
  
  
      
        
          A Bookcase Without Secrets

          Three Seasons. Three Stories. Every secret comes to light.

		      Haunting Marlena

Releasing Marlena

Unraveling Marlena

          Heather O'Brien

        

        
          
          Crow & Compass Publishing

        

      

    


  
  
Copyright © 2026 by Heather O'Brien               

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law. For permission requests, contact Crow & Compass Publishing.

The story, all names, characters, and incidents portrayed in this production are fictitious. No identification with actual persons (living or deceased), places, buildings, and products is intended or should be inferred.

Book Cover by Heather O'Brien

Published by Crow & Compass Publishing

Tucson, Arizona

www.crowcompasspublishing.com







  
  
For Cosette and Marge.










  
  
Foreword




Marlena is a woman of complexities, contradictions, and secrets. These qualities make her unforgettable. In these three short stories,  Haunting Marlena, Releasing Marlena, and Unraveling Marlena, I invite you to step into her world, where the ordinary becomes extraordinary and where the past refuses to stay buried.

Each story is rooted in the spirit of its respective season. Haunting Marlena explores the ghosts, both real and metaphorical, that linger in our lives, weaving a chilling Halloween tale of regret and redemption. Releasing Marlena shifts the focus to the quiet sacrifices and invisible labor of motherhood, offering a poignant Thanksgiving reflection on gratitude and self-worth. Finally, Unraveling Marlena brings us into the heart of a Christmas gathering where tensions flare, truths emerge, and a murder mystery unfolds in the most unexpected way.

Together, these stories examine themes of family, legacy, and the personal costs of navigating an imperfect world. Marlena is a character who will challenge, haunt, and inspire you. She might even remind you of someone you know.

Thank you for joining me in this exploration of Marlena’s life. As you read, I hope you’ll find moments of connection, revelation, and even a touch of wonder. If you haven't read A House Full of Secrets yet, that's where the real meat of the story begins. You can read the first chapter of it at the very end of this book.



Happy reading,

Heather O’Brien

www.heatherobrienauthor.com
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Chapter one

October 28, 2016


Aaron





Aaron stepped back, wiping the last bit of pumpkin flesh from his hands. He admired the grinning ghost carved into the pumpkin’s orange skin, its eyes catching the fading light of the evening. It might have been his best work yet, though his brothers would’ve disagreed. He could almost hear them now, laughing, seeds and guts flying as they fought for space at the kitchen table, their mother’s voice reminding them to be careful with the knives. 

He placed the second pumpkin, its jagged grin and triangle eyes, beside the ghost. The third, a haunted house silhouette, completed the lineup at the porch’s edge. Once he lit the candles inside, their glowing faces cast a soft, warm light over the steps.

Stepping back, he took it all in. Three pumpkins cast their warm light across the steps. Behind them, the wreath his secretary had made him this year hung proudly on the door. The orange and purple foil elements sparkled in the fading light, catching the last rays of the setting sun. He smiled, admiring the care Nicole put into every detail. She loved Halloween, always making sure his office felt festive in the weeks leading up to it, and now her touch had made its way into his home as well.

Aaron moved to the front window, where a string of orange lights flickered softly behind the glass, filling the house with a steady glow. Halloween was only a few days away, and everything was just how it should be. His neighborhood was a beacon for trick-or-treating, and he’d be ready for the hordes of costumed children.

Satisfied, he crossed the porch and lowered himself onto the swing, the wood creaking beneath him. The cool air carried the scent of fallen leaves and wood smoke, and for a moment, Aaron sank into the stillness. The pumpkins flickered in front of him, their faces alive with the unsteady candlelight, while the first stars began to prick through the deepening blue of the sky.

He swayed gently on the swing, the rhythm comforting, as the flickering pumpkins and the scent of wood smoke drew him back to another time. The smell of roasting pumpkin seeds always filled the kitchen, blending with the sharp tang of the cold October air whenever his brothers opened the door, running in and out as they bickered over the best designs for their pumpkins.

