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      Emily Hayes had a weakness for Halloween stores. She loved Halloween stuff much more than Christmas stuff or even pretty non-holiday items. She didn’t buy much because up until a month or two ago, she hadn’t had enough room, but at Halloween she always got herself a new mug or a scarf or something small and fun.

      So when she saw the black-and-orange electronic sign flashing above the latest pop-up store in the only strip mall in this part of Seavy Village, she promised herself a stop on the way home.

      Home was now a dilapidated old house on the top of a hill about five blocks from here. She wouldn’t have to drive to the pop-up at all if she didn’t want to, but she had some supplies to get from the hardware store, things she had to hold and consider, instead of ordering them online.

      After more than a decade of online shopping, it felt weird to go to a store to get things. But she’d learned, after she had moved into Aunt Maisey’s house, that there was nothing standard about it. Measurements didn’t help. Photographs didn’t work. Trying to find the elusive missing bolt that would work in that particular screw hole required a bolt from a nearby screw hole and an expert who would eyeball it and tell her what, exactly, she was missing.

      And she was missing a lot.

      She had thought she would love living on the coast. That was one of the reasons she had taken on the house instead of selling it like the broker wanted her to do.

      Another reason was that the house had been in the family for generations. Emily was the only one left, and losing the house felt like losing another close family member. She felt like she would betray everyone if she let it go.

      She knew the arguments: Amber, her best friend, had earned the right to be blunt with her since they’d known each other since that first scary day of kindergarten, and Amber often used that right. She did when she heard Emily’s reason for keeping the house.

      You can’t let them down, Amber had said. They’re dead.

      Emily knew that, but she didn’t know that. She could feel the family near her, judging her sometimes, encouraging her other times. There was history that she didn’t want to let go of, and memories that only resided in that house on the hill, and lots and lots of love that might just vanish if she let it all go.

      Moving into the house and fixing it up felt like a compulsion, but not one she should fight. One she needed to give into, so she had.

      She had a lot of money saved from the hated IT job, and then she learned that Aunt Maisey had been one of those people who never spent a dime on herself. The money in the Maisey estate was staggering—and that was her lawyer’s term—but finding it all was proving difficult.

      Every yellowed stack of papers that Emily found in the various rooms of the house had mysterious envelopes from dozens of different banks. If this had been a digital trail, she could have conquered it in a heartbeat, but Aunt Maisey had been stubbornly analog.

      Some days, Emily loved the challenge.

      Other days, like today, she wanted to return to Portland and live her old frustrating little life at the beck and call of executives who thought computers worked better when you pounded the mouse against the keyboard in frustration.

      That memory made her feel better, and so did the black-and orange electronic sign above the pop-up store after her hour-plus with Mr. Wineglass at the hardware store. At first, the sign was just a blur of Halloween color against the very dark and stormy sky. The peeks of the ocean she got between the buildings was just as black and gray as the sky, but had the added benefit of huge, white, foam-covered waves.

      No matter what the weather app on her watch said, the storm that was hovering offshore was going to be a big one.

      Aunt Maisey always said the ocean had a lot of secrets, but it told no lies. So when it was roiling with anger at an impending storm, Aunt Maisey would say, everyone had better listen.

      Emily had listened, days ago, when the surfers showed up. They liked to chase big waves, and their computer models had predicted gigantic waves here at the end of October. Big waves came from big storms, often off shore. But she had looked up the month-long weather forecast, looked at the storm patterns, and thought that the surfers had been both right and wrong: right in that there would be some really big waves; wrong in that the waves would be the only thing to hit the coast.

      So she had prepared.

      She had been coming to the coast off and on ever since she had been a child, and she knew that there was nothing more fragile than electricity during a powerful coastal windstorm. She was a woman who needed electricity like she needed air, so she bought a huge generator and had it professionally installed.

      Then she added some food to a secondary fridge, made sure there were a lot of bags of ice in the freezer, and bought extra battery powered lights. She had snacks and a couple of iPads charged and ready to go with movies if she needed the distraction.

      She also had a guy come out and clean up the house’s five fireplaces. She bought a cord of wood and had it placed inside the garage where Aunt Maisey had (stupidly) kept the original generator, which the new generator guys kindly dragged away to the dump.

      Emily would have done all of this work anyway, but the ocean and its warnings had given her an excuse to do it all immediately. She had told Amber on the phone that she was simply getting ready for a coastal winter, because she didn’t want to discuss the feeling that she’d been carrying around since she first saw the waves growing:

      She felt like this storm was going to be consequential.

      She just didn’t know what that meant yet.

      The blur of orange and black soon resolved itself with a bit of green. The sign read Halloween Pop-up in neon orange letters, with black images behind it. A digital green frog would hop across the bottom, and stop to look at the road before hopping to the other end of the sign. The frog wore a pointed witch’s cap and, at the far end of the sign, climbed onto a broomstick and flew away.

      It was a nice piece of engineering that she hoped would survive the storm. She knew that no previous storm had brought down that sign, because in the year before her death, Aunt Maisey had complained about it in letters and postcards, saying that it ruined her view.

      Emily couldn’t even see the sign from the house. She had no idea what view Aunt Maisey had been referring to, but it hadn’t been the one from the ocean- and 101-facing windows.

      Emily liked this sign. Maybe Aunt Maisey had meant that the sign blocked her view from the road when she drove, and it did do that. It hid some of the cliffside caves that were sometimes visible when the tide was down.

      Not that it mattered. Aunt Maisey was gone and Emily loved the sign. She wasn’t sure she’d like the next sign for the next pop-up, but this one actually made her happy.
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