
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
Five Dog
Voodoo

 


A Mae December
Mystery

 


Lia Farrell

 


[image: tmp_1fa208ee1b74f3fead6fd85701da61c5_ml0gf2_html_4516a5df.png]

 


Smashwords Edition

 


* * *

 


Camel Press

PO Box 70515

Seattle, WA 98127

 


For more information go to:
www.camelpress.com

www.liafarrell.net

 


All rights reserved. No part of this book may
be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means,
electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or any
information storage and retrieval system, without permission in
writing from the publisher.

 


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters,
places, brands, media, and incidents are either the product of the
author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.

 


Cover design by Sabrina Sun

 


 


Five Dog Voodoo

Copyright © 2016 by Lia Farrell

 


ISBN: 978-1-60381-248-1 (Trade
Paper)

ISBN: 978-1-60381-249-8 (eBook)

 


Library of Congress Control Number:
2016949849

 


Produced in the United States of
America

 


Smashwords Edition License Notes

 


This ebook is licensed for your personal
enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to
other people. If you would like to share this book with another
person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you
share it with. If you're reading this book and did not purchase it,
or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return
it to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for
respecting the author's work.

 


* * *

 


 


 This book is dedicated to the wise and learned Dr.
Jualynne Dodson, Professor and Director African Atlantic Research
Team in the Department of Sociology at Michigan State University.
She helped us to understand the religion and culture of Voodoo by
giving generously of her time and knowledge. If we correctly
depicted Voodoo ceremonies and got the details right, it’s to her
credit. Any mistakes are entirely our own.

* * *

Lyn also wishes to remember Milly Roo, Fiona’s
singleton puppy with one blue eye. She misses her little corgi
daily. One of Milly’s particular joys was riding the tractor on
Lyn’s lap. She steered the vehicle with her teeth! The tooth marks
on the steering wheel will never be removed. In her entire short
life, she brought Lyn happiness every day.
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Prologue

Zoé Canja checked her reflection in the break-room
mirror before starting her Thursday night shift at Randall’s
Tavern. Her smooth, black hair, falling without a ripple past her
shoulders, showed her Creole ancestry. She braided it quickly and
fastened it with the hair tie she wore on her wrist. The three tiny
moles that dotted the caramel skin of her right cheekbone framed
her eye like a miniature constellation. She centered her gold cross
pendant in the hollow of her throat. Enough staring at yourself.
You know what you look like. Zoé tugged on the bottom of her
white shirt to straighten it before putting on her clean, black
apron. It would be a mess by the end of the night, but at least she
could start out looking presentable.

She walked out
into the bar, which was as familiar to her as her own living
room—she had worked here since the day after she turned eighteen.
Other than some new flooring in the women’s bathroom, nothing had
changed in the last eight years. Zoé had worked her way up from
kitchen helper to waitress and then to bartender. If that fat,
creepy Randall would only admit it, I run this place. She shook
her head to dislodge her uncharitable thoughts about the owner,
then began slicing lemons, wiping down glassware, and preparing for
the evening rush.

By seven thirty
Randall’s was in full swing. Classic Rock mixed with Halloween
music blared from the speakers in the ceiling, and the crowd of
locals—mostly men—lined the bar and filled the tables and booths.
Jeanie and Caroline, the two cocktail waitresses, slid smoothly
through the dim room with their trays, continually replenishing
snacks and drinks for the thirsty patrons. Behind the bar, Zoé was
in constant motion, satisfied with the rising height of bills and
coins in her tip jar. It was going to be a good night.

A raised hand
holding a ten-dollar bill caught her eye and she hustled to the
other end of the bar.

“Jack
and Coke please, sweetheart.”

“Coming right up.” She gave the man in the dirty Atlanta Braves
hat a smile and he smiled back. He had nice teeth despite the dirty
hat, and Zoé pegged him as a rich redneck.

“Keep
’em comin’,” he said, pressing the bill into her hand. “There’s
plenty more where that came from.” His hazel eyes flickered down to
her chest and back to her face. “In fact, why don’t you start me a
tab? I have some business partners joining me in a few
minutes.”

She kept the man
and his two companions well supplied with their drinks of choice
for the rest of the evening. Their voices were quieter than the
other patrons, and more than once, Zoé caught all three of them
giving her sidelong looks. She was cleaning up a spilled glass of
red wine with her back to the group when she heard one of the men
mention the Voodoo Village before his voice dropped back to a
murmur. Inching closer, she heard the man in the Braves hat reply.
For a moment she stood still, the shock of his words rooting her to
the floor.

