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Chapter One
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I hate demons. A legion of them held my mama captive in her own body a while back. For a long time after that I felt there was nothing I could do. But that particular morning—I’d turned eighteen, the day seemed so full of new mercies and possibilities. I, Emme Vaughn, had no reason to hide anymore.

It took me two lumbering buses and an expensive cab—complete with ogling driver—to get to St. Dymphna’s Psychiatric Hospital. But I made it. I even dressed the part. Of a postmodern, urban-girl exorcist, that is. I wore all black: skinny jeans, a cute scarf dress, and glorious stiletto Prada boots. An onyx rosary hung around my neck.

It was seventy-eight degrees outside. September sunshine warmed my shoulders like a kiss from God. All I had to do was strut into that hospital and kick some devil butt.

There was just one problem: my feet refused to cooperate. The imposing brown-brick building towered above me like Goliath over David, and I was terrified. In these cases, I usually have one of three responses: I plow through with courage, bolt away, or blabber to buy myself time.

I chose courage. But I needed to get myself amped up first.

Got your word, Emme?

My Bible was wrapped in a pair of dark Levi’s and tucked in the corner of my duffel bag.

Check.

The jeans protected the good book from getting knocked around. Not that my bag held much, just everything I owned: a few articles of clothing Francis bought me; a Russian icon from his godmother, Mother Nicole; my GED paperwork; my Michigan State ID card; a pair of black Timberland boots.

I fingered one of the shiny rosary beads around my neck to calm my nervousness. “Rosary in place,” I muttered, then trailed my fingers to the St. Benedict Jubilee cross medal dangling from the silver chain around my neck.

This made me think of Francis, who gave me the necklace after a nasty incubus tried to violate me. If I’m ever looking for a reason to pray, the memory of that lust-crazed demon does it every time.

I continued down my mental checklist, hoping to summon a little more bravery.

Prayed up?

Check.

Kick-butt diva boots for whooping devil head, while still looking fly?

My gaze fell to my feet and beheld the butter-soft Puh-rah-dah on my feet.

Check.

Francis gave me those as a birthday present. I had to trash the first pair he bought me. A demon’s host projectile vomited all over them.

I took a long, deep breath and made sure all the hell-busting gadgets I needed were accounted for. Now it was time to move, only fear paralyzed me.

Time to get your act together, sistah. You’re a grown woman now. What happened to your ’tude? These boots aren’t made for walking!

The kicks brought Francis to mind yet again.

I should have asked him to come. It would have only taken us an hour to get here in his Camry. We could have listened to music on his iPhone. Chilled. Maybe I’d have let the brotha hold my hand.

I smiled to think of that.

I might have let him smooch me again, too.

That thought made me blush.

Warm feelings aside, thoughts of Francis were a distraction and did nothing to propel me forward. There I was, standing alone in front of a psychiatric hospital with a million thoughts running through my head. You’d think I’d have sense enough to go in, but no.

I shuffled along, each step getting harder and harder to take. I stopped for a moment, to glance around to see if anyone was watching me. An old man sitting on a bench in front of the hospital looked up from his sandwich and smiled at me.

I gave him a small but friendly smile back, knowing I couldn’t stand there any longer. Shoot, I was beginning to look like someone who needed to be admitted.

I needed to pray. According to my mama, the Lord’s Prayer takes care of everything. It’s worship, petition, confession, and even has an exorcism built into it.

“Our Father who art in heaven, hallowed be Thy name,” I whispered. “Thy kingdom come, Thy will be done. On earth as it is in heaven.”

I took a step toward the hospital.

“Give us this day our daily bread.”

I took another step.

“And forgive us—”

I couldn’t go on. What kind of daughter was I? I hadn’t shown my face in three years. The fear of getting caught was only part of the reason I hadn’t visited Mama more often. The truth is, I didn’t want to see her looking like she did last time. My heart beat wildly as memories of that last visit came flooding back. I recalled with sickening clarity the moment when the orderly opened the door and I saw an emaciated figure lying on the bed. Her skin was the color of caramel, just like Mama’s—a color I knew so well because I used to envy it. I’m dark-skinned. Kids can be brutal.

