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Chapter One Deep South Siren

Morning rose slow and blue over the lowlands, a patient light that touched the tops of cypress knees before it reached the water. The river lay calm, carrying reflections like careful promises. On the far bank, Spanish moss stirred as if breathing. In this place, time did not hurry. It listened.

Evangeline Roux stood barefoot on the porch of her grandmother’s house, a cup of chicory cooling in her hands. The boards were warm already, remembering summers long past. She had returned before dawn, her old truck settling into the drive with a sigh, as if it too had missed the land. The house accepted her without ceremony. It had been waiting.

She had left years ago to learn other ways of living, to study nursing in a city where sirens meant urgency and nights were never truly dark. She returned because a letter had asked her to, written in her grandmother’s careful hand, then finished by a neighbor when the hand tired. Come home, chère. There is work that needs you.

The work was not mysterious. It was the work of caring, of sitting, of listening to breath. Her grandmother, Mama Odette, lay inside in the small back room where the window faced the river. The room smelled of clean cotton and basil. Evangeline had bathed her the night before, singing softly the songs Odette had sung to her as a child, songs without performance, meant only to steady the heart.

Now the river called with a sound that was not a voice yet felt like one. Evangeline closed her eyes and let it pass through her. She had been called a siren once, as a joke, for the way people leaned in when she spoke, how pain seemed to quiet around her hands. She had laughed it off. There was nothing enchanting about tending wounds. There was only attention.

Across the yard, a man approached along the shell path, hat in his hands. He walked as if he did not wish to disturb anything, not even the air. Evangeline recognized him after a moment. Jonah Baptiste. He had been a boy with kind eyes and quick apologies, always bringing fish to her grandmother and forgetting to accept payment.

He stopped at the steps. Morning, Evangeline. He spoke her name carefully, as if testing whether it still fit.

Morning, Jonah. She set the cup down. How is your mother.

Resting easier, he said. She sends thanks. The tea helped.

Evangeline nodded. She had brought it the day before, brewed light, with honey. No claims made, no promises offered. Care was not a spectacle.

Jonah shifted his weight. Mama Odette awake.

She is, Evangeline said. You can come in later if you like.

He hesitated. I brought something. He held out a small cloth bundle. Inside were herbs, dried and tied with plain twine. I don’t know what you need. I thought you would.

Thank you, she said. She accepted it with both hands. It mattered how gifts were taken.

They stood together, listening to the river. The quiet was not empty. It held years. Jonah spoke again. People been talking. Saying you come back to wake old things.

Evangeline met his eyes. Old things do not need waking. They wake on their own. People talk because it fills space.

He smiled, relieved. That sounds like you.

Inside, Mama Odette coughed, a soft bell. Evangeline turned. I should go.

Jonah nodded. I’ll come by later.

When Evangeline entered the room, Odette opened her eyes. They were clouded but steady. You hear the river.

Always, Evangeline said.

Odette’s mouth curved. Good. Don’t let anyone tell you what it means. Meaning comes after listening.

Evangeline washed her hands and checked her grandmother’s breathing, the pulse thin but faithful. She adjusted the pillow, smoothed hair. Odette watched her with a gaze that held memory and instruction. You learned the world, Odette said. Did it learn you.

Evangeline considered. It tried. She smiled. I kept what was true.

That is all anyone can do.

The day unfolded with small tasks. Changing linens. Heating broth. Opening windows. Neighbors came and went, bringing bread, offering to sit. Evangeline accepted help where it fit, declined where it did not, never with pride, always with clarity. By afternoon, the house held a gentle order, like a hymn sung without words.

When the heat pressed thick, Evangeline stepped outside again. The river shimmered. She walked down to the bank where a pirogue rested, half in water, half in mud. She had learned to paddle before she learned to write. She pushed off and let the current carry her a little way, then guided the boat back, practicing the old balance.

On the far side, the cypress grove waited. She did not go there today. Some places asked patience. She offered it.

