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      To Jim Grant and Emilia J. Bellone, two fellow warriors in hurricane recovery who taught me about Masaru Emoto and the power of positive thinking. I relish our drives from Lafayette to the front lines, and even more so our friendship.
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      “If there is magic on this planet, it is contained in water.”

      — Loren Eiseley, The Immense Journey

      

      Hell could only be hotter than Louisiana in summer, brutal heat indexes topping one hundred and a stifling stillness to the air that suffocates even the hardiest among us. Thunderstorms roll in violently from the Gulf of Mexico and offer a temporary respite, but temperatures quickly resume like the steam seeping up from the banquet, or what we call in New Orleans a sidewalk.

      I look out on to my patio that only one month ago was ablaze in color and full of hope. Now, my poor plants are wilting, gazing back in agony.

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper, as much to apologize for the intense heat as to the fact that I’m not braving that swelter to water them.

      As if on cue, my neighbor’s cat scratches at the back door, demanding entrance. He’s really the neighborhood cat, belonging to no one, but we all feed him whenever he shows up. I managed to have him neutered and you would think he would consider me an enemy for life but he returns daily for my cans of cheap cat food. Honestly, I don’t get it—if I were a cat, I wouldn’t eat the stuff—but these days, I welcome the company.

      When his scratches become insistent, I know it’s ungodly hot outside. I open the door and he jets off towards the bathroom where I keep the food and there’s a nice stretch of cold tile to sleep upon.

      “Nice to see you, too,” I say to the orange, yellow and white streak darting through my tiny living room.

      I live in what my mom lovingly calls a “potting shed,” the mother-in-law unit of the big house in front. My landlord, Reece Cormier, took pity on my soul when I showed up one month after Katrina destroyed my hometown of New Orleans, asking him if he would rent out the back unit. Reece was renovating the front house at the time, ignoring the rear apartment, so I hoped for a vacancy considering that there were no rentals to be had in Lafayette due to the influx of Katrina evacuees.

      After I had inquired, and mentioned that I had arrived in the town two hours west of New Orleans when the National Guard dropped us off here, the man started crying. He stood in his front yard, power drill in his enormous hands, and cried, big manly tears falling down his sunburned cheeks. He grabbed the top of my arms and silently nodded, then walked me back toward the unit and introduced me to what would become my little haven.

      And the key to opening my prison door.

      The storm blew away my excruciating newspaper job, covering the cops and school board beat in St. Bernard Parish on the edge of the civilized world—well, at least to a New Orleans city girl like me. So, even though I call Katrina a bitch, she gave me a chance to follow my dream job, that of being a freelance travel writer. And this tiny rent-free apartment is helping me do just that.

      The unit needed work when I moved in, but it was livable, the toilet flushed and the shower released enough of a water stream that I would never go dirty, even if I had to hold the bathtub release with my toe to keep the water flowing down the drain. After I paid my electricity deposit, the lights worked too. I connected to Wifi and the outside world and happily started my new career.

      Two years later, I’m still alive and traveling, although the current recession is keeping me up at night.

      Stinky—my affectionate name for the orange tabby although he probably doesn’t think so—turns to me when he finds what I have left him and lets out a pitiful cry.

      “Sorry dude,” I tell him. “I’m broke.”

      The sound only gets worse, as if he’s being de-balled all over again.

      “That’s what you get for visiting a writer, you idiot. Try the Broussards down the block. It’s a double lawyer household.”

      He doesn’t relent, so I open the front door. “Take it or leave it.”

      The cat gets the message. Either that or eating crappy cat food from the Dollar Tree is preferable to being outside in Louisiana. He heads back to the bathroom.

      Before I shut out the humidity invading my air-conditioned oasis, I notice Reece on the back porch of his house. He’s standing catty-cornered from me with the patio and swimming pool in between. I instinctively raise my hand to wave, then catch myself and pull the door close. I’m mad at him right now.

      I check my watch. Fifteen after twelve. Late as usual.

      I glance around, evaluating for the umpteenth time to see if everything in my meager apartment looks right. I moved here without furniture—hell, without anything—so there’s no consistency, no color scheme, no master design. The table came from the Johnston Street Goodwill that offered free items to those with the right New Orleans area codes. The two accompanying chairs, that of course don’t match, I found outside my door one night. The mattress I bought from Sears with my credit card, although the sheets hail from Salvation Army and are topped with blankets culled from various travel press trips. Because we’re in the dog days of summer, I’m using my Gulf Shores beach towel and a throw that sports “Shreveport–Louisiana’s Other Side” as bedspreads.