I was about to tell the orderly he’d brought me into the wrong room when the sickly woman turned her head and looked at me. Her skin looked like it’d tear, it was stretched so taut across the bones in her face. But it was the unmistakable mole beneath her left eyelid that led to my undoing. Mama had always called it her beauty mark.

A scream stuck in my throat.

That thing was not my mama. Mama was lovely, with long, black curls that tumbled down her back. But this animal person—bound by restraints, smelling of urine, and bearing broken teeth at me—looked like an entity straight out of my most horrifying visions.

Her glassy eyes fixed on mine, and something vile and haunting inside of her seemed to stare back at me. Then a voice that wasn’t Mama’s spoke through her: “She’s ours because of you.” I believed it…

Now just feet from the hospital’s entrance, I was doing my best to take another step forward. I shook my head. Tears slipped down my cheeks I hadn’t realize I was about to shed.

I’m sorry, Lord. I’m not ready for this. Not at all.

The old man from the bench walked past me, up the steps and through the automatic doors.

I don’t know if it was love or guilt urging me on, but I followed him in. I had to. Sometimes false bravado and a promise is all a sistah has.



Chapter Two

[image: image]

It was all I could do not to pace the elevator floor, my nerves were so frayed. To calm down I visualized myself as a sleek, black panther, übercool and stealthy. Up, up, up I went, until the doors slid open to the third floor, and I swept down the long corridor.

I reached the familiar pair of glass doors, locked from the inside. I knew Mama was somewhere behind them. This was it. The moment. I picked up the telephone mounted on the wall with a trembling hand. An efficient-sounding female voice greeted me on the line.

“May I help you?”

“Yes, I’m here to see Abigail Vaughn.” I gripped the phone and tapped my foot.

“Did you say Abigail Vaughn?” she asked.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“I’m sorry, we don’t have anyone by that name.”

“I know she’s here, and I know y’all ain’t—I mean, aren’t—supposed to let nobody—I mean, let anybody—know that,” I had to speak the King’s English. This was not the time to sound like a hood rat.

“I know you all have to protect people’s privacy,” I said, “but Abigail Vaughn is my mama. You can check her chart.”

“I’m sorry, honey. There’s no Abigail Vaughn.”

“Did you get the spelling right? It’s V-A-U-G-H-N.” Sometimes people make the mistake of spelling it V-O-N.

“Hold, please.”

Hold, please was good. I hoped.

I was about to hang up and try again when someone met me at the door: a tall blonde woman, about Mama’s age. She had big eighties hair and horrible clothes that looked like they came off the set of the movie St. Elmo’s Fire.

“May I help you?” she asked.

“I’m here to see my mama, Abigail Vaughn. I know I haven’t been here in a long time, but she has to be here. She didn’t have no place—any place else—to go.”

The woman leaned toward me, her expression sweet and generous. “We don’t have an Abigail Vaughn.”

“Look, lady, I know all that stuff y’all have to do to protect her privacy, but I’m Emme, her daughter. I’m her only family.”

Her voice stayed steady, like she was used to talking to folks in a way that keeps them from going buck wild on her. “We don’t have an Abigail Vaughn in this hospital, Emme. I’m sorry.

It was her azure eyes, bright as a summer sky, that told me she wasn’t protecting Mama’s privacy at all. My hopes were fading.

“Well, do you know what happened to her?”

“I’m afraid I can’t give you any information.” She placed her hand on my shoulder and gave me a gentle squeeze. I was too shocked to go off on her for touching me.

“Follow me.” she offered, nodding her head toward the long hallway.

I shadowed her until we got to a waiting area, a space designed to be a cozy respite: soothing colors and textures on totally institutional-but-trying-to-be-homey furniture. End tables littered with ancient, obscure magazines flanked the chairs.

“Would you like to talk to the chaplain?” she asked.

“Is he gon’ be able to tell me where my mama is?”

