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Critical acclaim for Jewell Parker Rhodes’s

MOON

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

—Kirkus Reviews

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

—Booklist

“A superb sequel.”

—Publishers Weekly

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

—Pittsburgh Post-Gazette

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

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

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

—David Morrell, New York Times bestselling author of Scavenger

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

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

SEASON

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

—Orlando Sentinel

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

—Booklist

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

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

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

—Karen Siplin, critically acclaimed author of Whiskey Road

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

—Tananarive Due, Essence bestselling author of Blood Colony
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PROLOGUE

NEW ORLEANS WHARF
SATURDAY, LATE EVENING

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

What was it? Who?

It couldn’t remember.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

His luck had run out.

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

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

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

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

“JT—you on watch?”

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

“Better be.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

A shadow hovered on the horizon.

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

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

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

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

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

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

It understood desire. Need. Wanting.

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

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

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

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

It slammed into him.

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

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

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

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

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

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

JT mourned for all he hadn’t done.

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

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

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

LA MER JAZZ CLUB
SATURDAY NIGHT

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

“Safe sex, Marie.”

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

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

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

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

“Don’t sass.”

“Just have a good time?”

“Oui. Bonne temps en Nouveau Orleans.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Music—all powerful, knowing. Human. Humane.

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

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

DuLac murmured, “Night’s still young.”

She blushed. “If you were younger—”

“I’m your father figure.”

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

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

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

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

The drummer hit the bass.

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

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

The quintet launched into a ditty:

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

Conjure woman, turn your life around. Upside down.

She’ll put an evil spell on you.

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

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

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

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

“Tell me another lie,” said DuLac.

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

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

DuLac ordered champagne.

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

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

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

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

Marie caught her breath.

“You all right, Marie?”

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

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

DuLac watched her. “What is it?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Did you see it, DuLac?”

“You know I don’t have your gifts.”

“But you felt it?”

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

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

Times, like now, she felt unbearably alone.

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

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

“Take me home, DuLac.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Call me, if you need me.”

“I always do.”

Reluctantly, DuLac shifted his car into Drive.

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

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

“That you, Miz Marie?”

“Ici, here.”

Kind Dog barked a welcome, his whole body wagging.

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

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

“Did she eat well?”

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

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

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

“Dog!” said Marie.

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

“See, he knows he’s bad.”

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

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

He barked.

“Good dog.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Marie tiptoed toward the door.

Dog whimpered.

She turned back.

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

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

The blackbirds stilled, no motion.

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

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

Kind Dog barked.

“Sssh.”

He sat, ears perked high.

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

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

City levees kept water at bay. Spirits, too?

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

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

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

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

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

CHARITY HOSPITAL
SUNDAY EVENING

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

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

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

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

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

“Got your pincushion popped?”

“I wish.”

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

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

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

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

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

Marie stuck out her tongue.

“How’s your daughter?” asked Huan.

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

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

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

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

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

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

Be a doctor and heal.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Incoming,” shouted Huan.

“Incoming,” bellowed DuLac.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The gurney clattered onto the street.

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

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

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

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

“Yours, Marie?”

“Sure, DuLac.”

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

“Flatline,” the paramedic repeated.

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

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

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

The sheet lifted and fell gracefully.

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

The paramedics were wriggling, almost dancing with glee.

“Get out of here.”

“Told you. Told you. Weird as shit.”

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

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

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

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

He was young, good looking.

“Looks like a shriveled leprechaun,” said Parks.

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

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

“Who?”

“Detectives at the scene.”

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

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

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

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

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

“You should let him go,” said Parks.

“What?”

“Let him go.”

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

“Where was he found?” asked Marie.

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

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

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

“I’m supposed to help?”

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

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

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

“Did you see that?”

“Bloodsucker.”

“Anne Rice must’ve cast this one.”

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

The nurses squealed.

Parks covered the leathery skull.

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

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

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

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

“He needs refrigeration.”

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

“You’re—?”

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

“No one ever calls you Dan.”

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

“Laveau,” she said.

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

The technician, wide eyed, popped her gum.

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

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

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

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

“Wait up.”

“That’s Roach,” said Parks.

“Why do you call him Roach?”

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

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

Roach circled the body.

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

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

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

“Time of death?”

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

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

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

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

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

“Checking the neck.”

“Dracula’s not to blame.”

“Relax. Just checking.”

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

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

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

“No cuts here. No blood on his clothes.

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

“Fascinating.”

The fly buzzed off.

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

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

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

“Leave it, Roach.”

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

“Roach,” warned Parks.

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

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

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

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

“He threatened someone,” said Parks.

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

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

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

“Puncture marks.”

“Yes. Blood drained here.”

“Impossible.”

“No, I’m right.”

