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MANDY WONDERED IF THE LITTLE boy with the bright blonde hair and thick black glasses was real, or if he was just another ghost.  She watched him across the wide-open space of the foyer that separated them.  She sat on a bench against the wall outside the office of Mr. Winters while the boy sat at a small table thirty feet away, reading a book.

She thought he looked real enough, but for all she knew he could just be a phantom, reliving the same few minutes of time over and over.

Other than the reader, the place seemed surprisingly empty.  It smelled like old books and the walls were lined with a deep dark brown wainscoting against high off-white walls, which made the entryway and main hall feel warm and cozy.  

She ran a slender hand through her short, unruly blonde curls, checked her cell phone, telling herself she wanted to check the time, but knowing in her heart she was checking to see if Sam had sent her a text and she’d just not felt the vibration.

No messages.  She held the phone cupped in her left hand, dangling limp from the wrist wedged under the other arm, just waiting.  Someone pulled a chair across the floor, and it made a loud jerky rumble sound.  She looked up and didn’t see where it had come from, but she told herself that just might have been enough of a racket to momentarily cause her not to feel her phone vibrate, so she checked it again.

“Jesus, Mary and Joseph.”

Sam still hadn’t contacted her.

Did she expect him to?  That last fight had been the one, she knew it.  She felt it that night when he walked out.  She felt it again when she woke up the next morning after having slept maybe two hours on the couch, her eyes flying open too early to see she was still in her apartment and Sam still wasn’t here.  That moment of waking, and the realization that came with it, sent her heart careening out of her chest, down into her stomach, where the two of them then sank further, into a black hole that had formed somewhere near Mandy’s spine.

She had wished so badly to go back to sleep and dream the last twenty-four hours away, but it hadn’t happened.  And she hadn’t heard from him since.

She had come home a couple of times since then to find he’d been over, little things were missing, things that were his, things he knew she would notice were gone.  It was like he was communicating with her without actually doing it.  And every time it happened, she cursed herself for missing him again.  It got to the point where she wanted to stay in the apartment all day, just waiting for him to show up so she could apologize.

She hadn’t meant the fight to go that far.  She hadn’t meant to fight with him at all, but things just escalated too far too fast and before Mandy knew it, she was single.

And tired of waiting.

She looked at her phone again, this time actually checking the time, to find she’d been out here almost fifteen minutes.  What in the hell could be taking so long in there?

She looked over at the reader again and saw he was still there, still at it.  She thought about going over to him, see if he would talk to her.  She really wanted to know if he was real or not.  But the door finally opened, and Mr. Winters poked his head around the corner, saw her, and said, “Miss Malone?  All ready.  Please come in.”

She thought he had looked at her rather crookedly and she wondered if she had dressed right for the occasion.  Surely the cream button down over the khakis was appropriate?  Maybe it was black low-top Converse on her feet.  That had been force of habit; she told herself to wear dress shoes but had slipped her feet into the Chucks unconsciously before walking out the door.

Mandy tossed her phone into her purse, grabbed the straps and followed Mr. Winters into his office.  He shook her hand, then closed the door while she sat down in the dark blue vinyl seat across from him.  He took his place on the other side of the desk and said, “I’m sorry that took so long.  Sometimes I think the official end of things here is even more complicated and hectic than what goes on out there,” and he nodded outside his office.  “Oh, and you can have these back,” and he handed over her birth certificate and social security card, which she slid into her purse.

She had meant to check her phone one last time before coming in.  She had to put Sam out of her mind, at least long enough to get through the orientation process.  Once things calmed down, she knew her mind would go right back to him, carrying on the same conversations she’d been having with his memory for the last couple of weeks, all the things she wished she’d said.  For now, she knew she should welcome the distraction.

“So, have you ever done this sort of work before?” Mr. Winters asked.  Her application lay on the desk in front of him; he could see by her work history she hadn’t.  Mandy had worked her way up through the ranks of menial jobs from fast food cashier to the slightly more grand grocery store cashier, then out from behind one keyboard and onto another working in a call center for two years before meeting Sam.

