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INTRODUCTION

WHEN CHURCHYARDS YAWN

By goblins of the cornfield stark

By witches dancing on the green

By pumpkins grinning in the dark

I wish you luck this Hallowe’en.

—EARLY 1900S HALLOWEEN POSTCARD

ALL HALLOWS’ EVE … Samhain … Día de los Muertos … all names for when the barriers between the worlds are at their weakest, and ghosts and grisly things can cross over into our existence. For a short period each year, the natural becomes the supernatural, and nobody is safe from their most intimate and terrifying fears.

The history of Hallowe’en, or Halloween (a more contemporary spelling), dates back to the ancient Celts, whose Druid priests celebrated the changing of the seasons on Samhain (pronounced “sow-in”). It was believed to be a time when the veil between the worlds was at its thinnest, and the fairy-folk, or sidhe, could cross over and cause havoc in our world, while the souls of the dead returned to their homes seeking hospitality.

The Catholic missionaries embraced the festival as a method of converting the Celts, changing its name to All Hallows’ Eve and moving it from its original date of May 13th to October 31st, the night before All Saints’ Day.

After the Church of England broke away from Catholicism, Hallowe’en was banned for a time in Britain, but it continued to be celebrated in countries such as Scotland and Ireland, who still adhered to their Celtic heritage.

In 1785, the renowned Scottish poet and author Sir Robert Burns (1759–96) penned the verse “Hallowe’en,” which described how young people playing fortune-telling games were likely to encounter the Devil.

With the great migration of the Scots-Irish to America in the mid-1800s, Hallowe’en traveled with them and was soon claimed by the Victorians as a celebration of their own. The first book devoted to the holiday, Martha Russell Orne’s Hallowe’en: How to Celebrate It, was published in 1898, and it was not long before it became an established tradition in the United States.

The festival had always been linked with mischievous children (and perhaps less wholesome beings) playing pranks, and by the 1930s the practice of “trick-or-treating” had become an annual event every October 31st.

In the early part of the twentieth century, companies such as John O. Winsch of Stapleton, New York, were producing whole ranges of colorful and imaginative postcards—mostly printed in Germany—wishing people “A Happy Halloween.” These beautifully printed cards also helped establish the associated image of witches, black cats, and grinning carved pumpkins (or jack-o’-lanterns) into the conscience of the general public.

Following World War II, manufacturers and retailers began to seriously capitalize upon the holiday, producing cheap, mass-produced toys, masks and costumes for children—and later adults—to celebrate all things grim and gruesome on one night of the year. Little did they realize that they were simply recreating a festival that those Druid priests of so long ago celebrated to mark the beginning of winter.

In 1978, John’s Carpenter’s low-budget “slasher” movie Halloween—about a group of teenagers menaced by a white-masked serial killer—forever reinvented the day for moviegoers and horror fans, and helped spawn a worldwide industry that is now worth billions of dollars a year.

The Latin American Día de los Muertos, or Day of the Dead, is celebrated from October 31st through to November 2nd and shares some of the same traits as Halloween while using colorful makeup and pageantry to honor friends and family members who have died.

There is no doubt that Halloween is now Big Business, but the literary tradition of the holiday dates back to the early nineteenth century and such short stories as Washington Irving’s “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow” (1820) and Nathaniel Hawthorne’s “Young Goodman Browne” (1835).

There have, of course, been numerous anthologies devoted to Halloween before, and so I wanted to make sure that I presented as wide a range of stories and themes as possible in this latest addition to the canon.

Over the following pages you will discover some remarkable writers—both well-established and relative newcomers—and a breadth of creative ideas that hopefully tap into all the many aspects—supernatural and psychological—that make Halloween such a memorable festival. Not all of them are horror stories, but then the holiday itself is many things to different people and continues to evolve and reinvent itself as we move further into the twenty-first century.

So relax and enjoy these stories and one poem inspired by the spookiest night of the year. And if you’re disturbed by a knock at the door, and open it to find a gaggle of guisers on the doorstep demanding “trick-or-treat,” then make sure you have enough candy to hand … and that there really is something recognizable lurking behind that mask or beneath that sheet… .

STEPHEN JONES

LONDON, ENGLAND


OCTOBER IN THE CHAIR

NEIL GAIMAN


Neil Gaiman is the author of the bestselling 2013 Book of the Year, The Ocean at the End of the Lane, the Carnegie Award–winning The Graveyard Book, as well as Coraline, Neverwhere, the essay collection The View from the Cheap Seats, and The Sandman series of graphic novels, among many other works.

His fiction has received many awards, including the Carnegie and Newbery medals, and the Hugo, Nebula, World Fantasy, and Eisner awards.

Originally from England, he now divides his time between the UK, where he recently turned Good Omens—originally a novel he wrote with Terry Pratchett—into a television series, and the US, where he is professor in the arts at Bard College.

“I began this story several years ago,” explains Gaiman, “when Harlan Ellison and I were at a convention, and we were meant to be writing a story together in a roped-off area. But Harlan was late on a deadline for an introduction, so he was typing that.

“I wrote the first few hundred words of this story then and showed it to Harlan. He read it through, suggested I clean up April’s language, and said no—he thought that this really was the beginning of one of my stories. So I began a different story, which Harlan called ‘Shoot Day for Night’ when he continued it. One day, at some other convention, behind some other ropes, I have no doubt that it will be finished.

“So the months sat around the fire on my hard disk for several years, haunting me but unwritten. Then Peter Straub asked me for a story, and I got to find out what happened next.”



OCTOBER WAS IN the chair, so it was chilly that evening, and the leaves were red and orange and tumbled from the trees that circled the grove. The twelve of them sat around a campfire roasting huge sausages on sticks, which spat and crackled as the fat dripped onto the burning applewood, and drinking fresh apple cider, tangy and tart in their mouths.

April took a dainty bite from her sausage, which burst open as she bit into it, spilling hot juice down her chin. “Beshrew and suck-ordure on it,” she said.

Squat March, sitting next to her, laughed, low and dirty, and then pulled out a huge, filthy handkerchief. “Here you go,” he said.

April wiped her chin. “Thanks,” she said. “The cursed bag-of-innards burned me. I’ll have a blister there tomorrow.”

September yawned. “You are such a hypochondriac,” he said, across the fire. “And such language.” He had a pencil-thin mustache, and was balding in the front, which made his forehead seem high and wise.

“Lay off her,” said May. Her dark hair was cropped short against her skull, and she wore sensible boots. She smoked a small, brown cigarillo which smelled heavily of cloves. “She’s sensitive.”

“Oh puh-lease,” said September. “Spare me.”

October, conscious of his position in the chair, sipped his apple cider, cleared his throat, and said, “Okay. Who wants to begin?” The chair he sat in was carved from one large block of oakwood, inlaid with ash, with cedar, and with cherrywood. The other eleven sat on tree stumps equally spaced about the small bonfire. The tree stumps had been worn smooth and comfortable by years of use.

“What about the minutes?” asked January. “We always do minutes when I’m in the chair.”

“But you aren’t in the chair now, are you, dear?” said September, an elegant creature of mock solicitude.

“What about the minutes?” repeated January. “You can’t ignore them.”

“Let the little buggers take care of themselves,” said April, one hand running through her long blonde hair. “And I think September should go first.”

September preened and nodded. “Delighted,” he said.

“Hey,” said February. “Hey-hey-hey-hey-hey-hey-hey. I didn’t hear the chairman ratify that. Nobody starts till October says who starts, and then nobody else talks. Can we have maybe the tiniest semblance of order here?” He peered at them, small, pale, dressed entirely in blues and grays.

“It’s fine,” said October. His beard was all colors, a grove of trees in autumn, deep brown and fire-orange and wine-red, an untrimmed tangle across the lower half of his face. His cheeks were apple-red. He looked like a friend; like someone you had known all your life. “September can go first. Let’s just get it rolling.”

September placed the end of his sausage into his mouth, chewed daintily, and drained his cider mug. Then he stood up and bowed to the company and began to speak.

