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Chapter 1
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THE LIGHT IN THE WINDOW was just bright enough to make the shadows seem to dance across the ceiling.  Mary stared out at the large oaks waving to the hanging clouds; their long arms outstretched to the heavens. A full moon was looming and she could not sleep. Sister Theresa had moved her once before to a space without windows, feeling certain that it was the light of the moon and nothing more that brought about the sleepless nights. However, after seeing the dark chamber was of no benefit to the girl, the sister returned her to the room with a view.

Mary let herself go, getting lost in the sway of the branches, imagining... if she were a tree, or better yet the lunar shadow of a tree without any solid substance she might disappear with the rising sun. The thought stirred a slight smile as she allowed herself to sink deeper into her mind's eye. If she were to disappear, where would she go? Into a slumber to be awakened only by the next full moon with her airy silhouetted arms raised high toward the night sky? Possibly into nothingness, like an eternal sleep. That would be okay as well.

The sun was rising and it would not be long now until the breakfast bell rang and classes started. Mary pulled her flannel gown over her head, folded it neatly and stored it inside the plastic bin beneath her bed. The chamber had no closets; only a rusted metal hook bore into the cinderblock wall for which to hang her navy-blue uniform. She carefully removed the dress, brushed away the dust that had settled overnight and slid the garment over her lean frame. 

Mary slid her small feet inside a worn pair of black loafers, straightened the cover on her bed and started toward the door. As she reached for the knob she noticed the stained elastic bandage hanging on the wall. She hurriedly disrobed and snatched the binding from the hook. She pressed her chin to her chest, holding one end of the bandage she skillfully stretched and swathed until her breasts were tightly bound with the elastic wrap. 

“It isn’t natural a child should look like a woman.” Sister Theresa had explained as she wrapped the girl’s chest the first time, “You don’t want to corrupt the eyes of every boy in the parish, do you?”  

“No ma’am.” Mary had answered.

“You will do this every morning.” The sister spoke as she demonstrated, “See, it is something you can and will do for yourself.”

Mary found it hard to breathe, almost impossible to inhale as her lungs strained against the band but she endured the confinement because she didn’t want to be the cause of anyone’s corruption. 

When the breakfast bell rang Mary counted to ten and listened. When she heard the sound of hurried feet approaching, then passing as they raced toward the dining hall she opened her door. Keeping her head down, she made her way along the corridor and took her usual place in line. She didn’t mind being last; in fact she actually preferred it as it allowed her to look at the other girls but kept them from looking at her. Mary hadn’t made any friends since arriving at Saint Anthony’s three months earlier; she really hadn’t ever made any friends. 

Mary had lived an isolated existence before arriving at the orphanage. Her mother had no intentions of sending her special child out into the cold cruel world where she was sure to be misunderstood, considered a freak and maybe even mistreated. 

Mary longed for her home, as primitive and remote as it was; it was the only home she had ever known before being sent here. She saw Saint Anthony’s not as a refuge, but a stale rigid environment where authorities strolled around hidden beneath curtains of cloth, gawking at children in dark navy suits. The adults appeared to her as cloaked vultures, waiting to sink their talons into the tender young flesh. 

––––––––
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“HI I’M VIVIAN.” THE voice called from behind her. Mary did not respond. 

“Excuse me,” the girl continued, “My name is Vivian.”

Mary turned slowly. Could it be someone had finally noticed her and really cared enough to make an introduction? “Are you speaking to me?” Mary asked.

The girl looked around her and back at Mary before answering, “I don’t see anyone else.”

Mary glanced at her with a weak smile and swiftly returned to her face-forward position in line. 

“You all are just alike, so uppity.” The girl pouted. Mary gloated for a moment at the thought of someone considering her uppity, but the prideful thought vanished as she felt the young girl’s frustration rise. 

“I’m sorry,” she said turning to extend her small hand, “I’m Maggie. Well that was my name at home but now I go by Mary.”  