      In my work as a travel writer I get invited to join press trips with other journalists. We’re flown to various locations, put up in hotels and wined and dined in the hopes of us generating great press for their destinations. It’s a dream job, yes, but it’s also hard work. And it doesn’t always pay well, hence the squeaking feline in the other room.

      I love my little abode, even with the tacky swag I bring back from the Southern cities I visit, including the rug with the cheesy photo of Gatlinburg and the picnic basket from Georgia with plastic plates and utensils that I dine on every night. They not only remind me of the places I have visited since Katrina washed away my job with the New Orleans Daily New but of escaping my overbearing family and ex-husband back in the city.

      As soon as that thought flits through my mind, I hear my mother and sister approaching.

      “Vi lives here?” my sister Portia says incredibly. “Are you sure we’re at the right place?”

      “This is her dream house,” my mother answers, and you can cut that sarcasm with a butter knife.

      I try to swallow that ball of hurt that lodges in my throat every time my attempt to garner family approval fails. It sits there, blocking my air, when I open the door and smile as if nothing is wrong.

      “You made it,” I say pleasantly but the words come out hoarse and weak due to that lump that refuses to move.

      “No thanks to the Baton Rouge traffic,” my mother says entering the apartment. “I don’t know how you can stand that Basin Bridge.”

      Portia follows, gazing around my living room—which is really one big room serving as dining area, sleeping quarters and work space—as if she’s afraid to touch anything for fear of catching some awful disease. My mom runs a hand across the one nice piece of furniture I own, an antique desk some other generous Lafayette resident placed at my door.

      For months the items kept coming, no doubt because Reece had spread the word about the Katrina refugee—god, I hated that word—who landed on his doorstep after spending two days on her roof before being rescued to the Cajundome, Lafayette’s version of a domed stadium. Despite what my mother calls my apartment, there’s an actual shed behind my place that now holds all the donated items I received since that bitch blew away my hometown.

      “Isn’t that pretty?” I ask my mom, because I can’t stop appealing for their approval. “Some anonymous neighbor gave that desk to me.”

      “How do you know it was a neighbor if they were anonymous?”

      Give it to Portia to be literal. My older sister graduated high school at fifteen and passed the bar at twenty-one. She’s a card-carrying Mensa member and constantly reminds me of that fact.

      I decide to change the subject.

      “Y’all want something to drink?” I head to my dorm refrigerator in the makeshift kitchen and pull out the fresh lemonade I made for their visit. Neither one seems interested.

      “I thought we were going to that weird festival you mentioned,” Portia replies.

      My mom glances at me, and even though she’s probably ready to bolt as well, she asks for a glass. This gives me hope although neither woman moves to sit down.

      “Y’all relax and take a seat,” I say, but the two stand awkwardly in the center of my potting shed, looking like two Evangelicals at a death metal concert.

      I hand my mom her lemonade in the cup that promotes Blue Bell ice cream. Before she takes a sip, she gazes at the little girl and her cow gracing the outside.

      “I got that in Brenham, Texas,” I explain with a goofy smile. “Got to sample the ice cream right off the factory line.”

      I love Blue Bell ice cream, and tasting that creamy concoction before they froze it was the highlight of my Texas press trip. And, I must admit, I’m bragging about my new job, hoping my family will be as impressed as my friends are.

      “Get this,” I continue, my voice still struggling through that ball that won’t disintegrate. “We asked the owner if he was struggling through the recession and he said they actually make money in hard times. That people eat more ice cream during recessions.”

      I thought that fact was interesting, something fun to write about in a year that was causing me to rethink my new career. The recession wasn’t hitting Lafayette and Louisiana as hard as the rest of the nation, thanks to the booming oil industry and the money rolling in for hurricane recovery. But magazines and newspapers were on the decline and the recession only gave those companies ammunition for cutbacks and layoffs. So far, I lost two clients, took a pay cut on one of my best publications, and had three people insisting the check was in the mail — three weeks ago.

      The current recession was one reason I had asked my mom and sister to visit. That and the rising over Blue Moon Bayou.

      “Are you eating more ice cream?” my mom asks me and I wonder if she sees through my veiled invitation.

      I sip my own lemonade from a cup that quotes Henry Miller: “One’s destination is never a place, but a new way of seeing things.”

      Okay, so I bought that one.

      “My favorite is Millennial Crunch,” I say. “It’s Blue Bell’s latest since they just turned one hundred.”

      I’m so their demographic. Even though my lights might be cut off tomorrow, I have ice cream in the freezer.

      “I can tell,” my mom says, looking me over. “Just because they feed you on those trips doesn’t mean you have to eat everything.”

