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Til Human Voices Wake Us
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They waited until the fourth man drowned before someone from the Toil d’Crespuscule Sheriff’s office came to fetch me. The large rookie deputy, who looked as though he’d never managed to miss a meal in his life, drove me in total silence out past the crumbling factories and the lone smoking coal plant, deep into Bayou Delphine. He didn’t offer much more than that the sheriff wanted me at a crime scene and I didn’t ask. 

I’d read the paper. Someone was dead, again, and they probably wanted from me what everyone else did. 

They needed me to touch things.

Watching the grey Spanish moss slap wetly against the SUV’s windows as we drove off the main road onto a poacher’s track and the swamp closed her sticky arms around us, I wished they’d paid me up front. I glanced at the fresh-faced, grain-fed boy beside me and decided that was just another thing to take up with the sheriff.

The crime scene, if that’s what it was, was a mess. The coroner’s van and the two trucks already on scene had ground up the spongy soil, raising large ribs of grey pussy earth. 

I slid reluctantly out of the car, lamenting the inevitable as sucking filth coated my loafers. I should have swallowed pride and worn boots, but a man has to present a professional appearance. Especially when that man is a Psychometrist.

The swamp smelled ripe. The waterlogged body, which the coroner and the sheriff currently stood over, arguing, had a stench that sailed right past ripe and landed on rotten. I tried to breathe through my mouth as I picked my way toward the men.

“Mr. Pigeon?” The sheriff was a pale man who’d seen the other side of forty not too long ago. He had a large belly protruding awkwardly from an otherwise petite frame and nervous hands that drifted like birds around his torso when he spoke.

“Call me Remy,” I said, deliberately not extending my gloved hand to shake the pasty bird that he offered with a slight tremor.

“Ben Hargrave, sheriff,” he said, the bird descending to rest lightly on his gut. After a moment of hesitation in which he sized me up and appeared to still have no idea what box to stick me in, he turned toward the body and his hands took flight again. “This here, well, he was Cordy Labbe.”

“A poacher,” I guessed.

He jerked back, his pale blue eyes narrowing. “You doing your thing already? I thought you had to touch stuff or something.”

I sighed. “I read the paper, sheriff. The other three men were all out here on the waterways at night. Not exactly rocket surgery to say they might have been poaching.” 

Nom de Zeus, this whole conversation was making me long for the familiar cases. Most people came to me with underwear, wanting to me to confirm the affair they already suspected. I’d thought I was tired of underwear, but at least my shoes stayed dry, my woolen and pressed suit pants free of stinking mud, and those clients always paid up front.

“Well, the papers don’t say everything,” Hargrave said. “We’re desperate, Remy. These men, they didn’t just drown. We think they were murdered. And worse, someone chewed on them.”

“It’s a swamp, not surprising the bodies were... attendez.” I forced myself to look down at the bloated corpse. It was a parody of a body, blown out of proportion with the skin like a blue and grey sponge. Here and there duckweed stuck to it. I looked more closely at the arms which were folded on his chest. Round and jagged marks marred the waxy flesh.

“Human, maybe. Not a gator, and no flesh torn out, so not something having a snack.” The little coroner finally spoke, his voice as sullen and flat as his face. “Now, can I move this thing yet? I got a schedule.”

“I’m not touching the body, I don’t touch dead people,” I said, turning back to the sheriff. The bite marks might be interesting, sure, but still. The guy looked drowned to me. “You want to know if he was bitten to death, autopsy will tell you.”

“He drowned. All the others drowned too. But they had help. This time, we got something.” One bird-hand dove into his trouser pocket and removed a small evidence bag. He tossed it casually at me and I scrambled to catch it, glad for the grey leather gloves protecting me.

The bag held a locket, silver filigree and enameled with a small pink rose. I raised an eyebrow at the sheriff.

“Clutched in his hand, chain’s broken. Hard to say bite size and all with the body so swollen,” Hargrave said, “but could be a woman’s mouth. Don’t know. Toby over in St. Croix said you did good work for them, found a missing woman. Thought it couldn’t hurt to give your voodoo a try.”

I sighed, loud and dramatic, and made a sour face. “Psychometry, I find things out by touching them. Voodun is wholly different magic.” A lecture I could have continued and at length. In my sleep. 

A nicely tailored suit and reputation for results could only do so much against the typical ideas about a big, dark-skinned, Creole magician.

“Can I take the body now?” Sullenface whined.

“Sure you can’t get anything from it?” Hargrave said.

I shook my head. No point explaining I’d get too much off it or that I’d only once made that mistake and it had been once too many.

I turned away from them and carefully broke the seal on the bag. Using my teeth I pulled off the glove on my left hand and carefully slid it into my breast pocket. Then I dumped the glittery bit of jewelry into my bare palm.