“Where’s that pitcher of Bud Lite?” Jeanie’s voice was loud,
and Zoé jumped, dropping the wine glass, which shattered at her
feet.

“Zoé,
are you okay?” Jeanie tilted her head with a little laugh. “I mean,
honey, I break something almost every shift, but I’ve never seen
you do that even once.”

“I’m
fine. Listen, can you clean up the broken glass and take over the
bar for a little while? I need to make a phone call.”

Without waiting
for a reply, Zoé shucked her apron. Handing it to Jeanie, she
hurried to the storeroom. It would be quieter there. She flipped
the light on and leaned against the door. Her hands were shaking as
she pulled out her cellphone and tapped the numbers in.

 


 



Chapter One

Mae December

Mae put down her paintbrush and stepped back. She was
working on a new series of paintings inspired by a joint project
her parents had embarked on last month. Mae’s mother Suzanne wrote
a column for the local paper in Rosedale, Tennessee. When Suzanne
heard about the Voodoo Village in the far reaches of Rose County,
she had convinced her editor that it was a perfect subject for the
Halloween edition. Don December, Mae’s father, a professional
photographer, was captivated by his wife’s descriptions of the
place. He had gone with her to the village and taken multiple
photos to accompany Suzanne’s column, which would run in Sunday’s
paper. Mae had appropriated and enlarged several of his best shots,
which were pinned to the walls of her studio.

She was halfway
through her second painting in the series—a young woman with long
dark hair opening the door of a marigold-colored cottage. Mae
squinted at the large oil painting. This one’s coming along
well, but I probably need to stop for today and make sure
everything is set for the debate. At this point in her
thirty-one years, Mae wore many hats. She ran a successful boarding
kennel—Mae’s Place—out of the barn that sat behind her historic
farmhouse, and did some dog training as well as breeding. Her
paintings, signed only with her middle name of Malone, were in high
demand at the art gallery in Rosedale. Plus, she was an unofficial
stepmom to adorable Matty, Ben’s five-year-old son. Engaged to Rose
County Sheriff Ben Bradley, Mae had agreed to act as his campaign
manager. The election would be held on November 4th, the
Tuesday after Halloween. Ben would debate his opponent, Ramsey
Tremaine, at the Town Hall in Rosedale this coming Tuesday, October
28th.

The sharp smell
of turpentine permeated the room as she cleaned her brushes.
Covering her palette with plastic wrap, Mae put it aside and took
off Ben’s old dress shirt, which she wore as a painting smock, and
hung it on the back of her easel. Her studio had a Dutch door. The
top half was always open to let in more light, but Mae kept the
bottom half closed when she was painting, to keep her four dogs
from getting underfoot. Before opening it, she peeked over the door
and smiled at the sight of Cupcake and Tatie curled up
together.

“Wake
up, you two.” Cupcake the basset hound looked up at her, tail
thumping on the wooden floor. At six months, she had almost grown
into her ears. A sweet and mellow pup, she belonged to Ben’s son,
who spent three or four days out of every week with Mae and her
fiancé. The original plan was that Cupcake would go back and forth
with Matthew between their house and his mother’s, but Katie’s
boyfriend was allergic to dogs and Cupcake now lived with them
full-time.

Mae pulled the
door slowly toward her, dislodging Tatie, her young corgi. She and
Cupcake followed Mae down the hall. She called Titan and Tallulah
from their beds in the laundry room and the two older dogs joined
the procession. Opening the back door to let them all outside, Mae
took an appreciative sniff of the fragrant autumn air. Allowing the
screen door to bang behind her, she followed the dogs into her
sunny backyard. Ben and Matthew had spent last Sunday raking leaves
and burning them in the fire pit, but the ancient maple tree behind
the house had already blanketed the ground once more. Her elderly
black pug, Tallulah, scuffled back toward the door, red leaves up
to her shoulders. Yawning, she leaned against Mae’s
ankle.

Mae stretched her
arms overhead, pulling on one elbow and then the other to ease the
tightness in her shoulders from hours of painting. She bent down to
rub the wrinkled skin of Tallulah’s forehead, and the little pug
gave a contented groan. Mae’s older male corgi ambled over to the
steps and looked back at her inquiringly.

“You’re right, Titan,” Mae sighed. “It’s time to go back in.
Mama’s got work to do.”

After a quick
lunch of tuna salad and iced tea, Mae called TV reporter Carrie
Allen to confirm the debate coverage.

