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IT'S OCTOBER 3RD AS I WRITE THIS, and hotter than it has any business being. The sun is shining, although with that burnished antique quality of light unique to autumn, and it's quiet except for the sound of dead leaves falling from the trees that surround my house. My neighbors have started decorating their houses with the expected fare: plastic skeletons, corn dollies, fake cobwebs, and pumpkins. Some of them keep it simple, others go all out, festooning their homes with an abandon usually reserved for Christmas. These houses are positively shrouded in cobwebs, amber lights, dangling bats and witches; the yards are full of foam gravestones, zombies frozen in the act of emerging from their plots, malevolent scarecrows, and bubbling cauldrons; and their porches are a veritable gallery of plastic ghouls and hangmen.

It brings a smile to my face to see these people, from the painfully straitlaced to the inordinately ebullient, united in their guilty excitement for Halloween. Because that's really what it's all about, isn't it? Fun. We enjoy being scared, and we enjoy scaring. No matter how reserved or serious our lives might have become in the long dark hallway of years that separate us from our childhoods, Halloween remains that one time of the year in which the masks of our adulthood are not only permitted, but encouraged to come off, replaced by whatever terrible, transient visage with which we choose to replace them. For one night, we get to retreat from the world of adult responsibility and enjoy being the monsters. We get to dress up, give out candy, bay at the moon, or huddle up on the couch with our nearest and dearest while taking mutual comfort in the fact that the noise we just heard outside was probably just the wind, that the vampires and werewolves and masked killers on the TV are restricted to the world of fantasy. That we're safe. It's a naïve state of mind we subconsciously carry with us all year round.

We're safe.

Nothing can harm us. The world, despite its horrors, exists beyond the borders of our town, and nothing bad ever happens here. But, of course it does, and on Halloween, we invite the monsters in, permit them their one night to terrorize us before slinking back to their graves and crypts.

Halloween is controllable horror. We allow the monsters their time in the moonlight until we send them away. We watch scary films on TV, but can change the channel and switch it off whenever we like. We read the books but can close them if it gets to be too much.

We control it.

It's a safe kind of scary.

And considering how hostile it seems our world has become, where urban legends of yesteryear become ideas for the unstable, where no child walks alone after dark, and no door or window goes unlocked, it's nice to have that kind of control.

Halloween provides us with the choice to be scared, or to scare others. It allows us to vicariously slip behind the mask and see the world through the eyes of things that evoke fear in others. It allows us to be scared out of our wits, safe in the knowledge that it isn't real.

For one night, and one night only, we're the monsters.

This is horror, ladies and gentlemen. In books, movies, videogames, horror is escapism no more or less than Halloween. We wear the masks for a short time, knowing they can always be removed. We get to be scared in a safe environment, and nobody gets hurt.

This is Halloween.

This is Horror.

Celebrate it.​
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ANDROMEDA
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HOW DO I LOOK?” MOM ASKS.

It’s an unnecessary question, so Hannah doesn’t bother checking to be sure her answer is the accurate one. Her mother doesn’t always look her best, especially on those nights in which she seeks solace from her loneliness in a bottle of expensive wine, but today, like every weekday, she’s in work mode, glammed up and ready to make richer people than her buy property they probably don’t really want or need.

“Amazing.”

“That’d mean more to me if you actually looked at me when you said it.”

Hannah shrugs in response. Her eyes are fixed on her phone, more specifically the details of the boy who just followed her on Instagram. He’s cute, but has few followers and little personal information, so while Mom frets about her appearance, Hannah tries to deduce whether or not this “Paul M.” is legit or just another spambot.

“Did you have breakfast, honey?”

“Yeah.”

“Something nutritious no doubt.”

“A Pop-Tart.”

“Great.” Mom scoops up her keys from the counter. “Do me a favor and grab an apple or something when you head out.”

“Yep.”

The sigh tells Hannah what’s coming. She doesn’t brace herself, doesn’t need to. She’s heard this same old line a thousand times before.

“Honey, you really need to start weaning yourself off that phone. I can hardly tell what your face looks like anymore.”

Hannah lowers the phone and offers her a pained grin. “Still there, still unremarkable.”

“Oh baby, don’t say that. You’re beautiful.”