The man’s spirit sat up, nodding.

Marie stumbled backward.

“You okay, Doc?”

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

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

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

“Who?”

“The dead man.”

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

“No, I mean, his ghost.”

“Where?” Roach dropped his knife.

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

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

Marie covered her ears. “Stop. Stop.”

“What’s wrong with you?” asked Parks.

“Make it stop.”

Roach sliced the air, over the chest.

Silence.

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

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

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

Roach made the sign of the cross.

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

“And say what? Premonition?”

“You said it was a man named Agwé.”

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

“Jesus. Mary. Joseph,” said Roach.

“You’re joking.”

“You came to me, Detective.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I can sense things.”

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

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

“It’s ’cause he’s a northerner.”

“Shut up, Roach.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Definitely a violent death,” she said hoarsely.

“How do you know?” asked Parks.

“Otherwise his spirit would be gone.”

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

Parks whispered in her ear. “Show me.”

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

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

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

“Wait.”

“Isn’t it supposed to be cold?”

“Wait.”

“I feel—I feel—”

“What?” shouted Roach.

Parks withdrew his hand. “Nothing.”

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

“Let’s close up the body.”

“Sure,” said Roach. “Is he watching?”

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

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

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

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

“You brought him to me.”

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

“Hamlet,” murmured Roach.

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

Both Marie and Roach stared at Parks.

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

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

“Did you know Detective Reneaux?” she asked.

“Good cop,” said Roach.

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

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

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

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

“Don’t be,” said Parks.

“I hear things. Voices.”

“Trick of memory. You miss him.”

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

“Shut up, Roach.”

“You shut up. I’m senior coroner.”

“I’m case detective.”

“You sound like children.”

Roach laughed.

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

“It will.”

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

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

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

“Definitely a violent death.” Marie started walking.

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

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

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

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

She pushed the emergency stop button. Turned.

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

“I don’t know what to do.”

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

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

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

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

JT’s blood had filled it. Fed it.

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

CHARITY HOSPITAL
MONDAY, EARLY MORNING

Six AM. Shift over.

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

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

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

“Rough night?”

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

“Yes.”

“You’ll make it.

“As a voodooienne or a doctor?”

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

“Sure.”

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

“Kind Dog would like a Sunday walk.”

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

Marie patted his puffy hand.

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

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

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

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

“’Night, Sully.”

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

The ghost stumbled out from behind a trash bin.

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

Why would a ghost need to hide?

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

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

“I should sing a song for you.”

The little man kept trailing her.

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

He opened his mouth and a thin wail floated out.

“You can’t sing either.”

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

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

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

Church bells tolled.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Marie slowed her run and began skipping like a child.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

She knew he’d wait while she slept.

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

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

“Louise, I’m here.”

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

“Yes. It’s my night off.”

“Good. That child needs her mother.”

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

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

Kind Dog licked her hand.

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

Kind Dog, barking, leaped off the coach.

“Doc? Dr. Laveau?”

Marie-Claire started crying.

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

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

“I’m sorry.”

Dog was growling. Let him growl.

“I thought you didn’t need me.”

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

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

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

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

“Cats.”

“Well, Dog likes you.”

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

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

“Is she hungry?”

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

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

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

“What’s her name?”

“Marie-Claire.”

“Pretty baby.”

“Not a baby,” Marie-Claire chimed.

“She speaks.”

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

“Not married.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Hi,” said Marie-Claire. “Hi.”

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

“Eat your oatmeal.”

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

Parks straightened his tie.

“You’re not around children much.”

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

Dog raised his head.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Rudy was like the body at the hospital.”

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

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

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

“Like a snake’s.”

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

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

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

“Who?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Lola. Lola.”

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

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

“I don’t understand.”

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

“Potty,” said Marie-Claire, emphatic.

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

“Then Preservation Hall?”

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

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

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

“Me,” piped, Marie-Claire.
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FOUR

PRESERVATION HALL, FRENCH QUARTER
MONDAY MORNING

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

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

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

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

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

“Back here.”

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

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

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

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

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

“That’s enough, Roach.”

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

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

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

She dropped her hand.

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

“Nobody else would touch it.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Trumpet.”

“What?”

“He played the trumpet,” said Parks.

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

“If anyone deserved dying, he did.”

Parks stood. “Who might you be?”

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

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

“Thanks,” she said.

“Real gentleman,” scowled Dede.

“Show some manners,” said Parks.

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

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

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

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

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

“You going to take him?”

“Ready to load,” said Roach, returning.

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

“Shout-out? What’s that?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The men abruptly stopped their drumming.

Dede smiled crookedly.

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

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

“I need to be outside.”

“Don’t go far,” said Parks.

“Or you’ll arrest me?”