“Laurent DeLisle was the finest chef in all of Seattle, at least, Laurent DeLisle thought so, and the Michelin stars on his door confirmed him in his opinion. He was a remarkable chef, it is true—his minced lamb brioche had won several awards; his smoked quail and white truffle ravioli had been described in The Gastronome as ‘the tenth wonder of the world.’ But it was his wine cellar … ah, his wine cellar … that was his source of pride and his passion.

“I understand that. The last of the white grapes are harvested in me, and the bulk of the reds: I appreciate fine wines, the aroma, the taste, the aftertaste as well.

“Laurent DeLisle bought his wines at auctions, from private wine-lovers, from reputable dealers: he would insist on a pedigree for each wine, for wine frauds are, alas, too common when the bottle is selling for perhaps five, ten, a hundred thousand dollars, or pounds, or euros.

“The treasure—the jewel—the rarest of the rare and the ne plus ultra of his temperature-controlled wine cellar was a bottle of 1902 Château Lafite. It was on the wine list at $120,000, although it was, in true terms, priceless, for it was the last bottle of its kind.”

“Excuse me,” said August, politely. He was the fattest of them all, his thin hair combed in golden wisps across his pink pate.

September glared down at his neighbor. “Yes?”

“Is this the one where some rich dude buys the wine to go with the dinner, and the chef decides that the dinner the rich dude ordered isn’t good enough for the wine, so he sends out a different dinner, and the guy takes one mouthful, and he’s got, like, some rare allergy and he just dies like that, and the wine never gets drunk after all?”

September said nothing. He looked a great deal.

“Because if it is, you told it before. Years ago. Dumb story then. Dumb story now.” August smiled. His pink cheeks shone in the firelight.

September said, “Obviously pathos and culture are not to everyone’s taste. Some people prefer their barbecues and beer, and some of us like—”

February said, “Well, I hate to say this, but he kind of does have a point. It has to be a new story.”

September raised an eyebrow and pursed his lips. “I’m done,” he said, abruptly. He sat down on his stump.

They looked at each other across the fire, the months of the year.

June, hesitant and clean, raised her hand and said, “I have one about a guard on the X-ray machines at LaGuardia Airport, who could read all about people from the outlines of their luggage on the screen, and one day she saw a luggage X-ray so beautiful that she fell in love with the person, and she had to figure out which person in the line it was, and she couldn’t, and she pined for months and months. And when the person came through again she knew it this time, and it was the man, and he was a wizened old Indian man and she was pretty and black and, like, twenty-five, and she knew it would never work out and she let him go, because she could also see from the shapes of his bags on the screen that he was going to die soon.”

October said, “Fair enough, young June. Tell that one.”

June stared at him, like a spooked animal. “I just did,” she said.

October nodded. “So you did,” he said, before any of the others could say anything. And then he said, “Shall we proceed to my story, then?”

February sniffed. “Out of order there, big fella. The man in the chair only tells his story when the rest of us are through. Can’t go straight to the main event.”

May was placing a dozen chestnuts on the grate above the fire, deploying them into patterns with her tongs. “Let him tell his story if he wants to,” she said. “God knows it can’t be worse than the one about the wine. And I have things to be getting back to. Flowers don’t bloom by themselves. All in favor?”

“You’re taking this to a formal vote?” February said. “I cannot believe this. I cannot believe this is happening.” He mopped his brow with a handful of tissues, which he pulled from his sleeve.

Seven hands were raised. Four people kept their hands down—February, September, January, and July. (“I don’t have anything personal on this,” said July, apologetically. “It’s purely procedural. We shouldn’t be setting precedents.”)

“It’s settled then,” said October. “Is there anything anyone would like to say before I begin?”

“Um. Yes. Sometimes,” said June, “Sometimes I think somebody’s watching us from the woods and then I look and there isn’t anybody there. But I still think it.”

April said, “That’s because you’re crazy.”

“Mm,” said September, to everybody. “That’s our April. She’s sensitive but she’s still the cruelest.”

“Enough,” said October. He stretched in his chair. He cracked a cobnut with his teeth, pulled out the kernel, and threw the fragments of shell into the fire, where they hissed and spat and popped, and he began.

There was a boy, October said, who was miserable at home, although they did not beat him. He did not fit well, not his family, his town, nor even his life. He had two older brothers who were twins, older than he was, and who hurt him or ignored him, and were popular. They played football: some games one twin would score more and be the hero, and some games the other would. Their little brother did not play football. They had a name for their brother. They called him the Runt.

They had called him the Runt since he was a baby, and at first their mother and father had chided them for it.

The twins said, “But he is the runt of the litter. Look at him. Look at us.” The boys were six when they said this. Their parents thought it was cute. A name like the Runt can be infectious, so pretty soon the only person who called him Donald was his grandmother, when she telephoned him on his birthday, and people who did not know him.

Now, perhaps because names have power, he was a runt: skinny and small and nervous. He had been born with a runny nose, and it had not stopped running in a decade. At mealtimes, if the twins liked the food they would steal his; if they did not, they would contrive to place their food on his plate and he would find himself in trouble for leaving good food uneaten.

Their father never missed a football game, and would buy an ice-cream afterward for the twin who had scored the most, and a consolation ice-cream for the other twin who hadn’t. Their mother described herself as a newspaperwoman, although she mostly sold advertising space and subscriptions: she had gone back to work full-time once the twins were capable of taking care of themselves.

The other kids in the boy’s class admired the twins. They had called him Donald for several weeks in first grade, until the word trickled down that his brothers called him the Runt. His teachers rarely called him anything at all, although among themselves they could sometimes be heard to say that it was a pity that the youngest Covay boy didn’t have the pluck or the imagination or the life of his brothers.

The Runt could not have told you when he first decided to run away, nor when his daydreams crossed the border and became plans. By the time that he admitted to himself that he was leaving, he had a large Tupperware container hidden beneath a plastic sheet behind the garage containing three Mars bars, two Milky Ways, a bag of nuts, a small bag of licorice, a flashlight, several comics, an unopened packet of beef jerky, and thirty-seven dollars, most of it in quarters. He did not like the taste of beef jerky, but he had read that explorers had survived for weeks on nothing else; and it was when he put the packet of beef jerky into the Tupperware box and pressed the lid down with a pop that he knew he was going to have to run away.

He had read books, newspapers, and magazines. He knew that if you ran away you sometimes met bad people who did bad things to you; but he had also read fairy tales, so he knew that there were kind people out there, side by side with the monsters.

The Runt was a thin ten-year-old, small, with a runny nose, and a blank expression. If you were to try and pick him out of a group of boys, you’d be wrong. He’d be the other one. Over at the side. The one your eye slipped over.

All through September he put off leaving. It took a really bad Friday, during the course of which both of his brothers sat on him (and the one who sat on his face broke wind and laughed uproariously) to decide that whatever monsters were waiting out in the world would be bearable, perhaps even preferable.

Saturday, his brothers were meant to be looking after him, but soon they went into town to see a girl they liked. The Runt went around the back of the garage and took the Tupperware container out from beneath the plastic sheeting. He took it up to his bedroom. He emptied his schoolbag onto his bed, filled it with his candies and comics and quarters and the beef jerky. He filled an empty soda bottle with water.

The Runt walked into the town and got on the bus. He rode west, ten-dollars-in-quarters-worth of west, to a place he didn’t know, which he thought was a good start, then he got off the bus and walked. There was no sidewalk now, so when cars came past he would edge over into the ditch, to safety.

The sun was high. He was hungry, so he rummaged in his bag and pulled out a Mars bar. After he ate it he found he was thirsty, and he drank almost half of the water from his soda bottle before he realized he was going to have to ration it. He had thought that once he got out of the town he would see springs of fresh water everywhere, but there were none to be found. There was a river, though, that ran beneath a wide bridge.

The Runt stopped halfway across the bridge to stare down at the brown water. He remembered something he had been told in school: that, in the end, all rivers flowed into the sea. He had never been to the seashore. He clambered down the bank and followed the river. There was a muddy path along the side of the riverbank, and an occasional beer can or plastic snack packet to show that people had been that way before, but he saw no one as he walked.

