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Why this emptiness after joy? 

Why this ending after glory? 

Why this nothingness where once was a city? 

Who will answer? Only the wind 

Which steals the chantings of priests 

And scatters the souls once gathered. 

 --Sidi Mahrez, 14th-century Muslim Saint 
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About a week after we came back after the hurricane, my little sister Isabella started talking to ghosts. 

Nobody but me really noticed. Mama and Daddy were mad because Isaiah, Bella's twin brother, had gone to 

the Quarter with my other brother Darius and hadn’t come back for lunch. 

“I seem to remember saying something about those boys being too young to go to the Quarter by 

themselves,” said Mama, almost as if she wasn't mad at all, except for the flatness of her voice. “I seem to 

remember asking you to go with them.” 

“And I did, and then I went looking for a job. Unless you think we gonna live on the nickels and dimes 

those boys bring home.” Daddy said, his voice clipped, like through a closed door. 

“And now we have to go find him, which means you're certainly not going to find a job and I can't try to 

meet with the FEMA person.” 

I had thought that our family had mastered the art of losing things since August. The first thing to go 

was our house. Daddy hadn't wanted to evacuate at all, and we almost didn't, but Mama put her foot down 

and made him to take us away. I sat with Darius on my lap the whole way, inching along on I-10 for hours 

and hours with everyone else who'd decided to leave at the last minute, with the sun beating down and not a 

cloud in the sky, and only the weatherman’s word that we were all about to go to hell in a hand basket. 

Daddy didn't say a word the whole way to Alabama. Mama said he was just mad because he hadn't ever 

left home before and wasn't happy about having to leave now, and that we should all leave him alone. After 
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three days of watching water spill into the city, watching people living on their rooftops, Daddy snuck 

home, wearing a hat and dark clothes that made him look like a cop. He stayed until the soldiers made him 

leave for real. When he came back he said there wasn't anything left. For most of the six weeks we stayed in 

Alabama, he paced like a cat in a cage at the zoo. He came back to New Orleans weeks before the rest of us 

did, looking for a job. 

The next thing that got lost was our grandfather. The nursing home he lived in evacuated to Houston, 

and the nursing home people swore they took him along. Mr. Bridgewater, Granddaddy's roommate, said he 

saw Granddaddy on the bus to Houston. But Granddad wasn't at the nursing home in Houston, or 

anywhere else as far as we could tell. 

So in a way, I was surprised that they were surprised to find Isaiah gone. I'd learned about Albert 

Einstein in school, how he'd said that matter could be turned into energy or the other way around, but that 

neither one could ever be lost. Everything had to be somewhere even if its form changed. I guess Mr. 

Einstein never saw a hurricane. 

Mama sent me and Darius to the Quarter to look for Isaiah, while she and Daddy argued about calling 

the cops. I tried to ignore the way Darius's shoes clacked against the sidewalk. He and Isaiah nailed bottle 

caps on the heel and toe of each shoe and went tap dancing in the French Quarter for spare change. It 

seemed like if one of them was going to go missing it would be Darius—he was only seven—but somehow 

Isaiah, two years older, was the one that hadn’t come home. 

Clack, clack. Clack, clack. We crossed Rampart and started up Toulouse. “Where'd you last see Isaiah, 

Darry-o?” I asked him. “Where were y'all dancing?” 

Clack, clack. Clack, clack. “By the big church. Isaiah said he had to go to the bathroom. He took the 

money with him. I waited until I got hungry and then I went back to the truck.” 

“Did you see which direction he went in?” 
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“Up the alley.” 

Up the alley. I asked passing tourists and shopkeepers. I asked Fat Rufus and His Jug Band, who were 

playing on the corner of Bourbon and Toulouse. Clack, clack, clack, clack. On the lucky side, at any other 

time, and Darius and I wouldn't have been able to see anything at all except cameras, guidebooks, cell 

phones, and loafers. But when the city was drained of water, it hemorrhaged people, and Bourbon was 

almost empty. The shopkeepers, the band, the few stray tourists and relief workers seemed more like ghosts 

than people.  

We went from the French Market to the Cemeteries and back again. Darius started tripping over cracks 

in the paving stones in his clacking shoes. “Lia, I'm tired,” he said. “Can't we go back to the truck?” 

“Don't be stupid,” I said. “We can't go back without your brother.” He has to be here somewhere, I told 

myself. Just around the corner. Down the next alley. Feeding pigeons in Jackson Square, dancing in front of 

Cafe du Monde. Sitting on the levee watching the river barges. He has to be. He has to be. 

I had to admit he wasn't when Darius finally sat down and wouldn't get up until I let him ride piggyback. 

With my ankles and the arches of my feet aching, I walked back to our pickup truck. Daddy had parked it 

near the St. Louis cemeteries, next to an abandoned housing project. 

