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All that you touch

You Change.

All that you Change

Changes you.

The only lasting truth

Is Change.

God

Is Change.

—Octavia E. Butler
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

A friend of mine named Yurie, who happens to be Japanese, shared with me a captivating mythical story from her culture that was widely known among her people.

“You are so lucky that you were taught that,” I remarked.

“What do you mean?” she responded.

Ancient African religions and folklore were concealed from many African Americans under the guise of being demonic. Enslaved Africans across the diaspora faced brutal punishment, including beatings and even death, for practicing their original religions. When you strip a people of their gods, language, and medicinal stories, you can break their spirit.

We are now in a time of reclaiming our heritage. For Africans in the diaspora, rediscovering African religions and folklore means reconnecting with who we truly are. We are piecing together parts of ourselves that were deliberately obscured.

The Wind on Her Tongue is my tribute to Oya and to historical figures who continue to be demonized today, such as Marie Laveau and Mary Ellen Pleasant. Oya is the Orisha of the storm, wind, and weather. In the Ifá religion of the Yoruba people in Nigeria, Orishas are divine spirits that embody aspects of nature and serve as intermediaries between God and humanity.

Oya is depicted as the daughter of Yemaya, a relationship affirmed not just in my interpretation but in ancient parables. Known as an invincible warrior and the “mother of nine,” Oya earned this title after enduring nine stillbirths and miscarriages. As the Orisha of weather and storms, she brings about change and transformation.

In certain societies, the sacred stories and parables about the Orishas are referred to as Patakis. With deep reverence and respect, this Pataki about Oya delves into the realms of racism, colorism, and classism as she confronts her own identity and abilities, striving to carve out her place in a society rife with challenges and complexities. The Wind on Her Tongue offers a compelling exploration of resilience, heritage, and the unwavering spirit of a young woman finding her voice amid the tumult of American history. The sequence of events within this novel are not completely accurate. I have included a timeline to note most of the historical occurances.

As we immerse ourselves in this narrative, regardless of our ancestral backgrounds, may we reconnect with our true selves and remember who we really are.






FOREWORD

In the vast landscape of literature, few stories resonate with the spiritual depth and transformative power of Anita Kopacz’s The Wind on Her Tongue. This novel is not just a tale woven from historical threads; it is a profound journey that bridges the seen and the unseen, the past and the present, the mortal and the Divine. It also beautifully demonstrates and reflects the essence and tapestry of Anita’s unwavering commitment to her spiritual growth, our cultural heritage, and the art of storytelling.

I have had the privilege of knowing Anita for over a decade and have witnessed her dedication to her spiritual study and work. Our journeys together, including our meditative sojourns to the sacred pyramids of Egypt (hosted through Agape International Spiritual Center’s travel ministry), have been a testament to her deep connection to the divine and her remarkable ability to channel wisdom from the ancestors. As a spiritual psychologist and retreat leader with the Goddess Wisdom Council, Anita has facilitated the emotional healing and empowerment of women. Such work affects countless individuals on a vibrational level and opens us up to the possibility of creating a truly civil society in which love and compassion are at its foundation.

Anita is also a longtime cultural beacon, sharing the voices of Black people in mainstream media. During her tenure as the editor in chief of Heart & Soul magazine, she elevated numerous narratives, including mine, spotlighting the importance of spiritual and emotional wellness in our community and beyond. I’ve even had the honor of sharing some of the wonderful insights contained in one of her previous books, Finding Your Way, during several Sunday sermons.

Anita’s exceptional storytelling and writing transcends mere fiction—it is a sacred act of bringing forth ancestral wisdom into contemporary consciousness through stories that evoke healing and transformation. This is evidenced in The Wind on Her Tongue, a medicine story that connects us back to our ancestors, reminding us of the resilient and enduring spirit that reside within us all.

In this compelling narrative, we are introduced to Oya, born in Cuba and gifted with otherworldly powers from her Yoruba Orisha lineage. This lineage, rich with the legacy of her mother, Yemaya, imbues Oya with a dual nature: the potential for healing and the capacity for destruction. It is this duality that lies at the heart of Oya’s journey and serves as a powerful metaphor for our own lives.

Through Oya’s eyes, we experience the turbulence of her powers, the trials of her identity, and the ultimate realization of her purpose. Her struggle with her destructive powers and quest for balance mirrors the inner conflicts we all face. Oya’s narrative also reflects the collective journey of those who have faced oppression and sought to reclaim their power.

It is through Oya’s trials that we learn the importance of embracing our full selves—both the light and the shadow. Anita’s portrayal of Oya’s evolution is a potent reminder that True power comes from within and that our greatest challenges can be our greatest teachers. It also reminds us that we are all connected by the threads of our ancestors and that our voices, like Oya’s, have the power to shape the world.

The Wind on Her Tongue is yet another avenue for Anita to help heal the emotional psyche of anyone who reads her words, especially Black women.

As you immerse yourself in the pages of this book, I invite you to reflect on your own journey. Consider how you are connected to the wisdom of the past and how your actions today shape the future. Let Oya’s story inspire you to embrace your own power, to seek wisdom from within, and honor the sacredness of your path.