He finished his water.

He wondered if they were looking for him yet. He imagined police cars and helicopters and dogs, all trying to find him. He would evade them. He would make it to the sea.

The river ran over some rocks, and it splashed. He saw a blue heron, its wings wide, glide past him, and he saw solitary end-of-season dragonflies, and sometimes small clusters of midges, enjoying the Indian summer. The blue sky became dusk-gray, and a bat swung down to snatch insects from the air. The Runt wondered where he would sleep that night.

Soon the path divided, and he took the branch that led away from the river, hoping it would lead to a house, or to a farm with an empty barn. He walked for some time, as the dusk deepened, until, at the end of the path, he found a farmhouse, half tumbled down and unpleasant-looking. The Runt walked around it, becoming increasingly certain as he walked that nothing could make him go inside, and then he climbed over a broken fence to an abandoned pasture, and settled down to sleep in the long grass with his schoolbag for his pillow.

He lay on his back, fully dressed, staring up at the sky. He was not in the slightest bit sleepy.

“They’ll be missing me by now,” he told himself. “They’ll be worried.”

He imagined himself coming home in a few years’ time. The delight on his family’s faces as he walked up the path to home. Their welcome. Their love… .

He woke some hours later, with the bright moonlight in his face. He could see the whole world—as bright as day, like in the nursery rhyme, but pale and without colors. Above him, the moon was full, or almost, and he imagined a face looking down at him, not unkindly, in the shadows and shapes of the moon’s surface.

A voice said, “Where do you come from?”

He sat up, not scared, not yet, and looked around him. Trees. Long grass. “Where are you? I don’t see you?”

Something he had taken for a shadow moved, beside a tree on the edge of the pasture, and he saw a boy of his own age.

“I’m running away from home,” said the Runt.

“Whoa,” said the boy. “That must have taken a whole lot of guts.”

The Runt grinned with pride. He didn’t know what to say.

“You want to walk a bit?” said the boy.

“Sure,” said the Runt. He moved his schoolbag so it was next to the fence-post, so he could always find it again.

They walked down the slope, giving a wide berth to the old farmhouse.

“Does anyone live there?” asked the Runt.

“Not really,” said the other boy. He had fair, fine hair that was almost white in the moonlight. “Some people tried a long time back, but they didn’t like it, and they left. Then other folk moved in. But nobody lives there now. What’s your name?”

“Donald,” said the Runt. And then, “But they call me the Runt. What do they call you?”

The boy hesitated. “Dearly,” he said.

“That’s a cool name.”

Dearly said, “I used to have another name, but I can’t read it anymore.”

They squeezed through a huge iron gateway, rusted part open, part closed, into position, and they were in the little meadow at the bottom of the slope.

“This place is cool,” said the Runt.

There were dozens of stones of all sizes in the small meadow. Tall stones, bigger than either of the boys, and small ones, just the right size for sitting on. There were some broken stones. The Runt knew what sort of a place this was, but it did not scare him. It was a loved place.

“Who’s buried here?” he asked.

“Mostly okay people,” said Dearly. “There used to be a town over there. Past those trees. Then the railroad came and they built a stop in the next town over, and our town sort of dried up and fell in and blew away. There’s bushes and trees now, where the town was. You can hide in the trees and go into the old houses and jump out.”

The Runt said, “Are they like that farmhouse up there? The houses?” He didn’t want to go in them, if they were.

“No,” said Dearly. “Nobody goes in them, except for me. And some animals, sometimes. I’m the only kid around here.”

“I figured,” said The Runt.

“Maybe we can go down and play in them,” said Dearly.

“That would be pretty cool,” said the Runt.

It was a perfect early October night: almost as warm as summer, and the harvest moon dominated the sky. You could see everything.

“Which one of these is yours?” asked the Runt.

Dearly straightened up proudly and took the Runt by the hand. He pulled him over to an overgrown corner of the field. The two boys pushed aside the long grass. The stone was set flat into the ground, and it had dates carved into it from a hundred years before. Much of it was worn away, but beneath the dates it was possible to make out the words

DEARLY DEPARTED
WILL NEVER BE FORG

“Forgotten, I’d wager,” said Dearly.

“Yeah, that’s what I’d say too,” said the Runt.

They went out of the gate, down a gully and into what remained of the old town. Trees grew through houses, and buildings had fallen in on themselves, but it wasn’t scary. They played hide and seek. They explored. Dearly showed the Runt some pretty cool places, including a one-room cottage that he said was the oldest building in that whole part of the county. It was in pretty good shape, too, considering how old it was.

“I can see pretty good by moonlight,” said the Runt. “Even inside. I didn’t know that it was so easy.”

“Yeah,” said Dearly. “And after a while you get good at seeing even when there ain’t any moonlight.”

The Runt was envious.

“I got to go to the bathroom,” said the Runt. “Is there somewhere around here?”

Dearly thought for a moment. “I don’t know,” he admitted. “I don’t do that stuff anymore. There are a few outhouses still standing, but they may not be safe. Best just to do it in the woods.”

“Like a bear,” said the Runt.

He went out the back, into the woods which pushed up against the wall of the cottage, and went behind a tree. He’d never done that before, in the open air. He felt like a wild animal. When he was done he wiped himself off with fallen leaves. Then he went back out the front. Dearly was sitting in a pool of moonlight, waiting for him.

“How did you die?” asked the Runt.

“I got sick,” said Dearly. “My maw cried and carried on something fierce. Then I died.”

“If I stayed here with you,” said the Runt. “Would I have to be dead too?”

“Maybe,” said Dearly. “Well, yeah. I guess.”

“What’s it like? Being dead?”

“I don’t mind it,” admitted Dearly. “Worst thing is not having anyone to play with.”

“But there must be lots of people up in that meadow,” said the Runt. “Don’t they ever play with you?”

“Nope,” said Dearly. “Mostly, they sleep. And even when they walk, they can’t be bothered to just go and see stuff and do things. They can’t be bothered with me. You see that tree?”

It was a beech tree, its smooth gray bark cracked with age. It sat in what must once have been the town square, ninety years before.

“Yeah,” said the Runt.

“You want to climb it?”

“It looks kind of high.”

“It is. Real high. But it’s easy to climb. I’ll show you.”

It was easy to climb. There were handholds in the bark, and the boys went up the big beech tree like a couple of monkeys, or pirates, or warriors. From the top of the tree one could see the whole world. The sky was starting to lighten, just a hair, in the east.

Everything waited. The night was ending. The world was holding its breath, preparing to begin again.

“This was the best day I ever had,” said the Runt.

“Me too,” said Dearly. “What you going to do now?”

“I don’t know,” said the Runt.

He imagined himself going on across the world, all the way to the sea. He imagined himself growing up and growing older, bringing himself up by his bootstraps. Somewhere in there he would become fabulously wealthy. And then he would go back to the house with the twins in it, and he would drive up to their door in his wonderful car, or perhaps he would turn up at a football game (in his imagination the twins had neither aged nor grown) and look down at them, in a kindly way. He would buy them all, the twins, his parents, a meal at the finest restaurant in the city, and they would tell him how badly they had misunderstood him and mistreated him. They apologized and wept, and through it all he said nothing. He let their apologies wash over him. And then he would give each of them a gift, and afterwards he would leave their lives once more, this time for good.

It was a fine dream.

In reality, he knew, he would keep walking and be found tomorrow, or the day after that, and go home and be yelled at and everything would be the same as it ever was; and day after day, hour after hour until the end of time, he’d still be the Runt, only they’d be mad at him for having dared to walk away.

“I have to go to bed soon,” said Dearly. He started to climb down the big beech tree.

Climbing down the tree was harder, the Runt found. You couldn’t see where you were putting your feet and had to feel around for somewhere to put them. Several times he slipped and slid, but Dearly went down ahead of him, and would say things like, “Just a little to the right, now,” and they both made it down just fine.

The sky continued to lighten, and the moon was fading, and it was harder to see. They clambered back through the gully. Sometimes the Runt wasn’t sure that Dearly was there at all, but when he got to the top, he saw the boy waiting for him.