      It never ceases to amaze me how family members pick the scabs off vulnerable sores. Yes, I’ve gained a few pounds. It’s what I do under stress. And yes, I don’t have to eat all that’s put in front of me on press trips, can bypass the open bars and the dessert trays. But I live on mac and cheese when I’m home, since writing remains such a high-paying profession. Who wouldn’t indulge whenever possible?

      I pull my blouse down over the belly that’s been growing consistently post-Katrina, although I’m not as thick as all that, considering that hurricane took off close to twenty pounds two years ago.

      “You shouldn’t be drinking lemonade,” Portia adds. “That has so much sugar in it.”

      I close my eyes and instruct myself to breathe. How the hell will I be able to ask these middle-class women, who live in perfect houses and afford gym memberships, for money?

      Mom hands me back the cup, while Portia pulls her purse tight over a shoulder, her hand resting on top. Neither says a word or looks at me, so I get the message.

      “Ready to go?” I ask, trying desperately not to feel disappointed that they didn’t like my meager little home, the one I created from scratch along with my new career with nothing in the bank but a FEMA check.

      Both women immediately head for the door, my mother asking Portia where she got that snazzy new purse and Portia replying with a lengthy discourse on the pros and cons of Northshore shopping, post-storm; Portia moved across the lake after Katrina damaged her Old Metairie home. I follow behind, feeling disappointment lingering behind my eyes, demanding release in a good old-fashioned cry.

      As Portia and my mom head down the brick walkway to their car, I turn and lock the door. Just before I do, I spot Stinky in the hallway licking the remnants of that awful cat food off his paws, bless his little heart.

      “Man the house,” I tell him, and he looks up ever so briefly and winks, that weird cat thing that makes you wonder if they know what you’re thinking. Because for a moment, I believe he does.

      I wonder about a lot of things these days, mainly if I’m as intuitive as my aunt claims I am. I had been born with “the gift,” according to her, but over the years repressed my ability to speak with the dead. People tend to do that, considering how conversing with the deceased doesn’t go over well with friends and family members. Over time, I ignored cousin Harry with the hole in his head from the time he went fishing, got drunk and fell overboard and into the path of the outboard motor. Or poor Mr. Stanislos, the former second grade teacher who walks the halls of my elementary school reciting times tables.

      No one believed I saw them anyway.

      By sixth grade, I was done being polite to the little old lady with hair worked up into a bun who would call to me from the porch of my neighbor’s house like that crazy woman in To Kill a Mockingbird. In college, when the frat boy who committed suicide appeared at my dorm room door, I slammed it in his ethereal face.

      I convinced myself it wasn’t real, that I was imagining things, and over time those spooks disappeared.

      Katrina blew that psychic door wide open, however, but now I only speak to those who have died by water. I’m called a SCANC, a stupid abbreviation that stands for “Specific Communication with Apparitions, Non-entities, and the Comatose.” In other words, I can only speak with those related to my trauma. In my case, it’s water.

      “Where are we headed again?” Portia asks when we climb into the car, me in the back seat.

      “Blue Moon Bayou.” A shiver rolls across my shoulders, considering the town a half hour away from Lafayette complements a water source. But then, I have never had ghostly experiences in this quaint south Louisiana town known for antiques, boutiques and a world renown zydeco brunch.

      “And what’s this festival you are so anxious for me to see?” my mom asks.

      Deliah Valentine taught Shakespeare at Tulane before the storm and, even though the New Orleans university cut staff after Katrina and my mom makes due with adjunct classes at Baton Rouge Community College, she’s still considered one of the country’s foremost Shakespearean scholars. Ask my mom and she might say the world. It’s why my sister was named Portia from The Merchant of Venus and my twin brother and I Sebastian and Viola from Twelfth Night.

      “It’s called Blue Moon Rising and it’s quite the thing,” I tell her. “There’s a legend that upon the rising of the blue moon, the first person you will see is the one you are destined to fall in love with.”

      I thought my mother would eat this up. Reminded me so much of a Shakespeare comedy, like Midsummer Night’s Dream. We’re closing in on the summer solstice, so the timing is perfect.

      “That’s ridiculous,” my mother answers.

      I lean forward between them. “Imagine it. What if the person you wanted to see is suddenly called away when the moon rises and another person takes his place. You’d fall in love with the wrong person.”

      “If there was such a thing…,” Portia adds.

      “Better yet, what if, as in the case of this year when we have two blue moons within three months, you see the wrong person the first time and the right person the second?”

      Portia huffs and starts spouting off how legends such as these keep society stupid but I see the wheels turning inside my mother’s head. My mom is all scholar, always preferring the Shakespeare tragedies to the comedies because the latter were created, according to her, to humor the masses without brains. But I know her anthropologic mind finds this local tradition fascinating.

