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    For Gianna and Sophia... 



     and for KR wherever you are 



    I wish you could know them... 







    




    




    “In 1968, they were teenage girls, unwed and pregnant. Shunned by family and
 society at large, like countless women of their generation, they were forced to
 give up their babies...”




    




    		People Magazine




    		September 18, 2006 
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    Author Notes: 



    




    This story is based loosely on incidents that occurred decades ago. I’m not sure if the ghost tales are real, but they stirred my imagination. The
 Amelia Leech Home is a product of my imagination. The unwed mother was branded as a shameful figure in the sixties. Deeds and pregnancies were
 hidden. This is a  story about the sadness regarding that notion. It is also a tale of terror. 
    



    Parts of this novella are loosely based writings of John Dee and his Angelic
 Magic and Moloch from Milton’s Paradise Lost. 
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    February 11th, 1968 



    




    The Amelia Leech Home is haunted by those who lived and died here. Decades of
 terror permeate. Hopeless cries erupt from behind bolted doors.  
    



    I hear whispers when walking up stairs after sundown. I’ve seen figures out of the corner of my eye—passing by a window—or by an open door. The dead in perpetual anguish. 
    



    Living residents are tormented as well. There are bullies and thieves—stealing from my room—destroying things dear to me. My good wool blazer has vanished. Photographs of
 my family kept on my bureau have been smeared with feces. I’ve learned to hide what’s sacred behind wooden planks in my closet.  
    



    My room is small. I sleep on a shabby bed. There’s a small bureau near a grimy window and an old braided rug in the middle of the
 scratched wooden floor. My room is one of many in this monstrous structure.  
    



    My father sent me here. He wants my pregnancy hidden. He says the baby has to be adopted once it’s born. He told me, “I don’t want people mocking you. We’ll deal with it as best as we can.” 
    



    My mother cries a lot. She swears a trio of soothsayers have come to claim a
 satanic debt.  
    



    My sisters are silent most times. 



    I’m not like them. I need to do what’s right for me. I don’t care what people think. 
    



    I’m almost twenty—older than most of the girls here. I can work as a waitress and get government
 assistance.  I am prepared for a life of ridicule and poverty.  
    



    I touch my stomach and think about where I came from. I wonder where I’m headed.  
    



    Is that the wind howling—or something crying out from the bowels of this house? I’m terrified of night and I regret things I’ve done. 
    



    I wish I’d never met Ken, that I’d never agreed to go with him on that steamy day in August, but I was lonely,
 tired of spending nights with my mother while my father wagered bets and
 shuffled cards in smoky back rooms. I wonder what evil alliances he made over
 the years and if my flesh and blood has been offered in sacrifice. 
    



    




    *     *     * 



    




    




    I am the youngest of three girls. My first memories are of days spent living in
 a tenement house on the poor side of town. I remember my sisters Beth and Jen
 going to school in early morning. My mother worked in the city’s only surviving soap factory. Sometimes she put in ten hour days. Back then my
 father stayed home, took care of the house and made sure we were fed. 
    



    My toys were handed down from my sisters. My only friend was my father when my
 sisters were not around.  
    



    Dad and I would sit in our living room after the house had been cleaned and the
 breakfast dishes done. There were stacks of books piled at his side. He’d read to me, but I didn’t understand the words, or exotic names he pronounced. After lunch he’d climb up to the attic, with me at his heels. Vague memories of burning candles
 and the smell of dampness still linger. An odd piece of jewelry, with even
 odder symbols, hung around my dad’s neck. Sometimes he’d remove a ceramic figure from beneath a wrinkled scarf. Terra Cotta. Painted
 face and long graceful limbs. Creepy, mysterious and beautiful all at once. 
    



    “What are you doing, Daddy?” I’d asked him. 
    



    “Praying to angels. Lailah is your guardian angel. She watched over you when you
 were born,” he’d tell me and then he’d begin to read from an old book. 
    



    Sometimes orbs of light floated over his head. Most times everything was silent
 and he’d snuff out the candles only to make his way back downstairs. 
    



    I don’t know if he continued his prayers as I grew older. I only know he began to go
 out nightly after my mother’s heart attack. He grew quiet, distant and reluctantly did odd jobs during the
 day. 
    



    Always before midnight I’d hear his footsteps on the attic stairs. I wondered if his vigils turned darker
 when I heard sounds erupting from the attic and saw dark shapes drifting by my
 window.  
    



    Years went by. Diabetes and rheumatoid arthritis added to my mother’s already fragile health. My father grew bitter, sometimes downright cruel. By
 my nineteenth birthday he barely spoke to me, except to criticize or scold.
 Yet, once in a while, he’d smile at me like he did when I was little. 
    



    There were no smiles when I dropped out of business school. I was tired of
 struggling with Economics and Accounting—tired of my father reminding me that my sister Beth was getting her Masters and
 my sister Jen had given birth to her second child, happily married to her high
 school sweetheart.  
    



    My dad told me, “Took hard earned money to further your education. If you can’t make it in school then it’s best you find a husband. You’ll never survive on a woman’s paycheck. Lots of guys in town ask about you.” I thought about the guys my father knew. I’d take my chances in life without them. 
    



    My mother would hug me and say, “There’s somebody out there for you, Meg.” 
    



    I wondered where and how I’d meet this somebody. I had visions of being thirty, still unmarried and living with my parents. I
 told myself I wouldn’t let that happen, but I let down my guard and got into this mess.  
    



     I was bored with staying home on weekends while others were out dancing. The
 drinking age is twenty-one, but fake IDs and sweet talking bouncers cure that
 problem for girls my age. 
    



    My father forbade me to go to nightclubs. He said I’d only meet bums, guys who liked to drink and party. He said girls who went to bars were tramps. He’d heard stories about casual sex in back seats of cars. I figured I’d get a taste for what Dad forbade once I saved up and was far away from him. 
    



    Most of the guys who frequent clubs are in college, or their birth dates haven’t been selected by the draft. However, turmoil over the war in ’Nam made rebels out of others. In 1967 burning draft cards became vogue and
 hippies made Haight Ashbury in San Francisco their Mecca. It seemed every time
 I turned on the radio Aretha Franklin was singing, Respect. 



    I wish I’d had more respect for myself. 



    




    *     *     *




    




    I didn’t eat much for dinner, just a bowl of soup and some toast. Now I’m starving. 
    



    I rise from my bed, put on my robe and open my door a crack. The hall is dark.
 The house is quiet, but for the furnace kicking in and soft whispers behind
 closed doors. 
    



    I gingerly climb down the stairs, passing creepy photographs hanging on walls. I
 don’t dare look at them. Sometimes, even in day, eyes seem to move and lips curl
 with demonic smiles. Sometimes I hear the floor creak behind me. Other times an
 eerie sigh erupts.  
    



    I hear that sigh now. I stop and slowly turn. No one is there and I wonder if an
 unseen entity hovers at the top of the stairs. 
    



    With a pounding heart I look from right to left. I see nothing but dark and
 flickering shadows. 
    



    I convince myself it’s Marcy Long trying to spook me. She scared the heck out of Linda Sinelli the
 other morning. Snuck in the bathroom while Linda was showering, pulled open the
 curtains and taunted her with a kitchen knife.  
    



    Marcy nicked Linda’s arm and legs before her screams brought Maureen Dugan, the home’s social worker, to the rescue. I wonder what would have happened if no one
 heard.  
    



    They took the knife away, but rumor has it Marcy’s got others hidden. I’m not sure why they don’t just send her back to Juvie. 
    



    I imagine Marcy creeping behind me, hiding in shadow and caressing the blade of
 a knife. I hear soft laughter and walk faster. I don’t dare turn around for fear of what I’ll see.  
    



    Once at the bottom of the stairs I feel relief. I move past tables where potted
 snake plants are displayed in antique vases. I hear a soft snore. It’s Mr. Greely, the home’s handyman. He’s asleep in a chair propped against the door to the library. I’m reminded of my old Grandpa George, resting after he tended his garden.  
    



    I look closer at Mr. Greely. He holds a mop in one hand. A bucket is at his
 feet. A soft knock erupts from behind the door. Something I may have imagined,
 or a noise manifested by an aged structure. Mr. Greely opens his eyes, looks at
 me and then smiles. He closes his eyes and soon he’s snoring again. 
    



     I leave him and I pad to the kitchen. 



    Davika, the cook, is busily stirring something in a pot on the stove.  She’s a large woman, but her movements are light and swift. Her black hair is woven
 in shimmering braids and adorned with red and blue beads. She’s wearing a bright orange shift. A black shawl covers her broad shoulders. Her
 feet are bare and she’s singing. I’ve heard other girls say she has mental problems and used to live at the state
 institution. She got the job here when she was released. Most of the girls
 think she’s crazy as a loon.  
    



    I don’t sense craziness, just something mystical, something most others don’t understand. 
    



    I watch her pouring herbs from glass containers into the pot and then I slowly
 back away, sensing that Davika is doing something secret.  
    



    She suddenly giggles and then turns. Her dark eyes sparkle. Fabric swooshes and
 beads click.  “Come here, girl. You’re hungry?” She pats her stomach. “You’re having the baby and Davika’s belly is twice as big as yours.” She lets out a hearty laugh. 
    



    “There’s leftover roast in the fridge. Help yourself.” She turns and begins to stir and sing. 
    



    Devika pours liquid from a red clay bowl into the large pot. Whatever she’s cooking smells rich and flowery. 
    



    I open the fridge. Thick slices of pot roast lay on a dish. I grab a fork and
 knife from the drawer by the dishwasher and devour food, not even bothering to
 sit. I feel better now, but instead of returning to my room I watch Davika. She
 reaches for a large container of salt. 
    



    “I have to pour lots of salt into my brew.” 
    



    “Isn’t that bad?” 



    “Why would it be bad? Salt purifies.” 



    “My father told me the same thing.” An image of my father sprinkling salt on a makeshift altar drifts through my
 mind. A sliver of light appears beside him and then another; bowed heads,
 feathery wings and hands clasped in prayer. 
    



    “Did he now?” Davika turns and smiles at me. Silver flashes as she spins on her heels and
 begins to stir rapidly. 
    



    She asks me. “Did he abandon the light?” 
    



    “It was a long time ago.” I need to get back to my room. If Maureen finds me here she’ll freak out. “I’m tired, but will clean up before I go.” 
    



    She stops. “You sense dark things here. It’s stronger with some of us.” 
    



    “I don’t know.” 



    “It’s alright, girl. I’ll shut my mouth. Moon is full tonight. My brew is strong now.” She stops stirring, sprinkles more salt into the pot and then makes her way to
 the refrigerator. “The dark things are restless. I do my best to bind them. Poor Mr. Greely has got
 to deal with it as long as this house stands.” 
    



    “I don’t understand. Tell me more about this house. What’s going on?” 
    



    “It’s different for everyone who comes here. You got to figure it out. Goodnight,
 Meg. I’ll wash the dish and silverware. Go on to bed.”  
    



    She turns her back on me again. She’s humming. I sense she’s not about to tell me anything else. I respect her wishes despite my gnawing
 curiosity. 
    



    I leave her and move quickly to my room. I pass Mr. Greely again. He’s still lost in slumber. Clutching the splintered mop handle. I move by Marsha
 Walker’s office.  
    



    She’s the head counselor. I’ve never felt comfortable with her. There’s a harsh and disturbing aura about her; from the stiff black clothing she
 wears, to her heavily made up face.  
    



    Her door is ajar. I hear heavy breathing. The door creaks and opens wider.
 Marsha is seated at the edge of her desk. She’s unbuttoning her blouse with one hand and moving the other over her breasts. I
 sense someone else is there. Watching her. Standing in inky darkness. 
    



    I hold my breath as I tiptoe down the corridor. I break into a run once safely
 past Marsha’s office. I don’t want to think about who is there with her, or what they are about to do.  
    



    Maybe she saw me. Maybe she and her fiendish companion are watching me. I look
 over my shoulder. No one is there, but the unsettling feeling in my gut
 intensifies. I rush past ghostly photographs and through the eerie silence of
 this house.  
    



    I wonder if Davika feels the same dread that I do. I wonder what’ll she’ll do with the brew she’s concocting. Is she just a crazy woman after all? 
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    I gaze out my window. Davika stands in the yard below. She’s holding her pot with mitted hands. Wind whips around her. Tattered skirt
 ripples. Scarves billow.  She sniffs the air. Looks to the sky, lifts the pot’s lid and drops it on the ground. Steam swirls round her head. Slowly she tips
 the container and pours a few drops of liquid onto winter earth, melting snow
 and ice. She moves round and round beneath the moon. Skeletal trees sway above
 her. Shapes form on thick limbs. Dark things with massive wings. They take
 flight. They howl and Davika pours steaming fluid around the perimeters of the
 house. 
    



    I hear Marsha cry out from downstairs and then a door slams. Footsteps pound.
 The moon slips behind a cloud.  
    



    I cannot see Davika now, but I hear her singing. I know she’s outside, moving around the house. Ignoring the horror within. Spinning white
 magic. Touching the cracked foundation, ancient brick and splintered wood. She’ll keep moving until her pot is empty, praying the dark things go away. Praying
 for us all. 
    



     




    *     *     * 



    




    At nineteen the only job I could find was serving breakfast at a truck stop off
 the highway. I worked the night shift, going in before midnight and getting off
 around eight in the morning. Sometimes I worked double shifts on weekends. It
 eased the boredom. And, though my father took most of my pay, I managed to put
 some cash aside each week. 
    



    I’d get away from his dominance one day. 



    Until then I’d work hard and put up with my less than perfect home life and my less than
 rewarding job. 
    



    Luke’s Diner had the best eggs and hash browns in the state. Despite its austere appearance—plain chrome tables and chairs bought in the fifties, a small counter with
 swivel stools and walls painted creamy white—it always smelled great. It was cozy even on harsh winter days. 
    



    The pay was bad. The boss was tough, charging waitresses for broken plates. The
 tips were good when guys hauling loads across the country stopped after driving
 all night.  
    



    Ken Aster was one of them. 



    Each Friday morning around five he’d slide into the same booth and pluck quarters in the small juke on the wall.
 Jim Morrison’s voice would fill Luke’s and Ken would smile when I approached him. His gaze always took in my figure.
 I would have been embarrassed before working at Luke’s, but months of serving truckers cured me. 
    



    He drew me in as though he had mystical powers—as though he’d woven a spell on the lonely roads he traveled—places with no boundaries—with only an endless universe of dark and starless labyrinths.  My attraction to him got stronger each time I saw him.  
    



    No doubt Ken cheered me up. Yet there was something unsettling about the massive
 red trailer truck he parked in Luke’s lot. It displayed a logo reading Aster Hauling. A phone number was etched in gold on the trailer doors and New Orleans, Louisiana was painted in white beneath the number. Each side of the trailer was flanked by
 an odd image.  
    



    A crowned figure sat on a throne. Women danced beside the figure; seemingly
 beating drums and sounding trumpets. Two somber females knelt before the
 crowned being. They seemed on the verge of tossing a baby into a fire burning
 in the background. 
    



    The other waitresses said the figure was a witch symbol and Ken hauled freight
 for the Devil. Most were gossips, making up stories about the men who
 frequented the diner.  
    



    Lizzy Frost, who’d been at Luke’s for years, said, “I caught a peek inside Ken’s trailer. It was a dreary night. I was out in the lot smoking when he opened
 the door. Looked like bodies piled on top of each other. He must have sensed me
 there—even though I was quiet as hell. He turned and gave me one of his charming
 smiles. That’s when the wind picked up and blew the doors open wide. They were just store
 mannequins and I laughed at myself for being so stupid.”  
    



