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“Funny thing about grief,” Bob Hackett said, his eyes staring blankly across the room at the casket where his wife lay. The mortician had made her up with way more rouge, lip-gloss and mascara than she had ever worn in life. Still, the diffused lighting and hushed shadows softened her otherwise stark features, prompting many of the mourners in attendance to comment how natural she looked. I suppose it’s something one hears a lot at funerals, even if it isn’t true. I set my hand on Bob’s shoulder.
“What’s that?” I said, only then I got the feeling that maybe it’s all he had to say about it. I watched him blink, pushing back tears. He took a shallow breath and exhaled.
“It’s surprisingly powerful,” he answered.
“Grief?”
“Yeah.” Now his eyes came to me, and I could see the hurt in them like never before. “It’s like falling into a cold river, you know? At first the shock is so great it steals your breath away. You think you’re going to die and you’d do anything to facilitate it. But then you realize that you won’t, not if you keep your head about you. You put things in perspective; make sense about things as best you can. Soon you find that you can still breathe, but it hurts.” He shook his head. “Damn, it hurts.”
I still had my hand on his shoulder and so I squeezed it gently. “I know,” I said, but clearly I didn’t.
“After a while, I suppose I’ll start swimming,” he went on. “I’ll get use to it by degrees. I know that it’s still just as cold, but I’ll get use to it. In time, maybe I’ll even find my way out of it, you know, stop living it, and it’ll all become just a cold dark memory.”
I took my hand off his shoulder and came around so that we were standing toe to toe. “Bob, listen. Angela and I are here for you. You know that. If you need anything you can—”
“Alex.” He palmed my chest lightly. “You don’t have to say it.”
It didn’t seem to me like I said enough. I barely said anything at all to him since Lonnie passed away. We had lived next door to one another for fourteen years and it had always been like that: best neighbors, but nothing like best friends. I wanted to tell him that no, he didn’t know, but that I really did mean for him to call me anytime for anything. But I no sooner opened my mouth to straighten him out on the matter, when Marjorie Templeton stepped between us to offer her condolences. I eased back to let her in and eventually I just faded away altogether.
Later, Marty Driscoll caught me wondering the crowd looking for Angela. He grabbed my arm and pulled me into a hallway just outside the viewing room.
Marty and I had gone to high school together and even shared a few cheerleaders once upon a time. For a while, we were known around town as Payne and the Ass. Payne, because that’s my last name, and Ass because, well, you had to know Marty to get that one.
We would probably still be best friends today had he not gone off and joined the Marines right out of high school. He shipped out to Somalia straight from boot camp just about the time of the Blackhawk Down incident. I don’t know if he got involved in any of that, but he sure wasn’t the same when he got back to the States. To borrow from another military creed, I didn’t ask; he didn’t tell.
“Alex, hey, Alex!” Even in a hush, Marty always sounded excited. “Listen. I’ve got to ask you something.”
I smiled reluctantly, not wanting to pull on a thread that was likely to send him off into a tangent about whatever conspiracy he had uncovered this week.
“Hello, Marty. I didn’t know you were coming here tonight.”
He shot me a look like I was the crazy one. “You kidding? I never miss a good wake. Besides, Lonnie and I once did it under the bleachers at the stadium during a homecoming game. It’s the least I could do for her.”
“Damn it, Marty!” I slapped my hand over his mouth and nudged him down the hall towards the rest rooms, away from prying ears. “Have some respect, for God’s sake. You’re in a funeral home.” I could tell by the squint in his eyes that he thought that was funny. His tattooed arms flexed like giant bellows, reminding me that he could rip my hand away from his mouth like a loose Band-Aid if he wanted to. I supposed by not doing so, he was showing respect the only way he knew how. When I saw the crow’s lines around his eyes disappear, I dropped my hand and wiped it against my pant leg.
“We good now?” I asked.
He smiled. “Semper Fi, Mac. We’re good. You know that.”
“So, what did you want to ask me?”
“Your old lady,” he nodded toward the viewing room. We couldn’t see any of the guests in the parlor from where we stood, but I gathered he had just finished speaking with Angela.
“What about her?”
He leaned in closer. “Is she whacked, man, or what?”
“Excuse me?”
“Don’t play coy. How long has she been dabbling in hoodooism?”
“Who-ism?”
“You know, Voodoo.”
“Nooo…” I laughed skeptically, though inside I think I knew what he meant.
Lately, Angela had been acting strangely. She has a sewing room upstairs off the master bedroom. Sometimes at night, I walk by her door and I hear strange whispers coming from inside, like chanting. And then there’s the funky incense smells, earthy and pungent. I once told Bob Hackett about it and he suggested Angela was smoking pot. I told him I didn’t think so, but the truth was that I knew she wasn’t. I know what pot smells like because Marty and I sure smoked our share of it back in high school, even tripped a little on some righteous windowpane. I started to give Marty that same old, I don’t think so, line that I gave to Bob, but Marty shut me down quickly.
“Alex, man, she’s wrapped up in it tighter than a turtle’s twat.”
“What?”
“Listen, I’ve been around it enough to know. In Mogadishu, I met this Haitian woman who was into all that shit. She was a mambo. And get this; she told me she could bring the dead back to life.”
“C`mon.”
“It’s true. I don’t totally understand it myself. But the mambo talks to these spirits who in turn, communicate with voodoo gods.”
“Is that so?”
“Yes.”
“I see. And did you ever see this chick bring anyone back from the dead?” I asked.
He turned his eyes away briefly. “I can’t say that I personally ever saw her bring someone back. I was trying to find out for sure, but then she went and got her head blown off by some Muslims who didn’t like her proselytizing the Islamic faithful. But I’m telling you; she walked the walk, man, and your old lady, she’s talking the talk. You better hope she don’t have her mojo on.”
“Her mojo, Marty?”
“Yeah, man. It’s heavy stuff.” He pulled back some, making a fluttering gesture with his hands alongside his face, accentuating it with a haunting whooing noise for effect.
“You’re making it up.” I smiled to let him know that I was on to his bullshit. “Angela is no more into voodoo than the pope is into witchcraft.”
“Oh no?”
“No.” I felt my smile waning involuntarily. “Definitely not.”
“Well then, you’re in for a surprise, my friend, because I overheard her telling someone that she’s studying to become a hounsi.”
“Enlighten me, please.”
“It’s like one step away from a mambo.”
“All right, now I know you’re bullshitting. Listen, Marty, this used to be funny when we were in school, but—”
He held his finger up to stop me. “No, listen, Alex. You believe what you want. I’m just letting you know. That’s all.”
He dropped his hand, and at the same time caught a quick glimpse over my shoulder. Betty Martinez and Carol Serrano were gal-paling it to the lady’s room. Both were ex-cheerleaders and former conquests of ours, though both were also now married with last names I never could remember. That didn’t deter Marty, however. Rumor had it that Carol was in a trial separation with her husband and Betty was getting her own Mojo on with her son’s lacrosse coach.
Without apologies, Marty shoved me aside and hurried down the hall to head the girls off at the restroom door. I shook my head at what had just happened and started back into the parlor. Already, a fair number of guests had left or were saying goodbye and expressing final condolences to Bob Hackett. Bad mojo notwithstanding, I figured Angela and I had better be getting on, as well.
I crossed the parlor and found my wife in a knotted huddle with three older women, all talking in whispers like coconspirators in surreptitious council. One of them, a particularly homely old hag, saw me coming and warned Angela with a tap on her arm. Immediately, the four straightened up, delivering their painted smiles and innocent looks in choreographed unison. I smiled back, not buying it for a minute.
“Ladies. Hope I’m not interrupting,” I said.
Angela leaned up on tiptoes and kissed me on the cheek. “Not at all. We were just discussing recipes.” She glanced back over her shoulder and gave the women a wink. “Weren’t we, girls?”
The three actually giggled.
“Alex, do you know my friends?”
Until just a year ago I knew all of Angie’s friends; and why not, her friends were our friends. We did everything together. Our circles were tight-knit and intimate, our interests and curiosities similar and predictable.
Then somewhere along the way something happened. I could probably trace it back to when she converted the small bedroom upstairs into her studio for sewing and crafts. It started innocently enough, though. I’d walk by her open door at night and see her inside working on some cutesy project, maybe gluing paper cutouts to wicker figurines, or stitching canvas straps to leather handbags.
But soon things took a turn. She met these old ladies, the same ones with her at the funeral, met them at an arts and crafts show downtown. Nearly overnight her habits changed. She started closing the door to her room and keeping it locked, even when she wasn’t using it.
One day, curiosity got the better of me and I tried to pick the lock to have a look inside. Needless to say, she caught me, and the fight that ensued had me sleeping on the couch for the better part of a week. And though I never found out what she was up to in there, I felt no love lost in blaming the old women for the entire mess.
I put my arm around Angela and pulled her in closer, ignoring her question regarding the three Witches of Eastwick.
“Listen,” I said, bending my wrist to the light to steal a glimpse at my watch. “I thought we should get going. I have work in the morning.”
She gave me a shrug like it didn’t matter. “Sure, you’re driving.” And she turned to the old ladies and gestured goodbye with a secret hand sign. She might have thought I didn’t see it, but if its subtlety was lost on anyone, it wasn’t me. I yanked her aside, crowding her into a corner and shielding her view of the women with my body.
“What was that?”
She crossed her brows in a scowl. “What was what?”
“That wave.” I attempted to duplicate it for her. “I saw it.”
“This?” She did it again for me, perfectly.
“Yes. What is it, some kind of cult sign?”
“Cult…. No, `course not. It’s just something we do in our ladies’ club. It’s nothing.”
“Nothing?”
She stiffened her lower lip and chin. “Are we done?”
I stepped back to give her some room, which she took, and then some after palming my chest and shoving me back against a sofa where an old man and his wife sat grieving. I think it was Lonnie’s folks; the old woman looked just like her. Only now that Lonnie was all puttied up in mortician’s paint, it was a coin flip to say who looked less dead.
Angela marched past the casket without as much as a twitch before storming out of the parlor and heading for the door. The old man looked up at me like I had done something wrong. I leaned over and patted him on the shoulder.
“Don’t worry, Pops,” I told him, nodding at his wife first and then at the casket. “It won’t be long now.”
I found Angela waiting out in the car. I knew she was just a little pissed with me, but not outright angry. Otherwise she would have locked the car doors and made me apologize before letting me in. It falls under what I call a class three misdemeanor, a marital offence usually punishable by either the silent treatment or the get your own diner rule. Fortunately for me I had already eaten. And as for the silent treatment, well, that’s not always punishment, really.
The sky had all but cleared from the threat of rain that the weatherman had warned us about earlier. Shades of nighttime shadows danced in a phantom breeze and the air smelled clean and crisp. I put the top down on the convertible and set the radio to a station that played smooth jazz and soft rock. I knew that would put Angela in a better mood, and soon I caught her tapping her fingers to the music along the top edge of the door. When she tilted her head back against the headrest to stare up at the stars, I knew she was okay to talk to again. I slid my hand across the seat and touched her leg. Without looking, she took my hand and squeezed it softly.
“Sorry about what happened back there,” I said. “I guess I lost my head for a moment. I didn’t mean to cause a scene.”
She smiled, her eyes sparkling at the starry sky as thin whisks of dark clouds painted charcoal brush strokes through a three-quarter moon. “You’re forgiven,” she cooed.
I reached over and turned the radio down a stitch. “Hey, did you see ol` Marty tonight?”
“Party Marty?”
“Yeah.”
“I did.”
“You know what he told me?”
“What?”
“He said he thought you were into voodoo. Isn’t that a hoot?”
I waited for her plausible denial, but she barely batted a lash at the comment.
“Did you hear what I said?”
She nodded effortlessly. “Yes.”
I smiled at that, nervously, not sure if she meant that she heard me, or if she meant that yes, she was into voodoo. “That’s crazy, isn’t it? You think Marty is crazy?”
“Alex, I’ve always thought Marty was crazy.”
I turned the car south on Edwin, thinking we’d take the more scenic ride home over the Lincoln River Bridge. After an uncomfortable stall in conversation, I asked, “So, are you? I mean, you know, you casting spells and making potions and stuff like that?”