They didn’t say much as they walked up to the meadow filled with stones. The Runt put his arm over Dearly’s shoulder, and they walked in step up the hill.

“Well,” said Dearly. “Thanks for coming over.”

“I had a good time,” said the Runt.

“Yeah,” said Dearly. “Me too.”

Down in the woods somewhere a bird began to sing.

“If I wanted to stay—?” said the Runt, all in a burst. Then he stopped. I might never get another chance to change it, thought the Runt. He’d never get to the sea. They’d never let him.

Dearly didn’t say anything, not for a long time. The world was gray. More birds joined the first.

“I can’t do it,” said Dearly, eventually. “But they might.”

“Who?”

“The ones in there.” The fair boy pointed up the slope to the tumbledown farmhouse with the jagged broken windows, silhouetted against the dawn. The gray light had not changed it.

The Runt shivered. “There’s people in there?” he said. “I thought you said it was empty.”

“It ain’t empty,” said Dearly. “I said nobody lives there. Different things.” He looked up at the sky. “I got to go now,” he added. He squeezed the Runt’s hand. And then he just wasn’t there any longer.

The Runt stood in the little graveyard all on his own, listening to the birdsong on the morning air. Then he made his way up the hill. It was harder by himself.

He picked up his schoolbag from the place he had left it. He ate his last Milky Way and stared at the tumbledown building. The empty windows of the farmhouse were like eyes, watching him.

It was darker inside there. Darker than anything.

He pushed his way through the weed-choked yard. The door to the farmhouse was mostly crumbled away. He stopped at the doorway, hesitating, wondering if this was wise. He could smell damp, and rot, and something else underneath. He thought he heard something move, deep in the house, in the cellar, maybe, or the attic. A shuffle, maybe. Or a hop. It was hard to tell.

Eventually, he went inside.

Nobody said anything. October filled his wooden mug with apple cider when he was done, and drained it, and filled it again.

“It was a story,” said December. “I’ll say that for it.” He rubbed his pale blue eyes with a fist. The fire was almost out.

“What happened next?” asked June, nervously. “After he went into the house?”

May, sitting next to her, put her hand on June’s arm. “Better not to think about it,” she said.

“Anyone else want a turn?” asked August. There was silence. “Then I think we’re done.”

“That needs to be an official motion,” pointed out February.

“All in favor?” said October. There was a chorus of “ayes.” “All against?” Silence. “Then I declare this meeting adjourned.”

They got up from the fireside, stretching and yawning, and walked away into the wood, in ones and twos and threes, until only October and his neighbor remained.

“Your turn in the chair next time,” said October.

“I know,” said November. He was pale, and thin-lipped. He helped October out of the wooden chair. “I like your stories. Mine are always too dark.”

“I don’t think so,” said October. “It’s just that your nights are longer. And you aren’t as warm.”

“Put it like that,” said November, “and I feel better. I suppose we can’t help who we are.”

“That’s the spirit,” said his brother. And they touched hands as they walked away from the fire’s orange embers, taking their stories with them back into the dark.
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RANDALL LEFT WORK early again, feeling ill. Nothing definitive, a general fatigue, a general malaise—that was the word, although he’d never used it before. If he’d stayed in his chair another minute it would have required an army to get him out. He didn’t know where he belonged, but he didn’t belong there.

The bus was unusually crowded for the time of day. He wondered if there might be a concert or some such event. He found a seat quickly and hunched forward, trying to shut out the pack. But there were just too many of them, jostling about, not exactly noisy, but murmuring. That constant murmur. And they smelled: rank body odor and cigarettes, and things left out in the rain. But it had been a dry fall, so that stench had to be from something else.

He glanced around. Had they all been fighting? Their faces were discolored, bruised. That fellow’s nose had gone scarlet, swollen. The woman next to him appeared caked in blue, turning black around her eyes. Another woman’s lipstick smeared from both ends of her lips, as if a razor had widened her mouth. Some of their clothing was torn. He studied the women, seeking exposed flesh. It was an old habit, but he didn’t mean any harm. He simply liked women. Was that an exposed breast or an elbow? He felt vaguely ashamed, but he looked anyway. Another word he’d never used occurred to him: voyeur.

Their outfits were unusually colorful, some of the clothing beyond outlandish. They were in costume, he suddenly realized, but they’d been wearing their costumes too long, and now their costumes stank, and their makeup had deteriorated.

Halloween wasn’t until tomorrow—were people partying early? He’d never liked the holiday himself. It seemed such a sad and desperate celebration, poking at your fears for some supposed fun.

“Paula!” A female’s voice from the back of the bus. Maybe an objection. Maybe a warning. Randall couldn’t get the tone, the intent, or even the age of the speaker from just a single word. He turned around in his seat to see if he could tell who had said her name. Maybe, he thought, he might even see Paula herself. Would he even recognize her after so many years? He’d certainly had plenty of practice trying to imagine her older face, her body. Of course it was unlikely to be her, but what did they say? A small world.

His cell went off. One ring. He looked at the screen. NOT AVAILABLE was all it said.

“Paula!” He jerked his head up, looking for the speaker. No one looked at him. No one looked eager to speak. Each huddled to him- or herself, nursing their poorly-disguised injuries, murmuring softly.

He’d always thought of her as the one who got away, although arguably he never had her in the first place. She’d been pleasant enough, and consented to his kisses. But never further, no matter how he’d suggested it, although he’d never been that direct. They’d gone to dinners and movies, and he’d felt cowed by her quiet beauty. She was taller than him, and had that beautiful voice, especially when she laughed or whispered into his ear. Those were early college days, and he had lacked confidence. He never told her how he felt, and he had no idea how she felt about him. It was ridiculous to be thinking about her now, but someone had said her name, and he hadn’t had sex in a long time. If he could find that person he would tell them to shut up.

His cell went off again. NOT AVAILABLE flashed on the screen. He answered anyway. There was nothing but static on the line, and perhaps under that a distorted murmuring.

At his stop he pushed his way through the stinking crowd. Everything he touched left his hands feeling greasy. Climbing off, he looked back to see if anyone watched him as the bus pulled away. It was hard to tell. The one face turned in his direction appeared to be sleeping.

As he walked home it occurred to him how the homeless who huddled under steps and in alleys appeared to be in costume, but for them it was constant and involuntary. But he was romanticizing things again—it had always been his problem. After the break-up Miranda said he’d always expected too much—he had too much imagination—that was why they’d ended up hating each other. She’d been the last of many.

Randall had been furious at that comment. It was as if Miranda had broken the rules—it was over, she had no reason to say anything. That night he’d tried to track Paula down. Maybe she was still unattached. Of course it was just a fantasy that they might reconnect, but such things did happen in the real world.

But he couldn’t find a “Paula Jenks” on any of the social media. A general Internet search turned up very few possibilities of the right age. She might have married, of course, and had a new last name. Women were difficult that way—it made it more complicated to track them down. The websites wanted a credit card number to delve further. It felt a bit too desperate to pursue things that far, however. He would have felt like some sort of stalker. So Randall had let it go.

He felt deflated as soon as he entered his apartment. He hated the familiarity of it. No matter how much he rearranged things it always felt the same, and nothing at all like where he should live. Perhaps if he had more room, or even a house, he could turn his environment into some sort of sanctuary. But that required more money, and although he was in a job he couldn’t stand, he couldn’t imagine another.

He went into the dingy bathroom and washed his face. In the dim light his reflection looked darkened, bruised, and mottled as if makeup had been applied to unsuccessfully hide the damage. He was only forty, but aging poorly. Tomorrow he would wear dark glasses for his commute. He thought he had a pair large enough to disguise things.

Revelers outside his windows were breaking things. What had gotten into people? If it was this bad the night before Halloween, what could he expect on the actual night? He vaguely remembered a name for this night from when he was a kid. “Malice Night” or “Prank Night”? No, Mischief Night was what they had called it, but he didn’t remember it being anything like this.

