
Noeline’s Wake: A Cajun Gothic Tale of Spirits and Remembrance

Danny Keith

Noeline’s Wake: A Cajun Gothic Tale of Spirits and Remembrance
Copyright © 2025 by Danny Keith
All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations used in reviews, articles, or other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Chapter One: The House on the River Road

Chapter Two: The Historian

Chapter Three: The Weight of Memory

Chapter Four: The Calling

Chapter Five: The Parish Remembers

Chapter Six: The Test

Chapter Seven: The Vigil

Chapter Eight: The Slough

Chapter Nine: The Circle

Chapter Ten: The Reckoning

Chapter Eleven: The Opposition

Chapter Twelve: The Monsignor

Chapter Thirteen: The Parish Gathers

Chapter Fourteen: The Messages

Chapter Fifteen: The Storm Approaches

Chapter Sixteen: The Storm Breaks

Chapter Seventeen: The Confrontation

Chapter Eighteen: The Dawn of the Vigil

Chapter Nineteen: The Stories Return

Chapter Twenty: What Remains

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One: The House on the River Road
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Noeline had been hearing the voice for three nights. It drifted across the cane fields long after sunset, a woman’s whisper carried on the warm river wind, speaking in old French she almost understood. She told herself it was nothing. Maybe the Atchafalaya brushing against the levee. Maybe echoes of prayers from her childhood rising unbidden. But the voice kept returning, each night a little clearer.

Grand-mère would know what it meant. She always did.

Noeline rose before sunrise as she had since she was a little girl. She listened to the familiar sounds of her grandmother moving in the kitchen. The rhythm never changed. Rosary beads clicked in steady devotion. Black coffee simmered in the enamel pot. The shutters creaked open one at a time to face the morning light. Grand-mère believed a house should welcome every new day even when storms gathered behind it.

The kitchen glowed with candlelight. The plaster saints arranged above the hearth watched her with painted eyes. Grand-mère sat at the table, her white scarf tied neatly, her fingers working the rosary with quiet certainty.

“You heard the calling again,” Grand-mère said without looking up.

Noeline paused with a piece of bread in hand. “I don’t know what you mean.”

Grand-mère’s gaze snapped to her. “Do not play games with me child. Your mother heard the same voice before she began walking the night roads. You are your mother’s daughter, and some gifts do not stay buried.”

The parish whispered many things about Noeline’s mother. She had been a healer in the early 1990s during the fever years that struck the parish hard. Some called her a blessing. Others kept their distance. Children whispered stories about her under their breath. Market women turned away when Noeline passed. Grand-mère always told her to ignore the talk, but the silence clung to her like river mist.

Outside, fog rolled in thick across the river road. Shrimp trawlers sat like ghosts on the water. Nets hung from their booms like torn wings. Distant voices carried through the fog, the familiar lilt of Cajun French.

Noeline carried the laundry basket into the yard. The damp earth pressed between her toes. The cane rustled in a faint breeze, their sharp leaves slicing the air like whispered warnings.

She spotted a small gris-gris pouch resting near the edge of the line. A charm bag made of red cloth, tied with a simple knot. Something placed with intention. Herbs and bones inside. She picked it up. The weight of it felt wrong, heavier than it should have been.

Grand-mère always said charms like this were for protection, but lately they felt more like warnings.

“Noeline.”

She turned to see Marie Thibodeaux running toward her from the levee path. Marie’s dark hair stuck to her face in the humidity. Her skirt was splashed with mud. Her wide eyes told Noeline the news was not good.

“They found a coffin by the docks,” Marie said quietly. “The river pulled it out. Wood splitting apart, cloth showing through the cracks.”

Floodwaters still rose every spring, but this was no ordinary shift. The river had been restless.

Marie leaned close. “Some say when the coffins rise, the old spirits walk. They say your mama used to walk with them.”

The words struck Noeline deeper than she let show.

She looked back toward her house, where candlelight flickered against the windowpanes. The river was rising, the past stirring, and Noeline could feel in her chest that the voice she kept hearing was far from finished with her.
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Chapter Two: The Historian
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By midmorning the fog had thinned to ragged strips hanging over the river. Men gathered near the docks where the swollen coffin lay half-rotted beside the trawlers. The wood was swollen, waterlogged, and cracked. Rust ran down the sides like the thin veins of something still alive.

