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For Bianca, the child of my heart, and to 
Heather Diane Tipton, the friend of my soul.




From the journal of Emme Kate Vaughn
On the road to New Orleans, December 11


Daughter to Mother


Well, Mama, I’ll tell you:


Life for me ain’t been no crystal stair.


It’s been sole-bloodying roads,


Dangerous and cold


To destinations I shouldn’t have traveled


Alone.


But all the time


I kept on goin’.


Hurtin’.


Tears flowin’.


Every step I took, I did so


Knowin,’ if I searched the darkest lands


Where there ain’t never been no light,


I just might find you reaching for my hands.


I had to sit a few times, Mama.


Sometimes the road was kinda hard.


But I got up running; I had to get to where you are.


I’m still going, Mama.


I’m almost there


Though life for me ain’t been no crystal stair.
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I hate demons,” I said to Francis. With a whap I slammed my journal shut. “They inspire bad poetry.”


“Among other things,” he said with a wry smile. He kept his eyes fixed on the road as we zoomed down Interstate 10. We were on our way to New Orleans to see my mama. Finally. It had been three long years. Nerves stirred my insides like the agitator inside a washing machine.


“Don’t get me started on John 10:10,” I ranted. “It says, ‘The thief comes only to steal, kill, and destroy.’ And his triflin’ minions never let up. They possess the people you love, attach themselves to you, and ruin your relationships.”


“I won’t get you started on that.”


“Did I mention they inspire bad poetry?”


“As a matter of fact you did. What’s wrong with your poem, baby?”


“Besides everything, it’s whiny. Mama’s going to hate it. And could you please tell me why I took on Langston Hughes?”


“It’s not like you challenged him to a rap battle, Emme. You flipped his poem, which is a fierce way to express how hard your journey has been. I dug it. Your madre will, too.”


“But ‘Mother to Son’ is perfect.”


“I’m gonna take a wild guess and say Langston Hughes probably revised his work. Give yourself time. You just wrote that half a mile back.”


“It’s hopeless.” What I meant was I was hopeless.


“Not much in this world is hopeless, and certainly not you.” Francis said. “This trip alone should show you that much.”


It should have. I was going to be with my mama! In no time I’d have my arms around her, snottin’ and crying my fool head off, but painful memories of her collided with my hope. It was hard to focus on anything beyond how unpredictable life could be.


I yanked the visor down for an umpteenth look in the mirror and groaned at my reflection. My fitful sleep the night before had left my dark skin dull. Combined with my stark white hair, drooping in ropy lengths down my back, a sistah looked downright ghastly. Francis’s voice penetrated my self-loathing, and I snapped the visor back up.


“Talk to me, X. And don’t tell me you’re upset about your poem.”


“I’m fine,” I mumbled, crossing my arms over my chest.


“Oh, I know you’re fine, but what’s the matter?”


A smile tugged at the corners of my mouth. “Dude! That was, like, the lamest line ever.” But the furious blush rising in my cheeks contradicted my words.


His laughter fell on my ears like music. “Yeah, but it coaxed you out of your blues. Don’t sleep on a brotha’s skills in the art of seduction.”


“That was you seducing me?”


“That was me reminding you that there’s more to your beauty than what you see in the mirror. I’ll do the seducing on our wedding night.”


“You’re the one who’s fine, Francis. And I’m not just talking about your looks.”


Red stole up Francis’s neck, and he flashed that rare, single dimple at me. I love to see him flushed; it actually makes him prettier. His skin is the color of cocoa, with a florid hue beneath that hot chocolate, courtesy of his Latino dad. He blushes and his cheeks bloom roses. Flecks of gold illuminate his liquid light brown eyes. One sultry look from him kills me.


“I wouldn’t mind taking in more of the view over there,” Francis said, his eyes sweeping over me before he turned back to watch the road. “Unfortunately, I’m driving. I’ll have to settle for looking at this beautiful countryside.”