He thought he’d successfully put Paula out of his mind until he’d heard her name on the bus. It seemed possible the experience had ruined him. A month after he’d given up searching for her he’d been drinking and thought he’d try again. Who cared how it looked? Maybe Paula would be pleased to hear from him. Maybe she’d been thinking of him too. He chose one of those “lost loves” websites and entered his credit card information. He felt relieved that he didn’t have to talk to a live person. The website just asked him a series of questions and he typed in all he could remember. He remembered she was a year younger, so he knew the year she was born, and he remembered she had lived in Georgia all her life, so she had probably been born there as well. He knew where her mother had lived, but he couldn’t remember the exact address, but he thought he might recognize it if he saw it. He might have even visited Paula there, or had he?

He’d been excited when her social security number came up. There were flashing screens and PROGRESS bars—all for show he presumed—with intermittent results. Randall had been much less excited when a married name came up, PAULA DUNCAN. Husband named Frank and an address where both of them lived. Then, after an agonizing period of more so-called “processing,” there was an obituary notice for Paula Duncan from a mortuary in the town where Frank and Paula Duncan lived. A vague disappointment consumed him. He did some more checking with the social security number he had. In one of the online records, that number came up DECEASED.

And that was that. The service charged his credit card and didn’t even offer condolences. Why should it? He hadn’t been the husband. It made him feel vaguely dirty, as if he’d been peeping through the bedroom window of Mr. and Mrs. Frank Duncan.

Randall couldn’t say he was heartbroken. He was saddened, certainly, to think someone so vibrant, so beautiful, someone he might have loved was gone. But he hadn’t seen Paula in years. It had been merely a pitiful fantasy.

Then today happened. Whoever the Paula had been on the bus, she hadn’t been his Paula, and he needed to stop thinking his, because she never had been.

Randall’s cell phone rang. He picked it up off the coffee table, expecting to see “Not Available” again. But this time the screen said PAULA JENKS. He frantically hit the button and fumbled it to his ear. “Hello?”

No one spoke. There was a hollow, liquid sort of background noise, a soft echoing effect, as if the phone were at the bottom of a well. “Hello?”

A clicking noise. Then, “Hello, is this Randall?” He didn’t recognize the voice, and as had become his habit when dealing with telephone solicitors and scammers, he avoided saying ‘yes.’ “This is Randall.”

“Randall, this is Alice Jenks. Paula’s mother.”

“Oh. Oh, Mrs. Jenks. I’m sorry. I heard… .”

“The reason I’m calling is because Paula has been trying to get in touch with you.”

His eyes filled with tears. “I’m sorry. I heard that Paula died. I’m just so relieved… .”

“Died? Who would say such a thing?”

He could tell her the truth, but it was embarrassing. He couldn’t think of a way to say it without sounding creepy. “I’m sorry, it was on social media. You know how that goes, rumors and half-truths. Obviously it was a different Paula.”

“Well, I don’t have the Internet, but I know how people are.”

“Could I speak to Paula?”

There was a pause, with more liquid clicking. Randall thought they’d lost the connection. “I’m afraid not. She’s lying down, feeling poorly I’m afraid, poor dear. She’s been trying and trying to contact you, with no luck at all. She became quite worked up over it, actually. I told her to rest. But I had to promise I would make the attempt for her. If I hadn’t I didn’t think she would fall asleep.”

“How did she try to contact me? I’ve moved a few times, but I’ve always left a forwarding address. And I have email, social media …”

“Oh, my daughter doesn’t own a computer. I believe she may have written you a few times over the years and you never answered. She gave me this phone number. She wrote it on this pad by the phone, several times in fact. The same number, but several times so she wouldn’t forget. But she couldn’t reach you.”

“I didn’t get her letters. If I had gotten one of her letters I absolutely would have written her back. And I don’t have any phone messages from her.”

“Oh, I don’t think she would have left a message. She hates speaking to those machines. But Randall, she would absolutely love to see you, she really would. She’s been in poor health for years, but I think seeing you would make all the difference.”

Would it be rude to ask what was wrong with Paula? He wasn’t sure, and he didn’t want this woman to think it would make some crucial difference to him. “Of course I can come sometime. Where do you live?”

“Might you come right away? She feels so badly, I frankly worry about her. Could you come for Halloween? She dreads the holiday, all those costumes and masks, that morbid preoccupation. We’re in the same house, a few miles from the old campus. Are you very far away?”

“Not at all. Give me the address. I have to take care of a few things, but I’ll be there tomorrow night.”

He was at least twenty hours away by car, probably more, and he didn’t own an automobile. Randall left a phone message for his boss telling him he was much sicker than he thought. He threw some clothes into a bag and left the apartment.

The rental was much too high, but he had little choice. He hadn’t driven in a while, but his initial nervousness passed once he got out of the city and onto the highway. He kept his cell phone on, lying on the passenger seat beside him. He expected the woman to call back, confessing that it had all been some tasteless Mischief Night prank, but she never did.

Once he crossed over into Maryland he could see that a large number of people were out—teenagers mostly, running around in the dark, yelling and breaking things, screaming in pain or excitement. At one point he had to veer around two figures in clown suits in the middle of the road. He couldn’t be sure, but his impression was they had been copulating. They howled as he passed.

He’d never liked driving at night. As it was he had no idea if he would make it to Paula’s house by Halloween night, or what it might mean if he didn’t. Perhaps nothing, or perhaps everything. Timing mattered in life, and his timing had always been mediocre at best. He was bound to lose his job, but it certainly wouldn’t break his heart.

Paula would be much older than the woman he remembered, the woman he might have loved, but then so was he. She probably still had the eyes, those high cheekbones, that beautiful voice. He hoped she still had the smile.

Randall’s night vision wasn’t what it used to be. That was clear now that he was out here, the lights from the oncoming cars stabbing his eyes. The reflections off his windshield felt dangerous, confusing.

It nagged at him that he was traveling all this way without actually having talked to Paula. Her mother had sounded sincere, but here he was driving hundreds of miles with no sleep because of a phone call from a woman he might or might not have met.

About 2:00 a.m. in a rural area beyond Richmond he ran over something. He didn’t see it until he was about to hit it, and he still had no idea what it was. A mound of clothes, seemingly, but there was hair, or fur, in a streak along the top. And it screamed when he ran over it.

He stopped a few yards ahead of the object and glanced in his rear-view mirror. He couldn’t see very much with his taillights, but whatever it was, it didn’t appear to be moving. The responsible thing to do, of course, was to walk back there and check. What if that was a human being?

But he hesitated. He hadn’t seen any other vehicles the past half-hour or so. The area was poorly lit, and although there was a building just off the roadway, some sort of maintenance shed, it was dark, and there were no other structures in view, no one to call out to if he needed help.

He grabbed his cell phone. No bars, but a 9-1-1 call might still go through. Something flashed by the car. He looked up. Several dancing ragged figures—perhaps they were meant to be scarecrows—shouted at him nonsensically.

Something slapped his driver’s-side window. He stared into the bloody red face. “Watch where you’re driving!” it shouted, moving its lips in exaggerated fashion. What he thought was blood was actually some sort of paint, garish and dripping. He drove the car slowly through a growing crowd of garishly dressed revelers, who sprawled on and off the hood, daring him to hurt one of them. He was tempted to hit the gas pedal a few times, but what if he actually hurt someone? He would be charged—he might even go to prison. This went on for two or three miles before, seemingly bored, they let him go.

After a few more hours his cell phone rang. He jumped, almost running off the road. Paula’s name flashed on the screen. When he picked it up her mother got straight to the point. “So are you coming?”

“Yes, yes. Like I said, I’m coming. It might just take me awhile.”

“I just wanted to make sure. She’s been asking.”

“Tell her I’ll be there. But I have to hang up now.”

“All right, but please come.” She hung up. They were up late, but then so was he. He wasn’t sure why, but he felt as if she thought he’d somehow wronged Paula. But it was such a long time ago, and they’d been so young, babies practically.