He pictured his brothers hunched over their pumpkins all those years ago, each convinced they were the master carver. It wasn’t just the carving. It was the whole ritual: the scrape of knives, the smell of roasting seeds, and the way their father would sneak candy from their haul when he thought they weren’t looking.

A smile tugged at his lips as he leaned back against the porch swing, his gaze drifting to the pumpkins glowing before him. Halloween had always been special, even if it felt different now, quieter.

Marlena never carved her own pumpkin, but she was always there with sleeves rolled up, hands steady, helping them fix crooked smiles and jagged eyes. She loved Halloween, pouring herself into every detail, steadying hands, and smoothing out imperfections. But even as a kid, Aaron had seen the way her smile would falter, her hands hesitating just a moment too long, as though she was trying to hold back something heavier than the holiday’s simple joy.

He frowned, thinking back to those days, when he was too young to notice the tension in her face. She’d always made the holiday perfect for them, but as he looked back now, he saw the shadow that lingered just behind her joy—something heavier she carried but never spoke of. As a kid, he hadn’t understood it. Now, it seemed obvious, but curious.

His gaze drifted toward the front door, where the wreath shimmered in the evening light. The memory of his mother’s Book of Life surfaced, the one he had received after she died. He hadn’t opened it in months, not because he didn’t want to, but because every time he thought of those pages, a pang rose in his chest. That book held many memories. Some he’d already struggled with, and others he wasn’t sure he could face. Maybe there were pieces of her past buried in those pages, too heavy to read, secrets she’d never said aloud. Sometimes, it felt like her secrets were alive in those pages, waiting, restless and unspoken, for him to discover them. He would catch himself staring at it, wondering what else she had buried there. But every time he reached for it, something inside him made him stop.

Maybe tonight, after the last decorations were set, he’d pull it down. Halloween had always been her favorite, but it was more than that. It was the time when her stories, the things she had kept hidden, felt closest. It seemed fitting.

The sky darkened further, the last traces of daylight slipping behind the horizon. Aaron watched as the pumpkins swayed gently in the breeze, their grins glowing in the dark. He wondered if his brothers would be decorating their own homes this year. It had been a while since they’d all been together for Halloween. Life had pulled them apart. They had new families in new places. Those noisy, chaotic nights had turned into distant memories.

A part of him missed the noise, the laughter, the clatter of pumpkin guts hitting the floor, and the teasing voices that filled every corner of the house. The silence wrapped around him, broken only by the rustling leaves and the creak of the swing beneath him. Even so, the quiet held its own peace. It was just him, the pumpkins, and the steady glow of the lights in the window.

The wind picked up, rustling through the leaves in the yard. Aaron stood, the swing creaking beneath him. The cool air rushed in as he crossed the porch. He took one last glance at the pumpkins, their soft glow spilling onto the steps. The decision was made. He’d finish decorating, then pull down the book. It felt like the right time.
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Chapter two

Halloween 1985


Marlena





The air was crisp today, with just enough bite to hint at November, but still warm enough for the mans to show off their costumes. Aaron was three and a half. He insisted on the half. He was dressed as a cowboy, all wide-eyed and proud in his felt vest and hat, a little silver pop gun in his holster. He kept his hand on the grip, like he was guarding something important. 

Patty, not quite two, was my little pirate, though his eyepatch never stayed where it was supposed to. Every few minutes, he pushed it up and glared at me before adjusting his hat. His plastic hook, too big for him, kept slipping off his hand, but he was determined to wear the complete costume.

It was one of those nights where everything felt normal enough, but a weight lingered at the back of my mind. Something... waiting. I tucked it away behind smiles and laughter. Halloween has always been special to me. I wanted it to be the same for them, even if everything else wasn’t.

We started early, before the real crowds came out. The mans held my hands as we made our way down the street. North Philly wasn't much to look at: run-down rowhomes, cracked sidewalks, but the neighbors made an effort. Plastic ghosts fluttered from porches, jack-o-lanterns flickered on steps, and the air was thick with the smell of burnt leaves and the sweet tang of candy. Some houses were dark and quiet, doors locked tight, but the ones glowing with orange light cut through the night like little bursts of hope.

