at
Maman’s. Samuel and Maman were an inspiration, so confident and
self-aware. Perhaps it came with age. It’s such a gift to live
without caring what others may think; if something is real and
right for them, that’s all that matters.

After finishing the beignets and going back
for more coffee, she wandered through the expanding crowd.

While she would deny it to anyone else—as she
had not reached that state of being immune to others’ opinions—she
had actually enjoyed the ritual at Maman’s house, once she got past
her initial mortification about the nudity. Amazingly, even the
animal sacrifice she witnessed wasn’t horrifying.

Maman had explained it very well, in a way
Melody could comprehend. She said that the energy exchange was
necessary, similar to indigenous peoples giving thanks prior to
taking a life for food. Again similar to native traditions, every
part of the animal was used and valued; nothing was wasted. Maman
further explained that the energy exchange was necessary to “create
a catalyst reaction.”

Though Melody wasn’t sure what had happened,
she remained certain something had. Never before had she
been so captivated and energized.

She thought she might see Samuel but he was
nowhere in sight.

When she returned to the hotel Olivia greeted
her with a bright smile and cheerful voice.

“Miss Bennet, how are you?”

“Hi, Olivia. I’ll be leaving this morning but
wanted to thank you again for all of your help.”

“You are most welcome. It was my pleasure. I
trust you were able to take care of everything with regard to your
grandmother?”

“Yes, thanks for asking. It’s all taken care
of.”

“Well, I hope you’ll come back soon. You
didn’t have time for much sightseeing.”

“I hope to. I’ve fallen in love with what I
did get to see, but you’re right…there’s so much more. Thank you
again.”

Melody returned to her room to pack. She had
barely begun when her cell phone rang, startling her; it had been
silent for days. She hadn’t even checked for messages since setting
out for the bayou, and wasn’t keen to see who might be calling to
chastise her.

“Melody, it’s Mom.”

“Hi, Mom. How’s it going?”

“Well, I wanted to see how you are doing. You
haven’t returned my calls. We were worried.”

“I’m okay; it’s just been stressful. The
place where Grandmama wanted to be taken was in a remote part of
the swamp. And I found that lady, the one Grandmama wanted me to
find to bless her ashes.”

“Is that what she really wanted from
her?”

“Yes. Seems they knew one another when
Grandmama was young. She obviously still felt a close tie to this
area and believed in…that kind of thing.”

“I just can’t imagine my mother still
believing in that crazy stuff, even after all the years she’d been
away.”

“It really didn’t seem that crazy.” Her
mother’s tone was already getting on Melody’s nerves, but she had
to ask, “Did she ever talk about her life here? About Voodoo or
anything like that?”

“Never. Thank goodness!” Changing the subject
quickly, “When are you coming home?”

“Tonight. Why?”

“I’d like you to look over some papers. We
listed the farm two days ago with a realtor, and someone is already
interested. Isn’t that great?”

Melody couldn’t believe what she was hearing.
She knew her mother was impatient—and impulsive—but this was too
much.

“You did WHAT?! Why didn’t you wait for me to
get back?”

She could picture her mother on the other
end, rolling her eyes in annoyance, not wanting to have to answer
to anyone, certainly not her daughter.

“We just wanted to get things moving. Eric
said—”

“Eric has no place in this decision, Mom!”
Melody tried to regain her composure. “Listen, I’m sorry I yelled.
Please…please call the realtor back and put the listing on
hold.”

“But we’ve already signed a contract.
Besides, Eric said that we may have an offer before the
evening.”

“Mom, please! Call them and tell them you
have changed your mind and are no longer interested in selling.
I’ll handle the breach of contract when I get back.”

“But, Melody…”

“For once, I beg you to respect what I am
asking.”

Annie perceived an accusing tone in Melody’s
voice and bristled, raising her own voice. “Melody, I have
always—”

Seeing she had started something she didn’t
want to finish right now, Melody backed out carefully.

“I’m sorry, that came out wrong. I’m very
tired. I’ll be back tonight and we can talk about this in the
morning. Just for tonight, please put this on hold and don’t accept
any offers, okay?”

She also wanted to ask her mother to tell
Eric, her new husband, to stay out of this, but held her
tongue.

“I have to go. I was just in the middle of
packing and need to get ready.”

“That’s fine, Melody. Call when you get in.
One of us will pick you up.”