He made a few wrong turns, and became lost more than once. He drove part of the next day in the completely wrong direction. He was going to be late, he supposed, but was now too tired to care. By the next evening, Halloween night, he stopped paying attention to all the people in disguise. It seemed somehow normal, as if they were at last displaying their true selves, however deplorable. Once or twice someone spit at the car, or struck it with something. Randall didn’t stop.

Somewhere in Alabama both headlights went out. Randall was so tired he almost didn’t notice, and when he did realize he simply stared straight ahead, counting on the moonlight and occasional streetlight and the luminous paint on the edges of the road to show him the way. Eventually they came back on as suddenly as they had gone out.

It began to rain about an hour from his destination. Randall turned the wipers on but they weren’t making good contact with the windshield and left a thin skim of water after each swipe of the blades. He had to lean over the steering wheel and gaze intently through a confusing array of fragmented street lights in order to stay safely on the road. Eventually the rain let up as he entered a series of narrow neighborhood streets. Leaves were down everywhere, making a dark and nasty mess in the gutters. Water pooled in spots on the uneven pavement, shimmering with yellowish reflections. The only signs of trick-or-treaters were some scattered candy wrappers and a few soggy remnants of costume, scarves, gloves, random bits of cloth, and what looked to be a cheap mask torn in half, dropped in the hurry to get home.

He pulled up in front of the address a little past eleven. He sat for a few minutes, thinking it looked vaguely familiar. He remembered coming here with Paula, but he wasn’t positive it actually happened. The house was a typical Victorian: sash windows, stained glass, and a finial on the roof, a canted bay-window in front, geometric tiled walk, and a round tower at one corner. It was hard to tell how big it was, or even the exact color. Tall, unkempt evergreen bushes and trees hugging it so closely kept it dark and secretive, in contrast to the neighboring properties and their denuded trees. He’d barely been aware of the change of seasons when he left the city. Here it appeared full-blown, almost past.

He hadn’t yet decided what to say to her. He trotted up the walk before he could lose his nerve. Several windows were lit, so he assumed they were waiting for him.

The door opened before he could ring the bell. A woman’s pale face: could this be Paula, aged so harshly? No, surely too old and too short.

“I presume you’re Randall?” Her voice surprised him with its strength. She sounded almost angry.

“Yes. I’m sorry it’s so late, but I got here as soon as I could.”

“It will do.”

She guided him through a short hall and into some sort of sitting room. Although there were lights on in the house, the rooms were dim. Perhaps the darkness of the wallpaper and the overdone decor were too much to overcome. This room was relatively tidy except for tall stacks of women’s magazines piled sloppily by each chair. There were a number of pictures on the side tables. All of them were of Paula around the age Randall had known her, but none newer than that.

“Paula will be joining you soon. She requires a little time to get ready.”

“Do you have a more recent photograph of her somewhere?” Maybe it was rude to ask so quickly, but that was what was on his mind.

“My daughter doesn’t like to get her picture taken. I approve of that. I’ve always thought there was too much vanity in the world.”

He sat down in a chair by the window. It was low, and he had bad knees. He worried that it might be a struggle to get out of it. “I think you’re right. I hate getting my picture taken myself. I don’t, usually. I think the last time was when I renewed my license.”

“My daughter doesn’t drive. She doesn’t feel the need to.”

“I see.” Although he didn’t, really. The Paula he’d known had loved touring around, driving to new places.

The old woman sat down and stared at him with an expression that was almost a smile, but not quite. Calculated interest, perhaps. Because of the lowness of his chair he had to look up at her. He felt as if he were under observation.

“It’s been years since you’ve seen my daughter. Have you thought about her very much?”

He squirmed. “Yes, yes I have. I have many fond memories. And sometimes I wondered how she was doing.”

“And yet you never called.”

“I … think I called. I’m pretty sure I tried. But you know how it is. People move around, their lives get complicated. Before you know it, years have passed.”

“My daughter has never moved. She has been here all these years.” Paula’s mother leaned forward slightly. Randall had the uneasy feeling she might leap on him and he wouldn’t be able to get out of the chair in time.

“I’m s-sorry,” he said. “I should have tried harder.”

“You became involved in your own concerns, your own … passions. I imagine you only thought of her when you were between women, when your appetites made you remember how beautiful she was. That is often the way with you men, I think.”

Surely it was more complicated than that, Randall thought. He really had cared for her. But he thought about the timing she suggested, and saw the truth in it. But still he said, “No. It wasn’t like that. I never stopped caring for her. Please, can I see her now?”

She didn’t answer right away. She turned her head and raised an eyebrow, as if listening for something. There was another open door on the other side of the room leading somewhere else in the house. Randall leaned slightly and tried to look through it. It was a hallway, and very dark, but he thought he saw a glimmer of something, and movement.

“She’ll be down soon, I promise.” He straightened up quickly, unaccountably nervous that she had seen him looking. “She just wants to look her best for you. She was always a pretty girl, but the years, they do things to the best of us, and shallow people, they sometimes judge us harshly.”

“She was always beautiful. I’m sure she still is. A few wrinkles, a few extra pounds—that doesn’t bother me, I promise. Look at me, I’m not perfect.”

“No, you are not,” she replied. He guessed she wasn’t going to let him get away with anything. “You have to look past the surface to see the person inside. Tell me, if I were able to look inside you, Randall, what would I see?”

“I … I don’t know how to answer that.” But some words came readily to mind. Petty, bitter, impatient, disappointed. So he was dishonest as well. “I guess you’d be disappointed.”

“Only if I had misjudged you, Randall. Only then.” She turned her head and looked back through the entrance hall from which they’d entered this room. “I see it is only a few minutes before midnight.” Had there been a clock in the hall? He certainly hadn’t seen one. “Do you like Halloween, Randall? Are you familiar with its customs?”

“I dressed up and went trick-or-treating as a child. I guess I haven’t thought much about it since then. I was never into scary stuff. I never could understand why anyone would want to be scared, frankly.”

“For some, it is evidence that they are still alive. You are alive, aren’t you Randall?”

He forced out an awkward laugh. In truth, he felt as if he could hardly breathe in this house. “As far … as far as I know.” The forced laugh he repeated made him feel a bit crazed.

“You are a lucky man, certainly. The approaching hour provides us with a unique opportunity.” She smiled widely, exposing several broken and missing teeth. “There is a traditional Halloween ritual. I recall it very well from when I was a young woman of marrying age. I remember being so eager to participate in this ritual, as were many of my friends. Do you want to hear about it?”

Of course he didn’t want to hear about it, but he couldn’t imagine saying no with her looking at him like that. “Of course. Please tell me.”

“It’s quite a lot of fun, actually. When you’re young you’re always wondering what is going to happen to you, what you might be in for in your life. More so than when you’re older, I think. When you’re older you already know what’s going to happen to you.”

“I guess. I guess that’s true.”

“Very good. We are on the same page, then, Randall. The ritual is simply this. At midnight on Halloween a young man or young woman turns off all the lights and stares into a mirror. Eventually, according to this ritual, you will see the face of your future spouse standing behind you, looking over your shoulder. Isn’t that delightful? Doesn’t that sound like fun?”

“I guess. I guess I can see how that would be fun, if you were young enough.”

“Oh, don’t be such a stick-in-the-mud, Randall! Do you think my lovely daughter would be interested in a stick-in-the-mud? Play along, why don’t you? It’s something to do until she comes down. And let’s just say you see her face in the mirror, looking over your shoulder. Think of her reaction if you told her that! It would likely make her very pleased, don’t you think?”

“It might.” It was an interesting idea. It gave him something to open with when he finally saw Paula. And he could tell her anything—it didn’t matter what he actually saw in the mirror. He didn’t expect to see anything. But he could tell Paula he saw her in the mirror, and how beautiful she was, but not nearly as beautiful as she was actually standing there in front of him. “I’ll do it. Where’s the mirror?”

“We only have the one. In this entire house, only the one mirror. It’s hanging on the wall at the end of that hall.” She gestured to that other open door and the darkness beyond. “But you must hurry. It’s almost midnight. Soon it will be too late.”

Randall struggled out of his chair with some effort. It felt as if the air in the room was so heavy he could hardly move against it. He staggered a bit as he made his way to the open door. “Could you turn the light on in there? I can hardly see.”