The mans didn't care about the decorations; they were focused on the candy. Aaron ran ahead, dragging Patty with him to the next door, shouting "Trick or treat!" before they even knocked. I called after them, telling Aaron to slow down, but my voice barely carried over his excitement. I had to smile. Aaron’s energy was boundless, and Patty, though overwhelmed, followed his big brother's lead.

Our first stop was Daphne’s house, just a few doors down across the street. My sister opened the door, laughing. She was dressed as a sexy witch—of course she was—her red lipstick popping against the dark purple of her costume.

"Look at these little cowboys and pirates," she cooed, dropping candy into their bags. "You two are adorable!"

Cassandra came down the stairs, adjusting her nurse costume. Another tight, short dress. Another party girl. She smirked, patting Aaron's cowman hat before bending to give Patty a kiss on the cheek. "We’re heading to a party up the block," she informed me. "Are you coming?"

I shook my head. "Not tonight." I wasn’t in the mood for one of their parties. I had the mans, and that was enough. Still, watching them get ready to go out, dressed to impress, stirred something. A faint longing, maybe. Or something I couldn't quite name.

Before we left, I asked if they’d seen Susanna and Jack. Daphne waved her hand. "Out getting candy. You’ll probably see them up the block."

We moved on. Aaron still had his gun in his hand, brandishing it proudly at anyone who looked at him. Patty still fiddled with his hook, now holding it in his other hand like it was just another piece of candy.

The street was busier now. Kids darted between houses, their footsteps echoing off the cracked sidewalks. Somewhere down the block, a neighbor’s radio played faint Halloween music: something eerie and playful at the same time.

A few blocks down, we ran into Slick Leo and his wife, Betsy. Leo was dressed as Fred Flintstone, and Betsy had the Wilma look down. They both laughed when they saw us, Leo especially. He was one of Mike’s oldest friends, and though I tried to avoid him, I couldn't tonight.

"Well, look who it is!" Leo grinned, his voice too loud, too friendly. He looked down at the mans. "You two having fun tonight?"

Aaron nodded, but Patty piped up first, "I’m a pirate!" He lifted his hook, proud of himself for finally getting it right.

"That you are," Leo chuckled, but his attention was already back on me. He leaned in close, the smell of beer heavy on his breath, and shoved a folded wad of bills into my hand. "Take this," he said, his voice lower now. "Mike wanted me to look out for you while he’s away."

I tried to push it back, my stomach tightening. "Leo, I don’t need—"

He cut me off, his voice hardening. "Take it, Lena. It’s for the mans." I hated how his words left me no room to argue.

I tucked the money into my pocket, feeling the familiar knot in my stomach. Leo’s eyes stayed on me as I turned away. Betsy patted my shoulder, her smile thin, not quite reaching her eyes. Their judgment hung between us, heavier than the folded bills.

As we moved further down the block, a familiar voice called out. I turned to see Turbo Sal, grinning ear to ear in his Indian chief costume, complete with a feathered headdress. His outfit was elaborate, like it had been put together just to show off. He walked with a swagger, his eyes sweeping over me.

"Well, if it ain’t Marlena!" he called, sauntering up. "Looking like a real princess tonight." His eyes flicked to the mans. "You keeping these cowboys in line?"

Little Patty blinked up at him from behind his slipping eyepatch. "I’m a pirate."

"That’s right, little man. My mistake." Sal’s gaze slid back to me. "Need an escort to keep you safe?"

I forced a smile, my grip tightening on Patty’s hand. "We’re doing fine."

He winked. "I’ll bet. You should save me a dance later."

I let out a brittle laugh. "Maybe next time, Sal." His grin stretched wide. "See you around."

With one last look, he tipped his head and disappeared into the crowd, leaving behind the smell of cheap cologne and cigarettes. I let out the breath I'd been holding. I hated how he always made me feel exposed, like I was wearing less than I was. Aaron was already tugging at my hand, eager to get to the next house.