Once again, I turned my gaze to the window to see the strange new world that was Louisiana. Exotic vegetation—some of it still lush in December—flourished beside bridge-covered swamps. Centuries-old cypress trees wrapped in Spanish moss stood like sentries next to massive oaks, their bark blackened with age. Now and then we’d pass plantation houses towering in the distance. It was like we were driving right into the setting of an Anne Rice novel. How soon, I wondered, would the creatures of the night show up?


Which made me think of demons, which prompted the unsettling memories of the worst times with Mama, and again I teetered on the edge of an abyss of worry.


“Emme, baby?” Francis cooed, his voice as sweet as honey.


“I’m all right, Francesco.”


“Yes, you are. If only you could believe it when you say it. Because it really is all good, baby. The worst is over. You made it though all your trials, tribulations, tests, and even temptations, stronger than you were before.”


I nodded and raked my fingers through my blanched tresses, now aware of my stupid white hair. “Dang it.”


“What?”


“How am I supposed to explain the Storm look to my mama?”


“Tell her what I always say: you’re a superhero now.”


“She ain’t into Marvel comics.”


“It doesn’t matter, because you aren’t Storm. You’re the Exorsistah! I’ll bet she’ll understand that! Anyway, she won’t care what color your hair is. She’ll just be glad to hug your neck.”


I stared out of the window again, saying nothing.


“You don’t have to torture yourself, X. For the hundredth time, everything is going to be great.”


And for the hundredth time, I wished I could be sure.


A dense white fog had rolled in from the Gulf, bringing with it a rare flurry of snowflakes. I felt as scattered as the fragile bits of white falling from it. “How far are we from New Orleans?”


“Less than thirty miles.” He reached over and gave my hand a quick squeeze. I’d have paid good money for that gesture to give me just the tiniest measure of deep-down-in-my-soul certainty. But I got nothin’.


“Trust God on this,” Francis said, discerning my thoughts in that maddening way he does. “He’s not going to disappoint you.”


Francis is what you call a “sensitive.” He can feel what’s happening in the spirit realm. You know that phrase, “touch and agree” in prayer? We did that once and meshed souls irrevocably. There are times when my gift becomes his, and his mine: I can feel what he feels, and he can see what I see like we’re a couple of empaths, only we’re fine-tuned to each other. On several occasions the simple sensation of his hand in mine was enough to give me all the reassurance I needed.


“I don’t have to be an empath to get what’s bothering you,” Francis said.


“Dude! You pulled that word right out of my brain!”


“It’s so much nicer talking to you.”


Resistance was futile. Francis was capable of traipsing through my mind like we were part of the Borg Collective sometimes. I decided to get it over with and talk to him.


“I’m afraid to see her.”


He kept his eyes steady on the road. “That’s exactly how I felt before I met Father Miguel.” Francis chuckled and shook his head. “I went through a thang, baby. I had all these ideas about what he’d be like. My personal favorite was gruff, good-looking priest, right out of a Hollywood movie. Like Antonio Banderas in a Roman collar! But when I knocked on the door some old dude answered who looked like he could be my grandfather.” He paused, suddenly pensive. “But I saw my own face in his. It amazed me. I was so shocked I blurted out, ‘My mama said you my daddy.’”


Now his raucous laughter filled the car. “All the color drained from his face. I’m surprised he didn’t throw holy water on me.”


“Father Miguel was an exorcist. He’d seen worse than you.”


“Oh, I surprised him, baby. Trust.”


“What did he say?”


“I don’t know. I didn’t speak Spanish yet, but I guessed that he didn’t believe me, which he later confirmed. Repeatedly.”


“What did you do?”


“Later, I took the DNA test he insisted on, but I was mad about it, and I stayed mad for the next three years: at my mother for dying, at God for taking her, and now that I think of it, I was angry at myself for needing my father, but it was just grief, Emme.” His expression turned somber. “So much of grief is anger, or fear, but they feel a lot worse than being sad does. Don’t waste the moments you’ll have with your mother acting a fool. Time goes by too fast. You’ll look up, and she’ll be gone again.”


