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––––––––

Mayan Prophecy has 2012 as the year of the end of the world. If you had asked private investigator Jaycee Connolly if she believed in prophecies last year she would have laughed in your face. That was until a demon walked into her office and offered her a million dollars just for trying to find the Countess Elizabeth Bathory, an escapee from Hell. He's quick to reassure her it's just a job like any other she's done before. There's just one thing he left out of the story, or so she's told by angel, if Jaycee doesn't find the Countess and send her back. The gates of Hell will open allowing evil to run roughshod over the unsuspecting. So this is like no ordinary job she's been offered before. 
Saddled with a demon guardian who looks more likely to slow her down than protect her Jaycee crosses the globe to hunt down the Countess and send her back where she belongs and prevent the gates of Hell from opening and a prophecy from being fulfilled.
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This book is a work of fiction. References to real people, events, establishments, organization, or locations are intended only to provide a sense of authenticity, and are used factiously. All other characters, dialogue and incidents are the work of the author and are not construed to be real.  

Chapter One

––––––––

The decrepit elevator lurches to a stop and the jolt pulls me into consciousness that has me questioning how the hell I got here. As the doors begin to close I quickly step out while running a shaking hand through my hair. Confusion and unease cause me to forget to step over the rip in the ancient carpeting. Quick reflexes stop me from slamming into an office now empty after the accountant had been walked out in handcuffs two months ago for inventive tax returns. Palms flat I push away from the wall and force myself to keep walking the dimly lit hall. The absence of sound feels wrong and I glance at my watch as I unlock the door to my office.  

Agitation builds as I struggle for some memory of the last hour and a half. I remember waking without my alarm and stumbling into the shower but nothing since then. I tuck my large handbag that could double as a suitcase at a moments notice under my desk and get the coffee machine going. I shake my head as I give up trying to remember. I’ve been existing on autopilot for the last few weeks, it shouldn’t be surprising that today would be any different. The stark quiet rasps against my nerves, so I bring up my music library and Muddy Waters can’t lose what you never had fills the room and chases the quiet away. 

I watch for the coffee to finish and mix heavily with cream and sugar. I don’t actually like coffee just the caffeine and the warm feeling as it slides down. I sip slowly as I scan through my inbox. Aside from the email proclaiming me a lost princess of Nigeria there’s no good news. A woman wants me to find a beloved parakeet, I don’t do animals. Another woman believes her husband is cheating and she wants proof. It sounds good until the woman names her husband as Sylvester Stallone. One, I highly doubt Jennifer Flavin would want to go so down market as a small time private investigator in Chicago and two, it was Sylvester Stallone. Of course the man was cheating with any woman who was stupid enough to believe she could get anything more from the man than a bad case of the clap. That left only two process serving jobs in the hole for the week and they both paid next to nothing. 

My cell phone rings but the display reads ComEd. Although I would love to chat about the extremely past due state of my account I don’t want my coffee to get cold. I send it to voicemail and take a nice soothing gulp. I know shut off is imminent but considering I still owe half my rent odds are I won’t soon have a place that needs electricity. All I have left is seventy five dollars in my bank account and thirty four dollars and change in my purse. The rent on my office that I paid six months up front for two months ago includes utilities. 

My move to this office still eats at my not so fragile ego. My lease was up at my original office on Adams and Wells and without the money to sign another six month lease it was either here and keep going for a while longer or close up shop completely. Me being me I’m not inclined to give up easily. There was also the memory that although business started slow, for almost a year I had had my pick of cases.

For a private investigator good word of mouth isn’t always easy to come by. Specializing in missing persons cases could make it even harder but it’s something I’m good at. My rate of finds was almost fifteen percent over most in the city. Considering my main business was teenage runaways, I’m damn good. My actual success rate was even higher but there were times when I found runaways who deserved to be lost.  Their supposed loved ones only wanting them found to make sure things secret were kept secret and controlled. In those cases, once I found them I gave them advice on staying hidden and if there was a need, I found new places for them to hide. 

