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  A Box Full of Darkness


  Over the Chaotic Earth


  1.


  “Black drinks the sun and draws all colours into it.
I am bleached white, my truant love. Come back,
and stain me with the intensity of black.”


  ―Robert Graves,Love Respelt


  August 15, 2014


  Someone turns down the lights, and then we rise from our chairs, exhausted, bones aching, caffeine pumping through our veins. We walk single file through the gloomy hallway, and then we emerge into rain and approaching twilight.


  Lora takes my hand, and we wait for the others to say their farewells. We watch them as they amble down the walkway, returning to shabby flats—to face a long and sleepless night. I wish them well, hoping that the darkness of LeFey, Louisiana does not plague them.


  An old nanny once told me that this city was born from blood magic, from the dreams of a wicked necromancer—one that could control his victims with mere words. I never believed those legends, but I know that the ghosts are real. Because LeFey has its share of supernatural tales, haunted hotels and graveyards—wispy specters that are often seen by deserted highways, and inside olden hotel lobbies. But tourist busses and trains don’t stop here, like up in New Orleans. But for an occasional ghost hunter, most dismiss this place with its crumbling factory buildings, and its small-town persona. Lifelong residents are familiar with its uniqueness. Sometimes strangers are drawn here—some are called by restless fever dreams, others are lured here by lovers—others learn about LeFey by word of mouth.


  My own ghosts will be here soon, emerging from mist and shadow, gnarly fingers reaching for me, becoming clearer…more ominous…as darkness paints this city deep shades of blue and purple. With gloominess, time slows, melancholy fills me, fear and dread intensify.


  Everything changes when sunset approaches, especially in LeFey. There are no children playing on walks, nor young mothers wheeling strollers past flowerbeds. All of them have vanished with dimming light—with rain.


  Now old women toddle from an open doorway of the old Baptist Church, clutching prayer books, their heads covered with shawls and hats—whispering farewells to a pastor who quickly pulls doors shut. And across the street, a shopkeeper hurriedly pushes book-laden racks indoors—candle spells, quilt making and poetry, written by obscure authors. And there are postcards, vintage snapshots and handwritten notes.


  And the wind burrows, spraying rainwater over cement and brick, scattering papers onto the walk, and I glimpse flashes of familiar buildings—accustomed places—and pamphlets boasting of this small town’s history—with sepia-toned depictions of a timeworn mansion and a covered bridge. The merchant sprints across the puddled walkway, gathering those objects—but some are lost, flittering over the ground and into gutters and down alleyways. He watches as items drift from his reach, and when he finishes his work, he stands in his doorway peering at Blue Moon Wisterias and White Weeping Cherries lining the walk. His face becomes pale and his hands tremble—as though he sees something wicked within flowers and leaves. Then he quickly crosses himself, turns, and then latches the door behind him.


  Suddenly, the sky shifts to smoky black. And no stars dot the horizon. A waning gibbous moon appears for an instant, and then dark clouds cover it, dimming the road and buildings, until only murky shadows remain. Then frail shoulders press against me, warm fingers touch my hand…and I am glad that I am not alone


  “Forsaken,” Lora tells me. “That’s how I feel in this city…especially in night.”


  I don’t answer, and I search within dimness, knowing that any moment phantoms might manifest, and I ask myself if other members of our group made it home without incident, if they’ve drawn their blinds and are praying that slumber will greet them, and that maybe our gathering has offered comfort—a sliver of peace for a few hours.


  The meeting comprised of a motley group of insomniacs who came together to share stories, and to find commonality for what plagues them. And despite the rain and thick fog rolling in from the river, two of us have stayed behind, perched on the front steps of the old Baptist church where our assemblies are held.


  “I’m glad that you’re here.” Lora huddles closer to me, whispering, “I’m afraid sometimes. The sleeplessness is getting to me, and I started thinking that I had something terminal…like my Dad, but it’s just my eyes playing tricks on me—things that I’m supposed to be dreaming coming to the surface.” She reaches inside her purse, retrieves a small mirror, and then holds it up to her face. “Eyes are redder than ever. If I’d looked like this back in Vegas, they’d have kicked me off the show.” She sighs, lays the mirror at her side, and then she lights a cigarette. “I look like hell.”


  She’s a beautiful woman, with thick dark hair, pearly skin and a curvy figure. I wish that I looked so good. I used to daydream about being a showgirl, donned in feathers and sequins, dancing before a crowd, but I don’t have the grace that it requires…or the talent. And I tell her, “You’re kidding, right?”