She shook her head.

“Not like this, no.”

He looked at her application again and asked the question she knew was coming.

“You’ve got quite a gap in your work history.  Two years since you left your last job.”

She nodded.  “I was living with someone during that time.  He made really good money.”  She stopped there, as if that were explanation enough.  She cracked her knuckles nervously, a habit she’d fought for years, always in vain.  “We’re not together anymore,” she added, closing the book on that section of the Q&A.

“I see.  And what made you apply for this job?”

Jesus, she had answered all of these questions at her interview.  She had the job already.  Was all of this necessary?

“It sounded like something I would not only enjoy doing, but I think I’ll be pretty good at it.  I love working with kids, I love being around kids.  I used to want to be a teacher, but that didn’t work out.”

Damn, she shouldn’t have said that; it made it seem like she’d tried and failed when in reality she had simply changed her mind when she met Sam.

He picked up her application and set it on top of a small pile of other papers, picked them up, tapped them square, and put them into a file folder, then turned to her and asked, “How much do you know about this place?

“If you mean the ghosts, yes I know about the ghosts.”

He nodded.  That had been exactly what he’d meant.

“What do you know about them?”

She shrugged.  “I don’t know.  I know they’re here.  I guess I know all the same stories everyone else knows.”

He waited.  He seemed to be expecting her to elaborate, so she said, “Just that there are ghosts in the building, a lot of them.”

“That doesn’t exactly sound like ‘all the same stories everyone else knows.’  What kind of stories?  I don’t get to talk much with people from outside about what they hear goes on here and, well, since this is still just an orientation, you’re still, technically, from outside.  I’m curious.”

Mandy glanced over his shoulder, out the window at the bright Spring Saturday afternoon.  It looked like a beautiful day to be outside.

“I guess the one I hear the most is about the maid who got raped and murdered by the gang of boys.”

“Carlotta,” Mr. Winters said.  “Carlotta Vasquez, although the residents called her Carlotta Valdez.”

Mandy waited for the rest, but the look on Mr. Winters’s face said he had expected some kind of reaction.  Judging by his smirk, she guessed she was supposed to be amused.

“I’m sorry,” she said, “I don’t get the reference.”

“Hitchcock?” Mr. Winters said.  “Vertigo?  Really?  Oh.  Well, anyway, she wasn’t a maid—we don’t have maids here; she was one of our older girls, only a few months away from leaving us.  She was in the laundry one day.  It was before my time, so I never met her personally, but from what I understand one day a few of the older boys cornered her in the laundry room and tried to . . .”

Mandy nodded, understanding.

“Anyway, she fought them off and escaped.  They chased her through the building, but most everyone else was outside at the time.  It was the fourth of July and the fireworks were just beginning to go off, so no one heard her screams.  The boys were fast, though, and she couldn’t get near the doors, so she ran upstairs.”

“Why not just break a window or something?” Mandy asked.  “That would have got someone’s attention.”

Mr. Winters shrugged; he hadn’t been here, he’d said.

“However it happened, whether she was pushed or had just been so scared she didn’t realize what she was doing and went through it on her own, Carlotta smashed through a third floor window and fell to her death.”

Mandy frowned.

“Her ghost showed up not long after.  The thing about the ghosts here,” he said, about to impart some great knowledge, she felt, “is that they’re not here to scare you.  They don’t really haunt so much as they just appear from time to time.”

“I heard they were always around.”

He shrugged again.

“The point is, they’re not here to hurt anyone.  In fact, it’s pretty much understood they probably don’t even realize where they are, what they are, or anything else.  From what we’ve observed, the ghosts here are nothing more than excess energy, just reliving particular moments over and over.  For Carlotta it just happens to be she keeps falling from the third-floor window.”

Mandy made a face and said, “That can’t be a pleasant sight for the kids.”