“No, hon. But he might be good to talk to,” she said. “Have you thought about contacting adult protective services?”

“Adult protective services?”

“Are you familiar with the agency?”

“I’m familiar with child protective services. Adult protective services sounds like the grown-up version of the agency of my nightmares.”

“Why do you say that, Emme?”

“Why?” I asked, but I didn’t want to share my experiences in foster care with a stranger: the nasty dudes who were supposed to take care of me, putting their filthy hands all over my body. That’s why I decided to take my chances on the streets. I couldn’t endure that kind of madness for one more day.

It’d be useless to tell her I suspected the same kind of reprobates could be doing that, or worse, to my mama.

And what about the evil living inside of her? Was I supposed to mention demon possession to this lady? That make her want to check me into this place.

I offered her a lame, “It don’t sound right. That’s all.” King’s English be danged.

The nice woman’s face and demeanor changed. She talked to me like I was a kid now, launching into her spiel like it was what she did best at her job. “It’s always difficult when the hospital is unsuccessful finding a vulnerable adult’s next of kin, and I’m speaking hypothetically here. That leaves us few options.”

“So, nobody could find me—personally, not hypothetically—to tell me what was going on.”

“I don’t have that information, Emme.”

Maybe nobody tried to find me. I was a minor until that very morning. I didn’t know where any other family was, not even my father. Shoot, I didn’t know the man’s name; I’d never seen a picture of him.

“Dang! I should have kept my behind in foster care. If I’d have stuck around …”

But what would I have done?

The woman went back to that efficient voice of hers. “You can reach adult protective services through the state.” She smoothed an invisible wrinkle on her polyester pants. “If they have information about her whereabouts, they can tell you how to go about obtaining a court order to—”

“I have to get a court order, too?”

“Unfortunately.”

I made my way back to the elevator somehow, my diva kicks feeling heavy as a pair of steel-toed work boots. I’d failed Mama again. Badly. I’d never be able to forgive myself.

“Dang.”



Chapter Three
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I’d spent the last few years totally in denial.

I should have known she wasn’t going to be in there forever. Nobody stays in the hospital long-term like that anymore. Terrible thoughts poked at me.

What if she’s homeless? On the streets somewhere looking crazy, yelling and spitting at people walking by her? Oh Jesus, what if she’s dead?

The dizzying questions enraged me. I had the ability to see demons, and more, angels, but I couldn’t find my own mother.

“What good are all those visions if I can’t see what’s most important?” I railed at God with my arms raised to the heavens.

The bench in front of the hospital practically called out to me. I made my way to the empty seat and slowed my breath so it could ease in and out of my lungs without the ragged rhythms of anxiety. A breeze blew over me and I drank it in with a greedy gulp. Summer was almost over and autumn, with its chilly brown fingers, would arrive soon to pluck the green off the leaves.

“What do you want me to do?” I asked God aloud.

No answer.

I took another deep breath and stared out at the psychiatric hospital’s campus. The manicured grounds spread out before me in huge expanses of fresh-cut grass, edged with yellow, pink, and white begonias, a pretty setting for such a dreary place.

“Can you please help me, Lord? That thing shook me like a Polaroid picture.”

The comforting breeze that had been blowing turned ice cold all of a sudden. Goose bumps rippled up and down my arms.

“Not quite the reaction I was hoping for,” I said, chuckling.

Something sinister stirred in the air. A coarse, creepy voice whispered in my ear, “Your stupid, wicked mother is rotting in her blankety-blank-blank grave.” Foul breath assaulted me. That definitely wasn’t God talking.

A demon. And at the worst moment, too.

I turned my head to find a tiny spirit of despair, hunchbacked and beady-eyed, crouched on my shoulder, cackling like a witch.

I never know what a demon will look like until it suddenly becomes visible. Sometimes they’re pretty, wicked angels of light, which is totally confusing. You just don’t think anything that beautiful can be satanic.

But most times the vile fiends are smoky little black men, and I don’t mean brothas. They look like miniature, human-like creatures but their skin is like a dense, dark fog.