  “Not really. Girls have to be pretty near perfect to perform in high-end clubs. Lots of pressure, and I knew that after a few years I’d be finished, so I hooked up with a guy I met. He was born and raised in LeFey, and I followed him back here…and we got married. He’s a businessman with some bucks. I figured that I’d be golden, but he has a roving eye—cheated—and I left him. I didn’t love him, anyway. I love somebody else…a guy I met in New York city.” She sighs, as though thinking of her lover, and then tells me, “Great part is that my attorney made sure I got to keep some of my husband’s cash. I’ve thought about going back to Vegas…or maybe California, but, I’m going to see what happens with this other man…”


  “I gave up depending on men to determine my future,” I say, and then ask, “Hey, weren’t you part of a TV thing for a while, too? One of those ghost hunting shows?”


  She chuckles, and then says, “Yeah, it had a cult following. They hired me because they liked the way I looked, and because of my minimal acting ability. I didn’t know shit about thermal imaging cameras or EMF-meters. But I learned, and I have to tell you that I saw and heard some freaky stuff. Most times the boys proved that the noises at midnight were just bad pipes—or mice in the walls. And I admit that insomnia made me question things that I saw out of the corner of my eye. Sometimes though…well, the shit was real. Weirdest experience was at a prison in upstate New York. Found the most activity where they executed people. We recorded voices, and the cameras caught images. And I saw something that still bugs me…a guy, floating through cell bars, carrying a hatchet.”


  “No, really? Did it get recorded?”


  “Nothing as clear as what I saw—and later I found out that a serial killer, named Richard Wells, had been executed there.” She shakes her head, and then says softly. “Guy killed his victims with a hatchet. And the crazy part is that nobody filled me in about the background of the place before we went there…so there was no way I could have made it up…”


  “I remember reading about those killings. Sadistic bastard.”


  “Yeah, that prison was one of the only true hauntings out of hundreds. Series got canceled right before I got the job in Vegas. Too bad, because it was a great gig.”


  Flashes of that show blink through my head, strange light and hazy figures, and then blackness. “Weren’t you afraid?”


  “No…not back then…once I left an abandoned prison, or an out of the way hotel, I left the ghosts behind, too.” She tosses her cigarette butt, and then looks to the flickering streetlight. “Now I can’t control it…and bad things come without warning. And I know that they’re part of me…things in my head…guilt, rage and all the wicked things that I’ve ever been. That’s all it is, right Nestor? It can’t really be Richard Wells rapping on my window at night, following me through town after sunset.”


  “This town has its share of the paranormal, just part of the culture here. Never heard of a ghost killing anyone though—and the Voodoo, Hoodoo crowd doesn’t have that kind of power either. No doubt, there are preternatural beings here—they’ve visited me since childhood—and now I’m not sure that the things I see are hallucinations, or the dead. I’ve learned to live with it…”


  And they’ve emerged, haunting me now—as the rain comes down harder, my specters gather on buildings and in doorways.


  2.


  Childhood, October 31, 1989


  It rained on Halloween night, and thick fog rolled in from the river, moving over pavement like a restless spirit, and I swore that I saw faces in the vaporous streams, lost souls with childlike expressions, and wide eyes filled with fright. And there were specters perched on rooftops, smoky beings reaching downward when an unattended youngster ventured by.


  My brother followed my gaze, and then whispered, “Just mist, Nestor. Don’t be afraid.”


  “OK,” I told him softly, recalling phantasms standing at the foot of my bed in pitch black night, and voices that called to me from darkened corners.


  I was five and believed that Peyton kept me safe—sheltered from wraiths conjured within youthful fantasies—within real and imagined evil existing on this earth, trapping kids inside ethereal tendrils of vapor, and carrying them to a land of nightmares.


  I told my brother, “I’m afraid when you’re not near me. I know there are things that scare you, too.”


  “You have such an imagination, Nestor. Yes, there are lots of things to fear…don’t go inventing more of them. I’ll never let anything hurt you,” he said, but his voice shook when he spoke, and then he quickly changed the subject. “And you look so pretty tonight.”


  I blushed, and then my heart fluttered when I spotted somebody who looked out of place within the throng of people, a gaunt figure, ambling along slowly, hunched slightly and murmuring softly—dressed in a long black cloak and a hood, and spindly fingers moved back and forth. And he donned a white mask, painted with primitive bones, red feathers, like blood, at the edges. Dark liquid dripped from that mask, onto the pavement, blending with water, gushing like an eerie stream, thick and rust-colored.


  Peyton held me closer when we passed by that odd man, and I smelled something fowl when he brushed by me.


  I asked, “What’s wrong with him?”


  “Sometimes bad people come out on nights like this, and it might be that he’s looking to hurt somebody—the reason why I tell you not to talk to strangers.” His voice shuddered as he turned to watch the black-clad figure move into shadow. “Now, come along. Some of the merchants in LeFey Center are giving out treats.”


  Peyton took me to the middle of the shopping district in search of festive treasures, and I feared nothing when thunder boomed, and when rain came down harder. And when the swarm of children thinned, and the fog thickened, my brother said, “It’s time to go back.”