With deep gratitude and admiration,

Michael Bernard Beckwith

Founder and CEO, Agape International Spiritual Center

Author of Life Visioning and Spiritual Liberation Host of the Take Back Your Mind Podcast
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CHAPTER 1

New Orleans, November 1872

Pull yourself together. Pull yourself together.

The drums that once seemed so all-encompassing now merely echo in the distance. Everything feels like it’s reverberating. The multitude of voices mumble together into a soup of sound. I keep my eyes closed, afraid of what I might see. Was I poisoned? I never signed up for this.

With my eyes still clamped shut, I touch the tips of my fingers to my thumbs, counting, One… two… three… four… four… three… two… one… My mama taught me that when I was a child. If I ever needed to bring myself back from too much emotion, One… two… three… four… four… three… two… one… Silence.

It all stops. The sounds. The echoes. The voices.

I slowly open my eyes and see that I’m still here. In the corner. Everyone is still here, but it’s silent. They are laughing, drumming, eating—but no noise escapes them.

I’m seated in the middle of the ceremonial altar in the crook of the ballroom. Candlelight gleaming all around me. I’m not used to being the center of attention. Though there are many revelers dancing about the great hall, I can’t seem to hear a thing. A wooden crate draped in purple velvet cloth props me slightly above the ground but affords no cushion. I can feel the splintery wood and small gaps between each plank on my buttocks, but I’ve been told to keep my legs crossed and not to touch the floor until the ritual is over. I have seen statues adorned in this way, with nuts and fruits as offerings, but never a human.

Lace dyed lavender has been cloaked along the walls of the altar, and the floor-to-ceiling windows around the room reflect the hundreds of flickering tapers adorning buffet tables brimming with food. Platters of shiny coral-colored crawfish, silver bowls of steaming hot jambalaya, gumbo, and red beans and rice. I can smell the delectable yeasty puffed beignets above all the other heady, spicy, mouthwatering aromas. In spite of the celebration, I feel in no shape to participate. The superbly costumed guests swirl and twirl through the room in their ceremonial garb, the women in long flowing cotton skirts in various shades of purple with multicolored headwraps, and the men in loose white tunics cinched at the waist.

Purple and white confetti floats through the crowd as the drummers beat with increasing intensity. Their muscles pulsate as I feel the vibration, yet I still cannot hear a thing. Those dancing begin to move as if they are in a trance. I notice that the red candles, which are only at the altar, have burned down almost to stubs. Marie, bedecked in gold jewelry encrusted with precious gems as befits a queen, approaches and whispers something in my ear, but I can’t hear her. She motions for two of her servant women to remove the melted tapers.

A gust of wind rushes past us and blows out a few of the candle stubs before the women can change them. They turn to Marie, wide-eyed and visibly unnerved. The draft swells and picks up speed, traveling around the room until all the candles have been extinguished. The dancehall is now only dimly illuminated by the light of the gas streetlamps glowing through the large windows. The wind returns to my corner and surrounds me, encircles me as a tornado might, but I am calm in the eye of the storm. I begin to drift off, nodding my head back. The line between my imagination and reality now becomes increasingly blurred.



DING! DING! DING!

“Get the midwife, I can’t feel her heartbeat!” they yell.

My eyes are still glued shut. I don’t want to see them. I don’t want to feel what this reality has to offer. Against my will, I peel my eyes open.



There she is. Sitting behind her heavy, ornately carved dark oak desk with a feather pen in hand. How did I get here? What was that ringing I heard? And the call for the midwife? I think I might be going mad. The smell of old smoke only slightly obscured by lavender oil chokes me. I try not to cough.

The window behind her encapsulates the life of this town. Horse-drawn streetcars roll down the wide tree-lined boulevard, past the colorful two-story houses with their curlicue wrought-iron gates, gingerbread embellishments, and ubiquitous white-columned porches. Negro and Creole women walk about in high fashion, garbed in brightly colored silks and satins; long dresses with puffy sleeves, tight bodices, full skirts, and bustles; bonnets with wide ribbons, elaborate bows, and feathers. Are they headed to a ball or just out for a stroll? It’s hard to tell.

I blink hard and look back at Marie. She is a Negro, but her color seems to have faded with age. Her thick, white wavy hair is pulled up into a loose bun, and her purple satin dress appears to be uncomfortably tight around the bosom. I assume she is wearing a corset, something I am grateful I’ve rarely had to squeeze into. In Cuba, we almost always have loose cotton sundresses that flow in the sea breeze and feel like we are clad in close to nothing at all.

Marie’s judgment shows through her deadpan expression. She forces a slight smile as she deliberately places her feather pen back in its well.

“I think it’s time we try some herbs. Nothing permanent, just something to help you through this rough patch. What do you think?”

I don’t know what I think? My mother sent me here because she said that Marie has a special interest in my well-being. She says I am connected deeply to the spiritual work that she does. Marie handles me as one might a newborn child, she is so careful. I can tell that her handmaidens, dressed in white, who seem to attend to her personal and business affairs, and servants, dressed in black with full white aprons, have the utmost respect for her. Or perhaps it’s fear, so hard to tell. Regardless, I know Mama would not send me to anyone who would mistreat me, so I try to trust her. Apparently, I met her when I was young, but I do not recall.