    “He owns his rig and hauls retail merchandise for the big stores,” Luke scoffed, shook his head and went back to frying eggs. 
    



    “Sure is nice looking,” Lizzy said softly. “The way he looks at you.” 
    



    “Yeah, he’s real cute,” I said as Luke shot us a disapproving glance. 
    



    Ken’s hair was light brown and his eyes were dark. He didn’t have a mustache or long hair like most of the guys my age. He was older,
 harder. He wore a charm around his neck. It was a tiny wooden figure—a primitive drummer, hands raised, seemingly attempting to strike his drum. 
    



    “What does it mean?” I’d asked him. 



    He smiled wide. “Got it in New Orleans. I have an apartment there—spend time there in between hauls.” He touched the charm. “Origination is Voodoo, but other religions use it. The drummer’s music is supposed to be a mediator between us humans and the Gods.”  
    



    I bit my lip. “Voodoo?” I remembered what Lizzy thought she’d seen in his trailer. Maybe he was a dark magician; taking human sacrifices on
 his hauls. I took a step backwards. 
    



    He chuckled. “It’s just a religion, Hon. Not bad like the movies make it out to be. Anyway, the
 painting on my truck was done in New Orleans, too. Copy of a painting by
 William Blake. English dude. Illustrated a bunch of bibles. I like to think the
 art keeps me safe on the highway.” 
    



    “Oh,” I said as I handed him a menu. I remembered my sister Beth talking about
 William Blake when she was reading Paradise Lost for a college English class. She’d called Blake a visionary. I told myself that made it alright, but I swore the
 drummer’s eyes moved and a soft beat emanated from Ken’s charm when he brushed his hand against mine. 
    



    “The Flight of Moloch,” he said. 



    “What?” 



    “That’s the name of the painting. Just came to me.” 
    



    “Oh.” 



    He gave me his order, “Eggs over easy, waffles and a large orange juice.”  
    



     The charm spooked me. But I was tired that morning. I’d worked a double and black coffee had been my only nourishment.  
    



    Ken’s words echoed in my head. “Not bad like the movies make it out to be.” 



    I tried to find comfort in those words.  



    My attraction to Ken didn’t fade, but we exchanged only small talk for a while; the weather, the war and
 how good Luke’s coffee tasted.  
    



    I figured I was just another waitress he met on the road. Things changed one
 steamy August morning. 
    



     He touched my hand as I poured his third cup of coffee. He leaned forward and
 asked softly, “Got a boyfriend, Meg?” 
    



    “No.” I felt my face flush. The drum beat softly. Ken’s touch made me tingle.  
    



    The other truckers teased me, told me I was cute and had great legs, but nobody
 ever made a direct hit on me. I’d never had a steady. Closest to a boyfriend was Alan Burle, a guy I’d known since high school—and despite the times we made it, we were more like friends than anything.  
    



    Ken pulled his hand away and touched his coffee cup. “I’ve been hauling cross country for ten years. A guy gets tired. I need a break
 every now and then.” 
    



    I just nodded, not sure how to react. I wondered if he sensed how inexperienced
 I was. 
    



    “Well, maybe some Friday morning, after your shift is over, we can do something
 relaxing. I go down to the Carolinas after I leave here, but I can make
 arrangements—or I’ll make up the time somehow. What do you say?” His eyes twinkled. 
    



    “I get off at eight.” I reached for his bill in my pocket, slipped it under the creamer. 
    



    “Next Friday then?” He said. 



    “Alright,” I said softly, backing away from the booth. 
    



    He left me a twenty dollar tip that morning.  



    I knew what he wanted, but I told myself, It’s the sixties. Free love is in and you aren’t getting any younger.  



    I put Ken’s tip in a battered old bag on my closet floor. I hid generous tips there. Ken’s offering fattened my stash to around two hundred bucks. 
    



    I managed to tuck away a little more over the next week. I worked harder than
 usual, hoping it would make the time pass, but the days crawled by slowly. Now
 I realize it would have been better if that Friday had never come. 
    



    




    *     *     * 



    




    The baby kicks as I lay back on my bed. I wonder who it’ll look like, if it’ll be a girl or boy. 
    



    I close my eyes and the wooden drummer beats his fists against my belly. Its
 eyes are red, filled with hate and a red trailer truck zooms down the highway—twisting and turning down a dark road. The driver hums in time with the drum and
 he says, “One more day to New Orleans. Another load for Moloch.” 
    



    I hear Divika mumbling soft chants. Sounds like she’s downstairs. I wonder if she’s exorcised the demons.  
    



    I’m floating away. Deeper into a dream. Beyond the confines of reality and logic.
 Black clouds engulf me and dark wings beat as I rise upward. Gentle hands guide
 me away from the darkness, hold me as I descend. 
    



    Now I’m sitting in the dining room. Mr. Greely is mopping the floor. He plunges his
 mop into his bucket. Water splashes onto windows, tables and chairs. It
 splatters everywhere, trickling from the ceiling and windows. It turns to
 silver and gold. Pours down on him like an ethereal rainstorm. Lights flicker
 around him. Red and bright orange.  
    



    “Most important thing in this world is to make sure all souls get to Heaven, Meg.
 Lots don’t make it. Will you? Got to go now. One of them is close by.” 



    His face is somber. Wings sprout from his back. He weeps as he floats upward. 
    



    I’m awakened by a soft knock on my door. 



    It opens slowly. 



    Maureen Dugan, is standing there. Her hair is tousled and she’s wearing a man’s lumberjack shirt over faded jeans. There are dark circles under her eyes. 
    



    “More bad dreams, Meg?” She asks. “Heard you talking in your sleep.” 
    



    “I’m alright,” I tell her. I want her to close the door, go back to her rounds. She creeps me
 out almost as much as Marsha. 
    



    She opens the door wider. “Maybe a hot cup of milk?”  
    



    Anger begins to brew inside me. I wonder if angels once conjured in a darkened
 attic will come to my aid. I wish her away. “No thanks.” 
    



    Mr. Greely is suddenly beside Maureen. His white hair seems to shimmer beneath
 the hall light. He’s dressed in a Nehru shirt and loose cotton pants. A string of red and orange
 beads hang around his neck. He reminds me of a vision I once saw when I took a
 hit of LSD with my sister Beth. 
    



    He’s holding his bucket. I hear something slosh as he shifts it from one hand to
 another. “Leave the girl alone, Maureen. Let her sort out her dreams.” He shakes his head. He peers into the bucket and moves away. Soft footsteps pad
 down the hall. 
    



    Maureen shrugs. “OK,” she says as she closes the door. I don’t hear her move away.  I wonder if she’ll stand vigil outside my door all night and if she can see inside my head. Can
 she slip into my dreams? 
    



    Somebody coughs and then I hear shuffling down the hall. I think she’s gone.  
    



    I fight sleep now as I wonder if Ken thinks about me—if he dreams about what we did. My entire life began and ended the moment he got
 inside me.  
    



    “…hauls retail for the big stores…” I hear Luke’s voice somewhere in the back of my mind and I wish Ken would try to find me—that he’ll save me in the end, but I realize I’ve got to do things myself. Nobody in this world is going to help. Nobody. 
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    I open my eyes just as a door slams down the hall.  



    My door is ajar. 



    Mr. Greely is standing at the foot of my bed. The room is pitch black but for
 the white halo of light surrounding him. I wonder why he’s here and yet I have a vague sense that he’s watching over me. 
    



    “What are you doing? “ I ask sleepily. 



    He waves his right hand and then begins to speak. “Just checking on you. Making sure Maureen hasn’t been back to bother you.” He tips his head to one side. “You called me when you were little.” 
    



    What the hell is he talking about? I ask myself. 



    “I’m talking about you,” he says with a glint in his eyes. “There are angels in the world, Meg. If you hold your palms up you’ll feel the energy of your prayers. They’re in my heart.” 
    



    This is another dream. Dreams are doorways to other dimensions. They unlock
 boxes where secrets lay hidden. This is happening for a reason. I do as Mr.
 Greely asks. 
    



    I feel peace as I raise my arms and hold my palms out to him. 
    



    “Are you really an angel?” 



    He nods. “Sometimes the angels only need to hear a simple prayer. Childlike faith is a
 strength. You don’t need fancy robes and props. 
    



    “Long time ago a man came up with puzzles, grids and devices so he could talk to
 us. Silly crap. We’ll come if you believe. Be careful though, sometimes dark things sneak in.” 
    



    “I don’t understand.” 



    “I am Metatron, Lord of Light.” 



    “What the hell?” 



    The room is dark now. Devoid of angelic light and misty morning dreams. I
 remember things Dad said about Metatron. 
    



    He doesn’t come to you unless something heavy is about to go down. Not unless you’re special and what you’re about to do affects a lot of people. 
    



    I called him a few times, but he never came. I guess I’m not that special.  
    



    I rub sleep from my eyes and realize Mr. Greely is just a man. I was only
 dreaming. My prayers won’t be answered. 
    



    




    *     *     * 



    




    Another dusting of snow covers the ground this morning, filling in places where
 Davika poured her steaming liquid.  There are ice cycles hanging on windows and traffic is crawling by the Amelia
 Leech Home. 
    



    Several other girls are in the dining room eating breakfast. Their gazes are
 sad, distant. They eat cereal and scrambled eggs like normal people, but there’s nothing normal about a girl down and out on her luck.  
    



    Marsha Walker struts around the room. She studies each table and every girl. It’s as though she’s making notes in her head.  
    



    Mr. Greely is tossing dirty napkins, paper plates and cups into a plastic bag.
 He stops at my table. His white hair is tied back with a red bandana. He’s wearing torn jeans and a baggy denim jacket.  
    



    He’s next to me now. “Good morning, Meg. Hope you slept OK last night. Be careful because the floor
 will be slippery for a while. Don’t want you, or any of the others, slipping and falling.” He smiles and then waves his hand—just like in my dream. I watch him move away.  
    



    He leans over and whispers something to Linda Sinelli who is sitting at the next
 table with Lacey Wright. Linda giggles and her face flushes. She’s fourteen. She’s eight months pregnant. Her Dad promised her a new puppy once the baby is born
 and then given up for adoption.  
    



    Both girls watch Mr. Greely drag his plastic bag out of the dining room and over
 the threshold to the kitchen. He rounds the corner.  
    



    I decide to join Linda and Lacey. I want to know what they’re talking about. I pick up my tray. I feel Marsha’s gaze on me as I slip into the chair beside Linda. Both girls are chatting
 softly.  
    



    Mr. Greely always leaves a lasting impression, it seems.  
    



    “He’s so cute. Reminds me of my Great Uncle El,”  says Lacey Wright. She’s seventeen, blonde and was a popular cheerleader at the local high school. Her
 voice is monotone as she speaks to Linda. “Got to get this over with.” She touches her belly. “I’m worried about stretch marks. I’d die if I can’t fit into my school clothes!” 
    



    Linda nods absently and then bites her lip. “I wonder if I’ll think about my baby a long time from now.” Tears glisten in her eyes. “I saw something scary last night. Not sure if I’m just losing it.” 
    



    “I try not to let the stories about this house bother me. I’ve heard a lot.” Lacey’s eyes give her away, despite her outward demeanor. She touches Linda’s arm. “Why? What happened last night?”   
    



    Linda’s eyes dart to Patrick Lamont, the home’s director. He’s standing by the window. Arms folded. He looks lost in thought. He never says
 much. He’s like a phantom, thin and pale, floating from room to room in perpetual
 silence. 
    



     “I think Irene, Marsha and Maureen are really in charge. He signs releases and
 makes sure the bills get paid, but that’s about it,” Linda says softly.  
    



    She looks to Marsha who now stands in the archway separating the kitchen from
 the dining room. Her face is unnaturally white this morning. Marsha nods
 slightly at Linda. Their eyes lock for a moment and Linda shivers a bit when
 Marsha smiles, revealing yellowed teeth. Once more Marsha’s gaze moves from girl to girl.  
    



    Now Linda looks my way. She smiles at me weakly and motions for me to move
 closer. She does the same with Lacey.  
    



    Linda looks to Marsha once more and then she speaks. Almost in a whisper. “The windows. Most times nobody can open them, but I try all the time. I tried
 last night and my window opened real easy. I left it that way because it was
 stuffy. I woke up around three this morning. I heard somebody breathing. I saw
 a little girl at my window. She was hanging off the ledge with one hand. At
 first I thought she was trying to break in, but then I realized there was
 something wrong, that whoever—or whatever—I saw wasn’t human. She was pale. There was sooty stuff on her face and hand. She looked
 sick. Her eyes were really weird. She was wearing something white. A dress, I
 think. The sleeves were dirty and there was a burn hole on the shoulder. She
 opened her mouth and smoke came out.  Then she just faded away.”  
    



    “Just a dream,” says Lacey. 



    “They seem so real sometimes,” I say softly.  
    



    Linda shakes her head. “It wasn’t a dream. I got up after that. The window was down. Sealed. I pulled the
 curtains shut. I laid awake all night. I was so scared.” Linda’s eyes dart to Marsha. Watching us...as always.  
    



    “She can’t hear you. She’s just a creepy old whore,” Lacey tells Linda. 
    



    I nod in agreement thinking of what I’d seen when I passed her office. 
    



    Linda sighs and then begins to speak again. “I got out of bed when it started getting light. I heard traffic on the street
 and somebody singing down the hall. I opened the curtains. That’s when I noticed sooty finger marks on the ledge. I know that girl—that thing— was real and she was as dead as my grandma buried at Saint Anne’s cemetery.”  
    



    




    *     *     * 



    




    On that Friday I called my father on the payphone by the restrooms at Luke’s. It was early morning, but I knew he’d be awake. I knew he hadn’t sleep since he’d brought me to Luke’s around midnight. I dared not try lying to him in person. It’d be easier over the phone. There’d be no accusing stares. 
    



     I told my father I was hanging out with some girls from work after my shift
 ended. I didn’t need him to come get me. His voice was gruff. “You be careful. Well, maybe I get back to my own business early for once.” He sighed. “Try to be home by lunch. Your mother’s making the potato salad that you like.” 
    



    He sounded harsher than usual and I wondered if he’d lost money playing cards during those sleepless hours. My father bitched about
 heating the house in winter, raising three daughters and the price of
 groceries, but thought nothing of gambling. 
    



    I thought back to a time when I was a little girl. I was a light sleeper and a
 rainstorm woke me on this particular night. It was around one in the morning.
 Voices blended with thunder and water sloshed as a car passed on the street. I
 rubbed my eyes, sat up and lifted my shade. Two men stood on the walk,
 seemingly in deep conversation. Thick fog blanketed the landscape, making it
 difficult to see.  
    



    The men shook hands and parted as torrents of rain battered against my window.
 Not until I heard the front door open and then slam shut did I realize one of
 the men had been my father. 
    



    I heard him climb the stairs and a few minutes later open and close Beth’s door. Next was Jen’s and before I knew it he was standing in my doorway. 
    



    “Not asleep yet?” 



    “Can’t sleep.” 



    He moved farther into my room and then sat at the foot of my bed. His words were
 slurred. His face flush from drink and cold. “I know we have words sometimes, Meg, but your Daddy’s favorite.” 
    



    He rose, moved to the side of the bed and then pulled down the covers. He lifted
 me. Kissed my cheek. “Got to show you something,” he said almost tenderly. 
    