  Taking his hand, I looked past well-lit boutiques, and I saw a covered bridge. Beyond it, shadowy buildings loomed, and the wind blew empty Trick or Treat bags over desolate streets. And the masked being stood by the bridge’s edge, arms outstretched, his cloak fluttering like darkened wings. He slowly lowered his hoary limbs, then waved white-boned hands, folding them as though praying—maybe worshipping the rain—or summoning children, who wandered too close, some swallowed up by haze and storm water, others entwined within billowing black cloth…and later, I wondered if those kids found their way back home. After a while, I reasoned that youthful imaginings had afflicted me on that night. But I was wrong, because the terror had not yet begun—intensifying as I grew older—growing to full force after my father died.


  3.


  May 11, 2014


  I moved to New York City after I graduated from college, but came back to LeFey on the night my father died—catching a train at Penn Station, my heart breaking because I never got to say goodbye to Dad, and because I’d chided him when he confessed a premonition of doom to me.


  It was damp and chilly in Manhattan, and it had been raining straight for two days. I remember donning a sweater and a brimmed hat, and I’d be shedding them when I traveled further south, because the weather forecast had said that the Carolinas were warm and humid, and Atlanta, Birmingham and Louisiana were hot as hell.


  I was too upset to make the long drive, and airplanes frighten me, so Amtrak was my best option, and I’d be home in less than two days. My brother arranged for a car transport company to ship my Fiat to LeFey, and I’d made arrangements to have my quilts, and boxes filled with supplies, sent ahead of me. Maybe I’d sell my work online, or in some of the shops in town, but I didn’t need the money, because Dad left plenty. All I wanted was to share my gift, to give others comfort with my creations.


  I thought about fabric cut in even squares, and dappled with beads, as I entered the crowded station, ideas that would see fruition once I settled at the Demoni mansion. And I held my breath when I traipsed down stairs to catch my train. It waited on the tracks, its lights flickering and the smell of grease and damp wafted around me. I climbed inside, knowing it might be a long time before I went back to New York.


  “Miss you, Daddy,” I whispered, as a woman wearing a black coat shuffled beneath a coach window, eyes fixed on looming shadows ahead of her, and she disappeared into that darkness, and the sound of wailing echoed from somewhere below the platform.


  The woman was most likely homeless, residing in the tunnels beyond the platform, searching for handouts and discarded food in the station’s garbage bins. She’d looked so alone, as though the rest of the world had deserted her, and I wondered if she once had a family, lovers and a career. Did she lose all her money due to drugs, drink or gambling, or had she merely gone mad? In the end her fate had been aloneness, no matter what else had brought her down.


  And, as always, I was unaccompanied, yearning for men who didn’t stick around, the kind I met in city bars, and other places where the unavailable gathered. And I was glad that I’d be going home to a small town, devoid of the temptation that I’d found in restaurants, bars and in Chelsea galleries.


  I feared that one day I’d get lost in my impossible desires, become like that homeless woman, wandering around alone in the dark, craving things beyond my reach.


  So, I vowed to detach myself from anyone who could hurt me, and to live my life in solitude, because all I wanted was peace, and I knew that my brother would never understand. Those resolutions were noble, promises of new beginnings, yet enticement remained, preening for attention, luring me toward illicit things, but there is beauty in the forbidden, and the devil has always known me well.


  4.


  August 17, 2014


  I entered the church foyer, and the smell of damp wafted from the chapel, its large double doors were wide open. Several elderly women kneeled in pews, and fans spun lazily above. Complete silence permeated until a subtle hissing emerged, and then a small dark shape scurried from beneath a bench. I shuddered, thinking that the place might be overrun with rodents. I held my breath, and peered into shadowy crevices, and then I looked upward fearing that something menacing might be glaring at me with wicked eyes


  But nothing happened, and I sighed relief. Then I turned, took a right, and moved down the hall to the room where my support group meetings were held.


  I walked slowly with my head down, fearing that any moment a mouse, or something worse, might cross my path.


  “Your eyes are playing tricks on you, Nestor. Get a grip,” I told myself, and then I picked up my pace, stopping abruptly when I reached my destination. The sign outside the door announced The Sleep Improvement Meetup. I wasn’t sure that my insomnia had improved since I began going to the meetings, but better that than suffering in solitude—and in knowing that there were others like me.


  Attendance was small that night. An elderly man named Josh stood by a table laden with bags of pastries and several containers of coffee. The old man remains a permanent fixture there, even though others have come and gone over the weeks; and I’m not sure how long he’s been involved with the group, or how he became the person everyone looks to for direction.


