
The set-up:  Serial killer Melkie Pellerin is visiting an old woman who lives deep in the bayou and is 
reported to be a witch.  He wants more information on the mermaid who witnessed him dumping a body at sea.  

 
 
Melkie drove the endless stretch of sandy back roads that seemed to be never-ending paths to nowhere. 

Finally he rounded a corner and found Tia Henrietta’s shack. 
A scraggly orange tabby came out from behind a bush, arching his back at Rebel. The dog barked and 

jumped out the truck window before Melkie could stop him. 
A screen door banged open. “Call off yer dawg.” 
The old woman glared at him with eyes dark as midnight. Under the purple turban her olive skin and faintly 

almond eyes made her something of an enigma. Melkie wasn’t sure if she was distantly related to the many 
Vietnamese who worked in the fishing industry, Creole or black, or perhaps a mixture of several races. 

He whistled and Rebel slunk to his side, tail tucked between his legs. Melkie patted his head in reassurance. 
Tia Henrietta approached. “What you doing way out here?” 
“You’re the psychic. You tell me.” 
She turned and walked back to the house, surprisingly spry for her age. “You always were a smart-alecky 

little ‘un. C’mon, then.” 
They walked to the porch, Melkie motioning Rebel to stay before he followed the old woman inside. For all 

the unkempt appearance outside, the inside was neat, if shabby. 
The place hadn’t changed in the past two decades. Dozens of Jesus and saint candles glowed atop several 

mini altars of seashells, crystals and peacock feathers. Small pieces of folded-up paper were tucked among the 
altars. People seeking divine help for their problems.  

The same mysterious, earthy scent of smoked herbs pervaded the sitting room. 
Tia Henrietta snapped off the small black-and-white TV in the corner. 
“Sit.” She gestured to a grandma floral-print sofa that looked like a 1950s thrift shop throwaway. 
Melkie carefully sat on the edge. Even with his wiry five-foot-eight-inch frame, he wasn’t confident the 

crappy furniture would hold. His eyes darted to a glass globe on the end table. 
Still there. 
He remembered coming here at age eight with his mom and two of her drunken whore friends. They’d 

stumbled in with their high heels and teased hair, dragging him along like a rag doll. Anita, his mom’s closest 
friend, had downed tequila shots all morning before deciding it would be a hoot to have Tia foretell her future. 

Melkie had picked up the globe. Instead of the usual plastic orb with a trapped Santa Claus and snow swirls, 
this glass object had a mermaid figurine suspended in blue-tinted water. He had picked it up and shaken it, 
sending white-and-pink sand swirling around the mermaid. 

Whack. A burst of pain had slashed hotly against a cheek. 
“Put that down,” Mom had screamed. The globe slipped from his grasp onto the cheap linoleum and rolled. 

The wooden base broke off. 
Could this really be the same one? Melkie picked it up and squinted at the pedestal. 
“I hot glued it back on,” Tia said. “That hot glue gun was the best damn thing I ever bought. That, and duct 

tape, pretty much holds everything together around here.” 
He carefully placed it back on the coffee table. “You remember that day?” 
Tia shrugged. “Yer mama is not an easy woman to forget. Heard she died of the cancer a few years back.” 
Amen and thank heavens for that. 
Tia sat across from him, folded hands in her lap. “So what brings you back here?” 
Her eyes were smoldering coals, even beneath some weird kind of film at the corners. Probably cataracts, he 

guessed. Melkie shifted uncomfortably under the direct gaze. He hated anyone looking at him, especially close 
up. His fists tightened. Why he ought to cut out those eyes…. He forced himself to focus and pointed at the 
globe. “They real? Mermaids, I mean.” 

“Oh, they’s real awright.” She clicked her tongue. “Saw one when I was a teeny girl. I was picking up 
sharks’ teeth on the beach when somethin’ made me look up. And there she was. A beautiful redheaded siren 
not far from shore. Nekked from the waist up. When she caught my eye she winked and flipped her tail fin up 
in the air afore she dived back in the sea.” 

Tia closed her eyes, a dreamy smile on her wrinkled face. “I ain’t never forgot her, neither.” She opened her 
eyes. “You seen one?” 



“Maybe.” 
“Where at?” 
“None of your business,” he snapped. Nosy old woman. 
“You’ve turned into a bitter, angry person,” she said after a moment of silence. “You’ve got a red aura with 

black streaks in it.” But there was no real bite in her voice, more a dispassionate observation. “Can’t says that’s 
a surprise. Given yer background and all.” 

Melkie scowled. “Never mind my background, witch.” 
“That’s no way to talk to an ol’ woman. ‘Specially if you want information.” 
Melkie reached in his wallet and slapped a twenty on the table. “Talk.” 
“You a real smooth one,” Tia said, scooping up the money and stuffing it into her bra. “Whatcha wanna 

know?” 
“Everything you know about mermaids.” 
“That won’t take long.” She settled back in her rocker and took a dip of snuff. “Lots of folks `round here 

claim they done seen mermaids. `Course, not nearly so much over the last ten years. What with the increase in 
shrimping and the oil spills.” 

Melkie frowned. “Don’t see why shrimping matters none. There’s always been family shrimping boats 
trolling the bayou.” 

“Think about it. All those nets in the sea bother more’n just dolphins. Could be trouble to any sea creature 
afraid of being trapped.” 

“And you think the oil spills out here can harm them too.” 
Tia spit into a plastic Coke bottle that served as a makeshift spittoon. “Been killin’ all kinds of wildlife out 

here including birds and crabs. No reason for nothing to hang around the Gulf no more.” 
So why would a mermaid hang around? he wondered. 
“Could be they’s done grown attached to this place.” 
Time to get to the real matter at hand. “Is it possible for them to come on land? You know, grow feet or 

something?” 
“I done heard a such. Usually `cause they think they’s fallen in love with a human. Love’s a powerful 

thing.” She stopped rocking and leaned forward. “Have you fallen in love with a mermaid? That why you 
here?” 

Melkie snorted. “Love? You really are crazy.” 
Tia picked up the mermaid globe and pressed it into his hands. “A little something to remind you of yer 

mermaid.” 
He scowled but kept it. “Tell me more.” 

 