“Oh, but Randall,” she said sternly behind him. “Weren’t you listening? The lights have to be out, or the game won’t work at all!”

Game, ritual, he wished she would make up her mind. He peered down the hall, his eyes struggling to adjust. There was that slight glimmer again. It must be the mirror, he thought. But no signs of movement. “Okay. Okay.”

He stepped forward a few steps. The lights in the sitting room went off behind him. “Hurry!” she said from the dark. Her voice rose. “There isn’t much time!”

He quickened his pace. The glimmer at the end of the hall appeared to change. Of course, he thought, because of his own movement. There was a sound behind him. Was the old woman following him in? He stared into the darkness, trying to concentrate, attempting to force his eyes to adjust.

“One more thing,” she said behind him, but her voice had subtly changed. “Voyeur.” Had he understood what she said? “If the viewer were destined to die before getting married, he or she would see something else entirely.” Her voice was completely different now, completely changed, reminding him of that voice he had heard, and been captivated by, that beautiful voice so many years ago.

“Midnight,” the voice said.

He was looking into the darkness so determinedly his head was splitting. But at last he was beginning to see his reflection in the black, his features distorted, melting, disappearing in patches, moving, rotating. A woman’s face rushed out of the darkness behind him and stopped above his shoulder. Paula was as beautiful as ever, unaged, until she too began to distort, the flesh melting from her bones, until that moment when they were exactly alike, two naked skulls, staring.
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IT WAS A dead night, not like the ones I remembered. We had no pumpkins, no apples to duck for, no candies in a bowl. It was Dad who did all that, though I hadn’t realized it at the time. I’d thought then it was just the way things were.

This Halloween Dad was gone and I knew Mum wouldn’t open the door, not for anyone. She had that hollow look about her, her eyes focused too far away. It was only four o’clock but it was getting dark outside, and she’d already started walking past the drinks cupboard, back and forth, running her fingers over the wood. She didn’t like to start before five. Not like him, she always said, as if Dad didn’t have a name any longer.

I wondered where he was now. Somewhere better than this, I supposed.

Halloween used to be good. Dad would dress up as a monster—all kinds, it didn’t seem to matter. He’d have a bolt through his neck or a mask or a sheet to make him look like a ghost, and he’d throw apples into a bowl of water, light candles, whatever it was that occurred to him. And he’d drink too, but he wasn’t scary, not that night. On Halloween, everything was funny instead.

I slumped onto the sofa, picking the cushion with the broken springs underneath so it wouldn’t annoy Mum when she sat down. She had her back to me, looking out of the window, seeing whatever it was she saw. But it seemed she wasn’t so far away after all because she said, “Isn’t it time you went?”

Her voice had that shaky edge it took on as the clock edged toward five. I didn’t answer; I didn’t know what she meant. I wasn’t going anywhere. I was too old for trick-or-treating, too old for costumes.

She turned around. I saw that she was crying and I caught my breath. I remembered the way we’d laughed once, laughed as we decided what to carve into the pumpkin’s face, and I wondered if I knew what she’d been staring at all along: not the dark, but memories.

She shook her head. “Out,” she said. “Out!”

I fought my way up from the sagging sofa, wishing I’d picked the better cushion after all, and grabbed my coat. When Mum said something in that voice, it was best not to say anything at all. Best just to get as far away as possible.

Outside, the sky looked dirty, and the air was cold and sharp and smelling of the main road that ran past the end of our street. That was where ex-council houses with peeling window frames gave way to rows of terraces with narrow lanes and narrower back alleys; we’d moved here after Dad left. I zipped my coat to the neck. I didn’t think I’d ever been out on Halloween night alone, and for a second I imagined zombies and ghouls and mad axe-men, real ones, hiding in full view among all the costumes and masks. I forced out a huff of laughter and started walking toward town.

A group of blonde and blue-eyed girls dressed as fairies emerged from someone’s gate, their mum giving me a funny look as she herded them past me. The shop over the road had a strand of orange and black bunting in the window, but the shutter was down over the door. The next house had two carved pumpkins on the step, shuddering candles revealing matching grins. From somewhere down the road I heard kids’ voices, raised in the old chant: Trick or treeaaat!

Some fucking trick, I thought, pulling sharp air into my lungs and coughing, and I heard, “Oi, Connor—here!”

At first I couldn’t place it, didn’t even think the shout was aimed at me, then it came again and I recognized Gary Turner’s voice from school. I didn’t see him much—he spent most of his time smoking behind the gym, or in detention, or not showing up at all. I wasn’t hard enough or soft enough to attract his notice; I was surprised he even knew my name. But then, it seemed he didn’t.

“It’s Cam,” I said, as I approached. He was standing farther along the road, next to an alley that ran behind the terraces. “My name’s Cam. Not Connor.” I stopped a few yards short of him. I’d rather have ignored him and walked away, but it wasn’t worth pushing it with Gary Turner.

“Don’t care.” He cast his eyes down to my cheap knockoff trainers and back up again. “Give us a hand, will you?”

He nodded toward the alleyway and I realized he wasn’t alone; two others were standing there. I knew them from school too. Everybody did. James Poole and Dale Harris; they didn’t grin or wave or nod.

“In there,” Gary said.

I froze. There was no way I was stepping into the alley with those three waiting to close off the exit.

“We don’t want you, dickhead,” he said. Maybe he’d read my thoughts, or maybe he could smell fear. “We’re after the cat.”

I frowned, peering into the narrow, piss-stinking place. At first I couldn’t see any cat, and then I did; it was pitch-black, difficult to make out against the rot-streaked wall. It knew we were there, though. Its back was arched, its legs stiff and tail raised, its yellow eyes unblinking. I also made out a thin red collar. I recognized it at once.

“Little fucker doesn’t want to be caught,” Gary said. “Need another pair of hands, innit? Nearly scratched Dale’s arm off.”

“What do you want it for?” I asked.

He didn’t answer, and then I realized he had after all. He had fished in his pocket and was showing it to me: a length of twine dangled from his fingers. It looked like he’d picked it up off the floor, frayed and filthy, but made of strong blue nylon. It wouldn’t break easily. It looked strong enough for whatever he planned to do. I thought I might just be able to imagine what that was.

I looked at the cat. It didn’t look scared. It looked straight back at me, as if it didn’t quite know what I was.

“Come on.” Gary laughed. “It’s cold as a witch’s tit. Haven’t got all night.”

Dale and James laughed, as if he’d told a joke.

“Why?” I said.

Gary stilled. He turned and looked at me. He looked at me as if he wasn’t used to being questioned. Then he shrugged and grinned, as if I was his mate.

“Let me tell you a story, Connor me lad,” he said.

Cam, I thought, but didn’t bother to say.

“Tonight is Halloween, if you hadn’t noticed. And tonight’s the night when witches—real witches, mind, not pretend ones—can turn themselves into cats. Black cats, specifically, like this one. And if you catch the cat, if you hurt the cat, you hurt the witch too. Geddit?” He patted me on the shoulder, as if I were a little kid, as if I was just a bit slow. I stared at him. I had no idea what he was on about.

“You can tell ’em because they make weird noises—not like a normal cat. Like this ’ere cat did when it nearly took your arm off, isn’t that right Dale? And because they won’t let you catch ’em—they fight like devils. Devils and witches, yeah? Ain’t you seen Supernatural?”

“I—” I hadn’t a clue what to say. I hadn’t believed in that stuff since—well, forever. I didn’t remember ever believing in it, not really. Halloween was fun. The monsters were only Dad dressing up. He’d jump out at me and shout Rahrrr! and I’d laugh. It was the other nights when the real monster came out. The nights he was bored, out of work, pissed off with Mum and me and life. The nights when the only answers he could find were at the bottom of the next bottle, and the next. And the next.

“Look, you don’t have to believe it. All you have to do is help us catch the fucking cat.”

I turned and looked at Gary. It was hard to believe he was asking me for a favor, even if he had got my name wrong. Even if he really believed in some stupid story, if he was completely nuts. And he was nuts.