“Yes,
I’ll be there with my crew next Tuesday.”

“And
you’ll get there early enough to set up and interview Ben
beforehand, right?” Mae asked.

“Of
course,” Carrie snapped. “I do know how to cover a debate.
And I’ll interview Mr. Tremaine afterward.”

It might be
better for Ben to have the last word. “On second thought, could
you interview Ramsey first?”

“Fine.” Carrie gave a curt sigh. “I’m pretty busy right now, so
if there’s nothing else—”

“That’s it. Thanks, Carrie. See you Tuesday night.”

Mae called the
caterer and ordered food for the election night gathering at the
house. “I hope it’s going to be a victory party,” she said. “But
either way, we need to plan on feeding forty hungry
people.”

After she ended
the call, Mae pulled up her website and added some information to
the ‘purchase a puppy’ link. She had become a breeder by accident
years ago before when she and Noah West, her first fiancé, adopted
Titan and Tallulah from New Orleans in the aftermath of Hurricane
Katrina. When she realized Tallulah was pregnant, she had planned
on giving the puppies away, but her best friend Tammy convinced her
there was a market for “designer dogs.” Titan and Tallulah had been
proud parents of several litters of porgies—a pug/corgi
cross—before Mae retired them.

She had initially
planned to breed Tatie, her young corgi, to a friend’s apricot male
pug to get strawberry-blond porgies, but recently changed her mind.
Interest in non-shedding breeds was at an all-time high, so
‘December’s Sweet Potato,’ known as Tatie, would be bred to a
non-shedding Maltese right after Christmas. If all went well, she
should have a litter of cortese puppies ready to go to their new
homes in mid-April. Mae added the information to her website with
pictures of Tatie as well as Sammy, the male Maltese, then shut her
computer down. It was almost two thirty.

I’ve got time to
take care of some kennel chores, go for a run and shower before Ben
gets home.

 


 



Chapter Two

Evangeline Bon Temps

The leaves from the locust trees lay in drifts along
the sidewalks, thin and golden as ancient coins. Evangeline picked
up a handful and let them trickle through her fingers, catching the
light as they fell to the ground. She reached for the Sunday paper
that the feckless paperboy had pitched on the ground by the
mailbox. Walking up the driveway, she entered the house through the
kitchen side door. The screen door banged shut behind her, bringing
with it the warmth of a late autumn day in Rosedale.

She put the
newspaper on her kitchen counter and leafed through to the Country
Life section. Glancing at the front page photo she felt a tug at
her heart. It was an image of a small village with brightly colored
houses so close together they almost touched. Her grandmother was
Haitian and had lived in an area of small crayon-colored houses
much like the ones in the picture. Evangeline had visited her once
as a child and still remembered the warmth and generosity of the
people there. Sitting down at the kitchen counter, she quickly read
the accompanying article, then pulled out her cellphone and called
her friend Dory Clarkson.

Evangeline and
Dory had met during the sheriff’s office investigation into the
Ferris murder case almost a year and a half earlier. It started
when Sheriff Bradley met with Evangeline, Tom Ferris’ attorney, to
obtain information about his Last Will and Testament, a document
she had prepared just days before Tom’s murder. Ben wanted to know
what was in the will for his investigation. Evangeline had refused
to share the particulars, insisting on having the document go
through Probate before she could release it. Sheriff Bradley had
asked Dory to take Evangeline to dinner, to elicit the information
he needed. Although Evangeline only shared what she legally could,
she and Dory had begun a friendship that night. Later on, when Dory
failed the physical challenge to become a deputy, Evangeline
advised her to become a sheriff’s investigator instead. As she told
Dory then, an investigator wouldn’t have to wear a uniform or
clunky shoes. A fashionable dresser, Dory immediately saw the
advantage.

The phone rang
multiple times before the call was picked up.

“It’s
about time you called me, girlfriend. What’ve you been up to?
Besides trying to keep that good-lookin’ man of yours in line, that
is.” Dory’s laugh was infectious.

“My
N’awlins roots are calling me.” Evangeline had been raised in New
Orleans, where her mother still lived. “Are you free this
afternoon? I’m wanting to drive out to the Voodoo
Village.”

“Never
heard of it, but I don’t have any plans. Oh, hang on.” Evangeline
heard a man’s voice in the background, and her friend saying
goodbye, presumably to her boyfriend, Al. “So what’s the Voodoo
Village?”