      We park near the bayou and head toward Café des Amis, a restaurant located in a former coffin factory next to The Mortuary Bed and Breakfast. Annie Breaux sticks her head out the front door of the B&B and yells my name and waves. I wave back. Annie is one of the people I’ve met writing stories for national publications about my new home in Cajun Country.

      “That place used to be a mortuary and is supposed to be haunted,” I tell my sister and mom, although the ghosts are thankfully people who have died without the assistance of water so I can’t see them.

      “They all say that,” Portia says. “Every hotel and B&B in Louisiana has ghosts now.”

      “Most of them do,” I answer and Portia rolls her eyes. If only she knew.

      We enter the restaurant on the tail end of brunch, with Curley Taylor and Zydeco Trouble rocking down the house on an impromptu stage in the front alcove. There are tables for eating but most people visiting today flood the makeshift dance floor, bopping up and down like a heartbeat, not caring that they run into each other regularly.

      I can’t listen to Cajun or zydeco music without moving—or smiling for that matter—so I immediately begin swaying to the vibrant tunes as we saunter up to the maître d’.

      “Viola Valentine, table for three.”

      “Do you want to sit up front and dance or a quieter table in the rear?”

      I look back at my family with hopes that we will enjoy this unique-to-Louisiana wild ride that people from around the world come to see, routinely packing this restaurant every Saturday, but my mom and sister reply in unison, “In the back!”

      We follow the maître d’ to the back room and mom insists on the table in the corner, as far away from the zydeco as we can get. I’m sad to miss Curley Taylor but equally disappointed that my family, once again, fails to appreciate what I’m offering. The waitress arrives, asking for drinks and appetizers in a sing-song Cajun accent. When we ask for three unsweetened teas—I’m not about to ask for anything with sugar—both my mom and Portia turn serious.

      “What?” I ask, behind my water glass.

      “This silly festival isn’t why you asked us here,” my mother begins.

      I swallow the gulp of water lingering in my mouth. “What do you mean?” I answer as innocently as I can.

      “What do you need, Viola?” Portia asks.

      I need two thousand dollars to meet bills, replace my faulty brakes on the Toyota and buy groceries, but I don’t know how to ask the two biggest critics in my life. Instead, I lie.

      “I’m doing great. My new career is taking off. Reece still won’t let me pay rent. What do you mean, what do I need?”

      My mother gets right to the point. “How much?”

      I place my water glass on to the table and sigh. “I started this business with nothing, you know. Most people who become freelance writers — especially travel writers — have savings in the bank. I was doing really well until this recession hit. Not many people can say that.”

      “Is this why you haven’t divorced TB?” my mother asks.

      My ex-husband who’s legally still my partner married me years ago when I became pregnant at LSU. We barely knew each other, let alone considered it true love, although TB insists he loved me then and loves me still. When my sweet Lillye died of leukemia, my heart died with her, and TB and I lived a lonely, distant existence until Katrina pushed us on to the roof, washed away our jobs, and I found myself in Lafayette with the opportunity to start over. One of the first things I did following the storm was file separation papers. But that was before I really thought things through.

      “We’re staying married for the time being so I can share his health benefits,” I say.

      Portia huffs at this and I’m reminded how much I really hate when my sister does that.

      “It makes great sense,” I say in my defense.

      “What would make great sense,” my sister replies smugly, “is if you moved back in with him and did your ‘freelance’ in New Orleans.”

      Only thing I hate worse than her huffing is when she uses her fingers to mimic parenthesis. Who started that ridiculous gesture, anyway?

      I grind my teeth. “I’m not moving back in with TB.”

      Portia crosses her arms about her chest. “Well, I’m not giving you money because you’re too stubborn to make the right move.”

      “I don’t need that much.”

      “Which will make moving back home that much easier for you.”

      I can’t move back to New Orleans. Remember all those ghosts who have died by water?

      I gaze over at my mother who’s staring down at her lap.

      “Don’t ask Mom,” Portia says sternly, and just like that, the conversation’s over.

      The waitress returns, we order crawfish cornbread and crab cakes for appetizers and I pick the pecan-crusted catfish although how I will be able to enjoy it knowing my newfound career is to crash and burn in the next two weeks is beyond me. Portia launches into how her two children are driving her crazy, their private school’s depleting her disposable income and the new housekeeper is unreliable, which means she must search for a replacement ASAP, preferably one who speaks English. My poor sister, they will only be able to spend one week in Cabo this year instead of two and Christmas will be tight.

      I glance over at my mother who’s usually full of piss and vinegar, chiming in about her own shortcomings and lack of vacation time since she lost her plum teaching job, but for a change she’s not talking. Since Katrina, I’ve suffered through hours of these conversations, listening to horror stories about disaster repairs and renovations, even though Portia lived far from the levee breaks and only had six inches of water and my mother had a tree damage part of her house. Neither lost their homes, nor had floodwaters to their attics. And I haven’t had a vacation in years.

