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  For the Lost One








  
  [image: ]




  
  



  
  [image: ]




  
  "Come away, O human child!
To the waters and the wild
With a faery, hand in hand,
For the world's more full of weeping than you can understand."

- William Butler Yeats
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  Chapter one

New Orleans, July 1953. 
“Bandit! C’mere boy!” Eight-year-old Delphine Larouche tromped through the high grass of the overgrown field. She knew they shouldn’t be out this far.
“Bandit! Where are you?” 
She pushed the tall grass away from her light brown face trying to spot the little dog. It was a pretty face, despite the dirt and scratches, and would one day be beautiful. She’d given up on plucking the frond seeds from her wild black hair. Besides, she’d be covered with burrs and sticky bobs by the time she got home and would spend an hour pulling them off before going into the house. These things, along with beggar’s lice and a host of other stickers, were tell-tale signs that she’d ventured too far into the marshes, likely earning her a whippin’. 
She just hoped she wasn’t covered with ticks this time.
“Momma said to watch for gators!” Del whispered angrily into the thick wall of vegetation. “Why’d you go out here?”
A small bark sounded, as if to answer her question. It came from somewhere in front of her. Or, maybe to her right. Sounds were funny near the marshes, the wind always turning them around.
The sun beat down on the soft Louisiana soil, baking it into a giant dome of humidity. Rivulets of sweat ran down her face and body, leaving tiny tracks through the dust and pollen that clung to her skin. The smell of hot hay and rotting vegetation assaulted her nose. She fought back a dusty sneeze.
Pushing her way through the next curtain of foliage and around a clump of sawgrass, Del moved cautiously in the direction of the bark. 
“Oh, no,” she said, after several more steps. She'd been walking in mud for the last twenty minutes, but her bare feet had just sunk into water up to her calves. What had started as a field behind her house, where she hid the stray dog from her father’s view, had suddenly turned deadly. 
The Ninth Ward, one of the poorest sections of New Orleans, was a mix of incorporated, low-income areas, and undeveloped marsh land. Sitting downstream and east of New Orleans, the ward ran roughly southwest to northeast, where it became the uninhabitable Bayou Sauvage, or 'Wild Bayou.' Here, the low-lying marshlands could not be drained and simply grew into full-fledged swamps, deceiving and deadly. One's sense of direction seemed to turn around on itself here, and many people had been lost to it. Only a few gravel roads extended out this far, meaning that even fewer people occupied it. Being from the Lower Ninth was bad enough. But being from the eastern side meant you were basically a swamp rat. 
“There’s all manner of trouble out there,” Del’s mother, Marguerite, had told her many times. “Devils walk that bayou."
"Devils?" Del had asked, wide-eyed. 
"You stay in sight of the house," her mother said. "And never, for any reason, go in it.”
Del grew up hearing stories that all manner of things inhabited the bayous and marshes around them. Spirits and ghosts were spoken of as frequently as relatives. And while she believed that grown-ups generally told the truth, even at her young age she wondered if some of them didn't exaggerate a bit. 
"But if they're all over, why haven't I seen a ghost?" she'd asked her mother once. An unending stream of questions had flowed out of the girl since she'd learn to talk.
"Maybe they didn't want you to see 'em," Marguerite had said, sighing. 
Del twisted the side of her mouth at the idea. She didn't think that was a very good answer. It didn't exactly rank with the unbelievable notion that Santa could fly all around the world in one night, but it was up there. 
Amused by the questioning nature of her young daughter and hoping to end the inquiry for a few minutes, Marguerite teased, "Or maybe you scared 'em off with that crazy hair of yours."
An indignant scowl of displeasure fell over Del's face. She didn't like being teased about her hair. And, not having a response, she'd simply flipped a hip at her mother, turned and walked away, leaving Marguerite to stifle a laugh.
But as the girl grew bolder with her wanderings, her mother's warnings took on a more ominous tone. And the idea of devils in the bayou struck a deep chord with her. She didn't know why, but this notion felt far more probable.
And that's where Del had suddenly found herself, somewhere in Bayou Sauvage where devils were rumored to walk. She stretched her neck around and peered back over her right shoulder looking for a landmark. The crooked tin stovepipe of her house had disappeared when she'd passed the lightning tree. How long ago had that been? A half an hour? An hour? 
“Bandit, please,” she whispered. The tremor in her voice surprised her, heightening her fear. Tears sprung to her eyes. “Don’t be a bad dog. We gotta’ go back.”