Mama and Daddy were fussing again when me and Darius came up. I couldn't hear what they were 

saying, but Daddy had his arms crossed, looking sideways and down at the pavement, instead of at Mama. 

They were standing far apart, their words falling like broken glass into the space between. 

Isabella was sitting on top of the truck, drawing on the camper top with chalk. I put Darius down in the 

truck bed on top of a pile of blankets and climbed up next to her. She had drawn a row of houses under a 

line that I thought was the sky at first, but then I saw the fish and realized it was water. The neighborhood 

still had a crowd of little stick figures with happy faces roaming around, not minding that they were 

underwater. 
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“Mama's gonna kill you if she sees you drawing up here.” 

“She won't see.” 

That was true enough. There was a lot that Mama was too sad to see these days. “Darius and me didn't 

find Isaiah. I guess Daddy'll have to go find a policeman.” 

“Are you worried about him?” 

“’Course. Ain’t you?” 

She shrugged. “Not really. He'll come back.” 

“He might not know the way back. He might be hurt.” 

She shook her head. “Nah. He's alright.” 

“What makes you think that?” 

Shrug. 

I sighed and picked up a piece of chalk, doodling without thinking about it. “You're crazy, girl, you know 

that?” 

Mama and Daddy came over then. They asked was I sure I'd looked everywhere. Everywhere I could 

think of, I said. Everywhere I could walk to until Darius fell asleep on his feet. Daddy stood next to the 

truck, his hands resting on my ankles. Mama paced in the street in front of us. “Are you sure?” she kept 

asking. “Are you sure?” 

“Yes, Mama,” I kept saying. 

Finally Daddy put his hand up. “Enough, Nina,” he said. “I'll go find a policeman. They can check the 

hospitals.” 

Mama snorted. “What hospitals. There aren't any hospitals in this city.” 

“You know what I mean. I'll be back.” He jogged down the street, lamplight shining off his bare 
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shoulders. I wondered if his feet hurt like mine did, making tracks all over the city to look for work and for 

my brother. 

Mama sighed. “We might as well go to bed. No sense in waiting up.” We climbed down and brushed our 

teeth, spitting our toothpaste into a storm drain.  

I thought I would never sleep. I stared through the window of the pickup's camper top at the few stars I 

could see in spite of the yellow streetlight and the hazy city sky.  

Somewhere in the thickness of sleeping and waking, I heard voices. Isabella's and another. I raised my 

head and saw Isabella perched on the edge of the truck bed, talking to a boy who glowed in the streetlight. 

He held a hat in his hand, wore black suspenders over a white shirt. 

All the breath left my body and I sat up. Isabella turned to look at me, her bare feet dangling over the 

end of the truck. There wasn't a soul in sight, except for us. 

“Isabella?” I rubbed my eyes and crawled out of my sleeping bag. “What're you doing?” 

“Nothin'.” 

I sat next to her. “It looked like you were talking to somebody.” 

She looked at me, her eyes shadowed in the night darkness. She shifted until she was leaning against me, 

and I put my arms around her. “That was Jamison.” 

“Who's Jamison?” 

“He's looking for his brother.” 

“Like us?” 

“Except we're going to find our brother.” 

I let out a long, slow breath. “And Jamison won't?” 

“He's been searching for a long time. I think he's almost forgotten why he's looking.” 
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“Where'd he go? I only saw him for a second.” 

“You scared him. He left.” 

“Left to where, though?” 

She didn't answer for a long time, tracing pictures on my leg with her fingernail. “If he concentrates, he 

can be here,” she said finally. “But if he gets scared, he loses his concentration, and he gets pulled away.” 

“Away to where?” 

“I dunno. Not to where he belongs, though. If he could go there, he wouldn't be here at all.” 

I sighed. “You don't talk any sense, Bella.” 

“'M sorry.” 

“'S'okay. We better go back to sleep anyway, before we wake somebody.” 

We went back to our sleeping bags, and I was staring at the stars, wondering where Isaiah was, when I 

felt Isabella snuggle up next to me. “Maybe Jamison'll find his brother after all.” 

“Mmm. Think so?” 

“Maybe. Maybe his brother's still here. Nobody ever really leaves.” 

“Even dead people?” 

“If you're here, you're not dead. Just a little further underneath, maybe.” 

The next morning, Daddy was already gone when I woke up. In the old days before the hurricane, my 

dad played music. If people asked him what he did, he never said he was a garbage man. He was a trumpet 

player in Big Chief's All-Stars. It wasn't what he did to pay the mortgage, but it was what he was. 

Daddy kept his record player and records that had belonged to his daddy in the living room. He had a 

new CD player and speakers, and his trumpets, and his sheet music, and his autographed Professor 

Longhair albums, and an old upright piano. Mama played his old jazz records when she cooked dinner, and 
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Motown singles when she vacuumed. Late at night, staring out the window at the live oak that grew in our 

backyard, I'd listen to him playing Scott Joplin on the piano, singing words he made up as he went along, 

about Mama and us kids. 