    I felt safe in those arms as he carried me up the attic stairs, into the musty
 place where old furniture, covered with plastic, was assembled in a corner.
 Outdated clothes hung on racks and toys were stored in cardboard boxes. It had
 been a while since I’d been there with him. I wondered why he chose to bring me there again. 
    



    My father set me down and turned on the overhead light. “I still come here. It never stopped. Never showed your sisters. Never will.” 
    



    I sat in an overstuffed chair with faded upholstery and cigarette burns on the
 headrest. Daddy sat on the arm and talked to me as rain struck windows. I don’t remember much more, just listening to his voice and drifting off to sleep. He
 must have carried me back downstairs later because I awoke in my bed, my
 stuffed bear on my pillow and a bar of my favorite chocolate on the nightstand. 
    



    I felt a pang of guilt on that August morning, years later, when I first lied to
 my father. For a moment I wished he’d lift me and carry me away to his secret place, talk to me until I slipped into
 slumber. But that moment passed when my father whispered something deep, low
 and unintelligible, I thought about that handshake as I pressed the phone’s receiver to my ear. I wondered what kind of wager he’d struck and how much money was riding on it. 
    



    “Is Ma right there with you? Or is somebody else there, Daddy?” I asked once my father’s whispers ceased. 
    



    “Nobody. Hear what I said?” Dad’s voice was louder now. “Just try to be home in time for lunch.” 
    



    “Sure, Daddy,” I said and then hung up. I pushed open the door to the restroom. I’d already changed, put on makeup and did my hair. I wanted to look perfect, so I
 went to the sink, laid down my bag and removed things I needed. I combed my
 hair and put on more mascara. I was making sure my long strawberry strands hung
 straight and smooth down my back when Lizzy came in. 
    



    She looked at me, arms folded. “Meg, I hope you know what you’re doing. We really don’t know much about Ken.” 
    



    I waved my hand at her. “It’ll be alright.” 
    



    She shook her head. “You’re young. You don’t know men at all yet.” 
    



    “I guess I need to learn then,” I told her as I tossed makeup and comb in my bag. Then I left her standing
 there on black and white tiles with a ray of sun streaming down on the
 porcelain sink.  
    



    As I left Luke’s that morning, I thought about my dad and how we’d clashed through the years. I stood up to him when my sisters didn’t and most times my actions got me grounded. Once or twice he’d slapped me across the face when I defied him by staying after school and
 hanging out with my friends, or cruising through town with Alan Berle. Dad and
 I had our battles, but once in a while he was tender, caring.   
    



    I thought about Daddy’s angels as I stood in Luke’s parking lot, bag slung over my shoulder, watching the sun rise higher. I
 thought of Ken gulping down coffee an hour or so before, not bothering with
 eggs, or the jukebox. I could still feel his breath on my face when he
 whispered, “Be back to get you in a bit,” before he made his way into a misty dawn. I wondered if he’d eaten someplace else. Maybe he was nervous about our date and food was the
 last thing on his mind.  
    



    My heart pattered each time I heard an engine roar.  A couple of guys zoomed by; honking, whistling. I didn’t respond. There was only one guy on my mind. 
    



    Ken’s truck came barreling down the road; dust swirled round massive black tires.
 The truck’s painted images seemed to move. The fire’s flames rose and swallowed the baby and the crowned figure licked his lips as
 steam from the road spiraled.  
    



     It was around eight fifteen in the morning when I climbed inside the place that
 held the essence and scent of a stranger—someone I should have stayed away from. I didn’t know he’d change my life forever. I didn’t realize that sometimes infatuation is like a potent drug, one that gets a hold
 of you and doesn’t let go until you give in to it—until it’s too late.  
    



    I was hot, ready for anything. I’d worn a tie-dyed mini. It fit snug against my body, rising to my thighs and
 showing off my summer tan. 
    



    Ken’s eyes swallowed me up as he turned the ignition and then shifted into drive.
 His short-sleeved shirt was tight on his chest and biceps bulged through cotton
 fabric. Blue veins stretched the length of his arms, swollen with his blood—pulsing with the life force that would soon overtake me. 
    



    “You’re so pretty. I wanted to ask you out for a long time, knew it could be good
 between us.”  
    



    “Glad you finally asked.” 



    “Look, because of what I do I haven’t got a lot of time to wine and dine you. Come Spring I can change my schedule.
 For now we’ve got to steal time.” He touched my bare leg. “Hope you know what I mean.” 
    



    His promises thrilled me. “I know,” I said. 
    



    He drove a few miles past Luke’s, took the highway leading to Century Lake and drove down a stretch of dirt
 road. I smelled the perfume of summer flowers and grass. The lake came into
 view, blue, sparkling underneath the hot sun. It was beautiful, but for a
 moment a dark feeling erupted.  
    



    I grasped the edge of my seat and thought about telling Ken I’d made a mistake. I wondered if he’d get angry, force me to do something I wasn’t ready for. The dark feeling went away when he turned and smiled at me. 
    



    He parked underneath thick trees. We sat there in silence for a while, looking
 at the lake, and then he leaned over and kissed me. It was quick and
 frightening. I didn’t stop him when his hands moved over my breasts and then between my legs. It
 wasn’t long before his fingers were inside me, probing, inching deeper, making me
 wet. 
    



    “We’ll be more comfortable in back,” he whispered to me.  
    



    He opened his door, moved around to my side and helped me out. We walked with
 arms around each other. I felt safe in those arms. I felt Ken’s strength and the hardness of his body. 
    



     Blue Jays dipped and dived in front of us and a butterfly—golden yellow with dark patterns on its wings—glided by. 
    



    The trailer had boxes neatly stacked in the rear.  An army jacket hung on a hook and several pairs of boots leaned against some
 plastic containers.  
    



    I wondered if Ken had been to ’Nam. I didn’t ask. Lots of guys who’d been there didn’t like to talk about it. I didn’t want to do anything to spoil the mood. 
    



    I took in a deep breath. I cast my eyes downward. There was a blanket on the
 floor. It was bright red and green. A face—African or maybe Aztec—was in its center. It wore a crown of bones. There were hearts on its cheeks and
 forehead. The words Love Potion were stitched across its neck. Its lips were full and its eyes were black orbs.  
    



    “New Orleans, right?” I said pointing to the blanket. 
    



    Ken chuckled softly. “Yeah. My magical love blanket.” 
    



    I wondered if he believed in the power of magic—of spells woven during rituals—or if he was just a collector of oddities. I wondered how many other women had
 lain on his unusual blanket. A surge of jealousy pulsed through me. 
    



    It dissipated when he said, “I’ve been lonely, Meg.” 
    



    He grabbed my hair and kissed me hard, running his hands over my body, making me
 tingle all over. 
    



    “There, there, pretty girl,” he said. 



    He lifted my dress over my head, undid my bra and slid down my panties. He took
 a step back. His eyes moved over my body. He smiled slowly and then pulled off
 his shirt. Soft tufts of brown hair covered his chest. He had the look of
 someone who worked out. I never got to ask if he frequented gyms all over the
 country—or if he brought his own bar bells into musty hotels, sweating and lifting on a
 hard cold floor. 
    



    He put his hands on my shoulders and gently pushed me down on the blanket. He
 slid down his jeans and then he covered me with his body. It wasn’t long before everything I knew slipped away. He was inside me, a stranger—a mystic who knew how to make my body feel things it hadn’t before.  
    



    I’d done it with Alan Berle before he got drafted. We were both curious about sex.
 I didn’t feel anything when he moved back and forth inside me. He used condoms. They
 pinched. It was over quick and that was the extent of it.  
    



    This was different. My body and Ken’s mingled like stars in a constellation. He introduced me to sensations hidden
 in flesh—like an enchanted chest filled with all the wonders of the universe. He brought
 me places I’d denied, kept secret all my life. Light and dark merged in one terrifying act.  
    



     Ken’s wooden drummer dangled from his neck. Its eyes bore into mine and for a moment—a flash—it smiled at me with sharp pointed teeth. It drummed, slow and steady and the
 sounds of birds, the lake and trees rustling mingled with Ken’s breathing. Sweat trickled from our pores, mixing together like a dark brew. 
    



    I climaxed for the first time that day and a second time before Ken told me he
 was going to explode. 
    



    I felt his hot liquid in me, telling myself you don’t get pregnant for doing it once with a guy. 
    



    “You come?” He asked me. 



    I told him, “Yes.” 



    “You’re really something, Meg. A card reader in New Orleans told me I’d meet a special chick. Must be you.” 
    



    “Must be,” I said as he covered my mouth with his. I imagined a woman dressed in colorful
 clothes, beads and earrings clicking as she turned over cards. 
    



    “The woman’s always right.” He told me as he kissed my chin, my neck and then my breasts. 
    



    Now a different image played out in my head; an old woman with a scarred face
 sat at a table covered with a lace tablecloth. A solitary candle burned. Its
 light illuminated her face.  A deck of cards lay by the candle. The woman picked up the cards and shuffled. 
    



    A man stood before her. Shadow obscured him. He tossed a bundle of money on the
 table.  
    



    The woman stopped shuffling, counted the money and then handed him a card.  “Another deal and it goes on and on,” she said. 
    



    The man leaned forward to accept the card and candlelight revealed his face.  
    



    “My father,” I said softly. 



    “What’s wrong?” Ken asked. “You zoning out on me, girl?” 
    



    “No, just thinking.” I told myself it was guilt. I’d lied to my father. I took a deep breath and looked into Ken’s eyes.  
    



    “You’re the best thing that’s happened to me in a while,” he whispered. 
    



    Wasn’t long before he was inside me again. This time it lasted longer.  
    



    He held me for a long time afterwards, not speaking, just kissing me, touching
 me. I told myself I loved him and was comforted by the thought that each Friday
 we’d be together. Why would it ever end? 
    



    




    *     *     * 



    




    Hot wind blew on my face as Ken’s truck rambled down the road. He held the wheel with one hand and took my hand
 with the other.  
    



    “I love the open road,” he told me. “Could never stay in one place. Don’t mean the right woman couldn’t share it with me.” He clutched my hand tighter. 
    



    I didn’t answer. I imagined myself traveling through cities and towns with him, making
 love in faraway motels and watching the sun rise at the end of a long haul. 
    



    We passed Luke’s, the old drive-in theater and the new mall. I gave him directions to my
 neighborhood when we passed the Baptist Church. 
    



    “Best I don’t go to your door. We’ll wait until the right time,” he told me when we drove over the city line. 
    



     He dropped me off at the end of my street. He kissed me goodbye. 
    



    “I’ll see you,” He told me. “Friday.” 
    



    I climbed onto the walk. My dress had risen above my hips. I tugged it down and
 then ran my hands through my tousled hair. I turned and saw old Mrs. Beldin
 peering out her window. I hoped she wouldn’t talk to my parents anytime soon, mention the truck with the odd painting
 flanking it, or its driver—leaning over to kiss me. I hoped she wasn’t planning on calling everyone she knew to tell them Barry Fiano’s daughter was whoring with the truckers from Luke’s. 
    



    I told myself it didn’t matter, that Ken and I had something special. I watched his truck move away,
 pretending I wasn’t being scrutinized by the town gossip. I felt soreness between my legs and
 hoped to God that things would be alright. 
    



    I walked home, feeling in love with Ken, smelling his scent on my skin, but
 something inside me said everything wasn’t going to be alright. 
    



    




    *     *     * 



    




    I’m thinking about the phantom girl Linda saw. Linda swears she’ll never try to open her window again, but I don’t think sealed windows, or doors, can keep out evil.  
    



    Linda and Lacey carry their trays back to the kitchen. They’re chatting softly to each other. They pass Patrick Lamont. He doesn’t seem to notice them. He doesn’t seem to notice anything.  
    



     Flora, a girl with straight red hair and freckles sprinkled across her nose sits
 next to me. She’s only sixteen.  
    



    “Meg, I found something,” she tells me with an excited voice. 
    



    “What?” I ask, my eyes darting to a girl sitting a few tables over—Marcy Long.  She’s bullied Flora before, stealing clothes from her closet and money from her
 bureau. I think she’s the one who messed with my things. Can’t prove it though. She’s holding up her arm, looking thoughtfully at a gold bracelet on her wrist. I
 wonder who she stole it from. I wonder if a knife is tucked in her boot or up
 her sleeve. 
    



    “It’s her second baby. First one was stillborn,” Flora shakes her head. “She was at Juvie before this. Dealing with her pimp boyfriend got her there.
 Probably lost the baby from the dope and shit.” 
    



    “Probably,” I tell her as I watch Marcy sip her milk. She’s just a young girl. No more than sixteen or seventeen. How did things turn out
 so bad for her? Now I look at Flora. Marcy hurt her. She hurt other girls, too.
 I refuse to feel pity. “So what were you going to tell me?” 
    



    “I found a Ouija board.” Flora says in between mouthfuls of food. “I was in the library last night, looking for a book about The Beatles. Nothing
 there but a picture book of John Lennon’s art. Then I figured I’d try to find Rosemary’s Baby. I was checking out stuff on a bookcase in the corner. Found the board behind
 some Sci-Fi novels. It’s old. Looks like somebody stashed it there a long time ago. It was late, nobody
 else was up. I brought it to my room.” 
    



    “Those things are creepy,” I tell her. “My sister, Beth, had one in college. Told me she burnt it because it spooked
 her. Never went into details, but she looked scared when she talked about it.” Patrick Lamont looks our way and then begins to make his way out of the dining
 room. He reaches the door leading into the hall and then seems to blend into
 shadows cast by the large potted plants flanking the walls. 
    



    “If you ask for only good spirits to come through then it’s alright.” Flora watches Marcy pour orange juice into a plastic glass. “Come by later if you want.” 
    



    “Alright, later.” 



    “Ok,” says Flora as she turns her full attention to her breakfast. She’s just a little girl. I hope she’ll find happiness one day and that she’ll recover from this horrible experience. 
    



     My mind wanders and I wonder who left the board behind, if it’s part of the darkness of the Amelia Leech house, or if it’s just a toy created on an assembly line with a thousand others like it. 
    



    No matter. I’m curious, drawn into the idea. I want to ask about Ken. Maybe it can tell me
 how to find him. I know there are spirits here. I know they see things beyond
 the walls of this house. 
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    The room is dark except for a nightlight. Rain pelts against a lone window
 facing an empty street. A radiator hisses. The floor creeks. Someone is
 speaking above the storm and sounds of an aging house.  
    



    It’s my sister Beth. She sounds excited. She looks a little scared. She always
 seems to know obscure and esoteric facts. “The Ouija board has been around for a long time. Originated in China; 1100 BC.
 Some people call it a spirit board, or talking board. Bet you didn’t know that. Aleister Crowley used one. His friend Achad summoned angels with
 the damn thing.”  
    



    Beth is sitting in a chair, her knees pressed against a girl sitting opposite
 her. Beth’s hair is tied back with a red ribbon. The other girl is blonde, slender and
 looks apprehensive. Her name is Belle. I haven’t seen her in a long time. I can’t remember why. She doesn’t speak. Just lets my sister ramble on. There’s a Ouija board balanced on their laps.  
    



    “Let’s do it,” says Beth. Both girls place their fingertips on a plastic planchette in the
 middle of the board. Beth sucks in her breath and then speaks slowly, “Spirits come to us. Give us a message.” 
    



    The planchette moves to the right and then stops.  



    Beth presses her fingers down harder. “Speak to us.” 
    



    Belle sighs. “The answers aren’t here.” 
    



    Both girls gasp when the planchette begins to move quickly touching a letter and
 then moving to another. 
    



    Beth shrugs.”Jibberish.” 