  Mary Lynn and Edie were there, too— neighbors of Josh’s—twins, mirror images of each other—faces without color and watery blue eyes, in their early twenties, with prematurely lined skin, and blue veins protruding from their foreheads and necks.


  Josh nodded at me when I took my seat, and then told me, “I brought extra coffee—donuts, too—”


  “Thanks,” I told him, “Maybe later on.”


  Then he said his customary prayer, “Saint Michael, please protect us, and everyone in this city. Give us strength to overcome our maladies and fill our lives with light.”


  He smiled, took a seat, and then asked, “How is everybody doing?”


  “We got some new meds,” said Mary Lynn. “Zolpidem.”


  “Leaves us with a drowsy, drugged feeling during the day though,” Edie added. “And I—we’ve still been waking up in the middle of the night.”


  “I tried them…same thing happened,” I told them, and the truth was that nothing seemed to be working for any of us.


  A thump sounded in the hall, and then the door creaked open, and Lora stood on the threshold, swaying back and forth—hair uncombed, with curly strands tangled over her collar, and hanging down her back. Her makeup was smudged, and black circles around her eyes resembled bruises. Despite her disheveled appearance, she was a beautiful woman, perfect skin and a dynamite body. All eyes were on her as she stepped into the room, closed the door behind her, and then she whispered, “Sorry I’m late.”


  “Well, you’re here, and that’s a good thing,” Josh told her.


  We waited for her to be seated, and then Josh began to speak again, “I suffered with insomnia for years. Sometimes I think that with a new medication—a better diet or exercise—that I’ve licked it. But it always comes back. Maybe it’s the way my body works…getting by on little or no sleep. I’ve gotten three hours in the past two days. My eyes…I see shit…and I know that it isn’t real—not the usual LeFey paranormal stuff—it’s my own demons—”


  Lora chimed in, speaking slowly, “I drove cross-country a lot when I did my ghost hunting gig. And I remember dozing in the back of the van, trying to get the sand out of my eyes after being up all night…and when I opened them…I saw buildings that looked like they came out of Wonderland, and people who looked like they weren’t even human. And it’s been happening again.” She waved her hand, as though swatting at an invisible insect, and then she said, “People are beginning to think I’ve lost my mind.”


  Josh nodded, “Sleep deprivation often resembles psychosis. I ended up in a nursing home a few years back. Collapsed in the middle of LeFey center, because I hadn’t slept in days. I was yelling at customers in Bingo’s market before I passed out—telling them that they were demons…and I swore that they were going to kill me.”


  The meeting went on, and the twins talked about their visions—bugs, apparitions and shadow people. Lora and I were quiet, merely listening to the others, and sipping on coffee, and every few minutes her gazed flickered to windows, and then into shadowy corners.


  Josh ended the meeting by saying, “We’ll see each other again. And I wish you peaceful slumber…as always.”


  Everyone gathered belongings, and then left the gloomy room. Lora and I walked with the others until we reached the front stairs, then we said our goodbyes to them. After they disappeared within spirals of thick fog, we sat together on the church steps, a custom we’d acquired. We were silent as the sun lowered in the sky, and then we engaged in conversation about this city—about our lives—ghost stories and lost loves.


  After a while, Lora lit a cigarette, handed it to me, and then lighted up another for herself.


  Her voice was hoarse when she spoke. “I almost didn’t come, I had a tough night…still having a bad time. He followed me here.”


  “Who? Your ex?”


  “No, he’s been calling and shit, but it’s not him that I’m afraid of.”


  “Lora—”


  “Richard Wells—the serial killer—he’s been on my heels for a long time. And he’s been talking to me, telling me he’s going to bring me to hell. It won’t be long before he starts to touch me…to hurt me.”


  “It’s not possible…listen to yourself.” I sucked in my breath, then whispered, “It can’t be real. Think about it. Maybe you need to get back to the hospital.”


  “No hospital, I’m not at that point. Just walk me home.” She shook her head, then said, “My sister packed up everything just to be here with me in LeFey. She’ll be worried if I don’t get back soon.”


  Lora grabbed my hand, and then said, “I was so scared at the prison, afraid that he’d attach himself to me somehow, and they told me that ghosts can’t leave the places where they died—that they’re trapped. But demons—they’re different, and they move around like you and me.”


  I wrapped my arm around her, and then gently guided her to her feet, “Come on, kiddo,” dismissing thoughts about things I’d seen, “I’ll get you home. It’ll be all right.”


  But my gut told me that things were about to get worse, for all of us.


  5.


  May 11, 2014


  I couldn’t believe I was leaving Manhattan behind, and the man that I’d obsessed over for months—Damon, an out of work actor. We met at a Downtown bar, where we drank shots until early morning, and I took him home, thinking that I’d found my soul mate, and when he didn’t call, I went back to that bar, waiting until closing time as he flirted and danced with other women; and I stayed there until he sauntered to my side, kissed me tenderly, and we walked together in the predawn hours, back to my place, and I gave in to him once more, without hesitation.