“Thanks, but I actually want to go to the
farm tonight, so I think I’ll just catch a cab.” She was wishing
she had parked her car at the airport, rather than let her mom drop
her off. Annie had only offered to do so in order to pry, to see if
Melody knew more than she did about Giselle’s final wishes.

“A cab? From RDU to Clayton? A cab will cost
you an arm and a leg, Melody!”

“Mom—”

“I know, I know. You’re all grown up now,
it’s your decision.”

Annie’s voice had the trademark sarcasm, used
when she felt slighted or wanted someone to feel guilty. She was
quite the good Catholic, guilt tactics and all. Melody knew this
trick well, so she stood her ground.

“That’s right, I am. I can take care of it
myself, but thank you for the offer.”

“Fine. Call me in the morning to let me know
how you want to handle things.” Annie emphasized that last part of
the sentence to make sure Melody knew she had stepped over the
line, and hung up.

Melody knew it didn’t take much to offend her
mother. She was like a child, always demanding her way, pouting and
playing the martyr when she didn’t get it, but Melody was getting
better about detaching from the childish manipulations.

While Eric wasn’t her favorite person, she
was grateful he was around for Annie. Since they married two years
ago, Annie’s dramatic phone calls to Melody had greatly decreased.
Eric gave Annie the attention she desperately sought, and that was
a huge relief for Melody. Plus, he seemed to genuinely care for
mom, so Melody kept her opinion of him to herself.

After Melody’s dad died, Annie had become
deeply depressed; it had taken years of therapy and medication to
shake her out of it. Eric being a pharmacist was a benefit Melody
truly appreciated, since he could counter Annie’s tendency to be
careless about medication.

Melody’s thoughts lingered on her father.

John Bennet was the sweetest dad a child
could have. Melody had never seen him cross, and he always had a
smile for his precious daughter. He had chosen her name, and told
everyone he met that the moment he saw her, he heard an angelic
melody playing and felt a tug on his heart.

Giselle loved John like a son. When he died
of a sudden, unexpected heart attack, everyone was crushed,
including Annie, who had come to rely on her husband the way a
child relies on a parent. Melody wondered if her mother would ever
learn to take care of herself, having found yet another man to
indulge her every whim.

Melody finished packing and called the front
desk to reserve a cab. With an hour to spare, she decided to go
outside one last time.

By this time the streets were fully congested
and the temperature was in the nineties. Sweat already beading on
her face, she looked for someplace to buy a cold soda. Seeing a
corner concession, she made a beeline, rethinking her decision to
do any sightseeing after all.

The concessionaire had his back to her when
she reached the stand. “Excuse me, sir.”

He turned around, a carton of soft drinks in
his hand, bound for the cooler. “Yes, ma’am, can I help you?”

As their eyes met, Melody’s legs turned to
jelly and her heart stopped. It was the same man who had been on
Old Paul’s porch the other day! He looked at Melody with a sinister
sneer.

“Well, well…hello, Ms. Bennet.”

He knows my name! Melody backed away,
bumping into a group of people, losing her balance and falling.

The man walked out from behind the stand and
towered over her. From the ground he looked gigantic—and menacing.
She wanted to scream but her voice and body seemed paralyzed.

“If you’re smart, you’ll return the book to
me.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about!”

He spat on the ground beside her and returned
behind the counter. Melody scrambled to get up, trying to ignore
the people staring at her.

She walked away as quickly and calmly as
possible, but was rather dazed and unsure what to do. Should she
ignore it? Should she return and confront him? Should she go to the
police, since he had now threatened her twice?

A wild idea crossed her mind. Her feet
responded instinctively and, before her common sense could protest,
she headed quickly toward the voodoo shop.

She alternately walked briskly and jogged,
again glad she had dressed comfortably. She was sure she looked a
fright, with sweat running down her face and neck, soaking through
her shirt. When she arrived, they were just opening. Stephanie, the
young woman who had been there before, let her in.

“Hi, I was wondering if Madame…I never got
her name, but she gave me a tarot reading a few days ago. Is she
in?” Melody spoke quickly, clearly out of breath.

“I’m sorry, but she won’t be here until this
afternoon. Is there anything I can help you with?”

“I was hoping…wondering…” She was suddenly
too embarrassed to continue.

“Yes?” The young woman gently encouraged
her.

“I was wondering if she could make me
something for…protection. And something to help me see the truth of
things…secrets.”

“Please, come sit down and tell me what’s
going on.”

Melody sat on one of the two chairs near the
counter and, without being too specific, told the girl about
Giselle’s passing, about talk of a mysterious book, and about the
man who had now threatened her twice.

