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      Six months ago, I thought I was astute when I bought a plantation for a steal. It turned out the joke was on me. The hundred acre property, with overgrown gardens and a stately if crumbling house, turned out to be haunted. The guy who sold it to me was desperate to unload it, and I was happy to take it off his hands. I thought I was getting the upper hand, something that I valued. But I was getting royally screwed.

      Once I realized what was going on, I was in too deep financially to walk away from my investment. So rather than turning the property into a bed-and-breakfast like I had planned, I decided the best course of action was to do a complete tear down. I’d always wanted to do a large-scale property project and a housing development in this area would be perfect.

      However, even that plan didn’t work out for me. The equipment kept breaking down, day after day, even though it was all well serviced. The guys—big, burly construction workers—were being scared off the site, and rumors spread about supernatural happenings. That meant I couldn’t employ anyone else. So work came to a total standstill and at that point, the house remained untouched.

      That’s when I reached out to my mother, an ex-librarian who was delighted to do some research for me. Apparently, the plantation I’d bought, Belle’s Morrow, was one of the most violent plantations in Louisiana. As if that wasn’t horrible enough, it was a tremendous shock to learn that the plantation was previously owned by our own ancestors on my late feather’s side, who called the place Belle Sorrow. Mum told me the tales of the horrors the slaves had faced, and also the way it all ended with a Haitian voodoo priestess named Sallie. She had been the lover of the plantation owner, but when he turned on her to murder her, she placed a curse on him, his entire line, and the land the plantation stood on. The story went on that the family then abandoned the property and then later sold it. Belle’s Morrow had changed hands through the years with no one giving it the love and attention it deserved.

      Finding out about Sallie gave me an idea. I needed to find my own voodoo priestess. I thought that such a person could burn some sage, clear the place, quiet the spirits that inhabited it, and most important of all, save me from the certain financial ruin I faced.

      I’d found the woman I needed in New Orleans: Camille LaMontagne, who owned a small shop called Tarot & Taboo. She was due to arrive at the plantation that morning, and to calm me before her arrival, I walked around the plantation gardens. The land was flat, curving down to the side of a small lake, and I imagined the grass as the lush emerald carpet it would once have been. There were stands of trees around the perimeter, and fragrant rose gardens dotted here and there. But now vines grew throughout, tangling through the trees. It was slightly unkempt, like the house.

      I turned back to look at the place I had wanted to make my home when I first bought it. It was the architecture I had fallen in love with. It reminded me of the mansion in Gone With the Wind: a beautiful white edifice in which had hosted a grander way of life.

      Grander way of life?

      Kicking the ground, I swore softly. The older practices of the South were loathsome acts of humankind, and it hadn’t pleased me to learn that my ancestors were slave owners. I’d do anything if I could blot out that despicable part of my family history.

      I heard the roar of a motorcycle coming up the driveway and idly wondered who it was. Five minutes later, a twig snapped, and I turned to see a beautiful woman approaching me. Nearly as tall as I was, with clear brown skin and curly black hair, her brown eyes met mine. She smiled, exposing straight white teeth, and held out her hand. “Good morning, I’m Camille. Are you Ethan?”

      “Yes. Nice to meet you, Camille. Was that you on the motorcycle?”

      She inclined her head, and I took the hand she offered. Her grip was firm, her fingers long and smooth.

      “Welcome to Belle’s Morrow. Let me explain why I’ve called you here.” I described to her how I had come across the plantation. “So I fell in love with the land and the grandeur of the building. A move away from the city was a bonus, and I thought long-term this would be a nice place to settle down. I imagined setting up a bed-and-breakfast and running some of my other businesses from the place. I also thought it would be a lovely home for when I eventually settle down and marry.”

      “What sort of businesses do you run?”

      Lazily, I grinned at her. If I’d given her my surname, she would immediately have recognized the name and would likely know what businesses I was in. I had inherited a sizable fortune from my late father, and had worked hard in the past few years to multiply the family assets, which were mainly in technology stocks and in real estate.

      Camille regarded me carefully as I told her the story of the difficulties I’d had since buying the place, and then the research my mother had done. I’d already told her a little on the phone, but I’d left out some of the salient points. I hadn’t told her I was a descendant of the original owners, as I expected that would deter her from coming. After all, no one wants to be associated with the injustices that occurred in the South.

      She listened to my story in silence, then said, “You didn’t tell me you were a descendant of the original owner.”

