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      Dried leaves blow across the concrete, scratching the pavement as they tumble. Bare branches crack and groan overhead in the breeze. As I turn my face up to the three-quarters moon, a creature howls in the distance.

      Not a werewolf.

      But Mrs. Bates’s wolfhound two blocks over, with its soulful cry, certainly makes me think of werewolves. Frankly, I want to think about anything except the ghost squatting in my house.

      Her house.

      I turn my attention back to the Halloween display in my front yard.

      The three ghouls, contorted, bare their jutting and bloody teeth at me.

      I rip off the closest hand and reattach it, trying to fix its crooked angle. I redo the purple strands of twinkle lights entwining the bush, knowing full well that they’re fine.

      All of it is fine. The graveyard. The rising ghouls, the flaming pumpkin head with her blade held high. The werewolf. I’m by far the best-decorated house on this sleepy street.

      It’s two weeks until Halloween and the most my neighbors have conjured up are some sheet ghosts hanging from the trees and a few pumpkins waiting on their porch steps.

      A total lack of ambition.

      At least they aren’t hiding outside of their own houses, I chide myself, adjusting the fake tombstone so that it sits at a slightly different angle.

      Despite the growing chill of the October night, I’m reluctant to go inside for one simple reason.

      My house is haunted.

      She’s in there.

      No sooner do I acknowledge this than the windows of my little Cape Cod fill with blood-red light and Michael Jackson’s “Thriller” begins blaring from the living room stereo. She must’ve turned the radio up to full blast because I can hear the opening sequence clearly all the way out here.

      I watch as the light glows brighter in the windows. Eerie. I’m still frowning at the house, considering my next move, when a boy sidles up the sidewalk with his ancient and arthritic golden retriever. He stops beside me.

      Great, I think. Now there are witnesses.

      And she always did love an audience.

      Sure enough, the light begins to pulse in the rhythm of the music.

      “Whoa.” The boy’s jaw unhinges as only a ten-year-old boy’s jaw can unhinge. “So cool! How’d you make it do that?”

      “A timer,” I mumble.

      “My dad won’t even let me watch scary movies. He says the devil can reach you through the television screen.”

      I snort. That sounds exactly like the kind of thing Victor Johnson would say. Last semester I had the misfortune of being on the same English Department committee with him—most of the faculty at the community college where I teach live in this neighborhood—and more than once he rolled up to meetings with a Jesus-themed coffee mug in hand.

      Coffee gets me started. Jesus keeps me going.

      What would Jesus brew?

      But he favored his Y’all need Jesus mug above all.

      “Did your mom let you watch scary movies?” the boy asks.

      My heart clenches. “Yeah, my mom loves—loved them.”

      “You’re lucky then,” the boy bemoans. “Being a grownup is so much better than being a kid.”

      “Sure,” I say, not wanting to disillusion him. “If you say so.”

      “Are you sad that she’s dead?” he asks.

      Ah, gotta love kids and their unflinching honesty.

      “Sometimes.” I pick my satchel stuffed with ungraded papers and half-eaten Halloween candy up off the lawn.

      “You’ll see her again.” The boy winds the leash around his wrist. “That’s what Dad says.”

      “I’m sure I will,” I say, now beginning to move toward the house.

      In about thirty seconds.

      I ease open the front door with an abundance of caution.

      The song changes from “Thriller” to the Ghostbusters theme song. I close the front door behind me.

      I put my satchel on the armchair at the edge of the living room, practically tiptoeing into the room as if this will save me from the oncoming jump scare.

      A clown with a knife.

      Carrie covered in blood.

      The Exorcist kid.

      A vampire—and not the sexy kind.

      Sometimes she’ll break with the movie monsters and appear as something generic like German shepherd–sized spiders.

      But by the time I reach the stereo and turn it down for the sake of my eardrums, nothing has happened.

      That’s suspicious all on its own.

      Only, I don’t have to wait much longer.

      Thump.

      Drag.

      Thump.

      Drag.

      Thump.

      Drag.

      Thump.

      It sounds an awful lot like a body is being dragged down the staircase.

      I know whatever I see coming around the corner from the foyer into the living room will be an illusion, but the noise is unsettling all the same.

      I’m still trying to decide on my next move when a zombie shambles into the living room.

      Damn it. She knows I hate zombies.

      One of its eyeballs is swinging from its socket. A stream of bloody drool trails over its chin and chest, suggesting it’s recently had a good meal. One arm is gone. The broken and twisted leg must have been responsible for the thump and drag noises. Or maybe she made those separately, just for the effect.

      The zombie closes in.

      It chatters its teeth in excitement, sniffing the air as if it can taste me already.

      The groans turn more desperate as it approaches.

      When it reaches out for me, I press a finger into each of my temples.

      “Mom, we talked about this.”

      The zombie stops just short of me, its outstretched hand hanging in the air.