There were a few I found that were all but destroyed and those I sent to a friend in New Mexico. Lisa Jennings ran a horse therapy ranch that helped the broken rebuild. While I had at first been skeptical Lisa never doubted in the abilities of the horses to heal. The horses and Lisa hadn’t failed once and eight to twelve weeks from the time they arrive at Lisa’s I receive a picture of a smiling confident teenager who has replaced the broken one. I have yet to have a parent or guardian find out about this. I’m sure one day they will but I’m willing to take the hit because to me it’s worth it. 

So despite the fact four of my previous clients managed to end up in jail on child pornography charges and another on a case of the solicitation of a minor, I was recommended and business had been good. I had even been considering taking on an assistant and then almost four months ago the phones just stopped ringing.  Cases gone cold were halted by clients. My attempts to seek out work were met with negatives and the excuse that work of any kind was hard to come by in the bleak economy we were in. My once large savings account was now bone dry. The four hundred I had given to Reggie last week was pretty much the last of it. Now I’m down to fumes and very few options. 

Today was the day, it was time to make decisions that I had been avoiding for weeks. In the last few weeks I’ve been selling my life through Ebay and Craigslist to keep going. About the only thing of real value I have left are my guns and my currently hiccupping laptop. Even my nicer clothes have been sold. Could I possibly borrow money from Sean and Rose to keep going, would they even have it? Was today the day to just throw it all in and give up? Added to that Sean and Rose would have me moved back into my old room before I was even finished speaking. As much as I love the both of them the idea of moving back in with them fills me with anxious dread.

My head is in my hands and I’m wishing for a way out of the nightmare my life has slowly become. My father’s words whisper through my mind, “wishes and dreams, be careful, they can be dangerous things”. I never understood what he meant by that but in this moment I do. I had gotten my wish to work for myself on my own terms and now the real cost was coming due.

As I contemplate whether I can fit a futon in my small office there is a knock at the door of the outer office. Startled, I realize I left off the lights in the outer office. It was supposed to contain a secretary and a small waiting room but currently only housed an empty desk and a dead potted plant. 

Silencing Eminem as he assures me he will never slip or stumble, I jump up afraid the person will leave. Flicking on the light I call out I’m coming. Opening the door I do my best not to flinch at the guy filling the doorway. He’s huge, minimum six foot five. Normally I would say built like a linebacker, all I can think of is skyscraper. African American and dark as midnight he seems to take all the air out of the room. His hair is buzzed close and the whites of his eyes are startling white as are his teeth, visible as he says hello. His charcoal grey Brooks Brothers suit is tailored for a loose fit. A pale pink silk tie at his throat matches the handkerchief in his front pocket and seems wildly out of place on him. 

Something about him sends a chill skating down my spine. As I lead him back to my office my skin crawls when I turn my back to him. Quickly I make my way around my desk. Once I’m back behind my desk I feel better due to having three weapons in easy reach. But I know that only the Mossberg 500 shot gun strapped under my desk and prepped for fire, would do any good against him. I invite him to sit without offering my hand to shake. I am loathe to touch the man. 

“You are Miss Jaycee Connolly, correct.” His baritone gravel filled voice was not one of questioning as it undulated through the air every word wrapped with a hushed menace.

“That is correct. How can I help you?”  My spine has never been straighter and my own voice has never been more firm.

“I am here on the behalf of my master to secure your services.”  

Master? This should be interesting. “What is your master wanting to secure my services for?” 

“We need you to find this woman. She escaped from Hell and has taken possession of a human. We believe that if she hasn’t already she will take possession of a woman who is due to give birth and soon be reborn. This cannot happen. Agreements were made when she arrived in Hell and they must be upheld. Hell needs her back.” He leans forward and holds out a miniature portrait in a beautiful ivory setting. 

I want to laugh but it’s trapped in my throat under the weight of his intense gaze. I have every intention of saying thanks no thanks and getting him out of my office as quickly as possible. Yet, curiosity has me reaching for the miniature. The dark haired woman was far from pretty, her high forehead and thin eye brows gave her a stern look. Even though I hadn’t paid attention in history class I can tell the high necked dress while not elaborate was expensive. The words are out before I know it, “Who is she?”