“Well it is a pleasure to make your acquaintance Mary, as I said my name is Vivian. Vivian Cature, I’m from Baton Rouge Louisiana. I’m new here, as you have probably already noticed. I won’t be offended if you call me a Cajun, I get called that all the time. It’s just part of being from Baton Rouge.”

Vivian’s rattling made her nervous and Mary quickly let go of the tepid soft hand and spun back into place. 

“Why do you keep doing that? You look like a coo-coo clock.  All that spinning back and forth ought to make you dizzy. How long have you- OUCH” Vivian squealed as the thick ruler made contact with the bare flesh of her arm. The rustling of trays and flatware suddenly went silent as the nun stood tapping the worn wood against her palm, staring impatiently at the new girl who apparently didn’t yet understand Saint Anthony’s meaning of silence. “You hit me!” Vivian angrily exclaimed only to be met with another whack on the opposite arm. “Stop hitting me and I mean-” The ruler against her open mouth cut short the argument and achieved its desired results. Vivian Cature was silent, face forward and arms to her side. Mary could hear her panting softly and licking the droplets of blood as they sprung up from her pink lips. 

The remainder of breakfast was spent in eerie quietness. Mary felt sorry that she had not warned poor Vivian of the sister’s approach but if she had it would have been her on the other end of that stick.

The morning classes went by swiftly for Mary, unlike all the other mornings. All she could think of was the new friend she had hopefully made. That was if the girl still wanted to be friends. 

The dining hall at lunch had resumed the usual sounds of dishes rattling, shuffling chairs and the occasional whisper rapidly followed by a caution of shhh. Mary could hardly wait for the recess bell that would allow them a short time outside to talk freely before the afternoon classes resumed. Her heart raced as she ticked down the second hand of the huge clock hanging above the serving line. When the bell rang, she hastily pushed her chair into place, put her tray away and walked as briskly as she could, without drawing attention to herself toward the doors leading to the courtyard. 

She did not see Vivian as she scanned the enclosed park. The rare feeling of joy and anticipation was soon replaced with a familiar hoary dread. 

Mary leaned herself against the granite stone of Saint Anthony and entertained the thought of running away. She found herself doing that more often. She imagined sprinting in whatever direction her legs might take her, as far as they would take her. Imagining was as far as she had gotten.

If they had not torn down her old house in the swamps of Houma she would have gone back long ago, but there was not a home there anymore; there wasn’t anything there anymore. When the oil company offered to buy their tiny piece of marsh, her father jumped at the chance. Mary assumed he did not care anymore where his daughter and concubine might go; surely, he had grown bored with them years ago. She despised him and she blamed him for her mother’s unhappiness. Nevertheless, her mother refused to let her speak ill of the man. 

Mary found herself misty eyed at the memories, especially the recollection of her mother leaving her that first friendless day at Saint Anthony’s School with only her small piece of luggage and a tattered old book. 

“He is a saint Maggie. He watches over the poor and the lost, he’ll take care of you.” Mrs. Latrull had told her, “You always wanted to go to school...It is just till I can make a place for us baby girl I promise.” It was true, Mary had wanted to go to school, but not like this and she had not seen her mother since that day. She would not allow herself to believe it, not completely anyway but she knew that her mother would not be coming back. Mrs. Latrull was not a Catholic, she knew very little about the monotheistic faith but what she did know was that Saint Anthony’s took in children of the poor and misplaced... and that, she certainly was. 

“What’s the matter – are you sad? Did you get in trouble too? That nun hits really hard doesn’t she? ” It was the voice of Vivian Cature and Mary’s soul leapt with delight. 

	






	Page


	







	






	


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2


[image: ]


TIME WAS SO MUCH MORE bearable with the precocious high spirited Vivian there, though the nun’s at Saint Anthony’s might disagree. Mary had even made a few acquaintances with the help of Miss Cature. Of course, she got into a little more trouble as well but the worst of her trouble did not come at the hands of her newfound friend; no it came at the hands of her trusted priest. The very man she had made confession to...had told her pains and fears to... her deepest secrets such as the discomfort brought on by her growing breasts against the elastic bandage and the resentment she harbored toward the sister for making her bind them so tightly.