      I try to make my voice as firm as possible despite the fact that she has crafted a disturbingly lifelike creature this time. “You’re not allowed to terrorize me for the first hour that I’m home from work. Please. My sanity demands it.”

      The zombie’s lower jaw falls to the carpet. The voice still works fine. “But this is pretty good, right? I’ve been working on it all day. Look at the skin.”

      Reluctantly, I lean forward, peering at the details of the decaying flesh. She’s managed to make the gray tissue pull back in places, like an actual corpse’s.

      “Actually—” I begin.

      The zombie lunges and I scream before I can stop myself. But there’s no contact. Just a puff of cold air washing over me. That’s because the zombie no more exists than does my love life.

      I throw up my hands. “Mom!”

      “I knew you were scared!” The disintegrating corpse laughs at me. “You put on a brave face, but I knew. A mother always knows.”

      “You promised,” I say, taking a seat on the sofa. I hope I look annoyed. I mean, I am annoyed. But she’s also right. She got me. My heart is pounding in my temples. I truly do hate zombies above all other movie monsters. If I watch a zombie movie I have nightmares for a week.

      “And we agreed,” I add, as if this is a prayer I can use to inoculate myself against my mother’s antics.

      “The hour before bed, the hour upon waking, and the hours before and after work are blocked off from all scaring,” my mother dutifully recites. She’s little more than wispy blue light now. An ethereal orb. “But when you’re gone all day, that doesn’t leave much room for scaring, pumpkin. I need to squeeze it in somewhere.”

      My mother was a prankster in life. Death hasn’t changed that.

      When I was a child, she used to kiss me goodnight and tuck me in, only to sneak outside and stand at my bedroom window with one of those creepy silicone masks on. As soon as I started screaming bloody murder, she’d come in and pretend not to know what was going on.

      Out here, my darling? Why there’s nothing at all! That’s why we keep the windows locked tight.

      She got away with this for years until one December, when I was searching the house for my hidden Christmas presents, I found her stash of masks in the back of her closet. That’s when I knew it had been her tormenting me all along.

      But by then I was already indoctrinated. She’d successfully cultivated my fascination of all things horror with late nights spent watching Tales of the Crypt and Twilight Zone. Wes Craven, Alfred Hitchcock, John Carpenter, George Romero—we’d watched it all, curled up under my grandmother’s handmade quilt with a giant bowl of popcorn between us.

      It was because of my mother that I became obsessed not just with the horror genre but with horror films.

      When I told her I was going to college for screenwriting, she never told me to grow up. Never told me to get a real job or pull my head out of the clouds.

      She was excited for me. She always showed interest in what I was working on, let me talk through my ideas and brainstorm with her. She loved what I was doing.

      After I graduated and moved to LA, she was the one who helped keep my dreams alive. During the day I was doing everything I could to meet the right people, get my work in front of the right eyeballs, but I probably don’t need to tell you that Hollywood isn’t a game for the faint of heart.

      Often I called her upset and discouraged, and when I did, she would fill my head with dreams about the day one of my scripts would be turned into a movie. How we would go to the premier together, walk the red carpet together. Maybe even visit the movie set together.

      She believed in me even when I couldn’t.

      But then one unsold script became two. Became three. Became eight—and I ran out of money. I was spending more time working to pay for my LA apartment than I was writing. It wasn’t sustainable anymore.

      I turned thirty and felt like I had nothing to show for it but some credit card debt and a miserable dumpster fire of a love life. Let me just say dating LA girls was not easy.

      When the last one dumped me, I had no reason left to stay.

      I called Mom and told her it was all over.

      It’s not over, she’d said. You just need a break. Come home.

      So I did. I moved back to Michigan and I reclaimed my old bedroom. She even set up a desk for me and everything.

      I wrote two more scripts that also didn’t sell.

      Keep writing, she said. You’ll make it, I just know it. I’ve got a feeling that when you break out, it’ll be big. You just gotta keep going.

      By then I was starting to think about novels. If I could get a novel to make it big, maybe I’d be asked to write the script for it.

      “Sweetie, what’s wrong? Why do you have that face?” Mom asks. Or what’s left of her.

      I can’t tell her the truth. I can’t say, It’s hard to keep my dreams alive now that you’re gone.

      So for a moment I don’t know what to say. I stare at the pulsing ball of light in front of me. Finally I manage, “It’s nothing. I’m just tired. It’s been a long day.”

      “Should we order a pizza and watch a movie?”

      My heart clenches. She asked me the same thing the night she died.

      Should we order a pizza and watch a movie? A classic? It might give you inspiration.

      I’d said yes, and she’d left for her evening walk.

      Only she didn’t come home. Not that night anyway.

      I look toward the dark kitchen. The stove looks back at me accusingly. It’s been doing that ever since I made the resolution to clean up my diet and stop eating out so much.

      But I’m in no mood to cook.

      “I pick the pizza, you pick the movie?” I ask.