She rocked her head forward and stared straight out over the hood for what seemed like way too long of a pause if just for dramatics’ sake. Then she turned to me, her eyes pinched half shut in a glare that I usually only see when she’s about to accuse me of putting an empty milk jug back in the fridge. “Are you asking me if I’m a witch?”
“What? Me, asking? No! I’m not asking. I was only saying that Marty thinks—”
“Because that’s what witches do,” she snapped. “They make potions and cast spells and practice black magic. And that’s wrong.”
“Of course, I know that. I don’t think…. I’m not saying you’re a witch. It’s Marty. He said you were into voodoo.”
She eased her head back onto the headrest but did not take her eyes off me. I turned my blinker on and merged into the lane feeding the Lincoln Bridge.
“So, don’t get mad at me,” I said. “If you want to get pissed at anyone, get pissed at him.”
At last, she trained her eyes forward. “I don’t like Marty. I never have. He’s a moron.”
“Alright,” I said. “I won’t deny that.” And I tried another approach. “Those women you were with; who were they?”
“Friends,” she answered sharply.
“Well, sure, I know that, but where did you meet them? Are they from the crafts shop?”
She nodded. “The older woman owns the shop.”
“Oh? Did they all know Lonnie?”
“What is this, an inquisition?”
“Inqu….? No! It’s not an inquisition.”
“It sounds like one,” she barked, and she punched my left arm hard. I yanked the steering wheel in reflex and brushed the curb with my right front tire just as we started across the Bridge. I heard the tire blow and felt a sudden jerk. Without thinking, I pulled the wheel in the opposite direction, but overcompensated.
From there, everything happened incredibly fast, and only one eyewitness in the car behind us was able to recall for the police exactly what happened next.
As he saw it, after my car bounced off the curb, it careened across the yellow line and into the path of an oncoming pickup truck. The pickup struck my left front fender, pitching headlamp shrapnel and crumpled metal onto the roadway in both directions. The ass end of my car broke through the safety rail and teetered a moment on the edge of the bridge before slipping backwards, sending us sailing into the icy waters of the Lincoln River.
I remember feeling the sensation of falling, pulling on the steering wheel and standing on the brake pedal with both feet, as though I might somehow stop the car before impacting the water. Then my world went black and cold. The next thing I knew, a couple of teenage kids were dragging my stone-numb body up onto the riverbank.
“Where’s Angela?” I recall saying over and over. “Angela! Where’s my Angela!”
I collapsed into a fetal position, shivering from hypothermia and blinded by the blood in my eyes, flowing from an arced shaped gash on my forehead where an imprint of the steering wheel connected my two brows.
When police and EMT arrived, they practically had to cuff and sedate me to get me to go to the hospital. I learned later that the rescue teams sent to find Angela barely searched an hour before calling it a recovery effort. By day’s first light they still hadn’t found her. They told me that the Lincoln’s swift currents had likely swept her body out to sea.
“It’s happened before,” a ridiculously young looking officer told me at bedside back at the hospital. I imagined he had just graduated the academy and that telling me this was a sort of initiation he had to go through before really earning his badge. If not, then it was just a bad thing to do to a cop so fresh out of the gate, maybe designed to suck all the glamour out of the job early so as to keep the young recruit grounded.
“Last year a pickup truck full of migrant workers drove into the Lincoln in broad daylight,” the kid said. I guessed that was the part that was supposed to make me feel better. “The driver’s body came up with the truck when we hauled it out of the water. He was still strapped in. The others….” He gave a half shrug. So much for a few lost Mexicans. “We’re not even sure how many there were. We didn’t find another soul.”
“Maybe you just suck at finding people,” I said. “Ever look downstream?”
He reeled back in disbelief; probably never got a response like that from his reflection while practicing his spiel in front of the mirror.
“Sure, we looked downstream. It was like them migrants never existed.”
“For my wife, asshole!” I shouted. “Did you look for my wife downstream?”
The kid snapped to attention. “Sir, we checked the river bank-to-bank all the way to the bay. There’s no sign of her.” Then with a tone that made me feel sorry for barking at him, he added simply, “I’m sorry. I really am.”
He turned and walked away. Just as well, I supposed. I had rather the little twerp didn’t see me break down into tears anyway.
I let my head fall back onto my pillow, my vision blurred from the pooling in my eyes. I blinked and felt the salty sting of anguish brushing my cheeks. My lips felt dry and chapped, and I think the words that spilled from them next sealed my fate forever.
“Dear God in heaven,” I prayed in a dead whisper. “Please bring her back to me. I’ll do anything if you just return her to me.”
It was a promise I whispered repeatedly over the next few days: a promise I thought I understood I was making at the time. But the Devil, as it always turns out, lies in the details.
I’m a pragmatist at heart, or so I tell myself. I’m rational, and dispassionate, if sometimes not too stubborn to distinguish between the two. Yet for the first few days after the accident, I locked myself away in my room, awaiting Divine intervention to bring my wife back to me.
I considered the likelihood that Angela might have survived the crash and subsequent plunge into the Lincoln River. After all, I survived. She may have even made it to the shore on her own, perhaps washing up on the other side. I held out hope for such a miracle early on. During those first days, I called the police department every few hours, asking if they had searched the banks here, there, beyond the rip-rap. Maybe she made her way up onto the road, in shock, and was wandering the streets aimlessly.
Always, I got the same answer. “Mister Payne, we’re looking everywhere. We’re conducting a thorough wet-n-dry search around the clock. Please, we’ll let you know.”
But they didn’t let me know, because there wasn’t anything to tell me, except that Angela was gone, and of course, I knew that.
So I waited in my room for something, anything to shed light on my worsening gloom. After that, I went out and hit the streets myself, combing the neighborhood in grid fashion for two nights, convinced she was out there and that no one was even looking anymore.
By then, I was running on little to no sleep at all and my mind was beginning to play some awfully mean tricks on me. At one point, I spotted a woman I thought was Angela. I called her name and started after her. The woman screamed, alerting a group of young men playing basketball in the park. They were barely teenagers, but sufficient in size and numbers to take me down and commence beating on me with the sole purpose of breaking every bone in my body. I believe they would have killed me if not for the cop who saw it all unfolding and managed to intercede.
On my feet and wiping blood from the corner of my mouth, I tried explaining my actions. Though gaining no sympathy from either the men or the young woman, the cop, thankfully, believed me. He had been one of the responding officers at the crash scene that took my Angela, and he recognized me nearly immediately upon hearing my story. So he patted me down, put me in the back seat of his cruiser and took me home.
As I climbed out of the car and started up the walk, he called out to me. I turned and saw him standing with his arms folded at his chest; his hat pulled down snug so that the brim visored his eyes from the street lamp directly above. Lights from another car rounding the corner bounced off his cruiser, washing one side of his face in a dull gray sweep that gave me the impression, for just a moment, that I was looking at an agent of death.
I gave him a nod to acknowledge his call, expecting a few kind words of hope, or at least an encouraging ‘hang in there’. Instead, I got the kick in the gut that the teenagers at the park failed to land when they had me on the ground in a fetal position.
“It’s time you let go, Mister Payne,” he said, and at that moment, he not only looked like death to me, he reeked of it. “Your wife is gone.”
I turned without reply and hurried into the house. It only took a few seconds, five or six if I count the half second it took for me to latch the lock. But when I drew back the blinds on the window to look outside again, the cop and his cruiser were gone. I closed the blinds and retreated to the kitchen. There, I fixed a cup of tea and sweetened it with a shot of whiskey. When that was gone, I fixed another. After that, I switched to just the whiskey.
As I sat at the table, drinking myself numb, I began to think about something Bob Hackett said to me at the funeral home. In an ironic analogy he compared the stages of grief to falling into frigid waters.
“The shock is so great, it steals your breath away,” he told me. “You think you’re going to die.”
And it was true, only I didn’t think I was going to die, as much as I wanted to. He went on to suppose that he would get used to his grief by degrees, maybe even learn to live with it. After almost a week of despair, I can tell you that my outlook was not so optimistic.
Then I remembered another conversation I had that night: the one with Marty Driscoll. I had always considered Marty two screws loose of a full caboose. Sure, he and I had smoked some weed back in high school, even tripped once or twice with the guys from band. After graduation, I stopped all that. But Marty continued using, and even moved on to wilder stuff like PCP, heroin, meth and something called peyote buttons. He claimed they were harmless when used responsibly, and that their mind altering properties allowed the otherwise normally cloudy mind to open up to the secrets of nature and the cosmos.
I told him that opening his mind up to nature and the cosmos had succeeded only in turning him into a natural space cadet. Still, I concede that there are many mysteries in this universe that remain unchallenged. And to his credit, Marty may have an understanding into some of them that most people would rather see remain unquestioned. So with that in mind, and the better half of a fifth of whisky coursing through my veins, I decided to ring old Marty up. He answered the phone in his usual uncouth style.
“Ya-low. Marty’s morgue; you stab`um I slab`um.”
“Marty, it’s Alex.”
“Alex! Jesus! Man, I’m sorry. I didn’t know it was you. I thought….”
“Forget it.”
“No, really, I’m wicked sorry. See, I was thinking you were—”
“It’s all right, Marty. I said don’t sweat it.”
“Sure…right. Hey listen. I’m sorry about Angela, man. I was going to call you, but I ran into Bob Hackett the other day and he suggested I give it a little more time on account of…you know, them not finding her and all. I hope you don’t think—”
“Marty, stop. Truth is, I probably wouldn’t have answered the phone anyway. Unless your number shows up on my caller ID as police or coroner, well….”
“Right. So, no word yet, eh?”
“No.”
“Well, listen, don’t you worry. They’ll find her. I’m sure it’s just a matter of time.”
“Marty….” I paused and let my thoughts swim for a moment in the vacuum of silence between us. I couldn’t believe what I was about to say, maybe because I didn’t believe it myself until just that instant. But sitting in that chair, my lip still bloody, my ribs bruised and possibly broken, I realized it was time to face defeat.
“Marty, they’re not going to find her,” I said, and I could hear him collecting his suspended breath long enough to take another hit on the joint he was smoking.
“Did you hear me, Marty?”
He answered after a healthy exhale. “Alex, you can’t think like that, man. You don’t know—”
“Yes I do. It’s okay, though. I’m accepting it. You know what the water is like on the Lincoln; how fast the currents run once they pass under the bridge. We used to fish off that bridge after school. You remember? It’s a bullet train, man. You throw anything into the water there and it doesn’t stop moving until it washes up on a beach somewhere in Nova Scotia.”
“It is radical, Bro, no doubt. So what, you want me to come by to see you? I’ve got some ganja. It’ll numb you good, man.”
I had to laugh at that. Although I hadn’t smoked weed in years, the thought of getting totally wasted seemed almost inviting.
“Thanks, Marty, but I don’t think so. I’m already numb, thanks to my friend Jack Daniels here.”
“Sure?”
“Yes, I’m sure, but let me tell you the reason I called. Do you remember our conversation last week at Lonnie’s wake? You told me that Angela was into voodoo.”
“Oh, yeah, that. Alex, hey, I didn’t mean any disrespect. Angela was a fine woman. I’m sure she never—”
“No, listen. I think you were right.”
“You do?”
“Yes. I didn’t want to admit it, but I think she was into something weird. I need you to tell me what you know about voodoo.”
“Oh, well I guess I don’t know much. Why? Are you thinking about getting into it now?”
“Not exactly. But I want to know more about that Haitian woman, the one you met in Somalia. You claimed she could bring the dead back to...you know.”
“Life?”
“Yeah.”
“You want to bring the dead back to life? You want to bring Angela back?”
“What, is that wrong, Marty? Is that so wrong?”
“Alex, do you hear yourself?”
“Screw you! You’re the one who said it was possible.”
“I didn’t say that. The mambo said it.”
“You must have believed her or you wouldn’t have repeated it.”
“I didn’t say I did, but seven million Haitians can’t be wrong.”
“So you think it’s possible?”
“I…I don’t know what to tell you. You know there’s some freaky shit that goes on in this world, shit that no one can explain sometimes.”
I grabbed the whiskey bottle and belted down a swig, and in the process inadvertently tore open the cut on my lower lip. I wiped the fresh trail of blood dripping down my chin with the back of my hand and then licked it clean.