“The English version of her name is the Countess Elizabeth Bathory.” He says it with deep meaning. Although the name sounds familiar I can’t place it. 

Nodding and taking a deep breath I prepare to tell him as politely as possible no when he spoke again. “My master knows much about you Miss Connolly. In your work for the Chimes Insurance Company you still have a highly regarded reputation. He knows that you are a very skilled hunter often able to find people who wanted to be lost, and remain lost. There are times you do it without even a picture. This is your most appealing skill, as although this is the image of the Countess near her death the human she will have possessed will likely look far different. My master knows of your frustration with being overlooked and undervalued. We will not undervalue you in this undertaking.

You will be paid five hundred thousand dollars simply to begin and for expenses. Once she is found you will receive another five hundred thousand plus any other expenses that you might have incurred. If you are unable to find the Countess, you will still receive all of the one million plus expenses. Will you accept the case?”

Despite the fact that I know this man has to be crazy, I cannot discount his air of solemn, ominous gravity. So although I long to laugh and shake my head at him I know I can do neither. There can be no sudden movements with him. “While I appreciate you and your master’s consideration of me Mr-, I’m sorry I don’t believe I ever got your name.” 

“I am Balaam.”

Three seconds that feel like an hour as I wait for his last name tick before I give in. “Okay, Balaam. While I appreciate the offer I am going to have to decline. I’m actually in the middle of two very demanding cases. I just wouldn’t be able to devote the time and focus your case so obviously needs. I wish you luck on the matter.” I stand and he does as well. An exhale of breath I refuse to call a sigh escapes me and then he speaks. 

“Miss Connolly both my master and I know that you are lying. We know that you have no other pending matters. We also know that you have a desperate need of money. We know that your landlord Reginald Witt visited you two days ago asking for the remainder of your unpaid rent and that he will be waiting for you tonight. We also know he is the process of looking for another suitable tenant to take your place and will only give you a few days notice as he has grown weary of your lack of prompt payment and your continued sexual refusals.

Your hesitation is understandable. You grew up in an Irish Catholic household with all the guilt and self-loathing the Catholics love to immerse themselves in. I do understand that you would find being employed by Satan a sin. That is why I am here, you will be employed by me and there will be no contract. It is money only that is on offer and for a job that you have done often in the past. This will be like any other ordinary job you have undertaken in the last year and a half.”

“Hunting down an escapee from Hell is most definitely no ordinary job. It wouldn’t be like any job I have worked, ever. While it’s great of you to think of me and my concerns in all of this but I have to tell you my only real concern is that you’re nuts. I don’t work for people who are crazy. I need to get paid real money by real people who exist.” I’m angry at myself for letting my voice rise but his knowledge of Reggie had been a kick to my stomach. 

“The job is real, the money is real and I and my master are real. Check your bank account right now and you will see the sum we discussed waiting for you.” It is a barely veiled command throbbing with menace.

Refusal screams through me but I give in. I want this bizarre moment over and done. With a few swipes of my laptop I bring up the website for my bank. The balance rocks my foundation, “No, I don’t want this.” 

“I will give you some time to consider the job offer. We believe you are the best option open to us but you are not the only one and we are beginning to run out of time. I will give you 24 hours. Here is a card with my name. Say my name three times and I will come with more information to assist you in your search. If you not contact me the money will be removed and there will be no further contact.” He lays a card on my desk and with the sound of wind and the smell of sulfur he disappears before my eyes. 

When he disappears so does my nerve and I sink into my chair my knees over cooked spaghetti. Without taking my eyes from the place he disappeared I pull out a half-empty bottle of Asyla and do something I have never done before. I pull deep from the bottle. The whisky burns fire that brings me back and the tears in my eyes allow me to blink. This is insane, I am asleep right now, and this is all a dream. 

Setting the bottle down with a resounding thud, I refresh the page again and again. Yet every time I refresh it’s still there in front of me. The page shows an amount unlike anything I have ever seen in my account before. I click through the website to find that the money was wired into the account with a time stamp of about two minutes before the guy knocked on my door. The money is real. For a half second I flash on Dr. Evil’s one million dollar demand and stifle a half hysterical chuckle.