“Check
out the Sunday paper—Suzanne December’s article.” Evangeline ran
her finger along the fold below the photograph, smoothing it out.
“Looks like her husband, Don, took the pictures. It’s a tiny little
place in the far corner of the county. If you want to come over to
my house, I’ll drive us out there.”

“I can
be there by one. Sound good?”

“Perfect. I’ll make us a bite to eat before we depart on this
little field trip.”

They said goodbye
and Evangeline went upstairs to change her clothes. After taking
off her sweatshirt and yoga pants, she got on the scale in her
underwear. Regarding the number on the scale with dismay, she
stepped off and gave it a kick. There was a knock on the bathroom
door. “Can I come in?” It was her husband Jason. It had taken some
serious persuading, but Evangeline had finally trained him not to
barge in on her.

She opened the
door and her tall, dark, and hunky husband came in. He put his
hands up in the air.

“Just
got back from the gym. I’m not going to get near you with my sweaty
self. But give me a second to rinse off and you’re welcome to join
me in the shower.” He gave her a wicked grin.

“Oh,
Lord, do you ever quit?” Evangeline gestured at her hips. “Look at
me, Jason. There’s something wrong with my metabolism, I swear.
I’ve gained five pounds in the last month and I’ve been really
careful about what I eat.”

Jason’s eyes
widened. “Five whole pounds, huh? You’ve always been the skinniest
black woman I know. Gain about five more, right here,” he swatted
her rear end, “and you’ll be perfect.”

Evangeline shook
her head. Jason was peeling off his clothes. She gave his nicely
muscled torso an appreciative glance.

“Sure
you don’t need a shower?” he asked.

“Already took one this morning. Did you see the Voodoo Village
article in the paper?”

“I saw
the picture when I walked through the kitchen.” He stepped into the
shower and turned on the water.

“Dory
and I are driving out there this afternoon,” Evangeline raised her
voice over the splashing water. “I figured you’d want to watch the
football game anyway.”

While her husband
showered, Evangeline put on her jeans—she struggled a little to zip
them up—and a long sleeved V-neck turquoise shirt. Jason was
humming “Let’s Get It On” by Marvin Gaye. He winked at her as she
walked out of the room.

They say only
women can multitask, but seeing as how men are always thinking
about sex, maybe they can also think about two things at once. She
grinned.

 


Dory tapped on
her side door at one o’clock.

“Come
on in,” Evangeline called out. “Do you think I look fat in these
jeans?” she asked her friend as soon as she entered the
kitchen.

“Excuse me, what did you just say?” Dory turned around,
revealing her own generous bottom. “Until you have more than
this in your jeans, I don’t want to hear about
it.”

“Amen.” Jason said with fervor from the adjoining den, and the
two friends dissolved into laughter.

Evangeline took a
plate of food and a beer into the den for her husband. She and Dory
sat at the kitchen island to eat their turkey and avocado
sandwiches and drink their iced tea. A county map was unfolded on
the granite surface.

“Here’s the location we’re headed to this afternoon.”
Evangeline pointed to the bottom right-hand corner of the map. “I
didn’t know this place even existed until I saw Suzanne’s article.
Don December’s photos remind me of the village in Haiti where my
grandmother lived.”

 


Dory agreed to
navigate while Evangeline drove. They got in the car and she drove
through the historic downtown of Rosedale, southeast toward
Chattanooga. About an hour out of town, Dory told her to take the
next exit and then turn at the first left, a little surface road
heading east. It quickly changed from pavement to gravel and then
to the washboard effect that rain creates on poorly maintained
gravel roads.

“Would
you tell me a little bit about Voodoo?” Dory asked. “All I know is
the usual stuff about charms and curses and sticking pins into
dolls.”

“Unfortunately, that’s what most people think of when they hear
the word ‘Voodoo.’ Most of that was made up in Hollywood. In fact,
it’s more appropriately called Vodou, spelled V-O-D-O-U. Vodouists
believe in a distant and unknowable supreme being called Bondye.
Bondye does not intercede in the affairs of mankind. For help in
navigating daily life, Voodoo people call upon spirits called the
Loa. The Voodoo religion of today is closely related to the West
African religion as practiced by the Fon and Ewe
people.”

“Voodoo people do use charms, though, right? To ward off evil
and whatnot. Something similar to gris-gris, those little bags some
black women wear on chains around their necks?”

“You’re right. My mama’s has little poems in hers, plus
something she would never discuss with me that she apparently used
for years as a method of birth control. I am an only child,
you know.” Evangeline winked.

Dory looked down
at the map. “You need to turn right here.”