    “I have to go now, Beth.” Belle lifts her hands, holds them up and moves her fingers back and forth. “I’ve been with him. So many have been with him.” 
    



    Beth opens her mouth to speak, but disappears in dreamtime mist. Now I’m standing by an open grave. Birds screech and cold wind blows. 
    



    I remember why I haven’t seen Belle for so long. She’d been missing for months and then the cops found her body buried under a tree
 by Century Lake. Close to where Ken and I made love. 
    



    Now Ken is here, leaning against the truck. His face is thinner, paler. There
 are deep blue circles around his eyes. His lips are white. Blood drips from the
 trailer, onto tires and pavement and he tells me, “The magic worked. Moloch will have his sacrifice.” 
    



    I awake when a sand truck makes loud scraping noises on the street beneath my
 window.  
    



    I wonder if it’s a mistake to use the Ouija board. I wonder if Ken is more than a stranger I
 made love with—if he’s something wicked moving through the dark and through people’s lives; destroying them with evil enchantments. 
    



    




    *     *     * 



    




    Ken didn’t come to Luke’s the following Friday. Each time the door opened my heart beat fast and I hoped
 it was him. I gave up hoping when my shift ended.  
    



    All the things he said to me, his passion and the look in his eyes haunted me.
 How could he just forget?  
    



    He’d come back. He had to. 



    But he didn’t. 



    Before the morning Ken and I made love I was lonely. The loneliness hurt. It was
 nothing compared to how I felt when he disappeared. I cried. I felt like
 screaming each time Lizzy looked at me with her knowing eyes. 
    



    Time went by quickly. With Labor Day truckers began hauling Christmas stock to
 the malls and stores in surrounding cities. I thought maybe Ken would return.
 His truck would be filled with sweaters, boots and warm coats, but that didn’t happen. 
    



    I got a little concerned when I was two weeks late for my period, but I’d never been regular and sometimes I’d skip three or four months at a time. Once when I was three weeks late, after
 Alan Berle and I had done it, I took a bus to the clinic downtown and got
 tested. The test was negative. I didn’t get a period for another six weeks. 
    



    I told myself it was more of the same. I convinced myself that a girl with such
 erratic cycles couldn’t possibly get pregnant.  
    



    On the third week, after being with Ken, the smell of Luke’s coffee made my stomach queasy, but other than that I felt good. I figured if I’d be upchucking every morning if I was pregnant. My Mom was sick for three
 months with Beth, Jen and me. Doesn’t a girl usually take after her mother? 
    



    By Halloween my nipples felt sore and when once—when waiting for my Dad to pick me up after my shift—the cold wind felt like razor blades slicing through them.  
    



    I needed to get to the clinic, but I read in the paper they stopped the bus runs
 from my neighborhood. I had my driver’s license, but I didn’t have enough money saved for a car. My father waited while I cashed my check
 each week, took it all but ten bucks. He knew I kept my tip money in an
 envelope. I’d hand it over to him every Friday as well.  
    



    I put the extra in another envelope and stuck it under my tissues and makeup
 bag. 
    



    The only satisfaction I had was knowing my stash was hidden from my father.  
    



    He said, “Dreamers only end up with dreams. Hard workers get what they want in life.” He changed jobs a lot and collected unemployment whenever he could. It angered
 me that my hard earned money was being pissed away because my Dad didn’t deny his own dreams. 
    



    I dreamed a lot about Ken. We’d be driving to the lake, holding hands as the sun set. The drummer sat between
 us, lifting his hands up and down, his beats getting louder and louder. I saw
 Belle clawing her way out of a shallow grave.  Three old women kneeled beside a screaming woman. They sliced open her belly
 with kitchen knives and then removed a mass of slimy flesh from the hole they’d made. 
    



    Nightmare images were everywhere, but somehow it seemed normal and as though I
 was part of the horror. 
    



    “Why didn’t you come back sooner?” I asked Ken. 
    



    He didn’t answer. He just kept driving past graveyards and on deserted roads flanked by
 lakes of blood and fire. 
    



    There came a time when I dreaded sleep, but I’d always give in to it. 
    



    While at work I went to the toilet more than usual, checking my underwear,
 looking for telltale splotches of blood.  
    



    I told myself my period would come any day and things would be alright.  
    



    I’d jotted down the phone number in back of Ken’s truck, called it once. It rang—twenty times or more. I figured he was on the road. I’d try again. I’d get to tell him what was going down. 
    



    I deceived myself a lot back then. 



    




    *     *     * 



    




    Flora’s room is like mine except she’s got a spider plant hanging on a hook by her window. The Ouija board box is on
 her bed. A green sticker is on the upper right corner.  
    



    $9.99. A Special From Woolworth’s Toy Department. 
    



    Flora bites her lip as she presses her fingers on the plastic planchette. I can
 feel her knees shaking against mine. 
    



    “We’ll only speak to spirits of light,” she says to the board. “We won’t allow evil.” 
    



    “That ought to do it,” I say, thinking of the dream I’d had and then wondering how something bought at Woolworth’s could conjure anything but dust and neglect. 
    



    I think about the ghost girl Linda saw. Will she speak to us? Appear outside the
 window with sooty hands clawing on glass as smoke pours from her lips? 
    



    Flora sighs. “You ask it something.”  



    Why not? “Will I ever see Ken again?” 



    The planchette moves beneath our hands, flies across the board and points to YES. 



    “Cool,” Flora smiles. “Are you in Heaven?” 
    



    NO 



    “Where are you then?” She leans forward as though a voice will suddenly erupt from the board. 
    



    H-E-R-E 



    “This is freaky,” she says. 



    The planchette moves again—slowly from letter to letter. Flora and I say them aloud. 
    



    “I-D-I-E-D-H-E-R-E” 



    “Ok, that’s it,” I say as I shove the board and then stand. The planchette slides across the
 board and then stops with a quick jolt. 
    



    Flora’s face whitens. She quickly stands, shoves board and planchette back in the box.
 “I’ll put it back. Don’t want to mess with it anymore. Marcy Long told me her aunt stayed here back in
 the forties. Lost her baby. Told me lots of girls died here.” 
    



    “I heard that too, but it’s not the old days. This is a silly board game somebody bought at Woolworths.
 Besides, Marcy was probably just trying to freak you out.” 
    



    “No, sometimes she gets scared like the rest of us. One night I got up to pee. I
 was heading to the bathroom down the hall. Marcy was sitting on the stairs. She
 was crying. Sobbing like a little kid. She had a knife in her hand. I think if
 I hadn’t come along she might have done something bad to herself. I sat down next to
 her and she grabbed my hand. Told me how much the house spooked her and then
 she told me about her aunt.” 
    



    “Scared or not, Marcy has issues. I wouldn’t believe anything she says. Especially after the shit she’s done to you.” Something tells me otherwise, but still I try to calm Flora. “Maybe we made that thing move with our subconscious minds. I heard someplace
 that’s what happens with Ouija boards.” I flinch when the box falls off Flora’s bed and onto the worn braided rug. 
    



    “No, it’s haunted here. I know it.”  Flora has tears in her eyes. 
    



    “There’s something wrong here. I’m not sure what, but I’ll find out. Don’t be afraid. I doubt it’s evil spirits who eat eyeballs, or if Count Dracula’s coffin is in the basement.”  My attempt at humor fails and Flora sobs loudly. “Look, it’s an old house. The floors are uneven. The pipes, or any kind of vibration can
 set things off and make stuff fall.” 
    



    Flora still doesn’t look convinced. 



    Now the door creaks. The knob turns. The door slowly opens. 
    



    There’s nowhere to run or hide in this tiny room. I hold my breath as the door opens a
 bit more. Flora gasps, presses close to me.  
    



    The door creaks again. Someone—or something sighs. A shape is now evident as the door opens wider. The hall
 light brightens and I realize it’s Marcy Long. Arms dangling at her side. Knife glimmering in her hand. “They took my first baby. They’ll take this one too,” she says. She slides a finger over her knife, caressing it almost lovingly.  
    



    She takes a step backwards. The light flickers and then dies. Marcy is swallowed
 by darkness. 
    



    “Damn creepy chick. What the heck was she talking about?” snaps Flora. 
    



    “I’m not sure. Just trying to freak us out.”  
    



    Now we sit here on Flora’s bed, holding hands, shuddering each time we hear an unfamiliar sound. I’m keeping the baby. I don’t have much else. I don’t have anything at all, but a tiny bit of cash hidden away. Not enough so I can
 start a new life, but I got options.  
    



    Something taps at the window. I turn slowly to look. Dark streaks stain glass.
 Finger marks. 
    



    Child laughter erupts. First one voice. Then two and then a chorus of many. 
    



    “They died here,” Marcy is still standing in the dark. Is she taunting us? Or is this a warning? 
    



    “They all died. And so will we.” 
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    Snow is clumped on windows and the sitting room is chilly. There are copper
 vases with dusty fake flowers sitting on the mantle. There are logs in the
 fireplace, but no one ever lights a fire. The wallpaper is gray with black
 swirling designs and there are cobwebs stretched across the ceiling. 
    



    My sister Jen waits for me on a couch. It’s the first time she’s visited since Dad brought me here. She’s staring at the painting of Amelia Leech. She smiles when I sit across from
 her. 
    



    “Frumpy painting,” she laughs. “I could do a modern version of her—make her more hip.” 
    



    “Your portfolio is still in your old room back at the house,” I tell her. “I liked looking through it. I wish I had your talent.” 
    



    “I wanted to be an artist, move to New York, but Dad told me I’d starve, that marrying Jack would be best.” Jen’s eyes are sad. 
    



    “You have regrets?” 



    “Sometimes.” She looks to the floor. “But Daddy looked out for me the best way he could. Besides, Jack’s real good to me. We always have what we need. Isn’t that enough?” 
    



    No, it’s not enough, I think. 
    



    She’s staring at me now. Blue green eyes move from my face to my swollen belly and
 then she tells me, “You’ll find somebody, too.” 
    



    I wave my hand. I know my father sent her here. I know she’d never step foot in this place if it were not for his persuasion.  “I’m keeping the baby. I don’t care what people will say.” Maybe she’ll support my free spirited decision since her dreams were squelched by our
 father.  
    



    “You can’t. Where’s the father?” There are tears in her eyes. 
    



    “Trucker I met at Luke’s.” 



    “Does he know?” Her face reddens just like our father’s when he’s about to scold. 
    



    “Never saw him again.” 



    “Ever think about finding him? Do you even know how to? Dad is heartbroken, Meg.
 He cried when I visited him this morning. Sometimes I think you’re the only one he really loves.” 
    



    “That’s not true. How could you think that?” 
    



    “It was always you, Meg. I used to hear you guys talking late at night after he
 came home from wherever the hell he goes.” 
    



    “I don’t remember much of it. I think it was because I was the only one who was up.” 
    



     Her voice softens. “No matter. You made a mistake. It’ll be water under the bridge in a few months. Then you can get on with your
 life.” 
    



    I hate Jen now. Years of listening to my father, of being crippled by his old
 fashioned views have made her who she is.  
    



    “You’ll change your mind once reality hits.” Jen rises from her seat. She buttons her coat and then moves towards me. She
 leans down and wraps her arms around me. “Poor, poor Meg. The kid will be fine, have good adoptive parents.” She pats my back, pulls away slightly.  “Jack is taking us to Martha’s Vineyard on Memorial weekend. You’ll come with us. It’ll be good for you.” 
    



    I swear I hear laughter coming from Amelia Leech’s portrait. 
    



    “Bye, Jen,” I tell my sister. Nobody’s going to tell me how to live my life.  
    



    My sister moves away from me, wet boots sloshing on the rug, her expensive coat
 dappled with moisture. I don’t walk her out. I merely sit here, listening to the radiator hiss and ghost
 sounds in the walls. 
    



     




    *     *     * 



    




    In November my clothes were tight around my stomach. I was lost in a fantasy
 world and thought I was either sick or stressed out from working too many
 doubles at Lou’s.  
    



     I went to Westminster Mall with my sister Beth when she came home for
 Thanksgiving break. I donned an oversized coat and slid on a pair of flats. My
 ankles were swollen. The tight high heeled boots I liked to wear on shopping
 treks were out of the question. 
    



    Always one to head straight for form fitting sweaters and skinny jeans, on that
 day I checked out warm socks and gloves. Beth checked out the miniskirts at
 Shepard department store. 
    



    “You gaining weight?” She asked when I began thumbing through size eight cords with elastic waists. I’d never weighed more than a hundred five pounds. I’d been a size four since I was sixteen. 
    



    “I don’t get a chance to eat right anymore. I work long hours, gobble fries and burgers
 in between. And let’s not talk about Luke’s homemade pies.” 
    



    Beth eyed me suspiciously. “You ate stuff like that before. Never gained a pound.” 
    



    “Maybe my metabolism changed or something.” 
    



    “Maybe. Why bother working so much? Dad just takes most of it.”  
    



    I shrugged. I thought about money I’d stashed. I bit my tongue. Dad had a way of finding out things from my sisters.
  
    



    Beth tugged on the wool scarf around her neck. “Thank goodness I got into college with scholarships. I mean, maybe I’d be working with you if it weren’t…” She sighed. “I’m sorry, Meg. I didn’t mean it that way.” 
    



    “It’s alright. You were the smart one. You deserve to be in college—to have a good job later.” 
    



    She touched my arm. “You’re smart, too. You just have to believe in yourself a little more. Maybe  
    



    this summer we can sit down and go over options. See what kind of financial aid
 is out there. You’d have to start at junior college, but it’ll work out.” 
    



     “Beth, I think I might be sick—or something worse.” 
    



    “What’s wrong?” She yanked my arm, pulled me out of the store and into the entrance of a tiny
 tearoom next door. We sat on a bench beneath a Mary Cassette print; a woman
 cradling a fat-cheeked child. 
    



    “I haven’t had a period since August. I mean, I’ve gone two or three months before, but it’s different this time. I’m scared.” 
    



    She leaned back on the bench. “You still seeing that Berle kid?” 
    



    “No, not in a while. He got drafted.” 



    “Anyone else?” Her voice was a whisper.  



    Holiday shoppers whisked by with bundles and children scurried to see Santa who’d just arrived at The Outlet Company store. 
    



    “Around the middle of August I was with this guy, a trucker, but it was one time.
 I couldn’t be pregnant from just once.” 
    



    Her eyes flared. “Yes, you could.” She sighed deeply. “You’re in trouble and you’re pretending like life is going to go on like nothing is happening. This isn’t like you. You were the tough one.” 
    



    “I just got lonely, Beth. I got close to somebody who wasn’t straight with me.” I told her when a woman holding a toddler’s hand walked by us.  
    



    “Why didn’t you get checked out?” Beth’s eyes were filled with tears. Her hand trembled when she touched my fingers. 
    



    “I couldn’t get to the clinic downtown. Did you know they stopped the bus run? I mean, I
 couldn’t ask Dad.” I let out a tiny sob and then told myself not to break down.  
    



    We sat there in silence. Beth sobbed like a child and I stared at Christmas
 decorations hanging around the tearoom arch. Silver angels sparkled and
 snowflakes shined. For a moment it looked as though an angel’s eyes mocked me, that blood dripped from its white halo, but it was just lights
 reflecting.  
    



    Reality hit me on that November day as I held my sister’s hand, as we watched mothers wheeling babies in strollers and toddlers skipping
 towards a fat man dressed in red. I longed for that innocence, for that
 unquestioning faith, but I’d lost it and it was time to move on to the truth. 
    



    




    *     *     * 



    




    It’s early evening and I’m still pissed at my sister Jen. Her life would have been different if she’d followed her heart. 
    