I repeated that dabbing and licking until the blood had slowed to a tolerable trickle. All the while, Marty had been rambling on about the unnatural forces that work in the background of everyday life without our ever noticing. And as interesting as all that seemed, I had to interrupt him when he drifted off into one of his favorite subjects: the alien abductions spawned by the downing of interstellar spacecraft over Area 51. It’s a subject he harks on often.
“Marty. Marty, reel it in already. Let me just finish asking you this.”
“Yeah, sure, man,” he said, and I could hear him talking the opportunity to cop another hit on his joint.
“This mambo chick you were telling me about. What is she, like a guru or something?”
“That’s probably a good way to describe her,” he said, blowing ganja out his nose. “Voodoo is a religion, though it has no holy text or bible or any set ritual beliefs, really. It’s mostly a religion of hand-me-down lore. The mambo is like a priestess. Her job is to communicate with spirits, called Loa, who in turn, communicate with Bondyé, which is God.”
“Yeah, yeah, very nice, Marty. But tell me how she does it. How does she actually bring someone back to life?”
“You’re asking me?”
“Yes.”
“It beats me. Why don’t you ask a mambo?”
“Where do I find one?”
“Hell, Alex, you must be close. If Angela was into voodoo, then she must have had contacts with a mambo. Go through her things. Search her room. Check her phone for contacts.”
“Her phone disappeared into the Lincoln River with her body.”
“Huh.” I waited for him to come back after taking another hit on his joint. “What can I tell you, then? You’re a resourceful guy. You’ll think of something. In the meantime, I gotta go. Sorry.”
“What? Did your doobie finally burn out?”
“My doob…oh, funny. No, man, I got a couple of honeys waiting for me in the hot tub.”
“Anyone I know?”
“Sure. You remember Betty and Carol from the funeral home?”
“The cheerleaders?”
“Sis-boom-bah, baby. I’ll see you.”
“Right. See you.”
As I started to hang up, I heard Marty shout for me to wait, and so I put the receiver back to my ear. “Yeah?”
“Alex, Listen.” I swear I knew what he was going to say before he said it. “Man, I know it’s probably too soon and all, but if you want, I’ll put a word in for you with one of the girls.”
I shook my head, not believing that he actually went there. “Are you kidding, Marty?”
“No, man, I mean it. I’ll take care of you. I’m good like that. You know me.”
“Thanks, Marty, but you know Angela was right.”
“`Bout what?”
“She said you’re a moron.”
I hung up.
It took awhile for me to budge after that. For the longest time, I sat staring at my whiskey bottle, not drinking, not thumb-nailing at the label and not caring much about the blood still trickling down my chin onto my lap.
I felt like a stone, unable to move, even to scratch an itch. Images of that dreadful night raced through my mind, flickering like snapshots through a Rolodex. The strange thing was that I saw them as I might from a third-person perspective. I saw the car bounce off the curb after starting across the bridge. The driver in the pickup, though I would have had no way of actually knowing this, seemed to turn into me on purpose. My convertible, already void of traction, swerved back towards its lane, but was too far over the double yellow line to make it in time.
After that, the images rolled in slow motion. I thought of Angela and remembered the fright on her face. I felt the surge of the impact, the convertible pitching back on recoil and coming to rest like a teeterboard on the edge of the bridge.
The inevitability of our consequence hung in the air like a fog, our breaths held suspended in mid gasp.
A blink of the eyes set the wheels of time rolling again. I saw Angela; her fingernails buried in the dashboard upholstery. The car rocked backward and the bridge, once predominate in all views, faded with the receding skyline.
The car entered the water, but in my chair with my whiskey and my shattered psyche, I managed to block the rest of the images from my mind.
I knew it was black and cold where I had been, but not as dark and frigid as the place I feared I would surely see if I dwelled on the tragic fate that befell my Angela. A sense of dread consumed me, yet the grave I marked as my own, I had scarcely begun to dig.
Something in my brain snapped and I realized at that moment I had but one mission left in life. If I failed, and a rational mind would have deemed that highly probable, then it meant I would relegate my existence to a life of stagnation and pathetic occupancy in a world undeserving such irrelevance.
But my rational side was gone, either drowned in the whiskey that numbed the rest of my senses or beaten out of me by thug vigilantes prowling the streets under the guise of Samaritan ball playing youths. My mission, if I could even call it that, was to do everything within my powers to bring Angela back among the living. And my first step toward that goal was to go to Angela’s sewing room and see just what the hell she had going on in there.
Not since I gutted the spare bedroom and turned it into a getaway for Angela to do her crafts, had I seen the little room down the hall from our bedroom. It’s not that I had never wanted to go in there and have a look around, but as I mentioned earlier, one attempt at that was enough.
As soon as I started down the hall, I could smell the funky odors seeping from under the door. They are always there, permeating like smoke, sometimes pungent and raw like garlic and peppers gone bad; others are earthy and moist like mushrooms steeped in peat bog.
That night it was a little of both.
I suppose I could have brought a screwdriver along with me, or perhaps a bobby pin and paperclip to Macgyver the door lock. But I really wasn’t in the mood for that. Maybe because I was drunk, I don’t know, or because of the pent-up desire to do something I had always wanted to do when Angela was still here, but couldn’t.
Anyway, I leaned back a half step and threw my shoulder into the door as hard as I could. It blew open with considerably more ease than I expected, sending splintered doorjamb and latch plate screws into the room like bomb fragments.
My body followed through with no resistance, and with nothing to hang onto, I tumbled into the room and onto the floor flat on my face. Lucky for me I landed on the side not already bruised in the fighting earlier.
I waited a full ten count before trying to get up, fearing the residual effects of the booze on an already compromised equilibrium. When I did finally manage to stand, however, what I saw nearly knocked me back down to the floor.
Having never really seen anything like it before, I could only describe what I found as an altar of sorts: a counter top draped in black cloth with another black curtain hanging on the wall behind it.
On the table sat five candles: black, red, brown, yellow and white, with bowls of incense labeled black moss, white sagebrush and quail dust.
A crucifix hung on the wall, alongside a paper cut-out of the Virgin Mary and other consecrated objects like rosary beads and pictures of saints with the names blacked out. Scattered about the altar were small jars and pouches of what I guessed were ingredients for spell-making. The labels on them indicated they held stuff like Swamp Grass, Dried Monkey’s Scat, Opossum Fur, Owl’s Breath (a milky fluid in a small squeeze bottle) and my favorite, Powered Chicken Beak.
Also mixed among the potpourri of oddities were clear bags of horticultural curiosities. Many of the plant specimens in the collection I recognized from my old phytology classes in college. Some were harmless, though perceived in particular cultures as having value if extracted in the right quantities and in the right recipes. Those included plants like the Liverwort, the Aplectrum Hyemale root (also known as the Adam and Eve root), the Pawpaw stem and Toyon bark.
Seeing clippings and rootstock from those guys didn’t worry me so much. It was the other prizes in her collection that concerned me. They ranged from the moderately toxic Pokeweed, Dumbcane, Tansy and Larkspur plant to the extremely poisonous White Snakeroot, Redroot Pigweed and Oleander. If mixed in heavy enough concentration, and believe me it would not take much with some of them, one could bake a hell of a smok`n apple pie to just die for.
I rummaged through some papers and notes that Angela had lying about. Most made no sense to me at all, though I understood they had plenty to do with voodoo, more specifically, a lineage of voodoo family spirits.
From what I read, I gathered that these spirits act akin to the patron saints of Catholicism, governing over various matters of life, including love, family, health, wealth and happiness.
Unlike patron saints, however, some of the spirits also rule over bad things as well; death, revenge, poverty and discontent. It seemed apparent that in voodoo, no aspect of life is left to happenstance.
It made me wonder how Angela could have been so involved in all of it without letting on in the least. Grant it, I knew about the chanting and the funky smells and the secretive phone calls with her new friends from the crafts shop, but I had no idea of the depth of her involvement in this voodoo.
I finished a thorough survey of the room and nearly gave up looking for clues to her main contact, when I spotted what looked like a notebook on the floor. It was only partially exposed, sticking out under the tablecloth apron just a bit. I reached down and picked it up, realizing immediately that I had found something important.
In it were notes and memos on becoming a hounsi, an assistant to the mambo in important voodoo ceremonies. She noted how it was the job of the hounsi to prepare the kwi, or altar, with colored candles, incense and dolls to honor the spirits.
After reading most of it, I concluded that Angela was indeed studying to become a hounsi, as Marty had suggested. And I have to say that the whole thing was beginning to freak me out. I skipped the last few pages, instead thumbing through to the back of the notebook where I found the golden goose of hidden clues. Taped to the back cover was a card with the name and number of the person I suspected was at the heart of it all. Without hesitating, I grabbed my cell phone and dialed. On the second ring, she answered.
“Hello?”
“Yes, hi” I said. “Is this Ella, Mambo Ella?”
“It is,” the woman replied, and at once my mind drew an image of the homely old hag that I saw with Angela at Lonnie’s wake.
“Hello, ma’am. My name is—”
“Alex Payne.”
“Yes, that’s right. How did you know?”
“I have been expecting your call.”
“You have?”
“Why have you taken so long? You have wasted valuable time.”
I pulled the phone away from my ear and looked at it. I don’t know why. I guess I expected to see it glowing like Kryptonite or something. I brought it back to my ear and said, “I didn’t have your number until now.”
She snarled under her breath. “Never mind. Papa Guédé waits at the crossroads. He won’t wait much longer.”
“What crossroads? Why were you expecting my call? Do you know where Angela is? Is she all right?”
“Do you wish to see her again?”
“Are you kidding? Y…you know where she is? You must tell me. Is she with you?”
The old woman’s voice dropped to a near whisper. “Angela is slated. Her soul is in suspension awaiting the psychopomp. You must act quickly.”
“What?” I swear I wanted to reach through the phone and chock the shit out of her. “I don’t understand. I should act quickly and do what?”
“Prepare and make haste,” she answered. “On the card you will find an address. Met Tet will guide you there.”
“Who?”
“The loa Met Tet is the spirit in your head. Let him show you the way.”
I looked at the card taped to the notebook and saw no obvious address written upon it.
“You’re mistaken,” I told her. “There’s no address on this card. Tell me where you are and I’ll come—”
“Met Tet will guide you,” she said. “Hurry.” And she hung up.
I tried dialing her back, but got a recorded message saying I had reached an invalid connection. So I tried again, assuming I punched the wrong number. Again a recorded message told me that the number I dialed was invalid or no longer in service. I tore the business card out of the notebook and studied it closer. The number on the card and the one I dialed were identical, no doubt about it. I looked at the wording below Mambo Ella’s name. It read:
Where the stars meet the water’s edge.
Below that was a doodle sketch of a voodoo doll with pins sticking out the arms and legs. None of it made sense to me. So I took the card and went back downstairs and poured myself another drink. As I sat at the kitchen table staring into my glass, I thought about Mambo Ella’s words. Met Tet will guide you. Let him show you the way.
“Well, FUCK!” I shouted. “Show me, Met fucken` Tet!” I slammed my fist on the table top. “Show me the Goddamn way, you piece of voodoo shit-for-brains!”
I like to think that no one heard me, save for Bob Hackett next door, but I think it’s understandable for a guy in my mental state to loose it a little and shout obscenities to a spirit he doesn’t actually believe in. I picked up my whiskey glass and started to take a sip, when something in my head clicked. I looked at the business card again.
Where the stars meet the water’s edge.
I thought that water’s edge could possible mean Edgewater, the main street running along the Lincoln River into downtown, and that the stars could be cross streets. The area closest to the downtown mall housed shops that catered to tourist and vacationers. At one particular intersection, Edgewater meets up with three other cross streets: Sirius, Vega and Capella, which, I believed were names of stars in the constellations.
“That’s it!” I said. “Where the stars meet the water’s edge. Alex. You genius!”
I grabbed my jacket and the keys to Angela’s Mercedes and I made a beeline for the door. I didn’t care that I was probably too drunk to drive, too tired to think or too beat up to know the difference. I just knew that I had to find my way to that mambo bitch and get my wife back, no matter what it took. If it meant getting arrested or even killed, I didn’t care. I say that because you need to know my state of mind to understand why I did what I did next. After all, it’s not every day that a man is faced with a decision whether or not to bring someone he loves back from the dead. I didn’t know it at the moment, but that was the decision awaiting me.