      As usual I say nothing and nod and express sarcastic outrage over the fact that Portia can’t buy a new BMW until Frederick, her husband, gets that raise, which has been pushed back until next year because his company’s still rebounding from the storm. My mom sends me an evil eye for that one.

      We eat lunch, me barely touching my fish, and then the bill arrives, which Portia grabs.

      “Do you want me to help?” I ask.

      “Yeah,” Portia says, placing the bill in my hand. “You asked us here so you pay.”

      I look down and notice that the bill is thirty dollars more than what’s in my checking account. I bite the inside of my cheek wondering what to do next when Portia grabs the bill. “Just kidding.”

      After planting her gold American Express on the table, Portia heads to the bathroom. My mother places a hand on my arm when she notices I’m about to let my façade slip and cry right there in front of Curley Taylor and the tourists from Australia.

      “Why don’t you come home?”

      I shake my head. How can I convince my mother New Orleans holds too many ghosts, not to mention all those bad memories of losing my precious baby girl, the one person who’s passed I’m not able to see.

      “I can’t,” is all I manage to whisper.

      “Don’t you miss us?”

      There’s pain lingering in her gaze I haven’t seen since dad left. Something is amiss here and the hairs on the back of my neck rise. I briefly think to inquire but that old defensiveness remains.

      “I love it here, Mom. I finally have a chance to do what I’ve always wanted to do. Can’t you all understand that?”

      She squeezes my arm and that sadness lingers. “We miss you.”

      My mother is a tough cookie, one of those professors you both admire and dread for getting an A in her class means giving up sleep for five months. She’s been nicknamed the “Bard Bitch,” although my mother secretly loves it, wears the title like a badge.

      Underneath, however, when the mom side emerges, she’s all heart. She was my rock when Lillye died.

      I place my hand over hers. “I miss you, too, Mom. But I need to be here right now.” That lump emerges again because those tears have never left their starting line and are waiting for the gun to go off so they can turn me into an emotional mess. “This is my dream,” I manage to whisper.

      Mom’s about to reply and I pray it’s about loaning me money when Portia arrives and barks for us to leave. We travel through town for the remainder of the day, shopping at antique stores and Portia buying new clothes at two of the swanky boutiques. We pause for coffee and dessert, then head for the bayou’s edge when the sun begins to set. Moonrise is scheduled for seven thirty-six so by the time we reach the bayou park, the place is swarming with people.

      Portia still rebukes the festival, my mother says nothing and I’m quaking inside about how I will make it through another week when I spot Reece on the far side of the crowd. Portia follows my line of sight—and no doubt wonders why my mouth is hanging open—and mutters, “Who’s that gorgeous man?”

      I don’t answer. I’m too busy watching my sexual fantasy laughing at a woman with silky blond hair tossed back over her shoulders, lips full and pursed like Julia Roberts and telephone pole legs falling gracefully into fashionable high-heel pumps. This woman exudes perfection. Tailored dress. Coiffed hair. A girl and a boy equally adorable and well-dressed at her side. It was a like a mother-of-the-year advertisement.

      “Do you know him?” my mom asks.

      “He’s my landlord,” I manage. My hero in a storm. My hope for love at last.

      At least until he decided to get back with his wife.

      The crowd teeters and I look to the horizon. There’s too much sunlight for us to spot the moon but the mayor begins the countdown on the loudspeaker. Portia huffs, my mother gets a phone call and excuses herself to the car, and I can’t help looking longingly at the man of my dreams, hoping he might glance my way. When the mayor reaches one, noting the moon is rising over the bayou, Reece looks lovingly at his wife so I cast my eyes to the ground. No use confusing fate. Obviously, Reece belongs with his wife, the mother of Dick and Jane.

      As the mayor mouths the final moment, I hear someone call my name. I look up to find a young girl dressed in a simple pair of overalls and flannel shirt watching the event curiously from the bayou’s bank. She’s a stark contrast to Mrs. Louisiana: uneven cut hair that sticks out beneath a ragged cap, dirty shoes with holes in the sides, bruises and mosquito bites on her legs. She senses me watching her and looks my way, eyes squinted as if not expecting anyone to notice her.

      “Can you see me?” she mouths and I’m so startled this may be a ghost standing before me that I say nothing, merely nod.

      “Vi?” comes the voice again and I turn to find my ex-husband, staring at me as the girl had done only this time with a love-sick gaze.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask.