We were almost to the corner when I spotted Susanna and Jack. Jack was dressed as a ninja, all in black, with just his eyes showing above the mask. He was jumping around, showing off his moves, while Susanna watched him with a patient smile. She was dressed as a black cat, her long unitard tight against her body, whiskers drawn on her face. She waved when she saw me, and we crossed the street to say hello.

I don’t know what made me stop. That feeling again that had been creeping in all night. The sense of something watching. My eyes flicked to the corner where the light bent, and there it was. A shimmer, barely visible, a shadow caught between blinks. Gone before I could focus, but a chill crawled up my spine. I blinked, trying to shake it off, but the feeling lingers. A ghost. The thought slides cold through me, clinging tight, even though I know better.

At home, the night settles, but that shimmer gnaws at me, clinging like the cold in my bones. I get the boys ready for bed: Aaron still wide-eyed and proud in his cowboy hat, even as his eyelids droop. He insists on keeping it on, and I smile, knowing I’ll slip it off once he’s asleep. Patty, always the fighter, has finally surrendered to sleep, his little pirate hook tucked under his arm like treasure.

I kiss their foreheads, linger a moment longer than usual, and dim the lights.

The house is quiet, but my mind isn’t. I peel off my costume slowly, fingers brushing over the headband where I’d tucked the blue feather Aaron had found this morning in the backyard. "For you, Mama," he had said, handing me the delicate thing like it was gold. I couldn’t part with it, so I worked it into my headband, an Indian princess for Halloween.

Now, I hold the feather in my hand, staring at it, the edges soft and fragile. A gift from my boy. I smooth it between my fingers before tucking it carefully into my dresser drawer. That feather means something: Aaron’s love, his innocence. But tonight, even that small comfort feels shadowed by something darker.

I undo my braid, letting my hair fall loose. In the mirror, a flicker catches my eye. The shimmer again, flickering behind me. My heart quickens. I blink, but there’s nothing. There is never anything.

Except there is.

Every year for nineteen years.

I sink onto the bed, my breath catches. It isn’t just a flicker of light or a trick of the eye. It has always come for me on Halloween, always in that same fleeting, haunting way. I’ve told myself for years it was nothing, but tonight, it is harder to lie. Not after seeing it again.

And then there is Mike. Locked away, miles from here, but I haven’t told him. I never tell anyone. He would’ve laughed, said I was imagining things. Maybe I am. Maybe I am not.

The thought slides through me, cold and familiar, like the shimmer itself. I’ve carried this curse for almost two decades, its presence always there, always watching. It never changes. Year after year, I feel it creep in with the dark, a warning of something I can’t name, something I can’t stop.

But this year feels different. Sharper, more present. Whatever the shimmer has been waiting for, it is closer now. It isn’t just watching this time. It is waiting. Always lingering at the edges of my life, as if all the years before have been leading to this.

I don’t know what it wants, and I don’t know how to stop it.

But I know it isn’t done with me.








  
  

[image: image-placeholder]

Chapter three

October 30, 2016


Aaron





Aaron woke slowly, the edges of his dream slipping away as sunlight filtered through the curtains. For a moment, the image of the shimmer lingered in his mind—a flicker of light bending in the distance, just like his mother had described in her book. He blinked, staring at the ceiling, his thoughts still unsettled by the dream. It had felt so real. 

He hadn’t expected to dream about it, hadn’t even expected to find something like that in his mother’s memories. She wasn’t the type to make things up or spin fanciful tales. If anything, he had expected to find matter-of-fact observations—daily life, raising him and his siblings, how much she loved Halloween. That’s why he’d picked it back up last night, to reconnect with the way she loved the holiday. But instead, he’d come across her mention of the shimmer—a shadow she had seen every Halloween for as long as she could remember.

Aaron sat up, rubbing his hands over his face. He didn’t remember much about that Halloween in 1985. He’d only been three years old. But reading her entry had stirred something in him, little fragments of memory drifting up. He remembered the pop gun. He remembered running from house to house, showing off his cowman costume, tugging Patty along in his little pirate outfit. He remembered the excitement. But the shimmer... that was new. And unsettling.

