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      For my godparents, Banacek Matos and Angel Jimenez: They gave me ocha; and with 
that, they gave me the world. For that, and other reasons, I love them both more than I can ever say. 
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        “No hay forma más mágica para sentirse cerca de los orichas que a través de patakies. 
Es ahí donde uno se transporta a la imaginación. La manera tan espiritual que tiene 
Ócha’ni Lele para elevar mi imaginación a través de su escritura es un toque especial. 
Maferefun orichas! Lo que se ve no se pregunta. Este es un libro especial para 
aquellos que llevamos lo nuestro de corazón y sin maldad. Ócha’ni Lele, te felicito, 
querido mío”! 
      

      “There is no more magical way to feel close to the orishas than through the patakís. 
It is there that one is transported to one’s imagination. Ócha’ni Lele has a very 
spiritual manner in elevating my imagination through his writing, which reveals 
a special touch. Maferefun orichas! What is seen is not questioned! This is a special 
book for those of us who go forth from the heart, without malice. Ócha’ni Lele, 
my dear, I congratulate you!” 

      IVY QUEEN, VOCALIST, MUSICIAN, 
AND QUEEN OF REGGAETON 
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      Preface

      Ten years ago, I published my first book about the Lucumí faith, The Secrets 
of Afro-Cuban Divination: How to Cast the Diloggún, the Oracle of the Orishas. Regarding 
my initial vision for that work, I wrote the following passage in its introduction:


      “I hoped to include a very important element of divination: the patakís [sacred 
stories] told by the odu [divination patterns]. These are the legends of our faith, 
comparable to the parables of the Christian Bible and the mythologies of other pagan 
faiths. Some tell about the lives of the orishas [spirits] on earth; some tell of 
the lives of our spirits in heaven. Many tell about the beginning of humans, earth, 
and Cosmos, and also the lives of ancient humans who lived and died following the 
way of the orishas. Finally, there are stories about each odu itself, for even the 
odu were once alive on earth as mortals, walking among men and women as they would. 
It is from these myths that many of our customs are born. It is through a diviner’s 
study and interpretation of patakís that the meanings of odu expand and evolve. 
But since there can be anywhere from two to twelve patakís in any single pattern, 
adding even one patakí to each chapter would have made this book unmanageable. Several 
companion volumes are in the works to explore these exciting avenues of cowrie-shell 
divination.”*1

      After Secrets, I wrote two more books: Obí, Oracle of Cuban Santería†2 
and The Diloggún: the Orishas, Proverbs, Sacrifices, and Prohibitions of 
Cuban Santería.*3 In the text of those volumes, I was able to write about a 
few of the ancient stories; and in Obí, I had the chance to play storyteller and 
actually write my own versions of a few patakís. But I wanted to do something more 
expansive, and in 2002, after submitting the manuscript for The Diloggún, I began 
drafting an extensive collection of short stories based on the Yoruba and Lucumí 
myths. Beginning with the root odu of Okana, continuing through its composites, 
and moving chronologically through each family of odu, I drafted, wrote, and rewrote 
more than a thousand stories in eight years. It was a lot of work—more writing than 
I’ve done in my entire life. 

      Finally, ten years after the publication of The Secrets of Afro-Cuban Divination, 
a volume devoted to the patakís of the diloggún is complete. It has been a long 
journey toward the accomplishment of this goal. 

      As I wrote, I faced an uncomfortable task—turning the oral fragments into stories 
worthy of publication. Those who study diloggún understand the difficulties involved. 
Written records of these myths in handwritten notebooks are often little more than 
fragmented notes of even more fragmented stories. They lack substance and form. 
Truly, the only way to learn about the myths of this religion is to hear them from 
one’s godparents, who are, hopefully, elders in the religion. Barring that, initiates 
who work in the igbodu of ocha (the sacred room of the religion), might, if they 
are very quiet and very respectful, hear the elders talk about the old stories among 
themselves. It is there, when faced with a seasoned priest or priestess, that one 
learns the true wisdom found in the patakís. 

      Still, an oral recitation of a patakí differs from a written work; and what works 
orally doesn’t always translate into a good short story. When I began my own versions 
of these tales back in 2002, I had no idea of the amount of work involved. But now 
that the first volume of patakís is ready for publication, I am very happy with 
what I’ve done. The countless lonely hours spent writing and rewriting were worth 
all the effort. 

      As I present this volume, I must admit that while this work might seem exhaustive 
to those with little knowledge of the diloggún, in truth, it in no way, shape, or 
form exhausts the bulk of what the diloggún is. For every patakí that I present, 
as many as one hundred or more remain unexplored. If I write four stories in one 
chapter, there can be hundreds of others not mentioned. Books are finite entities 
with limited space, and the diloggún is an infinite receptacle of wisdom that evolved 
over centuries. 

