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There was not a day amongst the three hundred and sixty-five on the calendar that Mackenzie, who went by Mack nowadays, loved more than Halloween—despite (or perhaps because of) her Irish-Catholic parents merely tolerating the holiday. As a child, she’d snuck origami bats and old-sock ghosts into so many corners of the house that her poor mother had nearly believed they were haunted.

Now, with her own house decked to the nines and a mere two train stops away from the Salem, Massachusetts, she was in heaven. Or hell, more accurately.

She only wished that there were more trick or treaters to enjoy the fog machine and faux spider webs that coated her lawn, glowing in the light of the full moon, but two dozen or so kids had left her yard with a full-sized candy bar in hand and a twinkle of mischief in their eye, so she couldn’t complain.

Mack lingered on her front porch after the last trick or treater, wind stirring through the blousy sleeves of her pirate costume as she savored the silvery night. A wolf howled in the distance—most likely from the sanctuary a few miles up the road. Crickets chirped and an owl hooted—a reminder of how quickly nature reclaimed the patches of dense brush outside the narrow circles of the street lights. Salem proper had been out of her budget—and crowd tolerance—but Ipswich felt like she thought Salem must have back in the day. Dark, mysterious, and magical.

Mack finally got cold enough to step inside and flip on Hocus Pocus for her annual viewing. A mug of hot chocolate and an irresponsibly fluffy blanket re-heated her bones as her black cat, Beans, stretched up behind the TV to stare at her.

“You know, Beans, cats are supposed to snuggle their owners when they’re cold. And lonely.”

Beans blinked and sauntered down towards the basement to either use the litter box, hunt for more mice like the one he’d ‘gifted’ onto Mack’s kitchen floor this morning, or both.

Mack sighed and wrapped her hands around her mug. The move had been worth it, but it was her first Halloween in a long while to spend alone, and even Hocus Pocus wasn’t quite enough to fend off the specters of Mack’s past life waiting at the edge of her attention to scold her for causing her own problems.

Mack was startled out of her ruminations by another ring of the door bell. She glanced at the clock—a bit late for trick or treaters, but maybe somebody had lost a kid or a dog or something.

She opened the door and it was a good thing she’d left her hot chocolate on her coffee table, because she would have dropped it.

The most gorgeous woman Mack had ever seen now stood in her doorway, deathly pale with bright red lips and piercing blue eyes, dark hair pulled back in a style that was somehow both effortless and elegant, cloak fastened at her neck over a painstakingly historically accurate gown in shades of burgundy and black, and a look of quiet concern upon her face, perhaps due to the rain that had just started.

The silence stretched a beat long, but words failed Mack.

“Please don’t invite me in,” the woman said. “I just—”

“Come in! Come in, please come in. It’s dreadfully chilly out.” Mack cursed herself as her brain caught up. Why did beautiful women always make her so useless?

With a pained expression that was probably secondhand embarrassment, the woman stepped inside.

“I’m Mack. Mackenzie. Mack for short.” I’m an idiot, a fucking idiot, pay no attention to me. “H-how can I help?”

For a moment, the woman’s blue eyes met hers, with an intensity that made the hairs on the back of Mack’s neck stand on end, but then the woman glanced away with a demure blink.

“I’m star—struggling to, um, to find... to find my way.”

“Oh. Do you need a charger?”

“A what?”

“Is your phone dead? I have an iPhone but I should have Android chargers too, if that’s...”

The woman looked like a deer in the headlights. “It’s not... I don’t have... um, those...”

“Oh, right.” Maybe the gown wasn’t so historic after all, and she was Amish or something. Best not to make her too uncomfortable. “Um... I could print you a map!” Mack surged with pride that she was old enough to remember her MapQuest days—and then her shoulders slumped. “Shit, I don’t have a printer.” When was the last time she’d printed something? “Still, it’s raining anyway, and...”

The other woman looked just as lost as Mack was. “It just all looks... different out there in the dark. I think I’d be... okay in the morning. So, um, I just meant to ask—”

“Oh, you can spend the night! Don’t even worry about it. I’ve got this whole place to myself.” Mack laughed awkwardly.

The woman looked pained again—more second hand embarrassment.

Mack was always way too eager with other women—that was her problem. One of her problems. It was hard to not feel like she had to make up for lost time. She forced herself to take a deep breath.

“Mack... you said your name was?”

“Yeah. S-sorry, I already forgot yours.”