One may think he can make that choice with sound rationale as his guide. But the powerful forces of grief can conspire with one’s Met Tet to manipulate his desires. Death, it turns out, is an inviting proposition if mitigated to a simple crossing over of spirit and soul into a dimension parallel to our own, especially if that dimension is easily inverted, reciprocal and indistinguishable at times from its synchronic twin. When someone bridges the dimensional divide, he does not fear the consequences. It’s only when the realm of nature is knocked off balance that you realize the finality of death. This I found true, but the hard way; and my lesson began with a ride to that place, where the stars meet the water’s edge.
The unglamorous side of a town’s underbelly shows more keenly once the sun goes down. And for every hour thereafter, another of the city’s morally degraded malcontents trades in his anonymous existence for a shot at utopia by maintaining a perpetual high at the cost of some foolish lamb, devoid of the good sense to come in out of the dark. What passes as a pleasant square, teaming with the colors of life by day, seems all but condemned in shadows of gray, having surrendered itself to the night. Such was the gloom that matched my disposition on the eve of my eternity.
I left the car on Vega Street, three blocks up from where the stars all meet at water’s edge. Despite the image one may conjure musing over such an evocative location, there were no points of light at that intersection to validate a claim of any sort.
I had worn my black jacket for the three-block walk; my collar turned to a western chill blowing in off the Lincoln River. My shoes were hard-toed, good for street fighting if the odds were not too unfairly stacked against me. A ball cap shadowed my eyes from both the waxing moon and a stubborn neon light that sputtered in fits as I walked past the last bar opened for business.
I stopped at the curb on the four corners and spied a little shop opposite the bar. No electric lamps burned inside, but I could clearly see the flickering of candlelight and the silhouette of a woman hunched over, peering out the window. A sign over the door read: JUJU BEADS & KWI SUPPLIES. I didn’t need my Met Tet to tell me that I had found what I was looking for.
After a minute or two of building up the nerve, I crossed the street and went inside. A bell over the door jingled as I entered, and a scratchy little voice asked me, “What took you?”
I closed the door but kept my back against it. The figure I saw from across the street no longer loitered at the window. Light from a dozen candles cast the room in dancing hues of simmering colors. From the ceiling hung puppets and dolls that swayed back and forth in a lazy breeze pushed by a small oscillating fan in the corner of the room. Their silent hovering in shifting shadows made them seem almost alive; and their eyes, their overly animated jellybean eyes, seemed to stare at me in hollow fear.
The air, though not hot, felt thick and stale, and a potpourri of burning incense mingled with a hint of mossy vegetation, not unlike the pungent mix I smelled upstairs in Angela’s sewing room.
I sensed my heart rate climbing. My palms grew sweaty and cold. I thought that if I left then I could go back home and forget everything; bury Angela in effigy, sell the house and start over. If not, I feared then my fate would lie in the province of the next ten minutes.
My fingers tightened around the doorknob. My stomach lurched. I cleared my throat of a choking knot and then swallowed. Overhead, the puppets and dolls smiled at me. One winked, and another, I swear, shot a look into the corner by the fan as if to warn me of someone watching. To my left, a muffled noise like a shoe slowly scuffing the floor caught my attention. I looked that way and spotted a figure fading deeper into the shadows behind a sales counter.
“Mambo Ella?” I said, though I believe the ‘Mambo’ came out and the ‘Ella’ got trapped in my throat behind the knot I thought I had swallowed.
“Alex Payne.” a voice said.
I answered back, “Yes?”
“Did you bring it?”
I shook my head. “Bring what?”
At last the figure emerged from the shadows, stepping forward into the orange candlelight like an apparition through smoke. “The pakët,” she said, and I could see now that it was, indeed, the old woman I had met at Lonnie’s wake.
“What Packet?”
“The pakët,” she cawed, clearly agitated at my ignorance. I noticed she had pronounced the word with the accent on the second syllable, making it sound almost French. “Don’t tell me you didn’t bring it.”
I let go of the doorknob, pushed my sleeves up to my elbows before approaching the counter.
“Look, you didn’t tell me to bring any packet or pakët or whatever the hell it is. You just told me to get here. And by the way, would it have killed you to give me an address?”
“You did not need an address.”
“No, but you didn’t know that. For all you knew I could still be home scratching my head and wondering what the hell your little riddle meant. I mean come on, what is that?”
“You let Met Tet show you the way. That is all that matters. Now, where is the pakët?”
“See, you keep asking me that. I don’t know what you mean.”
“Do you not want to see your wife again?”
“You Bitch! Of course I do!” I slammed my hand down flat on the counter so hard that hot candle wax splattered up and down my arm. “If she’s alive, you must tell me now where she is.”
The old woman rocked back on her heels, thinning her eyelids down to tiny slits and then drilling me with her glare.
“I assure you, Mister Payne,” her gravelly voice sent shivers up my spine, “your wife is very dead. But I can help you.”
I eased away from the counter, flushed in my bewilderment. “How?”
“I can bring her back.”
“From the dead?”
“Yes.”
“I don’t understand.”
She leaned forward again, her voice falling into a hush as if confiding in me a secret of privileged importance. “Guédé Nibo gives voice to the spirits of the dead. Through Guédé Nibo I have learned that Angela’s spirit has not yet been reclaimed from below the waters. But time runs short. Papa Guédé waits at the crossroads to take her soul into the afterlife. If you act quickly you may bring her back.”
“Why?” I asked. “Why would you want to do this?”
She turned her head from me slightly, but her eyes remained fixed on mine. I noticed then how the light from the candle hitting her face made her look strikingly hollow, as though touching her might result in my fingers passing through her skin, and that perhaps she had only partially come back from the dead herself.
“Why?” she said, answering after a pause that seemed uncomfortably exaggerated. “Because that is what Angela wanted.”
“Excuse me?”
“It is true. Did you know that your wife studied voodoo with the hopes of becoming a mambo herself?”
“No.”
“It was her wish that she be summoned back to life by the Grace of Bondyé after her parting.”
“And you can do that?”
“I can, but I will need the pakët.”
I shook my head and shrugged at the request. “I didn’t bring a packet. You didn’t tell me to bring a packet.”
“I told you to prepare and make haste.”
“And I did, at least I thought I did.”
“Then go back now and get it.”
“But…what does it look like?”
The old woman reached below the counter and removed a crude-looking leather pouch with tattered drawstrings and cryptic markings on the side. She held it up by the strings, allowing it to swing in pendulum fashion before me.
“This is my pakët,” she said, and as quickly as she produced it, she snatched it away and stowed it back under the counter. “Angela has one also. You have seen it?”
“No.” I shook my head. “I’ve seen nothing of the sort.”
“Then you have not looked.”
“Of course not! That’s what I’m saying. I haven’t looked for it at all. I didn’t know anything about it.”
She burrowed her brows low. “Do you not take this seriously?”
That seemed almost too comical. I couldn’t help myself and I laughed in her face. “I don’t know if I can take anything seriously anymore.”
“Then you are a fool! How dare you mock me and bring bad mojo upon this house?”
“What? You’re calling ME a fool? Look, lady, I don’t need this shit. Seriously, I ain’t no fool, but I must be crazy for coming down here and listening to your mambo-jumbo bullshit.”
I threw my hands up at that, turned around and marched out. I truly expected her to call me back, maybe beg for my forgiveness and apologize for her incredible rudeness. She didn’t, of course, and I realize now that the chances of that happening were about as good as mine were for clicking my heels together and teleporting home on a thread of air.
I pulled my jacket sleeves down, stiffened the collar around my neck and plunged my hands deep into my pockets. For the next three blocks I walked with my head down, my stride quick and determined. I listened to my footsteps echoing along the pavement, bouncing off the redbrick buildings where between them lay only shadows, drunks and thieves.
I could not shake the words of the old woman from my head. Your wife is very dead, she said, as though it were possible she could be only slightly dead. How the hell would she know, anyway? I climbed back into Angie’s Mercedes and headed home.
As soon as I got home, I gave Marty a call. It wasn’t terribly late yet; besides, with two girls in the hot tub and a fatty burning in the ashtray, I knew he’d still be up. I figured he might let the answering machine pick up. Lord knows I would have. If he did, I resolved to keep calling. It’s not that he could help me with anything. I just wanted to talk to someone about what the mambo bitch said, and I thought only he could truly appreciate it. To my surprise, he answered on the second ring.
“`Low? Marty’s morgue; you stab`um I—”
“Yeah, yeah, you slab`um. I know. Marty, it’s Alex.”
“Saliks?”
“No, Alex; Alex Payne. Are you, drunk?”
“Alex. Hey buddy. What’s shaking? You com….wait. What? Oh, yeah, sure. I’ll tell`em. Carol and Bitty says hi. What? Oh. I mean, Betty. Ha! Carol and Betty say hi.”
“That’s great, Marty. Listen, I wanted to tell you that I went to see that mambo bitch.”
“You did? You get lucky?”
“What? No. Listen, man. I went to see the voodoo lady. You know what she said?”
On the other end of the line I could hear glasses clanging and way more giggling than two girls in a hot tub could make on their own. For a moment I thought I had lost Marty to a frat party and maybe the phone had rolled under a bed. But he eventually came back, and without apologies said, “Hey Alex, jah go see that old lady?”
“Yes I did, Marty. That’s what I’m telling you. And get this. You know what she said?”
“What?”
“She told me that Angela was dead, but that she could bring her back for me. Imagine that?”
“Alex, man, I told you they could do that.”
“Come on. You don’t really believe it, do you?”
“Dude, it doesn’t matter so long as you believe. I mean, you’re the one that went to see her. You tell me.”
He had me there. The truth was I didn’t know what to believe. “Marty, do you know what a pakët is?”
“A package of what?”
“No, a pakët in voodoo. Do you know what that is?”
“Oh, a pakët.”
“Yeah.”
“Sure, man, that’s like a bag of essence. It’s stuff like hair and fingernail clippings, trinkets and lots of scented crap that’s `pose to represent who you are. Why, did the mambo chick tell you to make one?”
“No, but she said Angela had one made up. She needs it to perform, I don’t know, some bullshit mambo jumbo thing that—”
“Whoa! The resurrection ceremony?”
I swallowed hard on that one. Sure, I knew that’s what Mambo Ella wanted it for, but I wasn’t about to say it out loud. I couldn’t bring myself to admit that I really was considering pursuing it further.
I rolled my sleeves up and began picking subconsciously at the hardened wax that had splattered on my arm back at Mambo Ella’s shop. Meanwhile Marty had started in on a rambling assay about all the deadheads running around New Orleans, and how you never know sometimes who the undead were.
I was only half listening though; his slurred speech and the back noise made it difficult to catch everything. I was about to cut him off and thank him for letting me interrupt him and his hot tub party, when I noticed something downright haunting. I had already scraped some of the wax off my arm, but not so much that I couldn’t see how the splatter pattern distinctly spelled out the word: ANGIE.
I dropped the phone and immediately headed upstairs for the sewing room. I stood in the doorway, looking in at the kwi with its candles and incense and botanical potpourri, and I wondered what to do next. I don’t know what possessed me, a gut feeling maybe, perhaps my Met Tet, if I really have such a thing. Whatever it was, it was strong and it drew me in with purpose. I made a bee line straight for the sewing machine next to the kwi, yanked open the first drawer on the right and felt up under the wooden top. There, in a hidden niche, I found a small leather pouch, just like the one Mambo Ella showed me back at shop. I pulled it out, untied the drawstrings and emptied the contents.
Among the items that Marty mentioned, I found some unexpected oddities. The coolest thing was the dime-sized wooden beetles, all meticulously wrapped in brightly colored fabric as if garbed in tiny little dresses.
I also found a small ceramic bird with real finch feathers glued to the wings, along with other curious shit like that.
Perhaps the most bizarre thing by far was the stick figure made of chicken bones. It was fashioned in the shape of a human body and decorated in ribbons and sequins to look like some Zulu medicine man.
Clearly, Angela had assembled her pakët for one reason only. It was up to me now to make things happen.
I collected the scattered contents and stuffed it all back into the pouch. Then I ran downstairs, grabbed the car keys and headed for the door.
