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			A NARRATIVE CONCERNING 

			THE TRIAL OF ABIGAIL PIERCE

			FOR WITCHCRAFT

			PUBLISHED TO PREVENT FALSE REPORTS:

			A FABLE

			FAIR WARNING:

					Do not read this

 

			13 October 1665

			As beautiful an autumn day did not exist in her memory Abigail thought as she tended her garden. She eyed the hare that threatened to return to nibbling her herbs, not moving to shoo it away, instead silently willing it to come a little closer. Close enough so she could spring after it and season a stew with the herbs it had left behind. The wide-eyed creature sat watching as she drew her knife from the sheath at her hip. She took no pleasure in killing, but it was an inevitable necessity, especially in this year where so much of the village crop had failed. The hard, stony earth of the colony was harder to farm than English soil, and many were growing thin. Dangerously so. While Abigail’s garden had done better than most, a rabbit stew would be a welcome treat indeed for a family without a hunter. 

			The beast sprinted away at the sound of a musket in the woods nearby. Abigail sighed. She knew she likely wouldn’t have been able to catch it anyway. At least some family would have meat. She returned to her gardening. The soft earth was cool around her fingers as she pulled radishes and turnips out of the ground, placing them by her side in the basket she’d woven as a girl from strips of white oak while her mother watched and gave her instruction how to make it so it would last. Last it had, and while she’d woven many to sell, this was the one she’d done guided by her mother’s hands. This one, imbued with the memory of the woman who’d gone from her life so long ago. 

			The wind whispered through the branches and leaves and brushed the back of her neck below where her bonnet held her hair up and away from her shoulders. Hair down was only an indulgence for indoors at night, out of view of anyone who might come wandering by—though few wandered by her modest house so far at the edge of the village. No one came looking for her except the injured or very ill. And her daughter had not yet reached an age where men came calling. She imagined they would in a summer or two. She was prepared to reply to their advances.

			Another musket report in the trees. Closer. Its sound lingered, echoing through the ancient woods. She peered up, knowing it was not good to hear a second shot. Something was suffering if the first ball hadn’t ended things. She breathed a short prayer for the beast’s pain to be at an end and reached for the stalk of another vegetable.

			A figure erupted through the brush at the edge of the woods.  Abigail threw herself backward, not wanting to be trampled by a wounded deer. The figure ahead of her staggered and fell before scrambling to her hands and feet again, launching her body forward, driven by desperation. Abigail barely recognized her daughter. Her white apron was stained red and the cloak she’d left with over her shoulders was missing. Her loose hair bounced wildly on her shoulders and clung to her sweat-soaked face as the girl lunged toward her mother. Abigail jumped to her feet to catch her child as the girl fell again. 

			“Verity, what’s happened?” Abigail knew. The sound of musket fire still ringing in her ears as she pulled away a bloodied hand from her daughter’s side. “Mama,” the girl whispered. Abigail hefted her daughter up to her feet and helped her stagger into their modest house and lay her down on the table. She was not the first to be tended where they supped, though the sight of her own girl there sent a shiver of despair racing through her body where it collected low in her stomach. A womb-ache.

			She would’ve preferred to examine the girl’s wounds by daylight, but closed the shutters and lit a candle instead. If she was hunted 

			no

			                  surely, an accident

 

			She turned and leaned close, peeling back the rent, wet cloth of a petticoat she’d sewn the season prior. A musket ball and no other thing had torn through her child, piercing the girl above her left hip, before tearing its way out the other side. Abigail knelt beside the wound and inhaled deeply, taking a deep breath of wet copper and cotton and body, but no bowel. She exhaled with relief.

			Verity cried, “It hurts, Mama!”

			“Hush, girl. Who did this?”

			The sound of something large tromping heavily through the forest brush outside carried into the house. Abigail gave her daughter a wooden spoon and said, “Bite and remain still.” She laid a palm on the girl’s forehead to calm her, accidentally smearing her child’s face with blood. She would have to tend the wound soon or Verity might bleed to death. But she could not ignore the sounds outside her door. Abigail turned and peeked through the gap in the shutters. A huntsman with a long musket had emerged from the wood. He stood at the edge of her garden and began to reload. Stripping off her red-stained apron, she wiped her hands dry and threw it into the shadowy corner. She stepped out into the daylight, pulling her front door closed behind her. She folded her arms across her chest and announced, “Elias Fletcher. I do not allow hunting on my property.” 

			“I hunt where I please, Abigail Pierce. And this property is that of thy husband. Would that he were here to see you without an apron, as if you had no labors to attend.”

			“Speak not of my husband.” Her voice quavered. “Say what thou would to me or be gone from my garden.”

			The man took a step forward, crushing a radish stalk underfoot. His eyes, though shaded beneath the wide brim of his hat, noticeably narrowed. He was not at all accustomed to being confronted so directly by a woman. Abigail was as well-known to speak as she liked and it was rumored to be wise to indulge her. He gripped the musket in his hands tighter and said, “Thy daughter, Verity. Where is she?”

			“She’s in the wood gathering branches for our baskets.”

			He grunted. “I witnessed her there. Yet, she has run home, I wager. Bring her forth; I wish to see her.”

			“Thou art wrong.”

			“Call me a liar?”

			“Nay. I say thou art mistaken only. She has yet to return home, though I await her eagerly.”

			Fletcher crushed another stalk under a heavy boot, moving closer yet to Abigail, who stood her ground. She was a year from forty and not easily intimidated. In her time, she had sailed across an ocean, built a home, given birth to a son and a daughter, buried the boy and a husband. And this man, half her age

 

			         this boy 

 

			and none of her experience, stood with a gun in his hands as if he had the right to demand anything of her. 

			“Fetch her or I shall enter thy home and drag her out before God.”

			“How dare thee invoke the Lord’s name in such a manner. To blaspheme as thou threaten my home? My family? Take care, Elias Fletcher, that the sound of thy voice should travel.”

			His already ruddy face flushed deeper red as his filthy knuckles blanched white. “Speak not to me of blasphemy, witch.” The word fell between them with a palpable weight. Only a year earlier, a girl had been burned alive and her husband hanged at a crossroad for the crime of witchcraft. His body as well as her blackened stake remained as reminders to others who would defy God’s law. In reality, she knew they were not witches but had sought freedom from enslavement. She wouldn’t say that they had won it, for what is freedom to the dead? They paid the cost of their rest with straight backs and clear eyes, however. She admired their bravery, uncertain she could face the gallows or a stake with the same grace. She knew she would spit and curse. 

			“Bring forth your daughter that I might look upon her and see for myself the two of you are not of the Devil!”

			“She gathers branches in the wood for weaving.” She took a breath and said in a low voice, “With them we will craft a coffin in your size, if it pleases thee.”

			Fletcher gasped as if he’d been slapped. He stomped forward, shoving Abigail to the ground with his musket. “Enough! Hold thy evil tongue or I shall see thee hang.”

			“Thy eyes shall see nothing,” she whispered. “Least of all my daughter.”

 

			He stormed toward the house and kicked in the door. She heard the iron latch go flying and clatter away into the dark. She rose and again drew the knife at her hip, following him into shadow. He stood in her house, staring at the empty table glistening with blood. A trail of it led toward the back of the house.
 

 

			               thy eyes shall see nothing

 

			she said 

			           as she drove 

			                         the 

			                              knife 

			                                  deep

 

			17 October 1665

			The knock at the door made Abigail jump. She’d been waiting for such a sound, but after several days thought it might never come and had allowed herself to breathe easy for a while. She stood and straightened her apron and opened the door. Instead of men come to arrest her, Martha Thurlow waited outside, her hood shading her face from the late day sun. “Goody Pierce, I am sorry to disturb thee, but my daughter, Sarah is in need of thy care.”

			Instead of moving aside to welcome her guest in, Abigail stepped outside and closed the door behind her. “What troubles her?” she asked, feeling the pit of anxiety in her stomach swell and subside like a heartbeat. 

			Martha Thurlow looked around apprehensively. Abigail figured she expected to be invited in. “I know not what afflicts her. She drifts in and out of a sleep from which I cannot wake her. She shivers and convulses and cries out in pain when touched. I’ve seen nothing like this trance before.” 

			“Are your other children afflicted?”

			“Nay. It possesses Sarah alone, though I fear it may soon spread. Please come.”

			“I shall visit and see what I can do, though her symptoms are unfamiliar to me.”

			The woman pressed her hands together and bowed her head. “God bless you, Abigail Pierce.” She walked away quickly.

			Abigail let out a breath and retreated into her home to check on her own daughter. She didn’t like the sound of Sarah Thurlow’s affliction as her mother had described it. It sounded

 

       unnatural

 


			wrong to Abigail’s ears. 

			She made her way to her daughter’s bed. The girl lay there, heavy-lidded, but awake. Abigail pressed her hand against the girl’s neck, feeling for fever. She seemed cooler. Infection had not taken hold. Still, Abigail worried. She was almost out of hellebore and would soon have to go abroad to barter with the Wampanoag for more. She didn’t like the idea of leaving the girl alone for as long as that would take, but feared running out of her medicines more. Especially if she had to administer any of her meager supply to the Thurlow girl.

			“Verity. I have to go for a short while. I’ll return soon, after I attend to Martha Thurlow’s daughter.”

			“Sarah? She is taken ill?”

			“Aye, dear. She is. But I hope to help.”

			The girl swallowed hard and her eyes welled up with tears. “I think I know what vexes her, Mama.”

			Abigail felt competing sensations of anxiety and relief. Knowing put her at an advantage to help the girl. At the same time, her daughter hadn’t mentioned her friend was sick, and what secrets girls such as these had conspired to keep worried her. “What is it?” she asked.

			*   *   *

			Abigail walked along the rutted road, trying not to slip in the mud, though her late husband’s shoes were too large and often caused her to stumble even on dry earth. They were waterproof, though, and she had nothing of sufficient value to pay or trade for a new pair made for her. She had to make do with what she had. She passed the cooper and blacksmith’s houses on the way toward the common well. The village was quiet. She heard children and the lowing of cattle ahead on the common. Only a few adult women attended both. The rest of the village men were in the wood. Searching.

			She glanced toward the stockades and paused a moment, marveling that they were empty. Had been for a while now. Since the summer, at least, since Boaz Goodnow had sat in them for the crime of stealing a chicken from Reason Trescott’s farm. He was a kind man, and like so many, hungry. He sat in the sun and rain enduring scorn and abuse for the crime of feeding his wife and children. Even Reason had begged leniency, for it was a season of want among them all, but the law was what it was. Thou shalt not steal. Abigail brought him water, despite such an offense potentially landing her in the stocks next to him. No one saw. Today, however, Goodnow and Trescott, together along with the Hill, Starr, Cabot, Pierce, and Stoddard men, were all in the wood.

			Solomon Leach greeted her from beside the well. “Good day, Abigail Pierce. Thy conversation shall be a pleasant distraction.” He looked down the well and sighed. His face was long and, while normally pale, had taken on a complexion as if he’d been washing in ashes.

			“Is something amiss?” She quickly added, “Another misery adding to those already plaguing our village?” 

			“Aye, miseries abound; they are legion. The well has developed a taint. An unholy odor and taste, the source of which I cannot discern, has polluted the water within. I am certain there is . . . There is something of greater pleasure to speak of. How fares thy daughter, Verity? I’ve not seen her of late.”

			Abigail let the corner of her mouth rise into a half a smile, though she didn’t feel at all inclined toward the expression. “My child has fallen somewhat ill.” Solomon’s eyes widened and his mouth dropped open as if she’d announced the arrival of plague. She held up a hand. “It is a minor dis-ease. She recovers. I predict you shall see her up and about in short time.”

			He let out another long sigh and held a hand to his heart. “Thank God for all his blessings and his mercy in these trying times. Christ is the savior of us all.”

			“Amen.” Abigail dropped her gaze down, trying to look sufficiently awed in this moment of Minister Leach’s piety. “Is there word of young master Fletcher?” she asked, heart pounding.

			“Nay. The village has scoured the forest and no sign, as if the Devil himself dragged him away to . . .” He coughed. “As if . . . There is no trace.”

			“I shall keep him in my prayers.” 

			The minister’s pallid face stretched into a wan smile, suggesting more than exhaustion. Almost as if his faith was as tired as his body. It was difficult to keep faith alight in the face of such dark adversity. But keep it lit the village did, and Leach, their source of its greatest kindling. Yet, he darkened, staring back into the well. “Thank you, Goodwife Pierce. The Lord is listening; He knows our sorrows.”

			“My apologies, but I must continue on. Martha Thurlow’s youngest is feverish. I go to attend to her.”

			He nodded. The news of another ill child no surprise to him. “We are fortunate to have thee with us. Delay no further, for young Sarah’s sake. God bless thee.”

			“And thee.” She turned and walked away from the well, leaving the minister staring into its depths, contemplating the darkness, imagining his darkest fears hidden deep within it. 

			As she passed them, she glanced at the foot stocks—six holes for three sinners—all empty. For a moment, she imagined young Goodman Fletcher seated there, but she liked him better where he was, and moved on.

			*   *   *

			She turned left up the lane and made her way to the Thurlow house. Before she could climb the front step and rap on the door, it swung open. “Enter, Goody Pierce. Please. Sarah waits for thee within.” The woman stepped aside hurriedly and gestured inside. Abigail nodded. “Martha,” she said as she stepped into the house. The woman shut the door firmly behind her. She felt blind in the dark for a moment before her eyes adjusted. Martha couldn’t have been watching at the window. Not unless she could see through the batten and board shutters. “This way,” she said, leading Abigail through the house. Despite her agitation, Martha Thurlow’s back was ramrod straight and her shoulders square as always. From behind, in her black petticoat and shift she seemed like a shadow, or a ghost, her white coif floating in the air as she led her up the stairs at the rear of the house to the children’s bedroom. Martha stopped and opened the door at the top. Inside, Sarah lay in bed, looking peaked and shivering. 

			Abigail placed her hand on the other mother’s arm. Martha stiffened at her touch. Her hands were clenched in front of her pinned bib. The muscles of her jaw flexed as she ground her teeth. “Wouldst thou fetch me a cup of hot water?” An image of Minister Leach gazing into the blackness of the common well, trying to divine the cause of the pollution in it flashed in her mind. She tried to set it aside, but it lingered.

			Martha nodded and descended the stairs, glancing back once at Abigail before disappearing around the corner to attend the pot in the hearth below. Abigail had a few moments before the woman would return. She crept forward and knelt beside the girl. Not yet fourteen, she was slight, though round-faced and barely begun to shed the look of childhood. Resting her palm on the child’s forehead, she whispered, “Shh, Sarah. It’s Auntie Pierce. Thy mother is downstairs for the moment. It’s safe.” Sarah’s skin was warm under Abigail’s hand but not feverish. The girl’s eyelids opened and she looked at Abigail with clear eyes full of fear. 

			“Hath Verity told thee?” she whispered.

			“She spoke to me of it. I shall not betray thy secret, though why this deceit? It has not quickened and no one would—”

			“I cannot have it in me,” she hissed. 


 

			       I do not want it. 

			            I cannot 

 

			        Not his child 

 

			Tears spilled from her eyes as she communicated to Abigail what Verity had kept to herself. Abigail felt a surge of bile burn the back of her throat. She swallowed and kept her face relaxed as she brushed the child’s hair away from her forehead. She understood the motive behind the girl’s lie now. Abigail despaired she could only remove the effect of the girl’s condition, not its cause.

			Abigail said, “I shall suppress the courses and keep thy confidences.” She brushed a palm across the child’s forehead to comfort her.

			The girl’s eyes darted toward the door before her lids fluttered and she let out a low moan. 

			“I have brought water,” Martha Thurlow stood in the doorway holding a steaming cup in both hands. “Hast thou divined what afflicts her so?” The woman’s expression and tone of voice told Abigail she knew what was really happening to her daughter, but chose to feign naiveté. Exactly who that willful ignorance served, she couldn’t tell. 

			“I am no stranger to this ailment.” Abigail held out her hand to take the cup. The Puritan woman passed it to her before retreating back into the doorway where she clutched her hands together again and resumed wringing them. She knows, Abigail thought. How would I have just the right concoction, otherwise? She sprinkled herbs from her pouch into the water. “Come, drink child, and rest. Thou art safe with me.” 

 

			20 October 1665

			Verity sat at the stool next to the hearth, peeling a potato over a bucket. She leaned to her right and groaned. Her mother sliced into the fish she’d bartered for. The younger Pierce shifted and winced trying to find a more comfortable position, though nothing seemed to help. 

			“How fares thy side?”

			“It hurts, mother. Less so than the day before.” The girl sat straight in her chair and attempted a smile, though her face was pallid and beads of sweat on her forehead reflected in the firelight like tiny gems. The pain was still considerable and it hurt Abigail to watch her daughter suppress it. She seemed to be keeping so much to herself and Abigail felt at a loss to imagine how she might help carry the child’s many burdens. 

			She hadn’t inquired of it before, not wanting to upset her daughter, but felt now to be the time since she was up and on the mend. “Why not tell me all of it?”

			The girl turned her head toward her mother, keeping her eyes down. “How does Adam Thurlow appear to thee now?”

			Abigail straightened and set her knife on the table. The steel glistened with grease and blood. If she imagined such a thing as a knife to ever experience joy, this work was the wellspring of its contentment. “He appeals not. Though he never did. Always an intemperate man, he and thy father clashed.” She left her suspicions about the last of those clashes unspoken. “I bore him no fondness before and feel less now.” She drew a finger lightly down the edge of the blade, thinking it needed sharpening. “Thou should’ve told me. He knows what happened, what I’ve done, and what I know. He will work to ensure no one else learns of it. That is a danger for us as well as for Sarah Pierce.” 

			“How is she?”

			Abigail picked up the knife and sliced deep into the fish. “I know not, other than it is said she continues in her delirium. Knowing the remedy, she cramps and bleeds. I assume her act now is to conceal that and shall wane soon. I hope so, anyway. I should check in on her.”

			A heavy knock at the door made both of them start. Verity let out a small bark of pain, and clapped a hand to her mouth. Abigail wiped her hands on her apron and stepped around the table to see who it was calling on them. Her guts cramped at the idea of someone overhearing such a delicate conversation. As she approached the door, another loud rap filled the room followed by a booming voice. “Abigail and Verity Pierce. Open up at once and let us enter!”

			Abigail undid the cord she’d fastened to hold the door closed in lieu of the broken latch and opened the door to reveal three men standing on her step. “Goodman Starr, what is wrong?”

			Edmund Starr shouldered past Abigail and barged into the house, followed by the other two village men. All wore stern faces as dark as their clothing. “Abigail Pierce, thou art accused of witchcraft. Thy daughter too.” He glanced at the knife in her hand. “Wilt thou come peacefully?”

			“This is madness. We have done nothing. Who accuses us, that we might defend ourselves from such slander?”

			“Thy testimony is not for now. I’m required only to apprehend and bring thee to stand before the court. I am not tasked to hear or judge thy pleas.”

			Verity stood and gestured at the food they were preparing. “This shall spoil if—”

			“I care not. And if thee hang, it shall matter not.” 

			Abigail stared at Starr. She’d known him since they were both young. He’d always been light-hearted and kind. Never cruel or even impolite. Yet, here he stood, commanding them to court and threatening the noose. Verity stood frozen, her eyes darting side to side, as if trying to decide which direction to flee. He stepped toward the girl and grabbed her arm, yanking her toward the door. She winced and twisted to protect her side. Starr jerked her again and she screamed with pain. 

			“Take your hands from her!” Abigail stood facing him squarely, knife clenched tightly in her hand. Starr’s compatriots each took a step closer, silently communicating with their glances which arms of hers they’d seize to drag her from her home. She raised her empty hand to hold them off and with the other, slowly set the blade on the table. “We will come, and we will be heard.”

			“Mama?”

			Without breaking eye-contact with Starr, she told her daughter to hush before addressing him again. “Remove thy hands from my daughter. We’ll come along.” Starr looked her up and down before letting go. Verity’s knees buckled and Abigail surged forward to catch her. “Fear not, child,” she whispered. 

			She said it, though she knew there was real cause for fear. 

 

			21 October 1665


			She would have thought the Kingshead Meetinghouse would’ve been a welcome change of location after days of confinement and deprivation in the gaol, but the promise of what was to unfold left it with a threatening air that chilled her deeply. She was led in, bound in chains as if she might spring away from her captors and fly up into the rafters or out a window. A magistrate in black sat behind the bench, his white collar a stark contrast to both his tunic and his ruddy face. A quill pen stuck up from an ink bottle on the ledge in front of him. She had never seen this man before and wondered from where he’d been summoned. Boston? Salem? Ripton? Not that it mattered. Her accusers were familiar enough. To her right Adam Thurlow, dressed in his finest, stood beside his wife and sickly-looking child. Martha Thurlow glared at her and the last shred of hope in her body departed. 

			“Abigail Pierce,” the judge began, “on this twenty-first day of October in the year aforesaid thou art accused of detestable acts called witchcraft and sorcery and that thou hast maliciously and feloniously practiced said wicked arts on the body of Sarah Thurlow and diverse others at days and times before and after to their great hurt. Thou stand accused of entertaining familiarity with Satan and tormenting the peace of Kingshead Village. This court convenes to an orderly examination and conviction. Hereof fail not at your peril, for doing so shall be your warrant. What say thee? Art thou guilty of witchcraft, as accused, or not?”

			Abigail’s mouth went dry; her tongue seemed to swell to twice its size. She parted her lips to speak and for a moment feared her voice was entirely gone, stolen by the charges leveled against her. She swallowed dryly and replied, “No Sir. I swear that I know nothing of witchcraft. I did only seek to tend to the health of young Goody Thurlow. I gave her a tincture of medicine and comfort.”

			“Lies!” cried Adam Thurlow. “She defiled my daughter with her    deadly concoctions! 

			“I . . . ” The room seemed to swim and unmoor from reality. She felt as if she hovered just above the floorboards as the space filled with a mist, obscuring her vision and deadening her ears.

			“Goodwife Pierce, will thou confess?” the magistrate asked.

							Yes

			Let us hear you. Open your mouth and confess it.

 

						I am as innocent as

 

			 

			                      the 

			                          child 

			                              unborn

 

			If you desire mercy from God, you must confess and give glory to Him.

 

			              If it was the last I ever spoke I am innocent

 

			“Who else may speak on these things?” the judge invited. Voices rose in answer from the gallery assembled to witness Abigail’s trial, surrounding her with incrimination.



 

 


she hath come to me at night flew in 

my windowand about my hearth before

putting a mist before my eyes and causing me

to be struck down and taken with a fit


 

 


she caused the taint in

 the
 common well by casting  down a goat

 into it where it rotted and poisoned our water

 i saw her by the well only a fortnight ago

 

 


    i was made to blaspheme and

    burdened with the Devil’s issue


 

 


outside of our house, there

 comes the sound of hidden creatures

 crying like cats but louder


 

 


i am not guilty


 

 



our crops are withered and the livestock

 lie dis-eased by her curse


 

 


she took me to the wood and bade me

 set my hand to a red book

 a black dog spoke to me then and said

 if i did not, it would tear me to pieces

 she baptized me there

 

 


     every night for the most part of September

     she came to my bedside barefoot and 

     barelegged and looked into my eyes making

     me still and put me in great pain in places

     strange and unwanted worse than any illness

     or injury i have ever felt she did this to me 

     and i remain in pain from this torture



 

 



			The judge held up a hand to silence the crowd, growing ever louder in exuberance at the parade of horribles they sought to lay at her door. Abigail almost breathed a sigh of relief at his mercy, ending the slew of fresh charges against her, when a final voice stole her breath. She felt the world fall out from under her feet. The chains fell from her wrists and ankles and she was lifted up, though the rafters, through the roof, into the sky where she was bathed with light and cool breeze.

 

 

 

 

 


						She murdered my son.

 

							Killed him 

 

					

			                              and secreted his body 

 

			                in the woods.

 

 

 

 

 


			 

			Is this true? he asked.

 

 

					Abigail swallowed and said, Nay. I did no such thing.

 

 

			How long hast thou been a witch?

 

 

							I cannot tell, for am no witch.

 

 

			Why dost thou hurt these people?

 

 

						

							I have only ever been a comfort to them 


						when asked. I hurt no body.

 

 

			Who doth?

 

 

						I do not know.

 

 

			He sat contemplating her a moment, and then said, Dost thou prick needles?

 

 

					      Abigail paused, confused. No. 

			        I only pin my neck cloth.

 

 

			Take out a pin and pin it again.

			Standing solidly again on the floorboards of the village meetinghouse made courtroom, heavy chains hanging from her limbs and the heat of the assembled bodies surrounding her, oppressive and thick, she did as she was told.

			A child shrieked and fell to the floor. Abigail turned to see Sarah Thurlow, writhing and holding her stomach, her face contorted in agony. Other girls in the room cried out, “I am pricked!” and “She struck me on the arm!” and “Blood!” before falling down beside Sarah in fits. 

			“ENOUGH!” 

			Women and men from the village tried to comfort their girls and pulled them into embraces, rocking them like infants until they began to calm their howls and cries. The magistrate sat immobile as a stone while the chaos surrounding them subsided. Finally, he asked, “What say thee?”

			“The Lord knows I am the cause of none of these agonies. I am an innocent person.”

			“Dost thou believe these afflicted people are bewitched?”

			“I . . . I only know they are not by me.”

			“If not thee, then who?” 

			“I do not know.”

			The magistrate looked to Edmund Starr and said, “Bring me Goody Pierce the younger. Starr nodded and disappeared from the room. Abigail’s heart beat faster and she felt as if a rope had already cinched tightly around her throat. She gasped for breath as Verity was led into the room, bound also in chains and disheveled, a strand of hair beside her face escaping her bonnet. The Magistrate turned to her and began, “What say thee to the charge—”

			“I bewitched them!” 

			Verity turned to face her mother, eyes wide and full of fear. 

			Abigail repeated herself. “I have done all these things and more. I confess.”

			“And thy daughter?” the magistrate asked. “If you desire mercy from God, own the truth.”

			“She is innocent of it all. I alone bewitch this village.”

			“Mother?”

			“It was me,” she whispered. “I do it in revenge of my husband and son.”

			A noise of collective scorn rose up from the crowd. The magistrate raised his hand to quiet them again. After a moment their cry died down and he took in a deep breath before speaking. 

			“Abigail Pierce, by thy own confession, this court finds thee responsible for sundry acts of witchcraft committed against the peace of our Sovereign Lord and Lady, the King and Queen, and of the Lord thy God. By the authority granted me by the Lord, the crown, and the form of the statute, I sentence thee to be hanged by the neck until dead to-morrow about ten of the clock in the forenoon at the common yard of the Village of Kingshead.”

			“It was not she! I, I am the witch!”

			“Verity, no.”

			“I blighted the well and caused the crops to fail and done all those things said of my mother. I have made a pact with the Devil and signed his book.” She looked over her shoulder at her friend, Sarah and said, “I compelled Goodman Adam Thurlow come unto his daughter and make congress with her until she conceived his child. I bewitched them to corrupt and pull them from God’s light. And my mother knew none of it. I confess and I repent of my many sins, that done against the Thurlows most of all.”

			A collective gasp and shriek from the crowd. Adam Thurlow grunted incomprehensibly and louder than any, unable to find words to deny what had been spoken aloud. His wife glared at Verity before turning her face ashamedly toward the floor. He stammered and took a step back before shouting, “It . . . it is . . . She did come to me and rode me and demanded I lie with . . . my daughter as though she were a wife. They are both of the Devil and enchanted me and made me do things against the laws of God and man! Both of them, witches, I say!”

			The crowd erupted again, though Sarah Thurlow did not throw herself on the floor and writhe this time. Cries of “Hang them! Hang the witches!” rose above the din along with other accusations ever more fantastical and severe. Before they were swept out of the room, at least a half a dozen men accused both Abigail and Verity of having visited them in the night and taken either seed or their entire manhood away. 

			Underneath it all, Abigail could hear the worst of it faintly rising above the rest. “You shall both hang to-morrow. May God have mercy on your souls,” said the judge.


 

			22 October 1665

			Moonlight shining through the small window of their locked room colored the child’s hair white, but it was the look of sad resignation in her eyes that made her appear at once to be both child and old woman. Abigail grieved that, after the events of the coming day, the latter she would never be. 

			“Why, Verity? Why doom thyself when I would have taken it all upon me?”

			Her daughter shrugged. “I risk there was never another outcome but this, no matter what I said. At least now they know. They know what he did.”

			“But not that he did it of his own will.”

			Abigail pulled her daughter close. It was late, and while both women had promised themselves to stay awake through the night to enjoy their last hours together, Verity was growing tired and nodding off. Abigail sat with the girl nestled against her bosom, stroking her hair and humming a nursery rhyme she’d used to send her child to sleep when she was first born.


 

			 

			I left my darling lying here,

			Lying here, lying here,

			I left my darling lying here

			To go and gather blaeberries.


 

			Ho-van, ho-van gorry o go,

			Gorry o go, gorry o go;

			Ho-van, ho-van gorry o go,

			I’ve lost my dearest baby-o


 

			I searched the moorland tarns and then,

			Wandered through the silent glen;

			And saw the mist upon the ben,

			But never saw my baby.


 

			She heard a faint click at the door and her jaws clacked shut. It wasn’t time yet. The moon was still high. Verity stirred at the feeling of her mother’s agitation. “Mama?” Abigail quieted her. “Shhh, child.”

			The door opened a crack and halted before opening a few inches more. Abigail got to her knees, moving her daughter behind her, knowing it would make no difference if their captors


 

			     neighbors


 

			had taken it upon themselves to bring her and Verity to the great oak early. Still, she would resist. These hours belonged to the two of them. She would not allow anyone to take them without paying a cost.

			The dark shape of a man appeared in the gap, his features obscured by shadow the glow of the moon couldn’t dispel. “Goodwife Pierce?” the shape whispered. “Abigail?”

			“Who speaks to me so familiarly, as a husband?”

			“I beg forgiveness. I speak as a friend.” Recognizing his voice, the visage of the man appeared in her mind—dirty and sunburnt, thirsty. Though he didn’t move from the shadow, his features resolved into familiar shape. She had neither seen nor heard him at the trial. One of the few voices absent in the moment of her mockery and humiliation.

			“Boaz Goodnow? If they catch thee speaking with us, thou shalt find thyself back in the stocks . . . or worse.”

			“It’s the pillory that brings me. I mean to return mercy for mercy and pay a debt I owe. Come now. To your feet. We have little time.”

			“I don’t—”

			“I thirsted, and ye gave me drink . . . ”

			“I was in prison, and ye came unto me,” she replied.

			He nodded and gestured with a hand for her and Verity to follow him. The women rose from their knees and moved cautiously toward the door. “This is more than a mere visit.”

			“Aye. What I witnessed yesterday was not godly. It was of the Devil, and I have not the conscience to see it done. Thy daughter and thee are not witches by my sight. And if I am wrong, I shall answer to the Lord for my mistake. I cannot live with my inaction though. Come now. Dawn arrives before long and there is far yet to go.”

			The women hurried and followed Goodnow through the gap. He pulled the door closed and reset the padlock in the latch. “How did thee—”

			“I’m a thief. Remember?”

			The corner of Abigail’s mouth curled up at his confession. “Indeed.”

			He led them through the rear of the building, out an unguarded door into the night. Abigail lived her life outdoors as much as she could, in gardens and woods, and had never felt as welcome in the open as she did under the stars in that moment. A free woman. No. Not yet. Her liberator was correct. There was far to go before they were free. Still, the air this night tasted like it hadn’t ever before. 

			Goodnow leaned close and whispered, “The excitement of the day to come assures they sleep lightly. Move quietly and linger not.”

			“Where do we go?” Verity asked. “What place will have us?”

			“I know not, but the earth will have thee if thou dost not go now.” Goodnow urged them on. 

			Abigail took his hand in hers and held it. “Take care the judgment of thy neighbors does not fall upon thee, Boaz.” He closed his eyes and nodded. Abigail turned and herded her daughter into the trees behind the goal house and away from the hanging tree that awaited them.

			*   *   *

			Their house was quiet and dark. Without Abigail and Verity to have them, not even memories lived there. It was as dead as the stone on the south side beside which they had built the goat shed. Abigail felt a swell of anger rise up at the silence of it. Some good and pious neighbor had already claimed their livestock, it seemed, before they even had paid for their sins. They had meager possessions the day prior and fewer still today. She feared to behold what she’d 

 

											(not)

 

			find inside.  “Stay out of sight. I’ll be only a moment.” Verity nodded and slipped into the dark beside the empty shed. 

			Abigail entered their home and claimed her knife from the table where it lay, still greasy and smelling of fish. Their unfinished dinner lay out, spoiled and rotten with maggots. The fire in the hearth was long dead. She knew better that to look in the pot her daughter had been preparing. There was no question flies had sired generations in that portion as well. Hungry as she was, food would have to wait; there was nothing to be had here.

			She collected up a cloak and fresh clothes for her and Verity. Though she’d have preferred to wear her own, she stepped into her husband’s shoes. Winter was on its way and better to have dry, sore feet than frostbitten. She finished trying to find whatever they might need, though for how long and where, she didn’t know. Everything was uncertain and no direction presented itself as their salvation. Only away from Kingshead. Upstairs, she grabbed a stuffed poppet she’d made for her daughter. It was unnecessary—the girl had outgrown the plaything—but she wanted Verity to have it. Something that was truly hers that hadn’t been taken away. Something inessential to cherish in a time of necessity. 

			She collected these things in her basket and stepped back outside. Crickets filled the night air with song and a light breeze whispered other gentle sounds in her ear. Far off, she heard a voice, low but growing in volume and urgency. Unable to make out the words, the man’s utterance was unmistakably an alarm being raised. The sun had not yet risen, but the day of their execution was upon them.

			“Verity. This way.”

			Together, mother and daughter ran for the trees.

			*   *   *

			Like skeletal fingers reaching greedily for soft flesh, branches snatched at their petticoats and cloaks as the women fled through the woods. The soft autumn floor of fallen leaves hid roots and rocks that threated to grab and twist ankles, send them sprawling and break their bones. Abigail held on to her daughter’s hand, less to pull her along than to ensure she didn’t outpace the girl and lose her. Verity breathed heavily and a glistening red spot of wetness had appeared on her apron. She’d barely begun to mend before this all began and was not well enough for a sprint through the primeval wilderness. Abigail feared the musket ball might take her child from her after all. So, she stayed with her girl, steadily guiding her through the forest along a path only she could see, following knot and burl, stone and boulder directing her along their way. Behind them, she heard the calls of men

 

			                            hunting

 

			                 them

 

			                      down

 

			Their pursuers shouted and stomped with heavy boots, the sound echoing among the trees, sounding as if they were all around. Dogs barked. Abigail imagined herself a fox, lithely darting through the forest, leaving only scent and a fleeting glimpse of red for man and hound to trace—gone in an instant among the shadows and tall trees. But she was not a fox. She left deep footprints and broken branches in her wake—careless marks of their passing easily seen.  

			Breathless and drenched in sweat, Verity slowed. “Mama . . . I             cannot . . . I can’t run any farther.”

			“Shhh, child. We are almost there. Around that ridge is as far as we go.”

			“They’ll find us if we stop.”

			“Have faith. We shall be delivered.” Abigail wrapped her daughter’s arm over her shoulders to hold her upright the final few yards. The girl winced, and the wetness in her midsection grew. Her stitches had pulled. It was unavoidable. Abigail could mend them, but only if they remained with their feet on the ground and not 

 

			dancing

			high

			above

			it

 

			They rounded the bluff and stopped running. The smells of moist earth and rot, sweet and pungent, drifted to them on the breeze that gently shook the red and yellow leaves, dancing like the feet of a thousand thousand hanged witches. Below them the body lay, twisting branches weaving in and out of its flesh. Leaking from an almond-shaped knothole in the tree above, a steady trickle of crimson smelling strongly of sickness and metal.

			Abigail let go of her daughter’s hand and approached the body. She knelt and plucked a mushroom from an eye-socket, relieved to have seen they’d grown. 

 

 

 

			                 thy eyes shall see nothing

 

 

			          she said 

 

 

 

 

			She rose and pressed the truffle into her daughter’s hand. Abigail picked another from the corpse’s other eye. She caressed the girl’s cheek and took a bite of what she’d harvested. Verity ate the mushroom in her hand. Behind them, the baying of the dogs and their masters behind grew louder.

			Abigail felt the world pitch and yaw like the ship on which she’d crossed an ocean. The dawn light shining in between the branches grew bright and the leaves shone as though all the woods were burning. The smells of earth and blood and rotting meat and sap swirled around her like smoke which she breathed in and exhaled in a fog that obscured the ground until it appeared they stood in a forest growing from clouds. She grasped her daughter’s hand. The warmth of the child’s skin spread up her arm and into her chest and her heart beat and spread the life of the child she’d once borne inside her through every inch of her body. Reunited in flesh and spirit and one, the women let out a low sound, not a moan, but a sustained note—a song of contentedness rising deep from the earth that pulsed beneath them.

			A dog emerged from around the bluff below them and stopped, followed by another. They sniffed the air and whined and their hackles raised and they lowered their heads and cowered, tails tucked down. A man followed, emerging like a shadow that had detached itself from a low place. He stopped and said, “I have you,” and then, spying what lay between them, said

 

 

			    Elias

 

 

			The body lay still, deaf to its name.

			Other men emerged. All with familiar faces twisted and stretched in revulsion at the scene before them. Abigail bent, gently pulling her daughter down with her. They knelt in the damp moss and pressed their hands into the body of the boy who’d hunted Verity in the forest, now a part of it forever. They hummed louder the vibration that filled their bodies, spilling out, too much to hold in, and reached through the corpse, into the roots and branches that had intwined among his bones. Abigail felt her perspective rise above, spreading out into a thousand shuddering points above.

 

			tired 

 

			   boughs 

 

			      reaching 

 

 

 

 

					

			     to 

			     wrap 

			        around 

			           every 

			              throat 

			           embrace 

			        and 

			     pull 

			                  straighten 

			              up 

			        to 

			                       seek 

			                          daylight 

			                  and 

			              life 

			              dancing 

			           men 

			              kicking 

			      clutching 

			                   weak 

			                   in 

			                       the 

			           light 

 

 

 

 

			prayers 

			   dead 

			      on 

			         purple 

			            lips 

			      begging 

			   salvation 

			                from 

			                  root 

			                     and 

			                  trunk 

			                         and 

			                  branch 

			                         and 

			twig 

			                         and 

			                     leaf 

				red 

			as 

			blood 

			and 

			soon 

			to 

 

 

 

 

			fall

 

 

 

 

			Abigail and Verity remained on their knees surrounded by 

 

			Hill    Cabot

 

			Pierce     Stoddard

 

			Starr

 

 

 

			High above,     hanging like acorns 

			Soon to drop 

			And grow new trees to bear

			         rotten fruit

 

			 

 

 

 

			Samhain 1665

			Verity awoke in a soft bed in cool dark room. Her mother sat on a stool beside her, tending to her child’s side. Abigail’s hair cascaded down onto her shoulders and she tucked a long lock of it behind her ear. Verity tried to sit up. Abigail put a gentle hand on her chest and quieted her with a finger to her lips. The girl looked around, searching for the tree, its bleeding knothole, and the corpse . . . instead, she only beheld a chamber and the lovely, delicate bed covered with linens of rich colors in which she lay. Behind her mother stood a man dressed in a grey coat and a high crowned hat shading his eyes and long aquiline nose, beneath which grew a bright red beard. 