“It’s always from the window she fell from.  That room’s been converted to storage.”

Mandy nodded.

“And what other kind of things do they do?  So they don’t catch me off guard.”

“There are a lot of them, and their moments are varied, but the important thing to remember is they’re not here to hurt or to scare you.  For example, in one of the rooms upstairs, there is often heard the sound of two girls arguing.  We’re never able to make out what they’re so upset about.  We can hear their voices, and the agitation in them, but never what they’re arguing about.  No one has ever seen anything in that room, it’s just voices, and we’re not sure who they were, when they were here, or what happened to them.  Another one, an especially . . . tragic young boy, cut his wrists in the hallway one night while everyone slept.  Whatever you see or hear, just keep in mind you’re watching nothing more than an old recording and just go about your business.”

“Got it,” Mandy said.  “I can do that.  They’re not here to hurt me and just go about my business.”

Mr. Winters nodded and smiled, then spread his hands and said, “I’ll show you around and we can discuss what you’ll be doing here.”

Mandy smiled too.  She followed him out of the office, snagging her phone from her purse once she was behind him and checking the display.  Nothing from Sam.

“Um, can I ask something,” Mandy said, catching up to him in the hall.

“Of course.”

“Have there really been that many people that have died here?  It just seems like an awful lot of talk about ghosts, but I’ve never heard anyone talk about a lot of deaths on the property.”

“It does seem that way, doesn’t it?” he said, nodding, but not really answering her question.

As they walked, he talked.

“The Home is a privately funded operation.  That means we get by on donations.  It’s not always easy, but we’ve managed so far.  Our kids range from five years old to eighteen, and the State says that, for those ages, we need one caregiver for every sixteen children.”

Jesus, Mary and Joseph, Mandy thought.  That’s a lot of kids to look after by yourself.

“This building was constructed in the 1950s,” he said, “but the Mertland Childrens’ Home has been around since 1910 when Jacob Keeper established the home to care for troubled or abandoned children.  After losing his twins when they disappeared from his home—”

“I read he kicked them out.”

Mr. Winters shrugged.  “Whatever the case may be,” he continued, “with their absence, he was determined to fill that loss by helping the children of his adopted home any way he could.  He purchased a house that used to sit here—not right here; it was on the grounds—and converted it into a home for children.  As the years passed and the contributions grew, as well as the number of children who needed a place to stay for whatever reason, this facility was built, and we’ve been here ever since.  We have several acres, but most of it goes unused.  The back of the property is wooded, and the residents are absolutely not allowed into them.  But we have a basketball court and playground out back.  The main building is separated, with the boys on one side and girls on the other.  In the middle here is the common area with offices and cafeteria, etc.”

They went down a hallway lined with framed photographs, girls in all of them.

“These are some of our past residents,” Mr. Winters said.  “We cherish our kids here, and we want to make sure they know that.”

He led her into the kitchen, saying, “The residents line up here to get their food, then go to their seats.  We’re all accountable for ourselves here, but we like to maintain order, so everyone stays seated until the end of the meal, then they line up along this wall here and make their way to the trash.  We encourage clean plates, of course, but . . . their trash goes here, the silverware in the first tub, plates in the next one, then trays are stacked up over here.”

She could see the kitchen from here and she watched for a moment as vague people-shaped shadows moved around back there.

The smell in here was familiar, that industrial strength sanitizer she’d grown so used to having spent her high school years working various fast-food jobs. 

Next, they toured the halls so she could familiarize herself with the room numbers and see what the rooms looked like.  The halls gave off the faint scent of pine, like a disinfectant and her Converse squeaked against the tile floor.  Everyone slept two to a room.  “Sometimes we’ve just got too many people here.  Our goal, however, is no more than two at a time.”

She passed maintenance closets, offices where staff worked, she met the resident nurse, Mrs. Beaman, whose cache looked capable of handling nothing more serious than a skinned knee.

Mandy nodded, remembering those days well.