“I came to New Orleans because my mother said you would know what to do with me,” I whisper.

Marie lifts her gaze from the parchment and meets my eyes. “I am of the mind that you know exactly what to do with yourself, I am only here to help you find that answer.”

She asks one of her servants to make me the prescribed herbal tea. I rub my still-tender and somewhat distended belly and swallow my unbearable grief as I think of my baby girl. The winds come again, strong enough to rustle the thick dark green velvet curtains framing the grand windows, which happen to be closed. I try to hold back my emotions, counting backward in my mind. Marie looks up but does not seem startled by the breeze.

She walks over to me and places one of her hands on my stomach and the other tight around me. My body automatically stiffens with the touch of this virtual stranger, but then, without thinking, I find myself responding to her nurturing kindness, softening and folding into her embrace.

“Nou pral rive,” she whispers. “We will get through this.”

The winds settle down in Marie’s dark room as she comforts me. Dusk has fallen, and the servants have not yet lit the candles. The only light comes from the full moon that peeks through the slits between the velvet drapes with its faint yellow glow. Marie is the first person other than my mom who doesn’t seem frightened by my powers. One of her handmaidens walks in with a steaming cup of liquid in a delicate porcelain teacup. She places it on the wooden desk and then retreats to the corner of the room, where she stands quietly with the other handmaidens and servants.

“This tea has a mix of herbs that will both heal your wounds on the inside and calm your nerves.”

“But my mother already healed me,” I inform her.

“Yes, these will heal your emotional wounds, my child.”

I take a sip of tea and have to call upon my full restraint not to spit it out. I gag on the wretched bitterness and almost choke on the loose bits of herbs that have not been strained.

“You will get used to it,” Marie states in a flat tone, her eyebrows furrowed with more worry than her voice indicates.

She walks over to her handmaidens and whispers something to them.

I let the water cool before I take another tiny sip of the disgusting brew.

Without warning, two handmaidens, either my age or younger, walk up to me. I notice that they are identical twin sisters, their resemblance striking, as they stare intently at me. Their dark, mysterious eyes have a glint of wisdom beyond their years. Their skin is smooth, like the melted chocolate my mother would prepare for me on special full moons. Their lips are almost heart-shaped, with a deep bow in the middle and full bottom lips. They are so uniquely beautiful that it is hard not to stare back.

“Madame Oya, we have been tasked with watching over you.”

“You’re the most gorgeous woman we’ve ever seen, isn’t that so, Cosette?”

They both giggle, and Cosette replies, “Oh yes. You’re an angel! Exquisite—your hair is so big and curly! Women here never wear their hair loose like you. And—” They pull me to my feet, and Cosette stands on her tiptoes and says, “You’re so tall!”

Their candor and sweetness completely disarm me.

The other twin curtsies awkwardly and says, “I will perform the spells and prepare your herbs. My name is Collette.”

“And I will help with your everyday chores until you are settled in. I’m Cosette.”

I know what the herbs are now, but what does Collette mean by “spells”? I don’t want to come off as completely ignorant, so I decide not to ask. I reach for the tea.

“Collette and Cosette, that’s easy. Thank you,” I say.

Collette flashes a mischievous smile and whispers, “The hard part is telling us apart.”

Cosette pours me a fresh cup of steaming tea before they both curtsy awkwardly, giggle, and hurry off. I hold my nose and take a swig of the tea, forgetting that it is freshly poured and scalding hot.



“Oya! Oya! You can’t catch me, you’re too slow!” my brother, Obatala, yells as he runs in front of me.

How did I get here? I am running as fast as I can in the hard wet sand and trip over my own two feet, landing headfirst in the surf. Obatala sprints back to me. He looks to be around eight years old, making me just four.

“Oya, are you hurt?” He pulls me up and brushes off my face.

I spit out crunchy grains of sand and feel his strong arms holding me up. “I’m good,” I say, sniffling.

Obatala walks me over to the shore. I remember this day. I remember what happens. Still, I can’t seem to stop this nightmare, and, even worse, I can’t stop my participation. Obatala spots a glistening orange starfish on the beach. He runs up to investigate and sees that it is still alive. I can feel the deep urge inside me to keep it.

“I want it!” I demand.

“No, Oya,” he says, “it will die. We must put her back into the ocean.”

“No!” I yell. “I want her!”

We feel the winds begin to pick up. Obatala puts me down and grabs the starfish. He shields his eyes to protect himself from the stinging sands that the building squalls are throwing about. He runs to the ocean to put the starfish back, but the waters have already begun to swirl.

“No!” I yell again. “That’s mine!”

A huge wave advances over Obatala and crashes down on him.



The dainty teacup crashes onto Marie’s desk and splashes hot tea everywhere.

Cosette runs up. “I’ll take care of it, miss.” She hurries to fetch a rag.

I stare at the steam rising off the spilled liquid, watching the symbols forming in the vapor. They seem to be telling me something.

“Do you see it?” Marie walks in with a rag.

I jump like a child being caught doing something naughty. Is she talking about the steam?