			“Mama? Where are we? Is this . . . ”

			“This is my home,” the man said in a voice as deep as the dark. “I call it Blue Hill. You are welcome to stay as long as you like. You’re safe here.”

			“Safe?”

			“Aye. I have received word of affairs in Kingshead. Accusations. Trials and sentences of death. The place is overcome with a phrenzy that shall only be quieted with stilled breath and heart. Men with souls as small and dark as acorns accuse daughters. Children scream of evils perpetrated by mothers and servants and fall to the floors in fits of possession. None shall escape judgment. Except you and your mother, it seems. But rest now. Afar have you traveled, little evening-rider.”

			The man caressed her forehead with a cool palm before turning to leave. Abigail placed her hand where the stranger’s had been and smiled. “Now that thou art awake, I must attend to things. Rest awhile, but not too long. The day is lovely.” Abigail kissed her daughter’s cheek and stood. She pulled the hood of a red cloak up over her black hair, and turned to leave. As she pulled the door shut behind her, her daughter saw her mother’s feet were bare. 

			Verity slipped out of bed. Her side ached, but felt nothing like it       had . . . before. Her wound was almost entirely healed. How long that had taken, she had no idea. She took a cloak similar to her mother’s from a peg on the wall and draped it over her shoulders. It fit as if it had been made just for her. She pulled up her hood as her mother had done and padded out the door of her room. She crept through the house toward the front. Though no one tended it, a fire burned in the hearth, a pot of steaming water hanging above it. Her stomach rumbled at the thought of a meal, any meal. She opened the door and stepped out into the daylight. 

			It was a moment before her eyes adjusted, but soon colors resolved into form. Before her spread a delicate, large meadow, around which stood a forest blazing with color below a blue sky. A light breeze carried a chill that promised winter, though not yet. A hare stopped in the meadow and stared at her for a moment before racing on toward the trees. A red fox chased after it, less hunt than play, it seemed. She longed to wear a crow mask, follow them like family and streak through the trees in a blur, visiting all the places of the wood that night. Instead, she wandered out, soaking in the cool light and feeling the soft caress of grass under her bare feet.

 

 

			As beautiful an autumn day did not exist in her memory as she felt her feet 

 

			     leave 

			       the 

							

 

			         ground. 
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			I’m Not Gonna Make It
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			Jimmy Lugo took the back roads so he wouldn’t hit any speed traps. He drove twice a day—to work and back—and most times he drove Route 12 instead, because he was never in a hurry to get to the office in the morning and in even less of a hurry to get home to Olivia in time for dinner. His wife was as Italian as he was, but she’d never learned to cook. Grew up in a house with her mama and her nonna, but had learned none of their skills in the kitchen. Ask her to make a decent eggplant parmigiana or sausage and peppers, and you might as well order out.

			He loved her, though. Loved her enough that most nights he didn’t care what was for dinner. 

			But that didn’t mean he was gonna hurry home.

			Back roads were better than his usual route tonight—hell, this          afternoon, because even though it was getting dark it was only about half-past-four. This afternoon, he was in a hurry. If he’d driven like this on Route 12, darting around the other stop and go drivers, the cops would’ve been on him like ticks on a dog’s ass. Back roads, though . . . Jimmy could have driven these twisting, narrow lanes with his eyes closed. He’d grown up here, in a part of New Jersey that mixed horse farms and apple orchards with suburbs and strip malls. He’d driven like an asshole throughout his youth. Jimmy and Anton Czesky and Sean Fucking Feehan—you never said his first and last name without the F bomb in the middle. Sean Fucking Feehan. Those two had been his best friends until Sean wrapped his car around a tree at age nineteen. If Jimmy had been at the wheel, things would’ve been different. Sean might still be alive.

			Old times. Sometimes they were a warm blanket to wrap yourself in, but sometimes they felt more like a noose and all you had to do was take a single step forward for it to break your goddamn neck. The rearview mirror was littered with decisions that couldn’t be reversed, words you couldn’t ever take back. That night, all those years ago, he and Anton had been drunk at a party and they’d promised to leave by eleven-thirty so Sean could beat his curfew. Then two girls who had never given them the time of day at school suddenly decided maybe Jimmy and Anton were more interesting than they’d realized, and just like that, the boys were on the hunt. They had the scent now and weren’t going to leave that party until they knew how the hunt was going to end. Sean waited as long as he could and when he left without them, he wasn’t just furious, he was late for his curfew and a little bit drunk, and Sean Fucking Feehan died with his steering wheel column smashed through his chest.

			No taking that back.

			The things you remember when you’re staring down the barrel of Fifty Years Old. 

			He thought about it like that, in italics, the words all capitalized because it wasn’t any common phrase, it was a Proper Fucking Noun. Or phrase. Or whatever-the-fuck.

			His phone, connected to the Audi’s Bluetooth, segued from 38 Special’s “Hold On Loosely” to ZZ top’s “Gimme All Your Lovin.” Sure, both might now be considered Classic Rock, or even Oldies, but they were still excellent music for driving fast. The tires squealed when he hooked a left onto Calliope Road. The car skidded on a bed of pine needles coating the pavement. Grinning, Jimmy gripped the wheel and made adjustments. But the expression evaporated quickly—he had nothing to smile about. Not today. Not when Olivia had conspired with their son, Gabriel, to meet up without him . . . in his own home. On Halloween, just as the kids were starting to trick or treat.

			Gabe and his mom had forgotten about the security system, the one with cameras at the front and back doors. Jimmy had meant to         disarm the notifications on his cell phone this afternoon before the little kids started ringing the bell for trick or treat, but he hadn’t quite gotten around to doing that when the notification chimed on his phone at 3:43 p.m. He’d picked up his phone from his desk, opened the security app, and seen Gabriel standing on the front stoop of 24 Blackberry Lane for the first time in four years.

			With his spouse. And their kid.

			The spouse—Alex—had been the root of all this, Jimmy thought.

			“Fuck!” He slapped the steering wheel hard enough that the horn gave a blast. “Quit that shit!”

			It felt crazy, like his brain was tearing itself apart. Like there were two Jimmy Lugos, the one who’d learned all the things and people he was supposed to despise and disdain, the ones he was supposed to mock, or spit on, or jump behind the movie theater and terrorize until they cried or dared to fight back.

			But then there was the other Jimmy Lugo. The one who’d gotten older and learned and had regrets. Who knew how badly he’d fucked up when his only son decided never to have anything to do with him, ever again, just a month before Jimmy’s one and only grandchild was due to be born. Lydia Lugo-Davis. Whose black mother, Alex Davis, had once been a man.

			Christ, how fast did a man have to change? Couldn’t they have given him time to adjust? It had seemed to Jimmy then—and now—that he couldn’t keep up. What had been acceptable one day—be it the           language one used or the point of view they held—were suddenly labeled toxic, and he didn’t always understand why, but before he could educate himself on the reasons, there were a whole new slew of unacceptable things to be mindful of. Was it Black or African-American or People of Color? He could never remember. He thought of Huey Pascalli, from back when they were kids. Huey had been retarded. That’s the word everyone had used to describe him—from the teachers and the priests, to Jimmy and Anton and Sean, to Huey’s own parents, and even Huey himself. “You guys can’t pick on me,” he used to protest when they stole his Big Wheel bike. “I’m retarded!” Except at some point that had become a bad word, and Huey was handicapped. Or maybe disabled? Which word was the acceptable term these days? He couldn’t remember, just like he couldn’t remember all of the letters for what he called the Alphabet people. It had used to be LGBT, and Jimmy had no trouble remembering that. But these days it was something like LGBTQIABC and XY fucking Z. How was he supposed to remember all that shit? Just two weeks ago, someone online had called him cishet, and he’d had to Google it to learn the meaning. The world was changing so fast that it was like the rug was being yanked out from underneath him on a weekly basis. Each time, it felt like he was falling and cracking his metaphorical fucking skull. 

			He gripped the wheel harder and grimaced as his acid reflux flared up again. His ears felt hot, a sign that his blood pressure was rising. His left temple throbbed. 

			“I’m not gonna make it,” he muttered.

			Jimmy had always been a hard worker, dedicated to his job and putting food on the family table, but he hadn’t been too busy to be part of his son’s life. Gabe didn’t share a lot of his father’s interests, but they both liked baseball and music, and they could meet there. The younger Lugo had never seemed that interested in girls, or even in guys. It certainly had occurred to Jimmy that his son might be gay, and he’d prepared himself to live with that, even if he would never be able to understand it.

			Then Alex Davis came along.

			Jimmy would never have thought of himself as a racist. And as for trans people, he’d had a lot of uglier names for them growing up, but that hadn’t felt like hate or fear to him, just the same disdain for people who were different from him that he’d learned from birth. If asked as an adult, he’d have paraphrased Jesus, something about loving each other, and gone on to say that he treated people as people first, and that as far as he was concerned, there were only assholes and others.

			Then . . . yeah. Alex.

			Gabe had come home from grad school in Boston with three             things—a Master’s in Psychology, a black trans woman he introduced as his wife, and the news that they had a surrogate carrying a baby for them. Admittedly, Jimmy’s initial reaction had not been one of his finer moments. He’d reverted to the old Jimmy Lugo, the Jimmy Lugo who’d run with Anton and Sean. Later, when he tried to apologize, it got even worse. Words were spoken in anger on all sides, and he’d ended up blaming Gabriel for keeping it all a secret for so long. He’d also pointed the finger at Olivia, who had apparently known all along, and hadn’t breathed a word, letting Gabe introduce his true self to his father in his own time. And maybe part of that was true—the part where keeping secrets could be hurtful—but for the things he’d said to his son and his new . . . fuck. His daughter-in-law. It shouldn’t still be so hard to call her what she was. Alex was his daughter-in-law. Jimmy couldn’t blame Olivia or Gabe for the things he’d said. The words he had used. Words that he ought to have expunged from his vocabulary decades ago.

			Words that had stood between them ever since like an invisible but impregnable wall. 

			Gabriel had spoken to him exactly twice in the four years since, both times on the phone at Christmas. Olivia talked to him regularly, saw baby Lydia and got to be in her life. Now Lydia Lugo-Davis wasn’t even a baby anymore. She was going on four years old, and she had never met her grandfather, and Jimmy knew it was his own damn fault.

			Today, though . . .

			Jimmy hit the brakes and took the corner at Nixon Road just slow enough to avoid punching his Audi through the low stone wall that marked the edge of Cider Hill Farms, zipped the quarter mile, then banged a left onto Cider Hill Road, which snaked through the woods and would get him without two miles of his house.

			Fast.

			He had to get there fast. Before they left. Gabe and Lydia. Gabe and Alex and Lydia. All he wanted was to hug his son and meet his granddaughter. To love them, and tell Gabe and Alex how sorry he was, and beg their forgiveness. 

			Sean Fucking Feehan would have laughed his ass off at this moment, and busted his balls relentlessly until the end of time. But Sean was dead, and nobody had until the end of time. Time ran out, that was the thing. Time ran out for everyone. What mattered now was making things right. Maybe he couldn’t stop time, but maybe he could travel through it, in a sense, by fixing the past. He put more pressure on the gas pedal and watched the accelerator needle edge higher. He silently prayed to a God that he wasn’t even sure he believed in, desperate for a chance to fix the past. What did it matter how different Alex might be from the woman Jimmy had imagined his son marrying? She loved his son, loved their daughter. They were happy.

			Jimmy had it all planned. He’d pull into the driveway and pretend he’d left work early so that he could see some of the neighborhood kids in their Halloween costumes, and give out some candy. So what if he’d never given a damn about kids in their costumes before? Men got sentimental as they aged, and that was the damn truth. He would pretend he had no idea he might run into Gabe and Alex and Lydia, and it would be awkward, maybe even ugly, but he would spill his heart out and hope they would give him a chance to start making up for being such a hateful son of a bitch.

			Maybe he’d hug his granddaughter tonight.

			The thought of it lightened his heart, just a little.

			The ZZ Top song built to its final crescendo. Jimmy rounded the third curve on Cider Hill Road so fast that the tires skidded on the pavement. In the last gold shadows of autumnal sunset, his headlights caught the outlines of black fur. Jimmy went rigid, stiffening his arms and back and stomping on the brake. Rubber gripped the road, but too late. The impact shook the car, and the windshield smashed into a network of spiderweb cracks and fragments of glittering glass. He heard something snap, but he wasn’t sure if it was the car or himself. Amazingly, the airbag didn’t deploy. The impact smashed Jimmy back against his seat.

			Happy Halloween, he thought, and then he blacked out.

			*   *   *

			The first thing Jimmy became aware of when he regained consciousness was that his head hurt. That stress headache that had throbbed in his left temple earlier had expanded to take residence in his entire skull. The second thing he noticed was that his shirt was wet. He patted it, opened his eyes, and groaned. The sun was still setting, so he couldn’t have been out long. Maybe a few minutes, or even less. He pulled his hand away from his shirt and groaned again when he saw his palm was slick with blood. He sniffled, causing a burst of pain, and realized that the blood had come from his nose. He wasn’t sure how that had happened, given that his fucking airbag hadn’t worked. But hey, he was still alive, right? He hated wearing seatbelts, but he had to admit, he was glad he’d had it on.

			Amazingly, the car was still running. The engine thrummed, but the car was vibrating in a way that indicated some major structural damage.         ZZ Top had turned into Van Halen. And the headlights still shone. Grunting, he moved slowly, expecting more pain. Surprised to discover that he didn’t seem to have broken anything, he undid his seatbelt and then fumbled around until he found his phone, which had slid beneath the passenger seat. He turned off the music, stopping David Lee Roth mid-howl, then put the car in drive. The transmission made a loud grinding noise, and the engine sputtered. Then the car shut off.

			“Shit!”

			He looked at his phone again, and hesitated. He was overcome once more with a sense of being two Jimmys. There was the Jimmy who wanted to call Olivia, tell her what happened, then call 911. Then there was the other Jimmy, who wondered if he should think things through before the cops got involved. No, he hadn’t been drinking, and he wasn’t taking drugs, but he did have two DUIs on his record from years ago, and he’d been speeding. No doubt about that. Any trained police officer or paramedic would be able to determine that. He didn’t need the trouble and delays that would bring. What he needed to do was get home. He opened the Uber app on his phone, and then shook his head at his own stupidity. What was he going to do? Call an Uber and have the driver pick him up alongside his totaled Audi? 

			“Get your shit together,” he muttered.

			Jimmy opened the door. It thunked and then seemed to slip off the hinge and grate against the asphalt. Grimacing, he clambered out of the wreckage and looked around. There were no headlights in either direction. He was alone, except for the insects singing in the woods along either side of the road—and whatever the hell he had hit.

			He saw the form, crumpled on the side of the road. He had assumed it must be a bear, given its size and coloration, but now Jimmy saw it wasn’t that at all. 

			It was a person.

			“Fuck . . .”

			Jimmy stood there gaping. His hands went to his face. He pressed his cheeks, barely feeling the pain in his nose anymore. His eyes were wide and unblinking. 

			“Fuck fuck fuck!”

			The victim was an adult, judging by size, and clad in a heavy black robe. His head was concealed beneath the folds of a hood. He wore no shoes—or if he did, then he’d been knocked right out of them. How do you know it’s a he? Jimmy thought. He, she, they. He noticed something was wrong with their feet. The flesh was a mottled sort of green, leathery and misshapen, and each toe was equipped with a black, slightly curved claw. A Halloween costume of some kind, though he wasn’t sure what they were supposed to be. The get-up reminded him of those old Halloween spirits he’d learned about in school, when Miss Hennessey wanted to teach them about the holiday’s origins. Her family was Irish and she loved stories about druids and shit. Frowning, Jimmy tried to remember the details. Samhain, that’d been the name of the season or the festival or whatever, back in Miss Hennessey’s stories. Hadn’t the people appeased the spirits with offerings of food and drink and other trinkets, to ensure the people and their livestock made it through the winter?

			Jimmy shook his head and chided himself again to get his shit together. He’d just hit somebody with his fucking car. Was this really the appropriate time to be pondering ancient Gaelic customs? 

			Heart pounding, he inched closer to the body.

			“Hey. Hey, buddy. You okay?”

			The words hung in the air, and Jimmy was aware of how stupid he sounded.

			He looked at his phone again, and then shoved it in his pocket. No. Calling 911 was out of the question now. He was completely and utterly fucked. He’d just killed somebody, and getting back to Gabe and Alex and the baby wouldn’t matter when he was found out.

			“I’m not gonna make it . . .”

			He approached the body and bent down. Cautiously, he slid the robe back, revealing the figure beneath. Jimmy recoiled, squawking with fright. The face had that same mottled green color. It was humanoid, in that it possessed two eyes, a nose, and a mouth—but it wasn’t human. The teeth were black and long and needle sharp. The thing’s bulbous lips were black, as well. And the eyes—almond-shaped eyes much larger than a human being’s—they stared sightlessly with flecks of red and orange inside. The stench wafting off the corpse was a mixture of shit and burning leaves.

			Jimmy reached out a tentative hand and grabbed the thing’s chin, intending to pull the mask off.

			Except it wasn’t a mask. The skin, the deformities—they were all real.

			Jimmy stood up, wincing at the pain it caused. As he did, his foot brushed against the robe, and something fell out. It was a wrapped piece of Halloween candy.

			“What the fuck?”

			He bent over again, and patted the folds of the robe, surprised to discover that the insides were lined with numerous pockets, and that many of them were stuffed with various items – more Halloween candy galore, but also an unopened energy drink, a flyer for a comic book store, and a religious tract. He had a memory of trick-or-treating as a kid, and how pissed off he’d been when Mrs. Mahoney had left out religious pamphlets instead of candy. He and Sean and Anton had toilet papered her house every year after that.

			He sifted through the belongings, and realized that they were probably all things that people had left out on their stoops for tonight’s trick-or-treaters. They were offerings, just like during Samhain. And just like in those old Gaelic legends, this person—no, this thing – had been collecting them.

			And now it was dead.

			He stood up so fast his head swooned. He tottered on his heels, and for a moment Jimmy was certain that he was about to black out again. His skin felt flushed, and his ears rang. Then, it passed. He checked the road again, and found that it was still deserted.

			The creature looked like a thing, but it was humanoid. No, it wasn’t wearing a mask, but he didn’t want to wait around for the cops to figure that out. What if it was just a horribly deformed human being? That would be murder. 

			Shock, he thought. I’m in shock and I’m not thinking clearly. 

			There was no time to further ponder the ramifications. Gabe, Alex, and the baby could leave at any moment. He couldn’t stop for this, couldn’t be responsible. New Jimmy was trying to fix the past, fix his life, and fix the only things that really mattered to him, but he needed the other Jimmy Lugo right now, for just a few minutes. And so, he let that version of Jimmy take over. 

			He stooped, grabbed the robe in both fists, and began to drag the weird carcass to the side of the road. It was far heavier than it looked. He strained with the effort and his nose began to bleed again. 

			The last glimpse of the sun disappeared behind the tree line. In the quickly fading light, Jimmy spotted a culvert running alongside the road, and a small but steep slope leading to it. He kicked the body down the hill and watched it roll, picking up speed as it went, the black robe wrapping itself tighter and tighter around the corpse. He couldn’t see what was in the ditch. The shadows were too deep there. He heard a small splash.

			Then the body was consumed by the darkness.

			Wiping his hands on his pants, Jimmy walked back to the car and surveyed the damage. Whimpering, he shook his head and pulled out his phone again. The body might be taken care of, but he still had to figure out how to get home. Sighing, he sank into the driver’s seat and yanked on the door. It wouldn’t budge. Cursing, he gave it all his might. The door grated across the pavement and clunked shut. Jimmy wiped his bangs from his sweaty brow and halfheartedly tried the engine again. To his amazement, the Audi started back up. The motor definitely sounded unhappy, but it was running. He was happy now that the airbag hadn’t deployed. If it had, the car would be inoperable.

			With a triumphant whoop, he crossed his fingers and dropped the transmission into drive. The gears made that terrible grinding noise again, and it felt like the entire car shifted beneath him, but then it slowly began to creep forward. Jimmy began to cry with relief as he directed it back up onto the road. Thoughts circled in his head, the horror and impossibility of what he’d just seen—what he’d just done. Already memory had begun to blur, as if the moment the corpse had vanished into darkness and splashed into the culvert, the ordinary world wanted to reassert itself. Samhain. Seriously? Maybe he had a massive concussion. Or maybe he’d lost his goddamn mind. 

			He flicked the headlights on, and gunned the accelerator. The car lurched and bucked, threatening to stall again, so he eased off the gas and crept forward instead, reminding himself that it was still faster than walking.

			“You’re gonna be okay,” he whispered to himself. “It’s all gonna work out. You hit a deer, that’s all. You hit a fuckin’ deer.”

			Jimmy drove in silence, consumed with a nervous energy and dread that gnawed at his stomach. He drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. When he looked down at them, he nearly swerved off the road and crashed a second time. For a moment, his fingers looked like the creature’s fingers! Then they were just his fingers again. His wedding band, dulled with time, glinted in the darkness.

			“Shock,” he repeated, this time aloud.

			He glanced in the rearview mirror to reassure himself . . . and screamed.

			Jimmy stomped the brake, and the car shuddered to a halt. Staring back at him in the mirror were those almond-shaped eyes with the tiny flecks of orange and red inside. But now they were his. He reached for the mirror, twisting it so hard that it snapped off. He clutched it, gaping at the fingers wound around it, watching as they turned from his fingers into the creature’s, and then back again.

			That was when Jimmy felt the spirit overtake him. In movies, you never saw the possession take place. The person always started acting weird, and that was the first sign. But he felt it as it happened. Gone was the internal struggle between this Jimmy and his former self. Now, both were being consumed, engulfed by the thing, and with that sensation came a terrible knowledge. He didn’t understand how he knew it. He just did. He was becoming that thing. It was in him. He’d killed it and now he was it, or changing into it. It was like a werewolf had bit him. Or like that fucking movie The Santa Clause. 

			“I’m goddamned Santa now,” he said in a voice that was partly his and partly something else entirely. When he laughed, the sound was hideous.

			He had to get home. He had to talk to Gabe before it was too late. Had to tell his son how sorry he was. Had to apologize to Alex, as well. And to Olivia.

			The Audi lurched forward again. Jimmy watched his hands change and shift, back and forth. The transformation was becoming more rapid. The car’s interior smelled like burning leaves and decay.  

			He had to get home before it was complete. Before he was something else. Before he became an undead thing, a malicious spirit who could be bought off with candy and gifts and other offerings. 

			He turned onto his street. The car lurched and groaned, spewing black smoke. His home loomed in the headlights. Jimmy guided the car into the driveway and jerked to a stop. He opened the door with a hand that was no longer his and stumbled out into the night. The porch light was on, and bugs darted around it. The interior lights glowed softly behind the drawn curtains. Olivia’s car was in the driveway. Gabe and Alex’s car was parked behind it. A baby seat was visible in the back.

			One of his neighbor’s dogs barked in the distance. Jimmy turned around and saw a shape slithering toward him, slinking in the darkness, blacker than the shadows around it. 

			It was the robe. Catching up to him.

			He sighed, shuddering in fear as it slid up his body, caressing him like a snake, and enveloped him. Its presence was soothing.

			Then the fear dissipated, replaced with a new urge.

			He turned back to the house again, cocked his head, and stared. They were inside. His family. 

			He heard trick-or-treaters beginning to make their rounds further down the lane. They would arrive soon. They would see the porch light on, and expect some candy. But given the distraction of Gabe’s arrival, Olivia hadn’t left anything out on the step. There was no candy. 

			No offerings to the spirits of Samhain.

			And then a thought occurred to him, a thought that didn’t belong to either Jimmy.  

			Gabe and Alex had come tonight to present the baby as a sort of offering, so . . .

			He would hold his granddaughter after all.
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			The air was colder than any of them expected, but they didn’t mind. Their parents had insisted they take jackets, and besides, it was a sleepover. They had bedrolls and blankets inside the tent that Caden’s dad had put up for them earlier. They were supposed to put up the tent themselves and they’d been working at it when Mister Leonardi came home and “fixed” it. That was his way of saying you kids are doing it wrong and I’ll just help out. 

			None of them complained of course, except Caden who always wanted to do it himself, as if he had something to prove to his dad. Maybe he did.

			Another year or so and the idea of them all spending the night in a tent would give their parents nightmares, but for now it was still okay. Caden, Kayla, Theresa, Jeff and Bobby were all as close as siblings. They were half the kids from the neighborhood, and Caden was eleven, Bobby was nine, and the rest were ten-year-olds, just the right age for campouts and ghost stories. Most of them had grown up in the area, but Kayla and her family had moved into the subdivision two years earlier and were still looked upon as the new family in Harlow Mills. 

			The Leonardis lived on the western edge of the subdivision, not far from the Westlake Cemetery, which was just the other side of the Beverly Hills subdivision and a stone’s throw from actual farm country. Staying at Caden’s place was the absolute best this time of year because, of course, cemeteries, ghost stories and Halloween went together so very well. 

			They were halfway to Halloween. Less than two weeks to go and        everyone had already chosen their costumes. The big plan was to look over a handmade map of the area and work out trick or treating strategies.       Everyone knew that Lowell Street had to be the last place they hit, because the families over there were all determined to outdo each other when it came to who gave out the best treats. It was like a status symbol thing for them, at least according to Anthony, Caden’s older brother who had now retired from trick or treating, but still had the best knowledge about where to look. 

			The best plans almost never last the night, at least when camping out. They’d had a dinner of hotdogs and baked beans, with salads and macaroni and cheese earlier. It had all been cooked inside, and then served up on paper plates, because Missus Leonardi had no intention of freezing her legs off to cook on the grill. 

			They had eaten far too much, except for Theresa, who even now worried about her weight though she weighed the least of any of them. Bobby didn’t give her too much grief, but he gave her a little, because he worried all the time. It was what he did. He worried, and everyone knew it.

			It took all of five minutes to plan out their path of candy conquest, and after that, for lack of anything else remotely as exciting, Caden started in on the ghost stories. Caden loved all things spooky, and seeing as he lived near the cemetery gates, ghostly tales were a particular favorite. 

			He told everyone about the ghost ship that was supposed to be seen on the shore of Cape May every Halloween, and he carefully spoke up about the old hearse that had been stolen and left in the bogs to the north of town. According to several eyewitnesses the hearse still rode around on stormy nights, looking for fresh bodies to pick up and deliver. Bobby        listened with wide eyes and utter silence. 

			Kayla asked questions about everything, as she always did. 

			Jeff tried to scare Theresa, which didn’t go at all as he planned as she was apparently fearless and quick to offer a punch in the arm whenever he tried his luck. That did not stop him from trying, of course, which everyone knew was because he had a crush on Theresa, even if they did not speak of these things.

			Theresa listened as best she could in spite of Jeff’s interruptions.

			Despite their best intentions to stay up all night, the darkness was lulling them toward sleep.

			The winds outside the tent were gusting and sighing along the sides of their temporary housing and leaves danced alongside them, skittering and crackling in the breeze. The moon was a bloated crescent but it was bright outside, and cast long shadows from the hardwoods that decorated the backyard. 

			They might have actually managed to go to sleep despite the noise and the sight of skeletal tree arms looming over them, but Kayla’s curiosity got the better of her and so she asked the question that had been plaguing the back of her mind for the last few weeks, since Bobby had brought the local legend to her attention and then stammered out a half-coherent ramble of an answer. She loved Bobby like a brother, but the boy was absolutely the worst at telling stories.

			“Caden, can you tell us about the Kettle Ghost?”

			 Caden Leonardi was not a perfect storyteller but compared to Bobby Newsome he was practically a bard. 

			Without missing a beat, he smiled and raised one eyebrow.  “Not the ‘Kettle Ghost,’ just Kettle.”

			“So, can you tell me about Kettle?”

			 Caden smiled and nodded. “I can tell you about Kettle. I can even show you the farm he haunts.”

			Bobby shook his head.  “Just the story. No one needs to see a ghost.”

			 Caden laughed and nodded his head. It was only a second later that he had the lantern turned lower and a flashlight under his chin, the better to tell a scary story in the dark. “No one knows his real name. Or her real name. No one knows for sure what Kettle is, except it’s a ghost, and it haunts Grandpa Pritchard’s farms.” The kids all called the old farmer ‘Grandpa,’ though he was not related to any of them. For some it seemed a sign of respect and for the others, well, sometimes children can be cruel. The man had no remaining family of his own that anyone knew of, or if he did, they did not bother to visit him. 

			“They call it Kettle because as weird as it looks, it sounds even weirder.  Kettle showed up a long time ago, like a hundred years or more. The land was almost barren back then and there was this thing going on called the dustbowl, everyone was fighting hard to keep their farms and the land had dried up. Farmers were lucky if they got enough out of the ground to feed their families.”

			Bobby nodded his head like the words coming from his friend were the gospel, and Jeff stared on wide-eyed. Theresa actually got a moment’s peace as the boy who liked to torment her got lost in the tale. 

			Kayla listened carefully, wanting to hear every word not only because she wanted to know the story but because she thought Caden was about the best there ever was at ghost stories. She chewed her nails incessantly as she listened, though she was trying to break herself of that particular habit. 

			“They say Kettle is a real ghost, all dressed in white, and even his face is hidden way by the shroud he was buried in.”

			“What’s a shroud?” Kayla asked the question softly.

			“It’s the cloth they bury dead people in. It wraps ‘em up so the bugs can’t get to them so easily.” Caden answered slowly, carefully. Kayla nodded, but her face pulled into a look of disgust at the notion of wrapping up dead bodies. “Sometimes that’s what we see when we see ghosts, the cloth they were buried in. My dad says it’s called a shroud. That’s all you can see of Kettle, the cloth they buried him in. Some dead people are dressed in fancy clothes which is why a lot of ghosts wear suits and dresses.

			“When he shows up, it’s to warn people. Back when he first showed up, lots of people were really hungry and they’d come to the farms to see if they could steal any food. It was that or starve. He’d chase anyone he could off the farm and away from the crops.

			“Mostly the ones that see him, they’re smart enough to run away. But sometimes that isn’t enough.  He’s a ghost and he’s scary, but if you’re hungry enough, what is the ghost going to do? Lots of people don’t think ghosts can touch living people.”

			“Can they?” Kayla asked without thinking about interrupting and she was ready to apologize, but if Caden minded it didn’t show on his face.  

			“It’s hard to say. I think that depends on the ghost. Kettle can’t touch people from anything that I’ve heard, but he can touch things.”

			“What things?”

			“Farm tools.” Caden nodded slowly as he spoke, and his grin was a frightening thing under the glare of the flashlight held to his chin. “He can touch pitchforks, and axes. Anything ever used on the farm. Most of those things are sharp enough to hurt a person, maybe even kill ‘em.”

			Bobby let out a nervous noise and slid closer to Kayla. 

			 Caden kept talking, his voice low and soft, almost a whisper in the night. The wind outside rattled through the area and brought a soft hiss of rustling leaves. “But Kettle warns people off before he tries to kill ‘em. As a last warning he lets out a scream that’s loud and high like a tea kettle. It’s so loud it deafens people. That’s why Grandpa Pritchard is hard of hearing. He’s heard Kettle scream too many times and he messed up his eardrums.”

			Bobby looked like he was mostly made of eyes. His face was pulled down in the crook of his elbow, but his eyes shone in the faint light.

			“What’s a tea kettle sound like?” Jeff didn’t seem nervous, but rather excited by the idea. 

			“Like a coach’s whistle, but so much louder.” Caden wasn’t smiling any more, he was deadly serious. “It’s loud enough to shake windows. I hear Kettle’s scream could just about break glass.”

			Theresa looked at Jeff with an odd expression on her face, but did nothing, said nothing. She had trouble believing there was anyone in the whole world that didn’t know the sound of a tea kettle. Her mom drank tea every single afternoon and sometimes Theresa joined her.

			“He warns everyone off with a scream, and if they don’t go away, Kettle will grab up whatever’s closest, and he’ll chase them away.”

			“What if they don’t run then?”

			 Caden listened to Kayla’s question and looked her way his, eyes half-lidded as he answered. “Grandpa Pritchard has a pumpkin patch. He never tries to grow them; he just lets them grow wild but every year he gets a good crop. He sells them to the church on Barker Avenue, the one that sells all the pumpkins in half the county. He gives them a good price because they sell them to make money for the church. I hear that’s where Kettle hides the bodies, because no one ever wants to go in there and look around on account of there’s snakes in those vines.”

			“No way.” Kayla’s voice was a husky whisper.

			“We can go right now and find out. Long as we run when Kettle screams, we’ll be okay.” Caden leaned in closer. “I’ve been out there before. I know where to look.” The way he said it was half boastful and half defiant, as if he dared anyone to call him a liar.

			“Your dad would skin us alive.” Jeff shook his head.  Though Mister Leonardi had never shown his temper around any of the kids, except maybe for Caden, he was a scary man. He was big, and he had a loud voice, and his smile looked like a wolf baring its fangs. 

			 Caden skewered Jeff with a glance, completely unaware that his own smile could look just as vulpine and that his stare was intimidating in its own right. “Then I guess we better not get caught, Jeff.”

			And just that easily it was decided. The catch was to not get caught. 

			Trying to get five kids that age to move quietly was rather like trying to herd jungle cats, but despite their too loud whispers and inability not to crush every leaf they walked past under their feet, they made it from the backyard without alerting Caden’s parents. Caden and Theresa and Bobby each had a flashlight. It was enough to let them move through the late-night darkness. 

			Though every one of the kids was absolutely certain they knew which farm belonged to Pritchard, none of them save Caden was right in their assertions. Oh, they were close, but it wasn’t just which farm that mattered.  It was also which plot of land. 

			The walk there was not terrifically long, but it felt that way to most of them. They cut through the subdivision, and across land that was nearly abandoned this time of year. They were not familiar with the terrain, and even Caden, who knew his way in the daylight, was less certain as they wandered through the October night. The winds were loud and gusty, sending their prizes scattering and skittering all across the lands, but they were cold, too, and even with their light jackets, the night carried a surprising chill. 

			“We shouldn’t be doing this.” Bobby moaned the words softly, sounding more like a ghost than he knew, at least to Theresa’s ears. Jeff must have agreed, because he chuckled to himself as they walked along the paved road and meandered from that pavement to a dirt trail that wandered through the cemetery. 

			The headstones and statues watched them as they passed, but if there was anyone out there with anything to say, dead or alive, they left the words unspoken and hidden by the autumn winds. 

			 Caden led the way, his flashlight cutting through the darkness and painting nearly every detail of the path in its halogen beam. “It was down this way. My dad told me about it once and Anthony showed me. He was trying to scare me, but it didn’t work.” That was a lie. Caden had very nearly peed himself, and he’d actually cried but Anthony never told anyone else about that and it had been four years since he’d shown Caden the way to the proper plot of Pritchard’s farm. Not that Caden would ever forget. 

			The farm itself was in a sad state, with a shed that lay open to the night and several farm implements laid out along the side of it, as if the old man simply didn’t have the strength to put them away anymore. The land was surrounded by a barbed wire fence that was in as poor a shape as the shed, and much in need of repair.  Caden held the barbed wire down with his foot and let the others shuffle over it carefully. 

			 Caden’s voice lowered as he continued. Grandpa Pritchard was half deaf and slept almost as soon as the sun went down according to Anthony, but he didn’t want to take any chances. “We need to be careful here. Anthony swears Grandpa keeps a shotgun loaded with rock salt and he uses it. His friend Donnie got shot in the butt with it once and it was like a week before he could sit down again without wanting to cry.” Anthony never said if he got shot himself, but Anthony was cautious when he showed Caden, and his brother was almost never cautious, so it was better not to take any chances. 

			Maybe most of the crops had been harvested, but a lot of the land seemed nearly barren.  

			There were some really fat pumpkins in a big corner of the field near the woods. 

			The moon bathed everything in a cool spectral light from the tree line to the edge of the creek to the south.

			The vines were pretty well picked by now, but even so some of the pumpkins remained, big enough to make Theresa wonder if maybe Pritchard was keeping a few growing for the Harvest Fair next week, seeing if he could grow them any larger. None of them knew for certain.

			Kayla spoke and her voice seemed too loud all of a sudden, “We’re gonna get in trouble. We should go back.”

			Bobby looked over at her and nodded, as if he’d been waiting for an excuse to speak up. “Yeah, we’re gonna get grounded if they find out we’re gone.”

			Theresa, walking behind them now, gave Bobby a little shove “Don’t be such babies.” Jeff snickered and kicked at a rotten pumpkin. His foot sank into the decayed flesh and he made a sound of disgust pulling his Hi-Top from the mess. The scent of rotten gourd wafted through the air. 

			It was Caden’s turn to snicker when he said “Ooh gross! Jeff has       Rotten Jack on his shoe!”

			The moon shone through a scattering of clouds, on a strip of farmland dedicated to a small crop of Silage. Corn meant as feed, not for the table. But no one ever saw so much as a dog on Pritchard’s land, let alone any livestock, mostly just snakes and field mice.

			Jeff shook his head. “That’s the saddest corn I’ve ever seen”

			The wind moved differently there in the corn, hissing loudly and knocking the stalks together.  Caden held his arms out from his sides when Jeff and Theresa started to push past him, stopping their progress.

			“That’s it,” he warned. “That’s where Kettle’s supposed to guard the land. Where the corn is. If we go in there, we’ll see him. We’ll hear him.”

			Theresa nodded slowly, her eyes as wide as he’d ever seen. Bobby let out a small gasp and whimpered. Kayla stood completely still, and Jeff snorted laughter.

			Jeff said, “No way. I’ve been here before, Caden, and I never saw a thing.”

			 Caden frowned. “Did you ever try to take any of the corn?”

			“No. I wasn’t raised to steal.”

			“Well then, how can you know if Kettle is out there or not? You have to be trying to steal the crop for him to come after you.”

			Jeff tried to sound nonchalant, “Whatever, dude. It’s pretty late.”

			“Yeah, Caden, I don’t wanna go in there.” Kayla chewed on a nail.

			Theresa was the one who settled it by stepping through and disappearing into the corn. 

			“Terrie! Don’t!” Kayla called out, but now Caden was following her.  Jeff kicked at an old husk on the ground and turned back to Bobby and Kayla, “Stay here if you want, crybabies.” Then he, too, was gone, with only a brief rustling of leaves.

			Kayla sat down on an overturned oil drum, “I’m waiting here.”

			That made it easier for Bobby, who stayed put right along with her. He sat on the other end of the rusting drum. Kayla was quiet, her eyes darting, chewing her fingers.

			“Kayla. Did you ever hear the story about Grampa Pritchard’s grandson, Gary?”

			“No.”

			“Gary was this juvenile delinquent kid, who got sent to live with Pritchard after he killed a neighbor’s dog with a bow and arrow he got for Christmas. Shot and killed it with a single arrow on Christmas Day.”

			“That’s . . . not uh. Really?”

			“Yeah.” Bobby nodded his head, a look of distaste on his thin face.  “He was a real creep. But Gramps put him to work out here. So many chores he didn’t have any time to get into trouble. My dad always says Pritchard isn’t all bad, he’s just hard.”