It was a beautiful moon lit night the first time the priest crept in to her room. He smelled strong of fermented grapes with his face soaked in oily sweat and his cloak stained with saliva. 

“Are your breasts bound Mary Magdalene?” he whispered. 

Frightened by his very presence Mary struggled to answer, “No father. I’m not required to while I am in my chamber.” 

Staggering closer the predator growled, “I think we had better do as the good sister has instructed. Stand up and let me see.” 

Mary stood but made her argument again, “Sister Theresa said I do not have to bind them in the privacy of my room.” 

Pulling the long elastic band from the hook that held her uniform the priest dangled it, slurring through a drunken grin he told her, “Remove your covering so we can apply this.”  Mary, becoming frantic, clutched at her gown.

“NO! I don’t have to... Sister Theresa said-” The priest did not let her finish; his hand was on her mouth as he pushed her backward onto the cot.  His slippery damp flesh adjacent to hers as his weight crushed her petite frame against the springs of the thin mattress. She could see his once kind expression now dripping with malicious, greasy sweat, the mixture smearing across her face as she cried, “Hail Mary mother of God please make him stop.”

It was Mary’s fifteenth birthday on a beautiful moon lit night and God (for whatever reason) had not heard the young girl when she begged for intervention. 

The priest always returned according to the moon. Mary found it easier to lay quietly and look out at the trees, to be the shadows that danced on the ceiling, to be anything and anywhere other than herself in that moment. She became so adept at escaping that she hardly knew when the shepherd of the flock came and went. Mary avoided him as much as possible until the day she was forced to the confessional by the well-meaning sister. 

“I know you have something Mary Magdalene - we all have something we need to get off our chest.” The nun told her as she guided her toward the confessional, “Girls your age harbor sinful thoughts. You can start there.” She waited to be sure Mary entered the closet. 

Mary sat quietly listening to the priest breathe while her own rancorous thoughts flamed in her head, she kept the curtain drawn. She would not confess anything to him or any other man of the cloth for that matter. After two and a half minutes, Mary stood, sighed noisily and exited. The priest never uttered a word. 

“What did you tell him” Vivian asked when Mary stepped out of the sullied closet with an unintentional sneer. 

“What do you mean?” asked Mary as she marched toward the courtyard.

“The look on your face is just really strange.” Vivian said, “Almost wicked... It’s sort of spooky.” Mary continued her stride and pushed the doors open with more force than she had expected to exert, shrugged her shoulders deciding that she did not care and yanked a clump of Spanish moss from the limb overhead. Vivian followed anxiously.

“What happened in there? What did you say to the father, or what did he say to you? You are acting so bizarre!”  

Picking at the dry moss Mary thought a moment about the question before deciding to be honest with her best friend. 

“Do you promise not to tell?” she asked.  The restless snoop nodded a vigorous yes convincing Mary that her secrets would be safe. “I was trying to conjure a hex for him. I’m not sure if I want him crippled or dead.”

“Have you lost your mind?” Vivian bellowed, “Talking about hexes on a priest. You will have the sister on you for sure if you keep that up.”

“I don’t care.” Mary told her.

“What do you mean you don’t care? Do you want to go to hell?” 

“Do you really think I would go to hell?” Mary asked, in a manner void of concern focusing instead on the gray-green filaments in her hand then dangling them from her chin, “Maybe I could be the devil himself.”

“Well you sure enough sound like the devil the way you are talking. Maybe you need an exorcism. I’ve seen one done before. An evil spirit gave you this attitude... I don’t know what to think of you right now.” Vivian admonished before retreating, “I don’t want to be around this. I won’t be part of such-”

“He raped me!” Mary blurted out before she realized the words were in her mouth. She had kept it pushed down for so long, not daring to say the words even to herself, and now they had spilled out and there was no getting them back. 