The card was laid neatly in the middle of my almost bare desk. Only one word is on the creamy white card, Balaam. Curiosity overtakes me and I pick it up. It is oddly heavy with a thick texture and the name appears to be burned in rather than inked. Gradually I become aware heat is coming from the card. I drop it and it flutters back to the desk. Reaching for the bottle of Asyla I take another deep pull and hiss from the burn as it goes down. 

Closing out the window for my bank account I bring up another window. Bringing up Google I enter Countess Elizabeth Bathory not at all sure I spelled it correctly. I did spell it wrong but Google brings up what I want anyway. Clicking on the result from Wikipedia brings up something from a horror movie. Apparently the woman had tortured and killed over six hundred women. There is debate on whether or not she had actually bathed in her victim’s blood but it is a fact that she was one evil and monstrous bitch.  Satisfaction that she ended up in Hell mingles with a sense of unease. Wouldn’t the devil get off on something like Bathory running loose?

I Google Balaam but I miss the second a, instead coming up with Balam but the results still get my attention. The first search result was again from Wikipedia. The very first sentence from the result sucks all the air from my lungs. In demonology, he is a great and powerful king of Hell. Demonology, king of Hell, this is not fucking happening. Exhaling very slowly I click on the entry. While it was only two very short paragraphs it was enough for me to reach for another gulp of Asyla. With a feeling of fatality I search Wikipedia under the spelling from the card. The flood of information is overwhelming and less than half way through I lose patience. In a fit of annoyance and a thread of fear I close out of the page. 

One last pull from the Asyla and I force myself to cap it and return it to the bottom drawer. Opening the top drawer I pull out my Walther PPS. It was a gift from Sean when I announced my intentions to set up as a private investigator.  I was originally annoyed by its small size. At four and a half inches from the bottom of the magazine to the top of the sight and six inches from the tip of the barrel to the back and less than two inches wide it fit easily in my small hands. The frame was polymer construction, the barrel and slide steel. It was insultingly light even with a full magazine. All of that might lead a person to believe it was a mere toy but they would be very wrong. It was a nine mil with excellent velocity. It had stopping power and it held its own. Today, more than ever the wicked little thing is comforting. A click and the magazine released. Per my usual comfort level all seven rounds are in the magazine. With a few deft movements and a satisfying click a round is chambered and ready to go. Setting the safety I position the gun carefully into the large outside pocket of my oversized black handbag. The small black gun was easily lost to the eye of the casual observer and hopefully any cop I might pass. I have a license to carry but any time a cop sees a gun it becomes a three ring circus that not even a license cuts short. Right this minute I don’t need the hassle. 

Ignoring the card on the desk I grab my keys and quickly lock up. Too agitated to wait for the elevator, I take the stairs down three flights at a near run. Coming out onto West Superior the bright sunlight of a clear May Tuesday is a shock to my clenched senses. Dazed, I startle as a taxi screeches to a halt just a few feet from me.  A giggling couple tumbles out. For the first time in weeks I ignore my precarious financial position and take their place.

Chapter Two

––––––––

Ten minutes later and tipping as badly as the guy drove, I am outside the Art Institute. The taxi is already moving as I’m slamming the door. It takes seconds to navigate the stairs and the stream of people on Michigan Avenue. Inside I flash my member card, the best birthday present I have ever received.

On autopilot I make my way to my favorite room in the entire building. I sigh with relief to find the room empty. But the canvases fail to capture my full attention. My mind refuses to be soothed by the beauty in front of me. This was a room I have often taken refuge in. When the cases wouldn’t move in my mind or when the pressure to be the best for Sean and Rose became too much I escaped here. Time would stop in this room and it would just be me and the vibrant dreamy canvases of Monet. I disappeared into a cliff side or fragrant colorful garden in France with the golden sun glowing brightly in a clear blue sky. Better than any bottle of whisky, wine or pill this room rounded the sharp edges of the world for me. But not today.  