“You can read it too; you can read any element speaking to you in form. You can read water, stones, fire, smoke, clouds—everything in existence is trying to commune with you.” Marie reaches over and wipes off the table. “It would be a shame if it ruined my desk, though.” She laughs.

Her face is as smooth as a baby’s cheek, but I know she must be in her seventies. Her hands show the life she has lived. They are a shade darker than the rest of her body, with wrinkles gathering at each joint. Her veins are raised, purple and green, and her skin has a shine as if it might be wet.

“Are you reading my veins?”

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” I mumble, lowering my gaze. I realize that I think I’ve seen something she doesn’t want me to see. Has she been through the same thing I have? Has she lost a child?

Marie reaches for me with her wizened hands and lifts my chin. “Don’t you ever bow your head to anyone. You are not like others on this earth. We are fortunate to be on your path.”

“But you are the queen.” I had heard some visitors refer to her as such. I hope I do not offend her.

She smiles. “If I am the queen, then you are a god.”

But she is the queen.

While wiping the final spot of tea, she holds her other hand out to me. “Come on, now, don’t be shy.”

I grasp Marie’s hand and, with the strength of a large man, she pulls me to my feet. Startled, I stumble forward and almost fall. She steadies me.

“I don’t know my strength,” she says with a crooked smile. “Collette will bring more tea to your room. You should have a cup of this at least three times a day until I deem you healthy. There is nothing you need to do here but heal. Rest, my child.”

She walks me down a long narrow hallway lined with rows of large portraits in ornate, heavy gilt frames. The paintings depict a wide array of people from different backgrounds. A Negro woman clad in European wear, a white man in military gear, an old Native woman holding a child, three mulatto children sitting by a toy train. Candles in brass sconces cast eerie shadows that bring the portraits to life. Their eyes seem to follow me as I walk slowly down the hallway staring in wonder. Such different people. Who are they? How do they all belong here?

“My ancestors,” Marie says, noticing my stare. “They help guide me. I keep their light burning by honoring them. I do rituals and spells to keep them happy.”

Rituals and spells?

I’m startled when she seems to read my thoughts.

“Not to worry, you will understand all of this mumbo jumbo before you know it. Time for you to get some rest.”

Marie guides me to my bedroom on the second floor. The hefty dark wooden door creaks as I slowly push it open. Marie smiles and slightly bows her head as she turns back toward the ancestor hallway and leaves me to explore my new room. As I step inside, my gaze is immediately drawn to an arresting painting of the Black Madonna hanging over my bed. I recognize her instantly, a figure my mama introduced me to long ago. In all the depictions I’ve seen of her, she wears a solemn expression, as if burdened by the baby Jesus. Mama told me it wasn’t sadness about having Jesus in her arms but, rather, sorrow for all the injustices he would endure in his life. But how did the Madonna know?

I stretch out on the plush lavender bed and take it all in. The lace canopy reaches the floor, and though it is pulled back and contained by soft satin ropes with long tassels, it flutters and shimmies as I settle in. The room smells delightful, like lilies and orchids, and is decorated with delicate lightweight wooden furniture—an armoire, a vanity, side tables, and high-backed upholstered chairs—painted white and pale pink, with carved edges embellished with gold. It feels like a young girl’s quarters. Soft and pretty. Fine and elegant. But I can’t shake the feeling that this room doesn’t quite belong to me. I wonder if it was one of Marie’s daughters’. It is so distinctly different from the rest of the decor in the house: heavy, dark, and serious. The only thing in my bedroom that seems out of place is the painting of the Black Madonna. Her intensity permeates the room in spite of the lace and pink and gold.

Though the space is charming and bright, I feel a chill and pull the feather comforter over myself. The houses here feel cold, not only in temperature but in spirit. There is an air of repression and restriction, with the city’s wrought-iron gates and proper dress, that I never sensed in Cuba. I hate the feeling that I must control myself, must contain my energy.



The waves crash upon my feet.

“Obatala!” Mama comes running down the beach with clouds of sand following her.

I clutch the orange starfish to my chest and stare into the waves that have just swallowed my brother. I’m unable to move, but Mama dives into the ocean and grabs Obatala. She pulls him out, and I see that his body ragdolls like bundled scraps of cloth. His arms are completely limp. Mama gently places him on the sand and puts her ear to his chest. Her face tightens as strings of pearly silken threads flow out of her hands and surround Obatala in a soft cocoon.

Mama mumbles some words I don’t understand. A golden light flashes all around the cocoon, and it begins to shudder. Obatala’s little hands emerge from the woven shell as he coughs up a gush of water.

“Obatala!” Mama jerks him up and pulls him into her arms. “Obatala, now, now, child, everything is going to be all right,” she says as she wipes away the webs.

Obatala coughs in her arms and holds her tightly. I slowly walk up to them. Obatala spots the starfish in my hand. He weakly whispers, “Put her back, Oya, you don’t want her to die.”

I look at Obatala, then back to the ocean. Mama encourages me to go. I drag my feet in the sand, creating long, curved lines with my toes until the water washes away my marks. I kneel in the surf.

“Bye-bye, star,” I say as I place her in the water.