“Sure. Like you’re allowed to say anything different.”

“Stop that. I mean it. You’re gorgeous. And your skin will clear up in no time now that you’re using that...what is it?” And here comes the forced maternal reassurance. Hannah returns the iPhone to its ever-present spot in front of her face to thwart the unwanted contact—the cheek-pinching, the hair-tucking, the chin-raising—and is relieved when the strategy proves successful. Her mother stops a few feet away and folds her arms, Hannah only aware of her as a fuzzy image in her periphery.

“Thanks, Mom. Really.” She returns her focus to the dark-haired, dark-skinned boy with the pierced eyebrows, tattoos, and apparent penchant for crazy colorful art. And the abs...Good God, please let him be real. She taps the heart icon on the shirtless picture.

“I just worry about you. I mean, I’m all for you kids and your phones, but don’t you think you might be...I don’t know, depending on it a bit much. I feel like I never see you without it.”

“Why would I be without it? A lot of my friends are on here. It’s how we stay in touch. It’s how everyone stays in touch. And you were the one who bought me the phone, if I remember correctly, for that specific reason, so I could make some friends, right? Wasn’t that the point?”

“Yes, but real friends, honey. People you hang out with.”

“I hang out with them all the time.”

“In real life?”

“Define real life.”

“In person.”

“I see plenty of them in person.” Not strictly true, but Mom doesn’t need to know that.

“Tonight, for instance. It’s Halloween. Do you have plans?”

“Like what?”

“Like, anything?”

Hannah shrugs. In the time it took her mother to voice her concerns, she hearted ten of Paul M.’s pictures, which she meant as a clear expression of interest, but now she worries it might appear creepy. Like, who is this chick stalking all my pix kinda creepy. She decides it’s better to exercise moderation and un-likes half of them. That done, she texts Fiona, her thumbs tapping a soft beat across the virtual keyboard.

Wanna hang out tonight? Mom’s busting my balls.

Two seconds later, the response: Fo shizzle.

“Hannah?”

“Yes, Mom, I do have plans. I’m going over to Fiona’s to watch movies and hand out candy.”

“Is Max going to be there?”

A withering look over the top of the phone. “Really? ‘Go out, Hannah. Make friends, Hannah. Get off the Internet and start socializing, Hannah.’ But now it’s: ‘who’s going to be there?’”

“I don’t think it’s an unreasonable question considering he’s six years older than you and known for being a bit of a rough sort.”

“Max is doing better. He’s got a job and everything.”

“Still, I’m not sure how I feel about you hanging around him. He’s trouble.”

“I’m going to hang out with Fiona, not her brother. I don’t even know if he’s going to be there, and if he is, you know he just hangs out in his room by himself doing whatever.”

“Doing whatever. That’s reassuring.”

On the Internet, a news story is doing the rounds. Hannah is hardly comforted to see that for once it’s not about white cops shooting black people or Trump’s latest attempt to rile up the country. Instead, it looks like an article about some kind of anomaly in the Baltic Sea. As a UFO enthusiast, she bookmarks the article to read later.

“Mom. Max’s not a problem. You’re making it one.”

“His behavior makes it one.”

“He’s never tried anything with me. He just has some issues. It’s town gossip that made him the villain.”

“Sounds like the naïve testimony of a future victim.”

“So—what? Want me to cancel? Because I can if it’ll make you feel better.”

Mom shakes her head, conceding defeat. “No, go. I don’t want to be that parent.”

Just then, her mother’s eyes catch and trap the sunlight through the kitchen window and Hannah can’t help but smile. Her mother really is a very pretty woman, even if she spends way too much time doubting that fact, a preoccupation that will inevitably lead her to overcompensate, if the brochures and information pamphlets from notable plastic surgeons on her mother’s nightstand are any indication. She doesn’t need work done, of course, but her vanity, made worse by the loss of a husband to a much younger woman, will trump all arguments to the contrary.

Hannah’s appraisal doesn’t go unnoticed, and has the desired effect of changing the subject, for which she is grateful. Her mother smiles questioningly. “What’s that look for?”

“You look hot, Mom. I mean, Cate Blanchett hot.” A slight exaggeration, but it won’t be the first time Laura Goldman has drawn such a comparison, which makes it the perfect one to employ.