At dusk, Jonah returned with his mother, Estelle, walking slow but upright. Evangeline greeted her, checked her hands, her eyes. They sat at the table, sharing soup. Conversation moved gently, never prying. Estelle spoke of her garden. Jonah listened more than he spoke.

After they left, Evangeline lit a candle by the window. Not to summon, not to plead. Only to mark the hour. She sat by Odette’s bed and read aloud from a book of poems, choosing ones that spoke of rivers as teachers. Odette slept.

Night settled. Crickets stitched the dark. Evangeline felt the ache of return, the way roots reenter soil. She felt also the weight of choice. To stay would mean a life shaped by care and limits. To leave again would mean carrying this place within her, an unfinished song.

She did not decide. She breathed. The river moved. The candle burned steady.

Chapter Two The Cypress Road

The cypress road curved away from the house like a patient question, its crushed shells pale against the dark earth. Evangeline walked it early, when the air was still cool enough to hold. Dew clung to her ankles. The trees stood with their roots exposed, knuckled and ancient, as if they had learned long ago that strength did not require hiding.

She carried a basket with bread wrapped in cloth and a thermos of broth. Mama Odette slept more often now, drifting in and out with the tide of her breath. The work of the day arranged itself around those rhythms. Before the sun climbed, Evangeline liked to walk, to let her thoughts loosen and fall into place.

The cypress grove opened ahead, a quiet chamber where light filtered green and gold. People said many things about this place. They spoke of spells and whispers, of bargains made and paid. Evangeline knew the truth was simpler and harder. This was where her grandmother had taught her to listen. Not for answers, but for alignment.

She stopped by the old stone bench and set the basket down. The bench was cool, damp with moss. She sat and closed her eyes, letting the sounds arrive. Water slipping through roots. A bird testing its call. Her own breath finding a steadier path.

Footsteps approached, careful but unhidden. Evangeline opened her eyes to see Jonah standing a few paces away, his hat tucked under his arm. He did not cross the invisible line of her attention without invitation.

I thought you might be here, he said. His voice was low, respectful of the place.

Good morning, Jonah.

He nodded toward the basket. You always bring more than you need.

She smiled faintly. Enough is easier to share.

He shifted, then sat on the ground rather than the bench, choosing the lower place without thinking about it. I wanted to ask you something, he said, then paused. Or maybe just tell you.

Either is fine.

He looked out at the water threading between the roots. When my father died, he said slowly, I kept waiting for him to come back. Not as a ghost. Just to show up one morning, like he’d been away fishing longer than planned. I was angry when he didn’t.

Evangeline listened without moving.

My mother says anger is a way of holding on. I didn’t believe her then. I think I do now.

Anger can be a guard, Evangeline said. It watches the door until grief learns to stand.

Jonah nodded, absorbing this. People say things about you, he said again, not accusing. They say you have a gift.

Evangeline considered the word. Gifts are for giving, she said. What I have is practice.

He smiled. That sounds like something Mama Odette would say.

They sat in the shared quiet. A dragonfly skimmed the water, blue as a promise kept.

I’m glad you came back, Jonah said at last. The road feels less lonely when someone remembers how to walk it.

Evangeline felt the truth of that settle. Thank you.

They parted without ceremony. Jonah returned the way he came. Evangeline stayed until the sun climbed higher, then gathered her basket and walked home.

Inside, the house held the warm, familiar order of care. Mama Odette woke as Evangeline entered, eyes bright with a sudden clarity. You went to the trees.

Yes.

Did you listen.

I did.

Odette nodded, satisfied. Remember, she said, people will try to turn listening into power. Don’t let them. Listening is service.

Evangeline squeezed her hand. I remember.

Later that morning, a woman arrived with a child whose cough had lingered too long. Evangeline examined the boy, gentle and thorough, explaining each step so nothing felt hidden. She brewed tea, showed the mother how to steam the room, how to watch for signs that needed more help. She did not promise cures. She promised attention.

By afternoon, clouds gathered, thick and slow. The air smelled of rain. Evangeline stood by the window and watched the river darken. She thought of the city she had left, the hospitals humming with machines, the way care there often
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