This demon had a greasy-looking shine to it, as if that joker had been rolling around on a rotisserie all day, but it didn’t smell like roasting chicken. Far from it. It tainted the air with the scent of death and garbage. Funk like that sticks with you and spoils your appetite all day. I was thin enough. If I missed too many meals, I’d lose my figure.

Dang. I was so not in the mood for warfare, but 
I stood up and prepared. I’d done my spiritual inventory. I had everything I needed, and I had absolutely no problem taking out my frustration on the enemy.

After a deep, cleansing breath, I stood and touched the crucifix on my rosary to power up. I crossed my chest with my right hand. “In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.”

The demon trembled.

Now I called on a friend Francis introduced me to in demon school:

“St. Michael the Archangel, defend us in battle. Be our protection against the wickedness and snares of the devil. May God rebuke him, we humbly pray; and do thou, O Prince of the Heavenly host, by the Divine Power of God, cast into hell Satan and all the evil spirits who roam throughout the world, seeking the ruin of souls.”

Demons hate St. Michael. He doesn’t even have to show up. Just mention him and they get nervous. Once Francis showed me a holy card of the archangel with his foot all over the devil’s cranium. St. Michael had a big sword ready to smite ol’ slew foot. He looked like he was saying, “Now whatchu gon’ do?” I totally dig that image.

The demon glared at me, visibly angry that I’d brought up St. Michael. But if it thought St. Michael was bad …

“Be gone in Jesus’ name!”

Poof! He was gone. I wish all demons would go that easy. I knew a hasty exit was unusual, especially since lately I’d come up against demons who gave our whole exorcism team a hard time. But I didn’t give it another thought. My mama’s absence still gnawed at me.

I sank back on to the bench, deflated. How in the world was I going to find her? Calling protective services was out. The system had never worked for me before. I wasn’t going to put faith in it now.

“Lord …” I had no more words. Once I read that two of the best prayers consist of one word: “thanks” and “help.” It doesn’t take much to figure out which one I chose.



Chapter Four
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I’m convinced God hears our prayers, even when our head is fried like the egg in that old “This Is Your Brain on Drugs” commercial. Seconds after I uttered my cry to God, a boyish-looking orderly burst out of the hospital entrance like he was on a serious mission. He zoomed in on me watching him. When our eyes met, his mouth eased into a grin.

I scrutinized him as he came toward me: skin Hershey bar dark like mine, in stark contrast to his white 
orderly’s uniform. He walked with a jaunty bounce that suggested a pleasant nature. When he approached me, I read his name tag: DeAndre Cooper.

“Mind if I sit?” he asked.

I did, but before I could answer, DeAndre Cooper hitched up his pant legs and plunked down beside me. “You okay, little sis?”

My suspicions rose as they always did whenever men came around. I didn’t care how sweet and double-dipped in chocolate he looked. “It’s all good,” I said.

“You sure about that?”

DeAndre Cooper had large, Tupac Shakur eyes brimming with compassion. He looked at me so intently that my fragile emotions threatened to spill out. But I didn’t know him like that. The streets taught me not to let strangers see my soft side. As it was, I’d messed up and let the woman in the eighties clothes upset me. I glared at DeAndre.

He grinned. “Did you hear me calling you in the hospital?”

“You called me? I didn’t hear you. I was too busy reeling.”

“You don’t remember me, do you?”

I squinted at him. Now that he mentioned it, his face did look familiar, but I couldn’t place him. “Are you from Inkster?”

“Nope.”

He was not going to make this easy for me, even though I had no patience for guessing games.

“Then where do I know you from, DeAndre Cooper?”

“You’re Abigail Vaughn’s little girl, Emme, though you’re not so little anymore.”

I decided to ignore the not-so-little comment. “How do you know me and my mama?”

“I’m the person who took you to her the last time you were here. You weren’t as tall back then.” He chuckled. “You’re about your mom’s height now.”

“That was you who took me to Mama? How could I forget?” Even back then I thought he seemed like one of the good guys. He’d gained a little weight, but he still had the calm demeanor that meant so much to me that day.