      TB grins that goofy smile that has always driven me crazy, one that reminds me of our uneven relationship and fills me with guilt.

      “Portia told me about the festival. And guess what? You were the first person I saw tonight.”

      I glance at Portia who’s laughing her ass off.

      Just then my mom arrives, announcing to Portia, “We have to go.”

      It’s rare to see my mother not in control but something has happened and I feel a buzz deep in my soul akin to when a ghost arrives. I glance back at the girl by the bayou’s edge but she has vanished. I look around the crowd but find her nowhere.

      “Let’s go Portia,” my mother says sternly and that chill turns into a full-fledge shiver that rocks me up to my chin.

      Mom kisses me on the cheek, places two twenties in my hand and offers a polite but brief greeting to TB, and the two head off to the parking lot.

      “What on earth is that about?” I whisper to Portia as she walks past.

      Portia pauses, stalling as if she’s unsure of what to reveal. Finally, she whispers, “I’ll explain later.”

      And in that instant, all chills disappear, replaced by a foreboding that stills my heart and fires up my temple. I stand there by the bayou’s edge with enough funds to buy food for the week but still in dire straits, TB is gushing love into my ear like a high school freshman and the girl appears once more, shaking her head as if she’s heard the entire conversation.
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      My head’s pounding and TB won’t stop gushing about his love that was meant for me, making me wonder if Portia was right about these legends being fodder for the ignorant. Of course, I feel guilty thinking that about my simple-minded ex-husband which intensifies the pressure building in my skull.

      I can’t help it. Even though the man loves me, has supported me through the toughest experiences in my life, never has a bad word to say about anyone, and practices that rare gift of unconditional love, I can’t get past the emptiness I sense behind those puppy dog eyes.

      Not to mention that deep down I don’t love him.

      I need more intellectual stimulation and less emotional release. When Lillye died, TB fell apart and I retreated. Call it what you will, but we all grieve differently and I saw no purpose in crying on people’s shoulders and explaining to counselors how bad I felt because the most precious being on earth was taken by leukemia at a young age. Seriously, what is there to say?

      Katrina exemplified the problem, and then I began to see ghosts who have died by water. My Aunt Mimi believes there are no accidents in life, that those in the beyond are here to serve me as much as I them, including helping me move past my grief. Forget moving on; I’m confident that my newfound abilities will help me to connect to my baby.

      How TB fits into this is beyond me.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask him for the millionth time as we drive back to Lafayette.

      “Portia said you might need me.” He sends me a hopeful look.

      I feel that burning sensation eating up my stomach liner, the one that appeared when the recession started and Happy Traveler magazine cut my assignments in half.

      “Did Portia say something about your mom?”

      I don’t want to think about my mother at this moment, let alone discuss her dismissal of my financial problems. I would imagine TB feels the same since my family routinely called him a disease.

      TB stands for T-Bubba, a combination of Cajun and redneck. In the South, the youngest man in a family might sport the same name as his dad but be differentiated by the word “little.” For instance, John Junior might be called Little John. In French South Louisiana, the tradition translates to Petit John and is shorted to ’tit-John, then just T-John. TB’s father’s name was Thibaut Boudreaux, but folks called him Bubba. Naturally, his son became T-Bubba, and then TB shortened it even further.

      It’s one reason why I don’t want to remain married to my husband. Why anyone would want to be known as TB is beyond me. The man is even proud of it. I tried introducing him as Thibaut (a lovely French name pronounced T-bow) but he would inevitably launch into the history of his nickname and I would stand there watching his audience gaze upon him like a circus attraction.

      “You have to own your uniqueness,” he would later argue in the car on the way home.

      “Only if that uniqueness is worthy of attention,” I countered.

      “Vi,” TB calls out, bringing me back to reality. “What did Portia say about your mom?”

      “We’re here.”

      Thankfully, we arrive at the Saint Streets, a group of avenues in staunch Catholic Lafayette named for a variety of saints. I live on Saint Francis Street, in the heart of it all, embraced by towering live oak trees standing sentinel over the Craftsman cottages and World War II-era homes. Driving down my quiet street with its line of blooming crape myrtles in the neutral ground and my headache lifts. I love my new town, an oasis amidst chaos.

      “Can I come in?” TB asks, a question I’ve been dreading since Blue Moon Bayou. But then, I still need two thousand dollars.

      I wince, feeling that guilt pinch my stomach once more. “Sure.”

      Unlike my mother and sister, TB enters my apartment and checks out everything. He loves the Walter Anderson print I picked up in Ocean Springs, Mississippi, and the antique desk with the brass pulls and the cool secret drawer where I deposit the forty dollars my mother has slipped me. TB doesn’t find the kitchen rug with the brazen “See Rock City” advertisement cheesy and relaxes in my papasan chair with a glass of lemonade, a drink he claims is the finest he’s ever tasted. I frown and give him a “yeah right” look and he shrugs.