It’s funny how surreal things seemed after that. My mind fell into a fog. I couldn’t tell you if I even once questioned my own intentions. It’s as though my actions were driven by impulse, guided by some internal force like the Swallows of Capistrano. I needed only to sit behind the wheel and let the car do the rest. Before I knew it, I was downtown, not three blocks from Mambo Ella’s shop, but parked right out front, half way up the curb.
I could see the candles in the window were still burning, and I knew from the churn in the pit of my stomach that Mambo Ella was inside waiting. I grabbed the pouch and made my entrance.
The little bell chimed when I opened the door and all the puppets and dolls hanging from the ceiling turn and look my way. Behind the counter, I heard a noise like sandpaper on glass. She stood there wringing her leathery hands in anticipation.
“You found the pakët,” she said. “Good. It’s almost midnight.”
I walked up to the counter and set it down. “You sure you can do this?”
She picked up the pouch and stole a glimpse inside. “It is not for me to say.” Her dark eyes rolled up at me slowly as if riding on a whisk of smoke. “I am only a facilitator. I serve the spirits who serve Bondyé.”
“But still, you can do this?”
She yanked the drawstrings tightly and turned away, wagging a crooked finger as she walked. “Come, Alex Payne. Time is short.”
I followed her to a back room behind a beaded curtain, a room which looked surprisingly like Angela’s little hideaway, but larger, a sort of combination store room and spiritual sanctuary. Throw rugs and wall tapestries depicting scenes from tribal African and Haitian life gave the place an air of mystic reverence.
Along one wall sat a row of bookshelves floor to ceiling, stacked with jars of herbs, incense and psychedelic liquids. The opposite wall lent backdrop to her kwi, glowing in candlelight and framed in portraits of spirit loa with names like Guédé Nibo, Timalis, Zaranye, Plumja and Mojozire the wizard loa. She took me to the base of the altar and pointed up at a portrait of a short, dark man wearing a tall hat and chewing on a cigar. He held in his left hand an apple, and in his right, an ornately carved walking stick.
“That is Papa Guédé,” she said, pronouncing it, Good-day, “or Papa Bones, as we affectionately call him. It is he who awaits your Angela at the crossroads. She has done well avoiding him until now, but he grows impatient and angry. If we are not successful tonight….”
“What?” I asked, after realizing that she would not finish her thought. “What will happen if we don’t succeed?” She came around to another kwi, this one smaller but set up in the center of the room. I followed her closely. “What will he do to her? Will she go to hell?”
That made her laugh. “Hell? Alex Payne, we are all in hell. Papa Bones is merely an escort. It is his job to accompany Angela through the transition into the afterlife. But, as I said, he waits at the crossroads where there are several paths he can take her down. The paths lead to neither heaven nor hell, however they do lead to realms dominated by various loa that some might consider too hot or too cold.”
“Hot or cold, as in good or bad?”
She laid her hand down on the kwi and brushed it softly. “The loa are not necessarily good or evil, Mister Payne. You see, an individual such as you or I have spirits of our own blood that we must serve; those are the ancestors who have been raised in divinity. Papa Bones knows the paths down which these spirits dwell, and it is he who chooses what path the dead will take. Surely if he is angry he may choose one less desirable for the circumstances.”
“He might separate Angela’s spirit from those of her ancestors?”
“Precisely.”
“Isn’t that like a hell? I mean to live an eternity in the company of strangers could prove insufferable.”
She nodded easily. “Then perhaps, Alex Payne, we should begin?”
I nodded back more eagerly. “Yes, of course. Let’s begin.”
She ushered me to her kwi and instructed me to place my hand down on a marble slab the size of a kitchen chopping block. Then she produced a pair of pruning snips and placed its blades to my thumb.
I pulled away instinctively.
She hooked me with her eyes, washing away my fears with a look that seemed to sooth and numb all my senses at once. Then she calmly reached for my hand and guided it back to the marble slap. This time I didn’t resist. I can’t say whether or not at that point I believed she would cut off my thumb, but I somehow found myself trusting her.
Though my body tingled with adrenaline, my hand remained remarkably steady, splayed and unnerved, as if detached from the rest of my arm. Mambo Ella returned the snips to the tip of my thumb. I saw her hand begin to contract; her chalky white knuckles bulged. She dropped her shoulder and her arm followed through, and just like that—she snipped off a piece of my thumbnail. I looked up at her and grinned, sweat beading from my brow.
“Is that it?”
She held the snips to my temple. “Not quite,” and then she snipped off a tiny lock of my hair.
I watched her press the hair and nail samples into a small silver compact, which she then folded and tucked down the front of her dress. I pointed with a nod, while staring down at her sagging cleavage. “What do you need that for?”
She didn’t answer, and instead palmed my chest, pushing me to one side. I stepped back and watched her prepare the kwi for the ceremony.
Most of the candles she needed were already lit: the red, white and purple ones in particular. She blew out the only three yellow candles and lit up the remaining four black ones.
Next, she cleared a spot on the kwi to set out the items from Angela’s pakët, arranging the objects from large to small around the strangely adorned chicken bone stick-figure, which took center stage.
The last thing she did before turning on a music clip of Congo drums and clanging rhythm sticks, was set out an earthen bowl about the size of a small kitchen wok. She filled the bowl with shredded coconut husks, dried palm clippings and chips of common cordwood.
I found myself smiling at the hokey set up, thinking how clumsy it might appear if duplicated in some silly made for TV movie. But Mambo Ella took it very seriously. I could see it in her eyes as she prepared the kwi that something mysterious was already happening.
As I looked around, I noticed how smoke from the candles had begun gathering over her head in lazy loops like spider silk. It followed her around the room, spiraling in a halo and collecting like storm clouds. Only then did I feel the chill of doubt blow down my back, raising the hairs on the back of my neck. I pulled my collar up and shuddered, and as I did, Mambo Ella looked over at me and raised a serpent’s grin.
“Guédé Nibo is here,” she said.
I shook my head. “Who?”
“He gives voice to the dead whose spirits have not yet been reclaimed from below the waters. That is a good sign.”
“Is it?”
“Yes. It means that Papa Guédé has not yet found your Angela.”
“That’s great,” I said, though already the seed of apprehension had begun gnawing at my will. I cleared my throat and swallowed, thinking that now might be a good time to call things off. But as I opened my mouth to speak, she flicked a light into the wok, sending the kindling ablaze in a rush of air.
I fell back from the heat, and by the time my eyes readjusted to the light, I saw that she had already started dropping items from Angela’s pakët to the fire. All the while she chanted, dancing in circles and calling out to Guédé Nibo to guide the lost one back to this earth.
Sprinkled in intermittently with items from Angela’s pakët, Ella included various incense, some sweet smelling like lavender, vanilla and cinnamon; others less aromatic and reminiscent of melaleuca bloom and willow moss. I felt that phantom chill behind me increase, even as the heat from the fire grew more intense.
At one point, flames from the bowl reached as high as the ceiling, licking the rafters and scorching cobwebs further away in the corners. The drumbeat coming from the stereo, either by design or utter coincidence, grew steadily louder, faster and rhythmically variant in concert with the fervor of fire, lending the impression of one provoking the other, or perhaps taking turns.
In an increasing state of paranoia, I glanced over my shoulder and readied my escape; convinced I would need to make haste once the building ignited in a raging inferno.
I saw through the beaded curtain separating the rooms that the puppets and dolls, which before had seemed so interested in my actions, now wanted nothing to do with the night’s entertainment. All had turned a blind eye to the room, abandoning me to the whims of circumstance, though not that I could blame them. Why saddle the moment with the burdens of the beast, when another ten minutes would have them all looking like molten blobs of Crayola crap?
I turned back to take one last look at the crazy old woman from Voodooville before making my move, when something miraculous happened. In a flash of scattered light, the flames that had danced in electric bursts suddenly froze in mid-quiver. Jagged veins of orange and red were left stretching in perpetual reach for a ceiling it could no longer touch.
I looked at the old women. Her eyes were black and cold, fixed on the still flame as if arresting it with her stare. I glanced back over my shoulder. Once again, the dolls and puppets were in complete attendance. Only then did I realize how quiet the room had become. The drumbeat had ceased; the hissing of candle wax silenced, for the candles themselves had also succumbed to a moment locked in time.
Terrified, but intrigued, I approached the sculpted flames and attempted to touch them. My hands trembled as I reached out, my fingers detecting the heat yet ignoring the sensory warning so primal and basic. Beads of sweat rolled off my temples. I felt the rush of adrenaline stimulating my senses, heightening anticipation already beyond expectation. A part of me wanted to giggle, another wanted to cry and yet another insisted I run like hell. But I did neither and none. Before my hand made contact with the flame, the woman I once thought nuts but now regarded as brilliant, ordered, “STOP!”
My hand snapped back as if snagged by rubber bands. I looked across the petrified flames. The charcoal nodes that were her eyes now held me in their steely grip. A guilty grin crossed my lips until a shudder wiped it away. There were so many things I thought I should say, the least of which had something to do with commending her on her stupendous feat. Instead my lips parted and out popped, “What?”
“Don’t touch it,” she growled.
“Touch it? I wasn’t going to touch it. You think I’m crazy?”
Her eyes softened, letting out enough leash to allow me a reasonable retreat. When I had stepped nearly all the way back to the curtained doorway, she resumed the ceremony. With a wave of her hand, the fire returned to a frenzied stir. A riot of colors meshed in a panic, snapping and crackling and filling the room in a smoky haze.
It would have been easy then to slip away without notice. Mambo Ella had all but lost herself to the cause. With her eyes closed, her head hinged in a pendulum sway and that haunting groan rising up from the pit of her gut, I suspect even a ballistic missile could not have rocked her off focus long enough to stop me.
But I didn’t run, not when I realized what was actually happening. It seemed subtle at first, barely detectable. Though not as visually dramatic as freezing fire, her next phenomenon seemed no less remarkable.
At the risk of pissing her off, I inched closer to get a better look. I know Mambo Ella saw me. She even smiled a little as the shock on my face confirmed my suspicions. Once again she had manipulated the flames in a most unnatural way; only this time, instead of arresting them in a single freeze frame, she somehow managed to turn them back, virtually rewinding time and driving the flames in reverse.
The smoke that I thought had been filling the room had actually been collecting in a pool before me, waiting to funnel back through the flames and into the burning fuel. Tiny flecks like shooting stars zipped across the room and into the wok as popped kernels from the wood returned to their knots. Never had I seen anything so remarkable in my life. Even the spent fuel, the coconut husks, palm clippings and cordwood seemed to replenish and regenerate itself from thin air.
After a while, I pulled back again, expecting some grand finale complete with explosion and sonic boom. Instead what I got was a tremendous dud. Mambo Ella addressed the flames with opened arms as if preparing to hug the life out of it. In essence, I suppose that’s exactly what she did. With a slightly stooped posture, she leaned into the flames and appeared to scoop them up into her embrace, and when her hands came to rest in the shape of a cross at her chest, the fire was gone. I looked around the room, and again at her in beguiled curiosity.
“Is that’s it?” I asked.
She scowled as though bored with my presence. “Go home Alex Payne.”
“But what about Angela? You said you would bring her back. Was this all some kind of joke or something?”
“I do not bring back the dead, Mister Payne,” she said. “Only Bondyé can will such things. I can only reach out to the spirits who have the ear of Bondyé.”
“You’re kidding, right? This is bullshit. I brought you her Goddamn pakët and shit. You told me—”
“Be gone, Mister Payne, or I will—”
“What? You gonna cast some voodoo spell on me?” I stepped closer, expecting her to step back, but she did not. “Are you going to make up some silly doll that looks like me and stick it with pins? Ooh, I’m scared. You know, your little smoke and mirror show doesn’t fool me one bit. You’re nothing but a fraud, lady. As far as I’m concerned, your mojo is a no go.”
I had just turned and started away when I heard Mambo Ella clap her hands twice and uttered the words:
“Juju heed this bitter feeling, spite thy deed and drop from ceiling.”
Just the sound of that rhyme made my flesh crawl. I quickened my pace. Already my reservations concerning the gang hanging from the ceiling had me convinced they would ambush me at first chance. I mean, it’s not as though we were on the best of terms.