      My eyes swept her face, guessing at her reaction. She’d be right back on that motorbike she had arrived on within minutes, taking off back to the city before I could get any help. I flashed an endearing smile at her—one that usually melted the ladies’ hearts, whether they were young or old.

      “Does that matter, Camille? I only have one aim. All I care about is that we can demolish the blight on my family. I want to heal the past, try to make up for what my forebears have done. And I also want to develop this land because it’s clear that I won’t be able to live here.”

      Camille stared out into the distance as if considering her reply carefully. “I understand your desire to heal the past, and I think it’s laudable that you want to do that. So many people have swept the atrocities of slavery under the carpet, and this is part of the injustice people want to see redressed, if that’s ever possible. Healing is important, but I don’t know that this will do it.”

      I looked at her quizzically. She didn’t exactly look like one, with her motorbike and her leather gear, but she advertised herself as a voodoo priestess.

      “You’re supposed to be a voodoo priestess. I need to get rid of Sallie—the ghost of the voodoo priestess—who scared off my workers. I thought you’d be exactly the person who could help with that.”

      We spoke about the issue for a while and I tried to persuade Camille that she could at the very least try to help me, as I had no other option.

      “I can see how serious you are about wanting to right things from the past. I also like that you want to use the land for more sustainable purposes. Having a crumbling plantation sitting around isn’t exactly good for anyone. So okay, I’ll try to help you. I need somewhere where I can change and get some things ready.”

      I led Camille into the house. My sister Isla was there, as she chosen to accompany me to the plantation for a few days away, prior to her wedding. I briefly introduced them, but I was keen to get going with the ritual. “Isla, could you please take Camille upstairs and show her to the room where she can change and prepare for the ritual?”

      My sister led Camille up the grand central staircase, and ten minutes later, the voodoo priestess returned. I wouldn’t have recognized her as the same person. Gone was the black leather trousers and jacket with the vibrant red T-shirt underneath, and gone were the utilitarian black biker boots. Her wild corkscrew hair had gone and the joyous expression on her face had been subdued.

      Instead, an entirely different woman stood in front of me.

      She wore a somber brown and black gown, which covered her entire body. It was modest, having a high neck, long sleeves and a skirt that flowed out from under breath, obscuring rather than revealing the striking figure that was so striking in her street clothes. Covering her hair was a turban wrapped tightly around her head. Her expression was also changed: her eyes had lost their glint and her mouth was a straight line. She was the voodoo version of a Catholic priest, serious about the ritual that was about to take place.

      I took her outside onto the porch, where we still felt part of the house, but also overlooked the land where so many of the slaves had worked. After a few moments of contemplation, Camille began her ritual.

      Her eyes went back in her head, and when she fixed them back on me, they were lifeless, like a fish that’s dead in the water. Then her voice filled the air, a strange, high chanting that chilled me to the bone. But her face was expressionless, even when her torso jerked with violent movements, as if a spirt possessed her.

      She talked in tongues, languages I couldn’t understand. Some were singsong and melodic, some guttural, and her body jerked and swayed depending on the soft or harshness of her tone.

      During her ritual, my muscles tensed to the point I thought my limbs might snap. This was outside my experience and my comfort zone, and all I wanted to do was run to put distance between myself and this voodoo practitioner.

      She came around slowly, her eyes coming back to life, rather than displaying the dull flatness she’d assumed when performing the ritual. We spoke a little of what had happened, but there was one piece of information she needed to give me, and it was the same information that Sallie had shared with her.

      “To heal the past, it Ethan, you must marry the present.”

      I shook my head. “Is that all? My sister Isla, that you met inside, is engaged. This will be easy: we’ll hold the wedding here at the plantation.”

      But Camille shook her head. “That’s not what it means, not at all. This is about you.”

      In my excitement, I ignored her. I’d already walked away because I needed to give Isla her instructions.

      My sister looked up with a smile as I walked back into the house. “Would you and Camille like tea?”

      “I have something important to tell you, Isla. You need to change your wedding plans.”

      “What do you mean, change my plans, Ethan? I can’t. I’m getting married in two days’ time.”

      I rushed ahead. “You don’t need to change much, but what I’d like you to do is have the wedding here. We’ll host everything here at Belle’s Morrow.”

      Isla stared at me openmouthed and I turned to see Camille standing behind me.
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