Evangeline braked
abruptly to turn down the tiny lane, really only two sandy ruts
with tall yellow grasses on both sides. Chinkapin Oak and Pecan
trees bordered the trail that turned and twisted, finally rising up
a hill. When they reached the crest of the hill, the Voodoo Village
lay below them. There were only about two dozen houses, all in a
row, so close together an adult could hardly pass between them. The
colors on the houses were paint-box rich—magenta, royal blue,
purple, golden yellow, and emerald green. On the other side of the
street there were more buildings, but these appeared to be stores
and what looked like a primary school. None of the houses or stores
had front yards; there was nothing but beaten earth, clean and
swept.

They could see a
woman sweeping her front yard as they drove over the hill and down
into the village. The sweeper was wearing a brightly colored dress
in a geometric kente pattern with a wrap around her hair. She
stopped sweeping and stood holding her broom against her chest,
looking toward them with an expressionless face.

Evangeline parked
the car and she and Dory got out.

“Good
afternoon, my sister,” Evangeline said to the woman. “I see you are
a proper Fon. A do gangi a?”

“Thank
you for asking. Yes, I am well and you, my sister?” the woman
asked.

“I am
also well. I am Evangeline Bon Temps. This is my friend, Dory
Clarkson. My mother is a Voodoo singer in New Orleans.”

“I am
Marie. Why have you come here?” she said with a slight
frown.

“Only
to see the beauty of your village for ourselves,” Evangeline
said.

“Come
in. Come in.” Marie led the way to her house. “Will you take tea
with me?”

They nearly had
to duck to get through the low front doorway, but once inside, they
found the home comfortable. There were three couches in the tiny
living room, draped with fabric made of interwoven cloth strips
similar to the patterned dress Marie wore.

In one corner was
a devotional sacred space. The top of a bureau featured a framed
photograph of a young woman draped with beads and surrounded by
lighted candles. Marie led them past the couch where a very old man
was seated. He nodded at them.

“I
greet you, my elder,” Evangeline said and ducked her head. He gave
her a toothless grin.

 


Once in the
kitchen, they were invited to sit at a small table by an open
window. A window box outside was filled with bright four o’clock
flowers. Different colored blossoms were opening on the same plant.
The fragrance was just beginning to be released; it was strong and
sweet as it drifted through the open window.

Marie brought
them hot tea in old cracked mugs. She served them with the air of a
queen bestowing her favors on lesser beings.

“I use
my own catalpa honey in this tea,” she said. “Tell me, my sisters,
do you come from Nashville or Memphis?”

“No,
from Rosedale,” Dory said. “It’s a little town outside of
Nashville. I’m an investigator for the sheriff’s office
there.”

Evangeline gave
her an irritated glance. She was getting a little tired of Dory
bragging about being an investigator, plus this was not the place
to bring up the law. Councils of Voodoo elders normally dealt with
breaches of community mores.

“And I
am a médiatrice,” Evangeline said. In point of fact, she
was an attorney, but chose to use a term she hoped would be more
acceptable to her hostess. Plus, she wanted to change the subject.
Dory narrowed her eyes at Evangeline.

“We
saw the article about your beautiful village that our friend
Suzanne December wrote for the local Rosedale paper,” Evangeline
said. “It’s because of my respect for Voodoo that we came here
today. I miss my roots.” She smiled a bit sadly, feeling
nostalgic.

“It is
as I thought,” Marie said, nodding. “You came here to do good
today. Perhaps you can help us. My sister Mira Canja is very
worried about her granddaughter Zoé.”

“Granddaughters are often worrying, I understand.” Dory spoke
calmly. “Although I have no children myself, I have heard this from
my friends. Is Zoé a child?”

“No, a
young woman. Very beautiful.”

“Perhaps it’s an unsatisfactory boyfriend?”

“Oh,
no. Such a thing would not worry my sister. She has many ways to
send such men packing. It is that Zoé is missing. We have not seen
her since Thursday evening. Mira raised her after Zoé’s mother
Laure, abandoned the true religion and left the community. Zoé
would never be gone so long without letting Mira know where she
was.”

“I’ll
inform the sheriff. A missing person is a job for the sheriff’s
office,” Dory said, sounding just a touch officious.

Evangeline
touched her finger to her lips, shushing her friend. She gave Marie
a long look. The woman seemed frightened. The shadows on her face
had deepened when she said Zoé was missing.

“What
do you fear has happened to Zoé?” Evangeline asked gently. It was
quiet in the room. They could hear only the low murmur of a talk
show on the television. Hanging in the window was a crystal amulet
that caught the light and moved in the breeze.