      She lets out a little squeal of delight and the TV turns on. As the channels flick, I dig my cell phone out of my work bag.

      Mom turns on The Lost Boys, one of her favorites.

      “Men with long hair are just so sexy,” she says.

      “If you say so.” I call the pizza place and order the meat lover’s deluxe with extra peppers.

      The energy of the room crackles with her excitement.

      “This is going to turn your whole night around,” Mom promises. “Just you wait and see.”

      

      Despite Mom’s efforts to cheer me, by eleven I’m crying in the shower when really, I should be tackling that stack of ungraded papers on my desk. It’s a good thing my Introduction to Creative Writing course doesn’t meet again until Tuesday.

      I prefer crying in the shower because it hides the evidence and spares me from her probing questions. But I may have gotten too carried away because by the time I climb into bed with my fresh bat-covered jammies and jack-o’-lantern socks, a sharp headache is forming behind my eyes.

      I’m searching the nightstand for aspirin when I catch movement in the corner of my vision. I turn to find that my bedsheets are rising.

      Something is slowly creeping toward me under the covers. Something the size of a basketball. The hair on my arms rises.

      “Mom.”

      The shape under the covers continues to advance.

      The primal urge to escape overtakes me and I leap up, throwing the blanket away, only to stub my toe on the nightstand.

      A string of curse words pours from my mouth.

      “Oops,” Mom says, giggling. The shifting sheets deflate.

      “We talked about bedtime, Mom. You’ve got to respect my boundaries.”

      “But you’re in bed an hour early,” her disembodied voice whispers.

      “It doesn’t matter. A rule is a rule.” The pain in my toe is finally dissipating, leaving behind an unpleasant warmth. I climb back into bed and adjust the covers around me once more.

      “I’m just trying to help, honey.”

      “How is scaring me helping exactly?” It’s more of a demand than a question.

      Mom’s wispy light pulses, fading just a bit. I don’t know why, but I feel like that’s what sadness looks like. At least when you’re dead.

      “Because you can’t be scared and sad at the same time,” she says, voice fading out again.

      Then she is gone.

      I know because silence hangs in the air. My ears ring with it.

      For a long time, I lie in the dark, her words replaying in my head.

      You can’t be sad and scared at the same time.

      I don’t know if that’s true. I’m pretty sad and scared most of the time. Scared about the future. Sad about losing her.

      Just like when she was still alive, she thinks a good scare is the best way to cheer someone up.

      But I can’t be cheered up. And I don’t have the heart to tell her that.

      There’s also the other thing I haven’t been telling her.

      That I’ve been looking for her killer. I’m determined to find out the name of the piece of shit who hit her and fled the scene, leaving her to die on the side of the road like fucking roadkill.

      “Mom?” I whisper to the dark.

      Her orb of light burns back into existence, just like I knew it would.

      “Yes, pumpkin?”

      “You don’t have to hide,” I tell her.

      “I thought you might want to be alone, darling.”

      “No, it’s okay. You can stay if you want to.”

      Nothing is okay. I’ll never be okay again.

      And just like that, the tears are in the corners of my eyes again.

      “Of course I want to,” she says, a draft of cold air moving across my cheeks. She probably wants to wipe away my tears, but she can’t do that anymore. There’s a lot she can’t do anymore.

      “I always want to stay with you, pumpkin,” she whispers.

      Then the waterworks begin in earnest.
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      When I wake, sunshine is accosting me. It pours through the bedroom window, cutting a line across my face. I groan, trying to block it with my elbow. I check the clock on my phone. It’s almost ten in the morning. I overslept again. I’ve been doing that a lot since the accident. There’s just a part of me that has no desire to move. If I could grow a cocoon-like sac like in Species, I’d totally do it. Because convincing that part of me to do anything has been a hell of a challenge.

      But today is a writing day.

      If I don’t get my ass up and to the computer, if I let another zero-word-count day creep up on me, then the self-loathing will set in.

      Maybe self-loathing would be a nice change of pace from depression?

      Don’t be silly, my mind says. You can always have both.

      That gets me up and moving.

      “Mom?”

      I wait. I stand in the middle of my bedroom, hair undoubtedly shooting in all directions, one eye cracked open.

      “Mom?”

      Nothing.

      At least I can get ready in peace, I guess. Once, I asked her where she goes, and she said that she hasn’t gone anywhere. This raises many questions. Is she lying? Possibly. Or is time moving differently for her? Or maybe she goes unconscious sometimes and just doesn’t know it?

      She hasn’t come back even after I shower, brush my teeth, get dressed.

      God, I do miss Mom making breakfast.

      It’s almost noon by the time I sit down at my desk with a couple of pieces of toast and a mug of hot coffee.

      I open my email, check my socials, all of this a mere warm-up to the big event. Don’t ask me why writers are so averse to just sitting down and doing the damn writing. But everyone I’ve ever asked has said the same thing. We each have our own process, an internal begging and pleading that has to run its course before any words actually get typed onto the page.