“Her water broke!” Marie yells as she pulls me away from a very pregnant, very young woman laboring in her back room. My hands shake as I attempt to steady myself in this reality. The waves, Obatala—it all feels so real. How did I get back here? Through the blur of my tears, the details of the room slowly sharpen into my vision.

The space is perfectly outfitted for birth, with its soft colors, sterile bed and birthing stools, basins, and gleaming silver birthing instruments all lined up on a clean white cloth laid out on a long enamel cabinet.

“Go fetch some hot water and towels. Collette, go help Oya.” Flustered, I almost trip headfirst into the wall. Collette catches me and directs me down the long, dark, narrow hallway to the kitchen, large and opening out to the verdant herb and vegetable garden behind the house. Last night’s dinner of roast chicken lingers in the air, and I realize that I’m hungry. Only a few candles are lit, as it is now the middle of the night, and most of the servants are asleep.

“I’ll go put the water on the fire, and you get the towels from the washroom,” Collette commands. She is confident and sure, the opposite of the giggly young handmaiden I met before. I follow her orders.

The washroom is a separate small building behind the main house with a water pump and laundry basins. I speed out the back door and onto the shadowy path that takes me to the washroom. I don’t have a candle or lantern with me, so it takes a minute for my eyes to adjust to the scant moonlight. The streetlamps have already been extinguished, so I imagine that the entire city of New Orleans is dark. I’ve heard this is a place known for its nightlife, but when three or four in the morning rolls around, there aren’t any souls on the street. Marie calls it the witching hour. I like the darkness and the quiet. They calm my nerves.

“Oya!” Collette shouts. “Did you find the towels?”

She startles me, and I yell, “I’m looking!”

I haven’t yet explored the washroom, so I fumble around in the darkness, unable to locate the towels. I see a light bobbing on the path outside, and Collette busts the door open with a lantern in hand. The light reveals a tidy, whitewashed interior, tile floors, and several barrels for washing, as well as a hand-crank clothes wringer and hanging racks. Collette heads straight for a trunk in the back of the room, swings it open, grabs the towels, and runs out. I follow close behind.

Cosette meets us in the kitchen with a pot of hot water. She carefully walks toward the back room. I feel a bit useless; I couldn’t find the towels, and now Cosette has the water.

“It’s not about you,” Cosette says, as if she can intuit my thoughts.

I am silent, but I stay close in case they need me. By the time Cosette and I arrive, Collette has already given Marie the towels. Cosette hurries over and places the hot water at her feet. There is so much blood. My knees begin to buckle. Cosette runs up to me and whispers again, “This is not about you, remember. We are here to serve right now. Remove your self-importance. Just for the moment.”

I feel like I should be offended by her words, but they make so much sense. I see the woman, who appears to be my age, writhing in pain as she struggles to find a position to push. “Lorna May, do you remember the breathing exercises I taught you?” Marie asks as she pulls Lorna up off the bed and guides her onto her feet.

Breathing in tandem with her patient, Marie holds Lorna’s arms as she instinctively squats in pain. Marie encourages her to breathe in time with her contractions, and Collette positions herself in front of Lorna, ready to catch the baby.

I can feel my spirit needing to leave this reality.

Cosette whispers, “Stay here with us, I know it’s hard, but it’s—”

“It’s not about me,” I interrupt. “I got it.”

As much as I want to believe that it’s not about me, I can’t help thinking of the baby I lost. The dream I lost. The life I lost. Tears well up in my eyes, and before I can wipe them, Marie commands, “Oya, come.”

I rush to her side. Marie lays the woman on the floor and positions me and Collette on opposite sides of her body. Lorna lifts her feet and bends her knees. Marie instructs us to place her feet on our shoulders, and when it’s time to push, we counter-push her legs back.

“I have to push, I have to push!”



“I have to push!” I yell, even though my mama and the midwife are close by.

Sweat drips into my eyes, but all I can feel are my intense contractions.

“Something is not right,” I mutter.

“This is all natural. Keep breathing,” the midwife reassures me.

I blow fish lips, as my mother would call it. She said it would help me relax during labor. The contractions subside for a moment. I begin to wail uncontrollably.

“Mama, something is not right, I feel it! I feel her leaving.”

Mama holds me from behind and wipes the tears from my eyes. “There, there, now, child. There, there,” she says to comfort me.

But nothing can relax me. I can feel my baby saying goodbye to me. I can feel her giving up, and there is nothing I can do.

The contractions start again. The midwife can sense something is wrong now.

“It’s time to push,” she says.

I push with all of my might, but nothing happens. I push again, using every bit of strength I have left.

“We have the crown!” the midwife yells.

Mama begins to cry with joy, but I already know. A dark cloud begins to loom inside of me and outside of our house. Mama looks out the window and sees the weather shifting.

“One… two… three… four… Come on, breathe with me.”

I push once again, and my baby flops out. There is silence. The midwife holds her upside down and taps her on her bottom. Still no sound. The midwife looks at my mama and shakes her head. Mama rushes over and tries to heal her. Webs form on her hands, but it is already too late. The silken threads flutter to the ground as my beautiful baby girl, my Kitari, rests in her lap. Mama traces her face with the tips of her fingers. She’s more beautiful than any baby I’ve ever seen. Her skin is smooth, and her black curls are shiny. She has a birthmark on the side of her arm that looks like a misshapen heart. Mama kisses her cheek and slowly hands her to me.