“I
fear … the worst,” Marie said and she sagged back against the
kitchen chair like a rag doll.

The women
finished their tea. Marie roused herself sufficiently to say she
had some beehives out back and that her catalpa honey was used in
the cakes for their religious ceremonies. Both women complimented
her honey-flavored tea. Evangeline was reluctant to pry further
into the matter of the missing granddaughter, thinking it was about
time to leave, but despite Marie’s non-verbal hints, apparently
Miss Dory Clarkson was not ready to go.

“Do
you think your sister Mira would talk to me about Zoé?” Dory
asked.

“Peut-être,” Marie said.

Evangeline
whispered to Dory that the word meant ‘perhaps.’

“Actually, I think we need to get going soon, Dory.” Evangeline
looked pointedly at her friend.

At that moment,
they heard the back door opening. Marie rose to greet a woman
dressed in loose cotton pants and a long white shirt. Her shiny
dark hair, braided in many tiny plaits, was wrapped around her
head. She was dark-complexioned and looked much more African than
her sister, whose skin was the color of tea with milk.

“This
is my sister Mira,” Marie said. She rose and put the kettle back on
the stove.

“Peace, my sister,” Evangeline said and Mira nodded. “I am
Evangeline Bon Temps. I’m from New Orleans originally, but I live
in Rosedale now. This is my friend, Dory Clarkson. We hear from
your sister that your granddaughter, Zoé, has been absent from the
community these last few days.”

Mira seemed
distracted, looking around the room everywhere but at the two women
seated at the old kitchen table, although she kept taking quick
peeks at their faces. Finally, she nodded.

Dory took out her
steno notebook and pen, but Evangeline shook her head and Dory slid
them back into her purse.

“When
did you see Zoé last?” Dory asked.

“It
was Wednesday afternoon. I didn’t see her on Thursday, but I did
talk to her on the phone. She tends bar at Randall’s Tavern in
Richfield and I know she was at work Thursday night. I’ve been
worried about her working so late. She often closes up around three
in the morning. I’m glad she has a job, but many bad men look at
her. She is a lovely girl.”

“Does
she have a boyfriend?” Dory asked.

“Not
now. She was with a boy—a good Creole boy named Georges Allard—but
he could not find work here. He drifted away from the village. His
Mama died last year and he has not been here since her funeral. Ah,
that was a good day, la Grande celebration,” Mira said, and
despite her distress a small smile crossed her lips. “She dated
someone else after that, a man she works with. I don’t think it was
serious because she never introduced him to me.”

“I
didn’t see her this morning,” Zoé’s great Aunt Marie said. “Usually
she stops by on Sundays. I make beignets for her and chicory coffee
before she leaves for church,”

“She
attends church?” Evangeline asked.

“Yes,
the Catholic Church, St. Francis in Richfield.”

“When
is the next Voodoo ceremony?” Evangeline asked. There was a pause
as the two sisters looked at each other. Then Mira
spoke.

“It
will take place this week on Friday night. Are you a practitioner?”
she asked, looking at Evangeline doubtfully.

“I
believe in le bon dieu and les bons anges.
Voodoo was the religion of my childhood and my mother, a famous
singer, but I am Catholic now.”

“Would
Zoé normally attend this ceremony?” Dory asked.

“Of
course. She always petitions the spirits for help in finding her
mother. It is a quest she has undertaken since her mother, Laure,
left us when Zoé was six. It has been twenty years now.” Mira
looked despondent.

“Perhaps she left the village of her own accord to try to find
her mother,” Dory said, “or to join the boyfriend and just didn’t
tell you.”

“She
would never do that to me,” Mira said. Her voice was fierce with
passion. “Never. I have raised her since she was une petite fille. She is a
girl who is grateful, who honors the love I have for
her.”

“This
is definitely a matter for the sheriff of the county,” Dory said.
“The sooner we look into this officially, the sooner we’ll find out
what’s become of her.”

“I
will ask the Houngan, our priest, if I can do this,” Mira said.
Then, turning to her sister, she whispered, “But I have already
done the string ceremony, tying the soul to the body.”

“Did
you feel the connection?” Marie asked her sister
quietly.

Mira only shook
her head, blinking away the tears in her eyes.

“We
should tell them about the dogs,” Marie said. Turning to Dory and
Evangeline, she said, “Zoé owns a female Weimaraner who has four
puppies. She was raising the pups to sell. She wanted the money to
pay for a private detective to locate her mother.”