      I’m no different.

      Just open the document.

      I do.

      Just type a word, any word.

      “Word,” I say, my fingertips striking the keys. Then I delete it.

      I try reading the last scene I wrote to get me back into the rhythm of the story. That does the trick. Once I finish the reread, I’m ready.

      Up next: my final girl—though she doesn’t know she’s the final girl yet—is about to make the mistake of stepping into the woods with the mysteriously hot chick who joined their little party at a cabin. Her friends are dancing around the bonfire in the background, music blasting, most of them drunk or high out of their minds.

      She’s too smart to be doing this—following some beautiful stranger into the woods in the middle of the night. My heroines aren’t stupid. Usually.

      But she’s depressed because her twin sister just died.

      Even smart people do stupid things when they’re drunk and heartbroken.

      The scene is moving at a pretty good pace until I hit a decision point—I’ve got to decide if the killer is a yet-to-be-introduced psychopath or if it’s her jealous best friend. Or maybe this stranger leading her into the woods.

      The second option fits the arc of the narrative a little better. As well as the big reveal I want to add later on.

      But it’s a big decision.

      While thinking, my eyes slide lazily to the trinkets clotting the windowsill behind my computer.

      There are rocks, feathers, dried flowers. A snail’s shell.

      I lift up a shiny black rock. When I turn it in the light, it shimmers, iridescent.

      Each one is a treasure that Mom brought back from one of her walks. She didn’t always come back with something, but most of the time she did, and when she handed it over, I always inspected the gift and declared that it was a fine specimen for my collection.

      My stomach is in knots again, my heart sinking down into it.

      I put the shiny rock back on the windowsill.

      Beyond the window, a little patch of woods rests behind our house. It was Mom who’d put my desk in front of the window, claiming she read an article that said views of nature activate creativity.

      “Mom?”

      I listen to the silence ringing in my ears.

      I wish she was here to talk out this scene with me. When she was alive, she always gave me thoughtful critiques, always pushed me to try new things.

      “Mom? You around?”

      I rub my eyes, leaning back in my writing chair, and try to relax the knot in my chest.

      The hair on the back of my neck pricks to attention. The temperature has dropped at least ten degrees. I see a shadow in the corner of my eye and turn.

      The mirror beside my desk reveals a gruesome sight. Behind my chair, just inches behind me, is a grotesque mummy. I recognize it as a replica from one of our favorite movies.

      “Mom. What are you doing?”

      “You’re sad again, pumpkin,” the mummy’s reflection says. “How can you be sad when your mummy is a mummy?”

      I snort despite myself. I’m about to ask for her feedback on my scene but stop.

      It doesn’t feel the same for some reason, and it hurts a little to realize that.

      “It’s time to quit for lunch anyway.” I stretch my hands overhead. “Or maybe I should just quit forever.”

      I mean this remark to be nothing more than dramatic cynicism. But Mom has never let me get away with comments like that.

      “Don’t give up,” she says, a cold breeze pushing through my hair. “The greats never do.”

      

      I’ve got taco shells warming in the oven and ground beef sizzling in a pan when I get a text.

      I’ve got something. Want to meet?

      My mind goes ten directions at once.

      Yes! I write back. When?

      You free now?

      My heart takes off like a shot in my chest.

      “Your face is getting red,” the oversized spider on the wall above the stove tells me. “Are you talking to a girl?”

      I don’t answer, which only encourages her more. The spider bursts into a hundred smaller spiders.

      “Tell us, please. Tell us! Tell us!” a chorus of little voices beg as they scramble over the cabinets. “Is it a girl?”

      I wave them away. I don’t want to tell Mom who I’m talking to for many reasons. Kaitlyn being a hot girl is the least of them.

      Thirty minutes? I’m making lunch.

      I can come to you, she replies. You at home?

      “We want to meet her,” the spiders say. “Bring her here.”

      “Mom, be serious. I can’t bring her over here for obvious reasons.”

      The spiders gasp in a high-pitched voice. “Are you ashamed of us?”

      I try to keep focused on the message I’m typing despite the spiders crawling all over me now.

      Sorry, no. I’d rather you not—because my house is currently being haunted by my dead mother—neither me nor the house are in presentable condition. If you can wait, I’ll meet you at the Fleet Street Diner at 4:30.

      Thought you were eating, smile emoji.

      “Oh, a smile emoji,” a cluster of spiders coo from my shoulders. I realize that they climbed up here to better see the phone. “You do like her.”

      “No,” I say, perhaps too quickly. “It’s a professional smile emoji. Now get all your legs off of me.”

      I manage to finish making my tacos, but I have to take them to go.

      Mom won’t shut up with the questions, and it’s worse when she’s excited about something. She basically just cycles through every movie monster she knows while interrogating me for details about the girl.

      It’s like she can’t manage a single form when her emotions are running high.