“You think so?”

“Hell, yeah.”

Clearly pleased, Mom gives a little wiggle. “Well, thank you, honey.”

“De nada.” Back to the world contained within her phone. It’s time to stop obsessing over the legitimacy of Abs Boy and possible UFOs. A few taps of a finger and she’s on Snapchat.

“Shit, well, I’d better get moving,” Mom says. “Say a prayer that today’s the day I finally unload that three-bedroom over on Sancus.”

“That the one with the bidet?”

“The very same.”

Hannah chuckles. “Bidet. Maybe you’ll get someone who’s anal-retentive.”

A groan. “See you later. What is it you girls say? I’m out.”

“Something like that, but it sounds weird coming from you.”

“Later, then,” Mom says with a grin, and is gone on a swirling wave of expensive perfume.

With a shake of her head, Hannah flips through the pictures and videos of people she hardly knows, breaking from the hypnotic stream only when two text messages ding in quick succession. The first is from Fiona, arguably her only friend not confined to the phone: Running late. B there in a few.

The second is from a number she doesn’t know. It happens more often than she likes, a consequence of using a number that belonged to someone else before she acquired it. Sometimes she gets voice mails from debt collectors looking for a Leroy Downes. Other times, texts from jilted lovers who have no idea their heartfelt pleas are being received and read by a stranger. Rather than preoccupy herself with their dilemma, Hannah always deletes the texts and blocks the numbers, but apparently Leon’s a bit of a player, and so she still occasionally hears from another of his broken hearts.

This one reads: Keep looking at your phone.

A weird message for sure, but then many of them are, and so she blocks the number and deletes the text. Sooner or later, ‘ol Bad Bad Leroy Downes is going to run out of conquests, surely, unless the number was never his and he intentionally gave it to his one-night stands so he’d never have to hear from them. A number which just happens to be Hannah’s. With a sigh, she sets down her phone and goes to grab her backpack.

The screen on her iPhone flickers.

✽✽✽

The route to school is short enough to walk, but ever since Fiona got her provisional license, it’s far cooler to drive, especially since she has the use of her brother’s Camaro while he’s deployed. Not that he’s aware of this, of course. If he was, he’d go AWOL just long enough to put her in hospital, because after his country, women, and the Buckeyes, the 1971 Camaro SS is his pride and joy. It’s a classic car, though Fiona only cares that it looks badass and gets ample attention from the kinds of guys she envisions herself dating, even if that’s unlikely. Like Hannah, she is what kinder folk would term homely and crueler folk would call a geek, and though progressive modern attitudes might condemn such labels, at Hayes High School, negative profiling is still practiced with abandon.

“He’s pretty hot,” Fiona says as she carefully guides her brother’s obsession out into traffic.

Hannah nods and scrolls through more pictures of Paul M. “Doesn’t say where he’s from though.”

“Not our school, that’s for sure. We’d have noticed him.”

“For sure,” Hannah mumbles. “Hey, is Max going to be—?”

A sudden deafening wail and Fiona yanks the wheel hard to the right. “Jesus!”

Startled, Hannah jumps, the panic rising as Fiona swerves into the bicycle lane to avoid getting clipped by a police cruiser as it blasts by, sirens blazing. “Why didn’t you pull over?” she asks, heart pounding in her chest.

“I just did, dummy.”

“I mean when you heard the siren.”

“I didn’t hear it until it was on top of me. Did you?”

“No. You scared the hell out of me.”

“Yeah, me too. It came out of nowhere.”

She pulls the car to a halt at the curb. Two ambulances and another police cruiser wail by the Camaro, matching the pace of their colleague.

“Must be an accident,” Hannah muses.

“Yeah, well, there’d have been an accident waiting for me at home if that cop had knocked my mirror off.”

They’re parked beneath the gently shifting shade of an elm tree on a quiet neighborhood street. Every stoop save one is dressed for the season: grinning pumpkins, cartoonish witches, sheeted ghosts, and plastic tombstones. In one yard, an elderly man gently dabs crimson paint onto the mouth of the six-foot polystyrene zombie he has propped up in the middle of his lawn. In another, a mother and her two young children are stuffing with hay the sleeves of a recumbent scarecrow. In a third, a man in a business suit stands staring across the lawns at both the mother and her kids and the old man. To Hannah, it looks as if behind his spectacles he is weeping, though she can’t be sure it isn’t just the light.