The young woman seemed unfazed by the
story.

“I can help you with protection and clarity,
but I can’t tell you much about this book. I will say that many of
us within the Louisiana Voodoo community have heard that such a
secret book exists, that something in it contains powerful magick.
But it has become more of a legend; gossip, almost. Madame may know
more about it. If you want, I’ll have her call you when she gets in
this afternoon.”

“I’ll be on a plane then. May I leave you my
phone numbers? I would really appreciate it if she would call
me.”

While Melody wrote down her information,
Stephanie disappeared into the back room for a few minutes. She
returned holding a small leather bag, opened it, and handed it to
Melody. Choosing two straight candles from the shelves, one black
and one white, Stephanie placed them into the bag. She next
selected a small bottle of oil, a container of powder, and a
business card.

Staring steadily into Melody’s eyes, she gave
very somber instructions. “When you get home, draw a line at your
doors or around the perimeter of your house with this dragon’s
blood incense powder,” she said, holding up the jar of red
powder.

Melody was about to ask what dragon’s blood
was, but stopped. Asking questions about these things led to more
questions. Right now she just wanted to be told what to do, so she
listened intently as the woman continued.

“Then stick four knives into the ground, one
for each direction, to break the winds that can carry your enemies
to you. Burn the candles together. Burn the black one upside down.
As you do, think of all negative energy being taken away and
reabsorbed by Mother Earth, where it will be neutralized and
recycled. Burn the white candle normally, asking Elegba to open the
doors to clarity for you. Place a glass of water between the two
candles and let them burn down, near the charm bag— the gris-gris
bag—you got the other day. When they are finished, take the wax
remains and some offerings to Elegba at a four-way crossroad.
Elegba…” she paused for effect, emphasizing the power of Elegba, “…
is a most powerful Orisha. He will take care to protect you and
bring you clarity. The usual offerings brought to him are green
bananas, coconut, yams and strong liqueur. He also likes cigars.
All ceremonies begin with an offering to Elegba.”

“Yes, I was at a ceremony two nights ago
where the woman talked about Elegba…and the crossroads.”

The girl raised her eyebrows ever so
slightly, surprised that such a novice had already attended a
ceremony. “After the ritual, your protection bag is ready. Wear it
around your neck and when you feel in need, rub it three
times—three is the number associated with Elegba. Follow by calling
his power word: Lalupo. Make sure you say the word forcefully; it
is the power of your intention and the need of your call that will
bring Elegba.”

Melody was writing everything down. The woman
placed a hand on her shoulder.

“Don’t worry about writing everything down.
Before you start, sit down in a quiet place and slow your
breathing. Allow your conscious mind to relax and meditate for a
few minutes. True magick must be felt in the heart, not read from a
piece of paper. Remember, you help to create your reality. Your
intentions are key.”

Melody nodded in understanding and thanked
Stephanie repeatedly for her help as she checked out; before she
left, the young woman stepped around the counter and hugged Melody.
Melody was surprised, and deeply moved by the gesture.

“Remember, it’s all in the heart. That’s how
you connect to the Creator’s energy. I understand this is all very
new to you…the words we use and our different way of seeing things.
Try to trust that your path is unfolding exactly as it should.
Follow the rhythms of nature to help guide you. Watch the moon.
Anything you wish to grow should be started during a full moon.
Letting go of something and releasing should be done during the
waning moon. The new moon is a period of darkness, to be used for
rejuvenation and rest.”

Melody thanked her again and rushed out,
clutching the bag in her hand. She took a different way back to the
hotel, not wanting to risk running into that man again.

She quickened her pace when she noticed the
time. Damn! Time really is different down here. It was
already ten forty-five and she still had to collect her belongings
and check out.

Reaching the hotel, she practically ran to
the front desk and asked Olivia to prepare her bill for checkout.
Olivia was calm and collected as usual, telling her not to
worry.

Melody quickly went to her room and ran a
cold washcloth over her face and neck, and tried to make herself
presentable. She knew she couldn’t sit down to rest at all; she had
just sprinted from the north end of the French Quarter back to the
hotel and knew that, once she sat down, she wouldn’t want to get up
for awhile. When she returned to the front desk, Olivia had the
paperwork waiting, along with the shuttle.

“God, Olivia, I don’t know what I would have
done without your help. I’ll be certain to write the management
about you and tell them how wonderful you’ve been to me.”