  He was elated the last time I saw him, telling me about a new play he’d auditioned for.


  He said, “Things look really good. They loved me.” Of course, they always loved him, but never called him back.


  He made love to me, and then he planned our future together, speaking nonstop—about going to the theater, and later posing when photographers caught us walking down Broadway. He described months, years and decades when we’d never be apart.


  Morning came, and sunrise changed everything, washing away the make-believe of the previous night, and then he left me without ceremony. I told myself that he missed me, and that he’d be hurt when he learned I’d left New York without saying goodbye, but deep inside I’d known that he didn’t give a damn.


  And when I boarded the train to LeFey, I shivered a bit as I took in my surroundings. That gloomy coach had been nearly empty, but for a man, who stared from his window, watching people pass by. He donned an outfit reminiscent of the 1940s, a fedora hat, tilted to the side, casting shadows over his face, an oversized jacket, wide lapels, broad shoulders, and the pants narrowed toward the ankles. A crumpled newspaper lay on his lap, a dogeared paperback at his side.


  His gaze flickered to me, a lone woman carrying a single suitcase, nervously checking my watch. Our eyes met for a second, and there was a flash of familiarly in the way he tipped his head to the side, smiling slightly.


  I murmured, “Good morning.”


  He motioned for me to join him, so I slipped into the seat across from him. I didn’t want to be alone, and I sensed no danger from him.


  “Where you heading?” He peered from beneath his hat.


  “Louisiana.”


  “Cool. Where?”


  “LeFey.”


  He smiled, and then began to speak nonstop, “That’s where I’m going, too. I heard that they’ve canceled most of the runs for today. Hurricane watch—crazy early this year—but Hurricane Able hit South Carolina in May, in 1951—and there have been tropical storms around this time of year. Won’t be as bad as we got in 2005, but tough enough, I guess. What part of LeFey?”


  “I’m going to the Demoni mansion. I inherited it.” Sometimes I speak before I think. I felt my face flush and silently chided myself for giving a total stranger too much information. “I shouldn’t have—”


  “It’s all right I know who your father was. I’m so sorry. Know your brother—from the nature sanctuary, but we’ve never been introduced, and he only knows me by sight.” He thought a moment, and then spoke again. “The mansion has a spooky history. People are always talking about Demoni’s ghost and all that, but most of LeFey is haunted. Are you going to live there alone?”


  “There are servants.”


  “Well, take care anyway. People still do weird stuff down by the riverbank, too.”


  “What kind of weird stuff?”


  “Voodoo—Hoodoo—whatever you want to call it.”


  “I know that. It’s part of the culture—a enduring fixture of the city.” I felt a surge of anxiety course through me, and told him, “My brother, I should call him, tell him I can get a hotel by the station until the storm passes.”


  “Don’t worry. My friend—he’s a cabbie, and brings out his old car when it storms, more dependable than a new one, according to him—a relic, like back in the old days. He’s picking me up. He’s been driving in bad weather for decades, and he’s ready for the mess.”


  “Oh, I don’t know.”


  “My friend’s cab company is a legitimate company, and he’ll drop you off at the mansion, I promise.”


  “Friends in New York—they invited me over a lot—always had stuff like Criminal Minds playing on Netflix. It makes my mind wander.” I laughed nervously.


  “That’s why I don’t watch much TV…except for the news. I’m not going to kidnap you, wouldn’t be good for my business.” He gave me a quick wink.


  “You work in town?” I asked.


  “Yeah, my friend and I own a place outside of the town circle. It’s a tattoo parlor where we exhibit some funky local art now and then. In good weather, we put it out on the walk, and people always stop to look at it. It’s a fun way to get people to go inside our place.” He tipped his head to the side. “I’m Nicholas Grant. I was born in LeFey, got educated up North—Rhode Island School of Design. I lived up there a few years, working as an Associate Professor at one of the community colleges. I liked it okay, but the winters are rough there, and it seemed like there was never any time for my art. LeFey is slower, it’s cheaper and there’s more interest in the kind of stuff that I do, so I moved back home, and I’ve never been happier.”


  “I’m Nestor. I haven’t been home in years.”


  “It’s still the same,” he told me as he unfolded his newspaper. “The tourists ignore us, flock to New Orleans, but they’re missing out. That’s what I always say,” He said, chuckling.


  “Maybe they’ll catch on one day.”


  He nodded, and then began to read the paper.


  I settled back in my seat, gazing out the window as the train sped past a bleak landscape, and then I closed my eyes, remembering LeFey, the place I fled from in order to find excitement, to pursue my creativity. I’d always thought things were easier there, and that the people were too simple, but I’d missed the steamy nights, slow Southern drawls, the food, and my brother most of all.