His mind kept circling back to it. The way his mother had described it—a flicker of light, almost like a shadow, always there on Halloween. Watching, waiting. It had unnerved her, and now it was unsettling him. Was it just something she’d imagined? Or was it real to her in a way that he couldn’t yet understand?

Aaron pushed himself out of bed and reached for his phone. His Aunt Daphne might know more. She and his mother had always been close, and if there was something about the shimmer or this supposed curse, maybe Daphne could fill in the gaps. His mother had never told him about it, but maybe she’d confided in her sister.

The phone rang twice before Daphne picked up.

“Aaron? Is everything okay?”

“Yeah, Aunt Daphne. I just—” He paused, wondering how to phrase it without sounding strange. “I was reading Mom’s book last night. About Halloween. And... there was something in it I didn’t expect.”

“Oh?” Daphne’s voice softened. “Your mom did love Halloween.”

“I know.” Aaron smiled a little. “That’s why I picked it back up. I wanted to reconnect with that. But there’s this part where she talks about... a shimmer. Or a ghost, I guess.”

There was a long pause on the other end of the line.

“Ah. The shimmer,” Daphne said finally, her tone shifting. “She mentioned it to me once or twice, a long time ago.”

“You knew about it?”

“Well, I didn’t know much,” Daphne admitted. “Your mom was always afraid something bad would happen on Halloween. Ever since we were kids. She thought it had to do with our father.”

“Your father?” Aaron frowned, leaning forward. His grandfather had died long before he was born, and his mother had rarely spoken of him. “What does he have to do with it?”

“He died on Halloween. I was only seven, so I don’t remember much about it, but Marlena... she was thirteen. I think it stuck with her in a way that it didn’t for me.” Daphne paused for a moment, her voice reflective. “She always thought something was watching us after that. Especially on Halloween. She said she saw him sometimes—our father. Like a shadow, or a flicker of light. She thought it was him trying to warn us. About what, I don’t know. She never told me in detail.”

Aaron leaned back, absorbing Daphne’s words. His mother had felt uneasy about Halloween since their father’s death—so why hadn’t she mentioned the shimmer to him?

“She never talked about it with me,” Aaron said quietly.

“She probably didn’t want to worry you,” Daphne said. “Your mom... she was protective. And practical. You know that. She might have believed in the shimmer, but she never wanted it to interfere with your life.”

Aaron’s mind spun, trying to reconcile the practical mother he’d known with the one who believed she saw a ghost every Halloween. A curse she had kept hidden from her children. He felt a mixture of emotions—confusion, frustration, and a growing sense of unease. What had she been so afraid of? And why had she believed it would return, year after year?

“Do you think she really believed it was a curse?” Aaron asked, his voice quieter now.

“I think she believed it was something,” Daphne replied. “She didn’t use the word ‘curse,’ but she was always on edge around this time of year. Always a little more careful. I don’t know exactly what she thought it was, but it never seemed to scare her. She loved Halloween too much for that.”

Aaron’s fingers tightened around the phone. “And you never saw anything? You never noticed anything... strange?”

Daphne hesitated. “No. I never saw anything myself. But I wasn’t looking for it either. After our father died, I didn’t want to think about that kind of stuff. Your mom... she held onto it. She was always trying to figure out what it meant.”

“What it meant,” Aaron echoed, his mind drifting back to the book entry. To the way his mother had described the shimmer. Watching, waiting. Like it was trying to warn her. Or maybe... trying to warn them all.

“I don’t think you need to worry, Aaron,” Daphne added gently. “Your mom saw the world in a way that was different from most people. She was sensitive to things, maybe in ways we don’t understand. But she loved you. Everything she did was to protect you and your brothers and sisters.”

“I know,” Aaron said, his voice a little thicker. “I just... I wish she’d told me.”

“She had her reasons,” Daphne said softly. “But that doesn’t mean you can’t figure things out now.”

They were both quiet, the silence stretching between them for a long pause.

“Thanks, Aunt Daphne,” Aaron said finally. “I just needed to ask. I’ll talk to you later.”