I hadn't heard him sing since September. Darius had asked what had happened to the records, but he 

never did answer. None of us dared to ask about the trumpets, or the piano. He wasn’t a garbage man 

anymore, and I didn’t know if you could be a trumpeter if you didn’t have a trumpet. 

Darius and Isabella were playing Go Fish. Mama was digging through the cooler, pulling out a carton of 

orange juice and a box of granola bars. Darius grabbed for one but Mama smacked his hand. “Boy, what are 

you doing, or have we not said grace every morning of your life?” 

“Sorry, Mama.” 

We all took hands. Mama bowed her head. “Thank you, Lord, for the blessing of another day, and thank 

you for all the people here and we pray for you to help all those who can't make it back yet. Thank you for 

all the good people who have come down here to help, we know they're here by your good Grace. Thank 

you for my children, Lord, and help keep them safe. Please help us to be your good kind servants and give 

us strength. Amen.” 

“Amen,” we repeated, and Mama passed around breakfast. 

“Lia, I want you to look for your brother again. Take Isabella with you. Darius can stay here and help 

me, can’t you, little man?” 

“What'd the police tell Daddy?” 

“Isaiah isn't at the hospitals or the police stations. I'm staying here in case he comes back, and if they find 

him, they'll call me on my cell. In the meantime, you look for him.” 

In the old days, a lady named Mrs. Armstrong lived up the street from us. We went to her house after 

school before our parents got home from work. She said she used to be a teacher, eighty million years ago. 
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She had seven kids who were grown up. Four still lived in the neighborhood. She cooked good dinners for 

us, and got Isaiah to do his homework, something no one else in the family could do. She taught me how to 

play canasta. She didn't bat an eye when she found Isabella on top of a roof or six blocks away talking to 

one of her imaginary friends, and she never told Daddy about everything Isabella did, which I was thankful 

for because he got mad enough just over the stuff he knew about. I wanted to tell her about Isabella's 

ghosts. I wanted to tell her about Mama and Daddy's fighting. I wanted to tell her about Isaiah's being 

missing, and my grandfather. I thought she'd know where to look for Isaiah. 

When Daddy came back home after the storm, I asked him about Mrs. Armstrong. “The whole 

neighborhood's gone, baby,” he'd said. “Mrs. Armstrong ain’t there. We just have to hope that she got out 

of the city in time, and that she'll come back, and we'll see her again.” 

Me and Isabella walked back to the French Quarter. “Isabella,” I said, as we waited for a break in the 

traffic on Rampart—the streetlights still didn’t work. “Where’s Isaiah? Do you know?” I didn't even know 

where to start looking. I'd looked everywhere the day before. 

She didn’t answer right away, but her eyes slid out of focus like they do sometimes. “What makes you 

think that I’d know?” 

I hesitated. Bella had always done stuff that was kind of weird, or would talk about stuff she had no 

earthly way of knowing, but nobody in the family had ever said anything about it out loud. If I said it out 

loud, the things that made her different would have sharp edges. They wouldn’t be fuzzy anymore. But still, 

she’d asked, and Isaiah was missing, and that couldn’t be gotten around. “Because you talk to…I don’t 

know who you talk to, but maybe one of Them’s seen Isaiah.” 

For a second I didn’t think she’d heard. When she answered, it was so quiet. “Yeah. I think I can find 

him.” 

On the corner of Bourbon and Dumaine, a small shop had reopened. MARIE LAVEAUX'S, read the 

wooden sign nailed over the door. In the windows, which still had X’s taped over them, voodoo dolls and 
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feathers hung from the ceiling and books on ghost hunting sat on the windowsill. A cardboard sign 

advertised palm-reading, fortune telling, connecting with spirits. 

“Come on,” said Bella, pushing open the door. 

A bell tinkled as we went in, followed by a cold blast of air conditioning, and the girl behind the counter 

looked up. Metal hoops went through her nose, lips, eyebrows. Her hair was dyed florescent blue and pink, 

with dark roots growing through. A tattoo of a flowered vine wound up her arm. “What do you want, kid?” 

“What do you know about ghosts?” asked Bella. 

“Only that I can't see them, no matter how I try. You want to talk to Miss Marie. In there.” She pointed 

to the door at the back of the shop. 

Beaded strings hung across the door, and they rustled as we pushed through them. The room smelled of 

incense and the herbs hanging from the ceiling in long, dry ropes. A tiny old woman was standing over a gas 

stove, pouring water from a teakettle into a mug. She wore long skirts and bracelets rattled on her wrists, 

and her hair was bound up in a brightly colored turban. Her skin was the color of dull pennies. She turned 

and looked at us and said, in a Creole lilt, “What you doing in here, girls?”  