Marie hands me the baby girl.

“Good job,” she whispers.

I am visibly shaking, but I hold on to the precious life. Collette and Cosette hurry to me. “Let’s wash her and get her back to her mama,” Cosette says as she offers to take the baby.

I oblige. My arms are weak, and I can’t seem to handle whatever cruel trick my mind is playing on me. I feel like I’m going to break.

Collette holds my arm and leads me to the kitchen, where we will wash the baby. I can hear the wind howling outside. One… two… three… four… four… three… two… one… I take a deep inhale to try to calm down. The last thing we need tonight is a hurricane. Collette lights a candle and burns some herbs. She starts chanting over a small red thread bracelet. Cosette is on baby duty. She takes some of the water we warmed and mixes it with cold water. While holding the baby in one arm, she dips a rag in the bowl and wrings it out with her other hand. As Cosette washes the baby, Collette says a prayer over her and blows smoke from the herbs onto her body. The baby begins to wail.

“She is telling the ancestors that she arrived,” Cosette says with a smile.

When Cosette finishes washing the baby, Collette puts the red bracelet around the baby’s wrist.

“This represents her connection to the ancestors. It also lets them know that she wants to continue that connection throughout her journey in this world,” Collette explains as she ties the knot.

“Let’s get her back to her mommy,” Cosette exclaims, and they hurry out.

I fall to the ground, too weak to continue. Tears fall incessantly from my eyes.



I feel Mama embracing me from behind. I hold on to her arms and let it all out, the grief, the rage, the searing pain. I keen, scream, howl, and weep as the rain outside our house pounds the tin roof. Though I am being dismantled from the inside out, we are contained within the eye of my storm—but God protect the rest of the island!






CHAPTER 2

With my eyes still closed, I hear them whisper over me.

“We’re lucky it didn’t turn into a hurricane before she passed out.”

“Was it really her that did it?”

“Let her rest.”

My eyes flutter open, and they all stop muttering. Marie’s handmaidens surround me, dabbing me with rags drenched in cold water. There is a spark in their presence that I have never felt before. They speak like regular folk, a bit of worry and fear, but there is a protective energy encircling them, like an invisible whirlwind. The power holds them together until I begin to move; I feel it dissipating as I stir in the bed.

“Welcome back, miss—” Cosette says.

“We knew you were going to be okay,” Collette adds, finishing Cosette’s sentence.

But they didn’t know. I could tell by the sweat trickling down their faces on this chilly night. Why is it so cold? Cosette runs to the corner of my room to get a blanket to cover me.

“We have been praying for you all night,” Collette says.

“Hush, child, don’t make her feel like a burden,” Marie says, startling us.

The handmaidens jump simultaneously and line up against the wall. Marie walks up to me with a steamy cup of herbal tea. I slowly sit up in the bed, slipping on the pale pink silken sheets. I feel so weak.

“Why is it so cold?” My voice shakes as I inquire.

“Your fever broke, and you released a storm before you passed out.”

I can feel the emotions stirring inside of me again. Not anger but deep shame.

Hesitantly, I ask, “Was anyone hurt?”

“No, child, it wasn’t anything we couldn’t handle,” Marie says as she hands me the tea.

My shame feels like a switch to turn on my insecurities. I didn’t feel like a burden when Collette said they prayed for me all night, but as soon as I found out that I caused a storm, those tables turned. I could’ve seriously hurt or even killed everyone here.

“I’m sorry.” I choke through my closing throat, trying to hold back my tears.

As my wind rustles the lavender lace canopy above me, I watch as Marie’s white hair dances in the breeze. Around us, the handmaidens begin to chant a prayer, their voices soft and melodic but loud enough to hear over the whistling of my squalls. Though I can catch only fragments of the words, the sounds they produce remind me of the prayers chanted by the Babalawos during my mother’s ceremonies.

Suddenly, I feel a palpable shift in the air—a circle of charged energy, invisible yet undeniable, begins to form around me. It feels like a warm embrace. As the handmaidens continue their chant, my winds gradually subside.

“What is happening to me? It’s never been so bad,” I say to Marie.

“Nothing is bad, my child. You are just becoming more powerful with the deep life lessons you are learning, and now you need to learn to wield that power. Hone that power. Control that power. Before it controls you,” she says, rubbing my head. She encourages me to sip the tea.

“I’m not fully here,” I say as I bring yet another hand-painted porcelain teacup to my lips. I notice that this one has the image of a fancily dressed woman with a large hat painted on it.

“I know, I can tell when you are gone. The tea will eventually help you stay present.”

I sip the brew, and the bitter taste still chokes me, it’s as if my body is completely rejecting it. I push down my desire to regurgitate and take another swallow. The ladies continue to chant in the corner. My eyes roll to the back of my head.



“Think about it, Oya, when does the weather change around you?” Mama asks.