Finally, they wound up in the common room where he explained, “This is where they spend most of their time.  It’s got the TV, but the remote for the television will be in your possession, you or one of your colleagues, and it will be up to you to decide how best to handle the viewing choices.  We don’t have many, only basic cable, but there’s a VCR and DVD player with a collection of movies.  There are books and games in here.  We encourage them to use what’s here and not bring their own; we’ve got some young kids here, so we like to keep things age-friendly.”

Mandy nodded.

The common room was empty except for three girls, the first residents she’d seen except for the reader.

“This is Sarah, Alison and Monique.  These three,” Mr. Winters said, “just got off suspension from school for fighting, which means they’re stuck here while the rest of the girls are at the water park for the day.  They’re not bad kids, just brought up in unfortunate circumstances, and as I’m sure you know, other kids aren’t always the most understanding about others’ misfortunes.  However, we can’t reward their suspension, so, while the fights might not have been entirely their faults, they are still responsible for their own actions and as such, the consequences of those actions are keeping them here while everyone else is away.”

“I’m Mandy,” she said to the three teens.  They all offered weak waves of their hands, one said, “Hi,” but none of their eyes left the television.

“I’m going to be working here,” she said.

“Kinda figured that,” Sarah—she had long black hair and wore too much black eye makeup—said.

The girl next to her, Alison, a brunette with bobbed hair and freckles splattered across her nose, chuckled but said nothing.

“Anyway,” Mr. Winters said, leading Mandy away, “So we’ll have you start the day after tomorrow, if that’s good.  You’ll be here five to one AM Monday through Friday, but we do require twelve hours every other Saturday.  That’s one to one.  It’s over forty hours, but you do get overtime for those last four.”

“I can handle that,” Mandy said, thinking the extra cash every two weeks would be nice now that she was managing on her own.  They had made their way back to Mr. Winters’s office.  She didn’t see the boy who’d been reading earlier, and Mandy decided that yes, maybe he had been a ghost after all.  She suppressed a shudder at the thought it could have looked so much like a real person, and she suddenly felt almost nervous at the thought of not being able to tell a ghost from a real boy.

“You’ll be working the first couple of weeks with Lynn,” Mr. Winters said.  “She’ll train you, then you’ll be on second shift with her, Bea and Jane.”

“Oh, so I won’t be here by myself,” Mandy said.

“No,” Mr. Winters said.  “There are just too many kids here, and the State says there have to be a certain number of workers per kids.”

“That’s a weight off,” she said.

Mr. Winters smiled, but Mandy felt there was something a little disapproving in that smile, as if he were suddenly regretting his decision to hire her.  Well, she had the job now.  All she had to do was prove to him she was the right person and he’d forget his momentary hesitation.

As they shook hands again, Mr. Winters said, “And don’t worry about the ghosts.  There really aren’t that many.  Certainly not as many as the stories would have you believe.”

Mandy smiled and turned to go, thinking that didn’t set her at ease; according to the stories there were hundreds of them.  Less than that still left room for quite a few.

She stopped outside and looked back at the three-story building.  She half expected to see ghosts staring down at her from the windows, but they were empty.  She could see the separation, the boys’ rooms over to the left with the girls’ rooms on the right and the common areas in the middle.  The building was big on the outside but seemed absolutely massive on the inside.

“Hopefully I’m only working on one side.  That’ll help in learning my way around.”  

She noticed people moving on the far-left side of the grounds and she tried to make them out.  They looked like groundskeepers, but either they were too far away, or she needed to have her eyes checked; they looked like vague, indistinct blurs moving around.

She checked her phone, but it still insisted there was nothing from Sam.  Mandy drove home wondering what she had gotten herself into.  But with Sam gone, she needed work, and the Mertland Childrens' Home was the only place hiring that didn’t require a degree or pay slave wages.