Father Miguel had died a little over a week before. I leaned over and kissed Francis’s cheek. “I’ll try my best. Thank you for driving me. You should be back in Inkster dealing with your loss instead of running me a thousand miles down the road.”


“I’d rather be here than there, crying all over my bass guitar.”


“Have I told you lately that you’re wonderful?”


“Say it another couple of thousand times, and I might start to believe you.”


“At least you didn’t leave your dad to languish in a mental hospital.”


“You were a kid, Emme. Your mother will understand the choices you had to make.”


“She would have done things differently.”


“How do you know that?”


“Because I have my own paternity surprise.” I took a deep breath and let it out. “Miss Jane told me I was a rape baby. I never knew before then.” Miss Jane was the surprising mystic who sent Francis and I on this journey. She was also the original Exorsistah who delivered my mother from demons. Miss Jane was full of unsettling surprises, and although she had gone to be with the Lord right after Francis’s dad, I was sure somehow she’d have a few more for me.


Francis’s mouth opened, then closed again, not a word coming out. An endless minute passed before he finally spoke. “Your madre was raped? I’m sorry to hear it. That’s heavy, X.”


“Heavy ain’t the word for it.”


Anxiety clutched me again, turning quickly into an impending sense of doom. The word “heavy” seemed to hang in the air like the Acme anvil in Road Runner cartoons, about to drop on my head. I could feel it closing in on me until it crushed my skull; an instant migraine seemed to split my head in two.


Perspiration moistened my skin, and my breath came in ragged gasps. The oppressive heat inside the car made me fumble for the power window button, but I couldn’t find it to save my life. Francis pushed it from the driver’s side, and a blast of cool, moist air hit me in the face.


But wheezing burned my lungs, and a sharp pain seized my chest. Confusion scrambled my thoughts. I couldn’t focus enough to form the words “Help me.”


I’d fought a lot of demons in my day, big, bad, nasty demons, but I’d never encountered anything like the terrifying heaviness squeezing the life out of me. Tears bit at my eyes. Whatever was happening was going kill me, and I had no idea why. The last thing I remember was grabbing Francis’s shirt. Then everything went black.





[image: Image]



I woke up in Francis’s arms to the sound of his prayers washing over me. He had pulled over to the side of the road. The window was still open, and the wind whipping through chilled me to the bone. Shudders rippled through my body.


With the kind of gentleness that had made me fall in love with him, Francis rubbed up and down my arms and cradled my face in his hands.


“Welcome back, baby.”


“OMGosh! What happened? I thought I was dying. What kind of freakin’ demonless demon attack was that?”


“It wasn’t demonic, baby. I think you had a panic attack.”


“A panic attack? Emme Vaughn does not have panic attacks!”


“I used to have them myself. They were worse right before I met my father.”


“Oh heck-e-naw!” I shook my head so hard I could have rattled my brain. “I ain’t goin’ out like that!” Tears slid out of my traitor eyes, and I swiped at them hard with the back of my hands. I felt like my body had betrayed me, that I had no control over it anymore.


“It’s okay,” Francis crooned, wiping my eyes with the pads of his thumbs. “Just relax.” He yanked the bottom of his black turtleneck out of his waistband and held my hand to his bare chest. “Get lost in my rhythm, like my heartbeat is the only thing in the world.”


I folded into Francis’s welcoming arms, laying both palms flat on his broad chest. His warmth enveloped me and the thumpbump, thumpbump, thumpbump of his heart anchored me to him. Soon my breath steadied, flowing in and out of my lungs in sync with his. I rested on him until I felt more together, then reluctantly pulled away.


“We don’t have to rush,” he said. “You can stay here for as long as you want.”


“I’m ready to go,” I lied. The truth was my meltdown embarrassed me. I’d been weak, and Emme Vaughn couldn’t afford such a luxury. If demons were watching—and I could count on the fact that they were—they’d use that information against me and whoop all over my head.