      What this book is, however, is expansive. Following the road I began a decade 
ago when I first put pen to paper, I have catalogued as many patakís as possible 
in the confines of a single work. This book is but a small part of my own calabash 
of wisdom, and my calabash is but a fragment of what exists in the world. I have 
opened the lid on my calabash so that others with knowledge and wisdom can add mine 
to theirs. And I pray that in time, more people will come together to write and 
share their own knowledge of the diloggún with others. For as the odu Unle Odí (8-7) 
teaches us: Olódumare spreads all knowledge and wisdom throughout the world; and 
if we are to evolve and grow, we must bring that wisdom back together, and share.


      May we continue to grow and evolve! 

    

  
    
      An Introduction to the Diloggún

      The diloggún is one of the most complex yet beautiful systems of divination practiced 
by orisha worshippers throughout the world. It is a living, oral body of wisdom 
born with the first stirrings of the universe; it took on flesh when the sixteen 
principle odu (patterns of cowrie shells that can fall in the diloggún) became mortal, 
living beings, each in one of the sixteen ancient kingdoms of the Yoruba Empire. 
It spread as priests and priestesses shared their knowledge of its patakís (sacred 
stories) and proverbs with one another; it acquired spiritual and religious depth 
as the orishas themselves instructed humans by its wisdom; and it grew, as each 
generation that lived added the stories of their own lives, loves, conquests, and 
failures. With this oracle, a diviner accesses the knowledge and ashé (spiritual 
power) of all creation. 

      In spite of the complexity and beauty of this divination system, books studying 
it are all but nonexistent. Scholars turn to the Yoruba oracle known as Ifá when 
analyzing Yoruba thought and religion; and the diloggún remains in shadows, mentioned 
but not examined. A prominent American scholar who studied both Ifá and diloggún 
as it exists in Nigeria and the New World, Dr. William Bascom, Ph.D., once wrote 
of the Ifá oracle, “Ifá is the most respected, in many ways the most interesting, 
system of divination of five to ten million Yoruba in Nigeria and millions more 
of their African neighbors and their descendants in the New World.”*4

      Years later, in his study of the sixteen-cowrie-shell oracle (the diloggún) as 
it existed in the mind of his only research subject, Sàlàkó, he wrote, “‘Sixteen 
cowries’ (érìndínlógún, owó mérìndínlógún) is a form of divination employed by the 
Yoruba of Nigeria and by their descendants in the New World. It is simpler than 
Ifá divination and it is held in less esteem in Nigeria, but in the Americas, it 
is more important than Ifá because it is more widely known and more frequently employed. 
This may be due to its relative simplicity . . .” [italics mine].*5 Later, in the 
introduction to his book Sixteen Cowries, Bascom continues, “Compared to Ifá divination 
with its manipulation of sixteen palm nuts or even the casting of the divining chain, 
sixteen cowry divination is simple” [italics mine].†6 In spite of Bascom’s 
thesis, there is nothing simple about this system. Orisha worshippers devote massive 
amounts of time to the diloggún’s study before casting their first hand of shells; 
it is common to apprentice with an elder for years before adherents have competency 
in the system. Because of Bascom’s writings, scholars accept his simplistic view 
of the diloggún as truth, yet there is nothing simple about this oracle. Sixteen-cowrie-divination 
is richly nuanced as is the Yoruba practice of Ifá—unfortunately, it is less well 
known. 

      This mind-set remains with modern American scholars; each academic researcher 
begins their work with Bascom, and Bascom, as a leading academic authority on Yoruba 
divination, plants this seed of cultural calumny in the minds of his readers. His 
thoughts on the importance of the diloggún, at least to Yoruba descendants and Lucumí 
adherents in the New World, have become accepted by those who should have investigated 
its cultural importance more deeply. It has left a huge hole in the study of Yoruba 
thought and religion. 

      Nevertheless, one can forgive Bascom and his students: They were outside observers, 
unable to see the bigger picture because they were neither part of Yoruba culture 
nor part of Yoruba religion. Those who live and die by the orishas know the importance of the diloggún and its oral 
corpus to our lives. 

      Perhaps the only overgeneralization in Bascom’s works regarding diloggún that 
I agree with is this: “Divination with sixteen cowries is related in mythology, 
perhaps historically, and certainly morphologically, to Ifá divination.”*7 If Dr. 
William Bascom had spent more time studying the very things he theorized about, 
in time he might have grasped a greater picture of the whole.†8

      As Lucumí priests and aborishas (initiated worshippers), we cannot depend on 
writings such as Bascom’s to understand our own oracle; we cannot bury ourselves 
in the study of any academic tome written, because those who study divination from 
a culturally sterile point of view are unable to grasp the spiritual significance 
of our practices. We must turn to our own odu, and the stories they tell, to unravel 
the spiritual history and the significance of the diloggún to our faith. For these 
stories are legends comparable to those found in the ancient myths of Greece and 
Rome; they are as culturally significant as those in the Torah, Talmud, or Christian 
bible; they are rich with jewels of wisdom like the I Ching, and they are as vast 
as the Vedas of the Hindu faith. There are stories about the creation of the world, 
the birth of Olódumare (God), and the resulting Irunmole (the first orishas) who 
awakened in Heaven; there are myths describing the lives of the holy odu themselves 
as they walked on Earth in mortal form. There are histories about ancient priests, 
and kings, and commoners—people who lived and died following the ways of the orishas. 
Finally, there are stories about the orishas themselves—the loves, losses, conquests, 
and defeats making them the powerful beings they are today. There are mantras and 
songs, hymns and chants, ritual customs and secular teachings: one finds all this, 
and more, in the patakís of the odu. 