A lingering restless shuffle through Degas and other impressionist bring me to the Picasso area. A little girl of about five or six years old with toffee brown hair that curls around her heart shaped face is studying a canvas with intent. Her cupid’s bow mouth is pursed in fierce concentration. A woman with matching features calls her name and holds out her hand to the girl and I see the girl flinch. The mother huffs and I hear the words, stupid little bitch as she grabs the little girl by her arm and heads toward an exit. 

Her words push me back in time and I’m six years old asleep in bed. Light flashes and I awaken to the words, “Stupid little bitch!” my mother screams at me. I open my eyes to see my mother over me. Her hand is reaching out to me and a moment later her hand is in my hair. She claws into my scalp and grips a handful of hair using it to yank me out of bed and keep me close behind her as she makes her way to the small kitchen. She is shaking my head over and over again and my neck cracks painfully. “You stupid little bitch, you’re wasting food. We aren’t rich enough for you to be wasting food.” 

She slams my body into the lower cabinets and releases me with one more shake that causes my head to connect painfully with the counter. I sink to the floor in a daze. She throws something at me as I lay there, “You want to leave the bread open so the roaches can get to it?! This is your bread now! It’s all you get for the rest of the week.” 

She kicks me hard in the stomach and I bite back a groan. I know not to make a sound, no crying or moaning because it only makes her hit harder and longer. I do the only thing I can do and curl into a ball and pray for it to be over soon. She kicks me again, this time in the back of the head, a few more curses and she leaves. I hear her door slam seconds later. 

I lay there for a moment taking inventory of my pains. I hear the soft padding of my little brother’s slippers. He crouches down next to me with tears in his eyes, “I’m sorry I forgot to close the bread, Jaycee. I was so hungry I forgot.” 

“Shh, it’s okay. I’m fine, don’t worry about it. Come on let’s go to bed.” I’m proud that my voice doesn’t even wobble. Then again I’ve had a lot of practice. He helps me pick up the bread from the floor and put it back in the bag. I knot it closed and place it back on the counter. Back in our room I tuck him back into his bed and lay on the covers holding him while he cries himself to sleep. When at last I know he’s asleep I crawl into my own bed across the small room. I pull the covers over my head, curl into a ball and allow the tears to fall. 

“Dude! Stop it, come on already!” I’m back in the museum watching two teenagers push each other around under the less than amused eye of a guard. I turn away and make my way out of the room feeling lost. I don’t know where the memory came from. I have done so well at keeping the memories at bay. My ability to get through every day is dependent on keeping the memories locked away.  

Unaware of how I even got here I find myself in the rooms I have always thought of simply as church art. Canvas upon row of canvas depicted various stern and benevolent angels. It all made the scene from less than an hour ago even more surreal. This wasn’t real, it was all a dream. Any moment now I would wake up and think wow, what a weird dream but I would forget about it by noon. 

“Jaycee, you know that isn’t true. You are very much awake and this is all very real.” His words spoken softly and with a hint of admonishment echo in the cavernous room. I spin around my hand going to my gun. I’m shocked by the firm but gentle hand already on my wrist.

“No Jaycee, you have nothing to fear from me. Come let us sit.” He moves confidently away and sits easily on the hard wooden bench. 

Shock lingers over how he managed to get so close to me without a single sound on the creaky wooden floors alerting me to his presence. Unremarkable in appearance at 5’10, with intelligent light brown eyes that match his brown hair cut close to his head. A navy button down dress shirt clearly shows a white undershirt tucked into casual khaki pants. The only thing of note were the trendy sneakers but even they weren’t that uncommon in a pedestrian city like Chicago. In the seconds it took to take all of him in I gradually become aware of a sense of calm and peace enveloping me. After the last hour of agitation and turmoil the feeling was such a relief I feel almost boneless and sway slightly. Yet it is the unexplained immediate calm that has me edging away. 

“Who or should I say what the hell are you?” 

“I am Sachael and I am an angel. I am here for you. A visit from a brother was already planned for today. However, it was thought my abilities to calm and soothe would be most needed for you at this time.”