“Of course, sweetheart. Call me anytime.”

Aaron hung up, the phone still warm in his hand. He stood in the quiet of his bedroom, staring at nothing in particular as his mind raced. His mother had seen something—believed something—that she had never told him. But she had written it down. She had left him her memories, and now, he couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something more he needed to understand. Something that was waiting, just out of reach.

He glanced at the book lying on the nightstand, still open to that entry. The shimmer. The warning. His mother’s fear.

And now, his curiosity. Or was it more than that?
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Chapter four

Halloween 1966


Marlena





I lie in bed, staring at the cracks in the ceiling, trying to make sense of the night. The house is quiet now, but not in the way it usually is after we go to bed. It’s a hollow, wrong kind of quiet—the kind that makes your skin prickle. The ambulance is gone. The police left. But everything feels upside down, like the world has cracked open, and nothing will ever be the same again. 

Papa is gone.

I squeeze my eyes shut, but the tears keep slipping out, rolling down my cheeks and into my pillow. I want to stop crying, to stop feeling anything at all, but every time I try to push it away, the memory of tonight comes rushing back, pulling me under. It’s too vivid to forget.

It isn't just the fact that he is gone. It’s how fast it all happened. One moment, we were laughing and running from house to house, our candy bags getting heavier with each stop. And then... then he was on the floor, and nothing made sense anymore.

I can still see him, standing in the doorway when he came home from work, the tired smile on his face as he hugged us, one by one. His arms wrapped around me, strong and warm, like they always did. He kissed the top of my head, then moved on to Susanna, Daphne, and little Cassandra, who squealed with laughter when he lifted her up.

“Where are my girls?” he had said, like he always did when he walked through the door. “Ready for some Halloween fun?”

We were all dressed and waiting, bouncing with excitement. I was the witch in my black dress and paper hat, Susanna in her pink princess dress, Daphne in the Raggedy Ann wig I made for her, and Cassandra, barely old enough to walk, in her clown costume that Grandma made. We couldn’t wait to go trick-or-treating. It was going to be a night of fun, of candy and costumes, but first, we had to eat dinner.

I remember sitting down at the table, the smell of potato soup filling the kitchen as Mama ladled it out. She moved slower than usual, her eyes a little glassy from the vodka she had been sipping all afternoon. I could smell it on her, sharp and sour, mixing with the steam rising from the soup. It made my stomach turn, but I didn’t say anything. None of us did.

I looked to Papa, hoping he might say something to ease the tension, but instead, he just smiled, sitting down with that same tiredness in his eyes. “Alright, let’s eat up, girls. The sooner we’re done, the sooner we can head out.”

He always tried to keep things light, but tonight, there was something different in his voice, something strained. I glanced at Mama, who had already poured herself another drink, her glass half-full of vodka. She didn’t bother with ice anymore.

“Arlene,” Papa said softly, reaching for her hand across the table. “Vacci piano stasera, amore. It’s Halloween. The girls are excited.”

Mama yanked her hand away, her eyes narrowing as she lifted her glass to her lips. “Don’t tell me what to do, Nick,” she snapped, her voice sharp. “Take it easy? Give me a break! I know when I’ve had enough!”

He sighed, glancing down at his soup, and I could feel the air in the room thicken with tension. They didn’t fight all the time, but when they did, it always left a weight in the air, like the walls were closing in. I hated it. I wanted to tell them to stop, but I couldn’t. I was just a kid. What could I say that would make a difference?

“I’m not trying to start anything, Arlene,” he said quietly. “I just want tonight to be good for them.”

Mama didn’t respond. She just took another long drink, her eyes fixed on the soup as if she couldn’t even hear him. I watched her, my stomach aching. She had been like this a lot lately, more distant, quicker to snap. It was like she was angry all the time, and none of us could figure out why.

I hated the way things felt in our house lately. Papa was always trying so hard to keep things normal, to make sure we were happy. He’d joke with us, tease us about our costumes, and tell us everything was fine. But I knew better. I knew something wasn’t right between him and Mama, even if they didn’t say it out loud. As the oldest, I felt like it was my job to keep the peace, to make sure my sisters didn’t notice how much things had changed. But it was hard. I felt like I was the only one trying to hold it all together.