      As an oracle, the diloggún employs sixteen cowrie shells to access an odu. In 
its natural state, a cowrie shell has on one side a smooth, rounded back and on the other side 
an elongated, serrated opening resembling 
a mouth; unaltered, a cowrie shell cannot be used for divination. Each shell is 
prepared, or opened, to create the cowries used in divination. With a knife or file, 
a priest removes the rounded back of the cowrie, popping off the rounded hump to 
make a flat back. He files down the new surface so it has no ragged edges. Almost 
every orisha in the Lucumí faith has eighteen of these shells in its possession 
except the orisha Elegguá; he has twenty-one cowrie shells. Because orisha priests 
believe Elegguá was a witness to creation, diviners use his diloggún for divination. 
Elegguá saw the world begin; Elegguá knows everything in it, and Elegguá knows what 
will happen. His knowledge is flawless.*9

      To read or cast the diloggún, the diviner selects sixteen shells at random from 
the set of consecrated cowries. He keeps the remaining shells to the side, with 
the natural “mouth” facing down. Diviners refer to the cowries left to the side 
as witnesses, and while present for divination, they remain unused. The mechanically 
opened side of the shell has a value of zero; the natural mouth has a value of one. 
When a diviner casts the sixteen shells on the mat, he obtains a numerical value 
from zero to sixteen by adding the values of the shells. The number corresponds 
to a particular odu in the divination system, and the orisha uses this odu to speak 
to the priest. 

      To employ this oracle effectively, one must know all sixteen names and their 
numerical equivalents. They are: 

      1 mouth = Okana

      2 mouths = Eji Oko

      3 mouths = Ogundá

      4 mouths = Irosun

      5 mouths = Oché

      6 mouths = Obara 

      7 mouths = Odí

      8 mouths = Unle

      9 mouths = Osá

      10 mouths = Ofún

      11 mouths = Owani

      12 mouths = Ejila Shebora

      13 mouths = Metanlá

      14 mouths = Merinlá

      15 mouths = Marunlá

      16 mouths = Merindilogún

      It is important to note that a diviner’s level of skill and training dictates 
how deeply he is allowed to read with the diloggún. In the Lucumí faith, there is 
a special division of priests known as oriatés. These are the masters of Lucumí 
ceremony and lore. To be an oriaté, one must study with an oriaté; and only after 
years (sometimes decades) of training does one’s teacher vouch for his level of 
skill. During this time, the apprentice’s teacher gives a number of lavish, expensive 
ceremonies and rare orishas not available to the general priesthood. A large part 
of the apprentice’s training centers on diloggún and odu; and with this rank of 
skill and knowledge, the diviner has the right to read all sixteen patterns of the 
diloggún, Okana (one mouth) through Merindilogún (sixteen mouths). 

      Those diviners without the skill of an oriaté read freely from the combinations 
falling between Okana (one mouth) and Ejila Shebora (twelve mouths). The final four 
patterns (Metanlá, Merinlá, Marunlá, and Merindilogún) reference spiritual currents 
so intense that their appearance on the mat is rare.*10 If one falls, the novice diviner 
performs a simple ceremony to close the oracle; and the client is sent to a more 
experienced oriaté.†11

      By comparing the oral corpus of the sixteen parent odu to a library, one can 
envision each odu as a book in that library; and just as books are divided into 
chapters, each of the sixteen parent odu, as a separate book, has smaller divisions. 
We know these chapters of each book as the omo odu (children of odu). Each omo odu 
is a part of a spiritual family linked by the parent giving it birth, just as each 
chapter of a book is part of the book’s greater whole. 

      By casting the diloggún, a diviner accesses one of these “chapters” on behalf 
of his client. Initially, the diviner does not know which section of the book to 
read. First, he awakens, gently, the orisha whose diloggún he uses with an invocation 
paying homage to Olódumare, the earth, the ancestors, and the orishas. After this 
series of prayers, the diviner makes two initial castings, recording the numbers 
of each. With these numbers, the orisha identifies the omo odu applying to the client. 
The first casting names the parent odu and the second creates the omo odu, narrowing 
the reading down to one of 256 possible combinations. For example, if the first 
casting of the diloggún results in a pattern of nine open mouths on the mat, the 
parent odu is Osá. Casting the cowries a second time, if the diviner counts three 
mouths, the odu Ogundá has fallen. The resulting omo odu is Osá Ogundá (nine mouths 
followed by three mouths), and the diviner searches his memory for the meanings 
of that particular composite letter.*12