Vivian stood dumbfounded, wide eyed and wanting details but Mary focused on recalling the bits and pieces she had learned from her mother who claimed to be a descendent of the voodoo lady Marie Laveau.  The girls stood as still as the statues in the courtyard, hoping no one had overheard them. 

When Vivian was sure they had not she whispered with intrigue, “Can you really cast a spell?” she smiled, “I mean a real one? I know you can’t actually turn someone into a toad, but real witch stuff....  How would you even know how to do that?” 

“I have seen my mother do a few.” Mary replied sheepishly. “She didn’t do it very often just when she needed something or wanted to bring my dad home and sometimes to keep evil spirits away.” 

“Yeah and a lot of good they done her.” Vivian smirked. 

“I know.” Mary laughingly admitted, “I’m going to have to learn a little more - well maybe a lot more.”  Miss Cature laughed in turn and watched her friend picking at the parasitic growth, separating the dried strands as if sorting out the fragments of her own spirit when her face suddenly warped into a painful grimace. “If I had a gun I would walk straight in there and shoot him dead. I’d love to put a bullet in his brain- I swear to his so called god I would.” 

“Oh Mary!” Vivian cried, watching Mary’s fury soften into creases of deep, incurable pain. She yanked the wounded soul to her chest, “I’m so sorry this happened to you. I really, really am. I don’t know anything about hexes but I’m with you no matter what you decide.  Well, as long as you don’t decide to shoot him, okay? They will take you to prison for that and I can’t be involved in premeditated murder. Making hexes... I can do that.” 

Vivian was shocked to hear of Mary being raped, by a priest nonetheless. But she didn’t urge her friend to run to Sister Theresa or anyone else for that matter and seek justice or asylum for she knew all too well how those things could turn out. 

Vivian Cature was born Violet Earlene Jackson. She was not from Baton Rouge Louisiana, though she had stopped there briefly with the truck driver that picked her up in Springfield Illinois. She stayed the night with him in exchange for transportation. At sunrise, she was standing on I-10 with her thumb out heading east. No, her roots were much further north of Louisiana but you could not tell it from her accent. Vivian was a fast learner and a natural survivor. Not only had she adapted quickly, she reinvented herself so thoroughly that the image of Violet Jackson had all but vanished from her envisioned memory. 

“Just put it out of your mind.” Vivian told her, smoothing her hair and patting after every second or third stroke to console her. But Mary was not as near to tears as she was to killing. She was seething inside. Though she appreciated Vivian’s gentleness, it was not going to calm her rage. There was only one way to quiet the wrath inside her and it was not through forgiveness. However, Vivian continued in her efforts. “Tell yourself it was someone else. Make your brain believe it wasn’t real, keep telling yourself over and over that it never happened and if you say it enough it will become your new truth.” 

Mary pulled back, looking into the eyes of her fine intentioned friend, “Is that what you done?” 

“Whatever do you mean?” she asked feigning ignorance. “I am simply suggesting-”

“Is that how you learned to live with it...to cope? After what your step father done to you?”

“I have no idea what you are talking about!” Vivian’s counterfeit southern drawl became thicker as she spewed the rehearsed lines from her rewritten memoir, “I never had a step-father. My mother, god rest her soul, was married to one man and one man only and that was my dear, loving father, may he rest in peace.”  

“And you are from where?”

“I have told you all of this before silly. I am from Baton Rouge Louisiana.”

“Where did you go to school? What was the name of your school?” Mary drilled her.

“I went to all of the ones in Baton Rouge County.” Vivian sulked, “Why are you acting like you don’t believe me? I have no reason to lie about something so trivial.”

“Number one no Cajun, as you claim to be says county - anyone from Louisiana says parish and there is no way you went to ALL of the schools in Baton Rouge. Do you even know how many schools they have
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