    I make my way down the stairs and hear Marsha speaking softly to someone in the
 hall. The words are muffled by Davika singing in the kitchen and Mr. Greely
 hammering in one of the offices.  
    



    A few more steps and I realize my father is here. I hear his voice, low and
 measured. I guess the news of Jen’s failed attempt at reasoning with me reached him. He’s here to scold me. I wonder what engages him in conversation with Marsha.  
    



    I reach the bottom stair and see my father seated in the main hall. Marsha
 crosses her arms when she sees me approach. Her voice is menacing. “Oh, Meg, I was just about to come up to get you.” She sighs, looks to my father and then cringes when Davika sings louder than
 before. “I’ll leave you two to chat.”  
    



    She moves away. There’s something off about the way she walks. As though she floats away, casting
 elongated shadows on the furniture and walls. I swear I hear bones creak and
 low hissing as she enters her office and slams the door. 
    



    Suddenly Davika is silent. The hammering has stopped as well.  
    



    Now I look to my father. He’s haggard. I know he hasn’t sleep in days. His clothes smell fowl. He gazes up at me and then his eyes
 drift to my belly. 
    



    “What’s going on? Your sister Jen is upset.” He runs a hand through his hair.  
    



    “I don’t want to stay here. It’s a bad place. You can’t make me stay.” 
    



    I expect an argument and deep rage, but my father remains calm. Too calm as he
 tells me, “There are lots of bad places. Lots of dark things. Sometimes you think you’re doing the right thing. Offering yourself to the light, but it blasphemy. It’s a lie and that lie gets you in the end.” 
    



    He rises. 



    “I’m keeping the baby, Daddy.” 



    He smiles at me, but his eyes are vacant, as though his soul—his vibrant persona—has deserted him. “I’m not sure how it’ll all end up, but you pray, kiddo?” 
    



    “I’m not sitting around praying.” 
    



    His smile chills me this time. I notice there’s blood crusted at the corner of his mouth. His teeth are tinged with something
 brown. “Talk to the angels, not like I did, but just talk. Maybe they’ll help. Just maybe...” He reaches into his pocket, removes car keys. “I used to carry around cards. Platonic symbols painted on cardboard. I thought
 they were magic. I don’t think angels want to make it that complicated.” 
    



    At that moment Mr. Greely enters the hall. He doesn’t speak, just nods at my father, winks at me and then makes his way up the
 stairs. 
    



    My father watches until the old man is out of sight. and then speaks again. “Bye, Meg.” 
    



    “Daddy, my prayers don’t get answered.” 
    



    “If you look hard enough you’ll see angels. I want to believe my girl will see them.” 
    



    Now I’m convinced my Dad has lost it. “Angels can’t get in here.” 
    



    “They’re closer than you think.” 



    “I don’t believe you.” 



    “Then we’re all doomed, aren’t we, Meg?” He bows his head, slips  his hands in his pockets and leaves me. 
    



    I hear Marsha laugh as my Dad slams the door. I know I won’t see him again. He’s on his way to Hell and he just came here to tell me goodbye. 
    



    Alone now.  



    Always alone. 



    




    *     *     * 



    




    I’m sitting on a faded brown sofa in the upstairs den. My feet are propped on a
 lopsided coffee table. A small TV sits on a worn wooden stand. The volume is
 turned down. The news is on. Grainy scenes from Viet Nam flash before me. There’s several overstuffed chairs scattered around the large room. There are windows
 to the right and left. Small watercolor paintings of flowers and birds hang on
 the walls. There’s a payphone in between. I tried calling Ken on it a few times. No answer. 
    



    I hear somebody running in the hall. A door slams in the distance. The furnace
 kicks in. I swear something floated past the windows.  
    



    The running sounds are closer. I see a shadow stretch across the threshold, a
 low sinister laugh and heavy breathing. I grip the edge of the sofa.  
    



    I touch my belly and feel the baby move as Flora bursts through the door. Relief
 fills me, but fear is etched across Flora’s face. Her cranberry maternity top hangs to her knees. She’s wearing bright pink stretch pants underneath, white sneakers and her hair is
 tied back with a tie dyed scarf. She joins me on the sofa; sitting down heavily
 and then crossing her arms over her chest. Her eyes dart to the door and then
 at me. 
    



    “I put the board back where I found it,” she tells me. “I heard something in the library—a girl—she was saying, ‘Help me, help.’” 
    



    “Probably Marcy Long busting your balls.” Wind beats against the windows. I shiver  
    



    “They locked Marcy in her room. Sedated her. I overhead Marsha telling Irene
 Dugan that Marcy got out of control. They found three more knives in her room.” 
    



    I feel a pang of sympathy for Marcy, but I feel worse for Flora. She’s shaking. Her face is wet and red from crying. 
    



    I hug her and she tells me, “I’m so scared.”  
    



    “Calm down. Don’t let this place get to you,” I tell her. 
    



    Flora jumps when the phone rings. 



    I rise from my seat, make my way towards it. I think of Marcy Long alone in her
 room, perhaps surrounded by ghost girls. 
    



    The ringing seems to grow more menacing as I draw nearer. I grasp the receiver
 and electric currents pulse through my hand. I say, “Hello.” Into the mouth piece. 
    



    A haunting voice answers me. 



    “Help me. Help me…” 



    I quickly place the receiver back on its hook. I’m spooked as the voice continues to call for help from someplace in my head and
 then from below. 
    



    Flora is by my side. She’s tugging on my sleeve. 



    “I just saw something—a face peeking in the window.” She’s shaking. 
    



    “Get a grip.” I put my arm around her. The phone rings again. We stay close until it stops
 and then we hold hands moving out of the den and into the dimly lit corridor.
 We’ll stay together tonight.  
    



    I hear Flora whimper and wonder if one day we’ll be calling for help, lost between life and death—ghosts in this house of mystery.  
    



    “I won’t let anything bad happen to you, Flora.” 
    



    “Promise?” She pouts and then a tear, like unblemished crystal, forms at the corner of her
 left eye. 
    



    I can’t promise a damn thing. 
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    I volunteered to help with the chores. It’ll make time pass quicker. Maybe I won’t think about Ken so much.  
    



    I’m in the library, dusting off books and shelves. There’s a small couch in the midst of the bookcases. The floor is hardwood, shiny,
 with no scratches or scuff marks. There’s an open closet behind the couch. Books are stacked on its floor. There are no
 windows here and there’s a pungent musty smell. Most girls don’t take advantage of the knowledge stored here. There are thick volumes on
 quilting and sewing. Literature books take up two bookcases and there are
 Science Fiction, Horror and Fantasy books, too.  
    



    I grab a copy of Paradise Lost, by John Milton. I notice there are explanations and notes accompanying Milton’s poetry and some of Blake’s art. I slide the book into my pocket. 
    



    I know the Ouija board is nearby, probably behind a classic by H. G. Wells or
 Lovecraft. 
    



    I feel its presence, a dark spirit that wants to be heard and set free. I feel
 other things here, too. Memories of the Amelia Leech Home. Specters struggling
 to survive the passing of time.  
    



     I try to shrug off words and feelings inside my head as I move about, dusting
 and straightening. I can’t reach the high shelves and I look around for something to stand on. There’s a utility ladder in a corner. It’s about five feet high, enough so that I can clean several of the high shelves.  
    



    I drag the ladder to a bookcase and then carefully climb the steps.  I run my dust rag over book tops, over wood. I sneeze and feel the ladder
 wobble. 
    



    “Help me…” 



    I freeze. The voice is coming from the closet. I tell myself it’s one of the girls messing with me. Or maybe it’s my imagination. I know different when a dark foreboding fills my gut. 
    



    The voice grows louder. “Help me. They beat the drums so I won’t hear.” 
    



    The ladder shakes. I press my hands against the shelf, trying to brace myself. I
 carefully step downward, but I’m not sure how much longer I can hold on. 
    



    I hold my breath. My eyes dart to the closet. No wire hangers dangle from a
 wooden rack. Gone are books piled on the floor. An archway looms just beyond
 the threshold. Bones are scattered on a blood stained floor.  
    



    “Help me.” A figure emerges from the dark. A young girl. She steps onto the threshold and
 stops short as if something prevents her from moving into the library. Blood
 pools around her ankles. Her white night gown is streaked with red. She’s holding something wrapped in a blanket. Smoke billows from it. The girl drops
 it and it turns to dust.  
    



    “What the hell?” I say. 



    “Your voice unbinds me. He told me to listen. That you are the one,” she says as she steps over the threshold and into the room. She’s moving towards me—hands outstretched. I manage to climb down another step—maybe two. 
    



    This is insane. It’s a joke, I think as the ladder wobbles. Aria O’Malley covered herself with ketchup last week and then ran through the halls
 screaming she’d been stabbed. This is more of the same. 
    



    “Who put you up to this? Who are you?” 



    “Help me,” the girl says as I feel myself fall and my thigh hit something hard. I think of
 my child, enclosed in the walls of my uterus. Will we survive this or does it
 end here and now?  
    



    




    *     *     * 



    




    Beth’s gynecologist agreed to see me the day after Thanksgiving. It was snowing. The
 roads were icy and Beth’s old Chevy skidded a lot. I held onto to my seat until she parked the car in a
 small lot in back of a white medical building on Broadway in Providence. 
    



    The waiting room was nearly empty, except for a couple of girls around Beth’s age—probably getting their checkups and then returning to school with high spirits
 and promising futures. 
    



    “Do you want me to go in with you?” Beth asked when the nurse called me. 
    



    “No, I’ll be fine. Thanks.” I rose and followed the nurse into a small examining room. 
    



    The doctor knocked a few minutes later. He was tall, with a receding hairline.
 He touched my stomach. 
    



    “How long since your last period?” 



    “August second.” 



    “Why did you wait so long?” 



    “I’ve never been regular.” 



    He did a quick internal and then leaned over and spoke softly. “Have you thought about abortion? There’s still time. In situations like yours—” 
    



    “No. Never.”  



    I don’t remember much after that. Just watching him strip off rubber gloves and
 telling me it was alright to get dressed. 
    



    I joined Beth in the waiting room. 



    “What’s the plan?” she asked. 



    “He suggested an abortion.” 



    She lowered her eyes. “A couple of years ago I...” 
    



    I didn’t judge her, but what my sister had done wasn’t something I could live with. 
    



    “I’ll just go away,” I told her.  



    “Our parents will freak.” A tear streamed down her cheek. 
    



    “In a year or two it won’t matter.” 
    



    A truck barreled through the snow. I wondered if it was Ken coming back for me.
 I held onto that hope until Beth pulled into our parent’s driveway. It was just wishful thinking.  
    



    




    *     *     * 



    




    Irene Kendall is hovering over me. Her breathe smells bad. There are brown
 stains on her uniform. She has short white hair. Her face is lined with age. I
 feel as though she’s guarded—as though she keeps dark and arcane secrets. Her office is small. The walls are
 white and her desk is cluttered with file folders. A folding chair is in the
 corner and the small cot I’m lying on is parallel to the desk. 
    



    Her stethoscope is pressed against my stomach.  



    “It could have been worse. There’s a nasty bruise on your hip, but other than that things are fine.” 
    



    “The baby.” 



    “The fetus is insulated. It would take a lot more to harm it. Knew a girl who was
 hit by a car when eight months gone. It sent her flying. She broke two legs,
 but her baby survived.” 
    



     “I thought one of the girls was playing a practical joke, but I don’t know this girl. And I remember seeing other things.” I think of the girl bending over me as I hit the floor. I remember looking past
 her, into the darkened closet and seeing other girls hovering on the threshold. 
    



    The color went out of Irene’s face. “I’ll have Maureen check it out. A new girl arrived here. A friend of Marcy Long.” She sighed. “Do me a favor, don’t go down to library by yourself from now on.” 
    



    “Why? I can take care of myself. I’m not afraid. I used to stand up to girls who picked on my older sister Beth
 when we were kids.” 
    



    “It’s not about being tough. Put some ice on your leg. No more climbing ladders
 while you’re pregnant.” 
    



    “How long have you worked here?” I ask her.  
    



    “Thirty years come September.” 



    “The library—was it something else before?” 
    



    “There were two doctors and two other nurses on staff back in the thirties and
 forties. The library was a delivery room then. In forty nine we made
 arrangements with Lying Inn Hospital to bring our girls there.” 
    



    “Did any of the girls die?” 



    She smiles weakly. “We lost a couple of girls during a blizzard in forty eight. Wasn’t our fault.” 
    



    “Maybe they’re still here,” I tell her. 
    



    She laughs. “You didn’t hit your head down there, did you?” 
    



    “All I’m saying is that I never saw that girl before. There were other girls, too. This
 place gives me the creeps and now you’re lying to me.” 
    



    “I don’t lie. You saw nothing.” 



    “This is all bullshit. I’ll find out the truth.” 
    



    Irene pats my hand, “Truth is different for all of us. Depends on what’s deep in your heart.” 
    



    “What the hell are you saying?” 



    She smiles, but her eyes hold no humor. “Just go, dear.” 
    



    I leave her, feel her watching me as I limp towards the door. Even when I shut
 it behind me, I swear she still sees me.  
    



    I hear her voice in my head. “Depends on what’s deep in your heart.” 



    The feeling stays with me until I enter the kitchen and see Davika chopping
 carrots, onions and celery. She tosses them into a simmering broth. She’s singing, but stops suddenly when I open the fridge and remove ice cubes from
 the freezer.  
    



    “You get spooked, girl? I heard what happened.” 
    



    I grab a dish towel from the rack, wrap it around the ice and then press it to
 my hip. “What’s going on here?” 
    



    There are tears in her eyes. Maybe they’re from the onions. Her voice tells me a different story. “Look, for everything good there’s got to be something dark. It’s balance and what stops the world from blowing up. Women have babies every day.
 They love and nurture them. That’s the good. Then there’s the other side. There’s the women who have babies and don’t get to love them.” She purses her lips. “They got to be taken away.” 
    



    “Taken where?” 



    She turns and strikes the cutting board with such force that wood splinters. “Mr. Greely and me just make sure things stay balanced.” She shakes her head. “Know too much and they lock you up. Like they did to Marcy Long.” 
    



    “What are you talking about?” 



    She doesn’t answer. She just puts her hands on her hips. 
    



    I wait for her to speak again, but she won’t. She’s told me more than she should have, so I leave her chopping vegetables and
 wiping tears from her eyes. I walk the halls of this place knowing it’s a living hell and that its residents are the pawns of evil. 
    



     




    *     *     * 



    




    Lizzy caught on I was pregnant a week after I saw Beth’s doctor. She’d gaze at my stomach, pity etched across her face. She confronted me one day
 when I emerged from the restroom. I was clutching my belly and feeling tiny
 flutters inside me. 
    



    She watched me as I sighed deeply and then leaned against the wall. I stared
 absently at the payphone and then heard Lizzy’s harsh voice erupt. “You heard from Ken?” 
    



    “No, what of it?” 



    “I know when a girl’s in trouble.” 
    



    “I’m just gaining weight.” 



    She grabbed my elbow. “I had the same look in my eyes when I was a little older than you. I’d touch my belly and wonder what was I was going to do. One day I left the small
 town where I grew up. I was five months gone. Went to Boston. After a while I
 settled here. Started over. My Billy is a full grown man now. People think his
 father died.”  
    



    “I’m so sorry.” 



    “Keep my secret and I’ll keep yours. Now, what about Ken?” 
    



    “I haven’t seen Ken. Can’t get in touch with him. I think something might have happened.” 
    



    Lizzy shook her head. “Maybe more than you Imagine.” 
    