Olivia blushed slightly. “Thank you, Ms.
Bennet. Again, it has truly been my pleasure.”

Olivia looked past Melody, signaling to
someone by the front entrance. Melody turned around and was
pleasantly surprised to see James, the young man who had driven her
to the bayou, walking over to gather her luggage.

Melody climbed into the van and settled back,
sipping the delicious chicory-flavored coffee she’d quickly gotten
from the lobby. She was anxious to get back to North Carolina. The
door to Grandmama’s intriguing secret was slightly ajar now and
Melody was ready to open it a bit further, if not step through it
entirely.

After watching the shuttle pull away, Olivia
opened the guest register and copied Melody Bennet’s home address
and phone numbers onto a message pad. She then tore off the sheet,
folded it neatly and placed it inside her uniform pocket.

 


 



CHAPTER SIX

 


It was late afternoon before Melody retrieved
her bag at Raleigh-Durham International Airport and left the
terminal. The air was palpably different from New Orleans. It was
still hot and humid, but at least it was thin enough to
breathe.

Instead of going straight to the farm, she
decided it was better to take a cab to her apartment to get a few
things, and drive herself from there.

With the ubiquitous airport taxis just
outside the terminal, Melody easily hailed one and within minutes
was part of rush hour traffic heading east on I-40.

Less than an hour later they pulled in front
of Melody’s apartment building. After paying the driver, she headed
inside, knowing exactly what she wanted to get. She still had to
contend with commuters heading for Clayton and Smithfield, and
wanted to reach the farm before dark.

She gathered a few changes of clothes and put
them in a grocery bag, having neither the time nor patience to
empty her small suitcase and repack. She had everything she needed
in her backpack, including supplies for the protection ritual.

As she left the city behind, office buildings
and subdivisions gave way to pine trees, and fields of tobacco and
cotton. This view always took Melody’s breath away. It lacked the
visceral power of the bayou, but she understood why Grandmama had
fallen in love with this area.

The occasional pasture, populated by cows or
horses, could be seen among the crop fields. Homes were scattered
sparsely, running the gamut from dilapidated single-wide trailers
to grand old Antebellum homes, their entrances lined with majestic
oak trees, boasting magnificent, wraparound porches.

Upon reaching the farm’s long driveway,
Melody felt like she’d been slapped in the face: A blue and white
“For Sale” sign glared at her from the roadside. Without
hesitation, she exited the car and ripped the sign out of the
ground, tossing it unceremoniously into the trunk.

She sat there for a minute, steeling herself
for what lay ahead. Grandmama had been the heart and soul of the
farm; without her smiling face it just wasn’t the same.

As she neared the house she was surprised to
see Charlie, the handyman who had been with her grandparents for
more than two decades. He came over to her car, surprised to see
her as well. Melody could tell he was not doing well. He smiled for
her sake and but looked lost.

“Hello, Mel. How are you, honey?”

Melody gave him a huge hug, her eyes filling
with tears. “I’m okay, Charlie. It’s been hard…you know.”

He nodded in agreement; a single tear escaped
which he wiped away quickly.

“You know, for a few days I pretended that
your grandma was on vacation somewhere, but this mornin’…it really
hit me that she’s not comin’ back.”

“I understand...believe me, I
understand.”

Melody knew Charlie had loved Giselle;
Grandmama knew it, too. But her loyalty to Grandpapa was so strong
that even after his death she could not imagine being with anyone
else.

“What’s going to happen to the farm,
Mel?”

“I’m sure you saw that my Mom called a
realtor, and supposedly someone already has an interest in buying
it. But I think I caught her in time to put a hold on things. I’m
going to stay here for a few days and try to decide whether to buy
it myself — if I can, that is.”

“Some people were here today. They were
leaving when I was driving up.”

“I guess they’re the ones my mom mentioned.
Don’t worry; if I have anything to say about it, you’re not going
anywhere. If I buy it, I’ll need help.”

Charlie smiled. “Melody, I’m an old man. I
have a pension, I don’t need the money. But you know I love you
like my own granddaughter, and I’ll do anything I can to help.”

Melody fought to control her shaking voice
and building pressure of tears. “I know you do, and I’m grateful.
In a way, I wish you would have married Grandmama; that way the
farm would be yours, and I wouldn’t have to worry about losing the
one place that has always been home to me.”

Charlie hadn’t known that Melody was aware of
his feelings for Giselle.