“The lady behind the counter said you know about ghosts.” 

She sat at a small wooden table, holding her tea in both hands. “It's possible I do. But then, maybe it's 

just that I know about people. Ghosts are really just people, girl. You know people. You know about ghosts, 

too.” 

“I think she meant you could talk to them. See them.” 

“And you can't?” 

Bella hesitated. Her fists clenched and unclenched. “I don’t know.” 

“Maybe you just can't tell the difference. Sometimes, not even ghosts can tell the difference between 

ghosts and people.” 
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“I want to know if everyone sticks around as a ghost, or just some people.” 

She tilted her head and looked at Bella, like a curious bird. “Why you need to know this? Who are you 

trying to find?” 

I stepped forward, interrupting. “Our brother. We’re looking for our brother.” 

Her eyes rested on me. “And your brother is dead?” 

“No!” He better not be, or I’d kill him. 

“Listen, cher. There's a difference between the ghosts that come and find you and the ghosts you carry 

around.” She leaned forward, holding Bella’s gaze. “One kind comes on their own, and they don’t leave you 

alone. But the other kind, that ain’t the problem. It’s you dragging them around, not the other way. There's 

nothing to know about those kinds of ghosts that you don't already know about yourself.” 

She didn't make any sense, at least not the kind of sense I wanted her to make, and somehow she was 

asking all the questions and not answering any. “Come on, Bella. We don’t got time for this.” 

She smacked the table with the flat of her hand, making the mug jump. “Who are you looking for?” she 

demanded, looking at me. 

“My...my brother, right now. But we can't find my grandfather either, or Mrs. Armstrong...” 

“Where is your brother supposed to be?” 

“With us! Or my parents, or his brother, or somebody!” 

“No, I mean, where do you expect him?” 

“I...He went out dancing in the French Quarter yesterday morning and never came home.” 

Her black eyes glittered like sun on the water. “You're never going to find him if you don't know where 

to look.” 

“If I knew where to look, he wouldn’t be lost,” I said, exasperated. I turned to go. 
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“Stand still.” 

I stopped, remembering all Uncle Cyril’s stories about gris gris and how dangerous it is to anger voodoo 

queens. 

She rose and, taking a round white pouch out of her apron pocket, filled it with this and that from pots 

near the stove and the herb ropes hanging from the ceiling. She tied it shut and handed it to me. I held it to 

my nose and inhaled the sharp tang of herbs I couldn’t identify. 

“Put that under your pillow,” she said, “and say a prayer to Mary Mother of Us All, and to Saint Anthony 

for strength, and what you lost will return to you.” 

I looked down at my hands, weighing the small white pouch in one and everything that had happened in 

the past two months in the other, wondering which was heavier. 

“And here,” she unclipped a chain from her neck—from around her own neck—and held it out to Bella. 

It was a long silver chain, and from it dangled a medallion of Saint Anthony. I recognized it because Mrs. 

Armstrong up the street used to have one. 

“Remember the most important thing, cher,” she said, looking at me. “You remember to have faith.” We 

both nodded, even though I didn’t think that I had that much faith, especially when put next to people like 

my mama or Mrs. Armstrong. “And you,” she said to Bella, “You remember what’s real and what isn’t, or 

you’ll find yourself in trouble.” Bella nodded. 

Back out on the street, I looked at Bella. “So what good did that do?” 

Bella didn’t answer. She had that listening look on her face. I shut up, and let her listen to whatever it 

was. I was hoping they were telling her where to go. 

She turned once around in a full circle, looking up at the sky. Then she shook herself. “Come on,” she 

said, and set off up the street, away from Canal, toward the other end of the Quarter. 

We walked without talking. Every now and then, Bella would stop, turn in that full circle, then set off in 
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a new direction. Lots of twists and turns, but she kept us steered mostly eastward, angling away from the 

river. I held tight to the penny lady’s gris gris pouch in my pocket, thinking about what she’d said. 

Finally, just when I thought we were bound to hit the Industrial Canal any minute, Bella stopped in front 

of a big church. I looked up at it uncertainly. It was a Catholic church—the double towers told me that 

much—and looked about five hundred years old. The water line was as high as the first floor windows, and 

the National Guard’s search mark marked the big double doors bright orange. Tree limbs and overgrown 

grass littered the yard. Nobody’d come back to this church yet. 

Bella took it all in, then beckoned. “Come on.” She went around the church, to the backdoors. There 

wasn’t a fence around this property, but it was locked and boarded all the same. Was Isaiah here? What on 

God’s green earth would’ve brought him here? 

Around the back was a door that had a hole punched in the glass next to it. Vandalism? National Guard? 

It was a little creepy—during the storm, people had taken shelter in all kinds of schools and churches, and 

tons of them were still open and empty and were vandalized or had god-knows-what going on inside. This 

place looked empty, but still. “Bella?” I said uncertainly. 