Smiling so hard her face hurts, heart beating as a lump forms in her throat. An old woman, grey hair tucked into a bright yellow kerchief, holds out a folded bit of cloth. It presses into her hand and she feels the locket. She draws the old woman close, drowning in the scent of paprika and rose-water soap. Someone puts a hand on her arm, she turns. Then... the tree, a horrible oversized skeleton against a bloody sky. The boat is rocking as they pull away from shore. Pain, so much pain. Her mouth is dry and tears burn her eyes. Hands close over her throat and her head hits the gunnel, smack smack smack. Then water, dark and cold and forever...

I came out of it and found myself on my knees, the soggy ground folding in around me. Shaking, I managed to dump the locket back into the bag. Looking up I saw two of the deputies hovering a few feet off, glancing between me and Hargrave. 

I took a deep breath and regretted it as the thick, ripe air burned into my nose and mouth. Stench was worse nearer the ground, berk.

“Nice show,” Hargrave said, his hands, now looped into his belt, twitching like crows settling in for the night.

I wondered if he was a good shot with hands like that. I didn’t really want to find out. But part of me wished I could give the pasty prick a backstage pass. 

I closed my eyes, another mistake. The dark water in my memory threatened to close over my head again and I quickly snapped my eyes back open.

“Locket’s owner was a girl,” I said, standing slowly. I made sure the bag was sealed and then tossed it back. Gingerly, I pulled on my glove.

“A girl? No shit, Sherlock.” 

I made a face at him, my head still spinning with images of dark water and a sky like blood. “I wasn’t finished,” I said, keeping my tone as even as possible. “She’s not your killer. I think she’s dead. Drowned, in fact.”

“Damn.” Hargrave digested this for a moment, the slight droop of his thin pink mouth the only indication that he was disappointed. “Well, we’ll see what coroner says. Thanks for coming out, Mr. Pigeon.”

Back to that, were we? I shook my head. “My fee?” No point in being subtle, not with cops.

He looked as though he might argue, but something in my face must have backed him off. “Yeah, sure, come down to the station tomorrow morning. They’ll cut you a check.”

* * *
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Never Goes Hungry dropped me off and even after a long shower and a large cup of coffee laced with just enough chickory to give it bite, I couldn’t let the whole thing go. Problem was, I’d lied.

Oh, she’d drowned. But she wasn’t dead. Dead people, they leave a different sensation, a sort of uniquely awful taste, like drinking a cup of salt water with a vinegar chaser. Locket girl, she hadn’t left that taste. Instead I was stuck with the tree in my mind, cutting the sky like jagged teeth. 

I’d seen that tree before. 

If only there had been sound. But what I do, the psychometry, it doesn’t often get sound. Smell, definitely. Visuals too though they didn’t always make sense. I touched things and they offered up their echoes, the traces of strong emotion and impressions, a wave that went back into the past and just a little into the future.

When I finally slept, I dreamed of singing and a bone comb running through long green hair that settled on dark water like duckweed, thick and deceptive.

And when I woke, I knew where I had seen that tree. 

I eschewed the still filthy loafers for my sturdier hiking boots and gave up on the trousers for a pair of jeans. Where I was going, I would definitely be getting dirty. 

I hadn’t even gotten paid yet, but it was too much of a good mystery to resist. Besides, if I found something concrete, I could get more money out of Hargrave. Solving his case for him would put a good little crimp in that pale bastard’s jittering style. 

All right, maybe that voodoo comment had needled me more than I’d thought.

I drove Renault, my old Toyota beater, downtown and parked outside the run-down brick cottage that served as Toil d’Crepuscule’s tourist information and city planning office. 

At one time, back in the days of trappers and river pirates, our sad little down had been a bustling haven for loose women, bootleggers, and old money mixed-breeds like my family, looking for a way to regain the glorious societies of the eighteenth century. 

Now only the poachers trolled the waterways, while a few crazy retirees, and the factory workers kept the town on the map. The parish hadn’t even bothered to put in a real stoplight, just one that blinked red and shut down after ten pm.

I walked up to the picture window of the information office, scanning the various brochures that stuck there like a bad habit, most peeling and discolored. The one I was looking for was in the upper left. 

A one sheet thing advertising a wildflower excursion, but the picture on it was a dramatic one. The huge tree I’d seen loomed against a faded blue-green sky, what had been a picture of lush flowering vegetation at its base reduced to a smear of color like a child drawing on a wall with a full box of crayons.

I stepped inside, ignoring the bored fifty-something woman leaning on the smudged glass counter. Ripping the brochure off the wall, I turned to her.

“Hey,” she started to say.

“Where is this? This tree?” I laid my coldest, meanest look on her. I hated to do it
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