Dinner dragged on, the soup tasteless in my mouth as I forced it down, my mind already on the night ahead. Susanna and Daphne chattered about all the houses we would go to, excited for the candy, but I just wanted to get out of the house. I wanted to be outside, away from the thick air in the kitchen, away from Mama’s cold stares and the unspoken tension that filled the room.

Finally, we were done, and Papa stood up, clapping his hands together. “Alright, girls, let’s go!”

We jumped up from the table, the excitement returning as we grabbed our candy bags and rushed to the door. Mama stayed behind, her back to us as she lit a cigarette at the kitchen table. I could feel her watching us through the haze of smoke, but I didn’t look back.

The night air was cool, and the streets were filled with kids in costumes, running from house to house with their bags swinging at their sides. Papa held Cassandra in his arms, her tiny clown costume a bright splash of color in the dark as she clutched his neck and giggled. I stayed close to him, holding his hand, while Susanna and Daphne ran ahead, their excitement bubbling over as they called out to each other.

“Come on, Marlena! Hurry!” Susanna called, her pink dress fluttering as she skipped down the sidewalk.

“Stay close, girls!” Papa called after them, his voice warm, but tired.

We went to every house on the block, our bags filling with candy as the night wore on. I could see the weariness in Papa’s eyes as we walked. His steps were slower, like the weight of the day had caught up to him. He smiled, but there was something in his face that made my heart clench. He seemed so tired. But I brushed it off—he’d worked long hours at the mill. Of course, he was tired.

But now, looking back, I can’t shake the feeling that I should have known.

By the time we made it back home, our bags were overflowing, and we were breathless with laughter. We burst through the front door, running upstairs to change out of our costumes and dump our candy onto the floor. The sound of crinkling wrappers and excited whispers filled the room as we sorted through our haul, trading chocolate bars and lollipops.

I stayed upstairs for a moment, helping Daphne untangle her Raggedy Ann wig from her hair. She laughed, squirming as I gently pulled the bobby pins free.

“Hold still!” I laughed, but then I heard it—a thump from downstairs.

My heart leaped into my throat, and I froze.

“Marlena!” Mama’s voice shrieked from downstairs, and I was moving before I even realized it, rushing to the top of the stairs.

“Papa?” I called, my voice shaking.

He was on the floor in the living room, his face pale, his hand clutching his chest. Mama was kneeling beside him, shaking him, her words a frantic blur.

“Get up! Nick, get up! Please, Nick!”

But he didn’t move. His eyes were closed.

Everything seemed to slow down in that moment. My legs wouldn’t move fast enough. His name barely made it past my lips, and yet, I knew. I knew before I even reached him. “Papa?” My voice cracked as I grabbed his hand, but his fingers barely curled around mine. His eyes fluttered open for a brief second, locking on mine.

“Marlena,” he whispered, his voice barely there, and then his hand went limp.

“No, no, no...” I choked on the words, my tears blurring everything around me. Mama was screaming, shouting into the phone, but all I could hear was the sound of my own sobs, the world spinning out of control.

And then, out of the corner of my eye, I saw it.

A shimmer. Faint and flickering, just by the back door.

I blinked, trying to make sense of it through the tears. It wasn’t a shadow, but it wasn’t solid either. It was like light bending, moving, as if it had a life of its own. For a split second, it lingered there, and then it was gone.

“Papa?” I whispered again, my heart pounding in my chest.

I didn’t know why, but I felt like it was him. Like some part of him was still there, watching, trying to say something. Trying to tell me goodbye.

The shimmer was gone as quickly as it had come, vanishing into the night like it had never been there at all. But I knew what I had seen. I knew it was real.

My sisters came rushing down the stairs, their faces pale with fear. Susanna was crying, holding Daphne’s hand. Cassandra was too little to understand what was happening, but she clung to me, sensing that something was terribly wrong.
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