    “Huh?” Her comment was odd, but then again everything seemed odd and surreal. 
    



    “Nothing. You can’t stick around, not in a small town. Not the way your father is.” 
    



    “I’m saving up.” 



    “I don’t think there’s enough time to save up what you’re going to need. I can help.” 
    



    “You want to help me? How?” 



    “Look, when I was young I earned a living best as I could. I did some things I’m ashamed of it. Made what I call sin money, if you know what I mean. I saved lots of that money and bought a tenement
 outside of Boston. There’s an empty apartment on the third floor. It’s not much. It needs cleaning, but you could go there. Get on assistance. I’ll drive you out after Christmas if you want.” 
    



    “You’d really do that?” 



    She nodded. “I’ve seen your father about town. I know the men he hangs with. I see the look in
 his eyes when he’s waiting for you to get off work. Like he’s just been dealing with the Devil.”  
    



    “My father is a little rough around the edges. He’s no role model for father of the year, but I think he loves me. I think he...” 
    



    She folded her arms. “I’m afraid for you. That’s all.” 
    



    I’d tried to keep fear and confusion in check until I heard the concern in Lizzy’s voice. Emotion got hold of me and I began to sob. Wondering what the future
 held and thinking about what a fool I’d been. 
    



    




    *     *     * 



    




     The blood dotted my underwear. Not a lot, but enough to make me worry. It was a
 week before Christmas. Luke’s was decorated with wreaths and he’d put cheap plastic candles in the windows.  
    



    Lizzy and I were working double shifts. I wasn’t feeling so hot. Thinking about the hours ahead of me made me feel weaker.
 There was no one to tell but Lizzy. I waited until break and then followed her
 out to the parking lot.  
    



    She was leaning against the side of the diner when I found her. Puffs of smoke
 circled around her. Her gaze was distant, almost ethereal as she watched
 snowflakes tumble from the gray sky. 
    



    “Knew you’d be here,” she told me as she tossed her butt on the ground and then crushed it. 
    



    “I’m bleeding. Something’s wrong.” 
    



    Concern spread across her face. 



    “How long has it been going on?” 



    “Since last night.” 



    Her voice shook when she spoke. “Damn. I thought I could help you hide from them. I can still try.” 
    



    “What?” I felt dizzy. What she’d said didn’t make sense to me. “Who are they?” 



    She shrugged. “Your parents, I guess. Look, go tell Luke you’re sick and that you need to see a doctor.” She glanced at her watch. “He won’t give me any shit. I’ve done him too many favors over the years. Working doubles. Even waiting to get
 paid when things were rough for him. I’ll drive you to the hospital.” 
    



    “He’ll think...” 



    “Does it matter what he thinks? It’ll be alright.” 
    



    It wasn’t long before Lizzy pulled her car onto the highway. I was cold and scared.  
    



    Lizzy drove me to Saint Joseph’s emergency room. She stayed by me when an elderly doctor examined me thoroughly
 and asked, “Have you had any prenatal care?” 
    



    “No.” 



    “There’s a mass lodged in your birth canal. Could be a benign polyp. Could be something
 more. It needs to come out. The sooner the better. We can do it tomorrow.” 
    



    Panic rose inside me. “I can’t stay here. I’ll have it done when I get settled.” 
    



    “Not recommended,” he said sternly. 



    Lizzy held my hand as I wept.  



    Fear filled me and then despair. “Luke will tell my Dad we took off together.” 
    



    “I’m sorry. I tried to change it for you. Guess things are set in stone. You do
 what you have to. Things will turn out just the way they’re supposed to in the end.” 
    



    Once more her comments struck me as odd, out of sync with what was going down
 and then I remembered something she’d said earlier... 
    



    “I thought I could help you hide from them.” 
    



    “What are you talking about?” 



    “Don’t mind me. I’m just a tired old waitress.”  
    



    She left me there. Tears streaming down her face as she moved away. Was there
 more to Lizzy than what people saw? And did she know more about Ken than she
 let on? 
    



    




    *     *     * 



    




    Once settled in a hospital room I reached for the phone by my bed and dialed my
 house. 
    



    My mother answered. She sounded weary. 



    My heart pounded. I spoke quickly. I knew if I hesitated I might not say what I
 needed to. “Ma, I won’t be coming home for a few days. I’m in the hospital. I’m bleeding. I’m pregnant and ...” 
    



    “I know, Meg. My God, I know.” she said softly.  
    



    “How?” 



    “I always knew. You bleeding because you’re losing it?” Her voice was tinged with ice, very odd as my mother was normally warm and
 loving. 
    



    “No, it’s a polyp or something. They need to take it out.” 
    



    Now she spoke to my father. “I was right. She’s pregnant.” 
    



    I heard my father saying something unintelligible. I heard things crashing and
 banging in the background. 
    



    “Your father is slamming furniture. Punching walls. What hospital?” Her tone remained icy. 
    



    They were there within the hour. 



    My father grimaced when a nurse set milk and cookies on a tray before me. He
 waited until she left and then told me in his matter of fact way. “You give it up. Ain’t no way you’re going to raise a kid.” 
    



    “Who’s the father?” asked my mother. 



    “A trucker. He went to ’Nam. I can’t get in touch with him.” I lied about the ’Nam part. 
    



    “Why did God do this? I can’t deal with the shame.” My mother wrung her hands. 
    



    My father turned to her and spoke gruffly. “Anne, keep your cool for the sake of your health. You know what’s happening. It wasn’t God that did this. Now it’s best we make plans.” He touched my cheek. “I’m sorry. I should have paid more attention.” He rose from his chair and went to the window. 
    



    My mother sat there, head bowed, mouthing something about the neighbors and the
 dishonor I’d caused the family. 
    



    My father spoke slowly, deliberately as he stared into night’s landscape. “He’s out there somewhere in the dark, moving along just like nothing happened, like
 he hasn’t caused any hurt.” 
    



    “You shut up. Don’t try to blame this on superstition. On things we did a long time ago.” My mother snapped at him. 
    



    My father turned. Tears streaked  his face. “In the beginning I thought those things would help my family, but he’s a damn trickster.” 
    



    “You’re upset, Barry,” my mother told him in a robotic voice. 
    



    “Let’s go,” he said as he whisked by my bed. “We’ll be back when it’s light.” 
    



    My mother rose and followed him, head bent, tears spattering on the worn tile
 floor. 
    



    Alone in the dimly lit room I thought about things my father prayed to when I
 was a child and about the handshake he’d once made in the dark.  
    



    I drifted to sleep. Dreams of Ken driving in darkness emerged. Screams echoed
 from the trailer. Blackbirds circled above him. 
    



    My father’s voice erupted through the eerie sounds of night, “... he’s a damn trickster.” 



    




    *     *     * 



    




    The operation was short and painless. The growth was a benign polyp. 
    



    My parents ushered me out of the hospital two days later.  
    



     My father had everything planned right down to the last detail. He even went to
 the diner and talked to Luke about giving me a leave of absence. “Got to keep your job secure. Lord knows how long it’ll take you to find something else once this is over.”  
    



    I was taken off the diner’s schedule until June. I wondered if the other waitresses, the cooks and
 customers whispered about me in hushed tones. 
    



    Beth went on a ski trip to Canada for Christmas. Jen and her family drove up to
 Buffalo to celebrate with Jack’s parents. Dad would have normally argued with my sisters, insisted they
 belonged here with us, but he just wished them well. Then he told my mother it
 was best we didn’t celebrate Christmas at all.  
    



    He arranged for my stay at the Amelia Leech Home. I heard him talking soft and
 low on the phone to someone there. His hands shook after he hung up and I swear
 he looked as though something scared the hell out of him. He didn’t speak much until we arrived on a cold day when snow and sleet came down in
 torrents.  
    



    I felt the darkness as soon as I stepped inside. 



    We were ushered into Marsha Walker’s office. She didn’t smile. She motioned for us to take seats in front of her desk. Always the
 stoic one; dark hair in an upswept, dark suit. Heavy pancake makeup. The shades
 were drawn. Her desk was empty but for a photograph of a little girl. I guessed
 it was her daughter. The child had expressionless eyes and limp blonde hair
 hung past her shoulders. 
    



    “Your room will be on the second floor. House rules are you’re present at specified mealtimes. Curfew is before sundown or we send people
 looking for you.”  
    



    I imagined a squad of zombies searching the streets for wayward girls. Marsha in
 the lead, holding a butcher knife in one hand and a chainsaw in the other. 
    



    She looked at me. There was no hint of compassion in her eyes. “You’re legal age, Meg. We’d probably let it go.” 
    



    “She won’t be leaving unless I pick her up. Those are my rules,” my father said.  
    



    “You might think she murdered someone, Mr. Fiano.”  
    



    “If she had we might all be better off,” he snapped back. 
    



    “Well, she’s over eighteen. Neither you or I can stop her from taking a walk to the corner
 drugstore, or going to the cathedral down the street. She even has the right to
 leave if she doesn’t want to stay.”  
    



    “She can’t leave and you know it,” my father said absently, his eyes filling with tears. 
    



    Marsha nodded at him and then looked my way. “I’d like to show you your room, Meg. Mr. Fiano males aren’t allowed past the first floor. Can you wait here?” 
    



    My father folded his arms. “Fine. Let’s get her settled quick.” 
    



    Marsha rose from her desk. “Come along then.” 
    



    She waited for me to join her at the door. She took my elbow, led me into the
 hall and then leaned over to shut her office door. She didn’t say a word as we moved up the stairs. 
    



    She took me to the first floor landing and then gently pushed me out of view. “I had to get you alone. Now, we’ll take care of everything. Your father doesn’t understand the way things work.” 
    



    “I know. It’s always been that way.” 
    



    “Well, he’s got a lot to learn.” Her makeup cracked a bit when she smiled for the first time.   
    



    “It’s best I stay. I’m not ready to battle him now. I’m tired. I need to think is all.” I patted my stomach.  
    



    She nodded. “The battle will come later.” Her voice was ominous.  
    



    Marsha’s words were odd, but the world had become insane and I needed time. 
    



    I allowed Marsha to lead me back down the stairs. I thought I saw dark things
 out of the corner of my eye and weeping when we passed photos hanging on the
 walls. Young girls. Pale with empty dark eyes.  
    



    “Who are they?” I asked. 



    “Amelia Leech’s request they be hung, never taken down. No one asked Amelia questions.” She turned to look at me. “Money. Rather eccentric.” 
    



    I stared into the eyes of a girl a little younger than myself. She held a white
 lily as though she held a child. A tiny tear had formed in her right eye when
 the photographer snapped the photo. A sense of loss and mourning filled me. 
    



    Marsha turned and continued her downward climb. The storm grew more intense. The
 house grew darker and seemed to swallow me with its sadness. 
    



    




    *     *     * 



    




    Adhering to a rotating schedule, Maureen Dugan drives me, and others, to a women’s clinic on the East Side for prenatal care. We don’t share a waiting area with married patients. We are seated in the basement. The
 place has a medicinal smell. It’s clean and well kept, but there’s an icy, uncaring essence about it. 
    



    This morning I wait my turn to be examined. Marcy Long sits across me, arms
 folded and legs crossed. Maureen Dugan sits close by her side. Gone is the
 defiant look in Marcy’s eyes. Her long black hair is dull and greasy. Her face is pale. 
    



    Lacey Wright and Linda Sinelli are already in examination rooms. Nurses stand in
 doorways, sneak glances my way and they whisper. I shrug it off. To hell with
 them. Life is a journey of mistakes. Some of them more tragic than others.  
    



    I pick up a magazine from a wobbly wooden table. I thumb through pages, gazing
 at pretty clothes I can’t wear, let alone afford. There are articles on upcoming art shows. In photos,
 artists stand by large abstract canvases.  
    



    I sigh and turn the page. There is a layout about New Orleans, the Mardi Gras
 coming up in March and a list of available hotels with descriptions and prices.
 I flip a page. Here’s photo of one of the historical graveyards. There’s an article, too. It explains: The above-ground tombs in the cemeteries of New Orleans are called cities of the
 dead. Enter the moss covered gates and you will be greeted by decorative, rusty
 ironwork, and sun-bleached tombs. Crosses and statues on tomb tops are old and
 cracked, yet they retain mysterious and eerie beauty. 
    



    There’s more photos of random tombs. One where a politician is buried, another a jazz
 singer who died of a drug overdose and the last is a large marble tomb emblazed
 with the words Magic Man of the Garden District. There are coins, votive candles and flowers on the tomb. I look closer at
 words carved into the moss covered stone.  
    



    Kenneth Rogers Aster, Born 1901 Died 1930. 



    I think it might one of Ken’s relatives. His father? It’s a common name. Isn’t it? 
    



    I read the caption beneath the photograph. 



    Kenneth Rogers Aster was a carpenter who made sturdy furniture and hauled his
 wares cross country to merchants. He worked with local dressmakers to
 distribute their clothing. Aster was said to practice dark magic. He was linked
 to the disappearances of several children throughout the country. Scant
 evidence and iron clad alibis worked in Aster’s favor. Suspicion mounted, but he was never convicted. Some said he hauled the
 bodies of his victims to the underworld.  
    



    Aster was murdered in 1930. Killer unknown. Body cut and bleeding inside his
 trailer. 
    



    “What are you reading?” Maureen Dugan is standing over me, hands on hips. Marcy is next to her.  
    



    “About New Orleans. I’d like to go there.” 
    



    She smirks. “Sure. Come on. Doctor is waiting.” 
    



    “He’s coming to get our babies.” Marcy’s voice is soft. She’s got a faraway look in her eyes. 
    



    “Don’t be taunting other girls. Stay in your seat until they’re ready for you,” Maureen snaps at her.  
    



    I watch Marcy move slowly back to her seat. So docile. I guess they’re still giving her sedatives. 
    



    Now I follow Maureen to a small examination room  where I’m told to strip from the waist down and then lay on an examination table.  
    



    I do as I’m told and close my eyes. A vision of Ken lifting bloody bundles fills my head.
 He stops for a moment, looks my way and smiles slowly.  
    



    “Coming back for you. Won’t be long.”  
    



    I hear a metallic sound and a man clears his throat. “Everything is normal,” says a young doctor as he tosses metal clamps on the table. 
    



    I shiver when he smiles the same way Ken did in my vision.  
    



    




    *     *     * 



    




    The first night I spent at Amelia Leech’s I dreamed of the girl with the teardrop in her eye. I sat on the stairs. The
 storm sounded outside and someone—a woman—was chanting, or singing in another room. The photographs lining the stairs were
 as large as life; like massive works of art hanging in modern galleries.  
    



    I heard a sigh and turned to see the weeping girl lean forward, toss her hair
 and then climb over the photo’s frame. She clutched her lily. Now dead, brown and smelling fowl. 
    



    She wept as I approached her. 



    “What’s wrong?” I asked her. 



    “They wouldn’t let me see my baby. Her father came. Took her away in his old truck. Tucked
 her in between furniture and clothes.” 
    



    “Who is her father?” 



    “The Magic Man. He wants me to make another like her. He’s coming back. Even though he died it doesn’t stop him. It never stops.” 
    



    “What?” 



    Suddenly she was gone. The sound of chanting intensified and the sound of
 beating drums filled my head. 
    



    The girl’s words rung in my ears when I awoke.  



    “Even though he died it doesn’t stop him.” 
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    I’ve been looking through Paradise Lost  tonight. Lots of it scares me. Pieces of it tie in to my dreams, to what I read
 in that article and to things I know about Ken. 
    



    The painting flanking Ken’s truck is here. 