With half the room behind me, I launched into a full sprint. At that moment the ceiling blackened like a storm cloud. The puppets and dolls did not drop on my head, as I had expected; instead they parted, allowing a wide swath of the blackness to rain down on me in a thick spread. I staggered in a cross-stitch dash, swatting away at the moss-like mass, though feeling none too concerned about it. But then the crumbling blanket clinging to my arms, neck and back begin to crawl along my skin, and I realized that what had dropped down upon me was not a mossy molt at all, but a tangled web of spiders!
I screamed like a queer, twisting in jerks and fits and flagging my arms violently. From the back of the room, Mambo Ella laughed. It was an evil, wicked braying laugh, half human and half hyena, and for just a moment I thought I might never escape with my life. But then I thought of Angela and how I needed to make things right with her. I couldn’t die without putting her to rest, one way or another.
So I pushed forward, damning the spiders and anything else the old hag could throw at me. I charged the front door shoulder first, hit it hard, bounced off it and landed on my ass like a ragdoll.
“It opens in!” I heard one of the puppets say, though if you ask me now I’ll deny it.
I sprang to my feet, pulled the door open and let the forces within spit me out onto the sidewalk like a Jack-in-the-box. From there I rolled and tumbled quite unceremoniously, landing flat on my ass again in the greasy gutter. I rebounded quickly, though, getting back up, screaming bloody murder and swatting spiders off me in a frenzied horror.
I had gone on for awhile doing this, my fragile mind convinced that the sole intention of the arachnid menace was to annihilate me. Not until I looked up and spotted a wino on the corner looking at me as though I was going through the DTs, did I realize that the spiders were no longer there.
Had they ever been?
I examined myself thoroughly and could hardly believe it. Not a trace of the little fuckers existed. But I know what I saw in Mambo Ella’s shop, and I concluded with reasonable certainty one thing: whether her magical powers were real or not, the old bitch brews only bad juju where she goes.
I drove home in a scattered daze, trying to assemble bits and pieces of what had happened into one coherent picture. Nothing made sense. Mambo Ella said she wanted to help me, yet she could hardly have been more hostile. She went out of her way to obtain samples of my hair and nails without letting me know why, and then did not use them in her ceremony. I looked down at my watch; it read ten after midnight, yet the clock on the dash read twelve-thirty. Somewhere along the way my watch had lost twenty minutes.
I thought again about what I saw going on with the flames in Mambo Ella’s wok, or what I thought I saw. It’s not hard sometimes to believe things you shouldn’t when your mind is tired, stressed, and subjected to sensory overload. I imagined a good night’s sleep would help me see things more clearly in the morning. So as best I could, I shut all that out of my head when I got home, poured myself a nightcap and went to bed.
That night I dreamed I was back at Mambo Ella’s shop, floating among the puppets and dolls along the ceiling. Looking down, I could see the mambo standing at the sales counter stitching up a doll that looked suspiciously like me. Beside her, thirteen silver knitting needles perturbed from a pincushion the size of a beach ball. I tried maneuvering myself around to the back of the room to hide, but one particularly obnoxious little puppet with big eyes and buckteeth kept following me, asking if I had seen the psychopomp.
“Get lost!” I said in a whispered shout. “I don’t even know what a psychopomp is.”
But he kept on it, shadowing me as I swam along the ceiling. “Have you seen the psychopomp? Have you seen the psychopomp?”
I finally grabbed him by the throat and snapped his little neck to shut him up. The collective gasp from the other puppets caught Mambo Ella’s attention. She immediately set down her stitch work, gathered up the thirteen silver needles and started out in search of the daring intruder. I tried pushing further back, but like the other puppets and dolls, I was tethered to the ceiling by strings and unable to move very far.
“Where is he?” the old woman cawed, jabbing indiscriminately at the ceiling with her needles. “Where is Alex Payne?”
“There,” cried one puppet, pointing a crooked wooden finger at me. “There, Mambo Ella, there!”
“Shut up!” I said, growling under my breath, “or I’ll snap your neck, too.”
“Where?” said Ella, still jabbing randomly at shapeless shadows. I could see then that the mambo was blind, her eyes frozen wide and glazed over in a milky blue haze.
“Where is he?” she cawed once more, her scratchy voice grating like steel wheels on a train grinding to a stop.
“Behind you,” cried another of her slave marionettes. “Behind you, to the right!”
The old woman spun on her heels and charged with a thrust, missing me with her needle by an inch. I pushed off the ceiling with my foot, turning sideways to make myself a smaller target. She stabbed again in short vertical lunges as if feeling her way to me, perhaps sensing my redirection. Across the room one of the dolls yelled, “To the left, Mambo Ella, and forward!”
Ella adjusted her course left and took one step forward, positioning her body directly below mine. From my vantage point I could see the small compact she had slipped down her dress, wedged between her breasts. I reached down and plucked it out just as she drove the entire clutch of needles into my chest. The pain raced through my body, robbing my lungs of air and arresting my heart in mid-beat. I tried to scream, but nothing came out. Blood from my wounds trickled down the needles and collected in pools before dripping into Mambo Ella’s opened mouth. The puppet dolls all began clapping and singing their silly rhyme to welcome the psychopomp. Even the obnoxious one with the big eyes, buckteeth and a broken neck joined in on the song.
“Hail, hail the psychopomp, see him tromp, watch him tromp, let him out and he will stomp, hail, hail the psychopomp.”
They sang this over and over, all the while Mambo Ella standing below me, her mouth agape, catching my blood, gargling, swishing and swallowing. And her eyes, milky blue and wide, staring up at me, watching my life essence fade with each drop.
With the little strength I had left, I opened up the silver compact and looked inside. There I found a small round mirror, its surface clouded in a milky film, just like the mambo’s eyes. I rubbed the mirror on my sleeve to buff the glass and again peered into it. This time I saw a face staring back. Though it was not my own, I knew it well. I held the mirror to my lips and kissed it softly.
“Angela,” I said. “It’s you.”
She smiled faintly, but then her image faded again into that milky haze. I looked down at Mambo Ella; her eyes were clear as glass now, and in them I could see Angela staring back at me. Only now she was not smiling. Her troubled face bore the anguish of a soul lost and forgotten. Papa Bones had missed her at the crossroads. Guédé Nibo had failed Bondyé. At that moment, Mambo Ella blinked and Angela was gone.
I suddenly found myself dangling above a colossal gorge, a ravine so dark and deep that I could not see the bottom. I looked up at the ceiling, only to find it gone, and Mambo Ella holding the string that kept me dangling. She laughed that wicked hyena laugh of hers before callously letting go, spilling me into the darkness.
I spiraled down in windless flight, consumed by fear and an unnerving sense that the walls were narrowing ever tighter along my descent. At the bottom of the bottleneck, I imagined that I might learn what hell was really like, and that no one, not Papa Bones, Guédé Nibo or even Mambo Ella could escape its eventuality; for there in the depths of Perdition awaits our true test for admission to everlasting salvation.
In a desperate attempt to forestall the inevitable, I pulled two silver needles from my chest and pierced the walls of the crevasse with them. The needles dug in hard, scaring vertical lines and cutting progressively deeper along the surface until successfully bringing my descent to a halt. As I hung there, clinging on for dear life, I heard a voice coaxing me to let go. I looked up and a faint light there beckoned me to climb.
I realized that one way offered an easy out, but with almost certain dire consequence at the end, another a difficult endeavor with a familiar promise of just reward. Neither, I concluded, came with any guarantees. I was about to make my decision when a fire bell broke my concentration and launched me through a whirling cyclone of black and white before dropping me onto my bed.
I awoke in a sweat, my heart pounding, my hair wet and my hands shaking. It was morning. For a brief moment, as I reflected on my dream, I almost convinced myself that everything, including what took place at Mambo Ella’s, was all part of that dream. But when I looked down at my arm and saw the candle wax, I knew that was not the case.
I rolled out of bed and into the shower on the same cloud that had gotten me home the night before. I promised myself that I wouldn’t give Mambo Ella and her voodoo witchery another thought. And if I heard one more word about Papa Guédé and his family of spirit misfits again, I would punch the son-of-a-bitch who mentioned him right in the mouth. Oh, but if only it were that simple.
I had barely poured my first cup of coffee when I heard the doorbell ring. Upon investigating, I found Detectives Rodriquez and Spinelli of the 2nd precinct standing at my door. I had met them both before in the hospital the night of the accident. Rodriquez, the older of the two, seemed competent enough, if not a bit lacking in the sensitivity department. I found his manner of questioning me at the time a little abrasive under the circumstances. A glance at his ring finger told me he was single, reminding me of the adage, solitude breeds apathy.
Detective Spinelli, on the other hand, possessed enough empathy and character for the two of them. Though easily half his partner’s age, Spinelli’s demeanor projected an essence of maturity not often evident in someone so young.
I stood at the screen door assessing my visitors, almost afraid to ask them why they were there. The young one wore a thin smile, polite, but professional, and the Cuban, though not smiling, did not seem prepared for the, Dear grieving widower, speech.
When obvious that neither planned on speaking first, I looked to the older one and asked, “Can I help you?”
Rodriquez presented his badge. “Mister Payne, I’m Detective Rod—”
“I know who you are,” I said, “Detective Carlos Rodriquez.” I nodded at the other one. “And you’re Spinelli.”
His smile faded. “That’s right, Sir. Mind if we come in?”
I pushed the screen door open and stepped aside, waving my hand in a sweeping gesture. “Not at all. Please.”
Rodriquez removed his hat and entered first. Spinelli followed. I escorted the two into the living room, offering each a seat on the sofa. I took the chair directly across from them, noticing how they both sat forward on the edge of their cushions.
“So, Mister Payne,” said Rodriquez. “I guess you remember us from the hospital.”
“I do,” I said. “And I guess you have no good news about Angela?”
“Sir?”
“Your posture. You’re on the edge of your seat, avoiding getting too comfortable. You have no good news. On the other hand, you haven’t put on your condolence face, so you have no bad news, either, or at least you haven’t found Angela’s body yet. Correct?”
His eyes sank to his hat, which he twirled nervously between his knees. “Yes that is correct, Mister Payne, we haven’t found your wife.”
“Yet,” I added.
He stopped twirling the hat and tossed a side-glance toward his partner. I followed his lead, catching Spinelli slightly off guard. Once our eyes locked, I would not let go. I raised my brows and leaned forward. He stiffened slightly before clearing his throat. “You see, Sir,” he began. “Detective Rodriquez and I have studied this.”
“Oh?”
“Yes, and the thing is….” He trailed off.
“Yes?”
“See, the thing is that we don’t believe we’re going to find her.”
“Why not?”
“It’s the currents,” said Rodriquez, much to Spinelli’s relief. “We believe the reason we can’t find your wife is because the currents have swept her out to sea.”
“Is that right?” I eased back in my chair, a little stunned at their admission, but I guess not too surprised at their findings. I almost figured as much myself, though I just wasn’t ready to accept it, let alone hear it from the only people who had even a remote chance of finding her. I said to Rodriquez, “So, you’re giving up?”
He pitched forward, resting his hand on my knee. I knew that was tough for him.
“Mister Payne.” He had softened his voice considerably from when we last spoke at the hospital. “Detective Spinelli here, he’s pretty good with computers and stuff. He sat with one of the local meteorologists form WBBH, and they mapped out the whole thing. It’s got something to do with sheet flow.”
“Oh?”
“Yeah.” He turned to his partner, looking a little unsure now. “Dominic, tell him.”
“Yes, Detective,” I said to Spinelli. “Tell me.”
Spinelli’s face grew tense. I could see the sincerity was there, but his inexperience made him uncomfortable as hell.
“Okay,” he said, and went on, “you see, sheet flow is something that happens when it rains. On the night of your accident, it rained heavily further upstate. Fact, it rained heavily all that day. Rain like that causes runoff to pool in sheets that typically flow through geographically low-lying areas before empting into nearby rivers and streams.
A lot of those rivers and streams upstate empty into the Lincoln River, which as you know, runs through the middle of town here. On the night of your accident, the Lincoln was swollen with runoff. The currents carrying it were extremely strong. Anything caught in its flow would have been carried off in a hurry.
In meeting with the meteorologist, we learned that with the currents and the receding high tide that occurred around the time of the accident, there existed a condition ripe for a clean sweep of any floating or partially submerged objects right out to sea. From there, the prevailing Gulf Stream currents could easily carry those objects clear off across the Atlantic.”