      Have you ever been interrogated by Nosferatu before?

      Or Ellen Ripley’s alien queen?

      The creature from the black lagoon?

      “It’s just someone I’m working with, Mom.” I pull on my shoes and a coat, moving my tacos from one free hand to the other. “It’s just work, I swear.”

      The pale man from Pan’s Labyrinth says, “Why would you lie to your mother, pumpkin? Don’t you trust me?”

      I grab my keys off the hook and turn to find Frank-N-Furter standing there in his black garters and thigh-highs.

      I take a breath. “I’ll be back later. Please stay away from the windows.”

      Before I pull the front door closed behind me, it’s Pinhead who says, “Fine. We’ll talk when you get home.”

      

      Kaitlyn is already sitting in a booth by the window when I whip Mom’s Mini Cooper into a parking spot. I watch her for a moment, admiring her sleek back hair, the way it’s pulled back behind her ears in a loose ponytail. A few strands have fallen forward into her super-cute face, and she brushes them away with an absent-minded wave of her hand. Her eyes are trained downward, but I can’t tell from this angle what she’s looking at. Her phone, maybe? Or a menu?

      I notice, not for the first time, a sudden urge to wipe my clammy hands on my jeans and to check my breath. Then I grab a tin of mints from the center console.

      It’s not like that, I tell myself. You hired her to do a job. She’s doing it. That’s it. Don’t make it weird.

      My ex-girlfriend’s assessment lives rent-free in my head until today.

      You were weird at first. You can’t flirt for shit.

      Thanks for that, Valerie.

      I give my face and teeth one more inspection in the rearview mirror before I climb out of the car with my satchel.

      Kaitlyn spots me the second I enter the diner. Her face lights up and she waves me over.

      My heart lifts a little, hopefully.

      Stop it. Keep it professional. You don’t even know if she’s into you, and if she’s not, then you’re being a creep.

      “Hey,” Kaitlyn says. “Thanks for coming. It’s good to see you.”

      Her voice is very warm. I’ve got to pull myself together.

      “Of course.” I push my satchel into the corner of the booth.

      Kaitlyn lets out a little nervous laugh.

      “Do you want a coffee or something? I already ordered.”

      “Oh, okay.” It takes me a minute to catch up. I order a coffee while Kaitlyn digs around in her bag, pulling out her computer and a sleeve of papers from a manila envelope. She turns her side of the booth into a desk, placing a folder marked Laurie to the left of the computer.

      “I like the way you write my name,” I say.

      I like the way you write my name? What the hell is wrong with me?

      “Thanks,” she says, a little smile quirking her lips. “It’s a pretty name.”

      “My mom named me after Jamie Lee Curtis’s character in Halloween.”

      For a moment Kaitlyn only blinks at me.

      Maybe that’s why I feel compelled to add, “She loved horror movies.”

      “Explains why you write them,” she says. “It’s like my dad and true crime.”

      I try to remember what Kaitlyn has said about her dad.

      He was a cop at the local precinct for many years, but when he almost died after getting shot, he left the force and opened a private investigation agency. He ran the agency for fifteen years before dying of a heart attack two years ago, at which point Kaitlyn took over full time running Park’s PI Services.

      He’d liked sports—something that I have zero understanding of—and he liked taking Kaitlyn back to South Korea once every other year to see family and remind her where she came from, even though she’s lived in America all her life.

      I’d initially contacted Park’s PI Services because it’s the best-reviewed private investigation agency in town. I’d decided to stay on because Kaitlyn was nothing short of gorgeous.

      A superficial reason, I know. Shoot me.

      “Dog walkers are predictable,” Kaitlyn says. And the words feel so abrupt that I’m very sure I’ve missed something.

      I blink several times. “What?”

      “They usually have routines. They walk the same routes at the same time of day. In addition to Ms. Grier, I got three of those walkers to confirm that they’d seen a dark blue sedan speed off around the time of your mother’s death.”

      Her smile is still sly when she slides a photograph across the table. “Up the road from where your mom was hit is a roundabout with cameras. I’ve got someone checking the history to see if we can match a car of that description to the time of your mom’s death. If I can get a plate number, then we can work to identify the driver.”

      “Are you saying we might actually catch the asshole?” It isn’t until this moment that I realize I’d given up.

      Kaitlyn struggles to keep her face neutral. “It’s too soon to say. Maybe the cameras didn’t capture anything, or we can’t pull a plate number. Or the driver has an alibi. Or it might not have been the owner who was driving. Or the car was stolen.”

      “It only matters that we keep trying,” I tell her. But I have to admit that I’m not sure if it matters anymore. Especially not when my dead mother spends her days shapeshifting into her favorite movie monsters, pranking me. She doesn’t seem the least bit bothered by the fact that she’s dead. I don’t think she cares.

      “I think this is just for me,” I say.

      I hadn’t meant to say that part. But I’ve noticed that around Kaitlyn my inside thoughts keep becoming my outside thoughts. Professional relationship my ass.