“And what do you want?” Sure I know the answer to the question. 

“I am here to inform you that although Heaven cannot ask you to accept Balaam’s offer we would be pleased if you did.”

That’s it, I want the bottle of Asyla back. I give in and slump onto the bench completely deflated. That was not what I thought his answer would be. “I just don’t get this. You don’t look like an angel and Balaam didn’t look like a demon, a guy you wouldn’t want to meet alone on a dark corner, but not a demon. I have a demon trying to hire me and an angel saying accept. What the hell is going on here?”

“Both Balaam and I have made the use of vessels, a human who would accept our presence inside their bodies. Our true forms are much different and not convenient for freely moving about Earth. If the Countess is reborn there will be far reaching and dire consequences. Lucifer and his own vast resources have failed to find her. There can be no more delay. Assistance is required and we agree that you are the best option on Earth. There is an element of danger in the task but your protection has been made of paramount importance. It has been agreed on all sides. ”

I shrug off the warning of danger, crossing the street in Chicago was dangerous between the lunatic taxi drivers and high strung bus drivers it didn’t faze me, “I don’t get it. If you want her found too, why don’t you find her? I also don’t understand why the devil wants her back either. Isn’t this just the kind of thing he’s supposed to get off on?”

“We are not allowed to interfere in the matter. Agreements were made that must be adhered to. I cannot ask or tell you to accept their offer. I can only let you know Heaven would be pleased if you did. In regards to the Countess-“ He pauses for a moment before he visibly comes to a decision, “I believe it is necessary to tell you that if she is reborn the gates of Hell will open. Doubtless it will empty of all except Lucifer and the other fallen angels as they cannot leave Hell. Lucifer has no desire to rule over an empty kingdom. In finding and returning the Countess to Hell both Heaven and Hell will benefit, as of course will Earth and its humanity.”

“This is not fucking happening.” I want to get up and walk away but my whole body is numb.

“Jaycee, this is happening. Time is of the essence. The Countess escaped over seven months ago. Every day she is free is another day she is closer to being born.”

“Wait, seven months ago. How do you know you still have time? How do you know that she’s still out there?”

“The gates of Hell have not opened. The moment she is born and takes a breath is the moment that it will happen. There are signs that she did not immediately enter a pregnant woman. Balaam will give you that information when you accept. It is our supreme hope that you will. Now I must leave you. Good luck Jaycee.” 

I watch him walk from the room his movements slow and easy and not a single sound is made. Anger courses through me that he can walk away and I can’t. If minions from Hell couldn’t find Bathory then what made everyone so sure I could? 

Yet deep down, no vanity no exaggeration I know I‘m the best. It was what had taken me from a no one to one of the most in demand investigators at Chimes Insurance in only five years. Chimes Insurance was the second largest property and casualty insurance company in the world. I started as a lowly grunt right out of college and within two years shifted to investigations. Showing a special aptitude for finding people who had run when an insurance scam went bad and even those who had been declared dead or missing despite questionable circumstances. Five years on the job and I managed to close more cases than my previous two predecessors combined. 

A secret I would never share with anyone was how easy it was. The trick was not just to know a person’s biography but to know their habits. How they liked their coffee, or were they tea drinkers, their favorite perfume, the day to day things they considered a necessity. People no matter how smart they thought they were or how smart they actually were, were still creatures of habit. They still took their coffee the same way and they still wore the same thing or type of thing. So maybe they could no longer afford the expensive label but they would dress as if they did, knock offs of every designer of note were out there. Their likes and dislikes didn’t change. I once found a guy based on the softener he used. The man had grown up in the Netherlands and used a very specific kind of detergent made only there. As he had in his previous life he brought it in with his clothes to the dry cleaner. All it took was two days of calling the dry cleaners in a few cities he had visited often and I found him. 

It was a trick my father had taught me. A beat cop for fourteen years his observations and study of people’s habits and the importance of them were stressed to me from a young age. My mother had hated that he was just a beat cop always on him to be more, to get more from life. But Declan Connolly had loved the streets of Chicago and didn’t want to leave them. He shrugged off any praise, keeping his head down and was always thankful for even the smallest good in his life. As far as my father was concerned he had the best life a man could ask for. It was something he had told me often, even after the divorce. He was happy and content. I never understood how he could say he was so happy when it seemed as though my mother, Louise Connolly, did her best to make everyone as miserable as she was.  