			“That’s a really gross story.”

			“Sorry. I’m just—”

			Bobby was cut off by a scream. Theresa’s voice came from the corn field. They both stood up as a rustling of stalks produced a figure.

			Jeff staggered out of the corn, holding something behind his back. “Look what I found!”

			He thrust his arm out and Kayla screamed almost by reflex. Then Bobby saw what was in Jeff’s hand and his face lit up, “Whoah! He’s huge!”

			“It’s a rat snake. I found him under a bucket. Did you hear Terrie scream bloody murder?” Jeff laughed, holding the glistening black snake with two hands now, keeping his right hand firmly clamped just below the reptile’s head. It was easily six feet long, fat from feasting on rodents, which were abundant on the farm. Despite the cold, which was supposed to make the snakes sluggish, it whipped its body around, seeking to escape from Jeff’s hands.

			Kayla stepped back, wanting no part of the snake, and bumped into something hard covered with corn stalks and tall, thick grass.

			It was a crumbling headstone.

			She began clearing away the vegetation to get a better look, when she noticed other shapes, more stones.

			Kayla pointed, “This place was a graveyard?” Her voice rose to an almost shrill point, and her teeth were bared in a rictus of dread. There were easily a dozen of the old stones, each with the name Pritchard carved into the surface, each with sets of dates, recollections of when a soul was born into the world and when it was cast away again.

			Before anyone could answer Caden and Theresa popped out of the corn. Caden had an ear of corn in each hand.

			“See? Nothing! I told you!” Theresa said, laughing and a little breathless.

			 Caden pretended to take a bite from an ear, then made a face. “It’s for animals, we can’t even eat them.”

			“What animals?“ Jeff scoffed. “You don’t think Pritchard picks that stuff, do you?”

			 Caden lobbed an ear at Jeff who hopped out of the way, laughing. “I’m tired, man, let’s go.”

			The moon went behind a cloud. The corn rustled as the wind moaned through the field. They all turned at the sound.

			And saw for for themselves exactly what a shroud was.

			The rat snake wriggled free, bit Jeff’s hand and dropped to the ground. 

			Jeff felt nothing. 

			 Caden dropped the ear of corn he was holding. 

			Theresa stepped into Bobby and they both fell over the oil drum. 

			Kayla gasped and felt a wave of cold settle over her more biting than the wind.

			The ghost stared at them, and they stared back. 

			The shroud was wrapped around the solitary, thin figure. It fluttered and whipped in a breeze that did not match the wind they felt blowing icily across their faces and exposed skin.  The shape glowed faintly, much like the reflected moonlight, but the light did not match the glow from above. The shadows were in the wrong places, and the luminescence was more silvery than the moon’s illumination. 

			Pale hands held the long handle of a corn scythe that, unlike the spectral shape, was very noticeably real. Bobby could clearly remember seeing it leaning against the shed only a few minutes earlier. 

			The ghost, for surely this was a ghost and it could only possibly be Kettle himself, raised the scythe and glided toward them, shrieking.

			The kids, whose lives, from that point, would never again include a night of deep sleep, all covered their ears as Kettle let out its unholy noise. Was it a scream? Yes, but not a natural sound at all. It was far too loud, and Kayla gasped, feeling the hideous vibration move through her bones, slide through her brain like a train horn carving through the night. Had she ever wondered why a ghost would be called Kettle? If so, her curiosity was sated.

			They ran!  It was purely instinct, for surely the specter meant to cause them harm.  As his feet cut across the broken field of leftover corn and rotting gourds, a string of thoughts trailed through Caden’s mind: Can’t Pritchard hear that? Will he come out and help us? Does he care?

			They tore across the field, past the pumpkin patch, Kayla tripping on the thick vines that seemed to reach for her ankles. Bobby helped her up and they ran behind the others, as a shovel flew over Bobby’s left shoulder, hitting the side of a derelict tractor with a SPANG.

			A rake sailed through the air and thumped into Caden’s leg, right behind his knee, and he flew into the dirt, landing on his hands with bruising force. He rolled away as the corn scythe impaled itself into his pant leg. He grabbed the cold handle and flung it at Kettle. But the blade passed through his form as if he were little more than mist.

			They couldn’t hear much anymore, just a ringing in the ears, with the steam-whistling Kettle behind it.

			They ran past Pritchard’s house, which stood dark against a stand of tall hemlocks planted a century before.

			Jeff looked back only once, to find Kettle following so close he could feel the shroud hit his face. He caught a glimpse of glowing embers where it’s eyes should be, behind the shroud, where it clung to a wasted skull. Had Kettle been breathing he’d have felt the ghastly thing’s breath on his fear-soaked skin. 

			Jeff stumbled, but it was Theresa who caught him.

			And then Caden was at the barbed wire fence, holding it down with his foot and motioning the rest of them desperately. They leapt over the wire like only agile children can and down a short hillside to the road.

			Behind them Kettle rose high into the night air and seemed to drift almost lazily after them, but he moved so fast, too fast, and he let loose another shriek that was surely loud enough to wake the dead in the cemetery as they ran past it. 

			And still they ran. Until the moon had gone into hiding and the farm joined the curtain of night behind them. 

			Winded, shaking, charged with adrenaline and exhausted by fear, they moved back to the tent. Caden looked and saw the ghost had stayed behind, just as he’d hoped. Now the others would know, they’d understand what he had known ever since his brother showed him the truth. Ghosts were real, and Kettle was a terror they would never forget. He had told a dozen people about the ghost over the years and they always thought he made it up, but finally they’d seen the truth and that fact was oddly liberating.

			Theresa crawled into the tent and immediately turned up the power on the electric lantern, sending the glow through the whole structure. She still felt the cold thrill of discovery, and still heard that horrid scream in her head.  

			Jeff looked at Theresa and found it hard to believe that a girl could be that brave. If she hadn’t been there, he knew he’d have likely cried. He had never been so frightened in his life but there was no way he could let her see him cry. No way he could survive that humiliation. 

			Kayla moved into the tent and looked everywhere as if there was a chance that the ghost had somehow beat them to the place and might leap out from any possible shadow, or crawl from beneath one of their sleeping blankets.

			 Caden crawled in and held the door open, waiting for Bobby who was probably about ready to pee himself. Bobby was the youngest of them and he was not the bravest kid on the planet. He’d have to convince Bobby not to tell on the rest of them. He was going to be in trouble anyways, because he’d left his flashlight behind without even thinking about it. 

			Bobby did not enter the tent. Caden double checked, counted each body in the tent with him and saw everyone but his youngest friend.

			“Guys? Where’s Bobby?” The others looked around in confusion, but no one had an answer for him. 

			In the darkness, in the night, there was only silence and the soft mournful moan of the winds and the sigh of the leaves. 
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			I

			In his dreams he got to be the hero. He found Trina, and he brought her home, and she was so grateful she gave him a kiss. 

			It was a wonderful dream. 

			Then before he knew it, he was on to another dream and a different girl.

			II

			The wind blew in his ear and woke him from a dream that would have had his mother washing his brain out with soap and warm water. In the dream Jenn McPherson was just about to—

			Eddie opened his eyes, immediately alert and decidedly embarrassed.  

			He was not in his bed. That made him even more alert and he sat up in the middle of West Gate Cemetery, his neck stiff from leaning against the back of a headstone. Frost crunched lightly in the grass and dead leaves around him, and his skin was damp from the ground fog creeping through the area. He wasn’t cold. His light jacket was enough to stop that, at least, but he shivered just the same. Because he was sleeping in a damned graveyard.  

			“What the hell?” He barely recognized his own voice. His heart started slamming against his ribcage as he took in the surroundings. Headstones. Lots of them. The statue all the local kids called Weeping Mary, because she allegedly cried if you circled her statue seven times while asking “Mary, Mary, why did you kill your babies?” There were a dozen different stories of how Mary died and how her kids died but, in any event, he’d never tried to see if the statue would actually cry. It was just a little too cruel for him.

			His arms hurt. His neck hurt. Really, everything hurt, and he couldn’t understand why. What could he have done to himself to strain that many muscles?

			No. He was getting distracted. He was in the cemetery and it was . . . 

			Eddie looked at his phone and checked the time.

			“Oh, geez, Mom’s gonna skin me alive.” Two in the morning! It was two o’clock in the freaking morning! 

			He took a deep, shuddering breath and forced the images of his parents’ enraged faces from his mind. Mom would kill him. Dad would make it hurt.

			Why the hell was he in the cemetery after midnight? It didn’t matter what day of the week it was. Eddie checked the phone again.  Saturday morning. October 24th. He had that going for him at least. If he had done this on a school day, his death would be legendary. 

			Eddie stood up as carefully as he could, aware that most of his body hurt. Twelve years old and he ached everywhere from sleeping in the cold in a cemetery. 

			“Seriously, what the hell?” 

			Off to his left there were more headstones, and one family plot that he knew too well. 

			“Trina . . . ”

			Yep. That was it. Him and Thad had gone and done something stupid, he just knew it. Thad was his best friend and Thad had feelings for Trina. Only Trina was 

			dead.

			missing and had been for two weeks, no three now. But he was near her family’s plot. 

			“What did we do?” And where was Thad? He looked around the cemetery again, seeking any sign that his best friend had been there with him, and found nothing. Off in the distance a low, mournful wail drifted through the air, a haunting note that he knew was a train moving through the area, but that sounded for all the world like a soul crying out in sorrow. Surely that was the noise a ghost would make.

			His stomach twisted around itself. Thad was nowhere to be seen. Eddie pushed his glasses back up his face to where they belonged and looked around again. No sign that Thad had ever been there and even as Eddie thought about that the cold came back in like a wave and washed over him. His teeth started chattering and the sleep sweat under his thin jacket got kissed by the cold breeze and sent gooseflesh crawling all over his body.

			Whatever else was going on he had to get home and try to sneak into his bed before his parents realized he’d snuck out. 

			The fog of sleep finally broke apart and drifted off as he considered whether or not his father—a man who did not usually believe in corporal punishment—was going to go apeshit if he was discovered coming in at two in the morning. His sister, Evie had been caught sneaking in once and he thought her grounding would never end. 

			The road, heck, the whole world, was quiet as he started wending his way through the cemetery and then began walking next to Heritage Road on his way home. The wind blew cold, the air was dry and caught every leaf it could find and swept them along for the ride in a long hiss of rattling. 

			The old house at the end of his block was as dark as ever, with windows that seemed to stare blindly at him and a dark front door that always looked like it was open and inviting him in at night. It wasn’t an invitation he ever wanted to answer. The place just looked like it was haunted, even on the brightest days and in October, just heading into the witching hour? Hell to the no.

			Another two blocks found him at 72 Providence Road, his home, which was blissfully dark. If he was lucky, that meant his parents were sound asleep and he had gotten away with breaking the rules. He didn’t trust that, of course, and moved around the side of the house as quietly as he could.

			His window was still open a crack and he slipped his fingers into the small opening, held his breath, and pushed the window open even more.  Two minutes later he was inside, stripping away his street clothes and getting into his pajamas. His hands were filthy, and there were several scratches on them that he had not seen without the benefit of his nightlight. 

			Eddie crawled into his bed, where his brain insisted he was safe once he was under the covers, and closed his eyes, trying to sleep.

			Slumber did not come easily. His stupid brain might say he was safe now, but part of his mind wanted to replay what had led him to the cemetery in the first place.

			How long had he known Trina Harper? Near as he could tell, all of his life. His earliest memory of the girl was at one of his birthday parties, back when he was around five or so. She brought him a stack of books for his birthday and he remembered thinking that was just about the best birthday present ever.

			Trina was a good swimmer, an amazing runner, a quick smile whenever they crossed paths, and as an added bonus she’d been one of the nicest people he’d ever met.  She said she wanted to be an actress, and he thought he’d have watched her in just about anything, because her impersonations were so good.

			He’d had a crush on her forever, but that didn’t matter. It had never mattered, really, as Eddie got crushes the way some people caught colds. Besides, Thad liked her, too, and Thad was the sort of guy that girls fell for. He had a smile with a million dimples and perfect teeth. Eddie had Coke bottle glasses, braces and a body like a pirate’s dream: a sunken chest. Body by Twig. If he flexed every muscle in his body no one would notice.

			So, yeah, Trina had never been the sort of girl he’d have held hands with. But he was okay with that. At least that’s what he always told himself. 

			Only it didn’t matter anyways, because Trina was missing. Tommy, his older brother, said she’d run away, only Eddie didn’t believe that for a second. Trina had no reason to run away. She was happy all the time, and happy people probably didn’t run away. 

			Tommy said she’d run away and taken her brother Brent’s car when she did it. But Trina was twelve, same as him, and knew about as much about cars as he did, which was almost nothing. But Tommy and Brent were good friends, maybe even best friends, and Tommy said Brent’s car disappeared at the same time as Trina.

			That didn’t prove anything, not according to Eddie, but Tommy said it did.

			His eyes stung at that thought and Eddie rolled over on his bed and looked at the poster of the Avengers on his wall. The Black Widow was looking as fine as ever. The Hulk looked as big as ever, and Captain America was smiling like Thad used to smile before Trina 

			died 

			disappeared.

			And there it was again Trina was gone, maybe even dead. That fact would not leave him alone. Not ever, it seemed. 

			Outside the winds whipped around the side of the house and the trees with their leaves all changing color rustled and sighed mightily in rhythm with those very winds. In his bed, Eddie sighed, too, and did his best to forget about Trina’s disappearance for a while. He was not very successful, but eventually he drifted off into dreams.

			III

			It was Saturday and Evie’s friend Michaela had stayed over the night before. Eddie did his best not to stare, but it wasn’t easy. He would never consider Evie cute strictly because she was his sister and therefore a little gross, but her friends tended to distract him under any and all circumstances.

			It didn’t help that Michaela knew she was cute and played it up to the best of her ability strictly to see if she could embarrass Eddie. Of course she could. It wasn’t hard to do.

			Still, he had to eat breakfast, so he sat at the kitchen table and shoveled Cap’n Crunch into his mouth mechanically, doing his best not to see Michaela’s smile, or any part of her. 

			Evie just rolled her eyes and shook her head. 

			“What are your big plans today, Eddie?” That was his mom, who was either the best actress ever or blissfully unaware of how late he’d come home from his graveyard adventures.

			“I was gonna get together with Thad. We were gonna go to Halloween Express and look at costumes.”

			His mom smiled and he smiled back automatically. “Well, that should be fun. Just you make sure you look both ways before you cross Woburn Street. You know how bad the drivers are over there.”

			Michaela rolled her eyes again. It’s what she was best at these days. “All of the drivers in this town are bad, Mom.”

			“Which is why you don’t get to drive yourself anywhere, honey.” Eddie managed not to snort milk out of his nose, but it was a close thing. His mom could always be counted on to verbally slap the sass right the hell out of his older sister. It was a gift.

			Evie’s voice went shrill as she responded and Eddie tuned her out automatically. 

			Ten minutes later he was fleeing the cold war fight between his sister and his mom and escaping from Michaela’s smile. He wanted to see Thad, because try as he might he couldn’t remember what they did in the cemetery or why the heck he’d been out there at two in the morning instead of being in his bed. He took his bike and was pleasantly surprised as the muscles in his body seemed to unwind their tension the longer he rode.

			Their lazy little town of Beldam Woods was getting into the spirit of Halloween again. The Rexall Drugs Store was festooned in orange and black, with window displays that advertised different candies and a half dozen costumes ranging from cheap plastic masks to full superhero outfits. The Sweet Tooth Bakery had a Jacko lantern cake display that looked decadent. There was something in every window case, and more besides that. The used bookstore was filled with Stephen King books and Halloween kiddie books and Goosebumps all over the place. He could feel the money in his pocket getting ready to run away.

			But for now, he was heading for the costume shop. A text message had set everything up and he and Thad were going to find the goods. Halloween was coming up fast.

			Instead of feeling excitement at that thought Eddie’s stomach fluttered nervously. Trina had been big into Halloween. When they were younger, she was one Disney Princess after the next, but over the last couple of years she’d been a skeleton and then a zombie. She got into the scary part of the holiday, and that just made her even cooler in his book.

			Twelve was too young to be dead, missing or to run away. That was what his dad had said when he thought Eddie was asleep. His parents had been discussing the disappearance and Dad had taken off his glasses, wiped at his face and said that kids should be immune to death. It was a go to for his father. If a pretty girl vanished, he automatically assumed the worst. Eddie did the same thing, and kind of hated it. 

			That was his dad in a nutshell. He made the craziest declarations and then went back to discussing whatever crossed his path like it was a chat about the weather.

			“See? I told you Eddie would come along.” Thad’s voice cut through his thoughts, and he saw his friend approaching with Jenn McPherson. Eddie’s face flushed red with the recollection of what she’d been doing in his dream the night before, but it was a very momentary reaction and then the world was back to normal.

			“Hey guys.” His voice sounded weak to him, but it always did.  He didn’t have a confident voice, like Thad. It just sort of squeaked out of him whenever he tried talking. 

			“Hi, Eddie.” Jenn smiled and stared at him until he felt she surely knew what he’d been dreaming the night before, and his face grew red all over again.

			“Jenn wanted to join us. That’s cool, right?”

			“Yeah. Of course.” Even if it wasn’t, he’d have never said anything. He just hoped he wouldn’t be blushing through the whole journey. But it wasn’t a problem. Jenn was as casual and friendly as ever and by the time they reached the Halloween Express he was as relaxed as he ever got around members of the opposite sex. 

			 Jenn was talking about what she was going to dress as, and Eddie was doing his best to pay attention. She talked like there was no tomorrow and like she didn’t have to stop and breathe. One big gust of words at a time.  “SoanywaysI’mgonnabeasexywitch.”

			His mind immediately worked on the translation of her one long multisyllabic word. So anyways, I’m gonna be a sexy witch.

			“How do witches get sexy? I mean, we’re talking green skin and warts here.” Eddie didn’t think, he just asked. 

			Jenn looked his way and fired off a wink that had him blushing again. “You’llseejustyouwait.”

			You’ll see. Just you wait. 

			He had no idea what he would see, but the wink made him want to see well before Halloween. It was crazy how quickly she confused his brain these days.

			 Thad looked around the store with eyes that showed the first real enthusiasm they’d shown since Trina’s disappearance. Thad hadn’t said anything, but he didn’t believe she’d run away, either. Maybe she got taken by a creeper, but she didn’t just run off to live in Hollywood or something.  

			There were costumes on all the walls, but the center of the store—that until a month ago had been a closed lawn care and garden center—was filled with animatronic lawn decorations and inflatable nightmares.  For just a minute, Thad was a kid again, like he was supposed to be. Eddie smiled at that thought, and for a while he let himself get lost in the possible costumes for Halloween.

			Beldam Woods had a whole slew of Halloween monsters in the local folklore. There was Hattie the Witch and her three sons, Patches, Old Bones and Mister Sticks, all of whom had their own special horror tales that littered the local landscape, but none of those interested Eddie that much. They were old tricks and he wanted something new to scare him and hopefully scare everyone else this year. Maybe Kettle would do the job. He didn’t know when it had started but there were stories about a ghost that dwelled just past Blackwell Road, where the houses grew further apart and almost everyone had a plot of land to farm. Kettle was what everyone was calling the ghost that was supposed to haunt the old Pritchard place. 

			According to the tales he’d heard, the farmhouse, which he thought was abandoned, was haunted by a ghost that warned people off with a scream as high and loud as a tea kettle. That was where it got its name. If that didn’t work, the ghost was supposed to go after people with a pitchfork, or a scythe.

			His eyes roamed over scarecrows, zombies and a half dozen variations of the Grim Reaper, but nothing caught his eye. Maybe a ghost. Maybe Kettle would do. Trina would have liked that.

			Then again, Trina was last seen at the Pritchard place, so maybe she wouldn’t have been so fond of that story. Eddie looked down at his hands and shook his head. He still needed to ask Thad if they’d gone down to the cemetery together. For some reason that seemed important.

			Thad was fixated on a mask of a demon, with a nasty, fang filled grin and large curving horns. The mask cost sixty dollars, and Eddie knew Thad didn’t have that much money, but still he stared, eyes drinking in the detail of that hellish visage. 

			“How much do you need?” He asked Thad before he even thought about it. The other boy was his best friend, and if he wanted the mask that badly, Eddie would help him and work out something at home for his own costume. It wouldn’t be the first time he’d gone homemade instead of spending the money on a Halloween disguise.

			“Like fifteen dollars.” Thad shook his head, disappointed. His parents gave him allowance every week, and Thad did his best not to spend it, but he never quite saved up enough. There were always new video games, always other things he wanted to try. 

			Eddie did the math in his head. It would be a homemade costume for sure if he helped. “I got you.”

			“Seriously?” He sounded hopeful, but then shook his head and when he spoke again his voice was lower. “There’s no way, Eddie.”

			“Nah. It’s cool. I have an idea in mind for a costume.”

			“Dude, seriously, it’s fifteen dollars.”

			“It’s not like I’m giving it to you. It’s a loan. You pay me back when you get your allowance again.”

			Jenn watched the two of them like they were playing hardcore tennis. Her eyes moved to each face as they spoke. She looked like she could have stayed there and watched the exchange forever.

			Girls were weird. That was all there was to it. 

			Okay. Kind of awesome, but definitely weird.

			 “Thanks, Eddie. Seriously.”

			Eddie nodded and Thad picked up the mask, holding it in his hands like it was the greatest thing he’d ever found. 

			Right then, maybe it was.

			While Thad was looking at his prize, Jenn disappeared into the racks and soon came back with several different parts of her costume. All Eddie could make out was cheap fishnet stockings and a black witch’s hat.  

			He shook his head and looked over a collection of refrigerator magnets that were now about as expensive as he could go. Maybe a mug if he got one of the cheaper ones. Or, a pair of gloves with monster hands. He could go that route.

			There were two lines open at the cash registers, and Jenn slid over to the other line so they could all go faster. While she was there, Eddie asked his best friend, “Why did we go to the cemetery last night?”

			And Thad looked back at him and frowned. “We didn’t.”

			And Eddie had no response to that.

			“Why would we go to the cemetery?”

			Eddie shook his head. “Maybe I just dreamed it.”

			“I mean, I’d call you weird, but I still need to borrow that money.” 

			Eddie laughed and punched Thad lightly in his bicep. “Bite me.”

			“Let’s leave that to Jenn.” Eddie blushed deeply and Thad, still grateful for the loan, said nothing at all about it.

			The three of them spent half the day together and before he even gave it serious thought, Eddie had to bike back home. There were chores he had to do to earn his allowance and they needed doing.

			Thad was on his mind as he rode home, but so was Jenn, and so was Trina. Jenn because she was rapidly becoming someone he could see spending a lot of time with, and Trina because she was still missing and he missed her a lot, and he woke up the night before in the graveyard with no idea why he was there or what he’d been doing. Thad wasn’t lying to him; he knew that much. Despite his belief that his friend had to be involved, he knew Thad couldn’t lie to save his life. His dad called it a “tell” when he talked about poker. Thad had four or five tells, depending on the severity of his attempted lie, and Eddie knew them all. Trying to bluff in a game, he looked to the left of a person’s eye. Lying to his parents, he always looked at the ceiling. Trying to fake it with answers when Ms. Derringer called on him? He just blushed. Mind you, Ms. Derringer had that effect on most of the guys in their class. She was gorgeous. 

			Speak of the Devil. As he stopped on the corner of Howell and Wilson streets, he saw his teacher drive past in her convertible. He had no idea what year it was, but it was an old Mustang and she kept it in cherry condition. She saw him, waved her fingers on the steering wheel, smiled and drove on as the light changed.

			Dark hair, like Trina’s only her eyes were blue, and even if you’d put her in a burlap sack the curves of her form were eye catching. All of the guys, heck, all of the teachers, looked when she walked by. And her smile? That smile made promises. He didn’t know what those promises meant, not really, but he wanted to know.

			Oh, yes, she could cause almost anyone to blush. Eddie made it a point to stare at her eyebrows when he talked to her. He figured that was as close as he could get to staring in her eyes without stuttering.

			Halloween was almost on them, and now he had to think of a good costume. Last year’s Freddy Krueger stuff still fit him, he was sure of it, because he hadn’t grown much at all. He’d have to find the plastic knife hand, or maybe he could do up a scarecrow outfit and use the hat and sweater from the Freddy costume. Just needed a mask is all, and if he came up with a pattern his mom could help with the sewing.

			A shiver ran through him. It seemed to start in his privates and radiate out until his flesh went all goosey. The air was cold, but not that cold. 

			He looked to his left and saw that he was near the cemetery entrance on Blackwell Road. He turned into the cemetery and pedaled toward the spot where he’d been sleeping the night before. Not far from her Trina’s family plot. He’d been there often enough to know exactly where it was. She was the first person he’d ever known that had 

			died

			disappeared. 

			Somehow her family had managed to get a spot directly next to a massive old oak tree. When she vanished a few weeks earlier, the tree had been covered in bright red leaves, but those were gone now, leaving behind massive skeletal arms that reached up and then dipped closer to the ground. He looked at the tree as he did every single time he came to visit and think about Trina, surprised by how it stood so still, a pillar of strength, even with its leaves gone. 

			There was nothing to say, so he was silent while he looked at where her grave would be if they found her body and wondered whether or not there a heaven and a hell. He’d heard about them both but had no first-hand experience. Really, he guessed they were probably real. After all, he’d never been to the Middle East, but he heard about it often enough when his dad was watching the news before it was time for dinner. 

			He looked at the oak tree again and saw that someone had marked it. There was a wooden post at the same height as his eyes, and someone had taken that six-foot-long board and nailed it to the tree, hammering deep into the hard wood. Another post the same length intersected the first post, running six feet up, until the two made a rough cross.

			Eddie looked long and hard at the crucifix and frowned in concentration. He could not for the life of him decide if it had been there before and he had somehow ignored it. The wood seemed well weathered, and sun bleached. There were thin vines running from the ground and creeping up the old wood, so he guessed maybe it had been there for a few weeks, maybe.

			Maybe since Trina vanished.

			The night before was still a fog. Thad hadn’t been with him, so what the hell had he been doing in the graveyard? He had no idea. When he closed his eyes and thought about it as hard as he could there was nothing at all. 

			Eddie had said his goodbyes to Trina. He could think of nothing new to say, and so he merely stood for a few moments and then went on his way home. 

			When he slept that night, he dreamed of Trina talking to him and telling him secrets, she whispered about cars and accidents and her head hitting the asphalt, but when he woke all he remembered was that Trina was in his dreams. 

			It was Tuesday before he wandered through the cemetery again. This time he was on a mission inspired by Ms. Derringer, who said the best way to understand your family was to look at where they came from. The family actually had a large cemetery plot. He knew where he would likely be buried unless he moved away from Beldam Woods, and he doubted he would ever want to do that. It was his home, and he couldn’t think of a better place to be. When he reached the plot, he took pictures of all the headstones there with his phone, and then picked up a few stray scraps of trash that had managed to get onto the land. They were supposed to be handled by the people who worked at the cemetery, but it was a large place, and he doubted they could ever keep up with all of it. 

			On the way home he stopped at Trina’s plot again, torn by the thought that he missed her, and confused by how often he thought about the girl. Was it normal to think that much about the someone who ran away? He had no idea. He still didn’t think she’d left on her own, either. Tommy had started in on that again the night before and Eddie tried not to think about it. He still liked to think Tommy was mostly right about a lot of things, but not this one. 

			On the other hand, he didn’t like to think she’d been kidnapped either, or worse. 

			Yes, there were worse things. He’d heard enough about them that they made him queasy.  He wasn’t exactly stupid, and even if he were, the magazines he’d found rooting through Tommy’s room guaranteed he wasn’t ignorant.

			The cross on the tree looked different. There were a lot more vines now and they’d thickened, swarmed up the sticks until it was covered with them, and there was white stuff covering a lot of the vines. 

			He frowned and moved closer, examining the mass, curious about the white stuff.

			It was almost hairy looking but after a few seconds Eddie backed away and shook his head. 

			“Spider webs. Ugh.” He didn’t like spiders. He wasn’t super scared of them or anything, but he didn’t like them much, either. Tommy thought they were cool and had been trying to get their parents to let him have a tarantula for almost forever but so far, no luck. Dad said maybe if he got his grades up and Mom said no way, Jose. That meant no way he was getting a spider while living under her roof.

			As he watched, several large black spiders crept through the webbing, seemingly unconcerned with the cold weather. He thought they’d all die off or hibernate as it got colder, but he wasn’t sure about that.

			“Eddie Carmichael what are you doing out here?” Ms. Derringer’s voice caught him off guard, and he turned his head so fast he felt a hot flare of protest from his neck muscles. 

			Ms. Derringer was standing five feet away, wearing the same black skirt she’d been wearing earlier, and a black jacket that hid away her blue blouse. Even the bulky jacket didn’t hide her figure. 

			“Hey, Ms. Derringer.” Of course, his voice broke when he was talking to her. Why would it wait until he was just talking to his brother or something? “I was looking at the family plot. You said we should study our ancestors.”

			She smiled brightly and looked into his eyes. And he kind of wanted to squirm but didn’t let himself. “I’m glad to see you taking an interest in your studies, Eddie. You’ve seemed distracted lately.”

			To be fair, his teacher was distracting, but he couldn’t say that.

			He gestured to the cemetery plot. “I was thinking about Trina.”

			She frowned a bit and nodded her head. “I can understand that. It’s sad, not knowing where she went.”

			He nodded, not wanting to have another discussion about how she had probably run away.

			“It’s natural to want her back, Eddie.” She offered a different smile, softer, not as bright, with a sadness he had never seen on her face before. 

			He had no idea how to react to that. When he was younger he’d seen his bus driver go into a store once, and the thought of the man not sitting in his bus caused Eddie’s six-year-old brain to have a full on melt down. It made no sense to him then that the man would ever be off his bus, because that was where he’d always seen him. The smile on Ms. Derringer’s face was like that. It simply didn’t belong where it was, and so he looked away from her.

			“Do you miss her? Do you love her? Do you want her back?” The voice asked honest questions, but with a tint of mockery, as if a boy his age couldn’t possibly understand the idea of love. It was an old voice, ancient and withered. That voice sounded like it belonged to a hag or a witch.

			“Yes. I want her back.”

			“There’s a price for that sort of magic and it’s a heavy price. It costs blood. Are you willing to pay that price?”

			“She’s my friend. I want her back.” He’d have said the same for a few other people, too, like Thad or any member of his family.

			The memory came to him from nowhere at all, it seemed. He felt the cold, the darkness of that unbidden recollection. The voice was not one he knew, not that he could recall. It was an ancient voice, dark and whispered, and Eddie could feel the warm breath on his ear as he looked out over the cemetery in the darkness.

			He had been here, this very spot when the voice asked him. 

			Alvina Bathory. She said her name was Alvina. 

			The witch of Beldam Woods.

			Eddie closed his eyes and tried to remember everything that was said, what the witch had asked and how he had answered, but the memories weren’t there.

			He’d talked to an old man, hadn’t he? Before he met with the witch?

			“No. Didn’t happen.”

			“What didn’t happen, Eddie? Are you okay? You look pale.”

			Ms. Derringer was standing right in front of him, her eyes looking into his, trying to read what was going on in his head. For a moment he was so shocked to see her that he forgot to grow embarrassed by her scrutiny.

			“I’m okay. I just thought I heard something.” He looked toward the road and the iron gate that separated the cemetery from the rest of the town.

			“Well, you take care of yourself and get home before it gets too dark. There’s a curfew, you know.” He nodded.

			 When he looked for his teacher, she was gone and he wondered why she was in the cemetery, and if she had family there.

			He guessed maybe she did. Seemed like nearly everyone in town had a plot full of dead people to call their own.

			Still, Ms. Derringer had a point. If he didn’t get home soon, he’d be in trouble, and he’d risked enough of that recently. He studied the cross and the vines that were growing over ig puzzled by how quickly the change had taken place. 

			That night he lay in bed, restless for a long time before he finally drifted off to sleep.

			In his dreams, Ms. Derringer wrapped herself around him like a cloak, her legs on either side of him, her arms around his chest, and her head leaned against his face as she whispered secrets to him. He couldn’t see her, but he thought she was naked. He was aroused, and her words seemed so very important, even when he couldn’t make sense of them. Oh, he tried, but the things she said were slippery as ice and would not stay with him no matter how hard he listened. Her voice changed as she spoke, sometimes soft and seductive, other times cold and harsh. Sometimes her body pressed to him felt like the promise of a thousand endless pleasures, and sometimes he felt like he was embraced by a dead thing, or by a crone a thousand years old. 

			When he woke up the next day he remembered almost nothing of his dreams, save the feel of her breath as it whispered in his ear, so like the whisper of chilled winds that woke him in the cemetery only a few nights earlier. 

			What did you do, Eddie? What have you done?

			He didn’t know for certain, but the memory of the strained muscles in his body chipped away at him.

			Every day it became a part of his routine to walk through the graveyard on the way from school. He didn’t take a bus these days as the middle school was closer to his home. He walked as he always had, but now he made a detour to look at his collection of oddities as it grew. First there had been a cross made of wood, and then there were vines and thick spider webs. And every day the thing changed a bit more. Over the course of a week, he came to understand that someone was building a scarecrow or something like a scarecrow. Over the school week, tattered old jeans and a flannel shirt showed up, stuffed with decayed straw and only held up by the wooden frame and a few nails hammered into the wood. One hand had a knife glove made of plastic and he frowned, wondering who else had a spare Freddie Krueger hand to put on a scarecrow. He looked every day, puzzled by the random method of constructing a simple thing. Why not put it all up at once? And why put it in a graveyard of all places?

			It made no sense and all he could figure was someone with a weird idea of Halloween decorations was killing time. Still, it was fascinating to watch. One day the jeans, the next two mismatched old shoes. A day after that, the shirt, and then the old hay that filled the clothing. Then gloves. Finally, two days before Halloween, there was an old burlap sack where the head should be. He could see that someone had stitched facial features on the burlap, but it was not yet stuffed and despite his curiosity the spiders crawling over the entire thing stopped him from trying to decipher what those features might look like.

			On the day before Halloween, someone took the time to fill that empty sack. The face was two Xs for eyes and a line of crude stitches where the mouth should be. An old mop head was sewn to the burlap to take the place of hair, and the spiders had apparently been busy as the chest of the scarecrow and face of the thing had thick strands of webbing that looked more like cobwebs than the actual web of a spider. 

			Eddie looked at the thing for a few minutes, not quite daring to touch it, and then took four pictures with his phone. After that he was on his way home and feeling oddly tired.

			No sign had been found of Trina. She had not turned up anywhere that he knew of, and that saddened him.

			The next day was Halloween, and Eddie went to school, though he’d have preferred to stay home and watch horror movies all day long.

			Thad made it a little better. He was excited about Halloween and they cemented plans to get together as soon as they could after eating. Jenn invited herself along and Eddie was fine with that. As far as he was concerned you couldn’t have too many people together for trick or treating, so long as no one ran out of candy. 

			When Eddie moved for home he passed through the cemetery again, thinking of Trina, his family, trick or treating, and his costume, which was, in fact, a ghost. Maybe not Kettle exactly, but inspired by the idea of a ghost that screamed and haunted the night. 

			The scarecrow was not where he’d expected it to be. All that remained in the spot where the thing had been were a few nails driven deep into the tree, and the remains of some withered vines. Eddie looked at the spot where the thing had been and felt a deep sense of disappointment. He had grown accustomed to the ever-changing figure and felt a loss at the lack of it. 

			By five that night he had eaten a hasty meal of sloppy joes. By five-thirty his mother was helping him with his costume. It couldn’t just be a ghostly white sheet. No, that wouldn’t have done the job at all, but with his mom’s help and some spirit gum, he had managed to put together a creepy enough costume to satisfy his needs. The white sweats and the sheet took care of most of his needs. The sheet was old and stained and that helped, but the face was work. The fabric had to be spirit gummed to his face, and then his mom used mascara and hairspray to make the proper shadows on his face. She even took a few pictures with his phone so he could see what he looked like properly. There were old chains in the garage that were wrapped properly around his body. According to Charles Dickens the links of chain were supposed to reflect the sins committed in life, or something like that, and he thought it was a neat idea, so he added to his costume. Maybe some people would get it and others wouldn’t, but he knew what they meant and that was what mattered.

			The mascara shadows resembled the shape of a skull under the ratty old cloth, and he thought he looked properly creepy. The only part of his face that could be seen were the eyes that showed through the holes cut in the fabric. His eyes burned a bit as he was wearing his contact lenses and they never quite felt right but at least he could see and the mask fit properly.

			By five forty-five, he was at Thad’s place, and they were ready for a night of fun. Somewhere out there his brother was probably hanging with Brent Harper and getting stoned. He knew for a fact that Tommy had purchased two dozen eggs and let them rot in the back of his closet, secreted away in a Tupperware container to hide the stench. Somebody’s house would get egged tonight, but he didn’t know who that somebody was. Maybe one of the farmers, but probably it would be a teacher from the high school. Tommy and Brent weren’t exactly good students, and they could hold a grudge like nobody’s business.

			Trina’s brother had been hanging around the house with Tommy a lot, but he didn’t smile much these days, with his sister missing and his car stolen. Like Eddie, he doubted that Trina had taken his car, not the least of which because the thing was a stick shift and she’d never even driven a car in her life. 

			They were still at the house when he left. By that point his sister had already gone off with a half dozen friends, planning to attend a dance at the school or something. He didn’t really know. Mostly he was too busy thinking about the potential candy he’d gather. 

			Thad was dressed up as a demon complete with his expensive but cool mask and a dark cloak he’d worn the year before. He’d had a growth spurt since then, so the cloak was finally the right length for him not to trip over it like he had previously.  Jenn was there, too, dressed in a short black dress, cheap fishnet stockings and a witch’s hat. He finally got what she meant by sexy witch, but despite her legs thought she carried off cute, better than sexy. Either way, she was dressed for Halloween and that made it all good in his book. Also, he liked cute. A lot.

			Ben Warner was along with them as a werewolf. His face was done up with a muzzle that was loose and wanted to fall off, but he was making the best of it. Keri Anderson was hanging with Jenn, and had dressed herself as a football player. The costume didn’t really qualify as a monster, but she was having fun. There were four other kids, but he wasn’t sure exactly who they were. The one that stood out the most for him was dressed as a scarecrow in clothes that looked identical to the one he had seen in the cemetery on Blackwell Road. 

			He stared at the face for a few seconds and tried to get the mechanics of how the person behind that mask saw anything at all. He couldn’t even begin to guess. 

			Five minutes later they were on their way. Despite the desire of Thad’s mom, they went without a chaperone. Thad’s father was supposed to go with them, and he got held up in traffic. They promised to stick together and finally his mom decided to trust them on that. No one wanted to disappear. No one wanted to cause a panic, and so they behaved as they should. Eddie guessed that was part of growing up. One year earlier and there would have been no way that they were allowed off without a chaperone. Times change.

			There were a lot of kids just starting with their trick or treating, and the neighborhood was populated by gatherings of different age groups. Most of the littlest kids had already gone out and done their door knocking, as the darkness came early that time of year. Most everyone had a light of some sort, and he didn’t see but a few houses where Jacko lanterns and decorations didn’t light the way. 