“I’ve
been going over to Zoé’s house several times a day,” Mira added. “I
feed and water the mother dog and take her outside. She is very
upset, though, pacing and digging at the back door. She knows
something, I’m sure of it. She howls and howls when I
leave.”

“Best
you go home now.” Marie stared intently at Dory. She started to
pick up the teacups.

 


Driving back
home, Evangeline was deep in thought when Dory said, “I don’t know
why Mira seemed reluctant to inform the sheriff. A missing person
is a matter for the law. Plus, she seems to need permission from
this Houngan person to report her granddaughter’s disappearance. Is
this Houngan Zoé’s father?”

“No,
the Houngan is the priest or priestess for the village. In Voodoo,
priests can be either male or female. They must approve all that
happens in terms of contact with the outside world.”

“Evangeline, you kind of cut me off every time I tried to get
more information about Zoé. I wanted to ask for her address, her
cellphone number, her social security number, whether she had
credit cards—all the details I’d need to trace her. Plus, I really
wanted a photograph.”

“You
don’t understand the culture, Dory. If you’d asked those questions,
they would have completely shut us out. If I hadn’t spoken in the
Fon language to Marie when we first got there, we wouldn’t have
been allowed in the house. I was trying to gain their
trust.”

“I saw
that, but I have to say I find the religion very confusing,” Dory
said. She paused and glanced out the car window at the passing
scenery. “What’s this bon ange thing you said you believe
in?”

“In
Voodoo, the human soul is seen as having two parts. The
ti-bon-ange, or little guardian angel, is your
individuality, your personality. It leaves the body when you are
asleep so you can dream. It also leaves the body during rituals of
possession so a Loa—Voodoo spirit—can take over your mind and
provide guidance.”

“I
noticed neither of the women mentioned these Loa spirits,” Dory
pointed out.

“The
Loa aren’t usually spoken of to outsiders. Voodoo practitioners
have been persecuted for centuries. Believers have learned to be
secretive about their rituals and especially the Loa.” Evangeline
pulled onto the freeway, still deep in thought.

“How
do you know when the Loa spirits have arrived at the ceremonies?
Aren’t they invisible?” Dory’s face was a picture of
doubt.

“That’s the hard part for anyone unfamiliar with Voodoo. The
Loa “mount” the celebrant. It creates a kind of spirit possession
and the person who is “ridden” by the Loa enters a trance state.
They will writhe or fall to the ground. It’s similar to an
epileptic seizure.”

“Good
Lord. Has that ever happened to you?”

“No,
but it happened many times to my mother. I first witnessed the
ceremony when I was a little girl visiting my grandmother in Haiti.
It’s terrifying because once in the trance, the person recognizes
no one. To see that happening to my own mother was very troubling.
In fact, it’s one of the reasons I ultimately chose to join the
Catholic Church.”

“This
Loa possession thing sounds crazy to me. Sorry, Evangeline, I don’t
mean to be insensitive.” After a pause, Dory added, “But I need to
tell the sheriff about Zoé Canja being missing.”

“If
you must, but I can practically guarantee you that if Sheriff
Bradley or Detective Nichols or any of the other sheriff’s staff go
to the Voodoo Village, they won’t learn anything. Even with my
background, I had the feeling they weren’t telling me all they
knew.”

“So,
how do you find a missing woman if nobody from the community where
the girl lives will talk to you? In the past, I’ve been successful
finding things out because people will usually open up to
me.”

“I’m
afraid this time the only way we will find Zoé Canja is if she
returns or … if they find her body.”

“You
think she’s dead then?”

“Sadly, I do, because of the tying the soul to the body ritual
Mira performed. When her sister asked her if she felt the
connection, she said she didn’t. I’ve seen that ritual performed
many times and when the believer can’t feel a connection,
well … it’s a bad sign.”

“In
that case, I have no choice but to report it.” Dory gave her friend
a challenging look.

“You
must do as you see fit,” Evangeline said. “But I’m afraid Zoé’s
disappearance might remain a mystery.”

They were both
quiet then. Everything that transpired during their visit to the
Voodoo Village had affected Evangeline deeply. In some ways, it was
like a homecoming. She missed the warm acceptance of the Voodoo
community. It was almost as if she could feel her grandmother’s
arms around her. But she could not give herself again to the
charismatic religion of her youth. It was just too foreign to the
rational and argumentative world of the law, her chosen profession.
Deep in thought, Evangeline pulled into her subdivision and up her
driveway. She turned off the engine and sat in silence. After some
time, she heard Dory’s voice.