Bella reached through the glass, unlocked the door. “It’s fine,” she said, and went inside.  

This must be the door that the priest comes through for mass, I thought, as we crept inside, the 

sanctuary stretched out in front of us. It was dark, the sunlight grey and dirty, filtered through silty stained 

glass. The benches hadn’t been torn apart, but they were rotting where they stood. I could smell the 

hymnbooks, like piles of grass clippings that had been left out in the rain. 

Isabella stepped all the way into the sanctuary, then stopped. Was Isaiah hiding between the benches? 

Had he gotten hurt? 

Then I stopped too. Behind the altar, next to Jesus on the wall, was a lady. Hanging from a chandelier. 

There was a rope around her neck and her eyes and tongue were bugged out. There was only one shoe. 
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I bolted for the door, grabbing Bella by the back of her collar, not caring if I strangled her or not. Back 

out on the sidewalk, I pushed her so hard she fell to her knees. “What the hell is wrong with you, why’d you 

bring us to a place like this!” I screamed. I couldn’t catch my breath. “Who is that lady, and where’s Isaiah?” 

Bella dusted gravel off her palms. “I don’t know! I don’t know.” She was crying. 

“This is what I get for following little sisters around. I am not following you anymore, that’s for damn 

certain, and you can stay with your dead ladies for all I care,” I spat at her, wanting so badly to kick her and 

kick her for wasting our time and scaring us so bad, but instead I turned and started walking. After a minute, 

I could hear her trotting behind me. 

I’d just have to go back to the truck and tell Mama we couldn’t find Isaiah, that’s all. What she’d do 

couldn’t be any worse than dead ladies hanging from church ceilings. 

I stopped when I realized I’d been walking so mad that I didn’t know where I was or how to get back to 

the truck. The street I was on was lined with abandoned, broken houses. There was no traffic, no open 

businesses, no phones, not a soul in sight. I plopped myself down on the curb with my feet in the gutter. 

Some of my fury’d been walked off and I wasn’t shaking anymore. The National Guard had searched the 

church—the mark was there—so she couldn’t have been in the church then, or they would’ve taken her 

down. How long had she been there? How long before she was cut down and buried? 

Isabella sat next to me. “I’m sorry, Lia,” she said. She was still crying. “I didn’t know she was in there. I 

was trying to listen, and…well…” she trailed off. 

“That’s the last time I ever ask you to find anything, that’s all,” I said. After a minute, she leaned against 

me, her body warm against my side, and started talking, quiet and sad-like. 

“Once upon a time in Alabama,” she said, “there was a free lady who was going to have a baby. Only 

everyone in her town was really mad at her, because the baby didn't have a daddy. They spit on her when 

they passed her on the street, and the grocer wouldn't sell her bread, and the ladies in the town didn't invite 
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her over to tea, and didn't let her talk to their kids.” 

“Why didn't the baby have a daddy?” 

“He was white,” said Isabella. “This was in the olden days before white people and black people were 

allowed to have babies, so when she got pregnant, everyone figured the mama had done something wrong 

and that it was her fault.” 

“Oh.” 

“So the lady had her baby all alone. Nobody came over to help her. Nobody called a doctor. But her 

baby was okay, and she loved him, and on the outside she named him Emory, but in her most secret heart 

she called him Jabari, because that meant 'brave' in the language of her daddy. 

“But her neighbors were angry that she'd had her baby, and even more angry that she'd kept him, and 

more mad that she'd named him. They wouldn't call him by name, not the name that she told them he had, 

or by her secret name for him, or by any secret name they gave him themselves. They pretended he didn't 

exist. But the mama thought, that was okay, because they weren't spitting on him like they'd spit on her. 

And she thought they just needed time to get used to him, and then they'd start to call him by name. 

“One day, she was out in her garden, planting okra and tomato plants, and Emory was in his basket, 

under a tree. And the sun was hot, and there were lots of weeds, and she sung to Emory as she worked, to 

make the time go. But then she turned around, because it was time for lunch, and Emory was gone and his 

basket with him. 

“She was real upset, and ran from house to house, begging for her baby. And the townspeople looked at 

her all cold and said, what baby. I never saw you with a baby. But she kept looking, calling, 'Emory! Emory!' 

And when he didn't answer, she called, 'Jabari! Jabari!' She knew he was too young to talk, but he wasn't too 

young to love her, and she knew that if he heard her, if he heard his secret name, he'd call back to her. 

“That night, she still hadn't found him, and instead of going home, she went to the church, to see the 
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preacher. The preacher, he was all right for a white man. He wouldn't baptize Emory, but he'd brought her 

milk and bread, and touched Emory gently on the head and called him Young Man. So she thought maybe 

he'd help her find her son. 