“I can’t let that happen again, Francis. I go to war with the powers of darkness. If I lose my mind at the prospect of seeing my mama, I might as well turn in my diva boots now.”


“Keep those stilettos on, baby. I promise you’re gonna need ’em. It ain’t over until it’s over, and trust, demons aren’t the only things in life that are scary.” His golden eyes brightened. “Tell you what. How ’bout we make the French Quarter our playground tonight? We’ll stop at the St. Louis Cathedral to pray before we play. You haven’t seen a church till you’ve see this one. After that we can have a réveillon. It’s Christmastime in N’awlins, and Papa Noel and the Christ Child are generous tonight. If you feel like it, after dinner we can go dancing, then retire to a fine hotel. No more Motel Six! And after you’ve had a good night’s sleep you can put your courage on and we’ll go see your mother, but for now, all you have to do is hang with yo’ boy. Bet?”


A goofy grin spread across my face. “Bet!” 


Francis gave me a little more time to collect myself before he merged us back into traffic. Twenty minutes passed like five and Francis turned onto South Claiborne Avenue. I read the blue and gold greeting, with the requisite fleur-delis embellishment: “Welcome to New Orleans. Downtown!”


“Bienvenu!” Francis said. “That means ‘welcome’ in Creole.”


“Dude! You speak ghetto Spanglish and Creole?”


His laughter affirmed that my baby indeed knew how to talk that talk.


Excitement, the good kind, rose in me. The city was adorned in Christmas finery. Glowing white lights snaked up and down palm trees and old-fashioned iron street lamps, while red-bowed wreaths brought cheer to the shop doorways.


“Wait till you see the French Quarter,” Francis said, beaming. “We’ll be there in about four minutes, mon amour chéri.”


“Mon amour chéri?”


“My cherished love. We’re in N’awlins now. Gotta talk like the natives.”


“What do I call you?”


“You can call me mon papé, your daddy.”


I cracked up, but before I could get mon papé out of my mouth, my breath caught. A girl, no older than me, appeared in our path. Blood had ruined her lovely white formal gown. Her reddish brown hair fell in waves to her slit throat, slashed so deeply she had to hold up her head with one hand. The other flicked a wave at me. Francis was going to mow her down.


I grabbed the dashboard to brace myself for the impact, but he drove right through her, oblivious. I whipped my head around to see if she still stood there, but she had vanished.
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Dude!” I screeched.


“What?”


I had to wait until my heart rate slowed.


I hate seeing the dead! If I never saw another entity, of any kind, when the veil between the seen and unseen world is lifted, I wouldn’t be mad about it. The dead don’t come with instructions either, and what’s worse, the last couple of ghosts I saw made demands. At least I knew who those spirits were. I had no idea who the poor girl we’d passed through was, or what she’d insist upon. I suspected the price of helping her would exceed what I could afford to pay.


That migraine leftover from the panic attack battered my temples anew.


Francis looked at me like I was acting as crazy as I was. “You okay?”


“Yeah. I thought you were about to hit something.”


“Hit what?”


“Never mind. My bad.” I forced a cleansing breath out of my lungs and slumped back into my seat.


“Ça k’ap rivé, ma chère,” Francis said, then translated: “What’s happening?”


“Nothing.”


“Don’t tell me it’s nothing, Emme.”


“I give you everything I have eventually, don’t I, Francis?”


“Eventually.”


“Then let it go for now. How do you say ‘my head is killing me’ in Creole?”


“Mon latét ap tchué mon!”


I cocked my head. “Are you serious?”


His solitary dimple winked at me. “I had a couple of migraines the last time I was here.” He pointed at the dash. “I’ve got some Quick Tabs in the glove box. You don’t even need water to take ’em. Pop a couple of those. I want you to feel better so I can show you my favorite city.”


I stuck two of the tablets in my mouth. As they dissolved, Francis brightened like the Christmas decorations outside. If he didn’t tell me about New Orleans he was going to explode.