“We’ve
been sitting in your driveway for a good five minutes,” Dory said.
“What’s going on with you?”

“Oh,
dear, you’re right. My mind’s wandering. All the way back from the
Voodoo Village I was thinking of the time when I was young and
believed wholeheartedly in Voodoo. The entire natural world was
alive to me then. Every rock or tree or cloud could contain a Loa
who would come to guide me. When I lost my faith, the world seemed
ordinary and flat.”

“What
made you lose your belief?” Dory asked.

“College, and then law school, I suppose. And falling in love
with Jason. He’s Catholic. All my ambivalence came back today,
though. When I told the Canja sisters I was Catholic, I wondered
whether I was lying to myself.” Evangeline reached for a tissue and
dabbed at her eyes, which stung with unshed tears. She picked up
her keys and got out of the car.

Dory joined her
and they walked into the house together in silence.

 


 



Chapter
Three

Chief Detective Wayne Nichols

The staff meeting was winding down when Dory whispered
to Detective Nichols that she needed to talk with him. Together
they walked down the corridor to Wayne’s office.

“What’s up, Dory?” Wayne closed his office door. He had been
having a hard time focusing on the minor infractions in Rosedale
during the meeting. He had learned from his cousin who was living
in Michigan’s Upper Peninsula that the old house where he had been
raised was condemned and would soon be torn down. The news had
given him an idea of how to solve a problem that had haunted him
for nearly forty years. Wayne had lived in that house as the foster
child of Joci and Aarne Outinen along with a much younger boy named
Kurt—a kid Wayne thought of as a brother.

Aarne had abused
his wife, and on a foggy late-summer morning when Wayne couldn’t
take the horrible sounds of the beatings any longer, he ran away,
promising Kurt he would return for him. When he finally did come
back three years later, he found Aarne dead at Joci’s hand.
Overcome by rage, she had killed him after she discovered that her
husband had shot Kurt dead. Wayne had helped cover up Joci’s crime
and concealed the gun used in the murder. He did it to protect
Joci, but his intervention backfired when she confessed to the
crime—fearing the weapon would draw the law down on Wayne. Four
decades later, he finally had a chance to make things right by
pinning Kurt’s murder on Aarne, the actual killer.

But the timing
couldn’t have been worse. His boss, young Sheriff Ben Bradley, was
up for reelection, and Wayne hated to ask him for any favors right
now. A few days’ leave would be all it would take to get the murder
weapon to Michigan’s Upper Peninsula. Once there, he could hide it
where it would be discovered and taken to Escanaba law enforcement.
Another worry concerned his girlfriend, Lucy, an emergency room
physician. They were living together and he knew it would hurt her
if he went to Michigan without asking her to go along. But this
time he had no choice.

“Wayne! Earth to Wayne,” Dory said. “Could I have your
attention please, Detective?” She waved both hands at
him.

He turned his
focus reluctantly back to her.

“I
went out to the Voodoo Village yesterday with Evangeline. Did you
read about it in the paper?”

“No.
Don’t know anything about the place.” Wayne was looking out the
window. Leaves were swirling in the air outside the office, caught
by the rising wind. It was cloudy. He was thinking of the phrasing
he should use to ask his cousin to put him up for a couple of
nights.

“Evangeline and I went out there yesterday and talked to two
women residents. One of them, Mira Canja, said her granddaughter,
Zoé, was missing.”

“Kid
or adult?” Wayne asked.

“Young
woman, mid-twenties I think. She’s been missing for several days
now.”

“Well,
adults are not exactly in our purview, you know. They have the
right to go where they want to go. Girl probably took off with her
boyfriend.”

“The
grandmother was adamant that Zoé wouldn’t go away without telling
her first.”

“Sorry, Dory, but I don’t see the need to look into it. I’m
sure she’ll show up again in a week or two.” Wayne turned away and
looked at some papers on his desk, in particular one yellow sticky
note with his cousin’s phone number on it. He needed to call her
today.

“But
she left and made no arrangements to care for her dog,” Dory
insisted. “A female with four puppies. They’re purebreds and
apparently worth quite a bit of money. She planned on selling them.
I doubt a young woman would’ve just walked out on a mother dog and
four valuable nursing puppies.”

“Unfortunately, people do it all the time,” Wayne said, shaking
his head.

“True,
but not this girl. She was raised right. Plus, the grandmother said
the dog has been howling and acting desperate. Miss Canja thinks it
may know where the girl is.”
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