      Each of these omo odu forms a spiritual organism, a complete entity that foretells 
various blessings (known collectively as iré) or misfortunes (known collectively 
as osogbo). After casting a composite letter, the diviner uses the eight ibó (auxiliary 
divination tools such as certain black stones, seeds, or pottery shards) to extract 
from it the qualities of iré and osogbo. Depending on the question asked, the diviner 
uses the ibó in a number of pairings; together, the diviner and client manipulate 
the cowries and ibó in tandem to determine the orientations of the odu. From these are 
the predictions of any one letter drawn, and the ebós (offerings) 
needed to placate volatile essences are determined. One creates harmony, and evolution 
unfolds. 

      Ebó is a central concept to this religion; and many of the stories found in the 
diloggún’s odu speak of animals, humans, and orishas making ebó to avoid misfortune. 
To the Lucumí, everything in this world has its price—that price is known as sacrifice, 
or ebó. In a world of instant gratification the concept of sacrifice might seem 
strange, but in truth, every moment that one lives, sacrifices are made for the 
betterment of both one’s self and one’s community. Each day that one goes to work 
to pay bills, it is a sacrifice of free time to obtain money. Every time someone 
puts money in a savings account instead of buying a new pair of shoes, it is a sacrifice 
to ensure a stable future. Parents sacrifice personal needs to save for a child’s 
college education, while communities might sacrifice the expansion of recreational 
facilities for better schools. At all levels in life, resources are limited and 
no one person or group can have it all. 

      Ebó, at its core, is sacrifice; and Lucumí adherents practice this in many forms. 
Some of the odu mandate behavior modification—simply, to achieve desired results, 
something in a person’s life must be changed or removed, literally sacrificed, to 
avoid misfortune and evolve. Still, many of these ebós are material: a diviner might 
advise his client to offer fruits, grains, cooked foods, candles, prayers, herbs, 
or cloth to various orishas. The client does these things to obtain the spirit’s 
favors; and if the diviner’s knowledge of both odu and ebó are great, miracles ensue. 
The patakís, the sacred stories found in the oral corpus of the diloggún, are the 
foundation from which these ebós are drawn. Simply—someone with a problem similar 
to ours did this once and it worked; so, if the client does the same thing, it should 
work as well. Each odu contains stories rich with examples illustrating the benefits 
of making ebó versus the risks of not making ebó; and somewhere between these two 
extremes is a twilight area where one suffers and fate curses or blesses at its 
whim. 

      One of my favorite stories in this volume illustrating the simplicity of ebó is “Oshún’s 
Ebó” in chapter 11. Oshún’s character is familiar to students 
of Yoruba folklore; she is a goddess given great reverence in the Lucumí faith. 
Simply, she is the orisha of love, abundance, eroticism, fertility, and sweetness—all 
things making life worthwhile. “Things were not always like this,” the story tells 
us, for once Oshún was impoverished. The patakís tells us this outright—it does 
not investigate why she became poor—and it tells us that she went to see a diviner 
and make ebó. At the mat, she told him, “In spite of what I do not have, all I have 
left is my faith.” That faith was tested—the diviner told her to use all of her 
remaining wealth (and from the story, one knows her wealth was not much), buying 
all the red palm oil and honey she could. Then, he told her to make ebó with that, 
pouring it all into the river. 

      To most, such an act would seem a wasteful thing: If one has little, the modern 
mindset would imply that it is foolish to spend limited resources on an ebó as extravagant 
(comparatively speaking) as this. Yet Oshún had faith and did as the diviner instructed. 
As she slept outdoors, the elements of her ebó transformed, and Oshún awoke a rich 
woman. 

      The moral of the story: The simplest ebós bring the greatest results. Yet we 
learn more about the nature of ebó through this patakís. Sometimes, what the orishas 
demand of us might seem huge. We need something but we have next to nothing, and 
divination tells us to sacrifice what little we have to gain something more. Part 
of any ebó is faith—and Oshún told the diviner she had plenty of that; yet she had 
to act on that faith, sacrifice every little bit of what she had to evolve away 
from her poverty. In addition, this story teaches us something about Oshún; she 
was not always rich materially, but she was wealthy in spirit. 

      To the Lucumí, the risks of not making prescribed ebós are real, but the risk 
lies with the client, never the diviner. There is a proverb: “Those who fail to 
make ebó turn the diviner into a soothsayer.” “The Story of the Cat and the Rat” 
found in chapter 1 illustrates both this proverb and the risks of unmade ebós well. 
It reads as a child’s fable, not unlike something from the Brothers Grimm, and it 
is narrated by the odu Okana herself. Surrounded by her grandchildren, one of the 
little girls becomes overwrought that their household cat kills a mouse, and in 
a moment of exasperation, she asks, “Why do cats do that? Why do they kill mice?” 
Against her better judgment (for small children, this story might be frightening 
as are many children’s tales), Okana gathers them together and settles in for a 
bedtime rendition of a story best described as macabre. 