“My bad, DeAndre. I got some unexpected news just now. My head’s a little twisted.”

“So, I’ll ask you again. Are you all right?”

“I’m straight. Thanks.”

He cocked his head to the side. “For what?”

“For remembering me. For coming out here to talk.”

“I thought you could use a little encouragement. So what did Barbara tell you?”

“Who?”

“The person who talked to you inside.”

“Oh, she said to try adult protective services.”

“I guess you could go that route, but there are some other things you can look into.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Like what?”

He glanced around like he was about to do something illegal.

“I happen to know Father McKenna slipped this chick he knows some information about your moms. He wanted to help her, outside of what this hospital could do.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Some people around here didn’t think schizophrenia was your mom’s problem.”

“And just what qualified them to diagnose her?”

“Medicine didn’t help her. It might have slowed her down, but none of it eased her symptoms. This I know. I passed meds to her every day.”

“Tell me something I don’t know.”

“Father McKenna is a priest.”

“No offense, DeAndre, but I didn’t think ‘Father’ was his first name. What are you saying?”

“I’m saying some people thought she needed something other than medical help. St. Dymphna’s is a Catholic hospital. They’re more open to alternative care.”

“What kind of alternative care?”

“You saw her the last time you were here. I think you know what I’m talking about.”

If I could have pushed a delete button and erase what he’d just said, I would have. I couldn’t visit that awful memory again. I slumped against the hard back of the bench and watched the fluffy cumulus clouds dotting the blue. It reminded me of a picnic Mama and I had a long time ago.

We had gone to the park with a picnic basket full of fruit and fried chicken beside us. I was only seven then, but I dreamed of growing up to be a hairdresser. Mama had let me comb her hair with my fingers, while we called out the shapes of the figures we saw in the clouds.

“That one is an elephant. And do you see that one, Em?”

“Um hmm,” I answered, concentrating more on her corkscrew curls tangled in my hands.

“Don’t say ‘um hmm.’”

“I mean, yes, Mama.”

“I want you to be well spoken. It will take you far in life.” Her attention went back to the sky.

“That one looks like an angel,” she continued.

I looked up, excited to see the heavenly cloud formation. “It really is an angel, Mama!” The two of us stared at it.

“It’s a reminder from God,” Mama said.

“What kind of reminder?”

“That we have many friends in heaven and they live to help us. Don’t ever forget that, Emme. No matter what.”

“I won’t. I promise, Mama.”

Then she touched my face with a gentleness that matched only her voice …

DeAndre’s voice startled me back to reality. “You listening, little sis?”

I nodded and turned my face away from the sky to listen. “Sorry. Go on.”

“Father McKenna referred your moms to this chick he worked with before, a lady named Jane; 
the plan was to get your moms spiritual help.” He emphasized each syllable of the word. Spear. Ruh. Chull.

“Spear ruh chull, huh?”

“Yeah, and not the kind of help she got here. I’m not knocking it. I love working here. I get to see people come, get a little Christian counseling; some prayer and medicine, then go on their way. But there are limits to what our staff will do. Your moms needed something deep. Something they should, but don’t deal with up in here.”

“Something deep, huh?”

“No doubt.”

“This Father McKenna. Is he the chaplain?”

“Not anymore, and the last I heard he went to Rome. To stay.”

“Why am I not surprised, DeAndre?” I thought about something. “If Father McKenna thought she needed spear ruh chull help, why didn’t he help her? He’s a priest.”

“But he worked here. Certain risks can be costly. It’s a litigation-crazy world, sis. Other people, outside the hospital, could handle the problem she had, and their malpractice insurance rates wouldn’t increase.”

“Why didn’t he refer her to Father Miguel Rivera? Do you know who he is?”

“Of course. The man is a legend. People call him ‘the Exorcist.’”

“So, why didn’t he go to him?”

“Maybe he did, but the hospital didn’t release her to him. She left here with Jane.”

I must have looked dejected. Just as Barbara had done before, DeAndre put his hand on my shoulder. I didn’t love him doing it, either.