“I hadn’t said... it’s Dahlia.”

“Dahlia, you’re lovely... I—I mean that’s a lovely name! N-not that you’re not—oh I’m sorry I’m such an idiot.” Mack buried her head in her hands until she was beckoned forth by a soft, genuine laugh from Dahlia.

“It’s alright. You’re very kind. Maybe... too kind. I’m a stranger, after all.”

“Right, but...” Mack didn’t know how to form the thought ‘but women don’t tend to be the perpetrators of violent crime and you’re too pretty to scare me’ into something that didn’t sound cringey and insane, so instead she cleared her throat. “Are you hungry? Can I get you anything?”

“Yes, I—well—but, no.”

“I really don’t mind.”

“It’s just, I... can’t really eat...”

“Oh, do you have a lot of food allergies?”

Looking relieved, Dahlia nodded.

“Gluten? Dairy? Nuts?”

“Uh, yes. All of those. Sorry.”

“It’s fine, I’m sure I have...” Mack rifled through her cabinets, desperately looking for something that wasn’t a loaf of bread or a cheese cracker. When that turned up nothing, she opened the fridge to find yet more cheese, an empty egg carton, and a moldy package of turkey with one slice left at the back of the drawer. Shit.

“Shoot, I at least thought I had eggs...”

“T-that’s okay, I’m allergic to those too.”

“Oh.”

“I’ll be fine, though. Really. Happens all the time. I shouldn’t stay long, anyway.”

“But weren’t you lost?”

“Oh. Right. Yes.”

“I can order takeout or something—”

“No, really. I—I’m fine.” Dahlia’s tone was firm.

Sluggishly, Mack’s brain put two and two together that maybe there was a cultural reason Dahlia couldn’t accept Mack’s food, on top of the allergies. If that was the case, she really shouldn’t push.

“I really don’t want to impose...” Dahlia said.

“That’s alright. I was just watching a movie, anyway. Have you ever seen Hocus Pocus?”

“What’s that?”

“Oh, you have to see it! It’s only the best Halloween movie, ever. C’mon.” Mack tried not to think too hard about the fact that she was turning thirty in a month and sounded like a thirteen year old, but she lead Dahlia back to the couch and the paused movie.

Dahlia reclined elegantly, and Mack felt a bit self-conscious about pulling her legs up onto the couch and balling up in the blanket, but she was only going to look even more ridiculous if she tried to sit properly.

Of course, just as she tucked in, she realized the remote was on the far side of the coffee table.

“Could you pass me that?”

“Sure,” Dahlia said, following her eyes to the remote.

As she handed it over, their fingers brushed, Dahlia’s cold as ice.

“Oh, you really were freezing out there!” Mack exclaimed, pulling Dahlia’s hand into hers and pressing Dahlia’s freezing fingers between her palms.

Cold as it was, Dahlia’s skin was soft as silk, and Mack’s stomach flipped. Keep it together...

“Oh, that does feel a lot better,” Dahlia murmured quietly.

“Here, pull your feet up.”

Dahlia obliged and Mack threw the blanket over both of them, leaning against Dahlia’s shoulder and gathering her hands.

“Is that better?” Mack said.

“Y-yes,” Dahlia nearly whispered. “Much.”

“Good. Well, if I can’t feed you, then at least I can keep you warm, right?”

Dahlia’s eyes had a faraway look, her pupils widening in their rings of blue, before she blinked and glanced at Mack. “Right...”

Mack couldn’t dare let herself believe she knew what that look meant, couldn’t risk even entertaining the thought, so she reached over and started the movie.

That bought her ninety-six minutes to get a hold of herself, throughout which Dahlia slowly relaxed, her light, breathy laugh coming more and more frequently and scrambling Mack’s brain every time. Every time Dahlia shifted, another shiver rushed down Mack’s spine, and her composure steadily eroded.

Mack finally dropped Dahlia’s hands to reach for her hot chocolate and to clear the nervous dryness in her throat, and when Dahlia’s hand casually dropped to her knee, Mack forgot how to breathe.

Breathe in, breathe out, she thought to herself for the remaining five minutes of the movie. When the credits finally rolled, she leaned over and clicked the remote to shut off the TV.

“Did you like it?” Mack said, trying to come off nonchalant and probably sounding desperate.

“Yes, I...” Dahlia’s eyes found hers again, electrifying blue, frying every circuit in Mack’s body. “It was fun.”
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