			At each house they went to, they were greeted with smiles or the occasional indifference but they got candy and they moved on. 

			And while they walked from house to house in puddles of darkness, through small islands of garish orange Halloween light, Eddie looked at the scarecrow again and again, marveling at how much like the costume he’d seen at the graveyard the figure looked. 

			“Thad?”

			“Yeah?” Thad was rooting though his sack of goodies, trying to find just the right piece to eat.

			“Who’s in the scarecrow outift?”

			Thad looked around and frowned. “What scarecrow outfit?”

			When Eddie looked around there was no sign of the scarecrow.

			“Well, he was there a minute ago.”

			“Dude, you’re the ghost here.”

			Jenn looked over at them and laughed.  “And a scary ghost, too.”

			Eddie felt his face flush red under his mask and was glad no one could see it. 

			“He was there. I saw him. It’s a cool costume.”

			“Wherever he is, he ain’t here now.” Thad sounded disappointed. Like Eddie, he loved cool costumes.

			Jenn shook her head. “I didn’t see any scarecrows.”

			“Maybe I just thought I saw one. Weird.” There was nothing else to say, really, so he kept quiet about it. Jenn turned to her friend the quarterback and started talking about something else entirely, and Eddie looked at Thad and sighed. Weirder things had happened than him imagining a scarecrow, he supposed.

			The scarecrow was back when they reached the next house. Eddie watched the kid hold out a bag and receive a Snickers bar for his troubles, but when he tried to point the figure out to Thad the scarecrow was gone again.

			He got a back of peanut M&Ms and forgot all about the challenge of finding a scarecrow. 

			The next street over was a busy one and Eddie concentrated on getting candy instead of who was in what costume. Also, Jenn kept talking to him and distracting him from looking for the kid in the burlap mask. 

			Was she flirting with him? He honestly didn’t know and didn’t want to ask, because that would make him look like a loser. No way he could risk that. Not a chance. Jen’s hair was hidden under a black wig, and he kind of thought she looked cuter than ever with the dark hair. The wind picked up and Eddie braced himself as his costume fluttered hard in the cold breeze. His breath showed itself as a faint mist when he exhaled, and for a moment he thought of Trina and found himself wondering where she was. 

			Thad said, “Trina should be here.”

			And Eddie found himself nodding. 

			That was all they said about the missing girl. 

			On Everett Street the houses were lit up, but the streetlight that should have lit the way was burned out. There was enough light for everyone to see well enough, but the walk was creepy, and Eddie got a thrill from that aspect as they started moving from house to house. First a house on the left, and then across the street to the first house on the right and then across the street again, moving as a group. The Henderson’s were at the first house and all they scored was bubblegum. The next family was an old couple that offered bible tracts with their candy. At least they still offered candy. It was a step up from the Wall family who thought salvation was tastier than a treat.

			Now that he thought about it, there was a real chance that the Walls were going to get egged by his older brother. Tommy had mentioned them earlier, disgusted by the lack of candy every year.

			The wind changed directions and intensified, and most of the Jacko lanterns on the street were extinguished. A few still burned, but those lit by actual candles suffered the sudden darkness. 

			For a moment, fear pulled at Eddie’s guts. 

			Then Thad had his phone out and lit up. Eddie followed his example, but all around them the kids whispered instead of talking, as if they were in a church and needed to show respect to God. 

			Fear made demands, and the children listened. It was Halloween, and the monsters were out beyond the light, waiting in the darkness.

			By the fifth house, Eddie had adjusted to the darkness, and saw the shapes around them as they walked toward house number six. He could not make out details, but the scarecrow was back. That odd face of stitches looked his way for a moment and the head tilted in a way that was familiar, and at the same time unsettling. He had seen that head tilt many times, he knew that, but could not decide where he knew it from. Body language was not a thing he’d ever tried to study before, not consciously at least. Thad walked with a slight tilt to the left. He favored that foot, because he’d broken several bones in his foot when they were nine, and three years later that odd tilt in his stride was a permanent fixture. Jenn flicked her hair away from her eyes with a quick sweep of her fingers that was distinctive. His sister chewed on one side of her mouth more than on the other, and he could think of a dozen more examples, but that heed tilt was a signature he could not identify, though it was decidedly familiar.

			How very familiar and simultaneously alien. He knew he’d be puzzling at that until he solved the riddle but at that moment, he went back to holding out his pillowcase sack and asking for candy. He got a handful of Smarties for his efforts and smiled. They were a favorite.

			Ben’s lower jaw fell off his face and for a few minutes they gathered in the dark and tried to help him put his costume back together. Without the lower jaw he was a very bucktoothed werewolf indeed. It was Jenn to the rescue. She managed to take a tie from her witch’s hat and used it to reattach the lower jaw. It hung open but at least it was there. 

			By the time they moved toward the next house the Jacko lanterns had been relit. They were halfway across the street when a dark car came past at high speed, the tires churning and the engine nearly howling in protest. Every last one of them got out of the street long before the car reached them, but to the last they also agreed the driver was being an ass. 

			The front bumper of the car was dented heavily and hung almost to the ground. The tag was easy to read and distinctive. It said MYROAD, and the person driving apparently felt that way.

			Eddie knew the car. It belonged to Trina’s brother and had been reported stolen three weeks earlier. The vehicle left a long trail of water in the middle of the street, and by the time Eddie was looking at that trail, he could see a couple of adults at their houses calling the police, a fact confirmed when they got to the next porch in line and a heavyset man with two chins and a substantial beer gut asked them if they were all okay. Eddie tried not to think about it, but he also knew that the car was stolen and let the man know as much. 

			By the time the adult might have asked him anything about that fact, he had high tailed it to the next house in line. Halloween only came once a year and he wasn’t going to waste it talking to grown-ups about what they could look up all on their own, especially when the man he mentioned it to had already told the police he had a picture of the car in question.

			They made it to Blackwell Road next. The houses were closer together, and the streetlights were working properly. One side of the street was houses and an apartment complex. The other side of the street was the cemetery. 

			The gates of the cemetery were open, not because they should have been, but because the stolen car had apparently decided to go that way and smashed through the wrought iron barrier with the greatest of ease. 

			Thad looked like he wanted to go over and check it out, but the cops came in with sirens off and red and blue lights flashing. In the end they   decided it was best to move on. They’d hear about it later. Nothing happened in Beldam Woods that wasn’t the talk of the town the next day. That was what his mom always said, and he believed her.

			When it was almost nine, they had to go home. Because Jenn was his friend, and because Trina was still on his mind, Eddie walked her back to her place three streets away from where he lived. 

			“Thank you for walking me home, Eddie.” She smiled, and spoke at a speed where he didn’t actually have to translate her one word sentence into English.

			“No biggie. I’m glad to.”

			With an odd expression on her face, Jenn leaned in close and kissed him on the side of his mouth. Eddie blinked hard and felt himself smiling under his ghost mask. Her lips hadn’t actually touched his through the stiff, spirit-gummed cloth, but still he thought he felt a heat where she had kissed him. 

			Before he could say a word, she was across her lawn and bolting through the front door.

			His grin stayed in place all the way home. 

			Halloween or no it was a school night and Eddie got himself ready for bed after stripping off his costume. He whined, and his dad conceded to one horror movie. This time around it was An American Werewolf in London. His mom was out of the room for the shower scene with Jenny Agutter. That was probably for the best. Dad looked at him and said, “Not a word of this to your mother,” and Eddie nodded, never for a second taking his eyes from the screen.

			That night he dreamed of Trina. She smiled and said nothing, but she tilted her head in the way he’d always thought was kind of cute, and she looked at him for a long time before the dream ended. 

			There were other dreams, of course, though he remembered little about them. 

			There was one nightmare, too, in which he walked through the old Blackwell Cemetery and dug a hole in the hard ground. When he was done digging, he carefully laid down his sacrifices, the things the witch said he must give up if he was going to make the bad guys pay for killing Trina. His costume from the last Halloween went into the ground, every last piece of it. And he collected a fat sack of spider eggs, and four stones, and fifteen nails and then buried them all. 

			“Later, boy, there will be another cost, but not yet.” He heard the witch’s voice, but it came from a different body, one that looked almost like Ms. Derringer except he couldn’t see anything of her but shadows.

			That was all he remembered when he woke up in the morning, and as almost always happened, the dream faded into a faint scramble of disjointed memories by the time he woke up.

			When he was dressed and ready for school, his mom sat him down and told him that Tommy had been in a car accident the night before. He was okay, but his friend Brent had been badly hurt. He was in the hospital in critical condition. 

			“Brent must have found his car, or had it all along, but, Eddie, no one knows for sure what is happening yet, just that he’s in trouble and Tommy might be in trouble, too.”

			“Why?” Tommy threw rotten eggs, but the way Mom said trouble he knew it was more than that. 

			“Eddie, honey, Brent wrecked his car last night. Tommy swears they didn’t have the car, but the police say witnesses saw them driving and they almost ran down a few kids. Both of them were drinking.” His mother blinked her eyes several times and even though she was looking right at him, she wasn’t really seeing him. He understood that.

			“The thing is, whoever was driving the car wrecked it. The police, they found Trina in the trunk. She’d been in there for a while, and she’s dead, honey.”

			After that the words didn’t seem to connect anymore. Eddied nodded when he was asked questions, and he said he understood the situation because he did. 

			Trina was dead, and he’d made a deal with the witch to find out who had taken her or hurt her, and to discover where she was now. 

			And Alvina Bathory had said there would be a cost in blood, and it looked like maybe Brent was paying that. 

			He didn’t care about the payback. He cared about Trina being dead. He didn’t know how she’d died, or when, exactly, and he found it didn’t matter. What mattered was he’d never see her smile again, or hear her tell a joke, or dress up as anything else for Halloween.

			For the first time in his life, he understood what real monsters were. Not the ghosts of people who had lived and come back, but the ghosts of people who’d died and never got a chance to return.
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			Marigolds For Flesh

		

		
			V. Castro
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			I always thought my great grandmother’s skin felt and looked like wilted marigold petals. I held her hand even when I could see the glint in her eye that wanted to devour me whole. Bones and teeth included. But her voice never went above the softness of a sugar-coated concha. The texture as I rubbed her knuckles resembled flowers left out well after Dia de Los Muertos was over. I too have that skin, except it’s on my belly where I carried three babies. I didn’t think I could carry children. Not all of us can because they always spill out in their amniotic sack writhing and bobbing like candied apples before they tear it open to scream into the light after being in the dark for so very long. We never question the terror of birth must match that of death. 

			And I don’t usually harbor the instinct to eat my young as some species do. As an added stroke of luck, my children are mostly human.

			I am a thing of the in between world, fallen through the floorboards of the multiverse. Call me half nightmare and half mother. A nurturer and destroyer. Many times I struggle to know where I belong. Both sides of the cosmic mirror feel real once I am there, however, perhaps it’s my fate to slip in and out, having to adapt without scaring myself. Perhaps that is my 

			lesson in this extended life. Every Dia de Los Muertos the worlds merge and I peel off my mask of flesh to carry out the deeds I have been summoned to do. If you want to find me, leave me fresh marigolds and prepare your ritual. It’s not for everyone, but before you do, dry your tears and hold your tongue as you sit in the dark to summon me. 

			First you will need chalk. Draw a triangle large enough for you to sit inside followed by another until you can go no smaller, or deeper. Matches. A piece of paper and a finger pricked or sliced to release your blood. Be sure to bring something sweet, or an offering for my journey. Include something to quench my thirst. It shows your gratitude and humility.

			Write your story with pencil and write the offender’s name in your blood. Burn the paper when you are finished then let the smoke rise. Do not stamp it out. Ash and offering should lay side by side. Close your eyes and keep them shut because that is the moment I will come through the mirror or a closet, all those places where our worlds meet but the human eye cannot completely see, or rather, doesn’t want to see. There are reasons humans instinctually fear the dark because things do reside there. Children know, they just have not been taught human arrogance. When my eldest daughter Elena was three, we walked through a cemetery to reach a park I had promised to take her to. She stood in the shade of an oak tree and looked to the tree line. Her large eyes sparkled as she pointed a chubby finger. “It’s there. Like you.”

			I strained my eyes to see but nothing except the fluttering leaves on branches and the shadow they cast. She giggled, showing her small baby teeth that looked as menacing as my great grandmother’s, then she waved at the tree before leading me back to our car. Elena was always the hungriest of the three, demanding in high pitch squeals from birth to about five years old. She pulled on my breasts until I bled when she fed, bit my arms and legs when I didn’t respond quick enough. Sometimes I feared I would find her perched at the foot of my bed with her Minnie Mouse stuffed toy in hand, mouth open to rip off my skin with the ease of a candy bar wrapper. My blood a substitute for chocolate.

			I know what you’re thinking. No way can my story be true. I look as normal as the next parent rushing through the school gate or pushing the trolley through the store with milk and boxes of cereal. 

			 But I am very real and I’m ravenous by the time that night arrives every year. We celebrate Halloween for fun in my home. There are hanging skeletons and Styrofoam headstones in the windows. A plastic skull and arms poke from the ivy in the front of the house. It makes my children laugh when they leave the house. When they were little, I wore a fluffy unicorn onesie as to not scare the younger two or other children when we gave out candy.  Halloween night came and went with hot dogs wrapped in puff pastry to look like mummies and guacamole spilling from the mouth of a carved pumpkin surrounded by nachos. When Elena was small, she wanted to listen to “The Halloween song,” aka Thriller by Michael Jackson, on loop. She cackled with abandon along with Vincent Price.

			Then there is Dia de Los Muertos. The Halloween decorations are packed away and all that remains is our family altar that no one will see. This is a sacred day. You can feel a change in the atmosphere beyond the falling of leaves and coolness of the east coast air. The night is a little darker and the shadows heavy with intention. Behind my home there is a shed. From the outside it looks like a small guest house or office painted in white and surrounded by marigolds, rose bushes, a large white creeping myrtle, lavender, and rosemary bushes. Inside you will find hanging on the walls a collection of chains, blades, saws, necklaces with large precious stones, watches. In a box there are deeds to properties I have never seen. Beneath one of the walls is the altar. Candles line the tool bench covered in melted white wax. Picture frames hold photos of those of us who wanted to be photographed. And since it’s just after Halloween, there is a crystal bowl filled with candy next to a jade bowl filled with water. The delight of life should never be forgotten, nor the need to replenish.

			  In the center of the dirt floor there is a pit. It’s a large hole filled with rotting marigolds and roses from the previous year. The earthy scent of decay pulls you in with a fetid finger by the nostrils. Deep within are the bones of my great grandmother and my mother. We may be supernatural beings but falling changes our form and we become susceptible to human ailments even if we are better at withstanding them for longer periods of time. 

			From Halloween until this day, I continue to cast fresh marigolds and roses inside until it is a beautiful circle of fiery orange, red, and yellow. It looks like the sun has fallen to Earth to become part of this reality. This is my gateway between worlds. This is where Dia de Los Muertos begins for me, and I hear your petitions. When I jump down nude, the wetness of the soil and rot squeeze between my toes. My fingertips graze clumps of my own fallen hair, nails, and a few teeth. There are also the offerings from the ages that remain there to make me what I am. I am an amalgamation of offering and sacrifice. After a deep breath, I submerge my head beneath the flowers to hear and see in the dark. The thumping of my heartbeat quickens as the change occurs. The petals cling to my human skin to disintegrate my form into decay and shadow until it is made new again. There I travel through the whispers of prayers, ritual.

			I am conjured from fear, tears, anguish and pain, the perfect entity to stalk. There is no escape from my war because the people who call me cannot escape their wounds from being done wrong. 

			The room will go silent. Even your breath will want to flee. Your heartbeat slows as to not call too much attention to itself.  You are in a vacuum, all the air for me alone. Any light will darken or extinguish. 

			My steps wet from mud and my own blood clap against the floor, spurs bolted to my ankle joints rattle and clink. My new skin is formed from leather and suede. It is a type of armor over exposed muscle and veins similar to how the Aztecs used cotton. Blood and black plasma seep through the seams where roots have crawled through the soil to seam the pieces of me together again.  The leather has been passed down generation to generation. Saddles, pelts, boots, all sorts of items that held meaning to their previous owners are left in the pit. When in need there are the items in the shed for me to use. I am offered the things they do not want to part with but know they must. If you do not want me to take your soul or life, it has to be good and pleasing to me. I’ve had petitioners who had nothing to give and broke their own bones as a sign of good faith. Take me, their tears pleaded as they bit down to receive what they felt was their just due. Others offered me their first born. Of course, I refused those. What would I ever do with all that extra snot and wailing?

			Bolted to my skull are two braids weaved from rusty chains that fall to my waist. Rose thorns erupt from leather shoulders and trail down the length of my arms stitched to my body to slice through sinew and meat. I kneel before the triangle, reading your thoughts and heart, inhaling the scent of the words on the burned letter. Your offering will be devoured whole. You will know I’m gone because the room will stop vibrating and your ears will no longer ring. 

			What can the offender expect from me, la diabla in the triangle?

			When I get them alone, and they will find themselves alone, they will hear me before they see me. Then the sound of a spur, but it’s not just any piece of metal spinning on my heels. They are miniature buzz saws, sharpened after every Dia de Los Muertos. The clicks of my foot falls prick ears. The offender will look around, frantic, not knowing why they can’t escape the sound of grinding metal. The fear building second by second. Every breath they take is oxygen containing particles of noxious pain they inflicted on someone else. It sticks to the walls of their lungs, veins, and rolls through their arteries like backed up sewage. The anxiety of what lurks behind every bump and creak makes their nervous system go into overdrive. In every reflective surface my dark countenance hunts, mocks, and hounds relentlessly. They won’t know where is safe. Not in bed or a locked bathroom, forget the car. Once marked, the hex brought upon their own head, I’ll toss them across the room, to do what I was summoned to do.  Chain braids, extend and hold wrists in place and lift them until their feet dangle above my head. They must look at my face, deep inside cool black orbs of obsidian. With one thorned arm, I slice across their face or torso. In the voice of the petitioner in the triangle, I recite the many sins in need of accounting for. Those who try to run are knocked down onto their bellies. The spinning spurs cause sparks to fly that catch skin, flick hot like cigarette burns severing sinew. My braids twist and whip, strangle them into submission with their own confession until the sound of crushed vocal cords can be heard. 

			This Dia de Los Muertos was supposed to be the same. Never trust the dark in the wrong hands.

			*   *   *

			I found myself in a field of sunflowers. In the dark sky hung the moon in the shape of a glowing bite mark. Through the large stalks I could hear whispers and smell burning wood.  It struck me as odd considering most petitioners choose to summon me in a closed room wanting privacy as they call a demon to eat their justice.  It’s not something many want to do in the open. 

			I walked with caution, trying to be as quiet as possible with my spurs kicking up dirt and rocks. Through large flat leaves I saw three humans seated around a small fire where a patch of sunflowers had been cleared. Everything for my appearance was present except an offering. Two of the humans who could not be older than twenty-five passed a bottle of cheap tequila back and forth. My tequila, for my thirst. By the look of their heavy eyelids, they had been drinking for some time. I could smell it sweating from their pores like condensation on a cold glass of water. Cigarette butts littered the ground around the triangles and ash of the burned petition. No reverence. Was this a game? A cheap post Halloween prank? No one did this. It’s blasphemy. I stepped through the foliage to give them the fright of their lives. The last fright perhaps.

			“Why did you call me?”

			The three turned their heads towards me, their eyes wide, but only one didn’t crack a smile. “And where is my offering?”

			 A young woman with dark eye makeup, chipped blue glitter nail polish, and smeared lipstick from drinking from the bottle jeered, “Oh my god, Amanda! Did you do all of this. It’s amazing. Not scary, but cool. This is by far the best birthday. That’s why we are best friends.” She took another drink and continued to laugh. 

			The one called Amanda continued to not smile. Her stringy brown hair clung to her face wet with perspiration from the fire. Dark rings of smeared makeup surrounded her eyes. She reminded me of a bag of burnt microwave popcorn. Black and hard with the singed pieces attached to the bag omitting an acrid scent. She walked towards her friend and pulled out a retractable knife from her baggy trouser pockets. Without warning, metal caught the firelight and arced across in the air before driving into the back of the young woman’s neck, the so-called best friend. Her mouth opened momentarily as she lifted one arm as to feel what had pierced her flesh. Then she fell face first into the dirt. A thick taffy string of blood escaped the wound when Amanda pulled out the knife. She expressed no guilt or horror at the sight, only a cold determination.

			“Holy fuck,” the young man screamed as he stared at the body. Amanda began to rush towards him. I stopped her with one of my metal braids rising into the air. The tip curled around her wrist and tightened until she dropped the blade. The young man took the opportunity to flee into the field. When I could no longer hear his clumsy running or smell his sweat, I released her.

			She spewed with a whine, “What the fuck? That was another offering for you? A soul? What kind of demon are you? This is for you.” 

			 I could barely believe what she was saying. She was a natural born killer with the taste on her tongue as alluring as mother’s milk. “Is it? I will ask you again. Why did you call me? And your best friend on her birthday is not exactly the type of offering I accept.”

			“But you’re fucking evil. You’re a demon. Evil. I thought it would impress you.”

			“Says who?”

			“I’ve been researching the fallen ones for a decade. I had to know. And I want you to serve me. I want it all and I’m willing to do whatever it takes.”

			I let out a belly laugh. “Serve you? What gave you this idea? At this rate you should start your own religion. Actually, no. You might get them to all drink poison on their birthdays.”

			She gave me one of those childish smirks feigning amusement. In the firelight I almost felt sorry for her. What a pathetic creature.

			“You can be summoned. You do as the petitioner asks. It’s always the same. Your secrets have been kept well. I mean no one really celebrates Dia de Los Muertos . . . I must admit you have developed a sense of reverence in the occult world. Some people whisper as if . . . like you’re a god.”

			“No one? No one celebrates anything beyond the holidays you can buy in Target?” Her arrogance is a jaw breaker stuck between my teeth. I give her a hard stare hoping she will feel some fear from the blackness of my eyes and the candle flames as they reflect against the obsidian. The leather around my face feels tight against my muscles as my teeth grind. “We are all pieces of god. Some shards are broken from the darker corners of the giant prism.” 

			She gave me a blank stare not wanting to comprehend what I was trying to say. Didn’t matter. I would end this conversation soon enough. But first, I wanted to know more about this human. What if more thought like her? 

			“There is a thing called free will. I don’t have to serve anyone or do what is asked of me.”

			“For us, we have free will. Not you . . . Look at you. There is no salvation for something like you.” She walked around me, eyeballing my body. 

			“So odd. I don’t know. Are you made from . . . leather? And are those chains on your head?”

			My hand instinctively swatted her hand away when she tried to touch me. A thorn caught her forearm, causing her to bleed. Good. She looks at her arm and gives me the sweetest smile she could muster. I could see pleasure sparkle in her eye and for a moment I felt fear. She brought her arm to her mouth and cleaned the wound with her tongue. Her soul might have come from somewhere so distant it still cleaved to wherever chaos and terror it was sourced from.

			I didn’t like her. I wanted to leave, but this was a scenario I had never encountered before. She was right, the petitioners all these years were typically pious and fearful, as upright as candlesticks. This bitch did not care. She only wanted what she wanted. “Who are you?” I said. My anger was the liquid at the bottom of the pit, thick and stinking. I opened my mouth to speak again before I left her. There was a rustle in the field. First behind me. Then behind her. Who or whatever it was trying to catch us off guard. The smell was familiar, but I couldn’t be sure. There was a rush of movement of broken sunflower stalks behind Amanda who had grabbed her blade from the ground. A blaze of white cotton and leather passed my vision before I had time to react. Even after so many years and having seen so many dimensions as I fell to this one. Did I ever expect this?

			My eighteen-year-old daughter Elena landed behind the wannabe witch. Elena’s outstretched hand had razor blades for nails dug deep into the cuticles that were bloody half moons. Her cheeks were flushed with an apple rosiness and her Adidas tracksuit was sprayed with crimson from where the razors tore into the woman’s skin. It was also covered in filth from the contents of the pit. The grooves in her fingertips were covered with a rust of blood. “And we are salvation. Saving the world from the likes of your skank ass.”

			She had twisted the woman’s neck front to back before letting her fall to the ground in a heap of black clothing. She turned her attention from her victim to me.

			 “Jesus, mom. I didn’t think it got this messy. I guess I should have worn black, too.” She said as she tried to shake loose hair stuck in her gold hoop earrings and inspected her clothing.

			“It usually doesn’t. They were assholes.”  I had to stop myself. This was not the way she was supposed to be initiated into this life.

			“Why are you here? You have never seen me like this.”

			She cocked her head to the side. “Mom, I have always seen you like this, at least in passing visions. At first I didn’t understand it, but I thought this year I would try. I was a little embarrassed to not go fully clothed.”

			Her innocence is so very beautiful to me. “I’ve tried my best to hide it from you. Raise you to be normal.”

			“I know, Mom. And you haven’t eaten me or the other two brats in all this time. I’m sorry for all the times I nibbled at you. Sometimes the bites were really hard. I couldn’t help myself.”

			“Me too, mija. But I did my best, being what we are.”

			“I know. I love you Mom.”

			I looked at her with love, happy I did not devour her whole, hair and teeth included, even if I wanted to as I made crustless sandwiches and my true nature bled to the surface.  When the days never seemed to end like the black ribbon of a cassette tape. Thriller playing over and over again.

			We both surveyed the bodies appearing like my guacamole puking pumpkins, except it wasn’t smashed avocado, jalapeños and diced tomatoes. Lung, brain and bowels spilled across the dirt. I walked over to her and placed one arm over her shoulder. 

			“Can we go home now?”

			I gave her a smile filled with pride for protecting me this time.

			“Sure. We have all that Halloween candy to finish.”
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			Beneath The Veil

		

		
			John McIlveen
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			“Ewwwww, that’s fucking disgusting!”

			“Daniel!” scolded the boy’s mother.

			“But look!” Danny pointed his sword towards a tall boy in his teens draped in a white, blood-soaked hospital garb. A hatched protruded from the top of his skull, rending a bloody chasm to his hollowed right eye socket from which hung a vibrant blue eyeball surrounded by gore-coated sinew and suspended by a taut optic nerve. 

			“I see, but you know better than to use that word, Danny,” explained his mother. 

			A woman walking beside them chuckled. “Well, he’s not wrong,” she said. She clung to the cloth-covered hand of a small somebody approximately the same size as Danny. In her opposite hand she gripped the neck of a white pillowcase weighted with the evening’s bounty.

			“Not sure where he got that word,” Danny’s mom said. “I can’t even blame older siblings.” 

			The woman was painfully thin and had a plain face that would have favored attractiveness if not for the dark and swollen pouches under typical blue eyes. Not bruises, fortunately, but she looked exhausted and resigned. 

			“Hi, I’m Maureen Salvucci, and this is my son Danny.”

			“I’m a buccaneer,” Danny announced proudly, waving his plastic sword skyward. “A buccaneer’s a kind of pirate. I’m six years old. Are you a boy or a girl?” he asked the shrouded figure, not missing a beat.

			“I’m a ghost,” a little voice said defensively from beneath what looked like a hastily modified sheet. A strip of cloth cinched around the child’s waist held the sheet in place. Though high in pitch, it was a boy’s voice. Soulful brown eyes peered out from raggedly cut eye holes.

			“Did you see that?” Danny pointed excitedly to the hatchet-crowned figure receding into the gathering dusk. Leatherface and The Joker, each terrifying in their own right, walked beside him.

			“Yeah. Gross,” said the ghost.

			“Hi, Ms. Salvucci. I’m Estella Lopez,” said the ghost’s mother. “I know, I know, but despite the striking resemblance, I’m not related to Jennifer.” She elegantly swept her hand, displaying a body that would best be described as matronly.

			Maureen Salvucci responded to the woman’s humor with a smile. “Just call me Maureen or Moe.”

			“Okay, Maureen or Moe. Oh, my little spirit here is Dario. He’s seven.” 

			“Hi, Dario,” Danny and Maureen said in unison. Dario returned a hesitant wave, a flutter that was barely noticeable beneath the sheet.

			“He’s shy, unlike his mom,” Estella justified. “They say the fruit doesn’t fall far from the tree, but Dario’s still hanging onto the branches. He’s not very happy with his dad or me.  I work at a nursing home, and I totally forgot tonight was trick or treat. When I left work, I tried calling my husband to get Dario a costume, but no way, Jose. No answer. And that’s his actual name, Jose. No joke. So I get home, and this is what we got, a dirty sheet whipped up as a ghost. Not very pretty, but I guess it works.” 

			She looked at Maureen, who appeared a little stunned. 

			“Sorry, I know I talk too much. It’s a hard habit to break.” She shifted her attention. “Hi Danny, I like your beard. How long did it take to grow?”

			“It’s not real,” Danny laughed with delight. “It’s part of my costume.”

			“Wow! I would have never guessed that.”

			The four continued walking away from the development, which was one of the busiest communities in Riverside every Halloween due to being built on a golf course. It offered approximately one hundred and fifty tightly packed cookie-cutter residences—a dream scenario for prospective trick-or-treaters.

			Danny stopped his sword-swishing, eyes widening as three adolescent girls approached—one dressed as a nurse, the second as a cat, and the third as a bunny. They walked past, a show of enthusiastic gestures and raucous laughter. Their outfits all seemed too form-fitting and had far too little material to be considered costumes. 

			“What the heck?” Estella asked, dumbfounded by how much of their posteriors were exposed. “Where are their parents?” 

			Maureen shrugged.

			“Hey!” Estella yelled at them. “Why don’t you put some clothes on?”

			The three girls looked back. “Jealous?” Kitty asked and wiggled her skinny, young rear end.

			“Yeah, I am, but that’s not the point. There are little kids out here. We don’t need to see that.”

			“Then don’t look, Rotunda,” said the nurse.

			“I’ll rotunda you! Keep it up I’ll suffocate you with my fat keester. Just try me, Nursie!” Estella waved a very non-intimidating fist at them, her tight curls bouncing with her animation. 

			The scantily clad trio moved quickly onward, their limited attention spans redirected by something on Kitty’s phone.

			“I can see their bums,” Danny said to Dario.

			“Naked butts,” said his ghostly peer. They snickered, a conspiracy of two, eyes locked on the subjects of their entertainment.

			“Oh Jesus, we’re doomed. It’s in their genes,” Estella said and prompted Dario forward with a mild nudge to the back of his head. “You boys never mind that stuff. It’ll kill your brain cells.”

			“Will it?” Danny, already seeming to display the effects, asked his mother.

			“Only if you touch them,” she assured him, to which he responded with a impassioned ewwww!

			“So, you from around here?” Estella asked. “You live on the Estates?”

			 “Guilty. I’m on the back nine. How about you? Are you on Grove Hill, too?”

			Estella barked a quick, Ha! “Once upon a time. About a decade ago until a major change in fortune put us on the streets. Okay, not on the streets, but pretty close.” She motioned to her tee-shirt, which had La Vida es printed across her bosom in faded letters. “La freakin’ Vida es, right?” 

			“Life is . . . ,” Maureen translated with a wry smile. 

			“I bring Dario here to trick or treat. Where we are now, it’s just not possible. Do the Grove Hill residents care that we bring our kids here?”

			“I’ve never heard about anyone complaining. Anyways, it’s for the kids.”

			Yeah, I guess it would take a special breed of asshole to start sorting and outing children.” Estella turned to the boys and said, “Don’t repeat that word.”

			Danny raised his black plastic pumpkin embossed with a white smile and red eyes. “Gummy Worms are my favorite. I got a lot of them tonight. Did you get a lot of Gummy Worms?” 

			Dario looked uncertainly to his mother, who raised the pillowcase in the same way and said, “We went to the same houses as you.”

			“What’s your favorite?” Danny asked.

			“Reese’s cups?” said Dario, sounding uncertain, and again regarded his mother. “Mom eats a lot of them at night when she thinks I’m asleep.”

			“What? Not that many,” Estella said, humbled. “Alright, but I’ll let you know it’s not easy maintaining this figure.”

			Maureen chuckled again.

			“Dario’s not much of a candy fan. Most of it, except for maybe the Reese’s Cups, doesn’t get eaten.”

			 “Can I have it?” Danny asked.

			“No, you cannot, rude boy,” said Maureen, fists on her boyish hips.

			They neared the entrance to the community. A fieldstone island with a large wooden sign cleaved the street, its gold lettering proclaiming that this indeed was Grove Hill Luxury Estates.

			Estella looked up and momentarily stood still as if luxuriating under the night sky. Maureen followed her lead.

			Beside them, Dario climbed the low footing of the fieldstone barrier while Danny held a defensive stance, sword ready, and parried with a small evergreen bush. 

			“My God, look at all the stars,” Estella said. She turned to Maureen. “What a great night for trick or treat. And today’s actually the thirty-first, and a Sunday, too. When’s the last time trick or treating and Halloween happened on a Sunday?”

			“I don’t have a clue.”

			“2010,” said Estella.

			Maureen looked at her oddly. “Really? A Sunday? Trick or treat and Halloween?”

			“Yes, Samhain, really. October 31,” said Estella. 

			“Sah win?” Maureen repeated. “That’s that word that looks like it should be pronounced Sam Hayne, right?”

			“That’s right. The eve of the new year. A time of death and rebirth when the veil is its thinnest.” Estelle turned to her son. “Come on, Dario, we gotta get going. It’s getting late.” 

			“That’s right. School tomorrow, Danny.” Maureen started toward Salem Street, one of Riverside’s major roads. It offered two entrances to Grove Hill Estates; The front nine, where they were, and a short way up the street, the back nine and the Grove Hill Country Club.

			“Mind if we walk a bit with you?” asked Estella. “We’re heading that way on Salem Street, too.”

			“Of course,” said Maureen. “So, are you Wiccan or something?”

			“Or something. More like Pagan,” Estella offered with a shrug. “Stick with us,” she said to the boys. 

			Estella and Maureen walked onto Salem Street and headed towards the access road about an eighth of a mile away. Across and up the road a bit was a farm stand that offered goods from the large farm and acres of land behind it.

			“Isn’t Wiccan and Pagan like the same?” said Maureen

			“Some elements. Wiccan is like Pagan-light or Nuevo-Pagan.”

			“Are you a witch?”

			Estella barked a laugh. “No, but some might think so. Others will say you have the first letter wrong. I’ve just studied Paganism quite a bit.”

			“Which explains why you know the last time trick or treat and Halloween was on a Sunday was 2010?”

			“Samhain,” Estella insisted.

			“Okay, Samhain, but Halloween, All Hallows, All Saints. They’re all pretty much the same, right?” Maureen asked.

			“Feast of the Dead, Candle Night, there are many names, and they’re all rooted in the ancient Celts’ celebration of Samhain. They are alike in some ways, yes, but in most ways, no.” Estella held an arm in front of Maureen, making her pause. “Wait a minute,” she said. “I know something else.”

			“What?”

			“The next time trick or treat Halloween is on a Sunday is 2027.”

			“No shit?” said Maureen.

			“No shit,” parroted Danny.

			“My bad,” said Maureen. She watched Danny and Dario meander up the slight incline of the pasture and move a short distance away. It occurred to her that she had been so involved in the conversation they had walked right past the access road to the back nine and her home. They were standing on the roadside directly across the street from the farm stand, and fear froze her limbs. She looked at Estella and knew she urgently needed to get away from there. 

			“We missed our street,” Maureen said, trying to sound casual, but her voice wavered on an edge of panic. 

			“Yeah, no shit,” Estella said, her voice no longer playful or friendly. “But before you head home, Maureen, can you tell me what happened on this spot in 2010, the last time trick or treat and Halloween was on a Sunday?” Estella held her stare. Maureen had to force herself to look away.

			“I don’t know. Was that when they found the bodies of the mother and her son?” Maureen asked.

			“Was it? Come on, Maureen, cut the pretense. You can do better. Surely you felt the impact when you hit us, even in that big old UPS delivery truck. Yeah, you were young and zoning on crack, but you were coherent enough to know you royally fucked up. That’s why you kept going.”

			Maureen was numb. It took considerable effort to move her mouth and push out words. “That’s not true. Their names weren’t even Lopez.” 

			“Yeah, I lied. I’m Mia Renata. My son is Joey. You wouldn’t have said another word to me back there on the front nine if you knew our names.”

			Those were their names, Maureen remembered. It was big news on the television, in the papers. A plea for witnesses. The police had even knocked on her door, asking if she had seen anything. She couldn’t remember what they looked like, exactly, it had been over a decade, but the shirt certainly seemed familiar. 

			La Vida es. 

			Had she been wearing that shirt when the photo they posted in the newspapers had been taken? Maureen looked at Estella’s—or was it         Mia’s—shirt. 

			La Vida era.

			What? How did she change without me noticing?

			“’Life was,’ baby,” said Mia. “Remember, the veil is thinnest.”

			“This is bullshit,” said Maureen. Who put you up to this?”

			“No bullshit, Maureen,” said Mia. “But you know what is bullshit? It’s bullshit that you got away with it for eleven years . . . until now. It’s bullshit that we didn’t leave a mark on that big old delivery truck, even with the speed you were going. It’s bullshit that because it wasn’t a direct hit, because we were walking on the side of the road, they didn’t find us in the high growth until the next morning.”

			“Stop,” pleaded Maureen.

			“It’s bullshit that my Joey had to lay there, shattered and in agony for more than six hours before finally dying.”

			“Stop, please!”

			“It’s bullshit that Joey would have been starting college this year. It’s bullshit that . . .”

			Maureen dropped to her knees, hands pressed to her ears. “Stop!” She looked up to Mia. “What do you want from me?”

			Mia smiled. “Retribution,” she said and looked out to the pasture where, in the distance, Danny was chasing the ghostly image of Joey down the slope towards Salem Street.

			Maureen could hear the revving semi’s Jacob brake engaging, but it was moving too fast. Danny was too far away to hear her screams.

			She would never reach him in time.
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			Mr. Flexxo Discontinued

		

		
			Sheri Sebastian-Gabriel
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			A vampire, face stark-white, night-black hair slicked, cape draped over           a forearm pirouetted on the stage.

			My name is Mr. Drac, and I’m oh-so-smooth, I like to drink blood, and in the night I move— 

			‘Round the town to sneak a bite or two. Better watch out, or I might eat you!

			Jerry’s jowls sank into his fist. Every goddamned year, these kids rapped and danced and jumped around, and every goddamned year, his agitation ticked up. He sucked in a breath, another one of Salvato’s helpful little tools to manage his unwavering animosity towards mankind, drawing with it the aroma of sugar cookies, Hi-C, and the urethane coating the auditorium floor. A quick glance around the room illustrated how alone he was in his opinion. Cotton-white heads bobbed up and down as veiny, liver-spotted hands clapped. Efferdent smiles gleamed with adoration. A muted cacophony of chuckles kicked up in waves across the room. Jerry felt the pulse at the side of his neck ratchet up as the kid took a bow and trotted off stage right, only to be replaced by a bounding werewolf.

			A blonde, overcaffeinated Wenville Elementary School teacher gripped the microphone and chirped, “Up next, is that a full moon I see? That can only mean one thing!”

			The hirsute brat bayed at the rafters, and Jerry huffed.

			“You okay, Mr. Jansen?” 