      For the cat and the rat were once friends, and when the world went bad and food 
was scarce, the cat went to the diviners to have divination and make ebó. The wise 
man who read for the cat that day assured her, “For our world to be in balance, 
there must be both good and bad in our lives. Don’t worry, cat; soon the rains will 
come, the forest will green-up, and there will be prey. You, however, have more 
pressing concerns.” The cat opened that day in Okana an odu that brings all the 
bad into life before allowing all the good to come; but the odu had specific warnings 
of treason, and it warned the cat to make ebó. 

      Of course, overwhelmed by many of the odu’s warnings, the cat forgot to make 
ebó. By the end of the story, one learns that refusal by omission is just as perilous 
as refusal by stubbornness. 

      All the cat’s children died. 

      Without revealing the delightfully dark twists and turns of the story, as Okana 
closes the patakís, she tells her granddaughter, “And that . . . is why cats kill 
mice.” A simple omission of ebó brings misfortune into the world, and the fabric 
of everything wrinkles permanently. More importantly, Okana’s closing remarks are 
difficult points to ponder—does osogbo come in spite of itself, or does osogbo come 
by one’s refusal to make ebó? If one refuses to make ebó, truly, who is responsible 
for the evil wrought, the stubborn client or the transgressor? All these are difficult 
points to ponder. 

      Finally, there are times that one exists in a twilight between iré and osogbo—one 
is safe, but danger abounds; and the orishas watch to see if one will be obedient, 
making ebó, or disobedient, resigning oneself to whatever life brings. Chapter 3 
contains one of my favorite stories illustrating this twilight concept: “King Olushola 
Makes Ebó.” Olushola was a monarch with two envious brothers—Abiodun and Adejola. 
While Olushola made his biannual trip to see his diviner, Mofá, the two younger brothers 
plotted to overthrow his rule by assassination. At first, Olushola 
refused to make ebó, his refusal coming in the midst of treason. His brothers’ greed, 
an assassin’s mistake, and a guard’s ill luck allow the king momentary reprieve,*13 
and a timely ebó assures his future safety. 

      Beyond such heavy morals and illustrations of ebó and faith, the patakís of the 
diloggún are meant to be entertaining. Years ago, when an elder priestess of Yemayá 
found out I was writing volumes of patakís, instilling new life into them, she wrote 
to me, “You should continue with your work, and publish as many volumes as you want. 
For in the old days before the Internet, radio, or even television, and during the 
time we had no written books, only oral memories, these were the novellas of the 
day.” She continued to emphasize their instructional and moralistic natures, but 
insisted that these fragments were part of something larger, and added, “Each storyteller 
had his own version of the patakís, ways of telling them that made them distinctly 
his own. It is time that they were put down on paper, and you should do just that.”


      I took her advice to heart then, and I still do. For when studying the orisha 
faiths of Nigeria and the New World, it is time for us, as orisha worshippers, to 
turn to the study of the odu through the diloggún exclusively. With the cowrie shells 
comprising its mechanical system, we have our own way to access the 256 sacred patterns 
of creation, the letters by which Olódumare created the universe; we have our own 
methods of saving and cataloguing the body of lore encapsulating the lives of the 
ancient humans, the orishas, and the existence of Olódumare himself. Throughout 
this book remember: Although the odu contain all the facets of our faith and lives, 
they are not stagnant, unchanging, mere collections of sacred stories and scripts 
conceived centuries ago. Each is alive in the universe; each exists in our hearts. 
They are organisms of energy, creatures of symbiosis awaiting connection with our 
own human energies as they open on the mat. 

      This system of wisdom and divination is the heart of orisha worship. 

    

  
    
      1

      Okana
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      One Mouth on the Mat

      The head feels only two things—the rage of the heart, and its desire to love. 

      Okana is a perilous odu, fraught with danger—it is a sign of fervor, passion 
instilled by both love and hate. The patakís found in its oral corpus deal with 
the theme of passion in myriad ways. Although there are dozens of myths detailing 
the interactions between both mortals (animals and humans) and immortals (spirits 
and orishas), to illustrate the redemptive power of passion in relation to this 
odu, I chose to focus on the woman’s life for whom this section of the diloggún 
is named, Okana. 

      Lucumí diviners and storytellers know her as a woman born of two spirits named 
Sedikoron and Ajantaku. Orphaned at a young age, her godmothers Osá Oché and Metanlá 
Ayui brought her up in the world; and when grown, she set out to fend for herself. 
Her parents left her wealth and her godparents taught her witchcraft; and Okana 
had an obscene abundance of both. Still, it was not enough. Her village shunned 
her as a witch, and her loneliness consumed her until she turned her talents to 
self-gratification. The turning point in her life was her obsessive love directed 
at the orisha Shangó; and he thwarted her powerful spells by consulting his diviners 
and making ebó. 