“But he wouldn't. He told her, Emory had gone somewhere he could have a daddy, and that she should 

be happy for him. She asked where he'd taken her son, but he wouldn't tell her. She thought he'd killed her 

son, and that when the preacher said Emory would have a daddy, he meant that he'd sent Emory off to 

Jesus. The preacher told her that wasn't true, but that she couldn't take care of Emory without a daddy, and 

that it was all for the best. It's not the best, she told him, it's the worst, but he didn't listen. 

“She left the church thinking, they all hate me, and they all hate my baby. They all know where my baby 

is, but they won't tell me. And she thought, if my baby's still on this earth, they'll never let me find him. The 

only place I can find him is with Jesus. So she went back to the church, and she snuck in and didn't tell the 

preacher she was there, and she hung herself right there in front of Jesus. The townspeople, they didn't like 

going to church after that.” 

“What happened to the baby?” 

“He got taken off to another town and sold to a white man, who gave him to a black lady to nurse and 

raise, and when he got old enough he worked picking cotton, and was always singing songs that he couldn't 

remember learning. And he got married, and his wife had a baby, and he was so happy, but the boss, he 

took Emory's little girl when she was just little, and sold her to another boss in Georgia, and he never saw 

her again.” 

“Isabella Callandra Spencer, where did you hear such a horrible story?” I asked her, wishing she'd picked 

any other story to tell when we were walking for miles across black, empty streets, across black, open doors 

and abandoned churches. 

“Sometimes Father Emmanuel's sermons got boring, and I listened to the other people instead.” 
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I didn’t know what to make of it. Was the woman back there in the church Jabari’s mother? Or were 

there lots of women, hanging themselves in churches all over the place? Or did Bella make it all up? 

I wasn’t sure which was worse, having a sister who was crazy, or having one who wasn’t. Bella had always 

been weird, had always ended up in weird places with that funny look on her face. She took more watching 

that us other three put together. 

So quietly I almost didn’t hear her, Bella said, “I really thought they were taking us to Isaiah. I didn’t 

know they could lie to me.” 

I buried my face in my knees. I didn’t want to deal with this. I wanted Mama to, or Mrs. Armstrong. The 

voodoo woman had said to look for Isaiah where I'd expect to find him. I expected him, I thought, to be at 

the truck, or with Darius. I had expected to be in Alabama for one week, not six. I had expected to start 

eighth grade at St. Mary's in September, and listen to Daddy playing his piano to send us to sleep, and to 

help Darius with his math, and to wake up Isabella when she had nightmares. 

And then I knew where Isaiah was. 

“Come on,” I said, dusting off my butt and setting off so fast that Bella had to trot to keep up. 

Luckily, we came to a street that I knew before too long, and got turned in the right direction. It was still 

a long walk, though. Longer than I thought. The closer we got, the fewer cars there were, the more the 

colors disappeared into lost shades of gray. Every building was marked with the X and the sludgy black 

waterline, where the water had settled and stayed before being drained away. 

We kept watch for cops, but nobody patrolled the empty streets. It reminded me of a graveyard, or a 

church. Mama and Daddy hadn't taken us to see the old neighborhood. They said there was nothing to see, 

and in a way, I figured they were both right and wrong. 

We walked without talking, and after awhile I saw the bridge over the canal, rising sharply above us. Me 

and Isabella both walked faster, and even though I knew our house was gone, I couldn't help feeling that 
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joyful jumpy feeling you get when you know you're almost home. Home, I thought, home, as I trotted up 

the bridge's steep slope. 

We couldn't see the other side until we got to the top of the bridge, and there, we both stopped short. I 

heard Isabella let out a small breath, and I took her hand. 

There was nothing there. 

Well, that wasn't quite right. There were pieces of things everywhere. It looked like a Zamboni machine 

roughly the size of God Himself had run over our houses. I’d seen bad neighborhoods since we came back, 

but this was my neighborhood, because I knew where all the houses and the people were supposed to be, it 

was like nothing I'd ever seen before.  

Walking down the slope of the bridge, I couldn't look away, even though I didn't want to see it. There 

was a river barge sitting on top of Mr. Darryl's house. On the wrong side of the levee. The jumpy feeling in 

my stomach changed timbre and I started to panic. I started to run. Somewhere my brother's down there. 

Somewhere my house. I realized I was thinking, I want to go home. I want to go home. And then, in the 

next heartbeat, I was crying. 

The landmarks I'd used since kindergarten to remember the way home were all gone. We had to run 

around Isaiah's friend Benny's house, because it was in the middle of the street. Telephone poles were 

down. Houses buckled in the middle, their roofs bowed, like they'd melted underwater. Cars were upside 

down. Broken glass was everywhere. I ran past six cement steps that led to nowhere but an empty lot, 

littered with pieces of lumber. I ran past the tree that Darius had fallen out of and cracked his head open, 

now a jagged stump. 

Our house still stood. From the outside, it didn't look so bad, except for the drowned, smothered bushes 

in front and the black waterline over my head. “Isaiah?” I called. “Isaiah?” 