“Your grandmother was a fine lady, the finest
around. I loved her for many years, always from a distance, because
I respected your grandfather. He was a good man; he gave me a job
when no one else was willin’ and I never forgot that.” He swallowed
hard, recalling a conversation with Giselle years ago, the one that
broke his heart. “When he died, your grandmother made it clear
there was no room for any other man in her life, so I respected her
wish.”

They went inside to sit at the kitchen
table.

“Charlie, may I ask you a personal
question?”

“Sure, ask away.”

“Are you a religious man? I mean, do you
believe in God?”

“Of course. When you reach my age, you’ll
realize that there has to be a director behind the play. Why do you
ask?”

Not knowing how else to say it, Melody was
straightforward. “Did Grandmama ever mention a book to you?”

“A book? What kind of book?”

“A manuscript, an old one of some sort. Her
mother may have brought it from Louisiana when they came here.”

“I don’t recollect ever hearing mention of
any such book.”

“That’s okay, I figured as much.”

“Why did you want to know if I believe in
God?”

“Charlie, I know it sounds crazy but it seems
my great-grandmother was somehow involved in Voodoo down in
Louisiana. And there’s rumor about some book she may have had at
some point...maybe Grandmama, too.”

“Melody, your grandmother was a fine woman.
She’s with God and there’s nothin’ that would convince me
otherwise.”

“I have no doubt either,” she replied with
conviction. “It’s just that so much was thrown at me, so much I
need to learn about. I already learned that Voodoo is similar in
many ways to Catholicism, so I can see how Grandmama could believe
in both.”

“I don’t know anything about this Voodoo
stuff, but I don’t believe you should meddle in it. You don’t go
wake the devil and then tell him that you were just playin’
around.”

Melody knew Charlie was a Southern Baptist
and—as much as she loved him and respected him—she also knew it was
useless to discuss this subject. Having grown up in this
historically Southern Baptist area, she knew Catholicism was not
viewed kindly; praying to saints is seen as idol worship. Grandmama
undoubtedly knew this and was wise to not share her spiritual
beliefs beyond attending mass on holidays. If she knew anything
about this book, there was no one for her to confide in.

“I was just curious, that’s all. Don’t
worry.”

Charlie patted her hand and called it a day.
“I’ll be back in the morning to take care of the animals.”

Melody walked outside to the porch and
watched Charlie walk to his pickup truck, noting the slowed gait
and slouched posture. She wondered how old he was, though she had
never seen him sick or injured. She worried how Grandmama’s death
might affect his health. As far as she knew, he had no one else in
this world.

She thought back to her childhood and how
Charlie always seemed to be around. He was there every Christmas
vacation and every summer, and she came to love him like family.
Melody promised herself she would do her best to keep the farm, for
Charlie’s sake as well as her own. Both the farm and Charlie were
now her lifeline.

After the truck’s taillights disappeared down
the driveway, she stayed outside listening to the sounds of the
summer night. A breeze had picked up, and it felt like a storm was
approaching. Melody looked up to see clouds racing across the face
of the moon, reminding her of what Stephanie at the Voodoo shop had
said about the moon’s phases. A waxing or growing moon is used to
create or attract things; a waning or decreasing moon is used to
release things.

She wondered which moon phase to work with to
attract clarity and dispel negativity at the same time.

She was already confused.

She also remembered the young woman’s words,
telling her to be quiet and follow her heart. As she tried to quiet
her thoughts and tune out everything except an inner voice, she
heard nothing but the loud serenade of cicadas. She was too tired
to focus and decided to postpone the ritual until tomorrow
night.

Melody walked back into the house, now eerily
quiet. Is my heart going to ache every time I walk into this
house?

She went upstairs to the guest bedroom, what
she had always thought of as “her” room. Despite the two-hour nap
on the plane she was exhausted, and was asleep when her head hit
the pillow.

 


* * *

 


She woke at dawn to a cacophony of crows;
several dozen roamed the ground just beneath her window. No doubt
there were hundreds visiting the farm this morning after the
overnight rain. Before showering and dressing, she ran downstairs
to make coffee, so it would be ready when Charlie arrived to feed
the animals.

She passed her grandparents’ bedroom.
Stepping in quietly, as though afraid of waking someone, she sat on
the edge of the bed. Soft weeping gave way to deep sobbing.

Melody pulled down the covers and laid her
head on the white cotton pillow, hoping to stem the pain by
breathing in Grandmama’s scent and feeling close to her again, if
only for a short while.
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