      Loneliness, lust, and malcontent, central themes of this odu, are self-destructive; 
and Okana embodied all the bad this letter has to give. 

      Yet those same things—loneliness, lust, and malcontent—can be powerful motivators 
for evolution. In spite of herself, when Okana was at her darkest hour, the healing 
energies of this sign directed her life, and without magic or even a plan, when 
Okana put herself into the hands of God, she evolved. It was neither deliberate 
nor calculated; it just happened. As the final story in this chapter illustrates, 
she ended her life a wealthy, happy widow surrounded by dozens of children and grandchildren.


      One might have power, one might have wealth, one might have needs and desires 
binding better judgment; however, Okana guarantees that everything born of base 
human desires will fail. It is only when letting go of the things that push us to 
use our talents for self-gratification, focusing on the greater good, that we move 
with the tide that is both life and evolution. Still, in the face of Okana both 
are necessary for human evolution, and the greater the tribulations, the greater 
the ecstasy brought by this odu. “If there is nothing bad,” my godfather once told 
me, “there can never be anything good.” Okana lives and offers both good and bad 
in exquisite abundance. 

      
        Okana Brews a Love Potion 

        It was late, and Okana was alone, gazing at herself in a full-length mirror. 
She admired the fullness of her face, her creamy black skin and high cheekbones, 
and the full pout of her lips. She blew herself a flirty kiss and turned to the 
side, throwing her shoulders back so her breasts plumped up to their full size. 
She ran her hands over her own tiny waist and shook her head gently, so the hundreds 
of carefully woven braids cascading just below its hourglass curve shimmied and 
shook against her buttocks. Okana was gorgeous, and she knew it. 

        She turned away from the mirror, looking over her shoulder to see her backside 
before walking away; and she paced through her home, a mansion by anyone’s standards. 
Her parents had done well during their brief life together, and had died while Okana 
was still young, but they had provided well for her, and she wanted for nothing. 

        Nothing, that is, except love. 

        For while Okana was a pretty woman, and a rich woman, she was a lonely woman; 
she had no man with whom to pass her days. Desperately, she craved love. 

        Okana sighed deeply as she paced; it was a troubled breath that lifted and dropped 
her ample breasts in sorrow. “If only I wasn’t alone,” she thought. A gentle breeze 
wafted through an open window and caressed her skin gently, as if to soothe her.


        She barely noticed. There was no soothing her troubled mind. 

        Okana walked into her kitchen and looked around at shelf upon shelf of herbs, 
a virtual apothecary of remedies to cure all ailments, physical or spiritual. She 
was well-stocked with both the baneful and the beneficial, for Okana was a witch. 
Her mother had been a witch, as had her mother before her, and as everyone in her 
village knew, “A witch always gives birth to a witch.” 

        That is why she was lonely; that is why she could not find a man. No one wanted 
to love a witch. 

        That moment, she decided to use her witchcraft to find love. 

        As midnight came and the moon set over the horizon, Okana was alone in her kitchen, 
experimenting with her herbs. She peeled, pounded, mashed, and mixed every ashé she had that dealt with love and matters of the heart. Little else mattered to her 
beyond her work; for just as those in love cannot see clearly, those who crave love 
can see little beyond their desires. Strange scents and fumes wafted through her 
home and were carried into the world with the night-winds that blew. 

        The air was alive with magic. 

        Finally, after hours of work, Okana created a philter that was love liquescent: 
it embodied all the sweetness of love, the desires of love, and the dangers of love. 
Its scent was intoxicating; one drop and her skin glistened with a preternatural 
glow, a sheen that hinted of sexual ecstasy and exotic delights. “Surely,” she thought 
to herself, “no man can resist me now!” 

        At her opened window, she lit a coal in a brazier, and put a single drop of her 
oil on the red-hot ember. Fumes like fog rolled into the night. “Bring me love,” 
she whispered as they rolled into the darkness. 

        Her spell was potent. It did not take long. 

        The next night, she found herself in the arms of a strong, black man whose loins 
burned her own like fire. The magic of her potion ensnared them both, and she abandoned 
herself to the waves of pleasure that erupted in her body. So intense was the spell 
that neither man nor woman knew where one body began, or the next ended; and they 
were joined so deeply that they did not care. Spent, both collapsed into the other’s 
arms, and still ensnared by her spell, Okana thought, “I know what love is!” 

        The scent of magic died as they slept, and when she awoke the next morning, she 
felt empty. He awoke with a strange, feverish glow in his eyes; he dressed silently, 
kissing her on her forehead, and promised to return that night. 

        Okana didn’t care. Nor did she want to care. She only wanted to try her potion 
again on another man. 

        Early evening found Okana wandering through the streets of town, alone. She was 
freshly bathed and dressed in a robe showing more skin than it hid; and as she had 
been the night before, she was liberally oiled with her own magic philter. Like 
a lioness in heat she walked, seductively, through the streets, laughing as women 
grabbed their children and hid in shadows from the witch. She heard their whispers, 
but didn’t care. 