    The Flight of Moloch 



    As for John Milton’s words, I’ve read this part over and over: 
    



    “First MOLOCH, horrid King besmear’d with blood 
    



    Of human sacrifice, and parents tears,
Though for the noyse of Drums and Timbrels loud 
    



    Their childrens cries unheard... 



    My parents can’t hear my sobs or feel my pain. I’m hidden in this awful place. Silenced by deeds dark and unforgivable. 
    



    




    *     *     * 



    




    I’ve never slept well. Always waking at the slightest noise. Always having bad
 dreams. Once I awoke from a nightmare, shivering and tearful. My father stood
 over me. His face flush from the cold. 
    



    “Quiet, Meg, you’ll wake your mother and sisters,” he whispered. I smelled liquor and cigarette smoke on him.  
    



    I sobbed when he walked away. 



    He stopped and said. “Oh, Meg, I wish I could do better for you. Think your crying now? Just wait...” 
    



    




    *     *     * 



    




    Flora’s knocking on my door.  



    “Meg.” 



    I close my book, rise and then let Flora in. 



    “I heard crying down the hall. It’s Linda Sinelli. She’s lying on floor. Blood everywhere.” 
    



    My heart beats quickly, like drums I hear in the distance. I don’t say a word as I open the door and make my way down the hall with Flora at my
 heels. 
    



     Linda lies on the carpet. Her nightgown is soaked with blood and a crimson ring
 is forming on the rug. She looks up at me with unfocused eyes. I kneel down and
 touch her face. She’s so cold. 
    



    She reaches for my hand. “Please help.” Her voice is weak. 
    



    I turn to Flora. “Run downstairs. Get help.” 
    



    Confusion spreads across Flora’s face and then she spins on her heels. She moves down the corridor and then the
 stairs. I hear someone whisper and then muffled laughter.  
    



    Linda sobs. “I’m going to die. It hurts so bad.” 
    



    “You’re not going to die.” 



    We sit for what seems like an eternity. The crimson ring grows larger and now
 Linda seems to have floated away. Her legs and hands twitch. 
    



    Suddenly she’s still. I press my head to her chest. I hear her heart beat. Weak and slow. I
 hear the old Grandfather clock tick in the hall. I hear voices and footsteps on
 the stair. Linda lets out a tiny gasp.  
    



    Now Irene, Davika and Maureen approach me. Flora walks somberly behind them and
 Marsha rushes past her. She’s suddenly beside Linda and me. 
    



    Irene bends down. “Too late to get her to the hospital. We’ll have to deliver the baby here. Girls, go to your rooms.” 
    



    Davika reaches into her pocket and removes a small container. She pops open the
 cork and sprinkles salt around Linda. “We can stop this.” 
    



    Irene waves her hand in dismissal at Davika. “You know as well as I that some things are fated.” 
    



    Davika shakes her head and sobs. “Got to try to keep the insanity away.” She moves away, singing softly and sprinkling salt on the floor. Now I hear Mr.
 Greely’s voice. I think he’s on the stairwell. He’s singing along with Davika.  
    



    I let go of Linda’s hand and stand. “We could call an ambulance.” 
    



    “It’s too late.” Marsha’s words are filled with anger. Irene and Maureen both look towards me. Hatred
 burns in their eyes.  
    



    I put my hands on my hips. “I won’t let you. I know what you do here. I figured it all out.” 
    



    “You know nothing.” Marsha shakes her head and then kneels beside Linda. 
    



    Irene nudges Maureen, “Did he make a mistake? Did he chose the wrong one?” 
    



    “What the hell are you talking about. Who is he?” I scream. 



    Patrick Lamont is here now. He looks my way and then puts a finger to his lips, “Go now. We have a job to do.” 
    



    Other girls are coming towards us, talking in whispers.  
    



    “All of you. To your rooms.” Marsha touches Linda’s belly. “Damn you all, go.” 
    



    I’m the last to go, standing defiant as wicked eyes peer into mine. I see horrible
 things in those dark orbs; a child ripped from an open womb, screaming as a
 dark God laughs with glee. I see myself kneeling before the same God. He
 reaches out and strokes my stomach as tiny flutters beat against my skin.  
    



     Marsha’s eyes are now orange flames where child cries blend with heat and pain. Fear
 overtakes me and I hate myself for leaving Linda alone. I don’t like that I run away, that I’ve allowed those women to win. 
    



    




    *     *     * 



    




    I was seven—maybe eight—when I awakened from a nightmare of lost children wandering down a path that
 twisted and turned. An endless labyrinth that always brought the poor souls
 back to where they began. Back to the arms of an angel with black wings and
 pointed teeth. 
    



    I shivered as I nestled my head against my pillow. I strained my ears for signs
 of others who might be awake in the house.  
    



    I heard my mother’s voice, soft and sweet. I longed for her to comfort me. So I made my way down
 the stairs and towards the dining room, where she often battled insomnia. But
 she was not alone on that night. Nor was she rocking in a chair by the window. 
    



     My parents sat at the dining room table with three older women. They wore long
 dark dresses. Wispy white hair hung like spider webs down their backs. I
 thought they might be sisters because they had similar bulbous noses. The
 youngest might have been in her early sixties, the second perhaps around
 seventy and the oldest looked ancient. 
    



    I peered at them from behind a fake rubber plant. At first they seemed to be
 praying in a strange language. Candles flickered and smoke spiraled upward. The
 ugliest and oldest spoke when the incantations ended.  
    



    “All join hands. This is a call to the beyond. A petition to the dark side.” 
    



    Bells from silver bracelets jingled and clothing rustled as everyone shifted in
 their seats offering hands to each other. My mother winched when my father took
 her right hand and one of the women  squeezed her left. 
    



    The oldest woman spoke again. “The spirits are here and they want to know what we have to offer.” 
    



    My mother’s voice erupted, tinged with fear, “It doesn’t have to be that way.” 
    



    “Yes, it does. Only sacrifice will help now.” The old woman lowered her head and a deeper, creepier voice escaped from her
 lips. “I wait for him in this house. In the dark. In the cold. Blood from the
 sacrificed pools around me and the drums beat so that the children’s cries are muffled.” 



    My father’s face was pale in the candlelight. His hand shook after he loosened the grip of
 the old hag beside him. 
    



    Fear surged through me when dark shapes began to hover above my parents and
 candles ceased to burn. All three women looked my way and their eyes mocked me.
 Too frightened to linger any longer, I ran away. 
    



    I heard my mother call me. A silvery song in the midst of darkness, but nothing
 could make me go back, not even my mother’s embrace. 
    



    Once in my room, I crawled back into bed and shivered beneath blankets. Sounds
 echoed from downstairs; howling, mocking laughter and muffled cries. 
    



    I heard footsteps in the hall and a creak outside my door. I thought the women
 were coming for me. I squeezed my eyes shut and thought about angels. A warm
 feeling overtook me. The next thing I knew the sun was pouring through my
 window and the smell of bacon and coffee drifted from below. 
    



    I made my way downstairs and into the kitchen, telling myself what I’d seen the night before was a dream. 
    



    Something dark and horrifying hung in the air. Once again I tried to dismiss it
 as childhood imaginings, but my mother’s red-rimmed eyes and my father’s haunted gaze told me that something terrifying had been set in motion the
 night before. 
    



    I grew up, life went on, but the terror came to pass...just as I knew it would. 
    



    




    *     *     * 



    




    Flora and I go back to my room. 



    “Do you think everything will be alright?” She asks. Her eyes are wide. Filled with terror. Her lips are trembling. “I hate Maureen and Irene.” 
    



    I remember the spare change I’d hidden. I look to my closet. It’ll be alright. “We can call somebody from the payphone.” 
    



    We cringe when we hear keys jiggling and then a click. 



    “We’re locked in.” Flora’s face reddens.  
    



    We both rush to the door. 



    “Let us out. You can’t do this.” I pound on cracked wood. Flora leans against the wall.  
    



    I continue to pound and call out. My fists are sore. My throat is dry, yet I do
 not stop. 
    



    After what seems like ten minutes or more, the locks unhinge. 
    



    Irene stands there. Syringe in hand. 



    “Meg, I didn’t want to do this, but it’s best. Flora stand back.” Irene’s eyes seem to hypnotize my friend. The girl backs away and slowly climbs onto
 the bed.  
    



    Now Irene grabs my arm. “You’re a tough one to break, aren’t you?” She smiles. “It was traumatic seeing Linda bleeding and in pain.” 
    



    She pushes me. Her strength is amazing. 



    I look to Flora. She’s merely staring into space.  
    



    “What did you do to Flora?” I struggle with Irene. “I don’t want any medication. The baby.” 
    



    “This is just something to relax you. No harm to the baby.” 
    



    “No.” I struggle and then lean over and bite her cheek. 
    



    Growls erupt from her throat. Her eyes seem to glow red and then she slaps me.
 For a moment I’m stunned. Before long I begin to struggle and kick with ferocity. Irene shakes
 her head. “Give me a hand, will you?” 
    



    The room turns icier and becomes darker. Now someone is beside Irene. A man. His
 face obscured by shadow. I know him, or least I think I do. It’s not Patrick Lamont or Mr. Greely. I try to make out his features, but darkness
 denies me. 
    



    The man holds my arms. His hands are rough, cold and his fingers are wet. I try
 to pull away, but he’s too strong. I feel his breath on my face as Irene plunges the needle into my
 flesh.  
    



    The room spins as I’m lifted and carried to the bed. Someone strokes my hair. I hear Flora sigh.
 Footsteps sound. The door closes. The lock clicks and I’m in another place and another time.  
    



    I’m serving coffee to Ken. He winks at me and then points to my father hanging
 from a rope in the attic. Now Lizzy’s car spins off a snowy highway and into a churning river. I see Moloch sitting
 on his throne. He’s cradling a small bundle in his arms. He laughs as drummers beat primitive
 instruments. Linda kneels before him and cries, “Please give my baby back.” 
    



    Moloch laughs. The drums beat louder and then fire envelops the scene. 
    



    I awaken when I hear voices in the hall. Footsteps sound on the stairs and
 someone screams. 
    



     Flora lays beside me and rests her head on my shoulder. Sleet and rain begin to
 fall. In smoky night I hear a vehicle’s engine outside. I peer out the window. A truck idles. Light from a car’s headlights spills onto its side. 
    



    The Flight of Moloch. 



    “Ken.” I try to push up the window. It won’t budge. The truck’s engine roars. Wipers slice rain. Smoke swirls. Now I see three figures moving
 slowly towards the truck.  
    



     Marsha carries a bundle. Irene and Maureen are behind her. They stop when they
 reach the driver’s door. They wait until it opens. The driver reaches for the bundle and then
 drives away leaving them standing in the storm. 
    



    I pound on glass. I scream, but no one hears. Not even Flora who is lost in
 unnatural slumber.  
    



    I can’t lose hope. I can’t give in to this insanity, so I nestle close to Flora and I pray. 
    



    




    *     *     * 



    




    I don’t think the three old women came back to our house after that terrifying night,
 but I swear I saw them every now and then. Walking side by side down
 Westminster Mall on a sunless Saturday afternoon and then disappearing into the
 old arcade. Or seated in the back of a taxi as its driver cruised down our
 street.  
    



    Once I heard the oldest women’s voice above the choir at Sunday Mass. My mother reached for my hand when the
 words became clear. When candles burning near St. Anthony went out. 
    



    “I wait for him in this house. In the dark. In the cold.” 
    



    




    *     *     * 



    




    “Meg, you ok?” Flora  nudges me. I wonder how long she’s been awake.  
    



    “Linda. They took her baby,” I tell her. 



    She looks at me with red-rimmed eyes. “How do you know that?”  
    



    “And they always know what we’re doing and saying.” 
    



    Footsteps shuffle down the hall as though on cue. Locks unhinge. Maureen is
 standing there.  
    



    Marsha is by her side. She speaks in a low voice. “Did you get some sleep, Meg? Flora you look scared, honey. Sorry about what
 happened, but we had a lot to handle already.” 
    



    “Linda,” I whisper. 



    Maureen shakes her head. “She lost the baby. Stillborn. Rescue took her to the hospital. She’ll live.” 
    



    “You gave it up to Moloch.” 



    Maureen’s eyes narrow and then Marsha shakes her head. “Meg, the sedative will be wearing off. You need to get your head straight.
 Sometimes meds fills your mind with crazy stuff. Nobody took Linda’s baby.” 
    



    Flora doesn’t speak. She rubs her swollen belly and then takes my hand. 
    



    “This house. It’s evil. You’re all evil,” I scream at them. 
    



    Neither woman answers me. They just turn their backs, move to the door as though
 in a trance and then it slams behind them.  
    



    “I didn’t want to spook you, but you see it for yourself,” I tell Flora. 
    



    She nods. “I tried to leave once. Then Marcy Long told me not even hammers and screwdrivers
 can break the locks. Not even somebody who’s got experience with that kind of stuff. Did you know that?”  
    



    “I know.”I think back to lies Marsha told me when I arrived here, making me believe I
 could take walks, visit the cathedral.  
    



    “I’m so tired,” Flora says yawning. 



    “Me, too.”  



    Flora closes her eyes and I feel her shiver as sleet pelts the window. I’m afraid, but I’ve got to be strong. I’ve got to get away from here one way or another. 
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    I ask myself if this is a dream. It feels so real, but how can it be that Beth
 rocks me in her arms. She’s away at school, isn’t she?   
    



    “It’ll be alright,” She tells me as the sound of drum beats echo in the hall.  
    



    “Beth, you’ve got to get me the hell out of here. They take the babies. Kill them. Burn
 them.” 
    



    “I know.” My sister smiles sadly. There’s a lily in her lap. 
    



    “What?” 



    “They took my baby. That’s really what happened.” She picks up the lily and tosses it on the floor. 
    



    “Oh, my God.” 



    “Mom paid the price. Remember her last pregnancy? They said the baby died. Cord
 wrapped around its neck. Choked it. It was a lie.” 
    



    “What makes you think that?” 



    She lets go of me. Her face is ashen.  



    “Daddy makes deals. People he owed money to would have got to him if he didn’t. I remember creepy old women coming to the house late at night. I think they
 conjured demons or something. I know you saw them, too. Remember how Daddy kept
 the attic locked? In the beginning he did his angel rituals...or whatever the
 heck he was into. Years later nobody was allowed up there. Not even Mom. He was
 so drunk one night he forgot to lock the door behind him. I snuck up the
 stairs. He was fucking naked, standing in front of a statue. Moloch. He was
 praying to that thing. Promising it his own flesh and blood so he could keep
 his house—his nights out...and his life.” 
    



    “He prayed to angels. Just like you said, Beth. Not anything bad.” 
    



    She interrupts me. “He was sloppy. Evil things came through—not angels.” 
    



    “You believe in that stuff?” 



    “Not until I saw what happened and then I did some research on magic, conjuring
 spirits and angels. People have done it for ages.” 
    



    “I don’t know what to believe anymore.” I want to wake up. This is insane. 
    



    Beth pats my hand. “It was after Mommy lost the baby. He was holding something wrapped in a pink
 flannel blanket. He opened it. It looked like a doll, but its eyes. Its eyes
 were human. Daddy didn’t see me standing there. He rushed down the stairs, outside to meet him.” 
    



    “To meet who?” 



    “He was sitting behind the wheel of his truck.”  Beth bites her bottom lip. “It was dark. It was snowing like hell. What I saw was terrible.” 
    



    “What did you see?” 



    “He had no face. Just a skull...a fucking skull. Daddy gave the bundle to him.
 Then the guy drove off, leaving Dad staggering around in the snow.” 
    