  I began to drift away, and a dream manifested.


  I looked upward to a darkening sky, and then to the swaying draperies of tall Spanish moss trees, where thick fog spiraled over roots and branches, and lilting voices drifted on summer wind. I walked with my brother, Peyton, by the river, and people lined the shore, brown-skinned and long-limbed, with gazes fixed on a cauldron, where orange flames and dark gray smoke stretched toward a full luminary.


  He led me through brush and tangled vines, over rain-soaked earth. And the murmur of voices from the river wafted toward us.


  He smiled wide, and whispered, “Come here”, waving his hand. I followed his gaze, and there was the most beautiful mirror I’d ever seen—oval, its edges glittering with gemstones and cowrie shells.


  My friend Miranda was there, too—strong, her face flush, her skin unlined, young and lovely.


  “I’ll come to see you when I get home,” I told her.


  She nodded, and then spoke slowly, her full lips stained with red, her gazed fixed on me.


  “I killed a boy once, because he wouldn’t let me go. Cops up north were convinced a bunch of thugs did it. I thought I was in the clear until I met Jimmy Montero—until I loved him. But…thing is…Jimmy isn’t really a man at all—he’s something dead—something that makes us all pay the price for our sins—for our decadence. And when you meet him, his name will be different…he’ll look different. May God help you, sweet Nestor…”


  Then she was gone, and only Peyton and that looking glass remained.


  I began to move toward the mirror, drawn to its beauty, and then my brother said, “This is madness, and you won’t realize it until its beauty wraps its spell around you.”


  I flinched when the train stopped in New Orleans, and people stood on a platform, shuffling toward the locomotive, long coats shrouding frail bodies, oversized hats casting shadows over dull eyes, seemingly unaware of falling rain. A small girl, wearing a white scarf, lifted her chin and gazed at me as she made her way over rain puddles, and she smiled slowly as though she held a dark secret, and then a man appeared, his face obscured by shadow. He put his hand on the child’s shoulder. And billowing steam rose from the platform, as a horde of pedestrians suddenly paraded from the train station door, crowding the platform and swallowing the child and man, and even though the windows were closed, I swore that I heard the girl’s voice, ethereal and silvery, as though it floated away into some netherworld. When the mob parted, the girl’s scarf lay on the platform, and something dark was splattered on the white fabric.


  I dreamed about her later…


  She was ghostly, pacing the platform in the still of the night, crimson dribbling from her head, and she looked at me with steel gray eyes, and said, “Don’t go to Midnight Town.”


  Rain intensified when the train arrived in LeFey, and the station was nearly deserted, but for a few men standing in the mistiness, and several passengers moving on wet walks. I made my way to the platform, stopping to drape my coat over my suitcase.


  Nicholas brushed by me, devoid of luggage, book and newspaper tucked beneath his arm; moving by the station windows, as though he floated, his clothing curling when wind touched the edges, and he turned, smiling, as he approached a yellow taxi; an old model, resembling a Gotham cab of the 1940’s. Emblazoned in bold dark letters were the words:


  GARY’S CAB SERVICE


  Serving LeFey and Neighboring Cities


  504-555-1199


  Then he told me, “Come along. My invitation is still open. Weather is getting worse, and I’m afraid there won’t be many cabs coming because of the wind and heavy rain.”


  I followed him, and for a moment I thought about calling Peyton. Maybe these were madmen who’d drive me to the river, do unspeakable things to me. But the cab looked legitimate and when Nicholas smiled at me, his eyes were warm. So, I got inside the vehicle, feeling relief when I spotted the driver’s license tacked on the back of his seat.


  The taxicab was clean and well-kept, and it smelled of cedar. A pair of crystal prayer beads hung from the rearview mirror, and a statue of Saint Christopher sat on the dash. The driver was a stocky man, with greasy black hair and a ragged beard. He gripped the steering wheel with meaty hands, and he had a tattoo of a centipede on his right wrist. He turned for moment, and then said with a raspy voice, “Kept checking arrival times…was afraid that you’d be getting to town late.”


  Nicholas waved his hand, “We were lucky, but I think that later runs might be delayed or canceled. Hey, Gary, this is Nestor Hyatt. She’s going to the Demoni mansion, if you don’t mind.”


  The driver shrugged, and then said coolly, “Why should I mind?” Then he pulled away from the station, eyeing me every now and then in the rearview.


  “Gary and I go way back. He’s good people,” Nicholas said in a soft undertone.


  I sat back, telling myself to relax, and then I took in the landscape.


  Blinding rain pummeled the windshield as we traveled through the city, past towering bank buildings, and then onto the highway. Thick haze added a dreamy effect to the scenery, with torrents of rain splattering on the road, and it dappled the thoroughfare like shining jewels.