        Then, she saw him—a man younger and stronger than last night’s love. His skin 
was rich and supple, stretched tight over muscles toned from hard labor. He walked 
with the grace of a leopard. Reaching into her bag, she pulled out the vial of potion 
and anointed herself freshly, giving in to the dosed vapors that rose from her skin. 
Boldly, she introduced herself, and watched as her magic ensnared the young man 
with desire. 

        That night, she knew ecstasy greater than the first. And while they slept, as 
it had the night before, the spell evaporated with the first morning light. 

        Okana awoke, once more feeling empty inside. She looked down at the strange lover 
as he slept beside her; he didn’t seem as handsome anymore. There was a strange 
rattle in his chest as he snored, and his skin was covered in slick sweat. The sheets 
around him were damp. He was feverish. 

        With the young man still sleeping in her bed, Okana walked outside, wrapped only 
in a white sheet, to breathe in the morning air. It invigorated her, and chased 
the sleep from her head. 

        Then she saw him, her first lover, sleeping by the door. He awoke and rubbed 
his eyes. “I knocked last night. You did not hear?” 

        Okana took in a sharp breath. She thought of the young man still sleeping in 
her bed, and not knowing what the first man might have heard as he camped outside 
her home, she said, “No, I didn’t hear. I woke up too early yesterday, and was exhausted 
come night. I slept fitfully. I might have made noise in my own sleep. But I did 
not hear you.” 

        He stood close to her, taking her shoulders into his hands, and kissed her lightly 
on the cheek. His own lips were hot and feverish. “I will come back tonight for 
you,” he said, almost a threat. This close, she could see the delirium in his eyes, 
and felt his breath hot on her face as he whispered, “I think I love you.” 

        He left her standing, alone and shaking. “He is crazed,” she whispered to the 
wind before going back inside to the arms of her newest lover. They spent all day 
in bed. 

        That evening, Okana returned to town, leaving her newest lover at home, sleeping. 
He was exhausted from a night and a day of love, and even her roughest shakes could 
not wake him. She did not care; she might need him when she returned home. 

        She sat in a little chair outside her favorite merchant’s shop drinking a glass 
of palm wine, as she thought about the spell she wove. “This was my most powerful 
magic!” Okana congratulated herself with a little hug. She inhaled deeply; the scent 
of love rose off her skin like steam. Before leaving home, she rubbed the oil all 
over, finding its smell as intoxicating as the most powerful drink, and wanting 
to see if she could find a love even stronger than the first two. “I will simply go to the next man’s 
house,” she thought, “And when I am done with him, I will return to the other in 
my bed.” 

        After many drinks, Okana’s mind was clouded; she forgot about the man she had 
at home and simply searched for someone new. And then, she saw him. Walking toward 
her was an eye-filling man. His skin was deep, rich, dark ebony with a subtle sheen; 
it seemed to glow preternaturally. He walked forcefully, like a lion, each step 
purposeful, with his own loins swaying seductively from his hips. His arms were 
huge, powerful; they seemed strong enough to hold the sun, and his chest was chiseled 
like a marble statue’s. So huge were the muscles in his thighs that his legs bowed 
out slightly. Okana felt fever burning in her secret place, like a fire. 

        Driven by her desires, Okana stood in front of him in the street, blocking his 
body with her own; and with a boldness that surprised even her, she kissed him before 
he could protest. Powerful magic was made in that moment; he was ensnared, the lion 
by the trap, and he kissed her back. People in the streets shuddered and gasped 
in surprise. Some watched, whispering “witch,” while others tried to hide their 
eyes, but couldn’t; and there in the street, Okana and her prey groped and rubbed 
and squeezed as the sun set over the town. 

        Okana knew nothing except desire, and wanted that man in her bed. Desperately. 
She forgot there was someone already wrapped up in her sheets. 

        Like a lioness in heat, she led him to her lair; and he followed, not questioning. 
Okana was confused when she saw the first man standing outside her door, trembling 
and covered in sweat. “I don’t know what is wrong with me!” he called out, his voice 
louder than it needed to be. He was shaking as if chilled; and even in the evening 
twilight, she could see that sores covered his face and arms. 

        “Pox!” she gasped. She looked at her own arms, worried that the contagion might 
erupt on her own delicate skin. 

        “You did this to me,” he cried. “You are a witch!” 

        His words stung; anger consumed her, melting her fear. “I did this?” she cried. “You are the 
one covered in sores. My skin is clean!” 

        Strong hands grasped her shoulders from behind. “We must go. We should not be 
so close,” a deep voice warned. In her drunken haze, Okana had forgotten that her 
newest love-conquest stood behind her. 

        Slowly, they backed away from the man as the front door to her home opened, and 
lover number two came stumbling out. He was naked, almost delirious, and covered 
with the same sores as the first man, though not as deeply. “What have you done 
to me?” he moaned. 

        It was then that the third man realized, “These men, you have slept with them?” 