The front door was wide open, and I went in, slowing down because I could no longer see without really 
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looking. The house stank of mold and old water. The furniture, bleached gray, was piled willy-nilly. It was 

dark, partly because there was no electricity, partly because the windows were caked over with filth. Mama's 

bookcase lay face down on the floor. I could see the remains of Daddy's records, the cardboard sleeves 

cemented to the floor. “Isaiah?” 

Isabella and I climbed over the bookcase and into the kitchen. Above the waterline, I could still see the 

flowered wallpaper that Mama and Daddy had put up themselves, but below that, there was only gray. The 

linoleum floor had cracked and warped, and it crunched under my sneakers. I turned in a slow circle, and 

realized that I could hear a soft ticking. The kitchen clock, perched above the waterline, still hung on the 

wall. Isabella looked at her wristwatch. “It's an hour ahead,” she whispered. 

“We didn't change it backwards in September.” 

Down the hallway, past the low bookshelves where Mama kept her photo albums. They were blackened 

and caked. I pulled one off the shelf and tried to open it, but the pages were wet and cemented together. It 

had been two months, but they had not dried out. 

“Isaiah?” called Isabella. “'Saiah?” 

“Bella?” a voice called, and a small head appeared out of the darkness. 

“Isaiah!” And then we were both hugging him, and crying, and he was crying too, and then Isabella 

started yelling at him and shaking him. 

“I came back to find Bonkers,” he mumbled, and she screamed louder, until I pulled her off. Bonkers 

had been more his dog than anyone else's. We hadn't taken him with us because he wouldn't fit in the truck, 

not with all the rest of us. Daddy had promised Isaiah we were only going for three days, that Bonkers had 

plenty of food, that everything would be fine. 

“Why the hell didn't you leave, though, Isaiah? We been looking for you all over the place! Why didn't 

you come back to the truck?” 
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“I couldn't,” he said, crying. “I couldn't leave the house all alone.” 

“So you left us all alone instead,” hissed Isabella furiously. She pulled back to hit him, and Isaiah 

flinched, but I grabbed her arm. 

“Come on, y'all,” I said. “Let's go back to Mama and Daddy.”  

We picked our way back to the front of the house, and I noticed new things this time: like how the 

wooden dinner table had fallen to pieces, and how bad the refrigerator smelled, and how the television had 

washed all the way to the other side of the room. I wondered how were Daddy and Mama ever going to 

clean all this up. 

The sun was low in front of our faces, and I realized how long we'd been gone and how early it got dark, 

since it was November. The place where our truck was parked had streetlights, but there weren't any around 

here. When the sun sank, shadows fell over everything, but there was nothing to do but get walking. Isaiah 

took my hand, but Isabella stared around more curiously than ever, and kept going up steps and peering into 

open houses. All I could see of her was the white flash of her shirt. 

The night was huge and black, and over our heads, stars glittered like I'd never seen inside the city. I 

wondered what would happen if something happened to us on the way home. What Mama would do. I 

wondered who Isabella talked to, who was in the dark shadows that I could not see. What do you do when 

you have a sister like Isabella, and you cannot outgrow ghost stories? 

I don't know how long it took us to get back to the truck. A long time. Both twins were exhausted, but 

they kept walking, because none of us wanted to stop and rest on the steps in front of a black, empty house, 

especially when it felt like they might not be so empty after all. 

When we rounded the last corner, my heart sank. The truck wasn't there, only an empty circle of yellow 

streetlight where it used to be. Now we were really truly lost, I thought. I started trying to figure out what to 

do, moving my aching feet forward, step by step. I was so preoccupied, I didn't notice the man crouched in 
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the shadows until he got up and ran towards us. 

“Uncle Cyril!” cried Isabella, running for him. Isaiah and I were less than a step behind. 

“Where the hell have you kids been? Isaiah, are you alright?” he asked, his arms big enough for all three 

of us. I pressed my face into the place where his shoulder met his chest, unable to speak, suddenly too tired 

to stand. He smelled of sweat and Camel cigarettes and solidity. 

“I'm okay,” said Isaiah, but he was crying and trying to pretend he wasn't. 

“He went back to the house,” said Isabella. 

“Boy, your mama's going to wallop you. Let me look at you. You really okay? Isabella, what about you?” 

“Uncle Cyril, what are you doing here? Where's Mama and Daddy?” I asked. We hadn't seen Uncle Cyril 

since before the hurricane either, but for once, that had nothing to do with the hurricane. He'd gone to 

Atlanta in June because the cops were after him. Mama and Daddy wouldn't let me call him, or tell me if 

he'd done what they said he did, or when he could come home. 

“I had to come and check on ya’ll, make sure you were all right. I got here round lunchtime and your 

mama told me about Isaiah wandering off. Come on.” He lifted Bella on one hip and held out a hand for 

Isaiah to hold while we walked. 