When Spinelli finished, I leaned forward and leveled a narrow stare on him. “Are you telling me my wife is in England now?”
“What? No. Mister Payne, I’m not saying that at all. I’m saying…She’s, I mean—”
Rodriquez broke in. “Mister Payne. What we’re saying is that we have to officially call off the search for your wife.”
“Call it off?” I sprang to my feet, splaying my empty hands palms up and shaking. “What are you talking about? You have to find her.”
The two vacated their seats. “Sir, believe me. We would love to find her, but we have to face reality. It’s been nearly a week. She’s gone. We’re closing the case. I’ve spoken with the coroner. He’s going to issue a death certificate indicating that your wife is lost and presumed drowned. That way you can square things up with your insurance company.”
“My insurance company? You think I’m worried about my fucking insurance company?”
“Sir, please.”
“Please, my ass! Get the hell out of my house, now. GET OUT!”
I marched across the room and stood at the front door, one hand holding it open and the other pointing to the street. Spinelli led the retreat, his eyes glued sheepishly to the floor. Rodriquez followed, but with more pride and dignity.
“I’m sorry to have upset you,” he said, and he handed me his card as he passed. “If we can do anything else for you….”
“Anything else?” I said. By then I was talking to the back of his head. “You haven’t done a fuckin` thing.” And I slammed the door on his heels.
I stood there staring at the door for a moment before turning and starting into the kitchen, making it only about half way there when the doorbell rang again. I couldn’t imagine the balls on Rodriquez to try my patience so quickly. I stormed back, throwing the door open wide.
“Now what the hell do you want?”
The words had already left my lips when I saw Rodriquez’s car pulling away from the curb and poor Bob Hackett standing there with his jaw unhinged. I imagined my face looked just as surprised. I forced an unnatural smile, chiseled more out of embarrassment than decorum.
“Bob? Gees, I’m sorry. I thought you were….” I looked back over his shoulder. Rodriquez and Spinelli were already rounding the corner. “I thought you were someone else.”
He smiled back at me, though his looked more genuine. “You thought I was who? Jehovah's Witness?”
“Ha. I wish.” I pushed the screen door open. “Come in. Can I get you some coffee?”
“Love some,” he said, “if you can throw a shot of whiskey in it and leave out the coffee.”
That made me laugh. “I think I can handle that.”
He followed me to the kitchen and helped himself to a seat at the table. He had never been in my kitchen before, though Angela and I had entertained him and Lonnie a couple of times in the living room, once when we had them over for drinks on Angela’s birthday, and again on New Year’s Eve. Bob drank whiskey that night, too. He got so drunk that Lonnie and I had to practically carry him home and put him to bed. We all had a good time and such, but we never really kept up close social ties with them after that.
I had always suspected that maybe Bob had tried something a little too forward with Angela in the hallway or something, but I never knew for sure, and Angela never said anything about it to me. She just seemed to find a reason why not to have them over again. After a year or so of that, I got the message and I left our friendship at arm’s length.
So the Paynes remained friendly enough with the Hacketts: waved back and forth at every passing, smiled on trips to the mailbox and conducted curbside chats with them about the other neighbors when the other neighbors weren’t present. Nothing touchy-feely about that. Thinking back now it’s kind of ironic; at Lonnie’s wake, Angela gave Bob a big hug. He’s the last person she ever made real physical contact with.
I handed Bob a coffee cup and gave him the bottle of Jack so that he could help himself. And as tempting as it sounded, I passed on the bottle when he offered it back. I then pulled a chair out and sat down at the table across from him.
“So, Bob, tell me. How are you doing?”
“Me?” He laughed lightly. “How are you doing?”
I shrugged and began stirring my coffee absentmindedly. “I guess I’m alright.”
“Was that the police I saw leaving when I got here?”
I nodded.
“Any word on Angie?”
“Ha, if you call giving up, word.”
“They stopped looking?”
I watched the swirl in my coffee form into a mini whirlpool, and imagined Angela getting sucked into it like a tiny bug. “Detective Rodriquez thinks she’s at the bottom of the Atlantic. Has something to do with sheet flow and river swells.”
“Oh, Alex, I’m sorry. If there’s anything—”
“Bob,” I looked up at him, shaking my head. “You’re still grieving yourself. Really, don’t worry about me.”
“How can I not? I know what you’re going through.”
“Yeah,” I smiled at that. “I suppose you do. Guess we’re a couple of sorry souls, eh?”
He agreed, and proceeded to splash another shot of whiskey into his cup. Only then did I notice how bad he really looked. He hadn’t shaved in days. His clothes were wrinkled and stained as though he hadn’t changed for just as long. I watched his hands shake as he sipped from his cup and I realized that he had probably been drinking non-stop since Lonnie’s funeral. I waited until he finished his sip and put the cup down before reaching across the table to pat his hand. “Bob?”
He rolled his bloodshot eyes up out of his cup. “Yeah?”
“Have you slept at all since Lonnie….” I trailed off, not wanting to finish.
“Not much,” he said. “Mostly, I’ve been drinking, and of course, crying some.”
As soon as he said that, I realized that crying was the one thing that I hadn’t done since Angela disappeared. It made me wonder what wretched throes awaited my immediate future.
“Why didn’t you call me?”
“I tried,” he said, “a few times anyway, but you haven’t been home much lately.”
“Well, I’ll tell you.” I went back to stirring my coffee into whirlpools. “A guy can only sit around for so long. After a while I couldn’t stand it. I had to go out and look for her. I felt like I was just sitting at home waiting for her to call. You know?”
“Yeah. Oh hey, that reminds me.” Bob held his finger up to stop the conversation while he dug into his shirt pocket. “That’s one of the other reasons I dropped by.” He reached across the table and handed me a phone. “This is Angela’s.”
“What?” I took the phone, handling it as though it were some strange object fallen from space. “Where did you get it?”
“The funeral director. It must have dropped out of Angela’s purse at Lonnie’s wake. He found it wedged between the sofa cushions.”
“You sure it’s hers?”
He pointed at it loosely. “It rings when I call her number. Besides, you’re listed in contacts under ICE.”
“Ice?”
“In case of emergency.”
“Oh, right.” I flipped it open and scrolled through the numbers listed under contacts. As Bob had indicated, my cell was listed under ICE. A little further down I found Mambo Ella’s number listed under M.
“Thanks,” I said, and I placed the phone down on the table. I got the feeling then that it was going to start happening. Little things of Angela’s were going to set me off in a series of emotional downward spirals until I looked just like Bob. I’d stop eating, sleeping, showering and shaving. And it was almost certain I’d start drinking even heavier than I already was. Until Detectives Rodriquez and Spinelli came over, I at least had hopes of finding Angela. Hanging onto threads of optimism kept me from dwelling on the reality of the situation: that Angela was surely dead.
I think Bob sensed my growing despair, and in happier times for him, he’d probably stick around and try to cheer me up. Instead, he got fidgety, and his nervousness made me nervous, and so I became fidgety too. Before long, we were both drumming our fingers on the table, tapping our feet and darting our eyes to avoid incidental contact. I cleared my throat of a tickle, which Bob took as a cue to end the uncomfortable moment. He clapped his hands together, thinned his lips and blinked me into focus.
“So…I should probably get going,” he said.
I straightened up in my chair, mimicking almost exactly his moves. “Sure, you probably got stuff to do. I understand.”
I followed him to the door with my hand on his shoulder. There were so many things I thought to say to him, but none of it sounded like anything I would want to hear. Things like, she’s in a better place now, and you’ll meet again at heaven’s gate, are bullshit clichés that people say to make us think we shouldn’t feel bad about losing the best thing in our lives. The reality is that he and I would likely rather have lopped off an arm, a leg and our right testicle than lose the one thing that makes us truly complete. So, as I opened the door to show him out, I offered the only words I could that we both might agree upon.
“It sucks,” I said, placing particularly strong emphasis on the S. “Don’t it?”
He nodded faintly. “Yes, it does.”
“Call me when you’re ready to hit a bucket or two,” I said, though I knew he didn’t golf. “It’ll feel good.”
“Sure, I’ll do that,” he replied, knowing that I didn’t golf either. “And listen, you know I’m here for you, too. Anytime, just pop over. Don’t worry if it’s day or night. Hear?”
“Of course.” I smiled, patted him on the back and then nudged him out the door.
I turned and headed to the kitchen with second thoughts about spiking my coffee. When I picked up the whiskey, though, I noticed that Bob had killed the bottle off. Being the resourceful, rational type, I did the only thing I could do. I finished the rest of Bob’s whiskey. Next, I picked up the phone and I called Marty Driscoll. It took about a dozen rings, but eventually he answered.
“`Low? Marty’s mor—”
“Marty, it’s Alex.”
“Alex? For crying out loud, it’s four in the morning.”
“No it’s not, Marty, it’s nine AM. Open the shades.”
“Oh, you’re right. I went to bed at four this morning. Still, man, what are you doing calling so early?”
“Marty, listen. I went back to that mambo bitch’s place last night. She’s crazy, man. I think she drugged me.”
“Really? She gives out free drugs? Hey, where did you say she lives? Maybe I’ll go check her out.”
“No. Forget it. I’m telling you, she’s bad news. She puts on this whole voodoo magic show. I don’t know how she does it, smoke, mirrors, I don’t know. It’s wild, seriously.”
“So why are you telling me this?”
“I’m telling you because….” I paused, not really sure why I was telling him. I thought I had convinced myself that I didn’t believe in voodoo magic; that I had called Marty to tell him Mambo Ella was a fraud and that she only wanted to take advantage of me in my vulnerable state. But she hadn’t asked for any money. She didn’t try charging me for services rendered. And no matter how good she might be with puppet animation, holograms and plastic spiders, she could hardly have staged it where a candle splashes hot wax on my arm and spells out Angie’s name.
I slowly lowered the phone from my ear, recalling vividly the fire that froze in mid flicker merely at her whim, and how just a wave of her hand sent the flames burning in reverse. It all seemed so real, and not like the acid induced hallucinations that Marty and I had invented back in high school with the guys from band. What I saw at Mambo Ella’s was nothing like that at all, not a hallucination, not a dream and definitely not the work of a hypnotist inserting false memories into my psyche. I put the phone back to my ear and waited for Marty to stop complaining about how I never finish a thought.
“Are you done now?” I asked.
He made a pisshing sound. “Yeah, if you’re back.”
“I’m sorry. Listen, how much do you believe in voodoo?”
I could almost see him shrug. “I don’t know. It’s not my cup of tea, but lots of people practice it.”
“So, have you ever heard of anyone…. Oh man, I can’t believe I’m going to ask you this.”
“What?”
“Have you ever heard of anyone actually coming back from the dead.”
“Oh, sure.”
“You did?” I felt my heart sink to the bottom of my chest. “When?”
“About 33 AD.”
“Huh?”
“It was called the Resurrection of Christ. Maybe you’ve heard of it.”
“You ass.” I pulled a chair out at the table and sat down. “I’m talking about a voodoo resurrection. Have you ever heard of anyone actually coming back from the dead through voodoo?”
“Alex, you remember I told you about that chick in Mogadishu, right?”
“Yes.”
“Well she claimed to have done it, to have brought someone back.”
“Did you believe her?”
A long silence filled the gap between that question and Marty’s answer, so long that I thought my carrier had dropped the call. I was just about to ask him again when he came back, only now his voice sounded hollow, as though he had stepped into a hallway or shower.
“Alex, what I’m about to tell you, I’ve never told anyone. You gotta promise me to keep your mouth shut on this one.
I held the phone tighter to my ear and nodded. “Of course.”
His voice fell into a deeper hush. “I’m not kidding man. This is some heavy shit, I knew the girl that the Mogadishu mambo brought back.”
“So you believe?”
“Listen to me. This girl was a mutual friend of ours, a local born in Somalia. She and the Haitian mambo were roommates.”
“You mean lesbians?”
“Yes, Alex, lesbians. All women with women roommates are lesbians.”
“Well, you said roommates like maybe they were special roommates.”
“They weren’t. Okay? Now shut up and listen.”