“All right, mon papé. Let me have it.”


“New Orleans is awesome.” The words seemed to burst out of his body. “It’s a feast for your senses. Everything is here: music, food, art, culture, romance, and the Saints, baby! And I ain’t talking about the ones in heaven.”


“Who dat? What dat?” I chanted. “Who dat say dey gon’ beat dem Saints?”


“Yeah, baby! Who. Dat. Nation!”


After our love song to the football team, Francis proceeded to wax eloquent about his beloved New Orleans, his voice swelling with passion. Soon he’d turn his intuition back to my vision, but the distraction of the Big Easy bought me time. Besides, his enthusiasm was contagious, and I let his delight in the city shield me from the brewing trouble.


I stuck my head out the window and took a big whiff of the city. The air smelled like fish, food, and bodies—with a hint of garbage—but man, oh, man! It teemed with energy.


NOLA was a colorful collision of the old and new. Horse-drawn carriages ambled down brick streets, passing banging new jazz joints. The exquisite artistry of the iron lace balconies called galleries—gul-RAYS—bewitched me. Old-school charm cohabited with new hotness in a dizzying array of restaurants, antique shops, and boutiques. Funky strains of “When the Saints Go Marching In” poured out of one of the many bars.


“Wicked, isn’t it?” Francis asked.


“There’s definitely some wickedness,” I answered, thinking of the dead girl. The image of her holding her head buzzed through my brain like an electric current.


“What the matter?” Mr. Intuition said.


“My insides are zinging, that’s all.”


“Mine, too! It happens every time I come here. It’s all this tension.”


“Tension?”


“This is a thin place, baby, between heaven and hell. And in between you’ve got your Southern Baptists and Catholics, living side by side with voodoo practitioners and everything else, while south-facing gargoyles and saint and angel statues watch over us all.”


“I guess this city has a way of drawing you into its mystery,” I said. I meant that literally.


“Are you kidding me? There’s more than mystery here. This place is full of magic! It’s like the American Venice! Or Paris in the swamps! Baby, this is Africa on the Mississippi! I hit the city limits and it’s like coming home. The ancestors whisper to me, and I don’t have half your abilities. You must feel haunted in this place.”


“Haunted! That is exactly how I feel.” I craned my neck to look out the window. “Where’s that church you mentioned?”


He chuckled. “Not far at all, Catholic girl. In less than ten minutes we’ll be praying in the same place Pope John Paul the Great did.”


Francis didn’t disappoint me. Soon we were standing in front of the most spectacular edifice I had ever been to. It made All Souls in Inkster look like The Shack. The towering white cathedral’s multiple spires and central tower—complete with clock and bell—made me think of The Hunchback of Notre Dame. Wistful images of the bell ringer, Quasimodo, aflame with love for the gypsy Esmeralda flickered on the movie screen in my imagination. But what snatched my breath away was the statue of Jesus Christ, mounted on the manicured lawn of the back courtyard. He welcomed us with outstretched arms and broken hands.


“What happened to his thumbs, Francis?”


“The hurricane uprooted two huge oak trees in the courtyard, amputating them, but for all Katrina’s fury, the hands were the only part of the statue that was damaged. In his first sermon after the hurricane, the archbishop vowed not to have him fixed until all of New Orleans is healed.”


The sentiment made my stomach flutter. Katrina’s devastation was evident all around the city, despite massive reconstruction. One or two parish streets upset Francis so much he struggled to hold back tears.


“With your gift you must feel so much mourning,” I said.


“Yeah, but I can feel the hope, too. It’s a tenacious, crazy hope, but it’s here, and it’s stronger than the despair.”


“It’s true.” That glorious expectancy throbbed in the zydeco pulse of the city. I linked my arm with Francis’s. “Let’s go inside.”


In the nave we stopped at an elaborate votive-light stand, where Francis stuffed a ten-dollar bill inside the attached offering box. He lit two prayer candles..