I knew he was nuts because of the things he’d done at school, to lads who were harder or softer than me. I could hear it in the edge that was in his voice, sense it in the words he didn’t say but that hung in the air between us: Do it—or else.

I took a deep breath. “All right,” I said, “I’ll help you catch it. But that’s it.” I thought maybe I could get hold of that twine somehow, get it away from him and lose it as quietly as I could. At least, that’s what I told myself.

We lined up, the four of us, at the mouth of the alley. It smelled worse when I stepped inside it. It reeked like the watery stuff that dripped from bin-bags that were overdue emptying. Slimy brick walls rose all around us, high over our heads. There were doors set into it at intervals, but they were all blank, all closed. I knew cats could jump, but I didn’t think they could jump that high. The thing was trapped.

“Stop it getting out,” Gary said. “It nearly did, before. There weren’t enough of us. I’ll go first and chuck my coat over it.”

The cat, as if it knew what we were doing, pushed its back into an even higher arch. It opened its mouth—I saw a flash of red—and hissed. There did look to be something demonic about it, but cats were like that, weren’t they? They were claws and spitting and teeth. I wondered for a moment if Gary had really seen its true nature, and pushed the thought away. The cat was just a cat. He belonged to the woman who lived on the corner of our street, the one with the big garden where it liked to hide in the long grass. My mum stopped to talk to her sometimes. They’d call the cat to them with silly clicking noises, calling his name. It had a stupid name—Whirligig, that was it.

That gave me an idea. “Wait,” I told them.

Gary shot me a dirty look and I shrugged. Then I crept forward, bending low to the ground, reaching out and rubbing my fingers together. I made clicking noises with my tongue. The cat didn’t relax, not really, but it closed its mouth and watched me, its eyes wide.

I took another step and it didn’t move. It didn’t run. There wasn’t really anywhere to go but I didn’t think that was the reason. I thought that maybe the possibility of finding a friend meant a whole lot more when you were stuck, on your own, in a place like this; even if you were a cat.

I was within a couple of feet of it now. It started to relax its back a little. It didn’t hiss or spit or do anything. It just followed me with those yellow eyes.

And then I bent and scooped it up.

It went rigid for a second before I felt its face nudging my cheek, the softness of fur as it rubbed itself against me.

I heard Gary’s laugh as I turned. “All right,” he said, and I don’t think he just meant the result. I thought he also meant me.

He held out the rope. “It needs to go over its head.”

I didn’t move. He surely couldn’t think I’d do that. But then—I’d known what he intended, didn’t I? He’d pretty much told me, and I’d still done what I’d done. I was still holding the cat. It didn’t squirm. It was surprisingly heavy for its size, its back end hanging loosely over my arm. It seemed quite happy there, and I wondered why that was.

Gary twitched the rope, as if enticing me like I’d enticed the cat. “Come on, do it then. Show us what you’re made of—Cam.”

I shifted my grip on Whirligig, holding him more firmly. Gary couldn’t really mean to hurt it. He was daring me—testing me. I wondered what would happen to me on Monday if I failed. And what might happen if I succeeded… .

I reached out, without quite touching the rope. He’d already knotted one end into a loop, or maybe he’d found it that way, because the knot looked drawn as tight as it would go. I didn’t think it could be pulled tighter still—but maybe I was wrong.

I looked down and saw Whirligig’s red collar, softer and wider than the rope. I imagined the cord sinking into his neck. From a long way away I heard kids’ voices, the chants of Halloween followed by laughter: someone getting a treat maybe—or playing a trick.

“The cat isn’t a witch,” I said. My words didn’t come out clearly, clogging in my throat. “It’s only a cat. It’s only a story. I don’t believe in stuff like that anymore.”

For a second I saw my dad, the year he’d dressed like a vampire. He’d been passed out on the sofa, the pointed teeth half-slipped from his mouth, drool running down his chin. I knew there were no monsters. Those were just pretend. They were masks people wore to hide what lay beneath, if only for one night.

Gary stared at me for what felt like a long time. Then he let out a sharp splutter. That turned into laughter and he hooted with it, doubling over. I turned and James’s and Dale’s faces were distorted with amusement as they all laughed and laughed.

Then Gary straightened. No trace of humor remained. His eyes were cold. His didn’t look like a face that had ever laughed, that could laugh. And I knew then that there was no room for stories behind that look, not even nasty ones. There was no room for anything but this—brick walls, concrete, rot; and a rope.

I found myself stepping away. I felt cold now too. It was like ice in the pit of my stomach, and it was spreading, slowly, along each vein. I knew the reason why. It was not the thought that he believed in some old tale and would do terrible things because of it. It was knowing that he didn’t believe. He never had. It was just some story he’d told because he wanted to hang the cat. He wanted to watch it struggle and spin and flex. He wanted to hear it choke. He wanted to see the yellow light fade from its eyes, because he would be bigger then, wouldn’t he? More powerful. Something more than he had been.

I stepped away from him again.

“You don’t want to mess with me, Connor.” Gary’s hands curled into fists and I stared at him. I realized I’d done what my gut had warned me against after all. I’d gone into the alley. Now the three of them were lined up, just as we had been with the cat, only now it was me that was trapped.

All three of them had the same eyes, a row of pinprick lights shining. Their faces were as blank as Halloween masks. He held out the rope again and I wondered if he still meant it for the cat. Slowly, I reached out and touched it, but Whirligig—such an odd name—wriggled in my arms and I grasped him tighter.

“Christ. I’ll do it,” Gary said, and he stepped toward me, looking taller than ever; like someone I wouldn’t want to mess with, someone I wouldn’t want holding a grudge come Monday morning, or lunch break, or the way home.

And I knew that I was a coward.

Another flashback. My dad’s fist, driving deep into Mum’s stomach. Her face crumpling. And her screaming—Get out—because she’d rather take any number of punches than have him turn on me. And I had got out. I’d grabbed my coat then too and run out of the door, and I’d thought at the time that I’d done the right thing, done what I was supposed to do. Now, I wondered.

Gary held the loop out wide and he started to slip the twine over Whirligig’s head. I pictured the woman who owned the cat. She had gray hair and flowery dresses. The last time I’d seen her, she’d been smiling; smiling at the cat.

And I threw it at him.

Whirligig exploded from my arms in a ball of hair and claw and tooth, yowling his rage. Gary jerked away. I saw fragments: a red line scratched into his hand; Dale barging in, almost knocking him over; the cat, falling; Gary snapping out his hand and grabbing hold of its leg. I saw the way Whirligig twisted in the air but couldn’t fall, couldn’t right himself, and I heard the snap of a bone breaking.

Then he was on the ground, his legs spread, fur standing on end. And he ran, but not how he had used to run. He ran in a jaggedy, spiky way, his right foreleg held in the air, the paw sticking out at an odd angle.

“Fucker.” Gary caught hold of my coat, shoving me up against the wall. My head banged against the bricks but I didn’t cry out.

He stared into my face. He looked at me as if he hadn’t yet worked out what I was. Then he said, emphasizing each word, “You’re—not—worth it.”

He let go of my coat. When he turned away his cronies flanked him again, and they walked away, leaving me in the dark. I hoped they wouldn’t find the cat again. I could still hear the echo of the sound of its leg breaking. I didn’t know what its owner would do; I didn’t know what she’d say to me if she found out, or if my mother did. I didn’t know how they’d look at me.

I put my hand to my face. It felt cold, like a mask, but I didn’t have a mask, not this year. I was too old for them.

I stayed there for a while. Then I pushed myself away from the wall and turned to start the walk home.

[image: images]

The next day, the sky was a solid gray, like cigarette ash, and I pulled on my coat as I stepped out of the door. I noticed something white against the fabric and I realized the stuffing was coming out where it had been slashed by sharp claws.

It was a good job Mum hadn’t noticed. She was still sleeping, passed out on the sofa, where she’d spent the night. I knew she’d say sorry, later. She’d say it in a voice quiet enough not to hurt her own hangover-ridden head. I found I didn’t care.
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