  “What kind of art do you make?” I asked Nicholas.


  “Oh, I’m mainly a sculptor. I travel back and forth to Manhattan, mostly to check out the galleries, but I make and sell most of my work here. You?”


  “I make quilts.”


  “A weaver of dreams?” He smiled slowly.


  I felt a familiar tug, an attraction, but I ordered it away, and I did not speak again until that cab pulled up outside the Demoni mansion.


  I grabbed my bag, reached into my purse and handed the driver the fare and a generous tip, and then I told both men, “Thank you.”


  The driver merely nodded, and then gave up a slight wick; and Nicholas asked, “Do you need help with your bag?”


  “No, I’m all right,” I told him as I gazed at lights flaming in windows, knowing that servants waited for me.


  “Maybe I’ll see you again,” he told me.


  “Maybe, when I’m settled in.”


  “My place is outside the town circle, past the covered bridge.”


  I nodded, remembering the darkness beyond that bridge on a long-ago Halloween—something illicit lay beyond its boundary—like strange men who tempted me with subtle smiles and smoldering eyes, and it didn’t matter, because I swore that I’d never go there.


  6.


  September 1, 2014


  The hospice hospital stinks of death, but I had to come here to visit my friend Miranda Salerno. Cancer has invaded her body, slowly killing her, taking away her dignity and destroying a brilliant mind.


  She rocks slowly back and forth in an olden wicker chair, and her gaze is fixed on rain pattering against her window. She’s shivering, pale and humped over. She tells me, “Last chemo treatment did a number on me. Doctors said that the tumors are shrinking, but not fast enough. I’m afraid I haven’t got much longer. I’ve lived a good life. No complaints.”


  “I’m sorry, I should have written more—visited. Things went downhill after you got sick—then I left New York.”


  “I missed you.” She laughs slightly, “But I enjoyed your letters telling me about your shoplifting fiascos, and that actor fellow you hooked up with. Oh, but you’re so young yet. I hope that you’re still making your quilts.”


  “That’s one thing I’ll keep doing. If it weren’t for you, I never would have continued. You were more than a teacher—you’ll always be my mentor.”


  She holds up her index finger, and then says, “It might be the one good thing I’ve done in this life. That, and loving Jimmy Montero.”


  “Who?” I ask, shuddering a bit. Hadn’t she murmured that name in a recent dream. “You never talked about men before,” I say, confusion filling me.


  She purses her lips and speaks softly. “Thought I mentioned the name once when we’d both had too much wine. Anyway, I had my share of men when I was young. Went up north to school to get away from one of them. His name was Carmine. Italian guy who believed that he owned me. Poor guy got killed…”


  “I’m so sorry.”


  “Yeah, nobody should die so young…and so bad.” She folds her arms, tears glisten in her eyes.


  I touch her hand, then ask, “So, remind me, who was Jimmy?”


  “Guy I met outside a bar in town—was when I first arrived here. Handsome devil…taught me about wine…about fucking.” She presses her hand to her forehead, sighs, then says, “Dizziness is coming. I might not make much sense now.”


  “I’ll get the nurse.”


  She shakes her head, telling me, “The bad things are coming…”


  A nurse rushes through the open door, says sternly, “She drifts every night at this time.”


  And Miranda’s stare is faraway, and I know that she’s gone into an alternate world, one where old loves reside, and where her pain is distant. And she whispers, “He knows what I did, but he still loves me…wants to bring me to the mirrors…”


  Memories of nurses helping Miranda into bed flicker through my mind, the emptiness in her eyes, spittle dribbling down her chin, and I ask myself if she’ll survive until the holidays.


  I stare at a quilt draped over my pillows, one that Miranda made for me before she took ill. Purple and yellow flowers, beads sewn around the edge. A dark shape manifests behind a petal, another appears in the stitching—angry eyes, gnarled fingers.


  “No,” I say, diverting my gaze to the window, to the smell of freshly cut grass and the yard below. My gardener is walking across the plot, his head bowed, his lips moving slowly as though he recites a silent litany.


  Samuel refuses to rest. He’s mowed and raked the lawn. It’s almost twilight, and now he lugs the last of the grass-filled bags across the yard. His face is stoic, gazing at the river beyond the property’s boundary, then his eyes slowly shift to shadows cast by tangled branches that stretch over the patch of land. He falls to his knees and crosses himself, and I hear him say, “The dead are near tonight.”


  He bends his head, whispers incoherent words, and then stands sluggishly, sullen, his right hand gripping the dagger tucked inside his belt. He surveys his surroundings one more time, taking in the greenery, the earth, the sky and this house, and then he walks slowly within gathering darkness, until he’s swallowed up by thick mist rolling in from the waterway.