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

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

She looked about the courtyard, searching for Rudy.

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

“What connects you?” Marie asked.

“Talking to yourself?”

“You following me?”

Parks shrugged.

“No. To them,” said Marie, pointing.

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

“Bad for you.”

“This case is bad for me.”

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

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

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

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

“Trickery?”

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

“Whose rhythm were they playing?”

“Agwé’s. The sea god.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“That’s what I’m trying to find out.”

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

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

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

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

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

Marie knew he was angry.

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

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

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

“What does it mean?”

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

“Why didn’t you tell me earlier?”

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

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

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

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

“It isn’t voodoo.”

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

“Then you’re a fool.”

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

“Nothing to do with the profession.”

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

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

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

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

“I just know.”

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

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

Parks blew smoke at the clouds.

“Bad for you,” she sighed.

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

“Why are you here? New Orleans.”

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

“A woman,” Marie whispered.

Parks froze, expressionless.

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

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

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

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

“You love her.”

“Stop creeping me out.”

“Just a woman’s intuition.”

“And you? In love?”

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

“Parks,” shouted Roach.

They stepped apart.

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

“I’m coming,” said Parks.

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

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

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

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

Now it was Parks’s turn to blush.

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

“I, you.”

His brow arched.

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

“I’m a sign?” He grinned.

“A big one.” They both laughed.

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

“I’d rather walk. Helps me think.”

“You sure?”

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

“I’m sure,” she said.

[image: logo]

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

She stepped inside JT’s ghostly body.

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

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

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

Something burst from the water.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Doc?”

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

“You’re crying.”

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

“Woman’s intuition?”

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

She swayed.

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

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

“JT was a dockworker,” said Parks.

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

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

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

“Snakes aren’t evil.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Nothing.”

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

Parks raised his brows.

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

“Sure, Doc.”

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

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

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

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

“What’re you talking about?”

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

She slapped Parks. Hard. Then slapped him again.

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

A patrolman stepped near. “Need help?”

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

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

“What the hell—”

“JT’s trying to provide evidence.”

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

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

“I’m not a witch.”

“Voodoo.”

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

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

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

“Your sticks are gone,” she said.

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

“Why would he do that?”

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

“A joker,” said Parks.

“Look in your bag again,” said Marie.

“I’m tellin’ you. They’re not there.”

“I think they are. Will be.”

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

“Wait.”

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

“I’ll be damned,” said Parks.

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

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

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

“No. Someone else. Another spirit.”

Like a minstrel, JT slapped his chest and thighs.

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

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

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

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

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

“And providing concrete evidence of the unseen.”

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

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

“I mean, why yours? Your sticks?”

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

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

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

“Where can we reach you?”

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

“Name?”

“Wire. As in skinny as a wire.”

“I would’ve said rope.”

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

“I don’t understand,” said Parks.

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

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

“Anlo-Ewe? from Ghana?” asked Marie.

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

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

“Me?”

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

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

“You think so?”

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

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

“For what?”

“A voodoo ceremony.”

“You’re shitting me.”

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

“I wouldn’t miss it.”

“You know where?”

“Everybody knows where.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

It remembered women.

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

Understood how killing could be better than a kiss.

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

OUTSIDE CHARITY HOSPITAL
LATE EVENING, TUESDAY

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

She bit her lip, turned away.

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

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

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

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

Be a doctor and heal.

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

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

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

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

“I told you, I’ll walk.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Tell me about it,” said Luella.

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

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

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

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

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

“Hey, give me back my doc.”

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

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

“You have a ceremony to prepare for.”

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

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

Marie willed herself not to flinch or shift her gaze.

“Proper food?”

“Yes.”

“Altar candles? Offerings? Incense?”

“Yes, they’re all ready.”

“Then you should be preparing your mind.”

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

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

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

“I’m sorry,” murmured Marie.

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

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

They were hers.

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

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

Her mouth dropped open with surprise.

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

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

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

“Sure you did.”

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

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

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

“You mean teach me?”

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

“No.”

“Yes. Let me be proud of you.”

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

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

She embraced him, holding tight. Blinking back tears.

“Sass. Too much sass.”

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

“Get to work. Proper clothes, please.”

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

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

Marie nodded, smiling like a Cheshire cat.

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

EI kept the patients flowing.

Marie loved every minute of it.

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

The boy had grinned. “Sucker bait.”

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

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

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

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

“No.”

“That’s good.” He drank from his mug.

“It isn’t over.”

“Not good.”

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

“Still here?”

“Two chairs down from Sully.”

DuLac started, squinted at the folding chairs.

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

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

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

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

K-Paul offered a wheelchair.

Marie mouthed, “Thanks.”

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

“I’ve got it,” said Marie.

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