As if to mourn her circumstance, the wind sighed softly through the tall grass. Each stalk bending under the weight of the message, nodding at her, as if in agreement. She should go back. Bayou Sauvage was no place for a little girl. The wind, speaking in its ancient language, knew this and brought the warning. 
Turning to her left and into the direction of the wind, Del could only see a foot in front of her. Here the Roseau Cane grew tall and thick, looming up over her head in a great wave. It was as if the living things in the marsh had suddenly become aware of her presence and had come to see what she was about. 
She'd never been this deep before. In just a matter of a few feet the tall grass had turned to stalks and the water was up to her knees. The sounds of the bayou were different here. Its voice had changed, low and reedy, it seemed to grumble at the disturbance. 
“Please come out,” she pleaded softly. “You won’t get in no trouble. I promise.” She absently crossed her heart as she stepped further into the bayou.
Behind her the little dog barked, but Del didn’t hear. The sound was swallowed up by the wind and carried off. Somewhere far away the wind would release the sound where another child would hear it, perhaps thinking that their own lost puppy had finally found its way home.
Del, however, heard only the strange, garbled message of the bayou. It sounded like a voice.
The wind picked up, spreading across the marsh, parting the feathery-topped reeds high above her. Looking up, she watched the swaying fronds, shimmering gold in the bright July sun, as they danced. They suddenly looked like a vast and unending desert with waves of heat dancing across its surface. She blinked at the strange vision, and for a moment thought she heard singing. Somewhere, carried on the wind which moved the grass, an ancient song came to her. And she dreamed.
Slowly moving dunes of sand replaced the swaying fronds. The mirage desert stretched out in all directions around her. Squinting against the harsh glare of sunlight that now seemed to glint off airborne sand, she imagined the dunes were endless, marching off to some unknow place and time.
But it was a place and time that had called to her before. The unknown desert had come to her dreams of late. 
“Where does the wind come from, mama?” Del would sometimes ask after having the dream. “Has it always been here?” “Where does it go after I feel it?” 
“You are an imaginative child,” her mother would say, shaking her head. But that was the only answer she would give.
Does it remember me? Del sometimes wondered with a mix of awe and terror. I think it might.
This question, above all others, was the most important to her, but she never asked it aloud. Its mythical significance seemed far beyond anyone’s ability to understand.
Del’s mind drifted on these thoughts now as it often did. To her, these were normal everyday thoughts. They came from her dreams after all. And didn’t everyone dream of the wind, and sometimes ancient songs? 
Perhaps her mother did on occasion, since she entertained the questions. But her father, James, did not. And he never seemed pleased, or accepting, of her wandering mind. 
Both parents took a keen interest in what Del was thinking or dreaming, even at eight years of age. Her dreams were of special interest, but for different reasons. 
Her mother often probed Del for details, asking her what she thought they meant. Sometimes her mother would agree with Del’s child-like explanations, but other times would suggest an alternate meaning. 
Del wasn’t sure about her mother's answers. They were adult thoughts and therefore suspect to her. But, at times when she was alone, staring at the clouds looking for shapes, she’d think about the ideas her mother had put into her head. And although they weren’t clear to her, there seemed to be a type of connected tissue running behind them. There was some underlying meaning that her mother wanted her to see, but she'd yet to work out.
Her father on the other hand, although caring in his gruff and distracted way, tried to avoid these discussions altogether, especially if she mentioned a desert in her dreams. His mood would sour when her mother, and sometimes the elder women of the neighborhood, gathered to discuss these dreams. It always led to dark topics. And although the younger kids were never invited to participate in the women’s discussions, at least they weren't shunned from the circles. Not like the men. 
The circle of elderly women which would form organically of a random evening, seemingly in alignment with some cosmic event only they understood, would naturally repel their husbands, brothers, and uncles. It was as if the men knew, like any animal does, that a storm was coming. Hunched and shuffling, the men would stand in small groups in shadowed yards. Low murmurs would guess at the cosmic event that had disrupted their evening dinners. Nervous and darting glances scanned the open windows of the house where the women had gathered. But their eyes did not linger for fear of
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