I’m on the beach again, dressed in one of my favorite sundresses, a worn peach-colored cotton shift with holes in the bodice, not something I could ever get away with wearing in New Orleans. I’m barefoot, standing in the surf, allowing the cool water to bathe my feet as they sink slowly into the soft sand. I can feel the wisdom of the ocean and the wisdom of my mama speaking to me at the same time. I listen intently.

I’m older, maybe twelve, and Mama is teaching me how to control my powers, because ever since I began to bleed, I’ve had less and less rule over the storms, which have been coming more frequently. She asks me when the weather responds to my emotional state.

I don’t have to think about it. I say, “When I’m angry.”

“Good, any other time?”

“I think when I’m sad.”

“Yes, yes, good. When my healing powers started, I had no idea what they were. I would just wipe the webs from my hands when they formed. It took quite a while for me to realize their properties.”

“But my powers are not healing, they’re killing.”

Mama swallows as if she is trying to find the perfect words, treading carefully as if walking on eggshells around me. I’ve noticed this cautiousness before—it’s as though everyone fears triggering my anger. Rightfully so, I suppose. But amid it all, I observe something—Mama never seems afraid for herself. She remains steadfast, her composure unwavering.

“We are learning what your powers are. If you are a healer, then your powers will be used for healing. It is not the power but the person who wields it who determines its fate.”

That sinks in for the very first time.

It’s up to me.

“I’m a healer, Mama, but not in the same way as you. I’m a warrior.”



Images of Mama and the ocean flicker back and forth in my mind, interspersed with static pictures of Marie, her hands steady as she tries to prevent me from spilling my tea. Slowly, I settle in before her, cradled in my lavender canopy. With gentle care, she peels my fingers off the teacup and takes it away from me.

“Where were you?”

“With Mama. We were practicing my powers at the ocean.”

“Good, good. Take a deep breath,” she says as she places the tea on my side table. “There are some exercises you can do when you begin to feel yourself drifting away. You are jumping to different times and places because your spirit and emotions do not want to deal with what is happening in the present. That is normal when something as traumatic as losing a child has happened.”

With the ladies still chanting softly in the background, surrounding me in the protective prayer, I allow myself the freedom to release a tear. As it falls, I sense no change in the weather, so I let my emotions flow. As their chanting gradually crescendos, Marie moves in and embraces me.

“I want my baby,” I cry.

I daydreamed about her a thousand times when she was inside me. Even then, I could sense her presence—the sweetness of her essence, like the scent of fresh mangoes lingering in the air. I imagined the softness of her touch, the gentle tickle of her black curls against my arm as I cradled her in my dreams. Her face was etched in my mind long before I laid eyes on her. She was so vivid, so alive.

Marie stands by quietly, allowing me the space to empty my tears. The handmaidens, like warriors, stand in position until my last tear falls. It’s a cathartic release, one I’ve never allowed myself without concern for everyone’s safety. My eyes feel sore and dry, and my nose is stuffy from the torrent of emotions unleashed.

It all feels so surreal. Just weeks ago, I was basking in the warmth of the Cuban sun, rubbing my pregnant belly. And now here I am, in this cold French villa, surrounded by people who seem overly invested in my well-being.

“Your mind may not be your friend as you heal,” Marie says. “The tea will help. And if you feel yourself moving to different times, do the counting exercise I taught your mom when you were a child, or call out specific objects you see around you, like ‘purple canopy, pink sheets, white desk.’ That should bring you back pretty quickly.”

I hesitate, unable to find the words to express what I’m feeling. I can’t bring myself to tell her that my mind moves so swiftly between different times and places that I doubt any exercise could anchor me in the present. Instead, I find myself drawn to her deep brown eyes, which seem to hold a wisdom beyond anything I could ever comprehend. She is always reading everything, like she told me before. The elements are always talking to us.

“Will you read me?” I ask.

“Not now, darling, you will not like it. The predictions are sometimes affected by how you are feeling; this is why I tell people not to wait until they are in crisis to get a session. Those are simply surface readings, though. The more we learn, the more we realize that everything has already happened, and we are just obeying the laws of time and experiencing life in a linear fashion.”

Though I don’t quite grasp what she’s saying, some comfort settles within me as she speaks, as if my soul understands everything, even if my mind doesn’t.



As the days pass, I find that they blend into one another, the sharp edges of my grief gradually softened by Marie’s tea. Though the flashbacks grow less frequent, there remains a deep sadness within me, an ache for my lost baby.

Yet I find solace in helping others. Marie teaches me much about midwifery, and together with her handmaidens, we tend to the needs of many pregnant women. Night births have become a regular occurrence in our household, and I’m now adept at providing care and comfort to mothers in their time of need.

But not every woman leaves with her baby in her arms. I share with them the same teas that have helped me find peace, crafting special packages of herbs for them to take home. In caring for these bereaved mothers, I find a sense of purpose—a healing balm for my own wounded soul. At first I worried I would feel broken, experiencing others’ pain, but it gives me hope, like my suffering has gifted me with wisdom and the sense that it was not all for nothing.

The twins teach me everything I need to know to be a beneficial member of this household. All of the foreign concepts and languages feel like second nature. They often speak to me in French or Creole, and slowly I begin to catch on.