Someone had tossed a net over it, as if that would hold the dead in place.

Father Auguste stood near the coffin, prayer book pressed to his chest. His voice carried steady authority as he urged the men to step back.

“The dead must be treated with dignity,” he said. “Even when the river does not give it willingly.”

He placed his hand on the lid and murmured a prayer. The river breeze stilled. Even the gulls quieted.

“Whose tomb did it come from?” a fisherman asked.

“From the old ground near the slough,” another man said. “The soil shifts every rainy season. This year has been worse than usual.”

A woman stood near the church steps watching the scene with a camera hanging from her neck and a leather notebook tucked under one arm. She wore a khaki jacket and mud-splashed boots. Her posture was steady. Observant. Not frightened, not curious. Intent.

Father Auguste noticed her. “This is not a spectacle.”

“I am not here for spectacle,” she said, lifting her notebook. “I am here to document and identify what the river uncovers. My name is Claire Duval. My grandmother was from St. Mary Parish. I work with the state historical center.”

She followed the men inside the church as they placed the coffin on trestles. Father Auguste used a crowbar to lift the lid. The nails groaned as if reluctant to release what lay inside.

The satin pillow was brown with age. Bones rested in fragile order. A rosary lay across the ribs, its silver blackened.

“There is a plate,” Claire said, stepping closer. “At the foot.”

Father Auguste brushed away grime until letters appeared. “Angeline Boudreaux. 1968.”

Soft murmurs rippled through the group. People remembered stories from the old cemetery long before the 2003 flood carried sections of it away.

Enough people drifted out that the church quieted. Claire lit a candle in the corner before the Virgin. As she turned, she found Noeline watching from the shadows of the back pew.

“You wrote her name before the priest said it,” Noeline said.

“I recognized the family patterns. Some cemeteries followed specific burial layouts. I have old maps and incomplete ledgers.” Claire closed the notebook. “Your mother signed several burial ledgers in the nineties. I found her handwriting yesterday.”

A tremor passed through Noeline, equal parts surprise and inevitability.

“How did you find her name?” she asked.

“I look for patterns. I look for what the river forgets but the records remember.” Claire lowered her voice. “Your mother had a presence in those records. She witnessed burials. She left notes. Many notes.”

Noeline felt the church shift around her, the candlelight trembling as if reaching for her mother’s memory.
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Chapter Three: The Weight of Memory
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Three days after the coffin’s appearance, Noeline woke with the taste of river water on her tongue. Her sleep had been deep and unsettling. She dreamed of women in white shawls and candle flames that never flickered.

Grand-mère stirred cornmeal mush at the stove when Noeline entered the kitchen. The saints on the shelf watched with painted calm.

“Claire Duval came yesterday while you were in town,” Grand-mère said. “She asked about the old cemetery records.”

“What did you tell her?” Noeline asked.

“That some records are not meant for everyone.”

Grand-mère’s fingers worked her rosary. She stared at Noeline closely. “She wants to know about your mother. She found references to her in the burial logs from the nineties. Not just signatures. Notes. Instructions.”

Noeline felt an ache she could not explain. “Why did Mama write in the margins?”

“Because she was doing more than recording burials. She was helping tend the sick. The fever years hit this parish hard in 1992 and 1993. People relied on her when the clinic could not help them.”

After breakfast, Noeline went to the church. Claire sat in a pew with a ledger open across her lap. She motioned for Noeline to sit.

“Your mother’s handwriting appears here often,” Claire said. “She wrote names, causes of death, and herbal notations. She was acting as a healer. A traiteuse. People trusted her.”

“She died when I was two,” Noeline said. “All I know are stories.”

Claire’s expression softened. “Her work was important. She was part of this parish’s history. The fever years were chaotic. People clung to anyone who could help.”

“She learned the healing ways from me,” Grand-mère said. “But she carried her own gift. A gift you share. It does not vanish. It waits.”

That night Noeline dreamed of her mother walking through mist with a candle in her hand. The flame glowed steadily no matter how the wind pulled at it. Her mother smiled but did not speak.

Noeline woke with the sense that something had shifted. The house felt too still. The river too loud. And she knew the voice calling her was drawing closer.

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
The river remembers what the living forget.
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