      I expected Stinky to go flying out the door when we arrived, but instead the tabby hangs around, sniffing out TB, then settles into his lap while TB falls asleep and I head to the kitchen to make dinner.

      “Traitor,” I admonish the feline.

      I have a strong envie for Alesi’s, a Lafayette landmark that still contains a neon sign out front and serves up pizza with a variety of meats, cheeses and those tiny mushrooms that probably come out of a can but I love them anyway. I can devour one of those pizzas all by myself.

      But I can’t use that forty for pizza tonight, need to save it for cheap cat food and groceries. I pull out the familiar box of mac and cheese and begin boiling water, wondering if tuna and peas might help improve the meal I’ve come to detest.

      As I stand there watching water boil, I think back on the scraggly girl by the bayou’s edge. It’s not unusual for me to spot ghosts, especially near a water source, but conversations with the deceased, known as intellectual hauntings, are rare. I wonder what her story is and if our meeting was planned by some divine source, hoping I’d help this girl move to the next realm. So far, I’ve assisted nearly a dozen people climb the ladder, as my friend Carmine likes to call it.

      When my gourmet meal is ready, I kick TB’s foot and he snorts awake, sending Stinky flying. I hand TB a plate and then open the door with my free hand; the apartment is tiny enough for me to do that. Stinky disappears into the night and I pull out a chair at the table while TB joins me and we indulge in mac and cheese with glasses of milk to thankfully wash it down.

      After a few moments of silence, I brave the question.

      “TB, can I borrow some money?”

      He looks up without speaking, staring at me with that vacant look that always drove me crazy. “Huh?”

      “I have to get my car fixed. I’m late on bills because clients aren’t paying on time. It’s a temporary thing. I’ll pay you back.”

      TB wipes his mouth on the Visit Tuscaloosa dishtowel and leans back in his chair. For a moment, I think he’s going to insist on me moving back to New Orleans like Portia did, even though TB knows about my ghostly abilities and understands how New Orleans with its plethora of watery deaths is off limits for someone like me.

      He shakes his head sadly. “I’m sorry, Vi, but I don’t have any. I just spent every dollar I saved to fix the front porch. And I don’t get paid again until the end of the month. If you can wait three weeks, I can give you a couple hundred.”

      That hole in my stomach rears its ugly head when I realize TB said give and not lend. I’ve wished with all my heart that I loved this man, this generous, sweet, lovable person with his adorable smile, head full of ash blond hair and vibrant chocolate brown eyes. I’m not only giving up someone who could grace a romance novel cover but the best sex I’ve ever had.

      Add to this picture the fact that he’s slowly renovating the house we lived in for years, the one once submerged under twelve feet of water when the levees broke. I took one step inside that putrid mess of a house when they reopened New Orleans for visitors and swore I would never return. TB, on the other hand, cleaned out the fridge, gutted the walls, removed the pungent mold covering everything water touched and restored the house piece by piece as money became available. I still own half although I want none of it, not even a second mortgage to save my ass at present. I don’t deserve it.

      “It’s okay, TB. I’ll figure something out.”

      Just what, I can’t imagine. The idea of returning to a newsroom to vomit news copy on a daily basis is totally out of the question.

      A light goes off inside TB’s brain and the sudden change startles me.

      “I almost forgot,” he says excitedly. “I’ve been working renovations on the new Courtyard chain of hotels and one of the managers I met the other day said they were hiring, that they are looking for people to travel around and review hotels.”

      I shake my head, not following.

      “Like mystery shoppers.”

      TB reaches inside his pocket and pulls out a card and hands it to me. “Call him. Might be a fun job.”

      “Reviewing hotels?”

      TB shrugs and continues eating. “It’s a job. Might tide you over for a while.”

      I look down. Jacob Yarbrough, Courtyard Hotels. Could work.

      It’s late when we finish eating dinner, followed by Blue Bell, of course, then cleaning the plastic plates adorned with Georgia peaches. TB hovers, sliding his palms down his pant legs nervously.

      “Of course, you can stay.”

      The light goes on again, but I extinguish it with a look. As much as I would love to have those delicious hands working magic on my body, something I haven’t experienced in months, I know it’s not a good idea to give this man hope.

      We watch The Daily Show, laughing at Jon Stewart’s quirky view of the news, then sleep together on my Sears queen mattress, me pulling out the giant throw I obtained from my trip to California, the one with the redwoods, a bear and a snow scene which looks so incredible this time of year. It barely covers us and I wonder if it’s time to purchase a real bedspread.