They were different people my parents. My father’s parents came to America from Ireland at only nineteen. Mere teenagers they worked hard in their wooden furniture business and had only two children. They instilled the values of hard work and patriotism to the country that gave them so many opportunities. Louise Connolly was born to a young defiant teenager from Minnesota who was thrown out of the house of her strict middle class Mexican parents for daring to take up with a Sioux. Louise’s own mother had loved the drama her teenage romance created. Until her husband went to war as the only way to provide for his family and he died before Louise was even born. Louise’s early youth was a difficult life of just barely scraping by. Then when Louise was eleven her mother died and she was accepted into the home her mother had been denied. 

Louise was eighteen, right out of school and fresh off the bus from Minnesota when she met my father. My father was only twenty and new to the Chicago PD, following his older brother onto the force. Within six months of meeting they were married in the backyard of the home my father grew up in. For the first few years my father said their life was great. Then she had me and my brother was born two years after me. My father said Louise changed then, more prone to mood swings and quick to anger. When I was five years old she told him she wanted out of the marriage but Declan refused. She threatened to leave and make it so he could never find us and we would never see him again. 

He gave in and allowed her to file for divorce. He swore often he didn’t know how bad her anger had become or he would have fought for joint custody. He came from a world where a child’s place was with its mother and had been content with every other weekend and a month in the summer. Despite her temper he believed we were safe with her. The small house in the Cicero-area was sold. Louise took her half of the proceeds and me and my brother and moved us into the south side home of her exciting drug dealing boyfriend. The boyfriend was smart enough to realize having the ex-wife of a cop for a girlfriend was a bad business move. By the way kids weren’t part of the deal, after only three weeks he went out for cigarettes and never came back. 

I hated every minute of the next three years when we weren’t with my father. Without the fear of my father catching her in the act or having to explain bruises to him she felt free to use me as her personal punching bag. I was constantly warned to keep my mouth shut to my father or she would runaway with us and he would never find us. It’s what she kept saying up until Donny’s sixth birthday.

Louise was fighting with my father and using access to my brother and me as the weapon in her fight. Not wanting to engage in fight my father bypassed her entirely by picking my brother and me up early from school. He figured he could spend a few hours with us before dropping us off at home. We were almost twenty minutes late getting home. There was no sign of her. So we turned on the television and just waited. A half hour later she came home but I only had seconds to take it in before she was on me. She was enraged and pummeled me for what felt like hours before she stopped. When she was finally done she threw me into my room and slammed the door. Above the throbbing roar in my head, I heard her on the phone screaming at my father that if he wanted me so much then he should come and get me. She had kicked me out of the apartment and she wasn’t letting me back in. She slammed down the phone and only seconds later it rang again but it quickly stopped when it crashed against the wall. 

Minutes later she yelled at me to stop being a fucking baby and clean myself up so we could leave. I was terrified she meant to drop me off on the street and leave me there. In the bathroom I splashed cold water on my face but my split lip and the bruises on my neck and arms aren’t going anywhere. We went down to a dollar store where she bought my brother a toy. Dinner was a pizza place a few blocks away. 

When we got home that night I heard her on the phone with her best friend bragging about what she had done. How she had gotten to me before I even knew what was happening and how she had my father running around the south side of Chicago looking for me. In that moment, as I heard the pride in her voice at the pain she caused physically and mentally, I hated her. I knew I would never think of her as my mother again. 

I found out later her best friend called my father immediately telling him the truth. The next day my father picked us up from school again. This time he took us took us to my aunt and uncle’s house where he took pictures of me and filed for full custody. I don’t know how he managed it but only two weeks later he had full custody. 

Louise called the small carriage house we lived in behind my aunt and uncle’s house often. She would cry about how much she missed us and loved us but I never spoke to her. I wouldn’t see Louise
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