			Jerry jerked his head toward Pete Salvato, dressed in a shit-brown suit, perfectly suited for his full-of-shit psychobabble and touchy-feely BS. All Jerry needed was a cold beer and to be left alone, but this Salvato guy wouldn’t hear of it. The most Jerry could muster in reply was a low growl. 

			“I think you’ll feel better when the kids come by for candy,”                          Salvato said, rattling the neon-orange pumpkin filled with fun-sized Snickers, Milky Ways, and Reese’s peanut butter cups. “You can’t be sad watching kids at Halloween. It simply isn’t possible.”

			Salvato peeled a gold-wrapped Reese’s, popped it into his mouth, and smiled as his teeth sank into the candy. He waggled his eyebrows and     wandered off to dispense emotional woo-woo to some other unfortunate soul, leaving Jerry to marvel at the parade of costumed kids. He absently traced the silver scar that trailed from his upper lip to his chin.

			A round-faced kid in a skeleton getup cartwheeled across the stage. It creaked and boomed under the weight of the procession of princesses, monsters, and caped crusaders that followed. Coos and awwwws reverberated off the auditorium walls. Jerry’s face twisted into a lemon-sour grimace. He pressed his hands into the aluminum table and turned his head toward the retina-burning exit sign. The siren song of the stiff, waxy July 1994 Playboy tucked into his mattress called to him. All he wanted was to escape this hokum and kick back with his naughty girl pictures and a few nips of the spiced rum he kept in a Mason jar on the TV stand. That motivation cranked his neurons and pulled him to his feet. He relished the ache in his hip joints as he made pins-and-needles steps toward the door when the red and blue polyester swirls snapped his head back to the parade.

			Angry flames scalded his face. His fist clenched involuntarily, and he stomped across the activity room to the stage that barely crested his chest. 

			“You! You up there!” he roared. “You take that costume off right now! You hear me? That costume is a lie!”

			Spittle flew from his mouth, and his head felt disconnected from the rest of his body as he poured rage-laden abuses out at this freckled stranger dressed in a cheap department store superhero costume.

			“Mr. Flexxo is discontinued! Where did you get that? It’s been discontinued. Take it off right now! He’s no hero! He’s a fraud!”

			His hot breath puffed rapid-fire as he stretched, the child just out of reach, until his joints cracked and released. Unhinged at last, he extended his body, gripped the child’s wrist, and twisted until a shrill cry erupted.

			Fingers dug into Jerry’s shoulders and wrested him away from the sobbing youngster. The child, with fire-red curls and eyebrows aflame in their terror, tucked her knees into her chest as the teacher knelt at her side and offered hushed comfort. 

			Jerry strained against the arms clutching him until pain jagged from his shoulder joints down his spine and into his smooth, bony pelvis. His arms pulled free from the joints as he twisted himself ever closer to the offending costume, his body flopping like toothpaste oozing from a tube. The veins at the sides of his neck popped as his body wound itself into a soft pile. His head craned, mere inches from the stage boards.

			“Take. It. Off,” he hollered, his voice grizzled from the struggle. “Make. Her. Take it off.”

			Screams ricocheted in his head as Salvato stood over him, a line of disgust zigzagging between his eyebrows, his face ashen with terror.

			He muttered some barely discernable words, but most of what poured forth was dusty gibberish, the cartoonish ramblings of someone who could not comprehend what unfolded before him.

			“What on earth is going on?” a woman screamed. “Get him off of her. He’s hurting her. Someone needs to take responsibility for this lunatic.”

			The planks clunked and scuffed as the children were shuttled, one by one, down the steps into the darkened backstage. Clamor and clatter dulled into muffled flurry, as if someone crammed cotton into his ears. 

			Jerry Jansen’s body floundered into a wadded pool of flesh on the stained floor. A flashbulb popped in his head, and stars exploded into his field of vision. Hot puffs of breath escaped him as his heart thrashed out a bebop rhythm against his sternum. Sweat sluiced down his face, sickly and cold.

			The ice of shock bit his flesh, searing into the thick armor of his suit. He licked his dry lips. It was happening, and as much as he tried to cajole his head back into his tortoise body, the shell was left behind.

			Late October, same as now, with a bitter, coursing wind that scattered dried brown leaves across the barren pavement. Streetlamps blinked on and bathed the blue-black cityscape into eerie comfort. Bags brimming with treats swayed and shuffled, giggles sailed on the breeze, and clandestine monsters scuttled into the shadows. A spray of rainbow cellophane lined the crosswalk, the overspill from some greedy kid’s haul, and Jerry sidestepped the refuse just as a white Oldsmobile blew through the intersection, booming Soul II Soul in its wake.

			Katy Kerrick gripped him by the elbow and pulled him away from the curb.

			“You okay, Jer?” 

			“Yeah. Can’t understand these idiots. Someone’s gonna get hurt.”

			Katy grimaced.

			“Yep. Got a real bad feeling in my gut tonight. All these kids running around. You think he’s gonna show?”

			Mr. Jansen? Are you okay? Someone call 9-1-1. Remember to breathe. Ocean breaths. In. Out. Ocean. 

			The Atlantic breathed, two blocks away, a frigid and gray relic of summer to the children who zipped from house to house like hummingbirds to a feeder. A man in a wifebeater, robe, and brown slippers stood in the dim porchlight of the house at 11th and Broad and offered a bowl of individually wrapped chocolate squares. The circle of kids included an Urkel, two bloody-lipped vampires, a hippie, and—much to Jerry’s chagrin—a green-haired Captain Planet. Jerry frowned, and Katy tucked her arm into his. She led him across the street and stared up at him, adjusting the thin wire frames of her glasses. 

			“He’ll show,” Jerry told her. “We have what he wants.”

			He pulled his collar closer to his neck, as much a defense against the chill as being recognized. Meeting up on Halloween had been a mistake. Too many people out. But maybe that was Pimental’s strategy. The coarse black hairs on the back of his neck stood on end.

			“Yeah, but if he even suspects . . . ” 

			“Knock it off, would ya? He won’t suspect anything.”

			The gaggle of children from Mr. Wifebeater’s house darted past them, setting Jerry’s nerves on edge, on to the next sugar trove. He instantly regretted snapping, but why the hell did she need his reassurance? Dr. Kerrick was the smartest person he knew. 

			The air felt electric, and he couldn’t shake the sensation that something was off. A screen door slapped shut, and Katy flinched. Eight years as partners—neither one the other’s sidekick—and he’d never seen her so much as twitch in fright. She caught herself, straightened her spine, and tucked her hands into the pockets of her wide-legged wool trousers. 

			He’s shaking. Get him a blanket. Remember, Mr. Jansen. Breathe. In. Out. Full, deep breaths. The paramedics are on their way.

			The residential neighborhood gave way to a bustling intersection lined with auto repair garages and dingy bodegas. Music thumped from car speakers, conversations flowed in a multitude of languages, and a siren cried out a few blocks away. A pigeon fluttered into their path to peck at the splintered remains of a lollipop. 

			They rounded a corner onto Metropolitan Avenue, and Wenville’s low skyline rose above them, grimy and graffitied. Horns blared as cars bypassed an immobile van; a confounded man in a set of coveralls tinkered beneath the hood, taking a faceful of steam. Jerry’s heartrate ticked up, thrust suddenly into this urban stress.

			Katy led the charge through the intersection. He wove his way through warm, humming engines, watching as Katy’s gray wool coat swung with her movement.

			Darkness swallowed them on the other side, and the din of the city faded as they moved into a tree-lined neighborhood. They marched past a line of dim apartment buildings. A streetlight illuminated Katy as she passed, her form a fluid line as she walked rod-straight beyond the light. A movement just beyond her stopped Jerry in his tracks. A shadow figure moved on a fire escape half a block away. It gripped something. The city’s sounds evaporated into cold silence. 

			Katy didn’t seem to notice the guy on the fire escape. She charged ahead, so far ahead he couldn’t keep up. A car with a faulty muffler roared along, excruciatingly slow. He opened his mouth to call her name but snapped it shut in frustration as the shuddering jalopy made its way to the intersection and out of sight.

			Jerry concentrated on the target, and his vision clicked on. The night around him came into focus, and the figure on the fire escape took           shape—a man holding something that looked an awful lot like an automatic weapon. The hairs on his arms stood on end as the picture came together. Katy put far too much distance between them. She was almost a block ahead. 

			The roar of the muffler faded into the distance, replaced by crushing leaves behind him. Jerry quickened his pace, afraid to give away the slightest hint that he was scared enough to shit, lest the source of those footfalls corner them. The rustling picked up pace, and Jerry craned his neck like a rubbery owl. 

			A pre-teen dressed in a homemade superhero costume came to an abrupt military halt, his eyes saucers. He wore a pair of ratty tighty-whities over baggy red sweatpants, topped with a tablecloth cape. Jerry became uncomfortably aware of the red and blue costume resting firmly against his flesh.

			“Oh, my God. You’re Mr. Flexxo,” he said, his voice little more than a cracking whisper. The click of recognition settled over the boy, and he turned to rally the troop of costumed kids behind him.

			“Mr. Flexxo! It’s Mr. Flexxo!”

			“Shut up, kid! You want to get us killed?”

			His heart nearly burst as he whipped his neck back to find Katy. A faint cry ripped the breath from his throat.  

			The crowd encircled him. 

			“We just want an autograph.”

			“Hey, I saw you on TV just the other night!”

			The throng formed a wall around him, shouting and waving. The   human barrier sent Jerry stumbling backward until he slipped off the curb and crumpled to the asphalt. Hands clutched his sweaty, elastic flesh, both in admiration and assistance. He pressed his hands against the craggy roadway, found his footing, and shoved past the horde. 

			He ran, his legs wobbly bands beneath him as he put meager inches between himself and the pack of devotees. Someone clutched his arm, and it separated from his shoulder joint like taffy. He winced as pain radiated down his spine. 

			“Let me go, goddamn it! Leave me alone! My partner’s in danger. I’ve got to go.”

			He darted away, even as they clung to him, wrenching his elastic arms until they flopped clumsily at his sides. 

			Katy was gone, and the block seemed like it was a million miles long. He zipped down the sidewalk, doorways blurring past, but each step felt like wading through molasses.

			Careful. Watch out for his legs. I don’t know why they’re like that either. 

			A garage door cranked open, and Jerry’s legs tromped to a stop. Floodlights blinded him, and a jagged pain sent him to his knees. A knife plunged into his ribs, slicing into the costume concealed by his trench coat and tearing his flesh asunder. The black-clad assailant retreated to the shadows. Lava-hot blood oozed from the wound in his gut. His flaccid arms flailed as he attempted to press his hands against the gush. They felt like soft, useless putty.

			It’s gonna be okay, Mr. Jansen. You’re going to be just fine. These nice people are going to get you some help. Stay with us. You’re all right. Remember to breathe.

			Pimental gripped Katy by the neck, a frigid glint in his eye and a handgun pointed at her temple.

			“I want the serum, Flexxo,” he growled. “You can’t be so stupid to think I wouldn’t figure out this rosewater you delivered was a setup.”

			“Let her go!” Jerry roared, his voice hoarse from pain and the mental anguish of looking into Katy’s terror-stricken eyes. 

			“You give me the real regeneration serum, and I’ll . . . ”

			The slapping of sneakers against the concrete interrupted the ultimatum. Through the deep, searing pain at his core, he struggled to his feet and watched through his foggy vision as the crowd of admirers gathered. 

			“No! Go away! You’re going to . . . ”

			Blasts of orange erupted into the night, followed by the crack of shots from above. The thud of bullets into human meat followed. Jerry watched as children dashed into the street, fleeing the assault. Acrid gurgles boiled up from his guts and spewed onto the street as three kids hit the pockmarked concrete, red smearing it as they fell. 

			His head swam as he swung around to face Pimental. Katy’s mouth hung open, and her body shook as she took in the scene. The look of terror in her eyes chilled Jerry deep into his bones.

			Pimental’s nostrils flared. He thumbed back the hammer on his revolver. The click sent Katy into hysterics.

			“Don’t do this,” she shouted. “I’ll give you what you want! We can get the serum. I’ll bring it to you right away!”

			Pimental squeezed her neck tighter.

			“You’ve had your chance.”

			Jerry staggered to his feet, slipping in his own vomit, and charged toward Katy, wriggling his appendages forward, stretching to free her from the clutches of this madman. 

			The pop of the gun and the spray of red from Katy’s head sent Jerry down to his knees. He didn’t feel the smash of his cheek against the cement nor did he feel the gash that would zag from his upper lip to his chin for the rest of his life.  

			I think he’s coming around.

			White hovered above him. Muted conversation and intermittent beeps trickled through his stuffy ears, growing louder by the second until the shuffle and hubbub of the ambulance commenced. A bag of fluid hung above his head. The brilliant light stung his eyes as he watched a young man in a blue uniform switch it out. His gut burned and ached. Another uniformed man pressed on his chest before pulling away.

			“Hey, he’s coming around. Easy, pal. You’re gonna be okay.”

			The blare of the siren wracked his head until his sight blurred. Jerry motioned with a loose arm, signaling for the paramedic doing CPR to come closer.

			“What can I do for you, buddy?”

			“Did she make it?”

			The two men looked at each other with the discomfort that told Jerry all he needed to know. 

			Mr. Jansen? Mr. Jansen? 

			Tears dripped onto the wool blanket that covered his shoulders. It scratched his skin, but the weight provided a soft serenity as the ambulance wailed into the crisp October afternoon. The sky in the rectangle windows was a robin’s egg blue, pure and lovely. 

			“Looks like his heartrate is stabilizing. How are you feeling, sir?”

			Jerry’s head swooned as he focused on that blue-blue sky, unsure how the day had slipped from him. But the little girl’s face flashed in his head, that horrified, red-browed expression as he growled and clawed at her     costume, and a pang of anguish gripped him. His head whipped toward the paramedic to his right.

			“Is that kid okay?” he asked, his voice little more than a whisp against the wail of the ambulance. 

			“I’m sure she’s fine, Mr. Jansen. I believe she was taken in for observation. We just want to make sure she’s okay. Same as you.”

			A lump built in his throat, briny and thick. Tears poured over his lower lashes and slid into the valleys of his face. He clutched his knees with arthritic fingers.

			“I swear I wasn’t trying to hurt anyone,” he said. “But she just needed to know that Mr. Flexxo had been discontinued. He was a fraud. So that costume was a lie.”

			His heart caught in his throat.

			“Are they going to arrest me?”

			The beeping on the heart monitor sped, and the paramedic put a gentle hand on Jerry’s arm.

			“No, sir. No one’s going to arrest you.”

			“That’s good,” he replied.

			Somewhere beyond the blue abyss of this autumn afternoon, his partner waited for the day Jerry Jansen himself would be discontinued.
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			My favorite Halloween memory? Oh, wow, that’s a tough one. So many . . . 

			One year, I think it was in the fifth grade, my friends and I were doing that “Trick or treat! Smell my feet! Give me something good to eat!” thing, and this sweaty, obese guy grinned and said, “I’d love to smell your feet!” and we ran. Obviously that’s not my favorite Halloween memory—it’s just one that came to mind. A few years later the guy died of a heart attack, and we tried to spread the rumor that it was autoerotic asphyxiation, but unfortunately we couldn’t quite make the rumor stick. 

			I wonder what kind of candy he was handing out? Snickers or little white pills?

			Sorry. Favorite memory. The year after that, sixth grade, my friend Gary and I . . . was it condescending to specify that the year after fifth grade is sixth grade? If so, I apologize. I’m not trying to suggest that you don’t know how numbers work. I guess I’m just not sure how closely you’re paying attention, and I didn’t want to assume that you’d retained the narrative thread. Not that it actually matters what grade we’re talking about, I suppose. 

			Anyway, my friend Gary and I decided to go as a two-headed monster. We made this big fuzzy blue costume that fit both of our heads and all four of our legs. We each had one arm free. Everybody loved the costume. I wish I had a picture of it—I think you’d get a kick out of it. I’m not saying that it was a Hollywood-quality creature effects extravaganza, but for a couple of sixth graders, it was pretty impressive.

			Hey, I guess the fact that we were in sixth grade was an important detail. I’m better at storytelling than I thought!

			The costume looked great, and for the first couple of minutes it was a lot of fun. Then it started to suck. We had to walk in sync, which was difficult, and we were stuck together the entire night. One lady asked how we peed, and Gary asked her why she was so interested in us peeing, which I thought was pretty tactless of him. It was a perfectly legitimate question. She wasn’t some creepy pervert like the foot-sniffing guy. It was a lighthearted question and Gary should have treated it that way. Looking back, I wish I’d said, “I’m peeing right now!” to break the tension, but instead I just stared at the ground until we took our candy and left.

			In case you were wondering, we didn’t use the bathroom until trick-or-treating was over and we got out of the costume. Back then we had bladders of steel! Also, we weren’t really drinking anything. These days I have to get up two or three times in the middle of the night, but back then I could be stuck in a costume with Gary for several hours. I miss my sixth-grade bladder.

			If you weren’t wondering about the pee situation, I apologize for the detour.

			Again, obviously not my favorite Halloween memory. I’ll try to come up with a real answer, even though I know you only asked the question to make conversation to distract me while you figure out a way to escape. It’s okay—I’d try to escape too. I don’t expect you to just sit there and wait for me to slash your throat. That would be ridiculous. You’re not going to hear me scream “How dare you try to save your life?” I totally get what you’re doing, and I respect it. 

			Favorite Halloween memory . . .

			This one time in high school I had this girl named Tiffany over (my mom was upstairs) and we were watching Critters 2: The Main Course, and she got so scared, and I was just like, “Really? You’re scared of Critters 2: The Main Course?” I sarcastically said that we might as well switch to Miss Congeniality if she was such a chickenshit, and she got angry and left. And I thought, good, there’s really no future with somebody who can’t even handle Critters 2: The Main Course. Right? Except that when I replayed the evening in my mind, it occurred to me that she wasn’t actually scared—she was pretending to be scared as an excuse to snuggle. Like I said, my mom was upstairs, so it’s not like I could’ve thrust into her or anything, but maybe her boob would’ve pressed against my arm or something. I really squandered that opportunity.

			I have this weird thing where I always need to say the full title of a movie. It’s never just Critters 2, it’s Critters 2: The Main Course. Friday the 13th, Part VIII: Jason Takes Manhattan. I’m not mentally ill—I can listen to somebody else say a partial title, but if I’m the one referencing the movie, I always have to say the title in its entirety.

			Ironically, though, it pisses me off when some nerd writes it as Se7en. The movie is called Seven. The number 7 replaced the V as a stylized way to present it in the opening credits, but that’s not supposed to be the actual title of the movie. It really makes me angry when I see this. Like, irrationally angry. Almost as mad as I was when they went from Halloween III: Season of the Witch to Halloween 4: The Return of Michael Myers. Pick a fucking numbering system and stick with it. 

			You look scared. Those ropes are pretty tight, huh? I’m a deeply flawed human being, but I do know how to tie a good knot. 

			I keep bringing up bad Halloween memories. I’m not sure why. 

			Okay, okay, this is a good one. Not necessarily my favorite, but it’s a fun anecdote. Seventh or eighth grade. Seventh, I think. I was over at a friend’s house, and there were about eight of us, and somebody decided that we should do a séance. Everybody enjoys seances, right? So we brought out the Ouija board, and nothing supernatural happened but we were all kind of goofing around and shoving the planchette around on purpose instead of letting the spirits of the dead do it. There was this one girl whose name I don’t remember, so I’m going to call her Tiffany just to have something to call her for the purposes of this anecdote. And the Ouija board spelled out something like “I LOVE U,” with the letter U instead of the full spelling, and I said, “Oh my God, we’re talking to Tiffany’s dad!” 

			I know what you’re thinking: that was pretty mean. You don’t bring up an orphan’s dad when you’re playing around with a Ouija board. The thing is, it was a lot worse than that, because Tiffany’s dad was alive and well. She got a little freaked out, and I might have made some comments about how we must have killed him by messing with forces beyond our comprehension. She called him up and he assured her that he was fine, and after she hung up I said that it must be his ghost talking through the phone, and she started crying. I’m not saying it was a laugh out loud funny knee-slapper, but it was definitely amusing.

			Does that sound bad? Remember: her dad wasn’t really dead. If I was making jokes about her dead dad, yeah, I’d be a jerk, but making jokes about her dad’s ghost when he wasn’t actually dead was just in the spirit of Halloween fun. She even gave us a brave little smile when she stopped crying. It was fine, I promise.

			Her dad did eventually die, but it was seven or eight years later. Tiffany (again, not her real name, so don’t try to look it up) probably didn’t even remember the séance by then.

			That’s a pretty good Halloween memory. I don’t think it’s my favorite. I’m honestly not sure why I’m drawing a blank right now. It could be the environment. You’re tied to a chair, scared out of your mind, whimpering, and I’m pacing around with a butcher knife. I’m focusing more on how good it’s going to feel when your warm blood sprays all over me than I am on the topic of favorite Halloween memories.

			How good it’s going to feel to me, of course. It’s going to feel quite bad for you.

			It’s a little strange that I’m standing here, feeling bad that I’m not properly answering your question, when my plan is to slash your throat wide open and bathe in the blood. Not sure why I even care. What difference does it make if you think I’m a bad conversationalist in the few moments you have left to live? Isn’t it funny how we get really obsessed with meaningless little things like that? 

			That said, kudos to you. I honestly figured I’d have killed you by now, but you’ve got me racking my brain to come up with my favorite Halloween memory. It can’t really be the séance one. Damn. This shouldn’t be so hard. 

			Why is this so hard?

			Seriously, what the fuck is wrong with me? You asked a simple          question. 

			Did you know I wouldn’t be able to answer? Was that your plan all along?

			No. That’s stupid. You’re not psychic. You can’t read my mind. You were just trying to distract me while you tried to escape. Well, guess what? You’re not going to escape! How does this feel, huh? Enjoying that? How does it feel? Huh? Tell me how it feels!

			I apologize.

			We just crossed the line into torture, and that was never my intention. I didn’t mean to slash up your face. All I ever wanted to do was slash your throat. A few seconds of pain, a few seconds of desperate choking, and it’s all over. That was beneath me. I’m really sorry.

			 I’m not going to get you bandages or antiseptic. That would be silly. I know you didn’t actually ask for them, but you might have been thinking it. I feel bad about what I just did but I’m not going to patch you up only to kill you right after that. 

			You know what? I have to give you credit for the way you asked a question that kept me from killing you for—what, three or four minutes now? To make up for the face-slashing, I’m going to leave the room for exactly sixty seconds. If you’ve got an escape plan, feel free to use it. I’ll be right back.

			One one thousand, two one thousand, three one thousand . . .

			The lady with the candy! That was it! There was this lady who said she bought way too much candy and didn’t have many trick-or-treaters, so she just poured the entire bowl into my plastic pumpkin! And it was the good stuff! Oh, yeah, I need to remember that for when I go back into the room. I feel a lot better now. 

			Crap. I lost count. 

			Oh well. I’m just playing around anyway. Nobody could get out of those ropes. I’m going to go back in there, share the candy story, and then it’s bloodbath time! 

			I’m baaaaaaaack!

			Where the hell—?

			Oh fu—!

			Where am I? Oh, same room. I guess you had a pocketknife or something. Maybe you found a razor blade in an apple. 

			Obviously, I didn’t really believe you’d get free of the ropes, or I wouldn’t have left you alone like that. Feeling a bit foolish right now. I suppose the other thing I assumed was that if you did somehow escape, that you’d flee. It didn’t occur to me that you might knock me unconscious, tie me to the chair with what I have to admit are some pretty damn good knots, and wave my butcher knife in a way that I don’t much care for.

			What’s that? You don’t have the same anti-torture stance that I do?

			All right. Fair enough.

			Oh, I see that you’ve found other tools. Not really happy that you’ve been snooping around my belongings, but considering the circumstances I guess I have much more important things to worry about.

			Hey, what’s your favorite Halloween memory?

			Not gonna work, huh? You can’t blame me for trying.

			Pretty sure I now know what my least favorite Halloween memory is going to be.
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			“Behind the shed over there. They just finished setting up the lights.”

			“They better not have messed up my crime scene.”

			“Relax, Detective. They might not be old-timers like you and Ben there, but they do their job.”

			“Better hope so.”

			“It’s probably Marsha Eugley’s crew, Frank. She’s good people.”

			“As long as it’s not Pappas. Guy could screw up a wet dream.”

			“You still hungry? That why you’re so cranky tonight?”

"No, Ben, that’s not why I’m so cranky tonight. You heard what dispatch said.”

			“Kids.” 

			“Three fuckin’ kids.”

			“Evening, Detectives.”

			“How’s it going, Johnson?”

			“Out here living my best life.”

			“I hear ya. Do us a favor and leave us alone for a few.”

			“I’ll be out front directing traffic if you need me.”

			“Well, well, I see they sent out the big guns for this one.”

			“You must be looking in the mirror, Marsha.”

			“No, sir. I’m looking at Ben Richards and Frank Logan. Living legends of the Eastern Precinct.”

			“More like living dinosaurs.”

			“That, too.”

			“Thanks.”

			“Jesus. What a mess.”

			“You never get used to the young ones, do you?”

			“What happened?”

			“What you see is what you get. The cheerleader is Cindy Greenberg, age nine. I counted fourteen stab wounds. Some kind of hunting knife most likely. Serrated along one edge. Superman nailed to the wall of the shed is Matthew Greenberg. Throat cut. He’s seven.”

			“Christ.”

			“Peter Pan is Bryan Greenberg. Just turned five.”

			“Parents?”

			“The mother’s inside. Waiting to talk to you.” 

			“Where’s the father?”

			“Your guess is as good as hers. Took off a few years back.”

			“The mother call it in?”

			“Next door neighbor. Said a bunch of trick-or-treaters took a short cut through his back yard. One of em had a flashlight.”

			“Some big ass therapy bills heading their way.”

			“You’re not kidding.”

			“I had Perkins run background on the mother. She’s clean. Shirley Greenberg. Age forty-one. VP of something important sounding at Legg Mason. Not even a parking ticket.”

			“Appreciate it. Saves us a lot of time.”

			“At your service, gents.”

			“Why does this sort of thing always have to happen on Halloween?”

			“This sort of thing happens every day, Frank. You know that.”
       “You remember last Halloween?”

			“The lady that poisoned her husband?”

			“The witch.”

			“If you say so.”

			“Have to admit she was . . . different.”

			“Can’t argue with that.”

			“And a couple years before that…the hooker and the duct tape.”

			“Almost forgot about her.”

			“How many pieces was she in when we found her?”

			“If you guys don’t mind, can we take this little trip down memory lane another time?”

			“She’s right. I’ll head inside, Frank, and talk to the mother. You get started out here.”

			“Lucky me.”

			*   *   *

			“My name’s Detective Richards. I’m very sorry for your loss, Mrs. Greenberg.”

			“It’s Miss Lewis now. Please.”

			“I apologize. Miss Lewis.”

			“Would you like some tea, Mr. Richards?”

			“No, thank you, ma’am. I just need to ask you a few questions. This shouldn’t take long.”	

			“Okay.”

			“I understand you were handing out candy to trick-or-treaters when the first officers arrived on the scene?”

			“Mr. Vargas from next door called them. He came over and stood with me until they arrived. He wouldn’t tell me what was wrong but I knew it was something terrible. His face was white as a sheet.”

			“Who told you . . . what happened to the children?”

			“One of the officers walked to the back yard. When he returned a short time later, he spoke to his partner in private, and his partner told me.”

			“You were here at the house the entire evening?”

			“I was. I got home from the office and made dinner. Then I handed out candy all night. I just love seeing all the children in their costumes . . . the little pink princesses and mummies and especially . . . the superheroes.”

			“What time did you arrive here after work?”

			“The usual time. Five forty-five-ish.”

			“And the children were alone until you got here?”

			“Goodness, no. I have a sitter. Mrs. Gentile from across the street. She waits for the children at the bus stop on the corner after school.”

			“And after dinner?”

			“I helped the children get dressed in their costumes and off they went.”

			“By themselves? Or with a group of friends?”

			“Oh, it was a big noisy bunch of them.”

			“Any parents chaperoning?”

			“Diane Rami was there with her twins. They both look just like their mother. They’ve got her dirty blondeness. And Tom Livingston was tagging along, too. He’s an African American gentleman.”

			“So you had no concerns when they left the house?”

			“None at all. They were all so happy. And Cindy had her cellphone if they needed me.”

			“No calls or texts from her tonight?”

			“No, nothing. I checked.”

			“When was the last time you saw them?”

			“Out back behind the shed.”

			“I . . . ummm . . . I mean the last time you saw them alive, Miss Lewis. Take your time. I know this is very difficult.”

			“It’s all a little fuzzy now. I believe they left . . . sometime around six-thirty. Maybe a few minutes earlier than that.”

			“And did you tell your children to stick close to Mrs. Rami and Mr. Livingston?”

			“I’m certain I did . . . but you know how children are.”

			“How do you mean?”

			“Oh, they’re always wandering off with their heads up in the clouds. I suppose there’s not much fun in staying where you’re supposed to be.”

			“Can you think of any reason why they might’ve called it a night and come home early?”

			“Why would they do that?”

			“That’s what I’m asking you.”

			“I’m not really sure, Detective. They’re very active and social children. They love going out and being with their friends. They got that from...well, let’s just say I prefer to stay in and keep to myself. Watch some television or read a good book.”

			“Any reason they’d be fooling around behind your neighbor’s shed? A shortcut maybe?”

			“Nothing I can think of.”

			“Have you had any issues with anyone recently? Arguments? Threats? Even something seemingly innocent like prank phone calls?”

			“No. Nothing like that.”

			“You’re sure? You can’t think of anyone who might want to hurt you or your family?”

			“You can ask around, detective, I get along quite well with everyone. The children are well liked in school and around the neighborhood and they have loads of friends. We’re very close, my children and me. They tell me everything about their days. And they never tell a lie. Except maybe that one time . . . ”

			“That one time?”

			“No, Detective, I can’t think of anyone who would do such a thing.”

			“Your ex-husband . . . I understand he’s . . . out of the picture?”

			“Their father is gone.”

			“Any idea where he’s currently residing?”

			“No.”

			“How about his last known—”

			“I’m simply not sure, Detective. The man left almost four years ago and we never heard from him again. Are we almost finished? It’s late and I’m growing very tired.” 

			“Just a couple more questions. Do have any reason to suspect your ex-husband might be involved in what happened tonight?”

			“Detective Richards, if there’s one thing I’m sure of it’s that my slime-ball of an ex-husband is stumbling around some hole-in-the-wall bar right now paying for booze with crumpled up day-labor dollar bills. He’s long gone.”

			“Any relations of his still around?”

			“You could try his sister over in Fallston, but she’s just as rotten to the core and as much of a liar as he was.”

			“You . . . you seem to harbor a lot of ill feelings toward your ex-husband, Mrs. Lewis.”

			“Miss.”

			“Right, sorry. What I’m saying is that you’re very emotional in regard to your husband but—and I hope you don’t mind me saying this—rather unemotional about what happened to your children tonight.” 

			“I guess . . . I’m still in shock.”

			“That’s certainly understandable.”

			“Can we be finished now, Detective?”

			“Just one final question about your ex-husband and we’re done.”

			“What is it?”

			“If you had to say one way or the other, are your children more like you or their father?”

			“I beg your pardon?”

			“I’ve got my mother’s eyes and fair skin. My father’s big nose and ears. How about your children?”

			“Oh . . . well . . . Cindy and Bryan are cut from his branch. Look just like him, I suppose. Sometimes it’s like staring at old photographs. Restless in his same way, too. Bryan gets notes from his kindergarten teacher about how he can’t sit still in his chair. Cindy daydreams the day away just like he used to do.”

			“And Matthew?”

			“Matthew’s different. He’s a momma’s boy. Likes to watch cartoons cuddled under a blanket on the sofa. Asks me to read him bedtime stories every night and check the closet for monsters. He loves his superheroes, especially Superman. Not just on Halloween either. He wears that costume out.”

			“Why does he . . . Miss Lewis, why does he love Superman so much?”

			“Because of his father, believe it or not.”

			“Go on.”

			“Because he always had to listen to that bastard’s foul mouth and all the filthy thoughts he filled their heads with. My ex was not fond of my religious beliefs, Detective. He ripped many a crucifix from my neck. Burned my family bible when he was drunk. He also had a little saying that stuck with the children; he said it so much. ‘The world would be a better place if you all believed in Superman instead of your phony Jesus Christ.’ Matthew was barely four years old but it stuck with him like ants to a breadcrumb. I’m sad to say that even Matthew had a little of that evil man inside of him.”

			“Inside of him?”

			“That’s right, inside of him. Like the way a blouse gets stained and you wash it and wash it until the stain disappears but even though you can’t see it anymore, you know it’s still there . . . just waiting under the surface to come back again . . . you can feel it . . . the same way your body feels dirty at the end of a long day and you just know you won’t be able to get to sleep unless you take a shower to get if off of you. Just talking about it makes me feel dirty.”

			“Miss Lewis, I’m going to ask you to wait here with Officer Perkins. You’re not to get up from the sofa. Do you understand?”

			“Why? I thought we were finished. And why do you keep staring at my hands like that?”

“Officer Perkins, I’m going outside to find Detective Eugley so she can run some tests on the stains under Miss Lewis’s fingernails . . . ”

			*   *   *

			“Well, that was messed up.”

	       “Ya think.”

			“How does something like that even happen?”

			“Like you said before...it happens every day.”

			“Beg to differ. We don’t usually get suburban moms with decent jobs and hundred dollar hairdos and Volvos in the driveway slicing and dicing their own kids.”

			“Never know what kind of pressure a person is under until they snap.”
       “But what is it that makes them finally snap?”

			“If I knew that we’d be out of a job.”

			“I guess. Still . . . ”

			“World’s changing, Frank.”

			“World’s done already changed.”

			“Doesn’t mean it won’t get better again.”

			“I’ll believe it when I see it.”

			“That’s the spirit, Frank.”

			“Man, I hate Halloween.”

			“You say that every year.”

			“There’s a reason for that. Mrs. Shirley Greenberg being the most recent.”

			“Miss.”

			“What?”

			“It’s not important.”

			“Then why’d you say it?” 

			“I remember when Halloween was one of the best nights of the year. Spooky movies. Candy apples. Pillowcases stuffed with candy. Scaring the little kids in the neighborhood.”

			“That was a long time ago, Ben, in a galaxy far, far away.”

			
			“I miss those days.”

			“I miss a lot of things.”

			“You hungry? I could go for a Stromboli.”

			“I could eat. Buentempo Brothers still open?”

			“You just read my mind.”
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			My wife Hannah went missing two weeks before Halloween. I 
			remember that it was cold—well, she would have said it was cold, but I thought the crisp air felt good—and that she was annoyed she had to leave the comfort of our nice, warm home office to go out in it. She’d needed milk for her tea, and I was under a tight deadline to get an article finished, so I didn’t offer to go for her. She left around 10 a.m. and I never saw the wife I knew and loved again.

			I should have gone myself; I know that now. If I had, then I might have been able to change things. I did that a lot to myself when she first when missing; I thought of all kinds of ways I could have done things differently to keep her, to have prevented her from disappearing. I could have stalled her for ten more minutes and maybe the stars would have realigned somewhere or passed out of orbit and she would have missed the thing that took her away. I could have suggested she borrow milk from Mrs. Atkins next door. I could have made her tea that morning and discovered we were out of milk, and gone myself to the store. I could have —should  have—gone myself.

			I remember checking the clock around 11, when it seemed like she’d been gone an awfully long time for a quick trip to Sheetz, the convenience store/gas station just outside the center of town. It should have been a twenty-minute round trip, tops. 

			After another hour, I assumed she had decided to run other errands while she was out. 

			After almost two hours, I texted her the first time, but got no answer. I kept checking my phone for those three little dots in the text message window that meant she was writing back, explaining why she wasn’t home yet.

			After two and a half hours, I called, and it went to voicemail. I called three times over the next hour, before driving out to the Sheetz myself. I had a picture of her on my phone, which I showed all the cashiers, two of whom had been on shift since noon. None of them had seen her. As far as they knew, she had never come in at all, for milk or anything else. 

			After four hours and several fruitless phone calls to her friends and limited family, I drove to the police station and attempted to file a missing persons report. I say attempted because I was informed that she, as an adult of sound mind and body, had every right to disappear if she wanted, despite any worry or pain it might cause those around her. She had her purse, her credit cards, her phone, even a change of clothes in the car which she kept for trips to the gym, and although I took some pains in explaining to them that no, we hadn’t had a fight, and yes, everything between us was just fine, and no, there was no reason I was aware of why she might just want to blow out of town for a couple of days, they told me they couldn’t file a missing persons report for another 48 hours. I took a business card for a Detective Mackey and left.

			Then, after seventeen hours, they found her car.

			I have a lot of trouble making sense of what the police thought happened to Hannah. Maybe she had a good reason why she’d gone way across town to the abandoned cul-de-sac of houses known locally as Ghost Block, when she was only supposed to be running out to the local Sheetz for a gallon of milk. Maybe she was struck with a sudden, random impulse. Maybe she wanted some alone-time to think. 

			It was Detective Mackey who came to my house to tell me that they’d found her blue Toyota Celica parked in one of the driveways of Ghost Block. He was a big guy in a too-tight tie and ballooning tan trench coat, with a patch of shine on his head where he was going bald and a fairly thick mustache and beard of a cheerful ginger color that suggested mirth which never made it up to his eyes. In fact, whatever humor the man might once have possessed had clearly been tamped down to a subsurface bitterness that drew the color from his face and the flavor from his voice. He told me about Mandy’s car as if the words tasted bad. 

			The driver-side door had been hanging open. The engine was still running and must have been for some time, because the car was nearly out of gas. A tiny bit of blood, still coagulating, as a matter of fact, was found smeared along the driver-side window. Detective Mackey saw the look on my face and told me in his crispy, bitter voice that he would do everything in his power to find her. It wasn’t a lot of blood, he told me—in fact, not even enough to suggest anything so violent as foul play, but they finally had reason to bypass the 48-hour waiting period and could begin looking for her. I was glad for that. I mean, blood is never a really good sign, even if it’s still fresh, but at least it was a concrete, physical thing that tied her to the real world. She hadn’t vanished without a trace, so maybe she hadn’t really vanished at all. 

			I think Detective Mackey thought the blood would be the thing that upset me, but it wasn’t. Hannah was kind of a klutz—for all her years as a child in dance school, she had the grace of a cinder block—and it wouldn’t have surprised me if she’d accidentally bumped her head or scratched herself or even gotten a sudden bloody nose. It wasn’t the blood that had me worried. 

			It was that damned running car. 

			See, I knew Hannah. She didn’t like to drive; she had some               deep-seated, innate  mistrust of cars. She was one of those types who,       despite her intelligence, readily believed any number of implausible scenarios where the car could, given the slightest provocation, spontaneously combust, so I couldn’t think of any normal situation where she would have left the car with the door open, keys in the ignition, engine rumbling away. Not my Hannah, who probably thought deep down that somehow, if she left the car like that, at the very least it would figure out how to up and drive itself off, just to mess with her.

			Detective Mackey told me a thorough search of the houses was being conducted as we spoke. He asked me more questions after that, covering a lot of the same ground about the nature of our relationship, whether we’d had any fights, and if I knew of anything going on in her life that she might have wanted to get away from. 