“Sorry,” I said, and then covered the mouthpiece so that he wouldn’t hear me laugh. What he went on to tell me, however, quickly wiped the smirk from my face entirely.
“It was early 93,” he said. “I was part of the US-led military relief operation in Somalia. The Haitian’s name was Bacarla. She used to stand out by the side of the road, offering her services to the soldiers, if you know what I mean.”
“Not prostituting,” I said.
“That’s a service, isn’t it?”
“Yeah, but you just got finished saying what a nice girl she was.”
“I didn’t say she was nice. I said she wasn’t a lesbian.”
“What, being a prostitute is better?”
“Shut up, will you?”
“Sorry. Continue.”
“Okay, one night I stopped to talk to her. Her English was good, she looked pretty, she didn’t smell, and I was a little lonely, so….”
“So you boinked her.”
“No. I told you I talked to her.”
“You don’t stop just to talk to a prostitute, Marty.”
“Can I tell the story please?”
“All right. Go on. I’m listening.”
“Like I said, we talked. She tells me she’s Haitian and that she went from Haiti to east Africa, and then traveled west to Somalia, following the early footsteps of voodoo. It’s some kind of voodoo pilgrimage thing I guess, like going to Mecca. Anyway, I told her that was all fine and good, but now how `bout a blow job?”
“That’s more like it, Marty. You don’t mix words, do you?”
“Hey, business is business, you know.”
I laughed. “That’s you, all business.”
“Yeah, yeah, that’s me. Now let me finish. This Bacarla chick takes me to her dumpy squatter’s shack and introduces me to this gorgeous little brown-eyed angel named Jamila, which, it turns out, is Arabic for beautiful.”
“That’s nice!”
“It is, I know. So get this. I tell Bacarla, hey, forget about you, I want Jamila. She tells me Jamila doesn’t pimp out. It’s against Islam, to which I say, bullshit. Then I whip out two things: a wad of cash and my one-eyed weasel. Bacarla takes one look at both, runs across the room and whispers into Jamila’s ear.”
“Did that change Jamila’s mind?”
I could almost see Marty’s chest swelling with pride. “Let’s just say that everyone got what they wanted that night. Thank you very much.”
“Hmm,” I said, kicking my feet up on the chair across from me. “Sounds like just another Marty conquest to me. What does all this have to do with what we were talking about?”
“What? Isn’t that what we were talking about?”
“No, you were going to tell me—”
“Oh, yes, that’s right. I remember where this was going. God, Alex, you’ve got to promise me you’ll never repeat this to anyone. Promise?”
“Sure, Marty.” I dropped my feet and sat at attention. “I promise.”
I heard him take a deep breath. “Okay, wow, my hands are shaking.”
“Marty, just say it.”
“Alex, I killed the girl.”
“What?”
“She probably wasn’t even twenty yet.”
“Marty, what are you talking about?”
“Alex, I didn’t know.”
“Know what, for Christ’s sake?”
“Islam, Alex. What she did was against Islamic law. The Muslims, they don’t tolerate shit like that. I don’t know how, but someone must have found out what Jamila did. Maybe they saw her with the money, maybe someone saw us through a peephole. It doesn’t matter. She brought shame down on her entire family. It’s how they deal with it.”
I stood up, pushing the chair out with the back of my knees and knocking it into the refrigerator. “Are you saying they killed her? Her own family killed her?”
“Yes, Alex, they killed her. They beat and tortured her and then they killed her. I killed her!”
“Marty, you didn’t know.”
“Doesn’t matter,” he said, and for the first time in my life I heard his voice cracking with emotions that only a man on the verge of tears can convey. “Bacarla warned me.”
“So she should have known. Why did she talk Jamila into doing it? What could she have said to her to make her change her mind?”
I heard Marty take another deep breath. “She promised Jamila she would bring her back.”
“What?”
“Yes. She told Jamila that she would bring her back and that she would be free from the rule of her family.”
“So they both knew that her family would kill her.”
“I don’t think that’s what they wanted to see happen. I think that was plan B.”
I sat back down in my chair, stunned for sure, but mostly I felt sorry for Marty having carried around the guilt of what happened all these years.
“Marty,” I said, “I feel for you, but this still doesn’t answer my question.”
“Okay, I’m getting to that. A couple of days after Jamila’s family wacked her, I ran into Bacarla. She seemed really scared, kept looking over her shoulder, you know? I asked her what was wrong and she said that she had brought Jamila back from the dead, but that she wasn’t the same.”
“How do you mean?”
“That’s what I asked her. She tried telling me, but she wasn’t making sense. Then something spooked her and she ran off. That night, a buddy of mine from base told me he saw Bacarla and Jamila together. Now mind you, he hadn’t heard about what Jamila’s family did to her. He said the two women were out in the street arguing when a van pulled up beside them. That’s when four young Muslim men hopped out. Three of them grabbed Jamila and tossed her into the van. The fourth walked right up to Bacarla and just blew her fucking head off, man. Then the crazy mother fucker jumped back into the van and they drove off. The entire incident took like five seconds.”
“No!”
“I shit you not, man!”
“Marty, that’s the most outrageous thing I’ve ever heard.”
“Alex, it happened just like that.”
“So, you’re telling me that you believe the mambo brought her back from the dead?”
“I’m telling you I don’t know what to believe, but that doesn’t matter. Like I said, a whole lot of people believe in that shit, so maybe there’s something to it.”
“Marty, this turns conventional wisdom on its ear. I mean, we’re talking about the resurrection of a living being.”
“Yes, but you grew up believing that it already happened once before?”
“You’ve pointed that out already. But that’s different. That was a one time thing, an edification of Divine Providence.”
“Really? Then what is it that all you Catholics are waiting for now?”
“Oh, I see. You mean The Second Coming.”
“Exactly. And you’re not alone. Buddhist, Hindus, Rastafarians, nearly all the Indian tribes of North America; shit half the world’s population believes in either reincarnations or the pending reemergence in body and soul of someone who once walked the earth.”
“That’s a lot of people.”
“Damn straight. Take Muslims. Millions of Shiites for instance, still await the return of the Twelfth Imam who disappeared in 931 AD. You can’t think they believe he’s still alive, yet they’re waiting.”
“Well sure, but Marty, those are religions we’re talking about.”
“Voodoo’s a religion.”
“Yeah, but….”
“But what?”
“I don’t know….” He had me there. Like most people, I considered voodoo an illegitimate theology, as I’m sure that ardent believers of most religions consider adaptations of faiths contrary to their own are absurd and invalid. I supposed for voodooists, their beliefs were as valid as the sky, sun and moon. That they have no formal texts, prophets of organized houses of worship should not disqualify them. By definition, one religion nullifies the next. The contradiction in accepting another’s right to believe what he shall, lest he believe what I don’t, is to say that I fear he may have stumbled upon a path more righteous than my own.
I cleared my throat with a low bark. “Marty, I’m getting real confused here. I told you I went to see the mambo last night.”
“Yes, and you participated in a resurrection ceremony with her, didn’t you?”
“Yes.”
“So you’ve accepted that Angela is gone?”
“You mean dead?”
“Alex, I didn’t….”
“It’s all right. I guess I knew it all along. That Cuban dick and his nerdy partner were just here. They told me they called off the search.”
“Did they? I’m sorry.”
“Forget it. Truth is I suspect they stopped looking after the first day.”
I heard Marty grumble some. “Alex, listen. I want you to consider calling this thing off with the mambo. You don’t know what you’re messing with.”
“It’s too late, Marty, it’s done.”
“What? You mean—”
“No. She’s not…. She’s not back, of course. That would be silly. I meant it’s done. I did the thing with Mambo Ella; she did her thing. There’s nothing more to it. It was a fantasy. That’s all. I guess I’ll call the funeral home and start making arrangements. I’ll let you know when it’s time to…you know.”
“Sure. Is there anything I can do?”
“Yeah, go back to sleep. Sorry I woke you.”
I hung up, feeling suddenly drained of emotion. Such a big part of me wanted to give up and cry, but I just didn’t have it in me. I thought about what Marty said, about all those people awaiting the resurrection of one prophet or another. Some of them have waited for thousands of years. Even if Mambo Ella could bring Angela back from the dead, I don’t know what would make me think that I wouldn’t have to wait just as long.
I finished clearing the table before sitting down to make the call to the funeral home, a call I had been dreading for days. But just as I reached for the phone, it rang, scaring me half out of my skin. I thought it might be Marty calling back to give me more shit about dealing with the mambo bitch, and so I decided to let the answering machine get it. It picked up on the fourth ring. I was all the way across the living room and heading for the stairs, when I heard a woman’s voice say, “Âllo? Âllo Alex?”
The words stopped me in my tracks. I knew that voice. I turned and ran back, picking the phone up with trembling hands. “Angela?” My heart fell into palpitation. “Are you okay?”
“Alex?”
“Yes. It’s me. I’m here. Where are you?”
“Je suis revenu, Alex. Vos me manquez?”
“What?”
“Vos me manquez?”
I pulled the phone away and looked at it as though maybe I had put the wrong end up to my ear. “Angela, I don’t understand. Where are you? Are you all right?”
“Je suis maison, Alex. Ouverez la porte.”
“What? I…I don’t know what you’re saying. Speak English. Tell me where you are. I’ll come get you.”
“Au revoir, mon chéri. Je vos verrai bientôt.”
“No, Angela. No au revoir. Don’t hang up. Tell me where you are and I’ll come get—”
CLICK.
My heart sank. I could not believe what had just happened. My brain tried telling me that things were not what they seemed, that I did not just talk to my wife who had been missing for nearly a week; and just as bizarre, that she was speaking French.
It was a wrong number, I told myself. Angela doesn’t even know French. It’s a case of wishful thinking. But my heart said no. It knew better, and my ears had not deceived me. I recognized her voice, and furthermore, she knew my name. She called me darling, mon chéri; I knew that much. I stood bewildered, not knowing what to do next. I hung up the phone and ran to the window, half expecting to see a taxi out front and Angela stepping out of it.
When that didn’t happen, I staggered to the couch on wobbly knees and sat to catch my breath. My nerves were tingling. Hairs on the back of my neck stood on end. I thought of calling Marty, or maybe Bob Hackett, anyone that might slap some sense into me and tell me I was dreaming.
After pinching myself and realizing that it wasn’t a dream, I decided it was time to get Rodriquez and Spinelli back on the case. I knew they wouldn’t listen to me, though. They had already drawn their conclusions about Angela. The only thing I thought might change their minds was if they could hear her voice for themselves, a voice calling out from beyond.
I got up, ran to the answering machine and yanked it from the wall. Then I tucked it up under my arm and headed for the door. They wouldn’t have to believe me, I thought, but at least they could validate my claim that I wasn’t going insane.
I don’t think Detective Rodriquez would have received me if not for the young one, Spinelli. When I got to the Justice Center, the desk sergeant told me that Rodriquez was out. Fortunately, I spotted Detective Spinelli at one of the vending machines stocking up on Snickers bars. He had just turned to start upstairs again when I called to him.
“Hey, Mister Payne!” he said, as though we had not seen one another in days. “How are you?”
I reached out and shook his hand. “Detective,” I said. “Please. Have you got a minute?”
He gave me a shrug. “Sure,” and then he nodded at the answering machine under my arm. “What’s that?”
“I’ve got something you need to hear, you and Detective Rodriquez. Would you mind?”
I could see Spinelli raising his guard, as the lines on his forehead tugged on his brows. “Mister Payne. It wasn’t my decision to—”
“Please, Detective. This is important. It’ll only take a moment.”
I believe a more hardened veteran of the force like Rodriquez would have kindly but firmly cut me off at the knees and turned me away without hearing me out. But Spinelli lacked the moral calluses that insulate the older cops from emotionally distraught loony-toons like me. All I had to do was force a look of desperation to seal the deal.
“Well….” he said, “if you make it quick.”
“I will. I’ll make it very quick.”
“All right then.” He turned, making that follow me gesture over his shoulder, and under his breath I heard him utter, “Carlos ain’t gonna like this.”
I followed Spinelli upstairs, past keycard scanners and security checkpoints that even J. Edgar Hoover might have thought redundant. I said to him, “You haven’t brought me to the Pentagon by mistake have you?”
He laughed at that. “Hardly, otherwise we’d be there by now.”
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