“Gade w, kounya w ap fè remèd ou pou kò w,” Collette says as she brings in a bundle of fresh herbs. “Look at you, you are making your own medicine now,” she repeats in English.

Collette sets to work, meticulously separating the herbs strewn across the counter. I recognize some basics: oregano, basil, sage, and rosemary, but there are a few that I am still learning. She deftly ties a red string around each fragrant bunch. Meanwhile, the water simmering on the stove seems to be taking an eternity to boil.

“Has Madame Marie said how much longer you need to drink the teas?”

“No,” I say.

Collette’s question strikes a chord within me, stirring unease that I hadn’t fully acknowledged before. I find myself contemplating my dependence on the herbs. Will I need them forever?

“I actually don’t mind it anymore,” I say defensively. “It doesn’t even taste bitter.”

I haven’t had a flashback in weeks, and even then, it was so faint that I managed to bring myself back using the technique that Marie taught me.

“I’ve been meaning to ask you something,” Collette whispers.

She places the last herb bundle on the counter and grabs the top of my arm, the way one might an elderly grandmother to cross the street. She leads me to the back washroom and closes the door, looking around, plagued with paranoia.

“Sa w genyen?” What’s wrong? I ask, one of the few phrases I picked up in Creole.

“On the contrary, nothing is wrong,” Collette whispers, giving me her all-too-familiar mischievous smirk. That’s how I tell the twins apart now: Collette always looks like she is up to something.

“Did your mom ever tell you about Moses?”

“Yes. She didn’t tell me many stories about herself, but she did share about Moses. She helped Mama on her journey north. Mama said that Moses kept going back to the South to help free enslaved Africans.”

“There is a meeting—”

A loud crash from the street interrupts Collette. She snaps her head violently and stares in the direction of the noise without blinking. A cat squeals behind the wall.

“It must’ve been a trash can falling over,” I say to calm her nerves.

Collette takes a deep, long breath and whispers, “There is a meeting tonight that I want you to attend.”

“What has you on pins and needles?” I ask.

“Madame Marie must not find out about it. She would forbid us to go if she knew.”

Now I’m intrigued. I have always been one to break the rules, but I thought differently of the twins. Even though Collette seems a bit prankish at times, they are both such do-gooders, obedient to Marie and the other handmaidens.

“What kind of meeting?”

“We can’t talk about it here. Just meet us around the corner by the great willow tree. Do you know where that is?”

As a matter of fact, I know exactly where that is. It’s on my favorite path to walk during the day. Secretly, I slip off my shoes during the stroll to revel in the sensation of the earth beneath my feet. It’s so different from Cuba, where I often wandered barefoot along the sandy beaches. Here, the earth is damp and springy. I particularly relish the feeling of mud oozing between my toes after it rains, accompanied by the pungent, earthy aroma of damp leaves.

I snap out of my reverie and respond, “I do, but what if Marie asks me about my outing?”

“Just say that you are coming to help us care for the elderly couple in town,” Collette says, as if she has already thought of every scenario.

It’s hard to contain my excitement. “I’ll be there.”

Collette smiles. “Now go get your tea, I’m sure your water has boiled.”

She grabs my hand, opens the washroom door, and leads me back through the tangled foliage of the overgrown garden, retracing our steps toward the kitchen. We skip on the stepping stones, from one rounded rock to the next, laughing every step of the way.
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enslaved Africans through the
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Alexander Thomas Augusta
becomes the first Black doctor
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Marie Laveau II, Marie Laveau’s
daughter, is known for practicing
a more theatrical style of voodoo.
Many people think she is her
mother, so it’s hard to distinguish
between their works during this
time. Like her mother, Marie 11
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Marie Laveau, one of the
best-known voodoo queens

in New Orleans, leads public
voodoo ceremonies in Congo
Square and private rituals
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Mary Ellen Pleasant sets sail for
San Francisco during the gold
rush (1848-1855).
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Thomas Bell meets Mary Ellen
Pleasant on the four-month
journey at sea to San Francisco.
They become business partners,
and in the next three decades
they procure millions through
investing in banking and mining
interests.
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Congress passes the Thirteenth
Amendment, which abolishes
slavery in the United States,
but slavery continues in some
areas for years to come.
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Streetcars in New Orleans are
segregated from inception, first
by separate trams. The “Star
Cary’ marked with a black star,
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James D’Arcy, one of the
founders of a national
Workingmen’s Party,

is elected to run the workers’
meeting that turns into the
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Harriet Tubman speaks at events
about freedom and the women’s
suffrage movement. During

the Civil War (1861-1865),
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and scout in the ULS. Army; she
helps rescue more than seven
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Jesse James and his gang hold
up trains, rob banks and
stagecoaches, and steal horses.
Because of his many Southern
sympathizers, he is never caught
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Lew Hing, the founding father
of San Francisco’s Chinatown,
marries Chin Shee in San
Francisco. Lew amasses his
riches from creating many
successful canning companies.
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During the San Francisco Riot
of 1877, the white population

of San Francisco wages a three-
day riot against the Chinese
immigrants, killing four people
and demolishing several Chinese
homes and businesses.
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