			He also asked me if I knew of anyone who might want to hurt her, or of any reason why someone might want her to disappear. The blood, he pointed out—that was why he asked, just to be thorough.

			I told him I didn’t. Everybody loved Hannah, me especially. 

			Detective Mackey stood then and thanked me, offered a hearty man-to-man handshake, and promised to call as soon as he knew anything concrete. 

			And then I was alone in the empty house. No, empty isn’t quite right. A house can be empty when you go out for the evening or something. Our house, where we’d lived since right after our honeymoon eighteen years ago, felt like a vacuum, a void where something that should have been had been ripped away, and nothing was there to rush to fill it.	

			For two weeks, that void continued to spread and devour my life at the edges. I just drove around those first few days, taking the roads she most likely would have taken between our empty house and those emptier ones in the Ghost Block cul-de-sac. I looked for anything, any presence or absence along the roadways that might offer some clue as to where she had gone. 

			Once the police tape came down, I went to those empty houses and searched each one—there were seven—from basement to attic. Detective Mackey had told me not to bother, that uniformed officers had swept those houses top to bottom and found nothing, no blood or hairs or fingerprints, that suggested Hannah had ever gone inside. I didn’t care, though; I looked anyway, thinking maybe I would discover something they had missed, something that only I might notice because I knew her so well. I found nothing, no sign of her anywhere. Sometimes I went to the house where her car had been found and paced restlessly and called Detective Mackey for an update. Nothing changed in all that time except that emptiness in our own home, which I came to find was not just devouring the inside of the house but the inside of me, as well. It kept growing and growing, and even anxiety and worry and fear couldn’t fill it.

			And after two weeks, on the afternoon of Halloween, Hannah came back.

			No, I suppose that’s not right, either. I’m sorry if I seem confused on some of these points, but I was under an appreciable amount of strain at the time, and the situation was not easy to understand.

			You see, someone who looked like Hannah and talked like her and moved like her and smelled like her came back, claiming to be                        Hannah . . . but she wasn’t. She wasn’t Hannah. And I knew that because, as I said, I knew Hannah well. I knew her kisses and her touch, I knew the twinkle in her eye and the tiniest, subtlest aspects of her facial expressions. I knew her habits, good and bad. I knew my wife. 

			And I tell you, that thing that came back in her place was not my wife.

			*   *   *

			Our home, with its new void, stood on a relatively flat suburban street with wide sidewalks and close houses—the perfect trick-or-treating neighborhood. The neighbors were good sports, and most of the houses left porch lights on and stocked bags of candy for the occasion. The little kids started coming around early in the afternoon, especially if Halloween fell on a Saturday or Sunday. The older kids started appearing around dinner time, and the teenagers, with their half-hearted attempts at hobo or zombie make-up and their hoodies with horror movie monsters snarling and slavering across their chests, would ring, almost with embarrassment, just as night really took hold. Hannah loved all of it—the cute toddler costumes, the giving out of candy, the spooky decorations, all of it. She decked out our house in flying bats and ghosts in the windows, jack-o’-lanterns on the porch steps, and skeletons dangling from the railing. She even erected    Styrofoam tombstones in a small graveyard in the front yard, and one year, she bought a fog machine to fill that cemetery “with ambiance,” as she put it.

			I didn’t feel one way or the other about Halloween, truth be told, other than that it made me smile to see her eyes light up with child-like glee as she gave out candy, or to sit beside her as she snuggled under blankets to watch horror movies, once the porch lights faded and the regular ringing of the doorbell ceased. That year, though—that Halloween that she came back—I was trying to pick up the slack. For her. I tried to see what she saw in the costumes, to feel what she felt in giving out the candy. I carved a jack-o’-lantern and left it out on the front porch, as if it might serve as a beacon to guide her home. 

			When the doorbell rang, I got up to answer, assuming it was another round of trick-or-treaters. It was about five in the afternoon, and the little baby cows and strawberries and fairies, as well as the grade-school princesses, cowboys, and Iron Men, had petered out, going home to get their candy checked by parents and to trade with siblings and friends. It was too early yet for the teenagers to come out, and there was usually a lull during the dinner hours anyway, so when the bell rang, I expected to maybe see a kid whose parents worked late, a straggler off to a late start.

			It was Hannah on the front stoop, water streaming down her face, her hair wet, her clothes soaked. I don’t remember what I said; I don’t think it was much of anything, other than her name. I pulled her into a soggy hug, glancing up at the clear if somewhat darkening sky above.

			“Baby, are you okay?” I asked, pulling her out to arms’ length so I could look at her. “What happened? Are you okay?”

			That’s when I saw it—or thought I saw it. It was a quality about her eyes that is hard to put into words. Her eyes were beautiful, the blue of Caribbean seas. In her case, the saying about eyes being windows to the soul was true; in them, I always saw her optimism, her understanding, her love. I saw her appetite for life and learning and trying new things, her sense of humor, even the vulnerable parts of her that crumpled when I said the wrong thing and smoothed out again when I made it right. 

			It would sound cliched to say that those eyes that stared at me as I pelted her with questions were dead. It would also be inaccurate. There was life in them, all right, behind the daze of whatever had happened to her. But it was different. Wrongly different.

			“Hannah?”

			She looked away a moment, to the open doorway through which I’d practically dragged her, then back to me. She tried a smile, but it was a small thing, an echo-smile, devoid of any real substance. When she spoke, it was her voice, but stilted, somehow, as if stiff from lack of use.

			“Jonas. I’m home. I’m home, right?”

			I admit, I teared up a little when she said that. “Yes! Yes, of course you are.”  I pulled her into another hug, burying my face in her wet hair, inhaling the scent of shampoo—her shampoo. There was some other smell, too, though, something swampy.

			“You’re okay,” I whispered into her hair, but even then, it felt somehow dishonest. This person I was holding who looked and sounded and smelled like my wife...she wasn’t okay. Nothing about this was okay.

			I felt an odd sense of disloyalty when I said, “You’re home.”

			*   *   *

			She wouldn’t let me take her to the hospital that night, insisting she was unhurt, just a little disoriented. She said she couldn’t remember everything and didn’t want to talk about what she could remember. I didn’t push her about it, not then. A grown woman doesn’t involuntarily go missing for two weeks without there being some kind of trauma as a cause, and I didn’t want to do anything to make it worse. I suppose I was afraid. She seemed so fragile, and a part of me was scared of saying the wrong thing and somehow sending her off again to wherever she’d been, maybe for good. 

			As I stripped her down and dried her off, I told her all about how the police had been looking for her, how we’d have to let Detective Mackey know she was home safe. There would be questions, I told her, but we’d handle it together. I checked for scratches, bruises, cuts or punctures and found nothing. It was my wife’s body, a body I knew well, and yet, it didn’t feel quite right under my hands. The curves and planes were there, but they felt unfamiliar, just a little off, an inch here, a half-inch there.

			I tried to bury the unease, the inexplicable doubt, with talk. I told her how there were missing posters around town, and how I’d gone looking for her, both alone and with a handful of our friends, but we hadn’t found anything. She nodded through all of this, offering nothing by way of explanation or insight, until I told her how they’d found her car in a driveway in front of one of the Ghost Block houses. 

			“Number 17,” I told her. “They said you left the car running, the door open.”  More softly, I added, “They said there was blood. Were you hurt? Did you hit your head?”

			She gave me an uneasy glance at the mention of her car, and that unease blossomed into full agitation in her eyes at the revelation of the blood. Slowly, she nodded. “I must have . . . must have bumped my head getting out.”

			I took her hand, cradling it gently. “Why were you there?”

			She looked away from me and said, “Remind me again why they call them Ghost Block houses?”

			“Well,” I answered, “you know, they abandoned the construction work on that street after the accidents, so the houses are all empty, unfinished. It’d cost too much money to finish them, and probably just as much to tear them all down, and . . . and I guess it’s sort of like a ghost town. A ghost street, I guess, of empty houses.”

			“What accidents?”

			“Some construction workers were killed. One guy was electrocuted from faulty wiring, and one guy fell off a roof. One guy was buried alive when a cement truck was dumping foundation. I think a beam of wood fell on a guy and killed him. A lot of negligence, the town said. Oh, and then there were problems with the plumbing, more electrical issues, some underground contamination. Eventually, they just gave up.”

			She looked at me with an unfamiliar kind of concern. “That’s where they found my car.”

			I squeezed her hand. “Yeah. It’s down at the police lot now. They were looking for evidence.”

			She shook her head, as if she thought searching the car was a waste of time.

			“Hannah,” I said softly, “baby, do you want to tell me what happened? Where you’ve been the last two weeks?”

			She yawned. She didn’t meet my eyes. “I’m really tired. We’ll talk more tomorrow.”

			*   *   *

			Early the next morning Detective Mackey met us at the hospital. I spent an hour trying to convince her to get a doctor to examine her, and finally, Hannah—well, the woman who seemed like Hannah but wasn’t, though what else could I call her?—had reluctantly agreed. The doctor and nurses had just finished a basic exam when Mackey arrived. 

			“Well, physically, she’s fine,” Dr. Lawrence told us, just out of her earshot. “No signs of injury or assault, nothing on the rape kit. It would have been better if she’d come in last night, but we can speak with a good degree of certainty that our results are accurate. We also did a CT scan to check for internal injury, and nothing showed up on that, either. Now, her BP and some of the blood panel testing showed levels which were a little off, but not significantly. Likely, it’s due from the stress of whatever she experienced, mild dehydration, poor diet during the time she was missing.”

			“Well, that’s good, right? She’s okay?”

			The doctor hesitated. She was a tall, thin woman with soft eyes but a sharp mouth. That mouth pursed a moment, then said, “There’s no organic injury, but something happened to her. Her pupil response, some of her autonomic responses—those things, like I said, indicate some type of stress event. You may want to have a psychologist examine her as well.”

			I nodded. “Sure, sure. Whatever you think is best.”

			The doctor gave us permission to see her, to speak with her. He let us into the room where she sat, dressed, on the side of the examination table. She looked up when we walked in and for just a second, there was no recognition in her expression. Then it seemed to click into place, who I was, and she smiled weakly.

			“Jonas,” she said. “Can we go?”

			“Not just yet,” I said gently, indicating the big man behind me. “Detective Mackey has a few questions for you.”

			Her smile fell away but she nodded.

			Mackey stepped forward and gave her an uncharacteristic smile. “Mrs. Reeve? I’m Bill Mackey. I’m a detective with Haversham Police. How are you feeling?”

			Hannah shrugged. “Okay, I guess. Better this morning.”

			“Good,” Mackey said, producing a small notebook from his pocket. “Good. I promise not to keep you—I’m sure you’d like to get home. I just have a few questions, okay?”

			“Yes, okay,” she said, and flashed him a glance. There was something feral, something hostile and angry in that look, but if Mackey noticed, he made no sign.

			“Your husband—”

			“Jonas,” Hannah said, as if confirming it.

			“Yes, Jonas. He said you came home last night soaking wet, but it was a dry night. Can you tell me why your hair and clothes were all wet?”

			“I . . . I don’t remember.”

			“Were you by a body of water?”

			“I don’t know. I don’t remember where I was yesterday, before I ended up on our front porch.”

			 “What about before yesterday? Can you remember anything about where you were the day before, or at any point since you left the house on the 17th?”

			She considered it a moment, then said almost sleepily, “A house. Number 17, on the 17th. An empty house.”

			“Where we found your car, correct?”

			“Yes,” Hannah agreed. “I received a text to meet my friend Emily there. It was half-way between where we both were. It made sense at the time. She wanted to return a book.”

			“And I can get Emily’s contact information from Jonas?”  Mackey glanced back at me, and I nodded. “What book was it, if you don’t mind my asking?”

			She gave him that look again, the feral one, the snarling of the eyes, although it was so quick, I might have imagined it. “I don’t remember.”

			“Okay, that’s okay. I can follow up with Emily. Can you tell me anything about what happened when you got to the house?”

			She thought a moment, then shuddered. It wracked her frame, and then was gone. “I got there around 3:30. Emily wasn’t there. Her car wasn’t there. It was cold out, so I waited in the car. And then I . . . I saw something.”  She closed her eyes for several seconds, then opened them slowly. “I got out of the car. I thought . . . I thought . . . ”

			I went to her and squeezed her hand. 

			“It’s okay,” Mackey said. “Just take your time.”

			“I thought I saw Emily lying on the floor in the dark, just inside that house. I thought she was hurt. I don’t know when the door opened, or if it had been open the whole time, or . . . ” she glanced around helplessly, as if the words had abandoned her, “ . . . and her car . . . her car wasn’t there, so if it was Emily, how had she gotten there? So I got out of the car to see.”

			“And what did you see, Mrs. Reeve?”

			“It wasn’t her. It won’t let me tell you everything, but I can tell you this – it wasn’t Emily. It was the part of the angler fish that dangles and dazzles the little fish and lures them in. It was like that. It was a trick, and then there was light, so much light that it blinded me and hurt my head. It filled my head. And then . . . ”  She looked down at her lap.

			“Go ahead, honey,” I said, squeezing her hand.

			“I don’t remember. Then I was on the front porch.”

			Mackey looked up from the notes he had been taking while she talked. The big, unflappable man with the bitter-tasting words looked at her skeptically. “Thank you, Mrs. Reeve. Thanks. I just have one more question, if I may. You said,” he glanced down at his notes again, then back at her. “‘it’ won’t let you tell us everything. What won’t?”

			She shook her head slowly. “I don’t know.”

			*   *   *

			I caught her one evening standing out on the back porch, staring off into some place inside her head. She was so still. Only strands of her hair stirred, lifted by the breeze. She didn’t fidget or shift her weight. It didn’t even look like she was breathing or blinking her eyes. I’m not sure why something so small like that, her not blinking her eyes, should be so unnerving, but it was. Her motionlessness was just so unnatural, like that uncharacteristic hate that flashed in her eyes once in a while and the way her voice seemed to need a few seconds to warm up sometimes in order to mimic Hannah’s real voice.  She moved through the house with a kind of effortless grace she had never before possessed. When you know someone well, you know them by more than sight, you know? You know their smell, the sound of their footsteps on the stairs, the little habitual things they do like chewing on their nails or flipping the same stubborn lock of hair out of their eyes. And you know how they move, how their limbs move. 

			None of these things were Hannah’s; not the smell of her skin nor the tread of her feet, not the habits, which were all absent now, and not the way she moved, as if delicately navigating through razor-blade passageways. My Hannah moved as if the walls would simply jump out of her way. She tripped over tables and bumped into doorframes and cabinet edges. My Hannah would laugh at all her bruises.

			This Hannah had no bruises, and she never laughed.

			*   *   *

			She refused to see a therapist. She said the parts she didn’t remember, she didn’t want to remember. I didn’t push. Maybe I should have, but I didn’t. She was quick to snap or shut down on me, which wasn’t like her, and I admit, I wasn’t sure how to handle it. I thought if I gave her a little space, some time to work things out, she’d come around to her old self and let me in. 

			But then, there was the incident with the coyote. 

			*   *   *

			Coyotes can be found all throughout Pennsylvania, including the southern part where Hannah and I lived, but they were rare. Mostly, they were up north and out by Philly. You could hear their yips and howls, though, once in a while at sunset or once dark had fully set in. They came sniffing around looking for rodents mostly. We had a lot of field mice, given that we had a lot of fields, so I guess the coyotes never had to look too hard to find dinner.

			Now, sure, there have been occasions where coyotes have hurt, even killed, people, but that’s rare. They run off if you make enough noise, and they really aren’t looking for trouble unless you threaten their pups. I’d lived in PA my whole life and never had a problem with a coyote, and I guess I would have expected to live out the rest of my days the same way.

			Hannah didn’t grow up in a rural area. I don’t think she’d ever seen a coyote except maybe at a zoo or something. She was a little scared of wild animals like that—foxes and coyotes, bears, even deer. She liked to take walks, but not at sunset and never at night. She never thought much about the muggers or rapists prowling the urban area where she grew up, but out in the wilds of PA, she was as certain about death by wild animal attack as she was about somehow blowing up her car.

			So you can imagine my surprise when one night in the middle of November, I woke up to find myself alone in bed.

			I panicked; all I could think about was that she’d gone missing again, that whoever or whatever had taken her had come back to finish her off. I leaped out of bed, pulled on a pair of sweatpants, and called her name. I practically sailed down the stairs; I don’t think my feet even touched most of the treads. I threw on lights as I went from room to room, frantically searching for her, until I happened to turn toward the back door and saw the porch light on.

			I paused. I had shut that light off before going to bed. I was sure of that. Come to think of it, I’d closed and locked the back door, too, and it being open now was the reason I could see the porch light in the first place.

			I made my way down the hall, opened the screen door, and stepped out onto the back porch. 

			“Hannah?”

			She was in her nightgown, out on the lawn and crouched over a motionless lump whose fur bristled in stiff spikes. She and the lump were just out of the glow of the porch light, but I could make out dark stains on her chin and chest and all over the furry thing beneath her.

			I took a few steps closer. I didn’t speak. I was afraid to. I was afraid to even breathe.

			It was a coyote, the furry thing, and it was dead. I have to believe it was dead, even though I heard the whimper, because I can’t sleep at night otherwise. She wasn’t eating it, so far as I could see, but from the gore that painted her hands and arms nearly up to the elbows, she had gouged out a big hole in its side and was . . . playing in its entrails, smearing the blood on herself, picking up ropey loops of stuff and twisting and squeezing and then dropping it and moving onto some other part.

			It took all the breath I could muster to repeat her name.

			She looked up at me, and that flash of hatred in her eyes was just like the one she’d given the detective. There was no surprise or guilt or horror in her expression, only annoyance that I had interrupted her.

			“It attacked me,” she said, “and I defended myself.”

			She let me—reluctantly, it seemed—lead her away from the mess and back into the house. I brought her upstairs to the tub and ran water into the basin. Dutifully, she stripped off all her clothes, and as she stepped into the tub and sank into the water, the red and tufts of fur lifting and floating off of her, I couldn’t help but notice there were no defensive injuries. 

			Nothing had attacked her that I could see.

			“You just relax, baby. Clean yourself off. I’ll go take care of the,             uh . . . the carcass.”

			And I did. I left her there in the tub. Truth be told, I couldn’t get away from her fast enough. I used to like to watch her bathe; it was a turn-on, I admit it. But just then, I could barely even look at her. The Hannah I knew would never, could never— 

			But then, that nagging little voice in my head said to me, that’s not Hannah, and you know it.

			And I knew the little voice was right. I don’t know how it was possible, but my Hannah had left for the store, and what had come back was . . . something else. Something feral. Something dangerous.

			I took my gun out back with me and fired one bullet into the coyote’s head. I did it for me as much as for the coyote, because dead things don’t whimper, and you don’t bury things alive if you have an ounce of decency in you.

			Then I got the shovel out of the shed and dug a hole out by the tree line at the back of our property. I dug for a long time, dug until the             callouses on my hands wore off and blisters began to form. I dug until those blisters popped and oozed and bled. And when I thought I could put that dead coyote in the ground deep enough to forget about it, I dropped the shovel by the dirt pile, dragged the carcass to the hole, and tossed it in. With every shovelful of dirt I threw over it, I said a little prayer to the God I had stopped talking to decades ago. In each prayer, I apologized for Hannah if it really was her in there, and for me not being strong enough to do anything to help her. I prayed that if coyotes had souls, this one’s would be at peace. And I prayed that if it wasn’t Hannah in that body in the tub upstairs, that it would go away and my Hannah, the real one, would return.

			I was sweaty and dirty and exhausted by the time I climbed the stairs. The house was quiet and dark. The light in the bathroom was off. I peeked into the bedroom and saw her in a fresh, clean nightgown, soundly asleep. Smooth brow with a single curl dangling over it, a small smile on her face, she looked peaceful, satisfied, content. I told myself she had been through a lot and that she was probably just exhausted.

			I knew that was a lie, but I needed it just then.

			Then I went back to the bathroom, scoured the blood ring from around the tub, rinsed it all away, and took a bath myself. I think I dozed a little. I remember having sick, wrong, awful dreams, dreams of tearing into the flesh of living things, of rolling around in entrails, of climbing into a tub full of blood-water with Hannah and taking her right there, with the red splashing all over us and all over everything, and— 

			When I woke, I felt sore all over. The tub water around me was cold and murky from all the dirt.

			Grave dirt, the voice in my head reminded me, and I grimaced. 

			The sun was coming up outside and the sky was a kind of pink streaked with orange, but I crawled into bed beside Hannah anyway. I was exhausted. 

			She turned over and muttered in her sleep, “Sometimes I’m me, and sometimes, I’m someone else.”

			It took a long time before I could fall asleep.

			*   *   *

			In the movies, things happen very quickly. Three or four threatening instances and the hero confronts the monster, ultimately resulting in a battle to the death. Heaving, bleeding, limping away from the scene, the hero emerges victorious and ready to move on from the whole mess into a bright new happy future.

			Real life doesn’t work that way.

			I put up with the imposter Hannah for a year. When she fainted at Christmas dinner after fielding a number of family questions about her disappearance, I put her to bed, even though I knew she was faking it. When on New Year’s Eve, our friend Bobby made some insensitive comment about those missing weeks in her life and where she might have been, I saw that flash of hatred, that glimpse in her eyes of someone else’s soul. When Bobby’s car crashed early that morning on the way home, I ignored the small, self-satisfied smile behind her words. 

			I ignored how she bit and clawed me up while making love on Valentine’s Day. It was the first time we’d had any real sexual contact since her disappearance. I’d let her move at her own pace, held back and let her initiate when she was ready. And she had, but that wild thing that rode me like a writhing demon was not my gentle, loving Hannah. And I pushed it aside, because it was the closest, physically, I had been to her in so, so long.

			She burned a house down with an old woman inside it that July. I couldn’t prove it was Hannah who did it, but when she told me about it, she said something to the effect of, “nosy bitch, serves her right” before walking away with her coffee. 

			Oh, and she drank coffee. My Hannah had never, in all the time I’d known her, drunk coffee. She didn’t like the bitterness of it. She preferred tea.

			She started going out at night, prowling the neighborhood, although for what, I wasn’t sure. She claimed she was taking walks to get fresh air and exercise, that she was feeling cooped up and needed to get out. When I asked her if she was ready to go back to work yet, she considered it and nodded, but I never saw her at her laptop. I never heard her typing anything. 

			You might be wondering, and rightly so, I imagine, why I didn’t do something after the coyote. I don’t have a good answer for that, not really. I could tell you that both my parents were dead, as was my only brother, and that, in fact, I had no living relatives and no close friends. I could tell you that I was afraid to tell anyone, least of all a doctor or Detective Mackey, what I was afraid was happening in my house. I could tell you that every time I brought up one of these differences in her, she had a plausible reason for the change. She was hyperaware of her surroundings since her “accident,” as she called it, and so was more careful in her movements. Tea reminded her of leaving to go get milk, so she’d switched to coffee. She got headaches—that, supposedly, was what I was seeing in those hateful glances. And I wanted to believe.

			See, Hannah—my Hannah—didn’t really need me, despite all the things I knew so well about her. I was the one who needed her. She understood me and loved me in spite of myself. She wanted to take care of me and make me happy. She wanted what was best for me. She wanted to know my thoughts, my feelings. And sometimes I had taken that for granted. Sometimes it seemed overwhelming, like she was mothering me, and I pushed it away. But I loved her for it anyway. I loved her for loving me unconditionally, and I needed her. When I lost her, I lost a big part of myself and I felt like I was . . . fading away. Body and soul, I felt like I was deteriorating, ceasing to be. 

			What I got back when she returned was nothing compared to the real Hannah, but it was still so much more than when there was no Hannah at all, and I couldn’t . . . I guess I couldn’t risk losing everything, losing me, again.

			So I let it go, all the way up until Halloween, the one-year anniversary of her return.

			*   *   *

			The imposter Hannah didn’t carve jack-o’-lanterns or decorate the house. She didn’t turn on the porch light. She didn’t stand by the window and coo about all the cute costumes. Instead, she told me she was going out. When I asked where, she just smiled and said, “For a walk.”

			“No.”

			She turned and looked at me, surprised. “What?”

			I got between her and the front door and repeated, “No. We need to talk.”

			That flash of someone—something—else inside her again. “Can’t it wait, darling? I could really use some cool, fresh air.”

			“Hannah hates the cold,” I said.

			For a moment, she stared at me quite convincingly like she thought I was crazy.

			“I’m tired of playing this game,” I told her. 

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			“Come on,” I said, groaning. “You’re not Hannah. You know it. I know it. What I want to know is, who are you really, and what did you do to her?”

			“Jonas, I—”

			“I’m guessing she’s dead,” I said in a voice barely above a whisper. It was the first time I had verbalized it or even entertained the thought. “Otherwise, she would have come back to me. Just tell me the truth, okay? I’m sick of all the fucked-up games. Just tell me who you are.”

			An odd expression passed over her face, something not quite like defeat. Bored resignation, maybe, would be closer, but there was something malicious there, too.

			“Not who. What.”  She turned from me and laid her coat over the back of a nearby chair. “I don’t know if Hannah is dead, but I’d assume there’s nothing left of her by now. We absorb so much, you see, and the rest just . . . fades away.”

			I had braced myself for something horrible, some spy-movie-type body-double switch of some kind, but hearing the words and how strange they sounded in a really good approximation of Hannah’s voice broke something inside me. “What are you talking about?”

			She smiled. It wasn’t Hannah’s smile at all. “We had intended to take the one called Emily. She was, after all, in possession of the rites which summon us. Emily had lost a baby. I’m sure Hannah told you.”

			“She didn’t.”

			The imposter Hannah shrugged. “Grief is a powerful connection to other realms. As strong, I’d say as love or guilt. Or hate.”  She took a step closer to me, and it took everything inside me not to shudder and flinch away. “We come unformed, faceless, nameless, and we take the place of those who wish to trade. We give them the peace of death, or so they believe. And we take their life.”

			“But Hannah,” I protested. “She wasn’t grieving. She was happy. She’d only gone out for milk, for chrissakes.”

			The Hannah-creature frowned. “Why do you think she wanted the book Emily had? The book of rites?”

			“That’s a lie!”  I lunged at her, but a single palm on my chest arrested all movement. I tingled all over but couldn’t lift my arms. Panic welled up in my chest. “Let me go,” I mumbled through numbing lips.

			“You wanted the truth. Now stand there and hear it.”  She turned and walked toward the couch, sitting demurely, Hannah’s big, beautiful blue eyes looking me up and down as she spoke. “In the end, it didn’t matter to us whether Hannah wanted it or not. Emily summoned us, then killed herself before she could go through with the trade. Rather cowardly, and quite an inconvenience. But . . . life is tempting, Jonas. And Hannah had a perfectly good one to trade. So I took it.”

			“You killed her.”

			“I absorbed what I could and left what I couldn’t. That is the trade. I don’t know where human souls go, but they don’t stay here for long.”

			The tingling was wearing off, but I kept very still. “And you thought you could just go around pretending to be Hannah for, what? The rest of her lifetime?”

			She laughed. “Oh no, darling. We go on. We go on and on and on. I might have chosen a neighbor next, or our child, should we have had one. Once we’re here, we’re here to stay.”

			“What are you?” I whispered. 

			“I think you know.”

			The word formed in my head. Doppelgänger. I think she put it there.

			In the wake of the word, everything else she’d told me came crashing down on me. The loss, the true understanding of Hannah’s fate, the emptiness, the loneliness. I felt the grief. I felt myself fading.

			“Take me,” I said.

			She looked startled. “What?”

			I swallowed the lump in my throat and said,  “Take me instead. Without Hannah, I have nothing. I am nothing. I’m going to fade away just as surely as she did. So . . . take me. Whatever’s left can go be with whatever’s left of her, and whatever’s worth carrying on . . . I’ll give it to you. I’ll trade. I’ll trade with you.”

			The thing pretending to be Hannah considered this a moment, then nodded slowly. “Okay. Let’s trade.”  And she got up from the couch, a glowing whiteness all around her. It was so bright that I had to close my eyes and turn away. 

			I never really saw her coming.

			*   *   *

			I don’t know where souls go when doppelgängers absorb the physical parts of people. It never really occurred to me that there were vastly different places to go, or places so big it would take centuries to find your loved ones. I’ve been here in the mists for a long time, telling my story to folks like you in case you’ve seen her or know of her and can point me in her direction. And to hold on, I guess, to what I can remember is left of me. Mostly, though, it’s for her.

			I need to find her. I can’t stand her being lost to me again. I miss her so much . . . I’m fading into nothing, even here beyond death, without her. 

			What’s left of me is unformed, faceless, nameless.  

			I need her.
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			Night Boy

		

		
			Errick Nunnally
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			Mama showed him the cape and cowl a week before Halloween.

			She asked, “Well, what do you think?”

			Maurice ran his fingers along the dark material and traced the navy blue stitching on the sides of the cowl. She’d done a stunning job replicating the shape of the mask. He’d been on the fence about the cape, but it was the version of the costume Mama knew best and she’d followed that design. He marveled at how she managed to get the sides of the mask to stand up like stylized ears.

			“It’s amazing, Mama.” Maurice stepped back, admiring the outfit as she held it higher.

			“Here, you have to try it on. I need to make sure it fits.” She waved him closer.

			As the cowl slipped over his head and the weight of the cape settled on his bony, twelve-year-old shoulders, his back straightened. He felt more focused than at any other time in his life. The weight of responsibility settled deep into his heart. He wanted to say something, but the words wouldn’t find his mouth.

			Mama tugged at the back of his head and between his shoulders. “It seems a little tight here. How does it feel around your neck?”

			“It’s a little tight,” he said with as much baritone as he could muster.

			“Oh, is that the voice?”

			“Uh-huh.” Maurice continued to stand stock-straight.

			“Can you see out of it?”

			“Perfectly,” he said.

			“Well, I’ll let it out a bit in the neck, maybe add some padding. It’s bunching a little back here.” Mama patted the back of his head. “This comic-book dude you like ain’t got an afro like you. I’mma call your daddy to come take you to the barber. I know this’ll fit your big head okay after that.” 

			Maurice looked over his shoulder and grinned. The material around his neck pinched and he understood what Mama had been referring to. He held up the extended collar, wishing it would stand on its own, but otherwise it was still cool and accurate.

			“Okay, okay, take that off. You don’t get to see it again until Halloween.”

			The cowl slipped over his head and Maurice felt vulnerable, like a suit of armor had been lifted from his shoulders. The responsibility remained, however, he still felt it deep in his heart. In seven days, he would have his armor back. 

			They were the longest seven days of his life.

			*   *   *

			Pop walked with him to Blue Hill Avenue. The barbershop was barely a block, to the right. He was a tall, slim man—like most in the neighborhood. He had a groomed mustache and soul patch, at least seven inches of afro on his head. Maurice struggled to keep up with Pop’s stride. It was unseasonably warm and he could feel the prickle of sweat blooming under his arms.

			Micronauts, Star Wars, and comic books drove Maurice’s imagination, but they rarely reflected the life he knew, his family and friends, or his neighborhood. This year, Star Wars dominated the costume racks, followed by the usual suspects of werewolves, Frankensteins, and Draculas. A few of the big superheroes too, but nothing like what Mama had made for him, nothing as cool as that.

			“You hear me, Son?”

			“Huh?”

			“Boy . . . ” Pop hooked a playful swipe at the back of Maurice’s head.

			Maurice ducked and danced away. “Sorry, Pop!”

			“Which one o’ them toys or comics or whatever was you thinkin’ of this time?”

			Busted. Maurice grinned. “There’s a new Acroyear out.”

			“Yeah, ‘s what I thought. C’mere, Son.” Pop held out his arm.

			Being tucked under Pop’s arm was a rarity nowadays. The men of the neighborhood kept their affection reigned tighter with their sons as they grew older.

			“Listen, Son, I know you like Halloween and all, but ain’t you gettin’ a little old for that?”

			Maurice squirmed a little and said, “No.”

			“Huh. Okay. You remember what happened when you were six, right?” Pop squeezed his shoulder.

			“Yeah,” Maurice answered. 

			He’d never forgotten the two older boys who’d cornered him and his two friends and stolen their candy. The culprits couldn’t have been much older than he was now. Both had worn monster masks—one the wolfman, the other Frankenstein. Maurice remembered one of them saying, “Gimme whatchu got” and pushed Billy to the ground when he wouldn’t give his bag up so easily. The monsters had walked away, laughing and twirling their bags, as Maurice ran home to tell Pop. Through tears he’d recounted the terrifying incident. He never shared how much the incident had troubled him, how afraid it had made him, the anxiety and embarrassment he felt whenever dealing with older boys.

			Pop hadn’t hesitated. They’d climbed into Pop’s car and canvassed the neighborhood, trying to spot the culprits, but they were gone. Pop was furious and determined to find them and make them pay. At times, he seemed as angry with Maurice as the kids who’d stolen from him, demanding that he remember what they were wearing, how tall they were, or what kind of shoes they were wearing. Maurice had never felt smaller than in that passenger seat, struggling to remember any details other than the rubber masks and the smothering fear of being threatened by strangers.

			For three years afterward, Pop or Mama had walked the neighborhood with him until he became too embarrassed of their company.

			“So watchu gonna do if someone comes up to take your candy this time?”

			Maurice shrugged, a reflex when he felt cornered and vulnerable. Pop pushed him to arm’s length.

			“You don’t know? All them karate lessons you been takin’ and you don’t know? What the hell you been doin’ those classes the past two years for?”

			Maurice could see the fury in Pop’s eyes, the same anger that drove him out of the house to hunt the kids who’d wronged his son. The same as powered any interrogation of his son. He wondered why his father had decided to ask him this now and not the previous few years. Why now.

			“I ain’t gonna let no one take my candy.”

			Pop glared for a few seconds longer and said, “Okay, Son, okay.” He paused and heaved a deep sigh. “Let’s go get that hedge trimmed. C’mon.”

			They walked the rest of the way in silence.

			*   *   *

			Over the summer, Maurice had been fiddling with a black leather belt his father had abandoned when he moved out. He knew it would go perfectly with his costume. He tinkered together two pouches that would sit at the small of his back, using materials from an old leatherworking kit that had been a Christmas gift and some skills honed at summer camp. The two blacks didn’t match, but that wouldn’t matter. He filled one pouch with black pepper, cayenne, and red pepper flakes snuck from his grandmother’s kitchen. In the other pouch, he dropped a handful of jawbreaker-sized ball bearings his uncle had given him. Gadgets for nonexistent villains, imaginings that made the costume feel more authentic. A loop and fresh batteries settled his flashlight. He added some clothesline rope leftover from a project his uncle had worked on with Pop. They’d strung rope from the second floor of the triple-decker to a pulley in the backyard. Maurice had always wanted to zipline down it. Somehow his parents just knew. As soon as they’d strung it up, Mama cornered him and sternly reminded him that the line was not for little boys, only clothing, that it wouldn’t hold his weight.

			The television popped on in the living room. Rapid-fire clicking let him know that Mama was spinning the dial fast. She settled on a channel and sighed as she sank into the couch.

			Maurice dug through his drawers for black clothing. He found a thermal top and a black tee-shirt with a white Camaro on it. He stripped off his top and pulled on the thermal, then the tee-shirt over it. The Camaro ruined the look. The king never wore an emblem on his chest. He dragged the tee over his head, turned it inside out and pulled it back on. All black. Better. The cape and darkness would hide the obvious seams. He had an old pair of black sweatpants that were too short in the legs. He pulled a pair of his father’s old dress socks over his sneakers and tucked the sweats into the top. A few slashes in the socks provided traction. Now if he could find gloves . . . 

			“Mama!”

			Mama sighed and said, “If you have a question, come see me. Our house ain’t that big.”

			Maurice trotted into the living room. “Do you have any black gloves?”

			“You mean winter gloves?”

			“No, something thinner.”

			She stared at the television for a few seconds and said, “No.”

			Maurice grunted and turned from the room.

			“Wait,” Mama said. “I might have something. I’ll go get it during a commercial.”

			Maurice sat down to wait. Mama was watching Donny and Marie, a show he rarely found entertaining and wondered why Mama was even interested in such boring, white-people entertainment shows anyway. She’d usually listen to Stevie Wonder or Earth, Wind & Fire, music that was nothing like the Osmonds. The commercial break came up. Mama heaved herself off the sofa and glided on stockings and skinny legs into her bedroom. Maurice stood and waited.

			She came back and handed him a tight bundle of soft material.

			“Here,” Mama said, “you can have these and do whatever you want with ‘em.”

			Maurice unwrapped the silken bundle to reveal long, formal gloves, entirely black. “You don’t want these any more?”

			“Nope,” Mama said, settling down on the couch. “Now lemme watch my show.”

			Maurice retreated to his room and laid the gloves out on his bed. They were long, with a dull shine. Formal wear for women. He pulled one on and it extended past his elbow. He tried on the other glove then rolled them both down. They fit comfortably, but he noticed how slippery everything felt and that wouldn’t do. 

			Modifications needed. He thought about it for a moment, casting about the room. His eyes settled on a pair of scissors. He’d snip the tips off so his fingers could find purchase on things.

			*   *   *

			During Halloween day, the youngest kids were allowed to wear their costumes to school. The teachers thought it was cute. Some of his classmates made fun of the kids, judging their costumes, wondering what was wrong with their mothers that they’d allow them to leave the house like that, and what was that outfit supposed to be anyway? It was easy to tell which kids had parents or grandparents willing to chip in for a new costume and who got something off the clearance rack. The cheap costumes wouldn’t last the night. 

			The familiar spectrum of brown faces were now obscured by white plastic white faces. Superman, Grizzly Adams, a few Bionic Men, and at least a dozen Luke Skywalkers and Han Solos. Here and there a Princess Leia or Wonder Woman and some generic monsters, witches, and mummies.

			Maurice watched the clock, his knee a jackhammer of impatience.

			“Hey, what’re you doing tonight?”

			Maurice looked at Mike like he’d just beamed in from the Enterprise. They had study-hall together during the last period. Mike had been one of the boys with him when the monster masks stole their candy. Their birthdays were within one month of each other, they were the same age.

			“I’m gonna go out and get some candy,” Maurice said.

			“Really?”

			“Yeah, really.” Maurice turned in his seat to face Mike. “You not?”

			Mike squirmed a bit in his seat and shrugged. He’d become more interested in records and girls than anything else in the past year, and balling with the older boys on the court.

			“Seems like it’s for little kids, y’know? We gettin’ too old for that, man.”

			“No we ain’t.” Maurice dismissed Mike’s opinion with a sharp sucking of his teeth.

			“Remember when those dudes stole our candy?”

			“I remember.” Maurice felt his stomach flip. The memory always set something loose in his guts.

			“Billy ain’t goin’ neither.”

			Maurice had expected Mike to be down on the whole idea. He’d spent more of the past year chasing his teens than hanging out with them. But Billy too? That hurt. When had that happened?

			“We was talkin’ last week and neither of us got a costume and we didn’t wanna be knockin’ on people’s doors and beggin’ for candy no more.”

			“My mama helped me make a costume, it’s really cool.”

			“You finally did that? Man, don’t nobody even know who that comic book character is.”

			The bell rang. Maurice stared at Mike for a moment more and said, “Yeah, fine, whatever.”

			“You don’t gotta be a bitch about it. Billy was ‘posed to tell you hisself.”