“You’ll be all right,” DeAndre said. “All you gotta do is find Jane. I don’t know much about her, but I can tell you this; she’s not from around here, and she’s probably a Catholic Worker or a Benedictine oblate. Maybe both.”

“I’ll need a little more to work with than ‘somebody named Jane that may or may not be a Catholic Worker and Benedictine oblate who gives spear ruh chull help.’ You got anything else for me?”

“Sorry, sis. I gave you all I have, and more than I’m supposed to. I know this is hard for you, so take it one task at a time. Go to the Catholic Workers first.”

“Tell me about them.”

“The Catholic Worker movement is all about social justice and Christian charity. The people involved help the poor and oppressed. A lot of times they run houses of hospitality where they feed people and provide shelter, no charge. And the residents don’t have to go to church or Bible study to stay there.”

“So a house of hospitality is, like, a homeless shelter?”

“I think it’s better, but that’s just me. I used to volunteer at Dorothy’s House on Trumball. Cool place.”

“I’ll look into it.”

“Next, talk to some local Benedictines. You probably know something about them. You’ve got the St. Benedict medal on.”

I touched it tenderly. “It was a gift.”

“Benedictines are a religious order, monks and stuff. An oblate is a secular Benedictine; that’s for people who are married, or even Protestants.”

“Go on.”

“Benedictines are down with hospitality, because to them, the traveler, or pilgrim, is Christ. But they stick close to their monasteries. Oblates are always associated with a monastery. So, you got one group into working with the poor and oppressed, and one group into hospitality. Your moms needed the kind of help both offer, don’t you think?”

“I think.”

“I’m no expert on this stuff, little sis, but I do know Dorothy Day, the woman who started the Catholic Worker movement, was a Benedictine oblate. I’m just sayin’, if Jane is connected to those two groups, ask around. Somebody has to know a Jane who’ll take in a person who could be …”

I waited to see what he would say.

“Sick like your moms.”

Sick. Very diplomatic of him.

“So, I need to find a Catholic Worker, or a Benedictine monastery, which is probably not around here, with a Jane associated with it. Jane, who knows Father McKenna, who’s in Italy, like, forever?”

“Yep. That’s it.”

“Do you know Jane’s last name by any chance?”

“Doe.”

“Her name is Jane Doe?” I stared at him like he told me he believed in Santa Claus.

A sheepish smile spread across his mouth. “That’s what I heard.”

“Have you been smoking crack, DeAndre? I was with you until ‘Doe.’ That’s when the brain damage kicked in. Yours, not mine.”

He laughed. “I don’t smoke anything, sis. I’m telling you the truth. People call her Jane Doe. I was hoping it wouldn’t be me who had to tell you that.”

“Wow, DeAndre. Can you make all this a little more difficult for me?”

“Fo’ sho’, Emme. How about this? If a woman is going around calling herself Jane Doe, most likely she’s incognito. It’s possible that you’ll make it to the places I told you to go to, ask for Jane Doe, and get looks like the one you’re giving me.”

“Imagine that.”

“Some people, because of what they do, have to stay invisible. You know what it’s like to fly under the radar, don’t you, sis?”

He had to know I did. I was still under the radar. I didn’t even have a cell phone and my e-mail address was from a Hotmail account I opened years ago and rarely used. My expired state ID listed the address of my last foster home. “I totally know what that’s like.”

“Anything else I can help you with?” DeAndre asked.

“Could you answer a few more questions about my mama?”

“Ask away.”

“Why did she have to leave the hospital?”

“They said her insurance wouldn’t cover long-term care anymore, but the scuttlebutt was that she was about to die.”

My stomach hit my diva boots again. “They thought she was gon’ die! And they got rid of her?”

“Calm down, Emme.” After a clandestine look around, he continued, “She stopped eating and drinking and became severely dehydrated. They would have had to transfer her anyway. This is a psychiatric hospital. They couldn’t put her on a feeding tube here.”

I was so overwhelmed, my head felt like it was going to spin around like Linda Blair’s in the Exorcist movie. “How long has she been gone?”