  Soon he’ll cut through the jumble of trees and bushes, as he heads for the riverbank, carrying a jug of moonshine. He’ll gather with others, superstitious people, who believe in magic, curses and ghosts, and they’ll sing and dance around a bonfire, crooning psalms passed down from elders who came from the Caribbean. And they’ll imbibe Samuel’s brew in darkness, and he’ll tell them stories about Louisiana and its dead—about specters that haunt the woods after sundown—and creatures that live in the river, waiting patiently for children who roam too close to the shore. And he’ll ask, “Where are the ones who’ve gone missing? And who—or what—wails in pitch-black night before someone dies?”


  Once his mother told him those tales, her dark face animated as her children gathered around her, and her slender hands moved delicately, as though a lovely symphony played, and she was the director, but those days have passed, and old Mama merely sits by Samuel’s kitchen window with her rheumy eyes fixed on the room’s murky corners, and she mumbles disjointed words when mistiness stretches across the floor and walls, and then she is still, lost in a shadow world—one that not even her beloved son can visit, and I’ve seen him wring his hands in frustration when she does not recognize him…but he tries each evening before he goes to the river.


  Earlier today she sat on the back steps, as she often does, watching Samuel work in the yard. On my way to gather flowers from one of the gardens, she called out, “My name is Bethany, and I’m not Samuel’s mother.” Her lips began to quiver as I moved to her side.


  I knelt by her wicker chair and told her, “Bethany is tidying the house.” I pointed upward when I spied my maid peering from an upstairs window. “See?”


  The old woman began to shiver, words spilling quickly from her lips. “No, no, you don’t understand. They used mirrors to transfer our souls. Old Mama couldn’t stand the thought of being old…of dying. And she learned the secrets—”


  “Mama.” Samuel’s tone was stern as he moved toward us, clutching a pair of hedge clippers and shaking his head. “It’s time for your medication.”


  “No,” she spat, raising her hands in defense, as though her son would strike her.


  “Come,” he said, lifting her gently. And then he turned to me, “I’m sorry. I lost track of time. She was due for her pills over an hour ago.”


  He began to guide her away, whispering in her ear—things that I couldn’t comprehend. Then she turned her head, and her ancient eyes held mine when she told me. “I was vain…loose with men…always had to look pretty…the mirrors…that’s how they did it.”


  “Come along now,” Samuel told her, frustration in his voice.


  “Cover the looking glasses and hide the crystal…or they’ll steal your spirit like they stole mine.” Saliva dripped down her chin and tears streaked her cheeks.


  “I’m sorry,” Samuel told me once more, and then Mama sobbed out loud.


  And I heard her crying from the quarters they share. It went on for a long time, until the sun began to sink and Samuel returned to finish his yard work, most likely anticipating familiar tales and music that take him away from his troubles—to magic by a streaming waterway—to people who share his faith.


  Later, in the stillness of night, when the stories have been told and the fire has turned to ashes, Samuel will stagger over leaves and brambles, mumbling a Voodoo love chant, one he wrote for a girl who left him. And when the last note is exhaled, he’ll disappear behind the house, and I’ll hear his lock click, and his baritone voice will rise and fall once more as he guides Mama to bed, and I know he’ll weep for her…until sleep overtakes him…and again when she cries out for him at dawn.


  He recently told me, “I’m afraid of this house…of noises that I hear at night.”


  I reassured him that there’s nothing to fear. But he merely shook his head, and I saw the terror in his eyes, and then he said, “Nestor, I’ve seen things…and Mama, when she was herself…so did she.”


  I told him, “I’ve heard that bad moonshine can have odd side effects.”


  He shrugged, and then said, “My mother hated my mash, and her only demons were cigars and good Jamaican rum. Besides, I don’t make bad shine. Methanol is taken out.”


  “I know, I’m teasing you.”


  He waved a finger at me. “People who died bad are still here—because death isn’t the end. Haven’t you seen odd things…ghosts in the yard, and on the walk, when you sit by your window late at night?”


  “I’m not sure,” I whispered, but I lied to him, because I’ve seen white smoke rising from the earth, and faces manifest there, but it’s always after too much wine mixed with Xanax or Klonopin, and your eyes play nasty tricks on you when you’re an insomniac. I’ve read hundreds of books about hallucinations, about how insomnia and dope can make you see and hear things. People in my support group talk about it all the time. But there are events and visions that have no explanation…and I’ve read countless books about that, too; and there are evil people in this world—the kind who prey on the weak—and some kill without remorse.


  And once, when I confronted Mama out in the yard, she looked at me with her ancient eyes, and said, “Be careful, Nestor. You should fear the living, and not the dead.”


  Lately, I avoid most of the living, keeping to myself, only going out in daylight when I need food, quilting supplies and cigarettes, or to meetings where
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