“Aren’t you afraid you’ll get arrested?” asked Isaiah. 

“The cops got better things to do these days than look for my sorry butt. Besides, I had to make sure 

ya’ll were okay.” 

“Where are we going?” 

“I found a place for y'all to stay, with my Aunt Ro. What about you, Lia? You okay?” 

“I'm okay. You have an aunt?” 

“Well,” he said, “she's really my ex-wife's godmother, but I always called her Aunt Ro. I talked to her this 

afternoon and she said y'all could stay there, until you figure out stuff with FEMA.” 
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Isaiah tugged on Uncle Cyril's hand. “How far is it? I'm tired.” 

“Oh-well-too-bad, Little Man. Don't worry, it ain’t far. Not nearly as far as you walked to get here.” 

“Uncle Cyril?” I asked, “Why'd you come back?” Between the arrest warrant and the sorry state of the 

city, I'd've thought he'd stay well away. 

Uncle Cyril didn't answer right away, staring at a building that had LOOTERS WILL BE SHOT spray-painted 

on the door. “Once when I was younger,” he said, “a friend of mine got shot. And they took him to the 

hospital, and at first it looked like he'd be okay. But then he got some kind of infection, and we all knew that 

he was going to die. And when he died, Lia, I was there. I'd grown up with this man, and when it came his 

time, his mama and his brother said I could stay.” 

“Did it make him feel better? Having you there?” asked Isaiah. 

“Honey, he was past knowing who was in the room with him. He was past any help I could give him. I 

was there because I needed to be there, not because he needed me. This is my home, and ya’ll’re my family. 

I couldn’t be anywhere else. Father Emmanuel would probably call it bearing witness. Living or dying, we 

need to be here.” 

Uncle Cyril was right, it wasn't a long walk to his Aunt Ro's house, but it sure felt like forever, because I 

was so tired. But pretty soon he was leading us up the walk to a little shotgun house that looked like it had 

once been a duplex. It was impossible to tell from the fluorescent orange streetlight and the bare bulb that 

lit the porch, but the next morning I found out that the house had been freshly painted bright purple. 

The front door burst open so hard that it bounced off the wall, and Mama and Daddy ran out and near 

smothered Isaiah. The next few minutes were all confusion. Daddy didn't say much, but Mama couldn't 

decide whether to yell at Isaiah or to ask him where the hell he'd been or to tell him how worried she'd 

been, so she did all three at once. Then she did the same thing to me and Bella. Isaiah started to cry, burying 

his face in Daddy's chest. Daddy picked him up and said, “Quiet, Mama. We can talk to them tomorrow.” 
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Aunt Ro was an old lady who wore orthopedic shoes and a flowery dress that went down to her knees. 

Her house smelled like age, like seventy years of sunlight. Mama and Daddy were staying in a room in the 

front that had a big double bed in it. There was only one other bedroom besides Aunt Ro's. She had turned 

it into a storeroom when her youngest daughter moved away, but it still had two twin-sized beds among all 

the boxes. Me and Bella would share one, she said, and Darius and Isaiah the other. All of us except Darius 

had walked across the whole city that day, and I was surprised to find out that it wasn't midnight. All I 

wanted to do was fall asleep. I was too tired to even be happy that I was going to get to sleep on a mattress, 

in a shelter that wouldn’t roll away. 

The bed was next to a window, but all I could see out of it was the splintery siding of the house next 

door. The penny lady’s pouch was still in my pocket, and I slid it under my pillow. Somewhere in the back 

of the house, I could hear water running, and the clink of china, and behind that somewhere, Mama's and 

Daddy's voices. 

I got up and followed the noise to the kitchen. Aunt Ro was doing the dishes. Isaiah, his feet dangling 

above the floor, was sitting at the kitchen table eating a bowl of cereal. 

“Where's my mom and dad?” I asked. 

“They on the back porch,” she said, without looking up. 

I started to the porch, then stopped. “Thank you for letting us stay in your house.” 

“Just as long as you don't cause too much trouble.” 

I thought about the past two days, and the two months before that. “No ma'am, we won't.” 

I went through the kitchen to where the enclosed back porch led to the steps going down to the 

backyard. Mama and Daddy were sitting on the steps, pressed close together. I wanted to ask what we were 

going to do, about FEMA, about insurance, about Daddy's job and his trumpets, about how I couldn't see 

the stars out my window, only the lady in the church when I closed my eyes. Instead I just stood, watching 
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them stare across the dark yard and talk in those calm, quiet voices, their silhouettes blurring together.  
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Rebecca Wright can also be found on her blog at spandrella.wordpress.com, where she writes about whatever 

happens to float into her head. The story “Ghost Town” was written in New Orleans in 2006, and can also be 

found in the ebook Coup de Gras. 

 