      “It’s fine,” TB mutters just before falling asleep, as if he reads my mind. He drapes an arm across me and I let him. Before twilight overtakes me, I actually believe it is.

      
      I awake to the sound of Stinky demanding entrance once more and slip out of bed to open the door. Reece and his children are splashing in the pool so I command myself not to look his way, but, of course, I do anyway. Beauty queen is lounging in the morning sun in a fashionable bikini while Reece instructs the kids about water safety.

      I can’t help but stare. He’s a tall drink of water, dark complexion and midnight eyes and he sports this adorable Cajun accent that cracks me up. He was off limits for months when I first moved in and started fantasizing, but he split with his wife and we started dating, if you could call it that. He showed me around Lafayette, invited me to parties, and we watched movies together. I know he’s interested, enjoyed a few sensual kisses during those sweet months, but his kids are young and he and his wife were only separated so it was mostly hands off the gorgeous landlord.

      In the past month, Reece agreed to attend counseling with his wife and the fun ended. Once he made the move to reunite with Mrs. Perfection, I retreated to my potting shed to pine in silence. He acts like nothing’s happened and we can continue as before, sans the delicious kisses, but what’s the use?

      Reece looks up and waves but I merely grab the newspaper and turn away. It’s then I notice that TB’s truck is gone from the driveway so I dart back inside and call his name to be sure. He’s left a note on my desk, explaining his work schedule—he’s working a job in Lafayette but only for the day—and for me to call him.

      “PS,” the note reads, “I believe in legends and you’re the first person I saw last night when the moon rose so you’re going to see more of me. You can’t get rid of me this easily.”

      I hang my head knowing that he doesn’t make needless claims and will be a royal pest and I wish I had a press trip lined up to get out of town. Then I remember the card he gave me and the possibility of a job traveling to review hotels. Just before I pick up the phone to call Jacob Yarbrough, there’s a knock at my door.

      Two African Americans stand at my door, a man and a woman, the man in a suit and the female dressed in what I would call gypsy attire.

      “I’m sorry,” I tell them, “but I’m not interested.”

      The man puts out a hand as I attempt to close the door. “It’s not what you think.”

      “Pray for me if you want. I could use all the help I can get,” I tell them. “But trust me, I don’t have any money.”

      The woman laughs which gives me pause, lightens my heart with its lyrical sound. And that’s all it takes for the man to slip his foot over the threshold. I look down in amazement. I’ve only seen this move in cartoons.

      “Ms. Valentine?” the woman asks.

      I’m still in my pajamas and I’m beginning to think this might be serious, so I cross my arms over my chest to cover my bra-less bosom. “Yes?”

      “We’re from Lake Lorelei, up near Alexandria,” the man explains.

      “We need your help,” the woman says.

      Now I’m back to being suspicious this is all about religion.

      “For what?” I ask, moving back a step, glancing down at the doorstop that is this man’s foot.

      “We’re having a problem with ghosts,” the man says, then removes his foot.

      Both look up at me anxiously and I have no idea how to respond.

      “Why don’t you let us come in and we’ll explain,” the woman says.

      I’m still dumbfounded, so the man reaches into his breast pocket and pulls out a card.

      “My name is Elijah Fontenot and I’m the librarian and mayor of Fontus Springs, a little town that skirts the lake. This is Sirona Harmon and she helps out with city matters.”

      I look at one and then the other and figure they’re harmless. I open the door wider and the two saunter in.

      “Excuse my place,” I tell them. “It’s only a mother-in-law unit. I do have two chairs by the dining room table.”

      They don’t laugh at the reference to dining room so I give them kudos for that. They make themselves comfortable and I grab my robe.

      “And excuse me for not being presentable. I was up late.”

      That’s only partly true. Since I work from home I sometimes spend all day in my pajamas.

      Elijah waves his hand. “Of course, we should have called first but we thought this might not be the kind of conversation to have over the phone.”

      I grab a wooden box I use to haul groceries from my car to the apartment, turn it over and sit down. Elijah immediately rises, like the Southern gentleman he is, but I wave him off.

      “What’s this about ghosts?” I ask to keep him from insisting on giving me his chair.

      Sirona leans forward, her hands tightly folded across the table. She bites her lip and glances at Elijah.

      “Go on,” Elijah encourages her. “Tell her.”

      Her eyes narrow when her gaze moves to me, but there’s kindness lingering behind. “First, there’s something we heard through the grapevine and I need to know if it’s true.”

      “Shoot.”

      “Is it true you

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/heading-swash-ornate-screen.png





OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/ghost-town---final-edit---62617.jpg
A VIOLA VALENTINE MYSTERY
2 - e . ’