So if she had to deal with a few spooks on occasion in order to pay the rent, she figured the kids didn’t seem too affected by it, so if they could do that, Mandy told herself so could she.  And like he said, they weren’t there to scare or hurt anyone, they didn’t even acknowledge the living.  He’d said it himself, their appearances amounted to nothing more than a moment in time repeating over and over.

“And once I know what those moments are,” she said out loud to the car and herself, “I’ll be able to ignore them, and eventually tune them out altogether.  Easiest thing in the world.”

She got home a few minutes later and felt a moment’s disappointment at not seeing Sam’s car parked outside.  Instead of stopping, she drove to Katie’s house.
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SHE FOUND KATIE WHERE SHE always found her: on the computer.  Katie lived inside her laptop, whether shopping for free music on Amazon, manipulating pictures or just reading the same news feeds over and over.  She researched products she was never going to buy, watched videos from bands she had no interest in or movie trailers for movies she would never see.  Mandy didn’t know how she kept it all straight, or even what the interest in it all was, but she had to admit that Katie was, without doubt, the smartest person she knew.

Maybe smart wasn’t the word, Mandy thought.  Knowledgeable.  That’s a better fit.  She had a storehouse of knowledge in her brain of so many different subjects, information she could pluck from her memory banks at the drop of a hat whenever the opportunity arose.

Today, Mandy found her reading Wikipedia.  The page on Katie’s screen showed she was reading up on the history of the lunch box.  Under other circumstances, Mandy would find this curious, but considering where she was and who it was doing the looking up, it was just another day.

“How’d work go?”

Mandy yawned and said, “It went, I guess.  I don’t actually start until Monday.  Today he just took me around and showed me the building, showed me where the rooms and everything are.”

“Did he tell you about the ghosts?”

“I think I saw one,” Mandy said.

“Really?  What did it look like?”

“I don’t know.  If it even was one, it was nothing special, just a little boy reading a book.  But, he could have been real, I didn’t get a close up look.”

“What was the book?”

“I didn’t see.  He did talk about the ghosts, though.  The guy showing me around, not the little boy.”

“What he say?”  Katie was still scrolling down the screen and this was another thing it had taken Mandy some getting used to.  Katie’s attention was divided, she was still reading about lunch boxes, but Mandy knew if asked later, she would recall their entire conversation.

“He just said they’re there.  He told me about one who fell out of a window when a bunch of boys tried to attack her.  But he said they’re not there to scare anyone, that it’s like a bunch of old movies that just keep playing the same scene over and over.  I guess I’ll get used to them?”

Mandy stretched out on Katie’s couch.  Her phone was clutched in her hand and she checked the screen.  Nothing from Sam.

“Has he bothered calling yet?” Katie asked.

“Nope,” Mandy said, sighing.

“I’m sorry.  But do you even want him calling after what he did to you?”

“It doesn’t make me not love him, though,” Mandy replied.

“It should.”

“Yeah well...people fight, it doesn’t change how you feel about them.”

“It’s been a few weeks, though; don’t you think if he was going to call he’d have done it by now?”

“I don’t know.  If I knew where he was or what he was doing, maybe I could say.  But for all I know he’s totally moved on and is seeing somebody else already.”

This thought made Mandy’s gut clench and her heart speed up.  The pounding in her chest was a warning sign to change the subject before she spent the rest of the night in a blue haze of loneliness, which was where her thoughts were headed.  It didn’t matter she was with Katie, her best friend, it didn’t matter how long it had been or why it had happened; Mandy knew the life she had with Sam had been a complete life, a happy life, and anything other than that life was just Mandy doing a bad impression of happiness.

Happiness, hell.  That word wasn’t even on the table as a possibility.  She was getting by.  She was surviving, day to day.  But it took a conscious act of will to keep her mind from drifting back to those thoughts, because once they were let in, it was damn near impossible to get them out.

That was a mood she wanted to avoid right now.  She had a job, she had one more full day of freedom, and she had good company.  If she could get her friend to talk about something else, that was.
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