			Maurice shook his head, shouldered his bag and left the building. When he got home, Mama told him Billy had called. Maurice wasn’t going to call him back. He was going to be alone on Halloween and he was going to collect more candy than they’d ever seen. That would show them.

			Both of those clowns still love candy and they ain’t gettin’ none of mine, Maurice thought.

			He double-checked his outfit, trying for patience while waiting for the night to fall. When he pulled the costume on, he felt whole and present. It was time.

			“Mama, I’m going!”

			“You be back before nine. You hear me? You call Billy back?”

			Maurice clenched his teeth. If he were to be honest, he’d tell Mama the truth and be done with it, but embarrassment won the night. Honesty wasn’t a mood he was willing to entertain without a friend at his side. He opted for somewhere in between as an answer. “I’mma go meet up with them!” 

			Out the door he went, his mother’s warning to be careful echoing in his ears. On the street, he searched his feelings for confidence and found it in a car window’s reflection. Up and down the street, groups of kids wandered from house to house, unencumbered by parents. Everyone knew the neighborhood—even if not everyone knew each other. Maurice’s home was the first street parallel to Norfolk and five blocks before Blue Hill Ave. He opted to start on the next block and work his way up and down the streets towards Blue. Then he could turn back.

			There were only a few porch lights lit on Sutton Street and meager handfuls of candy. Wildwood wasn’t any better. Leston was worse. Back at the top he looked down the last block towards Blue. A wall of darkness looked back. When they were younger, that murkiness was a no-go zone, the perennial warning to turn back. At night, misplaced streetlights failed to illuminate the final half block.

			During the day, what lurked in that stretch of the neighborhood were two worn-down triple deckers bearing tenants as ravaged as their facades. Two empty lots and broken chain-link fences full of weeds. The wild plants were taller than anyone he knew. The weeds bent over the sidewalk trying to escape the overcrowding behind them and finding only concrete and asphalt.

			Tonight was different, he was a creature of the dark, a part of the night. A panther, the hunter. Maurice crouched and zipped through the gloom. A surprised voice from a darkened porch startled him. 

			“Oh, shit, you see that?”

			He didn’t break stride. Maurice realized that what he was wearing made him nearly invisible in the dark. In no time at all, he was on the avenue, his breath inside the mask, pushing hot up his face. His trick-or-treat bag tapped lightly against his knee, a reminder of the meager haul thus far. In the past, it was time to head home, but this was the future and he was king. 

			There were two more streets he could try before tapping out, but only time to canvas one of them. On the avenue, no one went door-to-door, but the next street was a different matter. Hosmer was something of an outlier in the neighborhood. An outlier he didn’t spend much time on, it was other people’s regular territory. Everyone knew the street, sure, but not many knew someone on the street. After covering their own part of the neighborhood, he could never convince anyone to keep going up to Hosmer where the houses were slightly more well kept and most of the yards had green grass instead of trampled dirt and weeds. This night, it was a long street of lit up porches and dozens of kids going door-to-door. Muffled cries of “trick-or-treat” sang from grade school mouths.

			Maurice leaned in. At every house he was asked some version of “What are you supposed to be?” or “Who are you supposed to be?” Even kids on the streets posed the question on occasion.

			“Who you ‘posed to be?”

			“He Batman!”

			“Naw, his mask ain’t open down here, the cape’s too short, and it ain’t got points like a bat wing!”

			“But lookit the belt!”

			“It’s black. And that collar? I’m tellin’ you that ain’t Batman! He’s, like, Night Boy or somethin.’”

			I am not Night Boy, he thought, I am the bearer of a nation. He left all the commentary on the street at his back as he cruised from house to house diligently calling for tricks or treats. With three houses left, his bag threatened to tear from the weight of candy. He wasn’t sure how much was good candy—chocolates, caramels, hard—or the weird stuff—candy alternatives such as apples or toothbrushes. It didn’t matter, the haul was worth it.

			Ten minutes before his curfew, he found himself on the corner of Norfolk and Hosmer. The old farm on the corner, another oddity attached to Hosmer, remained obscured and dark. The side facing Hosmer had a gigantic, twisted hedgerow. The entire property was overgrown, stippled with trees, and set far back from the street with a low stone wall and high chain-link fence closing off the property. It looked like a mansion in comparison to the triple deckers around it and across from a three-story brick apartment building. White people lived there, he knew, they’d seen them come and go, but no one seemed to know them.

			“Gimme whatchu got.”

			The words sent a chill down his spine, the center of his stomach collapsed until he felt the pressure build in his pelvis. It was as if reality were dropping out of him and dragging his soul into despair. He looked up and didn’t see anyone, he was alone. The voices had come from behind him, around the other side of the hedges on the sidewalk. His heart raced as he peeked around the corner, seeing a small group of figures in the shadow of the trees. He heard sobbing as two boys, one wearing a Frankenstein mask, the other, a wolfman, loomed over four kids at least half Maurice’s age. 

			The world shrank into a tight, dark bubble around him. He could still feel the sting of his father’s words and his friends’ rejection of the night, adding to the trauma of nearly half his life ago.

			Maurice stopped thinking and put his candy down. He remembered whose costume he wore and what that represented. He was the king of a mighty nation, its stealthy protector, and there were wrongs afoot.

			The smallest boy, dressed like a clown, was crying, spinning up to a frantic full body grief. He jogged in place, little red plastic shoes clacking on the sidewalk.

			Next to him, a girl dressed like a ragdoll said, “No.”

			As Maruice pushed into the bushes, he monitored the rest of the confrontation on the other side of the wall.

			“Dumb little bitch.” Frankenstein pushed the girl and she tumbled into the fence before hitting the sidewalk, exclaiming in pain.

			Through the fence, and over the short wall, Maurice could barely see the kids, but Frankenstein and Werewolf were head and shoulders above. The other two kids—an X-Wing pilot and Chewbacca—stood stiff and afraid. He pulled the rope from his belt, curved it into a loop and made a locking knot, another skill picked up over summer camps. No one could see or hear him on this side of the fence as he mounted the stone wall.

			Frankenstein grabbed the little clown’s bag while the wolfman guffawed and snatched the ragdoll’s bag. The girl shouted, No, again through her tears and kicked at the wolf’s shins. He pulled his leg back to kick and the pilot lunged at his legs to defend her.

			The panther made his move, dropping down on Wolfman’s back. He set the loop around the neck of the older boy. Wolfman stumbled forward and Maurice helped him with a foot to his backside. The rope tightened and stayed. It wouldn’t kill him, but it would hold his attention.

			Frankenstein jumped back in surprise and said, “The fuck—?”

			The panther crouched and rushed the monster.

			“Whoa!” Frankenstein put his hands out.

			He kicked hard into Frankenstein’s crotch. The monster doubled over, but didn’t fall.

			“Go! Go now, move!” The panther herded the children ahead of him.

			The kids gathered themselves up and ran towards Hosmer Street. 

			Wolfman snagged one of Maurice’s legs and he scraped his knees in the fall. Wolfman snatched the rope from around his neck and growled a few curse words. Maurice didn’t see the older boy’s fist coming and all he could hear was the dull thwack of knuckles on his face.

			His sight flashed bright white and purple. The punch lit up his left eye and torqued his neck. Pain sizzled across his face and head. He fell into the fence and the wolfman gathered him up.

			“You stupid little motherfucker, I’mma kick yo’ ass!” Wolfman snarled into the smaller boy’s masked face and cocked his fist to strike again.

			The panther didn’t waste time with chatter, no snappy comebacks or fancy moves. He jammed a handful of hot spices into Wolfman’s eyes and twisted his rubber mask sideways. The older boy screamed and stumbled backwards, towards Frankenstein. The panther pushed as hard as he could and Wolfman’s head cracked into Frankenstein’s nose. Both fell to the sidewalk.

			Maurice loosed his flashlight from its loop and shined it in the older boys’ faces, but it was the panther that spoke.

			“No more! You stay away from us and Halloween.”

			The monsters groaned in response. Frankenstein had pulled his mask up to try and stay the blood that flowed from his nose into his mouth and onto his chest. Wolfman pulled his mask off entirely and sat hissing, trying not to rub his eyes.

			Maurice hustled around the corner and nearly ran into the group of kids he thought had fled. He scooped up his bag and started herding them again.

			Ragdoll jumped up and down, resisting motion and said, “Our candy!”

			The rest of the kids joined in the chorus, afraid to go back, but desperate to collect their treats.

			“Here.” Maurice held out his weighty, sagging bag to her and said, “Share this.”

			An adult voice snapped all of their attention. “Sherry! Where’d you go? I told you to get your little brother home. And who the hell is this?”

			Maurice didn’t know what to say, the panther was no help here. He held his tongue. Sherry’s balding father had a thick mustache and middle, but he was tall and his arms looked like tree trunks. The little clown ran into his father’s legs, tangling the tall man up.

			Sherry said, “Daddy! Some older boys stole our candy and this boy stopped them and then he gave us his and he stopped those boys!”

			“What? Where?”

			“‘Round the corner, Daddy!” Her little brother pointed towards Norfolk.

			“You get home. Now. And you come with me.” The man reached for Maurice. “Hey!”

			The panther dodged the hand and rolled onto a car. His sneakers squeaked on a windshield as he ran across the top, leapt to another car, and in three steps, was on the street, sprinting for home.

			Maurice recognized the little clown’s voice at his back. “Whoa, did you see that, Daddy?”

			*   *   *

			Maurice pounded up the steps to his home, heart racing. Sweat, debris, dirt, and blood soiled his costume. He rushed inside and closed the door. Mama stood hunched in the hallway, a serious look on her face.

			“Why was you makin’ all that noise comin’ in?”

			Maurice just leaned on the door, catching his breath.

			Mama read the state of him and rushed over. “Boy, what happened?” She tugged at the cowl, pulling it over his head. Her breath hitched when she saw his wounds. He had no idea what he looked like.

			Mama cradled his face and spoke very loudly. “Were you in a fight? Are you okay? My God…”

			“I’m fine, Mama.” He grinned. “I just—”

			“What? You just what? Come here.” She pulled him towards the bathroom. “Wash your face. I have to grab a swab. Did someone steal your candy again? I’m finna call your father . . . ”

			He looked in the mirror over the sink as he ran the hot water. His left eye swelled and there was a small cut above his eyebrow that left a smeared trail down to his cheek. Bits of the costume’s material clung to his face, some in the wound. A few splashes of water washed most of the debris away, just as his mother reappeared with a cotton swab and bandage.

			Maurice looked into the mirror at his mother’s eyes and said, “I was the Black Panther tonight, Mama. I helped some kids and gave them my candy.”

			“Oh, really?” She guided him to sit on the toilet seat and swabbed at this cut. “They fight you for that privilege?”

			“No, Mama.” Maurice smiled.

			She straightened and looked from the bloody swab to her son’s smiling face. “Someone took their candy. And you . . . You . . . ” She shook her head, unbelieving. “What’d they look like?”

			Maurice took a deep breath and said, “Frankenstein and Wolfman.”

			“Oh. My. God.”

			Maurice grinned and nodded.

			“I am definitely calling your father.” She dabbed at his brow with the cotton swab.
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			Leaving an older sibling to watch a younger one on Halloween is a terrible idea. This was made clear with every horror movie I had to sit through before my older brother and his friends took me out for rushed-through trick-or-treating when half the lights were already off. And only the crappy candy was left in the “take one” bowls.

			My parents, of course, never took my complaints seriously. Not only was Derek the cool kid at school, but he was the good kid at home. Me? At the Norman Rockwell Museum, on a class trip, I saw this picture of a girl with pig-tails, a black eye, and wearing what Dad would call a “shit-eating grin” sitting proudly outside the principal’s office. That’s me.

			If nothing else, my brother’s Halloween horror movie sessions taught me girls are pretty well screwed no matter what, but smarter troublemakers tended to live a little longer.

			Derek was also only two years older than me, so having him “babysit” was just plain insulting to both of us. And my parents started that bull when I was nine and he was eleven. 

			If I played along, though, I sometimes would just get treated almost like one of the guys. Being “one of the guys” was another key survival point. But it was always almost like. The slightest transgression would recast me as “annoying little sister.” The Evil Dead movies taught me about the fate of annoying little sisters. Derek might’ve felt a little guilty about making me watch those—at least the first one—last year, but that didn’t stop him from reminding me if I told Mom and Dad, it’d be my word against his. We both knew how that conversation would go.

			As aggravating Derek and his friends were, they were still the closest I had to friends. And Derek knew it, though he never threw that fact in my face. Probably because his good grades depended on me doing his homework, particularly math and science. I was in all the top classes my middle school offered and bored out of my mind—thus my regularity in the principal’s office. Nothing makes a girl more of a social pariah than being a hard core nerd. And quoting horror movies that were in theatres before she was born.

			My thirteenth Halloween would be my last chance at trick-or-treating. I’d be in high school the following year, and at least in my town, that was the cutoff for the night of free candy. Unless you could pass as younger and/or had younger siblings you needed to take out, both dead ends for me. Not only was I the baby, but the puberty fairy had hit me hard over the summer.

			Going from flat to, well, utterly skipping any “training” bra phase? Makes a girl even more hated and is so distracting that she gets sent to the office even more often. But I would make the most of it for my swan song trick-or-treating costume—hopefully garnering the respect of Derek and friends so they might maybe take me out at a reasonable time. I spent weeks putting together cosplay for Laurie Strode; Jamie Lee Curtis was the most classic badass character and actress I knew. I’d fill out the blue button-down, and now I was tall enough and had the hips to pull off the vintage flared jeans I’d found at Salvation Army. 

			But as most girls my age knew, the puberty fairy is a bloody bitch. Literally. Waking up with cramps, a breakout, and not-corn-syrup-based blood would be enough to ruin any Friday. By the time I got home from classes, I was already shaking from suppressing the urge to either punch everyone or melt into tears. Trying to iron and lighten my unruly dark-brown curls was an act of war. When Mom popped her head in to say “goodbye” before she and Dad left for her work party, I looked so pitiful she came in and helped. More experienced than I in make-up and hair mastery, she and Dad only left twenty minutes or so later than planned. And my confidence was returning; I looked freaking badass.

			Tom and Billy were already on the couch with Derek. They wished my parents a good time, promising not to let me stay out too late or watch anything too scary. Hilarious.

			While Derek gave me a chiding look for having delayed our parents’ exit, Tom and Billy recognized my character right away. Tom even got off the couch to look at the slash down my arm, giving it a “pretty good” of approval.

			Before Tom sat back down, Brian arrived. Brian was a year older than my brother, Tom, and Billy, but the same grade. He’d joined the group in high school, having changed schools or something and repeating his freshman year. Brian was also the curator of all the movies we watched, thanks to his parents never limiting his streaming access or never checking to see what he was watching.

			Brian gave me a onceover—twice, I noticed proudly—and a smirking nod of approval before announcing he’d managed to download a director’s cut of Cannibal Holocaust.

			I did not want to watch Cannibal Holocaust. I looked it up while Derek put in our Chinese food order on Mom’s card, our usual tradition for the holiday. All the animal deaths in it were real, on top of lots of other things I was in absolutely no mood to watch. 

			Derek frowned, looking at his own phone, scrunching his nose in distaste and mentally weighing an argument. He knew how such a conversation would go.

			Tom was the first to speak up. “Are we sure we should watch that with Dinah?” I’d like to think he meant well, but that was just a set up for...

			“Di’s a big girl,” scoffed Billy, who leveled a semi-threatening gaze at me. “You’re not going to whine to Mommy and Daddy about a little violence, are you?”

			To which I had no choice but to respond, “Of course I can handle it. And I’m not going to say anything to Mom and Dad.” But then I was struck with inspiration. I lowered my eyes and tried to look penitent.         “Though . . . I did have nightmares last year . . . I don’t remember being scared, but . . . I think that’s why Mom specifically said ‘nothing too scary’ this year.” I threw deeply apologetic eyes at Tom and Billy, who’d heard her say it. And who I was banking on wouldn’t recall she said it every year. 

			Derek would know, of course, but I was also banking on his lack of enthusiasm for the movie choice. And his willingness to let me take the flack for arguing with the guys. “But you didn’t tell them anything?” he growled at me, letting the conversation play out.

			“No! Like I said . . . I wouldn’t. Maybe, though . . . I mean, this is my last trick-or-treating night, y’know? What if we just did a quick round early, right after we eat, and then came back, and you guys could just watch it without me?” Please let me have my last trick-or-treat night, guys? Pleeease? I tried to psychically beg.

			“And what’re we going to watch while we wait for food and eat?” Billy complained.

			“The new Creepshow is streaming again tonight,” Derek offered. “We can stream it on our account, and then I’ll have that to show my parents what we watched. In case Di has any more nightmares.” He gave me a condescending glare. But he was backing me, so I took it as a win. When the others balked, he added, “It’s by the Walking Dead guy, so it’ll still be gross.”

			They agreed with that. Things were going well; Creepshow was a lot of fun and the Chinese food was salty, greasy perfection. As we were debating last helpings and leftover dispersal, however, Billy said, “Soooooooo,         Di . . . exactly how tied are you to trick-or-treating tonight?”

			I shot him my harshest death glare and clenched a fist at my side. I’d never for-real punched one of the guys, but the way tonight was going...

			He wasn’t even looking at me though. His attention was, like it almost always annoyingly was, on his phone. “There’s a break-in with reported gunfire two blocks away from the Anderson house.”

			Reported gunfire in that part of the neighborhood was unusual enough to get our attention. But the glint in Billy’s eyes when he looked up from the phone suggested that he wasn’t proposing we skip trick-or-treating for safety concerns.

			When we failed to jump in excitement or whatever Billy expected, he sighed and explained, “The police are deployed to the scene. That means there won’t be a detail outside the Anderson house.”

			The Anderson house was that house in every semi-decent suburb (at least every semi-decent suburb in every horror movie, as well as the one I lived in): a dilapidated wreck with a tragic and terrifying history. The back rooms were nothing but burned house bones, usually covered with tarps that got replaced whenever a new contracting company came in with big plans. It hadn’t been taken down due to alleged paranormal issues whenever someone tried to level it and rebuild.

			I didn’t like where Billy was going, but I knew better than to say anything. I was already on the brink of being the “annoying little sister” for tonight’s activities. 

			The others said nothing either, but their faces wore various levels of taboo excitement.

			Billy continued, “If we cut through Driscoll Park, we won’t run into any cops. If, say, we wanted to explore the most haunted house in all of Dunfield.”

			Then came the moment of sibling betrayal. A grin spread across      Derek’s face. “You’re not going to bitch to Mom and Dad about not trick-or-treating, are you, Di? I mean . . . haunted house, right?” He looked at me with equal parts threat and temptation.

			He’d had fourteen years of trick-or-treating; I would only have twelve. Still, I knew better than to argue.

			Putting on my most chill expression, I shrugged, “Nah. This sounds fun.”

			While the guys hastily packed food, I snuck to the bathroom and make sure I was protected from “womanly” embarrassment. I didn’t want to see their response if a little Carrie soaked through my Halloween. At least my outfit allowed for an unplanned hike through the wooded area of Driscoll Park.

			I thought about the stories I’d heard about the house.

			The Andersons were a quiet and conservative family, as goes with most stories like this. They had a daughter named Hannah who, by all accounts, was somewhere on the special ed / special needs scale. When she was a kid, there was a house fire that killed her mother. And then, when she was sixteen or so, Hannah set fire to the house, killing herself and her father. As you’d expect, most of the paranormal stories about when people try to take it down are related to unexpected fires.

			Maybe Carrie wasn’t such an off thing to plan for. 

			I stuck an extra cell phone charger in my pocket. If we were heading to a potentially haunted house, there was an excellent chance the battery would magically die.

			As Billy’s phone predicted, the spot usually occupied on Halloween by a light-flashing cruiser was completely empty, making the street unusually dark. There were normally few lights on this street anyway, as the cop was a big trick-or-treater deterrent.

			We only had to pass a few houses before getting to the Anderson’s overgrown yard. Derek made sure we all stayed silent in the space between the woods and the house with dedicated scowls and punches. Once we crossed the threshold from sidewalk to front walkway, the house’s presence was enough to smother our voices. Our breaths, even. The guys were gasping for breath just like I was. A smoky tingle burned my nose and throat.

			As the idea was his, it was an unspoken agreement that Billy go first. Derek took up the rear, keeping watch. Just a few steps in front of him, I felt rare comfort in having my big brother behind me. 

			We tucked in around the overgrown azalea bushes on either side of the front porch, me and Derek on one side with Brian and Tom on the other, as Billy climbed the front stairs. I edged closer to Derek as the hint of frost and moldy smoke wriggled through my clothes. He snorted and moved away. The sneer I knew he was shooting didn’t hide the fact I’d noticed he was shaking.

			Contrary to most forbidden, abandoned house tropes, the door was neither locked nor did it creepily creak open upon Billy’s approach. It stuck a little, but a shoulder shove from Billy opened it with only a muffled bang. Sweeping his eyes over us like he was on stage, he gave a dramatic nod for us to follow. 

			Once we were all inside, Derek closed the door and Billy turned on his cell phone flashlight.

			Lingering old, wet smoke and mildew made me hunch over with coughs. Derek and someone in front of me also made a few hacking noises, bumping me as they shifted and turned. Billy’s light drew my gaze.

			As my eyes adjusted, the house fell back into horror movie cliché. We stood in an entry hall where stained coats still hung on wall hooks and shoes waited on a small rack to the side. Directly in front of us was a staircase with a hall leading into darkness and rustling tarps where there was no roof or walls. To our right was what looked like a dining room; a stained drop cloth draped over a big table, filling most of the room. What might have been some centerpiece tented the middle, and chair tops peaked a surrounding encampment, except for one, toppled and broken, looking like it was trying to escape. Maybe the chair had the right idea. I looked back at the door behind my brother, but Derek gave me a firm nod to the left where Billy was heading into the living room. 

			More stained cloths covered the shapes of a couch and chairs. A stand where a television might have once been was uncovered; I wondered if someone had stolen the TV, and if so, who’d have the guts to steal from a place like this? And were they followed home by some fiery curse?

			More spotlights scanned around the room now, reminding me that I, too, had a cell phone flashlight. And a charger. I took my phone from my inside pocket and turned the light on. The beam caught framed photos on the wall, so I wandered that way to see whose home we were trespassing in.

			From beneath dust and cobwebs, a bride and groom smiled that mix of posed and actual happiness of wedding photos. Next to that, hardly dimmed by the creeping water damage was a beaming, bright-haired baby—Hannah I figured—in one of those photography studios with perfectly piled blocks and blankets. Beside the baby portrait was another of the bride and groom, now happy parents holding the baby. 

			Below those three pictures were a few other formal ones, the last being just the dad and Hannah. The smiles on their faces didn’t reach their eyes, especially not the girl. Looking at the picture unsettled me. Hannah looked about my age—but with blonde hair, long and straight—and she stood stiffly, as if she didn’t want to be touched. Her father held her close by the shoulders, as if he expected her to run away. 

			“She doesn’t look retarded,” came Billy’s whispered voice. Right behind me.

			I jumped, shoving my free fist in my mouth to keep from shrieking and barely holding onto my phone. 

			He chuckled. 

			“Not all SpEd kids look different,” corrected Tom. “And you’re not supposed to say ‘retarded’ anymore.”

			Trying to calm my breathing and my pounding heart, I moved my hand back to my side, clenching and unclenching, and shifted my gaze to the bottom frame. It was one of those multi-photo things. Hannah’s school pictures filled six of the eight frames. Three photos were wedged into the bottom frame, two clearly meant to be put into the empty spaces, the last one maybe waiting on a new frame. They were curled and water-damaged, but not as bad as I’d expect. The familiarity of the school photo backgrounds added to the icky things swimming in my belly. The colored smoke, the laser beams, the pastel screens . . . Had school photographers really not updated their choices in so long? 

			“How long ago . . . did the house burn down?” I asked. Derek and I had moved into the neighborhood about five years ago, and the house was already a thing of legend.

			“Umm . . . ” Billy was still behind me. His flashlight glinted on that last posed picture of Hannah and her father; it looked like sparks and made me flinch again. He snorted another laugh and poked me in the ribs. I stepped away, glaring, and swung a reformed fist at him. He sidestepped easily. “You hit like a girl.”

			I gave him the finger. “Do you even know when the fire happened? The one that killed them?”

			“Two-thousand eight,” Tom said. “Eleven years ago. My mom was in the hospital having Liam.”

			I blinked, not realizing it had been that recent. “I thought she was supposed to be sixteen when the fire happened. The most recent picture looks like she was only my age.”

			“Her dad took her out of school after her mom died,” Tom continued, his voice softer, almost a little sad. “My aunt said she was starting to act out, scream in class if anyone touched her, hit people, talk nonsense...even hurt herself.” Tom’s aunt was one of the counselors at the high school; his mom was principal. “Even the SpEd teachers couldn’t handle her. They figured she needed to be in one of the schools just for special needs kids . . .  or maybe a psych ward.”

			I was at odds with my parents more often than not, but the thought of either of them getting killed filled my stomach with cold, burning puke. As if I’d swallowed this very house we stood inside. I looked back at the portrait of Hannah and her dad, expecting to see it differently after imagining what she felt losing her mother, especially if she was special needs and didn’t quite understand things, but the photo still looked wrong. If something had happened to my mom, I’d probably never let go of Dad—or even Derek. I wouldn’t want to run away.

			Billy led us out of the living room and back toward the smoky, sighing darkness, where heavy tarps rustled and shifted. 

			A hand came down hard on my shoulder and squeezed. I froze for half a breath, both recognizing my brother and not at the same time. “Be careful,” he said, just loud enough for all of us to hear. “The floor might be rotted. You don’t want to fall through. Someone getting hurt will only make us getting caught worse.”

			I screwed my lips at his concern for getting caught over getting hurt. But the fact he kept his hand on my shoulder made me feel a little better.

			“We all have cell phones,” Billy shot back. “You fall, you call 911 and say you were here by yourself. Don’t be a fucking snitch bitch.”

			I sneered in his direction but knew better than to say anything. 

			Derek snorted. “If you stay near the edges of the rooms, you’re more likely to stay on supports,” he whispered. It was just for me. Cool as he was, he still wanted me safe. A warmth spread through my chest. 

			The next room was mostly full of charred wood, drywall, and other things burned beyond recognition—at least beyond recognition in the lights of our cell phones. Blackened pink insulation dripped like burnt cotton-candy frosting near the top. Paper and pages fluttered, and the whole back half of this room and the kitchen, which we could see to our right, was roofed only in tarp. 

			“The big fire started on the second floor,” Tom said. “In Hannah’s room.”

			“If the floor’s still holding up all this, it’s probably fine.” Brian, who’d been quiet thus far, walked over to the wall of rubble and squatted down, peering into space created by what looked like a flattened bookshelf. He moved a piece of wood.

			“I don’t think you should be moving shit,” Derek said. 

			Brian gave a laugh that sent unexpected creepy tingles down my back. “Hey, look at this. Someone had a secret collection of porn.”

			Billy veered from his path to the kitchen like a hooked fish to Brian’s side. Tom hesitated, taking a few cautious steps before joining them. Derek squeezed my shoulder again, gave me a “stay right there” push in place, and left me.

			“Y’know,” I snapped. “I might like girls too.” I was actually undecided on the matter, but I was not getting tossed aside. Besides, I’d never actually seen porn and I was curious.

			“Shit, come on over then,” Billy invited with a little whoop.

			Derek gave me a suspicious glare, which I returned with equal force. He didn’t argue further.

			I peered over Brian’s shoulder. He leaned back so I could see. I had to shift a little as his back nearly brushed my boobs; that would be nothing but awkward. 

			What I’d thought was a bookshelf was more of a hutch, and the flattened shelves revealed a popped-open safe box of some sort.  Magazines, discs, and envelopes, in just about perfect condition, were stacked inside. Brian pulled one out.

			The title was in one of those symbol-letter languages, but none of us was looking at that. Our attention fell on the curvy woman’s ass that took up most of the cover. For a moment, I got a feeling that my earlier declaration was probably true, but that feeling was quickly knifed away as I put together the rest of the picture. 

			The woman knelt on bound feet. Her hands were tied to her ankles in a way that they crossed over her hips and arched her back up. My spine                 twinged in a sympathetic ache and my gut twisted in a way that was definitely more than just cramps. The woman—the girl who didn’t look that much older than me, and even had dark curly hair like me—was looking back over her shoulder at the camera, terrified. A part of me hoped she was looking like that because she was a model and told to, but . . . she looked really and truly terrified. Tears streamed down her face and the straps holding a red ball-gag in her mouth.

			“Damn, this guy was into some fucked up shit!” Brian said, flipping the magazine open.

			I didn’t see what he opened to because that’s when Derek shoved me away, getting between me and the guys. 

			“Chill.” Billy looked between Derek and me with a smirk that made me cringe. “She said she likes girls. You gonna go homophobe on your own sister?”

			Derek didn’t say anything, but I hardly recognized him. He almost looked like Dad marching into the principal’s office when Mr. Linders tried to send me home for wearing a “too-tight” T-shirt. Dad asked Mr. Linders how, exactly, one calculated “too tight” on a thirteen-year-old girl. I didn’t go home that day, and none of my future principal clashes were about dress code. As Derek stared down Billy, I felt just like that day; I folded my arms over my chest and wanted to sink into the floor.

			So much for being “one of the guys.”

			“How does that even work?!” Tom hissed as Brian made a low “ooooooh” sound.

			Billy’s attention was yanked back to the magazine. Derek tightened his jaw, as if fighting the curiosity that drew his gaze away from me. 

			Out of nowhere, annoyance flared through me. “I want to see!” I       elbowed my older brother away before he could intercept me again.

			What I saw, I didn’t want to see. 

			I squeezed my thighs closed as my inside lady parts twisted in a cramp that threatened to overwhelm my earlier precautions. It was only my third period, and under normal circumstances I was grossed whenever I could feel the warm chunks slide out sometimes. Looking at . . . that . . . and having that sensation repulsed me to a dizzying degree. A pain even deeper than my insides just about curled me in half. I squeezed my hands so hard my phone flew to the floor with a loud crack!

			I wondered if this was how guys felt when they saw other guys get hit in the balls. It wasn’t funny. 

			I didn’t have enough control over my body to keep Derek from pulling me away again. “We’re leaving,” he said. “Now. Throw that shit away.”

			“No.” Brian closed the magazine and stuck it inside his coat, but I still saw the picture in my head. Her face . . .   “Chill. Out. Your sister’s fine.” He bent over, picked up my phone, and handed it to me. “You’re fine, right?” The sweet tone of his voice clashed with the cold, commanding look he gave me.

			I wanted to say I was fine; I wanted them all to stop looking at me. I wanted to not feel relieved Derek still had an arm around me. “Was she dead?” was what I whispered as I took my phone from him with a hand I wanted to stop shaking.

			“Naw, that’s just a face girls make sometimes,” Billy started to answer in a cocky tone that dwindled as he continued. “Their eyes roll back like that...their mouth opens wide . . . when they’re . . . you know . . . enjoying themselves. Like that.”

			The girl didn’t look like she was enjoying herself. Not like the guy whose face was mostly out of the shot. His mouth open wide but definitely a smile.

			Tom frowned and slapped Billy. “Like you’d know.”

			“Maybe I do.” Billy puffed out his chest.

			“Shut the fuck up,” Brian said. “I know for a fact you still have your V-card. Pussy.”

			“You shut the fuck up—”

			“We’re. Leaving.” Derek’s voice, soft but deep, did a good job of shutting them all the fuck up. “Now.” He pulled me back toward the living room, and then ducked back behind the door frame. “Fuck.”

			Blue lights flashed in through the front windows.

			“We’re not leaving that way,” Brian noted in an ever-so-helpful tone.

			“Now what?” Tom asked, eyes on my brother.

			Their conversation, our current risk of getting caught, played like background television. The TV’s stolen, came out of nowhere, having nothing to do with anything or the picture still hovering over my vision like a ghost. I couldn’t stop the words from coming out. “She was bleeding...there.” More than just one there on a girl. 

			“Has your sister not had her . . . you know . . . yet?” Billy asked.

			Derek punched him in the arm. Hard. I felt it through his whole body and Billy staggered a few steps back. “There’s gotta be a back door. Or something.” He herded me toward the kitchen, letting the others decide if they were going to follow or not. 

			“Shit,” he hissed as a beam way brighter than any of our cell phones flashed through the gaps in the tarps. He pulled me down to the floor. 

			Whether it was the jerk of motion or the immediate danger of both getting caught and crawling on a linoleum littered with nails and broken glass, I snapped into the moment with super HD quality. I turned off my phone light and tucked it back into my coat.

			“Good,” Derek whispered, nodding in approval and shooting a glare at the others, who stashed their phones.

			A cold, dank breeze opened the tarps more, revealing glimpses of the officer pacing along the back of the house. Another cough choked up my throat. To stay low and cover my mouth with both hands, I rolled onto my hip. Sharp pain added the force of a yelp.

			The static beep of a walkie saved me, covering what my hands couldn’t stifle. “Anything, Rod?” a woman’s voice crackled through.

			“Nada, Lopes. You sure you saw something?”

			“I swear I saw lights moving. And the neighbor said they saw kids come up the walkway.”

			Derek scowled back at the guys, but they all stared at the curtain of tarp that billowed over the naked plumbing of a sink and the inside of a dishwasher. There was less rubble and debris in the kitchen. Less stuff between us and Officer “Rod,” who stood in a straight line right from where Derek and I had dropped to the floor.

			“Tsst. Little shits with nothing better to do.” He sighed. “We really gotta go in? I got the creeps just standing here.”

			You’re not the only one, I thought, lifting myself up to see what I’d sat on. A triangle of some sort of crock or pottery left a white powder smear on my jeans. No blood at least.

			“You can wait out there to see if anyone goes running when I come in the front.” The fuzziness didn’t hide the mocking tone in Officer Lopes’ voice. “‘I ain’t afraid o’ no ghosts.’”

			“Me either. But I got your back if you run into some teenagers hopped up on dope.”

			I couldn’t help but roll my eyes. Not a one of us did any drugs that I knew. Why did cops always assume drugs were involved? We were obviously stupid enough without chemical help.

			Derek tapped my leg to get my attention, and then pointed to the hall that went behind the front stairs, gesturing for me to head that way. It was completely dark beyond the kitchen threshold. I looked back at him in disbelief, but he only pointed more forcefully.

			With a sigh, I crawled as quietly as I could in that direction, sweeping the floor in front of me with my jacket to keep away anything sharp. I made it to the doorway leading to the front hall, alongside the stairs, when the front door opened. I flattened against the wall and gestured to Derek to stop.

			He nodded, holding up a hand to stop the guys. Getting up to a crouch, he motioned for them to get against the wall, like me. Then he crept beside me and peeked around the wall. 

			“Giving you kids one chance,” the officer called into the house. “Come out now, and we’ll just let you go home. No write-ups, nothing. Fair deal?”

			Derek ducked back and shook his head emphatically no, as did the other three guys. I frowned and gave them a No shit! look.

			We listened to the officer’s steps creak inside and toward the living room.

			Moving quickly and without a sound—he wasn’t on varsity for        nothing—Derek crossed the hall to behind the staircase, checked toward the front door, then waved for us to follow. Derek gave a soft groan of defeat. I shivered and had to cover my mouth again to keep from coughing.

			The reason this hall was so dark was because it was where Hannah’s bedroom had collapsed. Making a dead end.

			Access was blocked to whatever rooms were on this side of the house—such as the dining room, where I was guessing Derek had planned to lead us so we could slip out the front when Officer Lopes got to the kitchen. The little light that flickered in from the tarps danced shadows around more things I didn’t want to see. 

			A blackened twin mattress twisted on a broken bedframe at a sickening angle. Old fashioned dolls and Barbies were half-melted just inches from where we stood. The charred leg of what might have been a teddy bear stuck out from a lump stuck to the wall. A plastic eye reflected like a wild animal’s from the lap of remains. 

			Moist, mildewy breeze wafted at me.

			Derek had opened the door behind the stairs. It went into blackness.

			Billy mouthed dramatically, “Oh! Hell! No!”

			The end of a flashlight beam flickered in the collapsed study with the porn. 

			Waves of panic and illness hit me at the same time, and I took the lead—if only to do something. I had an idea considering Derek’s earlier warning about rotted floors. Cellar stairs were a pitfall in just about every horror movie ever. I got to my butt and felt my way with my feet first. As quickly and quietly as I could, I sat my way down the stairs.

			Derek closed the door behind us, plunging us into utter darkness. When I felt cement rather than wood with my feet, I whispered, “Bottom” and then “hand, ” reaching to help whoever was behind me. 

			I caught the controlled flail and let him brace against me to stand, hissing “Bottom.” I couldn’t tell who it was from his whisper, but he switched hands—surprising me—and moved me a step away. Then he said, “Hand,” and helped up the next person. 

			Pride swelled in me; they’d followed my lead. I was back as “one of the guys!” A different feeling sprouted from my still-held hand. I wasn’t sure what it was or if I liked it or not, but I willingly kept our hold. 

			Derek was the last down; he would be to make sure we all had made it. I was starting to make out silhouettes. Light filtered in through small, smudged foundation windows, but not much. 

			A soft glow drew my eyes to where Derek had lit up his phone screen rather than the light. He was crouched again, pointing the screen to the floor to minimize the chance of being seen. The other two did the same; clearly no one else was still holding hands. Did Derek tell the next guy down to take care of me? I was stuck between wanting to let go and oddly not wanting to. My phone was in my left inside pocket. Hard to get to with my free left hand. My partner reached into his pocket with his free right hand. 

			“Shit.” Between his voice and the brief illumination of red battery on his screen, I recognized Brian. Who’d taken that magazine.

			My stomach lurched and I pulled my hand from his, disguising my speedy disgust—I hoped—as I grabbed the charger out of my pocket. “Here.”

			“Thanks, Di.” He plugged it into his phone as I pulled mine out and began searching for something that would magically present itself as useful. “Let me follow you till I get some charge.”

			I rolled my eyes. Weak. Derek definitely had told him to stay near me. But I guessed the universe agreed with my big brother’s plans since my shadow did have an actual dead phone. Still. Did it have to be Brian? Another chill wriggled through me as he took my hand again. I didn’t have an excuse to snatch it back, even though I was sure he could’ve just followed me from the glow of my phone screen.

			Our dim screen lights revealed less of the basement than I’d have liked. The darkness made the area seem really small compared to the rest of the house. Derek was moving along the perimeter. Some basements had that extra hatch outside; he was probably looking for something like that. Or a ladder to get out the windows. I walked till I found a wall and started scanning in the opposite direction. 

			The officer’s steps creaking above us totally didn’t add to my anxiety. Nope, not at all. Sweat slicked between mine and Brian’s hand, but he still didn’t let go. Gross.

			We came to one of those big, wheeled tool chests that was almost as tall as I was. As I started to go around it, Brian tugged at my hand and whispered, “Wait up. Shine your phone on the wall again.”

			I did so, and he finally released my hand. As I scrubbed my palm and fingers on my jeans, Brian edged the tool chest away from the wall. The wheels only creaked a little. He pried his fingers into an uneven drywall seam and the entire panel popped out, revealing—you guessed it—a creepy door. Perfect for being trapped in a creepy cellar in a creepy house, stalked by police.