“For my padre, Father Miguel Rivera, and my madre, Francesca Peace. Lord, have mercy on their souls, and grant them peace.”


I did the same, only with a few dollar bills.


“Jesus, I pray for my mama, Abigail Vaughn. I’m so nervous about seeing her. Go before me, Lord, and prepare the way.” The second candle was for Jane Doe, my friend and inspiration, in thanksgiving for this journey no matter how weird it was turning out to be. “And this is for Miss Jane. Grant her eternal joy.”


We watched the candles flicker. Long after we left, the flames would continue to keep their silent vigil.


Saint Louis’s was as lovely inside as it was outside, with a black and white checkered floor, expansive galleries, and a succession of saluting flags. Gold-topped columns rose to a domed ceiling icon of the risen Christ. Emblazoned above his image were the Latin words Sanctus, Sanctus, Sanctus Dominus Deus Sabaoth. I knew from hanging out with monks of St. Benedict’s Abbey for three months that the words meant “Holy, holy, holy, Lord God of the heavenly hosts.”


The church was semicrowded, despite the fact that no Mass was being celebrated, but Francis had told me the St. Louis’s offered concerts for the community during the Christmas season. A jazz quartet was due to start soon, so we chose a comfy corner on the back pew. Moments later, I found myself in the lap of silent expectation. The presence of God surrounded me, and with my man hip to hip beside me, my creativity flowed. I pulled my journal out of my purse and jotted down the soul music playing within me.


Thursday evening, 6:45 p.m.


St. Louis Cathedral


HUSH SONG


“Be still and know that I am God.” (Psalm 46:10)


be


still


shhsh


what ifs


if onlys


whys


whens


be


quiet


this is the moment of
surrender
hands lifted
fingers unfurled
like petals
in offering


this is before
yes and amen
the quiet fissure
in time/space
between
heaven/hell
that I hide in


breathless moments
make poems worth reading
this is the


space


between the lines


the gaps
that make words of letters


quiet.


Be here
to hear
or…


Be quiet:
this is the breath


between annunciation
and conception
of Christ
in you.


Abba singing
His hushsong
saying:


nothing


nothing


sweet nothing.


For a long time we sat in tranquility as soothing as sunset, until Francis grazed my hand to get my attention. I lifted my head to acknowledge his touch, and my heart almost stopped. The dead girl sat right in front of me, one arm flung lazily over the back of the pew.


“Whoa!”


My outburst caught a few stares before people went back to their prayers. Francis leaned over and stage-whispered, “Demon?”


I shook my head.


Usually he’d ask for an explanation, but church etiquette must have restrained him. He made the sign of the cross and went back to praying, but I could tell he’d switched to warfare mode.


While he rebuked the devil, I took in the dead girl. She displayed no mortal wounds this time, appearing otherworldly beautiful. She offered a shy smile; her honey-colored skin shimmering incandescently. When I returned her smile, she extended her hand towards me.


It’s one thing to see the dead; it’s another to touch them. Not that I had much experience with that.


Francis remained deep in battle, so I looked around the sanctuary, hoping anything would spark some insight. Nada. The girl seemed so sad, and no one appeared to be watching. I cast another surreptitious look her way.


What the heck! I eased my hand toward hers.


Bad. I. De-ah. Her creepy grasp felt almost as substantial as mine. Then blam! I don’t know what that dead heifer did, but my mood plunged so abruptly I gasped.


Francis put his arm around me. “What’s going on, Emme?”


“Ô, to konnè, tou les jou, la mèm affaire,” I said, dryly. But I was beginning to feel queasy. I wanted to get of out there, fast.


“Allons,” I said.


Francis tilted his head liked I’d suddenly become a stranger. “No problem.”


“Mèsi bôcou.”


On the way out we stopped at the votive stand again, and I lit a candle for the dead girl. Thank God for sacramentals. I didn’t feel quite like myself, and God knew I was at a loss for words to pray.
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