“Two years.”

“Two years!” His words punched me in my gut with the strength of Mike Tyson’s fist.

Again, he looked around. “Keep it down, sis. I could lose my job for telling you this.”

I lowered my voice, but nausea twisted my gut to knots. “She got put out while I hid in the streets, thinking the foster care system would find me.”

“No one can blame you for that, especially if you had some bold foster parents.”

“‘Bold’ isn’t the word for them.” The awful truth hit me again. “My mama was dying, and I wasn’t by her side.” My failure to protect her literally sickened me. “Oh Lord. I’m going to throw up.”

This time he shook my shoulder. His voice commanding, “Stay with me, sis. Take a deep breath.”

I gulped air into my lungs, but only felt worse for the effort.

“Cool out, Emme. You’ll hyperventilate if you keep that up. Just breeeeeeathe.”

I nodded, and inhaled and exhaled, in and out again, slowly, until I felt my tummy settle.

“You have to have faith, girl,” DeAndre said. “In my heart I don’t believe Miss Abigail is dead. I think you’ll find her. I know you weren’t expecting this, but sometimes we have to roll with redirection.”

“Redirection? Now that’s an understatement.”

DeAndre stood and tugged at his pant legs again. “Start with Dorothy’s House of Hospitality by Tiger Stadium. It’s down the street from St. Clare’s Episcopal Church. It’s on Trumball, a big, tan Victorian. Nicer than anything on the block. You’ll know it when you see it.”

He pulled out a card with his cell phone number printed on it. “Hit me up if you ever want to talk. I’ll ask around and see if anybody around here knows anything else. But I need you to be discreet.”

According to his calling card, DeAndre was a part-time rapper. I could have mentioned the fact that I spit, too, but I did not have time to talk about rocking the mike.

I thanked DeAndre for his help and went on my way. I just hoped searching for Jane Doe wasn’t going to be like looking for the proverbial needle in a haystack. The way my luck was running, I’d find a needle, all right; some junkie’s discarded hypodermic, and I’d end up poked with only hepatitis, or something worse, to show for my trouble.



Chapter Five

[image: image]

According to my MapQuest directions I was about three miles from a cheap motel called Home Sweet Home, located just outside Auburn Hills. Even I couldn’t argue with twenty-two bones a night. Plus, they took cash deposits, which was perfect for me.

I switched from my diva boots back to my Tims, hoisted my bag over my shoulder, and headed out on foot to the motel. I could have caught another cab, but since nothing happened like I expected, I thought it’d be wise to save as much money as I could. It wasn’t like I had a job, and the little I had, a gift from Father Miguel, was going fast.

I slogged away from that hospital, unable to shake what DeAndre had said about Mama not eating and drinking. I had so many questions. Did she have to be force-fed? Was the mysterious Jane Doe the kind of Good Samaritan Francis was to me, making sure the beaten, bloody stranger on the road received the care she needed? And, of course, the main question prodded me: Did my mama survive?

How could she have with so much going on?

I made it to Home Sweet Home dead dog-tired, checked in, trudged to my room, and opened the door. Typical cheap motel fare: atrocious décor, which reeked of tobacco and body odor; two full-size beds; a desk and chair. I didn’t see any critters. That was a relief.

With a weary sigh I tossed my duffel bag on the floor and dove into one of the beds. I thought about calling Francis, but hotels charged ridiculous rates unless the call was local. I had to be frugal.

Don’t let Francis distract you, Emme. It’s not the time for romance.

Then again, if this Jane lady is into exorcism, Father Miguel probably knows her.

Francis said Father Miguel stayed busy before the cancer slowed him down. The Archdiocese of Detroit couldn’t have had that many exorcists. Father Miguel might have been the only one, at least officially. I wondered if Mama left the hospital around the same time he started cancer treatments. That would be a reason for him not to take her on.

All you have to do is call Francis and find out. But fatigue pinned me to the bed. I yawned, my eyes watering from the effort of trying to keep them open.
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