After what seems like hours, the traffic starts to move.

“Finally. Mr. Douglas is going to have our asses,” Fiona grumbles. “‘I can hear that old fart now: ‘Less than a mile from school and you still can’t make it on time, Ms. Kelly’.”

“He’s the worst.”

As they pull away from the curb, Hannah casts a final look back at the man in the suit. As if sensing her attention, he turns his head in her direction, his spectacles flashing in the October sunlight, making burning white holes of his eyes. He smiles, raises his right arm, and jams his fist into his mouth.

✽✽✽

In Mrs. Lethem’s History class, hands beneath her desk so that she won’t be seen texting, Hannah writes: dis day iz draggn.

A moment later, the phone hums to indicate Fiona’s reply: rite? Called it abt Douglas. gv me d usual shit. also hd sum red crusty stuff in d corners of his mouth. Ketchup, prob. couldn’t stop lookn at it. almost barfed.

Hannah: LOL.

“Ms. Goldman? I know that’s not your phone you’re messing with.”

Expertly pocketing the cell, Hannah clasps her hands atop her textbook and mimics focus. “No, Miss.”

“Good,” Mrs. Lethem says, on her face a familiar look of warning. Last time she caught Hannah using her phone in class, she’d confiscated it for the rest of the day. Hannah didn’t think it would bother her all that much, but she’d ended up feeling like a drug addict forced to go cold turkey—unmoored, unanchored, lost, and even as she’d told herself she was being ridiculous, her hands began to shake at the behest of offended nerves. That day she had learned what it must be like for heavy smokers to go without cigarettes for even a short time. She hadn’t known what to do with her hands; her chest had started to hurt. Then, the unreasonable, paranoid thoughts about what she might be missing online, and what might be said about her in her absence. Preposterous, ridiculous notions which nevertheless stuck like kernels of popcorn between her teeth. When at last Mrs. Lethem returned her phone, it took everything in her not to weep with relief. Since then she has exercised a reasonable measure of caution, though the further she gets from that dark day, the easier it is to forget just how bad it really was. She tells herself that if it happened now she would handle it better, and yet at her teacher’s summons, she is quick to stash the phone because the simple truth is that she doesn’t like to be without it. Ever. It’s a window and through it the world looks better, less complicated, more controllable, and it seems whenever she’s forced to look up from it, it’s to look into the eyes of someone who can’t hope to understand her the way online people do.

As Mrs. Lethem drones on about things that could just as easily be googled, Hannah puts her face in her hands and looks out the window. The view of the high school grounds, from the stretch of grass to the chain-link fence bordering the street, reminds her of that scene in the old version of the movie Halloween when Jamie Lee Curtis is in class and sees the serial killer Michael Myers watching her from his car. There is no masked madman watching Hannah on this Hallows Eve, however, nothing so interesting, just longhaired Mr. Murphy, the groundskeeper, raking up the dead leaves, and as usual, looking none too thrilled about it.

“Ms. Goldman, that’s the second time today I’ve had to fight for your attention.”

Hannah winces and looks back at the teacher. “Sorry.”

“There won’t be a third, understand?”

“Yes.”

Mrs. Lethem looks pale, tired, her dark eyes darker than usual, as if she might snap at any second, so Hannah decides not to press her luck and fakes attentiveness until, an eternity later, the electronic bell chimes the end of the charade.

As she gathers her books, her attention is drawn once more to the window, where Mr. Murphy is standing stock-still and staring at the back of his hands, as if it’s the first time he’s ever seen them, an impression aided by the confusion on his face. The rake lies buried amid a pile of red, orange, and yellow leaves, forgotten.

Beyond the fence, more sirens fill the air.

✽✽✽

With only five minutes before Math class, Hannah hurries into the bathroom to meet Fiona, who she finds leaning against the sinks, arms folded, and staring at one of the closed stall doors.

“What’s up?” Hannah asks, palming her phone and checking for messages.

“Listen.”

She does, and hears nothing.
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