      “I know.” When I look up, I find that Kaitlyn’s face is soft. She adds, “And if it matters to you, that’s enough me.”

      My face burns.

      Her expression is gentle. “How are you holding up?”

      “I don’t know how to answer that,” I admit.

      I haven’t told her—or anyone—about my mother haunting me. What would I even say? I haven’t decided how I feel about it myself.

      Am I glad she came back?

      Yes. I think…?

      I don’t know. It would’ve been harder if she’d just left, right? If she’d been killed in a hit and run and then I never heard from her again, never knew if she was okay, you know, emotionally.

      I’m sure my very overactive imagination would have served me up all sorts of horrible scenarios.

      My mother lying in the street, bleeding out, brains half out of her head, feeling alone and unlucky as the last of her life left her.

      Kids know their parents are going to die. But I guess I always imagined it would be later, when she was old, and I would be with her, at her bedside, reminding her of all the wonderful times we had together. And it would definitely have been after I’d had a long and illustrious career as an undisputed master of horror.

      That’s never going to happen now.

      Kaitlyn is still looking at me, expectantly. Still waiting for an answer.

      “It’s just hard to concentrate,” I say lamely.

      “On your writing?” she asks.

      I think of the mummy standing behind my chair bleeding sand onto the floor while it reached toward me with crusty bandages.

      “All of it. I got a past due notice a couple of days ago about the water bill because I didn’t even know that Mom had paperless statements. It’s fine. I paid it. But it makes me wonder what else I’m missing.”

      She twirls her straw in her water glass. “You’re going through a period of adjustment.”

      That is an understatement. And it isn’t just getting the paperwork and the financials and everything else in place, it isn’t even the hauntings, which are distracting all on their own.

      It’s also the missing her.

      I miss my mom.

      It’s probably hard to understand since I still see her—or some version of her—every day.

      But it’s not the same. What’s left of my mom can’t hug me. What’s left of my mom can’t kiss the top of my head and tell me everything’s going to be all right.

      Tears stand out in the corners of my eyes before I can will them away. How embarrassing.

      At least Kaitlyn doesn’t look grossed out. Her features are only pinched in concern.

      She takes a breath and says, “I wasn’t okay for a long time after my dad died, and I knew he was headed for the boneyard given how that man ate. He could put away some chili cheese fries with extra bacon like the world was ending tomorrow. I didn’t even know it was possible for a human to put that much cheese in their mouth at one time.”

      I laugh despite myself.

      She seems pleased to hear it, her lips tugging into a beautiful smile.

      She reaches across the table and takes my hand. She squeezes it.

      “It’ll get easier,” she promises. “Give it time.”
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      After saying goodbye to Kaitlyn at the diner, I head to work. I don’t teach today, so I don’t need to be there. But let’s be honest, I’m avoiding my mother’s questions. The whole reason I took this job was to give myself an excuse to get out of the house twice a week.

      That’s probably the real reason why I haven’t left Michigan.

      The job and the house.

      This is where I grew up. This is where we lived together, made a home together. I don’t like the idea of someone else moving in here and making it their house. I don’t want to get rid of any of her things. And what if she isn’t tied to her urn? What if it’s the house, and I sell it and pack her ashes thinking she’ll come with me to LA only to find out it doesn’t work that way.

      Then again, I’m sure one week with my dead mother will make them sell it back to me at a discount, but that’s not the point. It does me no good fantasizing about things that will never happen anyway.

      I linger on campus, staring out the copy room window at the courtyard below, hoping Mom’s short attention span—death hasn’t changed this in the slightest—will make her forget all about my meetup with Kaitlyn. I don’t need another round of interrogations from the IT clown or whatever she conjures up.

      I sort of want to tell Mom that I hired Kaitlyn to investigate her death. She would’ve thought that kind of thing is cool. But there’s a part of me that worries it might upset her, to know I’m looking into what happened.

      My mother, the ever-forgiving type, would tell me to let it go. She’d say that the driver probably hit her on accident and feels horrible about it.

      There’s no point in making it worse. Forgive and forget.

      That is—was—her motto.

      I’ve never been forgiving or forgetful. I’m still pissed at Britney Jenkins for setting my favorite Barbie on fire in the first grade. Later she got arrested for arson, so that tracks. But I wish my doll hadn’t been one of her earliest victims.

      I’ve tried to find out what Mom remembers about the night she died, but she won’t give me any details. I don’t know if that’s because thinking about it upsets her or if she’s afraid she’ll upset me.

      Or maybe she’s just having too much fun terrorizing me to be upset. She no longer has to rely on rubber masks or hiding in the closet to make me jump out of my skin.

      Without a body, she can pull off tricks never before possible. More than once she’s declared it the absolute best thing about being dead.