			This never went well.

			Of course he tried the door. It opened as soundlessly as the front door, surprising after eleven years. Before I could signal to the other guys, the door at the top of the stairs opened and a light shone. 

			Brian shoved me into the room, rolling the tool chest back just as we heard the radio beep and the officer informing her partner, “Heading to the basement now.” That seemed to mask the squeaking wheels.

			“You really think you need to check there?”

			“Just being thorough. You might want to try it sometime.” 

			Brian eased the door closed, plunging us into an even deeper darkness. It stank of more smoke, mildew and rot. I gagged.

			“Shh,” he whispered back. 

			I rolled my eyes and started to follow the wall away from the door to continue the search for a way out and because I wanted an excuse to keep my little phone light without Officer Lopes seeing it. And doing something kept me from panicking—from being caught, from being in this house, from being in the dark with the guy who wanted a torture porn magazine...

			Once I was a few feet away from the door, I felt Brian’s hand on my arm. I reflexively tensed from his touch. He didn’t back away. 

			I jutted my elbow back to quietly tell him to give me space. 

			I don’t know how he moved, but the next thing I knew, he’d grabbed my hand with the phone, spun me around, and pressed my back to the wall. I was pinned, my cell phone arm crossed over me and his hand pressed against my mouth. 

			I froze. 

			“Sshhh . . . ” He pressed against me, trapping me with his whole body. Worse, I could feel . . . that . . . through his jeans.

			An actual ghost would have been preferable. I never knew one could be too scared, too shocked to scream. 

			He snatched my phone—I couldn’t grip it with how his chest pressed my arm, with how everything felt both too real and unreal all at once—and slipped it into his pocket. Then he grabbed the bottom of my breast where it squished from under my pinned arm. “You know,” he leaned in against my neck. “You look kinda like that cover girl.” He blew against my ear, fluttering my hair, which I could feel had curled back against my afternoon’s efforts. His hand moved from my breast over my belly to rub my hip, and then my ass.

			Even if I could scream, would it be worse if the cop caught us? Was it worth it to make this stop? I flexed my mouth, trying to bite his hand, but he cupped it, digging his fingers into my cheeks. I twisted against him and tried to flail my other arm, maybe bang on the wall. 

			He let go of my ass and caught the other hand the second it moved. “You don’t want the cops to catch us, do you?” he growled by my ear. “You’re not going to be a snitchy little bitch, are you?”

			I growled back and tried to throw all my weight at him, maybe push him away. But I was never much of an athlete, and he was still bigger. This close, he felt way bigger than me. All I did was give him a chance to tuck my free arm behind my back before he pressed against me again. I tried to lift my leg, knee him where you’re supposed to knee boys attacking you. But when a guy has his whole weight pinning you to a wall, you’ve got no upward force. I tried to kick, but he shifted. His thighs and knees now leaned on me too, restricting my legs. And still I could feel . . . that . . . rocking against me. How he could move and still hold me, I don’t know. 

			The thought that he’d done this before, and did it so easily because he’d had experience, made me physically gag and heave.

			The force of almost puking is more primal and stronger than just being terrified. Or maybe the possibility of being puked on was enough to make Brian flinch. I pushed him away. But I was off balance. And his legs were still close to mine. I fell flat on my face.

			Blinding light exploded from my nose when it hit concrete floor. Despite the pain resonating through my jaw and ears, I had the wits to scramble in some away! direction. Sticky, metal-flavored blood dripped over my lips.

			But like in the movies, a grabby hand came down on my calf. At least I was informed on what would work best: I rolled onto my back, pulled my free leg back, and threw all my force into that foot.

			It made solid, hard contact. I hoped the muffled “unph!” I drew from Brian was enough to get someone’s attention. I wanted to scream, I was free to scream, but my tight chest wouldn’t allow enough air for any noise. The taste of my own blood and snot filled my mouth.

			I crab-walked backward until I hit a thin post. I reached my hands back to feel. I was against the corner of something square. As I started to move around the obstacle, a soft glow illuminated Brian’s face.

			At first, I thought it was one of our cell phones: his recharged or mine he’d stolen. But then the phone in his hand cast a different light. It was his; my charger still dangled from the connection. 

			He didn’t seem to notice the glow beside him. I couldn’t take my eyes off it. Even when he started speaking.

			“You little bi—”

			Creaking steps over our heads cut him off. I glanced at him for half a second. Two sets of shadows—one from the phone, one from the other light with no source I could see—twisted over his face as he looked up. From the other side of the hidden door, I heard muffled voices calling our names. The cop must’ve left.

			“No one will believe you if you say anything,” he intoned.

			A spark snapped between his phone and my charger. He looked down in surprise. 

			The light beside him grew, took shape. The form of a girl, older than me—or at least taller—knelt beside him, finger pointing at the charger link. He still didn’t notice her. There wasn’t much detail to the manifestation, but I recognized the long, straight, pale hair. Hannah. 

			The charger sparked again, this time with a sizzling pop. Brian yelped and dropped the phone. It fell in slow motion as Hannah turned to look at me. Tears dripped from empty eye sockets, holes even darker than the lightless room. 

			Flames sprouted from Brian. Not his lap, where the phone had fallen, but his jacket. Where he’d stuck the magazine. He screamed in panic, slapping at his chest. 

			For years, I’d mocked girls in horror movies who didn’t run when they had a chance. I was so wrong. When adrenaline decides it’s time for fight, flight, or freeze, you don’t get any say. 

			Or maybe Hannah was holding me in place, paralyzing every muscle, wanting me to watch.

			Brian threw himself to the ground—stop, drop, and roll—trying to pull his coat off. But the fire only grew, as if someone had thrown gasoline on him.

			The door flew open. “Dinah!” Derek called, sounding almost as scared as I felt.

			Then Hannah was right in front of me. She held out my phone like Brian had upstairs. I took it, shaking just as hard as then. Breath, cooler than Brian’s when he’d pinned me, fluttered the hair by my ear. “No one will believe you.”

			Then she was gone.

			With a furious yowl, Brian lunged at me. Blisters over his face muddled whatever he was saying. Heat prickled my skin but didn’t burn me; the flames devouring him left me untouched. 

			Someone, maybe Derek, maybe Hannah, threw him off me. Derek picked me up in a hug. Tom and Billy started for Brian, then skidded to a stop.

			I’d been leaning on the corner leg of a small bed. Brian landed right on it, and the whole thing went up. Smoke filled the room but didn’t completely cover the smell of burning hair and meat. A siren sounded close. 

			I was vaguely aware of being carried, pushed up a ladder, and out a small basement window. I might’ve ran or maybe Derek carried me again. The four of us stood in Driscoll Park woods for a long while as we caught our breaths. Derek kept his arms wrapped around me.

			Billy was the first to break the silence. In a wavering voice he said, “We took Di trick-or-treating . . . Brian wanted to check out the Anderson house . . . We didn’t want to take Di, so he stole her candy, thinking we’d follow . . . ” He took a deep breath. His voice cracked as he finished, “And that was the last we saw of him.”

				The guys all nodded, and then they looked at me. I agreed with a slow nod, a sick emptiness churning my insides. I felt like I’d rolled in shit, and it stained right through my skin.

			We headed back to our house; the guys were supposed to spend the night anyway. No one argued when I used the shower first. While I washed off all the soot, smoke, blood, and whatever else, the sensation of filth clung to me. Especially where he’d touched, and near my ear, where they’d both whispered. 

			As I was crawling into bed, “Shave and a Haircut” rapped gently on my door. 

			“Come in.” My voice rasped like sandpaper.

			Derek slipped into my room, closing the door behind him, and sat next to me on the bed. He was shaking. “News picked up the fire. Said a body was found, but they didn’t give any name.” He took a long breath. “They’ll figure it out though. Brian’s family . . . The police . . . They’re going to want to ask us questions...”

			I nodded. “I know. I’ll stick to our story.”

			“I know.” He moved to put an arm around me, but I pulled away, tucking myself under the covers and fiddling with the comforter edge as he stared at me. “Are you all right? For real?”

			I closed my eyes. “I saw Hannah... Hannah...set fire to Brian.”

			When I opened them, Derek was frowning. “The girl who died?”

			I sighed, deflated. He didn’t believe me.

			“Di . . . did something happen . . . ” The discomfort in his voice scraped in my ears. “ . . . with you and Brian . . in that room? Is that why . . . ?”

			I blinked at him, speechless. He thought I set Brian on fire?                          Or . . . something?

			“I promise I won’t say anything. I...get if it was, like, in self-defense.” He stared at my bedside lamp; he couldn’t even look at me.

			“I swear, it was Hannah! I saw her,” I protested, but felt the futility of my words. She’d warned me. Still, I tried. “I’m telling you the truth.”

			“Okay, okay.” Derek held up his hands in surrender, or maybe to quiet me in case our parents were getting home. His gaze was in the vicinity of my face now, though he still avoided my eyes. “It was Hannah.” He was just appeasing me. “It . . . it was an accident, in any case. It wasn’t your fault. And . . . I’m sorry I wasn’t there. To protect you. I’m sorry we dragged you along, that we even went.” Tears glimmered in his eyes, and he finally looked at me. “I’m sorry. Just . . . ”

			“I won’t say anything,” I repeated, and I meant it. “I’ll stick with our story.”

			His face relaxed some and a tear escaped from each eye. He leaned over, kissed my forehead, and pulled me into a hug. 

			I let him. 

			“Everything will be all right,” he said.

			I hugged him back. I believed he wanted to protect me, but he was wrong. Nothing would be all right. Still, I said, “I know.” 

			After Derek headed back to his room with the guys—the surviving guys—a smoky, cold breeze flittered through my curls.

			. . . she was starting to act out, scream in class if anyone touched her, hit people, talk nonsense . . . even hurt herself. I didn’t have to think hard to know what nonsense Hannah had been talking. They figured she needed to be in one of the schools just for special needs kids . . . or maybe a psych ward. I knew what had gotten her pulled out of school, labeled as crazy or retarded. What she’d wanted so desperately for someone to hear. 

			I knew what really caused the house to burn down, but I couldn’t change the stories.

				No one will believe you.
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			She heard the monster under the stairs grunting through his latest meal. Snap, suckle, slurp, growl. There was a routine to it, a particular way the leather-faced creature enjoyed his fare. That lumpy, hulking body squatted above his bounty, the meat still fresh on the piled-high bones. He’d root through the ribs, the legs, the arms until he found a particularly plump piece, sniffing it from one end to the other, wide-set nostrils flaring. A too-pink tongue—like a slithery piece of moving taffy—would plunge out to tease the ragged chunks. Then the eating began, the bone cracked in half, the marrow sucked from the middles, the gnashy teeth tearing at that soft, not-so-innocent flesh. 

			Or as not-so-innocent as children could be. He only ate liars, after all. But even good boys and girls sometimes lied. 

			Cam encountered the hobgoblin the first night he moved in beneath the stairs. She’d just put her son to bed, Evan asking a hundred and one questions about his missing friend, Jacob. Cam had said that they’d pray for Jacob on Sunday—that they’d put their faith in Jesus that Jacob was safe and sound. The hollow assurance was the best she could muster. Watching Evan turn his pink, befreckled face into his pillow to sob, she knew it wasn’t enough, but what could she do? She wouldn’t lie to him. Especially not now. But that didn’t mean he didn’t cry himself raw. So she stayed by his side, stroking his mud-colored hair and humming lullabies she hadn’t sung since he was a baby. 

			“I wish Daddy was here,” Evan whimpered, his slender arm with its robot pajamas reaching for his favorite rabbit toy and pulling it close. 

			Cam’s hand stilled in his hair, her tongue sticky in her mouth, like a ball of spider silk. “I know, baby. I know. But you have me and Nana and Papa, right?”

			Evan’s face spasmed with pain. “I guess.”

			Fuck you, Joe. Your kid’s in danger and where are you? We’ll get through this without you just like everything else, but Fuck You.

			She continued her stroking, Evan continued his weeping. He fell into soft, baby bear snores right as her hand began to cramp. She needed a drink, more whiskey than sour, doubled. She had enough on her plate without Rawhead and Bloody Bones snacking on local kids, but Nan always said Jesus only gave us what we could handle. By that logic, Jesus thought Cam DeLorey was a goddamned superhero. 

			She plugged in the nightlight, checked the horseshoe above Evan’s door, and made her way into the hall, her fingers skimming along the whitewashed wainscoting. Passing the windows opposite the bath, she paused to check the salt lines. She’d placed all the proper apotropaic items when she’d first heard about the disappearances—scissors nailed to the doors in Evan’s bedroom, bells on the doorknobs, oatmeal in his pockets. Tomorrow, she’d find some potted daisies to put by the window. If McMurphy’s was still sold out, she’d find clover outside and plant it herself, but she doubted it’d come to that. The McMurphys knew the need. They were Chanawooga born and had likely already filled their youngest daughter’s room with fresh blossoms. She was under ten, after all, and ripe for the plucking. 

			Three boys, six girls taken from the county so far. The police talked on the TV about serial murderers and perverts, but the valley’s old blood knew their monster. Even the damned sheriff knew what was going on so any real searching he did was for media lip service. The Appalachians’ favored atrocity was part of this land since it’d been settled three hundred years ago. The stories were passed from generation to generation, the young taught to keep their souls clean before Jesus and never lie because lies were laced with the bad magic. Too many twisted words and the creature would rise again to feast on their sins. 

			And he preferred his sins in smaller bodies. Children. Rawhead liked children, but only the freshest meat would do. Over ten and he lost interest for reasons no one really knew. Under, though . . . well. He didn’t stop eating until he’d taken a baker’s dozen at the least. 

			Cam just turned the corner for the stairs when she heard the scuttling inside the walls. She paused mid-step, her hand clutching the railing so hard, it looked like her knuckles would burst through the skin. Mice, maybe. Or the cat. The cat sometimes toyed with the drapes downstairs, and when she did . . . 

			Grunt. Thud. Snort.

			“Oh, no. No, not here, you son of a bitch.”

			She glanced back at Evan’s door. He was there, safe within his wards. The crusts of bread were on the bureau. The primrose was hung above his bed, the verbena sprinkled across his carpet. But all her preparations felt inadequate when the thing was inside her walls. She wheezed for air, the panic coming fast. Her ribs felt like they were being crushed by two great, invisible hands squeezing her from chin to gut. Her heart jumped inside her chest like a bird on a livewire. 

			Get a grip. Focus. You need to focus. 

			She swiveled her head around, searching the hall for something steel. Or iron. Iron was better. Nan said it was the strongest deterrent, that the fair folk didn’t like weapons molded from the earth’s black. Back in the forties, a dozen men cornered Rawhead in his borrowed den, stabbing him with pokers until he resembled a bloodied heap of pudding. He’d disappeared for the night only to come back the next day, continuing his grim work with no lingering trace of their assault. But fending him off that once meant one less Chanawooga child had died. 

			That’s all Cam wanted now—a chance to keep Evan safe. 

			“Hobgoblin. Hobgoblin. Hobgoblin,” she chanted, the synapses in her brain firing like rockets. Escape, fight, protect—too many fear-born instincts scrambled for purchase inside her skull. A snap and a string of groans from under the stairs sent her running for the hall closet. She rooted through the boxes of organized chaos, bypassing Evan’s baseball bat, a hammer, a screwdriver. Hell, Joe’d left his Glock under a pile of winter sweaters in the master bedroom, but she didn’t want it. She required something specific. She found it in the form of a cast iron candle sconce that used to hang in the family room, the top filed to a fine point, the bottom sculpted into filigree swirls. 

			She wrapped her fingers around the middle and crept toward the stairs. A crunch followed by a squish from below. Cam’s body tensed, her jaw quivering. Her back pressed to the wall, shoulder bumping against Evan’s school portrait and sending it swinging on the nail. She reached up to steady it, but she fumbled her grip and it fell forward, smashing off the railing and raining glass over the steps. 

			The thing beneath her feet went silent. If she thought a feasting hobgoblin was terrifying, a silent one lying in wait for her approach was doubly so.

			She dared another step. Glass snapped beneath her footfalls, shards impaling the rubber soles of her sneakers and screeching against the pine boards. She could go upstairs, stand sentry beside Evan’s bed until morning when the hobgoblin faded into the shadows that birthed him, but she needed to know—to see. Because the monster you see is easier to handle than the monster you don’t, and she was safe enough. Rawhead didn’t want her flesh. Only the boy she’d labored for twenty-two hours to bring into the world.

			You can’t have him. He’s mine and you can’t have him. 

			She held the iron sconce aloft and crept toward the kitchen. Silence save for the cadence of her breaths. The door beside the cellar opened into the crawlspace under the stairs. Joe had used it for storage, piling his golf clubs, football pads, baseball equipment—anything that fed his manchild existence was sequestered away inside. Cam sold off all his shit at a yard sale a few months back, the space now used for the recycling bins. 

			They lay strewn across the kitchen floor, some upended on their sides, others upside down. It seemed the new tenant didn’t appreciate trash littering his borrowed home. 

			Cam whirled around, her back to the kitchen cabinets, her sconce held to her chest like a sacred relic. The closet was ajar, the inch between door and frame revealing nothing except a strip of black. She fumbled behind her for the light switch, hoping the track lighting would put an end to the mystery of what lurked in the darkness, but nothing could penetrate those particular shadows. Because he was there and didn’t wish to be seen. Every monster had a little bit of magic to call its own. 

			“What do you want?” she demanded, her voice cracking. She had no idea what she’d do if he answered. She used to think Nan’s hobgoblin prattling was overbearing, the stories and warnings and hearthside knowledge pouring from the old woman’s mouth like a faucet once she’d gotten into her moonshine, but having the monster here quickly changed that perspective. Cam’s knowledge of Rawhead could be poured into a thimble. Yes, she knew what called him and a few ways to ward a room, but it wasn’t adequate. 

			Cam edged closer to the closet, nearer the kitchen island, her hip striking a barstool and sending it teetering. She slapped a palm down on the seat, her attention drifting from the hobgoblin for just a second. That was long enough for the spindly fingers to emerge from the darkness to wrap around the door front. They resembled enormous spiders, both in shape and the way they moved, and she whipped her head around, gasping as another set of finger joints crept out to join the first. 

			These were not human hands. Six fingers on each, the skin the color of tree bark but tinged grayish blue at the creases. The flesh was cracked leather over a series of knobs and twigs. An additional finger bone at the ends created a bend that tented the fingers, not allowing them to lie flat upon the wood. The nails were serrated and yellow, the nail beds crusted bloody, dirt and muck and other unfathomable miseries polluting the undersides of the tips. 

			Cam’s breath erupted in a whoosh as the door swung wider, the hinges squealing through every pained inch. Rawhead was careful with his reveal. Darkness still, but beyond the hands on the door she saw thick, corded forearms and a quartet of glowing, red eyes peering out from the black. They were ovular except at the outer edges where they tapered off to feline vees. And they never blinked. Once they fixed on her, they stayed fixed, the hobgoblin’s attention unwavering.

			“Why are you here?” Her voice was strong despite the way her throat closed, like it did whenever she ate peanuts. For that, there was a shot. For this, there was only a sconce and the assurance that Bloody Bones had no appetite for adults.

			The shadows thrummed, a black membrane of magic bowing out toward her before sucking back inside as if caught in a vacuum. Rawhead’s hands glided away from the door, giving it a gentle push so it opened in full. It rapped against the adjacent wall. Cam shook so hard her teeth chattered, but she refused to flinch, facing that nightmarish rectangle with the iron gripped between her hands. Oily tendrils of darkness squirmed out along the edges of the closet, the roiling tentacles weaving a lattice that climbed the wall to tickle the ceiling. 

			His voice slithered out then, high-pitched and nasally yet full of     gravel, too, his words adopting the musical lilt of a child’s skipping rhyme.

 

		 

			She who told the wicked tale, 

			Fat with malice, grief, and ale.

			Wonders what it is she’s sown,

			Her boy is reaped before he’s grown.

 

		Cam had to repeat the rhyme to herself a few times before it penetrated, and when it did, every muscle in her body furled, ready to flee. But she couldn’t go anywhere. Evan was safer inside his bedroom than anywhere else. There was some consolation in that, but not much—especially hearing that this wasn’t just a happenstance squatting place for the marauding hobgoblin. Rawhead had come for her boy because of something she'd said. 

			Except she knew better! Rawhead’s name was bandied about since Cam was old enough to walk, the threat of the mountain monster so ingrained, she couldn’t imagine a life without him lurking over her shoulder. She could still remember Nan’s warbling voice at suppertime grace, her liver-spotted hands clutching her granddaughters’ smaller ones as she reiterated over and over again the importance of truth. Cam wouldn’t even lie to Evan about Jacob—she knew the boy wouldn’t be back and refused to make false promises for fear of Chanawooga’s monster.

			She shook her head, her mouth pinching into a flat line. She thrashed out with the sconce, swinging it around like a baseball bat in a mockery of threat. “You’re wrong. I don’t lie.”

			The shadows twitched with a cold energy that made the hairs on her body stand on end. Her nipples hardened beneath her t-shirt, her toes curled inside her sneakers. A stuttering laughter spilled from the darkness as the eyes moved closer to the threshold. Layers of blackness peeled away, not enough to give her an unadulterated view of the monster, but enough to hint at an outline. Five feet or so, stooped over, a lump on his left side like he had a hunch. Broad across the shoulders, enough to nearly fill the space from left to right with his girth.

 

			The boy nigh-drowned with salty tears

			Riddled by doubt, plagued with fears.

			“Soon,” she said, to quell his ire.

			“Soon you’ll see the wretched sire.”

 

			Cam’s jaw set. Evan asked about Joe so much, the tearful nights bled together. She was mindful with her words, but something the hobgoblin said—something about “fat with ale”—worried her. She did like her nightcaps. A glass here, a glass there. It helped with the stress of the last six months—the abandonment, the solo parenting, the bills. But there’d been a few nights where Evan awakened after she’d put him down, after she’d cracked her whiskey and wept into her glass. She’d had to coax him back to sleep with eyes so blurry, she could barely see. It was possible she’d slipped up then, that she’d made an empty promise to buy herself a respite from the guilt and misery.

			Oh, God. That can’t be why he’s here. That’s not fair.

			“That shouldn’t count. It can’t c—he doesn’t deserve to die because I wanted to make him feel better.”

			Giggles echoed through the closet, the red eyes bulging wide inside the darkness.

 

			Now she sees what did her in,

			The lie, the bluster, the vile sin.

			Intent means nothing, null, and naught.

			She must live with what she’s wrought.

 

			The goblin mocked her, repeating the last line over and over again. Sometimes he sung it, sometimes he whispered it, voice dripping sinister delight. That squat, black shape rose and fell in a strange dance, his legs kicking out from his pile of . . . something. She glanced down at his taloned feet, unnerved when another red eye opened where it ought not, an eyelid peeling back from the front of his ankle to peer at her. Another blinked on his calf, yet another up near his thigh. They dotted his body like red stars, their pupils black, sometimes yellow, and all fixed on her—at least a dozen, maybe as many as two dozen. 

			Rawhead whistled with delight and jumped, his arms slapping out to strike the walls to either side of him, hard enough the calendar in the hall shimmied off its nail to drop to the floor. When his weight came down again, a bone skittered out from his heap, the knobby end clicking against the tiles as it rolled. It came to a stop halfway between Cam and the closet. She stared at it. It was almost bleached clean, so very white, except the other end hadn’t been quite as attended and she could see a few strings of moldering pink dangling from the end like meaty, fraying rope. 

			It’s a rib bone. No, it’s not arced enough. It’s an arm bone? But it’s so small. Sweet Jesus. The children. That could be Jacob. Sandy haired, green-eyed Jacob from the baseball team with his missing front teeth. 

			“You son of a bitch!” She punted the bone back at him. Rage swelled in her chest, stealing sense, breath, and words as she charged at the nothingness with the sconce held over her head. This was desperation—the loss of those children, the threat to her own son. She lunged at that misshapen body, the pointed end of her iron hungry for whatever fleshy piece it could find. The shadows scrambled with her approach, the tendrils along the wall slurped back inside the closet as Rawhead’s laughter cut short. Out went the sconce, stabbing into the densest blackness. There was a shriek as she met solid hobgoblin.

			The flesh refused to give but another hard push, and she broke through. Smooth. Soft. Easy once she was past all that leather, like a knife through cake. Rawhead screamed, unleashing a torrent of frozen, fetid spittle at her face. She wrenched the sconce from his body only to stab it in again. Her skin burned where he’d sprayed her, gobs of his saliva dripping down onto her shirt in plops of cold jelly. She felt like she’d stuck her head into a nest of fire ants, but she refused to give quarter, gritting her teeth through every wet jab.

			On the fifth plunge, the shadows faltered. There was no great                     explosion—nothing magically punished her when the inky blackness puffed apart like a dispersing cloud. But with its retreat came vision, the overhead light of the kitchen penetrating the tight confines, and for the first time, she beheld the creature in all his hideous glory. He’d retreated to the far corner of the space, an arm raised to ward off her blows. He was more apelike than not, his skin creased by wrinkles of brown fat. The lump she’d mistaken for a hunch was actually a second face, or at least a part of one, a half-developed nose with crusted nostrils jutting up from his shoulder. A guppy mouth opened its rubbery lips near his bicep to scream but no sound came. 

			The one in his actual head did, though, keening one shrill screech after another. Probably on account of the wounds gaping at his ribs and stomach, the holes oozing a yellow gook that perversely reminded her of Evan’s favorite citrus drink. 

			“You stay away from my boy, you hear? He’s mine. Go on home, Rawhead. You’re done or I’ll sic the whole fucking town on you,” she rasped, stepping back from the closet and nearly slipping in the puddle oozing across the floor. She glanced down, a grimace twisting her lips. The blood was so dark it looked black as it seeped into the grout between the tiles, stretching its longest tendrils toward the refrigerator. There hadn’t been blood before, nor had the closet smelled like old pennies and death before, but both phenomenon played out now in horrifying measure. 

			Magic. It must be magic, like the shadows that hid him away hid the evidence of his crimes, too.

			The monster quieted to hiccups and snivels. Cam held the sconce to her chest, watching the thing shuddering in the corner of the stairwell and waiting for . . . she didn’t know what. Quiet stretched between them until the door to the closet flew away from the wall to slam closed of its own volition, hiding Rawhead from her view. The clap of thunder startled her enough that she slashed at the air with the candleholder, but he didn’t come after her. She could hear his labored breathing inside, and a soft tapping upon the walls as he moved around on his nest of bones. 

			“Go away, Rawhead,” she repeated. “Leave.”

			His voice, when it came, was whisper soft.

 

			Tell them all that he is last,

			See them turn so very fast.

			To save them all, you give up one,

			Your boy for theirs, the feast is done.


 

			“You can’t have him!” she snarled, stepping toward the closet only to skid through the thickening puddle of viscera. She grabbed a barstool, dizzy thanks to the cloying stench of rotting meat. A long time ago, before marriage and Evan and mortgages and secretaries with long legs, she and Joe had moved into a little apartment above a printing press. The third week there, a stench wafted down from the chimney chute that they couldn’t mask no matter how many candles she lit, no matter how often the windows were opened. Joe’d had to use a broom to prod up into the shaft, and when he delved real deep, a nest of dead squirrel babies had fallen down onto his face.

			This smell was like that except fifty times worse. 

			Cam reached for the doorknob, fingers trembling as she lifted the sconce in preparation for another go. Silence on the other side. She steeled her nerve and wrenched the door open, ready to dive back into the fray, except there was no fray. There was nothing. The blood was gone, the rot was gone, the space was empty. The only evidence the hobgoblin had been there at all was the dislocated boxes strewn over the kitchen floor and the residual burn in her cheeks and brow. She glanced down at her feet, at the sneakers that were splashed with rust a moment ago, but they were back to ratty white canvas.

			Where’d he go? It’s too good to believe he’d just leave.

			She had her answer when she heard the bells ringing from upstairs, the jingle-jangle light and airy compared to the thing that stirred them. How he leapt from one shadowy place to another, she didn’t know, but it wasn’t important either. She screamed Evan’s name and ran, pumping her legs as fast as they’d go. Her sneakers crunched through the broken glass of the picture frame as she flew upstairs. She took the steps two at a time and leapt up the last three to clear the hall. She dove for Evan’s bedroom door, twisting the knob and thrusting the sconce out in front of her like a sword in case Rawhead loomed on the other side.

			The bedroom was as she’d left it, complete with the little boy asleep in bed, his arm wrapped around his bunny. She swallowed her sob of relief, her eyes teary for reasons that had nothing to do with the burning pain in her face. She sidled Evan’s way, checking the salt along the window panes, the horseshoe, the bread crumbs. The verbena and primrose were undisturbed. She’d heard the bells, she knew she heard bells, and those were on the double closet doors. She sank onto the corner of Evan’s mattress, the sconce laid across her lap as she peered at the slatted doors. 

			Only to see the slatted doors peering back. A single brown finger with its extra joints wormed its way out to wag at her, teasing. Threatening. Both. She curled her upper lip and slid in beside her son, her arm draping over his back. 

			And then she waited for a monster that never emerged.

			Evan slept through the night, Cam didn’t get a wink. She didn’t dare, not until the sun was full in the sky. It gave her time to think—to plot. Rawhead said that Evan was the last before he “was done.” Did that mean he’d linger until he’d reaped him? Would he starve if she denied him his meal? Or would he find stand-in flesh until he’d sated his preferred hunger? She considered calling her parents, but that last bit the goblin said about others finding out, about others wanting to sacrifice Evan for the good of the rest of the children lent her pause. If she had to make a decision between her son and someone else’s, she would pick hers every time. Good or not so good, she didn’t care. And while she loved her parents, she didn’t need them incriminated by her decisions, nor did she want them saying the wrong thing to the wrong person. One hobgoblin she might be able to handle. A fearful, enraged town she could not. 

			So for now it was her and Evan, as it was since Joe left. And that’s how it’d stay until she was sure she could get him through this. 

			It was quarter to six when the sun peeked over the jagged peaks of mountains to the east, bathing the world in liquid gold. Only then did Cam ease from the bed to approach the closet, her lower back screaming in protest from sitting propped against the headboard all night. The sconce was deadweight at her side as she pulled open the doors, revealing clothes and shoes and a dearth of monster. Rawhead didn’t come during the day. They had twelve hours of safety before it started again.

			She raked a hand down her face, her skin warm, like she sported a summer sunburn. She slid back into Evan’s bed, worming her way next to him and hauling him close, on top of her, so he nestled against her chest. Her chin dropped to the top of his head, and she squeezed her eyes closed, her arms wrapped around his waist. He didn’t wake, just sighing and wriggling in until he was comfortable against her body. She stared into the closet. Eventually, she dozed. 

			The alarm woke her from the dreamless reverie. She darted up, her baby still clutched to her bosom, her fingers searching for the makeshift weapon by her side. Her fingers closed around it as her bleary eyes swept the room. Everything was as it ought to be, in its special place. Evan glanced up at her, his mouth stretching into a tired smile as he smushed a kiss to her chin.

			“What are you doing here, Mama?”

			“Long story, sugar pie. You hungry? How about pancakes?” 

			“Okay! You want me to get dressed now or after?” 

			She slid her fingers through his silky hair, her heart hurting at the thought of him gone, just another scattering of bones in the hobgoblin’s pile. Just thinking about the bloody heap made her tremble. She pulled Evan close, forcing his face into the crook of her neck, his breath warm against her skin. “Stay in your PJs. No school today. Think of it like a vacation, okay?” 

			He asked her why, and she deflected best she could, not lying but not telling him the full truth of it either. It was what she’d done when she’d placed his wards. It was what she’d been doing through all of this Rawhead business and what she’d continue to do for as long as she could manage it. How did you tell your son that the monster in the closet was real and had every intention of eating him? 

			I’ll figure it out. We’ll get through this. For now, prepare for tonight. 

			She left him off in the bathroom while she attended the glass in the hall from the broken frame. She’d just bagged the last of it when she spotted the toppled calendar. It was open to July, a big red box around the sixteenth and filled in with a star. Evan’s birthday party. It was at his favorite place with the huge ball pen, batting cages, and a putt-putt course with a waterfall at the top. Miranda told her to call at least six months early, that the kids all wanted parties there so the competition was steep, so Cam reserved the date the week after Christmas just to be sure. 

			Now to make sure Evan made it to July. She replaced the calendar on its nail, glowering as it swung back and forth like a papery pendulum. 

			Breakfast was served in the kitchen, the stairwell open so she could see inside. Empty still, but not empty when she strung bells over the doorknob and sprinkled verbena in the corners on the off chance it was enough to keep Rawhead away. Evan settled in to watch cartoons while she went at the closets of the house. She didn’t have enough bells for every doorknob, but she was able to get the bulk of the upstairs with herbs. The trip to McMurphy’s would have to wait, but not for long. She ran low on supplies. 

			She napped a few times throughout the day, doing her best to catch up on the sleep she’d lost. She stayed in the living room with the TV and the video game console so Evan had no reason to leave her side. After lunch, they weathered a spring shower to tear up clusters of clover from the hillside, sinking the plants in clay pots and distributing them around the house. If Rawhead wanted Evan, he would have to get past both Cam and her obstacle course of fairy wards first.

			Dinner came, bringing with it the gloomy haze of dusk. Seeing the sun clawing for the western sky, Cam grew twitchier, her gaze darting from closets to darkened corners and window panes. The fireplace poker was propped on the chair next to her, ready and waiting. Evan was a smart kid, remarked on the unrest, asking her if she was alright and, “Why are you carrying that stick around all the time?” 

			“Because eat your peas, that’s why,” she said, motioning at his dinner plate. “If you do, we’ll watch a movie before bed.”

			He did, and they curled up together beneath a blanket, Cam never more aware of her surroundings despite the cartoon blazing in her eyes and ears. She felt better prepared to handle Rawhead tonight, though the countdown to his resurgence left her feeling ill. She’d popped her first antacid before dinner and took another pair right after. She was tired, but she’d brewed a full pot of coffee and the fridge was full of energy drinks. 

			You’re going to have to take me down before you take my son, you ugly piece of crap. If I have to stab you forty times tonight, I will.

			Eight was bedtime. She scouted the room while Evan put on his pajamas, thankful that Evan’s bed had a solid frame on the bottom with no convenient creep spaces for capitalizing hobgoblins. A pair of sheets covered the slatted doors so no fingers or eyes could menace her boy. As she tucked her son between his sheets, she stroked her fingers down the side of his face, her lips skimming his soft, warm forehead.

			“This is important, sugar pie, so crack your ears. If you see or hear anything strange, don’t get out of bed. Call me. All of this is to keep you safe, but do not leave this bed. It’s safe. Gotta pee, you call, too, okay?”

			Evan peered at her for a long time, his hand reaching for her face. A single finger traversed the curve of her nose, down over her lips, and pressing into the divot of her chin—the same divot he had in his smaller, paler chin. “You’re all burny, Mama. And peely.”

			She batted his hand aside with a smirk. “It’s nothing for you to worry about. Now go to sleep. Say your prayers, and I love you best.”

			“Love you, too.”

			He rolled away from her to face the wall, the rabbit back in his nine-year-old custody. It was almost normal for a minute, the routine of nightlight, lights out, the door pulled closed with a click. Small blessings that this wasn’t a cry night for Joe or Jacob or any number of hardships in his young world. 

			Alone now, she stood in the hall with the iron poker in her grasp, head tipped forward, eyes fixed on the Oriental carpet running from his room to hers. The house that she’d lived in and loved in for nearly five years had become a prison, every nook and cranny a breeding ground for Rawhead and Bloody Bones. How long she remained in her stance, legs braced, jaw clenched, oily hair fringing the corners of her vision, she couldn’t say. She started only once, when the cat jumped off the counter downstairs and forced a flinch, but as soon she identified the sound as a non-threat she was back to her maternal vigilance.

			She waited. And waited some more.

			Click, click, click.

			Click, tap. Tap, tap, click.

			These were not the same sounds as last night. This was not feasting or stomping or arms flailing, but something altogether more delicate. It came from the same place, though, originating beneath the stairs and compelling her forward, her fist clenched around the poker’s handle. She paused before the steps, listening, and sure enough the  rat-a-tap-tapping returned, sending her downstairs. She wasn’t quiet with her approach, letting her weight pound every board as she stalked toward the kitchen. As she turned the corner, poker propped against her shoulder in iron promise, she had to stop short because she was hit with the stench. The threshold acted as a magical barrier between her and the ripe, meaty death wafting through the air. She gagged and lifted her arm to cover her face, willing herself not to vomit up her antacids.

			I’ll never get used to this. Never ever. 

			She thought she’d succumb to the gurgling nausea in her gut, but then something white skittered across the floor, rolling and clicking to a stop near one of the barstools. The distraction was enough to keep her settled—focused. A red streak stained the tile, crimson splashes marking out the white thing’s trajectory. There were six similar streaks, creating a fire burst pattern that resembled a macabre star just in front of the stairwell’s closet door. 

			She edged closer with her poker in hand, ready for her next bout with the hobgoblin. As she took position beside the kitchen island, another white thing shot out from under the door to bap against her sneaker. It was so small. She stooped forward, squinting. It gleamed on one side with pink tendrils of flesh dangling from the other, the latter the cause of the blood smears. Teeth. She was looking at teeth. Baby teeth at that, none of them any bigger than her pinky nail.

			Knowing her monster made her braver than she’d been this time yesterday. She charged the closet, tearing the door wide and twisting her poker into the darkness in a ferocious stab. No flesh, only air with the strike, though she could see the hobgoblin glued to the opposite side of the closet, past his pile of bloody bones. He had his back to her and his shoulders hunched. Hearing her arrival, he snickered and craned his head to peer at her. A hand lifted over his shoulder in offering, a pile of children’s teeth soiling his palm with blood. She could see it dribbling from the sides, raining down onto the rancid pile between their feet. 

 

			Her for him, to feed my gut.

			One a day to save your mutt.

			A feast for kings, this pile of dead.

			How many souls upon your head?

 

			He splayed his fingers to let the rest of the teeth fall, adding to his so-called “feast.” When she didn’t immediately react, unsure of what to say or what to do, he jostled something in his arms, something mostly hidden from sight—not because of magic but simply because of his hulking width. Though she didn’t want to look, she couldn’t help herself. It was hard to make out much detail which was a kindness in a way, because once she spotted the dangling arm with its pink fleece shirt and the tangle of red curls, she wept. The hobgoblin liked her tears.  He snorted, his mouth opening wide to reveal meat-laden fangs. The red eyes erupted over his body, all of them widening with delight.

 

			How many souls upon your head? 

			How many souls upon your head?

			How many souls upon your head?

 

	Every time he asked the question, he shook the tiny prize in his arms. She watched it—no, her—flop about helplessly, too limp to be anything other than dead. “How many souls upon her head” indeed? How many children could she relegate to this fate in Evan’s stead? How many had to die so her boy could live? 

			The answer, she realized, was in the calendar she’d placed on the wall just that morning. July sixteenth—Evan’s tenth birthday. 

			Three and a half months away. 

			“Too many,” she managed. Her eyes drifted back to those red curls, hot tears streaking down her as-hot cheeks. The poker in her hand slipped, clanging against the tile and rolling toward the center of the room. She shuffled away from the closet, baby teeth sailing off into the far corners of the kitchen with every step. “But about a hundred and three.”
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