        She turned quickly and wailed, “No!” 

        It was there that Okana’s witchcraft was broken, and he backed away from her 
in disgust. The other two mindlessly wandered into the streets and walked their 
separate ways. 

        That very night, word was spread through town that not only was Okana a powerful 
witch, but also she was a promiscuous woman who spread disease with her touch. And 
while her own charms and potions kept the pox at bay so she never got sick, her 
reputation spread, and nothing she tried would quell it. 

        From that moment on, not a man in town would lay with her. For many years, Okana 
remained a lonely, loveless creature. 

      

      
        Okana’s Seduction of Shangó 

        It was late afternoon; the sun still hung high in the sky, and even in the oppressive 
heat, the marketplace was packed with people. Okana was one of many, another face 
lost in the crowd; there were no taunts of “witch,” and no one seemed to remember 
that it was she who spread the pox through town. Here, lost among the many colored 
trinkets and covetous faces, she was merely a woman, and an exhausted one at that. 
The heat was draining. 

        A great cry rose through the streets; it started as a distant murmur and spread, 
creating a cacophonous roar. The crowds parted, and Okana stood and stared. From 
the distance she could make out a man’s body floating above the crowd. In the light of day, his blackness was impressive; 
his skin sparkled and shimmered like hematite in the afternoon sun. He bobbed slowly, 
gently, and his body rippled and rocked with each rising and falling. As he came 
closer and the crowds parted, she saw that he was not floating; he was seated on 
a white horse, attended by many muscled, armed men on foot. Heat rose in her face; 
she thought it was the oppressive heat of the dry season, but as she felt that familiar 
tingle in her loins, she realized it was the heat of desire. 

        “Who is that man?” she asked to no one. 

        “That is the new king, Oranmiyan’s grandson, Shangó,” said an unfamiliar face. 

        Okana was in love. 

        Shangó rode past her; she stood, unmoving, while the crowd continued to part, 
and Shangó noticed her, briefly. Their eyes locked; and for a moment, Shangó’s seemed 
clouded with desire. He nodded his head toward her, and smiled. Then, as quickly 
as he noticed her, he turned away. The crowds closed around her again, and she watched 
as his supple form bobbed away gently until she could see him no more. The crowds 
quieted down to their normal roar, and everyone continued about their business. 

        Okana turned to the woman who had answered her. “That is the new king? What was 
he doing here?” 

        The woman smiled. “He wants his subjects to know who he is. So every day at the 
same time, he travels the same road with his guards so we can see his face.” Her 
eyes grew moist, filled with longing. “Isn’t he the most handsome man?” 

        “Indeed, he is,” agreed Okana. And to herself, she murmured, “I will be his queen!” 

        Shangó was back in his palace, surrounded by his guards and his priests. “I don’t 
know what happened to me,” he said. “I felt fine, and then I saw her. The most beautiful 
woman I’ve ever seen. I’ve known many beautiful women in my life, but there was 
something about her. I almost jumped off my horse; I wanted to take her in my arms 
and run away with her. But as soon as I turned my head and gathered my thoughts, 
the desire was gone, and I only wanted to run away. It is not normal for me to want 
to run from a woman!” 

        The diviner cast his shells on the mat: One mouth opened. “That woman was a witch,” 
whispered the diviner. “The eyes of a witch were on you today, and she desired you. 
You will see her again, because she is plotting to ensnare you. But don’t worry, 
as with all the misfortunes in life, there is ebó.” 

        Okana was home that night, mixing and mashing herbs; skillfully, she combined 
them into a philter whose scent would overpower the senses of any man she desired. 
When her work was done, her home was filled with the exotic scents of magic and 
love, and she fell into a fitful sleep. 

        The next day, at the same place, and the same time, Okana stood and awaited Shangó’s 
approach. “My magic is strong,” she told herself. “This time, he will notice me. 
I will speak. And he will be mine!” 

        When she saw the king’s approach, Okana doused herself with the potion, and she 
stood in the middle of the street. Shangó stopped his horse in front of her. 

        The desire he felt the previous day rose in his loins; and for a moment, his 
eyes were locked to hers. Yet Shangó made ebó before riding that day, and the force 
of ebó was stronger than the magic surrounding Okana. He took a deep breath, and 
as quickly as it tried to overpower him, the magic was broken. Still, he smiled 
as if entranced by her charms. “Good day, beautiful woman,” he said in a low, baritone 
voice. Okana smiled seductively as Shangó asked her, “What is your name?” 

        “I am Okana,” she said, throwing her shoulders back so her ample breasts and 
deep cleavage were in full view of the king. Shangó’s eyes, however, were not on 
her breasts; his thoughts were on the name of the odu that fell from his diviner’s 
hands: Okana. 

        “Let me tell you a secret, Okana,” Shangó said quietly, bending down from his 
horse so his face was close to hers. “I am a descendant of Odúduwa; the heavenly, 
royal blood of my ancestor runs
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