      I’m still hiding in the copy room, making copies for my next class, when the sun finally dips behind the horizon. It’s time to quit stalling and head home. I grab my satchel, the mail from my faculty mailbox, and the handouts. The traffic is light on my way home.

      When I pull up in my driveway fifteen minutes later, there are at least ten kids standing on the sidewalk outside my house, and they’re squealing in delight.

      “What the—” I put the Mini Cooper in park and turn off the ignition.

      The stuffed werewolf that I staked to the front lawn is throwing his head back and howling. The three ghouls are floating—floating—several feet off the ground. The pumpkin head’s jaw bobs up and down as she releases a menacing laugh.

      The house itself is the most surprising of all. The two front windows of the Cape Cod are full of monsters. The one that should be showcasing my living room furniture is covered in zombies pressing themselves against the glass. The other has the mummy that visited me while I was writing this afternoon. Behind them an eerie purple light pulses. She’s got “Monster Mash” blaring this time.

      Jesus, Mom.

      When I get out of the car, one of the boys asks, “How are you doing that?”

      “A timer!” the Johnson boy answers.

      “Your house is hella cool!” another confesses.

      “Thanks.” I throw a self-conscious wave.

      “We’ve only got a stupid witch on the porch,” another laments.

      I escape inside as quickly as I can, hissing, “Mom!”

      I don’t know which of the monsters to direct my attention at, since she seems to be projecting several at once. I throw my satchel on the armchair closest to the front door.

      “Mom, what if someone files a complaint?”

      “But they’re so appreciative,” Mom says. Her voice comes from thin air, the definition of disembodied. “It reminds me of when you were little. It was so easy to impress you then. Every time I showed you a new movie or told you a new story, you thought it was the most incredible thing in the world.”

      I look out at the delighted faces. She has a point. There’s a lot of joy out there.

      “Okay, but you’re setting a very high bar right now,” I tell her. “The neighbors are going to hate me.”

      “Pfft. Who cares. Everyone needs to lighten up.”

      I stand in the foyer, looking from the zombies to the mummy. “Mom, how are you doing all this?”

      “I don’t know,” she says, sounding both breathless and excited. “I feel like I’m getting stronger. I might figure out that banshee scream after all.”

      “I won’t be sad if you don’t.” The last thing I need is my mother screaming like an actual banshee and splitting my eardrums in half. I consider it a small blessing from the universe that she hasn’t been able to manage it yet.

      “But you like this, don’t you? It’s cool?”

      “Of course. It’s very cool. I just don’t want to answer any questions from the neighbors. Or the police,” I say.

      I don’t know how I’d answer them.

      A pulse of concern shivers through me, tugging at my guts.

      I feel like I’m getting stronger.

      Should a ghost be getting stronger?

      I think about asking her to try for a hug then. Maybe we can manage it if she really is getting stronger. Then I change my mind. If we try and fail it’ll ruin the mood.

      I leave Mom to her scaring and go about the task of making dinner. Too bad my ghost roommate can’t cook or clean. Despite all her theatrics, Mom doesn’t seem capable of actually moving objects or touching things.

      It’s all show and bluster. Like, literal wind. That’s it.

      There’s the breeze I feel when she moves through me or past me, when she tries to touch me. The television and radio seem to be the exception. She can turn them on and off but not with the remote. She can also flicker the lights. So there’s something electrical going on too.

      Fifteen minutes later, I’ve got a bowl of mac and cheese thrown together and I’m in front of the TV. Mom has Halloween playing. I feel her moving close, cooling the air around me.

      “Why do you love this movie so much?” I ask her, spooning cheesy noodles into my mouth.

      “They did so much with such a small budget,” she says. “Don’t you love it?”

      Love is a stretch. “Sure, but there are other movies I like more.”

      I think she’s going to let it go, but I’m mistaken. Twenty minutes later she’s still in full critique mode.

      “See, look what they did here with the angles,” Mom says. “Nowadays they would’ve had to⁠—”

      My eyes are fluttering closed. It’s dark outside and my stomach is full of noodles. The weight of the day is pulling me toward slumber. It always does this as we move toward winter.

      With my eyes closed like this, a movie playing in the background and Mom prattling on about it—it’s almost like she’s alive again. Apart from the cold spot turning my legs to frost, it’s quite cozy, and it makes me miss her all the more.

      I wish I could ask for that hug.

      She’s not gone, I tell myself. She’s right here.

      I almost believe it.

      I open my eyes when the music rises suddenly. Jamie Lee Curtis has just discovered the bodies. She backs out of the room screaming, falling against the wall, unaware that Michael is coming up behind her. She’s trembling and carrying on—until Michael stabs her, that is.

      Mom’s orb sighs. I can’t tell if it’s a pleased or disappointed sigh.

      “Why stumble around in the dark like that? Especially if you’re just going to be crying and making all that noise? You know the killer can hear you.” I sit up, putting my empty bowl on the end table. “Why did you name me after a victim, anyway?”