    “Beth, it was a dream. This is a dream.” 



    Beth smiles sadly, “I know, but doesn’t it feel real? Makes you wonder how much of it is true.” 
    



    “Your baby’s father...” I stop in mid-sentence fearing what the answer might be. 
    



    “A kid from school.” Beth shrugs. 



    “And Dad was the father of Mom’s?”  
    



    “Oh, shit, yeah.” Beth giggles. 



    “It was different with me. Ken. He’s...” 
    



    “You were the special one, Meg. The one who wouldn’t just settle.” Beth kisses my cheek. Her lips are cold. 
    



    “Help me then.” 



    She rises. “I can’t help you. Bye, Meg.” 
    



    “Bye?” 



    “You’re the one he wants. All for himself.” 
    



    I awake. 



    Flora is gone. 



    The sheets are wet. There’s a spot of blood on the blanket. 
    



    Someone is screaming.  



    I fear the worse. I know that the sacrifices are not yet over and that darkness
 conjured years ago will come to claim its price. 
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    May 10th, 1968




    




    I’m alone now. I miss Flora. I wanted to call for help, but they took the payphone
 away. Hung a watercolor painting in its place. 
    



    There are new girls here now. I don’t know their names. I don’t want to know. I don’t want to get close to anyone. I don’t want to feel pain when they go away, or wonder if they’re dead or alive. 
    



    Time has gone by slowly. The horror has continued. 



    It won’t end. No one can stop it, not angels or women who brew white magic. I realized
 that the night they unlocked Marcy Long’s door. 
    



    




    *     *     * 



    




    The house was cold even at the end of March. From my window I saw people
 strolling on the walk below. Cars breezed by with open windows and men in
 leather jackets raced down the street on motorcycles. The first signs of Spring
 were beyond my reach, in another reality where I was not allowed. 
    



    Sleepless nights continued to plague me. Nightly strolls through this dark and
 wicked house became a habit. 
    



    I’d been pacing the hall, listening to whispers behind closed doors. Shadowy
 things loomed before me, but there was more to fear than wispy ghosts and
 voices calling from beyond. 
    



    I approached the landing. I heard sobbing and smelled something coppery. A few
 more steps and I realized a girl sat on the stairs. Her hands were raised
 slightly. Palms open. Her head was bent. 
    



    “They took her.” Marcy Long’s voice echoed on the stairwell. Odd. She’d been imprisoned in her room for a long time. She ate her meals behind locks
 and bolts. They even stopped taking her to the clinic. She used a urinal rather
 than the hall bathroom and every other day Irene Kendall escorted her to the
 shower. 
    



    “My baby is in the fire,” Marcy sobbed. 



    She miscarried her child two nights before. At least that’s what they said. 
    



    Now her sobs grew louder. 



    I moved closer. The coppery smell grew stronger. Only a ten watt bulb glowed
 above the stairwell.  
    



    “Marcy?” I was closer now. 



    “I can’t do it again.” Her voice was strained. 
    



    Still closer and darkness gave way to a chiaroscuro scene. A face dappled by
 streaks of light and inky shadows. Ashen arms and legs. Dark liquid dribbled
 down her chin and onto stairs. She held up her arms, revealing ruined wrists
 and then the color red blended with shades of blacks and white. 
    



    We both screamed, but no one came. I left her. I promised to find help.  Marsha and the others had taken their sacrifice; set events of Marcy’s life in motion. I had to find Davika, Mr. Greely or one of my friends.  
    



    I called and searched the house for what seemed like hours. Corridors stretched
 out before me. Rooms filled with carnage and decay lined those wicked halls.
 Mournful shapes hovered above; young girls crying before a twisted God. Blood
 stains spattered walls and the dead beat hell-made drums. Sweat drenched me and
 my stomach churned, but I forged ahead in vain. It was as though the house
 shifted, creating an endless maze were only specters resided.  
    



    When a clock chimed midnight, I turned a darkened corner and stepped into the
 hall. I heard a creaking noise. The house settled, turned inside out, hiding
 what it had revealed. The surface of this Hellish place visible again;  diabolical deeds buried in an alternate world. Fowl smells filled my nostrils
 and mocking laughter sounded from shadowy corners, foretelling disappointment
 and defeat. 
    



    Marcy was dead when I returned to her. So I held her cold body, watching black
 night slowly turn to gray. I mourned for her and others who died inside these
 walls. I cried until my eyes were dry and sore. Marcy’s blood stained my skin and clothes. I pressed my hand against marble flesh. I
 looked into lifeless orbs fixed on phantoms floating above. I stayed there
 until Mr. Greely came. 
    



    “I couldn’t find anyone. Where were you?” My legs and arms were sore. I watched as Mr. Greely cradled Marcy like a child
 in his arms.  
    



    “You should be asking why,” he told me and then he carried her away. 



    I knew the answer.  



    For every good thing there’s something evil. One child is born from light. Another goes into darkness.  
    



    




    *     *     * 



    




    I can’t remember the last time I saw Lacey Wright. I snuck into her room. Her things
 were packed in cardboard boxes. There was a blood stain on her bedspread and
 spatters on her window. I went back late last night. It’s bolted now. Just like Flora’s. Just like Marcy’s.  Sounds are coming from those rooms. Soft cries and mournful wails. 
    



    I miss them all—even Marcy.  



    Nobody talks about them. It’s as though they were never here. 
    



    I tell myself I’m stronger than the others and I’ll find a way out of here before the baby comes.  
    



    Despite Irene’s warnings I’ve been coming to the library, finding things I don’t think were meant for the residents of the Amelia Leech Home. Books piled in
 the corner of that closet. Most are esoteric, old grimoires supposedly written
 by King Solomon. Studies about binding demons to do magic, about calling
 angels. I think about what Beth said in my dream. 
    



    “...I did some research on magic, conjuring spirits and angels.” 
    



    There are other books containing manuscripts by an English man named John Dee.
 There are pages filled with geometric symbols. They are formulas he devised to
 conjure angels. A caption beneath an elaborate grid says Dee once conjured an
 angel named Lailah. She watches over all souls from conception to birth. I
 wonder where she goes once a child is born and why she allows some to be taken
 into the dark. 
    



    I shrug and pick up a book called Angelology. It’s simpler than most of the others. The cover is lovely, a choir of angels stand
 beneath an archway of roses, their eyes look to heaven. I think of the
 beautiful paintings in art museums, works by Renaissance artists in books my
 sister Jen brought home from school.  
    



    I turn a page and gaze at a painting. An angel dressed in white robes. His eyes
 are kind. There are children at his side. He holds a baby in his arms. The
 image makes me feel safe. At least for now. I gaze at the closet where once I
 saw ghost girls taunting me. Where bones of the dead were piled high. There are
 old coats, books and hangers there now and I refuse to allow fear to overpower
 me. 
    



    I close my eyes and drift to sleep, my hands pressed against the angel painting.
 I feel my baby moving, drifting inside water. My blood pumping into its veins. 
    



    Now I float upward, past a pot-bellied Buddha and into a star-studded sky where
 an ever expanding universe explodes with vibrant blue, violet and gold. Without
 warning a voice erupts. 
    



    “Coming to get you...” 



    I awake. I’m so frightened. 



    I don’t want to end up like Marcy. I just want to live my life and be away from here.
 I remember a star I wished on when I was a child, envision it in my mind and I
 ask to be set free. 
    



    




    *     *     * 



    




    It’s midnight. I’m restless. Images of a strange dream flash before my eyes. It was Ken’s voice in that dream. I feel him like I used to each Friday before he arrived
 at Luke’s. I wonder if he’s here in this house. I wonder if he’s come back for me and I ask myself if I really want to confront him. 
    



    I rise from my bed, throw on a bathrobe and pray that my door is unlocked. I
 turn the doorknob and the door creaks open. I sigh relief. 
    



    I move in darkness down the stairs. Hear a soft whimper. It’s coming from the photographs on the wall. I don’t dare look at them. I just keep moving. 
    



    Mr. Greely is asleep in a chair by the door to the library. He sleeps there each
 night, never knowing the comfort of a warm bed. His eyes flicker open for a
 moment. A weak smile appears on his face. He speaks with a dreamy voice. “I’m an eternal sentinel.” His eyes close and then he snores lightly. 
    



    I push open the door to the kitchen. It’s dark but for a light above the sink. It smells of floor wax and spices. Davika
 is leaning against the pantry. Pots and pans hang behind glass doors behind
 her. She looks as though she’s waiting for me. There’s a tattered suitcase by her feet. 
    



    “Couldn’t sleep?” She asks me. 



    “Just restless,” I tell her. 



    “My time here is done.” She bends and picks up the suitcase.  
    



    She moves to the door 



    “Where are you going?”  



    She doesn’t answer my question. “When you’re born there’s a pattern set down. Some people call it fate. Don’t mean you can’t change it. You don’t have to go into darkness.” 
    



    “I don’t understand.” 



    “Everyone is born with angels around them. Some got two. Others got three or
 four. Angels can’t interfere unless a person asks for help. You going to ask for help?” 
    



    She waits a moment and then sighs. Sadness is etched across her face. A beam of
 light encircles the old woman as she backs away, turns and opens the door. The
 smell of night, damp air and oak tumble inside. She speaks one last time. “Just ask when the darkness comes.”  
    



    “I don’t need anyone’s help. I’ve always done everything myself.” 
    



    She walks into the yard. Gazes up at the sky  and then seems to vanish as the moon is swallowed by a dark cloud. 
    



    What am I doing? This is my chance. I could get away now. The door is closing
 slowly. I rush to it. I grab the knob. Bolted shut. How can this be? 
    



    I’m alone. 



    I hear Davika’s voice inside my head.  



    “You don’t have to go into darkness.” 
    



    Now I hear an engine revving outside. I feel sorrow because it reminds me of
 Ken. I think of a strange old lady pouring a potion around this house. Dancing
 in the snow. Tossing salt into boiling water. I weep because I’ll never see Davika again. And I wonder if she was ever really here at all. 
    



    




    *     *     * 



    




    I make my way back to my room. Mr. Greely is gone. The chair he sat on is
 broken, legs splintered and scattered. There are dark shadows moving over the
 threshold. Shapeless things with gaping mouths. 
    



    I clutch my stomach as pain rips through me. Sweat drenches me, yet I feel cold
 air. I see red eyes pierce darkness and I hear deep guttural growls. I crouch
 down and then lay on my side. 
    



    Now Irene, Marsha and Maureen stand over me. They don’t look human. Bones poke through dry, scaly flesh. White hair hangs down their
 backs. I know them. The old women from a darkened room.  
    



    I feel blood pour down my thighs.  



    Others are here now. Linda. Marcy. Lacey. Flora. 



    An engine roars and I see a truck looming down a dark highway. The driver lights
 a cigarette. Smoke billows, surrounds me and fills my lungs. Brakes squeal and
 then come to a stop. The engine dies. A door opens and closes. Footsteps sound
 on gravel. 
    



     A familiar scent fills my nostrils. One of sex mingled with fresh sweat. It
 dissipates. The grandfather clock ticks. Fire erupts before me. A figure floats
 towards me. The old women step aside and ghosts float away. The being creeps
 closer and I cry as water bursts from between my legs. 
    



    I’m going to die. I should have run, but there were always locks and bolts to stop
 me.  
    



    Someone please help me before they take my child. I squeeze my eyes shut and
 envision an image my father once prayed to. I see flickering candles. I smell
 the dampness and mothballs of that attic where he conjured things—beautiful and pure—terrifying and vile. 
    



    “I don’t care what the price is. Just save us,” I tell the God face before me. It makes a cackling sound and fire licks my
 feet. He’s carrying me away now and I don’t care because he’ll set me free. 
    



    




    *     *     * 



    




    “There, there, pretty, girl. Told you I’d be back.” 
    



    My stomach hurts. Blood is still trickling down my legs. 
    



    I see the moon. I feel cold air on my face. I fear the worse. “You can’t take my baby.” 
    



    “It’s my baby too, Meg.” Ken is holding me, guiding me towards his truck. “Come on.” 
    



    “It hurts so bad. I’m going to die.” 
    



    “You’re not going to die. You’re in labor. I’ll take care of it. It’ll be ok.” 
    



    “The hospital. How far?” 



    “Don’t know how far,” he says as he lifts me and helps me inside his truck. It’s warm in here. The radio is playing. Do You Believe In Magic? I realize it’s been a long time since I’ve heard music. 
    



    “Hold tight, Meg,” Ken tells me. 



    And I drift away as he strikes a match. I smell tobacco and diesel fuel. I
 wonder if I’m dreaming again. I wonder if I died. 
    



    The pain ebbs and then comes back with fury.  



    “How far is the hospital?” I ask again. 



    Ken doesn’t answer. He just grabs my hand. His skin is rough, but his touch comforts me.
 We drive for a long time; down dark roads, past ancient graveyards. We finally
 stop on a hill. A city glimmers below.  
    



    Ken shuts off the engine. He exits the truck and for a moment I fear he’s left me again. But my door opens. Now he’s  carrying me. Helping me inside the trailer. He lays me down on his magic love
 blanket.  
    



    “I missed you. I’m so sorry I left you alone.” He bends over me.  
    



    “What are you?” 



    “Your true love. Doesn’t every girl want true love?” 
    



    I remember wishes made and darkness conjured. I remember wanting Ken so bad
 nothing else mattered. I created a child with him. I created this moment. I am
 damned. So be it. 
    



    The pain is excruciating. So bad that what I should fear seems insignificant. I
 close my eyes. I go to a place where little babies are nestled in flower-filled
 fields and angels cradle them, but something evil is coming for them and I’m part of it. 
    



    




    *     *     * 



    




    I awaken to a baby crying. The sun hasn’t come up yet. I know I will never see it again and I am bound to eternal
 darkness. 
    



    Ken is holding the baby. She’s beautiful. Tiny hands move as though conducting a magical symphony. Rosebud
 lips yawn and eyes sparkle. Something ancient and wise glimmers in those eyes.  
    



    “Don’t take her,” I plead with him again. 
    



    He smiles. “I don’t intend to. She’ll grow up just fine. Remember I told you if I found the right one I’d take her on the road with me? You, me and our little girl.” 
    



    The drummer is beating his drum. 



    “Come on now,” Ken tells me. He reaches for the army jacket, still hanging on its hook. He
 wraps it around the baby. Then he nestles her in my arms. She’s warm. Her breathe is soft and her tiny heart flutters when I lean down to kiss
 her cheek. 
    



    Ken rests his arm on my shoulder. He guides me out of the trailer and into the
 night. There’s a chill in the air, but it feels good on my skin.  
    



     I climb into my seat and we move further into the dark. My daughter is sucking
 at my breast.  
    



    I never wanted to settle for just anybody, never wanted to be like my sisters. I
 wanted Ken to come back. I wanted to be with him no matter what people said or
 what dark deals I had to make to have him.  
    



    “Her name is Lailah,” I tell him, remembering something I’d learned from a musty book in a haunted library. “After the angel who watches over us from conception to birth.” 
    



    “Good name,” he says. 



    I cradle Lailah in the crook of my right arm and I slip my left hand in Ken’s. Now we travel over the boundary of sanity and into a place where fire burns
 flesh from bone. To where a drummer beats his fists in time with each drop of
 blood—with each slice of the knife. I hear cries coming from Ken’s trailer. 
    



    Make them stop, I tell myself and then the drummer beats his fists. The cries are drowned out
 by mystic music and the road to Hell looms before us.  
    



    I accept my fate. 
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