      “Pumpkin. I didn’t name you after a victim,” Mom says. “I named you after a survivor. There’s a big difference.”
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      I’m pushing in chairs when my bag begins to vibrate, playing the “This is Halloween” tune. I walk back to the desk and dig it out to find Kaitlyn’s name scrolling across the top of the screen. My heart skips a beat.

      “Hey?”

      “Hey!” She sounds a little breathless. And like maybe she’s outside. Pretty sure that’s the sound of traffic and wind. “Is your class over? I hope I’m not interrupting.”

      I’m only surprised for a second. Then I remember that she’s a private investigator. Obviously she knows where I am and what I’m doing.

      “The class ended a few minutes ago. I was just trying to tidy up a bit. I always feel so bad for the janitors.”

      “Do you have plans afterwards?” she asks.

      My mind flatlines. It does that when I talk to girls I like. A very annoying habit.

      For a moment there’s only silence on the line.

      She fills it by saying, “Because I was wondering if you wanted to come with me. I’m paying a visit to a witness.”

      Okay, so she’s not asking me out on a date. Of course not. She’s too professional to be mixing business and pleasure. I don’t know why I got my hopes up. There also remains the fact that she has expressed zero interest in me.

      “Should I really be going with you?” I ask before switching the phone to the other ear. “Won’t I just be mucking up a crime scene or something?”

      Kaitlyn snorts. She has a very cute snort. “There’s no scene to muck up. If by some stroke of luck we do come across physical evidence, I won’t let you touch it.”

      “Let me,” I repeat. “Well, as long as we know who’s in charge.”

      There’s another beat of silence. God. Why did I have to go and make it weird?

      “Will you come?” Kaitlyn asks. “I’d like it if you did.”

      That settles that. “Sure. Just give me an address and I’ll meet you there.”

      “Actually, I’m outside,” she says.

      I peek into the hallway, but she’s not there.

      “Outside your building,” she clarifies, as if she can see me. “In the east lot.”

      “That’s where I’m parked,” I say dumbly.

      She humors me. “I know. Come on down and we’ll ride together.”

      It isn’t until I’m out of the building and I see her in the parking lot, leaning against my car, that I realize she’d said come down.

      Not out, but down.

      Did I tell her my classroom is on the upper floor at some point? I don’t think so.

      We lock eyes and she throws me a wave. God, she’s cute.

      

      We’re cruising down the highway toward the west side of town when I crane around, looking into the backseat of her SUV.

      “I already checked for a killer,” Kaitlyn says with a big smile. “There’s not a body either. I got rid of it before I picked you up.”

      I laugh, hoping to hide my nervousness. She’s probably joking, but her delivery is perfect. She even widens her eyes to suggest a hint of playful crazy.

      You read too much horror, I tell myself.

      It’s true that the novel I just finished was about how the killer had been the cop who’d rescued the final girl. After stabbing her and murdering all her friends, he pretended to worry about her, care for her, protect her, for years.

      God, stop it, I chastise myself. I picked Kaitlyn. I called her. She did not kill Mom with the intent of finishing me off next. Why would she do that?

      “You’re quiet today,” Kaitlyn says.

      Quick, say something.

      “I was just thinking you couldn’t fit a body back there with all that paperwork.” This is true because her backseat is full of cardboard file boxes. “Unless you chopped it up. But then your boxes would be soggy.”

      Kaitlyn’s brows go up and don’t come down, like she’s considering this thoughtfully.

      Is that what you call flirtatious banter, you freak?

      “Sorry. That was probably too graphic,” I say.

      Kaitlyn shrugs before turning on her blinker and switching lanes. “You realize I read a lot of true crime, right? Those writers can get very graphic when describing the crime and what was done to the body. I don’t like it when they’re dehumanizing though. That was someone’s loved one, you know?”

      “Totally. Makes sense.”

      “As for the boxes, they’re old files. I’m trying to clean out the agency. Dad was a total packrat. But I need to go through everything, maybe digitize it, before I throw anything out. It’s going to take forever.”

      “Sounds like it.”

      “What about you?” she asks.

      “No, Mom wasn’t a packrat. I’m probably the hoarder in our relationship.”

      Kaitlyn snorts again. “No, why do you love horror so much?”

      “Oh. I don’t know. My mom loved it, so I had a lot of exposure to it growing up.”

      Kaitlyn looks unconvinced. “In addition to true crime, my dad was really into birding and golf. I can play a mean round of it, but that doesn’t mean I love it. You love it. I can tell. Why?”

      The question forces me to think.

      “Honestly, I don’t like the same kind of horror she does—did.”

      She looks over her shoulder to switch lanes. “There are different kinds?”

      “Oh my god, yes.”

      Her lips twitch, amused by my outburst. “Go on then. School me.”

      I sit up straighter in the passenger seat. “Horror is a very broad church. There’s traditional horror or slasher films, but there’s also horror thrillers like Silence of the Lambs.”
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