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THE YELLOW HOUSE



 



When I was a boy the Yellow House was as much a part of Halloween as the jack-o'-lanterns it so closely resembled on that night, its black windows gaping sightlessly in its bright yellow face. You could see the Yellow House way down the street, glowing in the dark, almost, and the dread excitement would build. We had to go up the walk and knock on the door. Every year we did this and no one answered, but we were always convinced (okay, half convinced) that this would be the time the door would crack open and there would stand some resurrected something-or-other, decayed, grinning and glaring at the same time. So we'd knock and then run, screaming and laughing. That's how we confront what we're afraid of, right? – give it a quick close look and a touch and then run. But without having really seen inside.



Every town has its Yellow House, so to speak: a house where a mad old woman (witch) lived, or where someone was murdered, or where the Devil once looked out of the fireplace. The Yellow House wasn't located up on some desolate hill, and structurally or architecturally speaking, my old family house looked much, much more foreboding. It was a small two-storey crammed between two similar houses, with only a scrap of front yard. But it had that weird color, for one. A sort of traffic sign yellow, the yellow they paint bulldozers and such. And damned if I ever saw anybody repaint the thing, but the paint never peeled or flaked away or faded in all those years I knew it as a boy. My father remarked on it more than once. My grandfather too, whom I helped repaint our family home, and he knew his painting. Of course, I moved out of state for nine years, and in that time only saw the house on a few occasions during visits home, but once I asked my father if he'd ever seen anyone adding on new paint to the house, and he hadn't. The house stood empty for most of my boyhood (and all those Halloweens) after the mysterious disappearance of its owner, but the funny thing is that the family who bought the house didn't repaint it a new color. I intend to find them now and ask them if they ever added a new coat. Maybe they liked the color, and didn't want to change the personality of the famous Yellow House. The young yuppie-type couple living there now must think it's neat, and they put up new black shutters and painted the door black. It looks quite striking, like a big toy plastic house. I'll have to talk to them too, now...see what they may have learned, if anything, by living inside the Yellow House.



They must have heard the stories by now; you can't have lived in town a year or two without having heard them. And it was for these stories more than because of its strange color that the place had become our town's official haunted house.



First of all, the town's all-time prize loony owned the Yellow House, and painted it himself, as the town was very much aware at that time. It was no quaint town tradition or landmark then, but a
 plain old eyesore. So kids began rapping on the door and running away laughing on Halloween night even back then in the forties. Supposedly one kid got shot with a
 BB gun by the owner – at least my mother seems to remember that story.



His name was Edwin Phillips, the town dog officer. Another great reason for banging on his door. One time, my mother has never forgotten (the reason she curses him to this day, obsessive animal lover that she is), three dogs were found shot in Phillips's back yard – two of them still clinging to life, a mother and pup. The mother died, the pup was saved. The dogs had been picked up by him only the day before, not held for the proper amount of time before
 humane
 termination. It reached the papers, death threats came from out of state, and Phillips was out a job. At that time, cages were found in his basement – his own kennel – though no one had ever complained of undo barking at his house, oddly. There was talk of digging up his yard and some pressure from humane society people but it was never done.



He never worked again, apparently, and how he sustained himself I haven't as yet determined. He was well known as an amateur inventor, however, so maybe one of his inventions had become successful somewhere down the line and he lived off the royalties. For lack of a town witch, the kids called him a mad scientist, or Dr. Frankenstein. Maybe he was assembling a Frankencanine out of various parts of dogs he'd slaughtered, they no doubt joked.



It was because of the dog stories that Crazy Ed Phillips became the suspect in town gossip when those two old men disappeared in 1950. Both were old boozers with no real family who lived in the rooms over the little center pub my father still frequents today. The first, Gregory Hitchings, vanished on or about January fifteenth. The second man, old Frankie Allen, the town drunk of the day, was discovered missing (a funny expression) February seventeenth. Gone without a trace, both men, no clothes packed, and both boarders at the little center pub...two streets over from the Yellow House.



There was another funny story about Ed Phillips and the two missing men, but first a little background. Phillips himself occasionally visited the pub for some brews alone in the corner, and the other men would taunt him a bit.
 Kill any dogs lately? How's the mad scientist business these days?
 Well, apparently several times Phillips had lashed back at the men, his tongue loosened by beer, and cursed their stupidity and ignorance at not recognizing his greatness, for not respecting his important work, which would change the world forever. The standard mad scientist lines. So the men would laugh harder, send him over some beers which he would drink in brooding silence.



But in early 1950 Phillips became a feared and hated celebrity again as the rumors spread. One man whom Phillips had raged at in the pub claimed that Phillips had alluded to “experiments in human longevity,” and suggested that he had kidnapped the two old-timers to use as human guinea pigs, figuring they wouldn't be missed much. Others quickly took up this belief. Finally it was brought to the attention of the town chief of police, Richard McGee. He found the rumors ridiculous and groundless, and Edwin Phillips was never officially questioned about the disappearances. But Greg Hitchings and Frankie Allen were never heard from again, and even McGee couldn't offer a plausible explanation.



And now the funny story. In May of 1950 a boy of about twelve was found wandering around the sand-pits across from the reservoir. He seemed dazed, maybe deaf and dumb (he didn't respond to questioning), his over-sized clothes were in tatters and he was seriously under-fed and dehydrated. In police custody, he died of cardiac arrest no more than two hours after he'd been picked up. The “Mystery Boy” was photographed and his picture run in the papers, but he was never identified and was ultimately buried in the potter's field corner of Pine Grove.



The thing was, the pitiful Mystery Boy had a large pink C-shaped scar on his temple near his right eyebrow. I'm looking at it now, quite distinct, in a copy of that yellowed old newspaper my grandmother had fortunately saved all those years (zealous child lover, gossip lover and collector she had been).



Frankie Allen, fifty-eight at the time of his disappearance, had had a large pink C-shaped scar near his right eyebrow, from a time when he'd fallen down drunk and bashed his head a good one on the curb.



And that was how the Yellow House got so famous. And to top it all off, Crazy Ed Phillips himself vanished sometime in the summer of 1957, a few months before I was born. He hadn't packed, either, and no trace of him ever turned up. Some now say a serial killer had claimed Greg Hitchings and old Frankie (maybe had something to do with that boy, too)...then came back and got old Crazy Ed. In any case, his house stood empty a long thirteen years, for whatever legal reasons, until 1970. I mean to look into that oddly lengthy delay.



When I came back to live here this past spring, I went out of my way one day to walk down to the Yellow House with my fiancé, to point it out to her and tell her the stories. She
 had
 to know them if she were to become an official resident of this town. She acted disgusted and irritated by the whole thing...that's how I could tell she was becoming afraid. I ate it up; I've always loved a good nasty mystery.



“The Mystery Boy
 was
 old Frankie Allen!”
 I told Pammy.



“Oh grow up,” she said, hugging her arms and anxious to go. But as we walked on, her curiosity wouldn't let up, and she meekly asked me, “So what did he look like; have you seen an old picture?”



“What, of Frankie Allen? No.”



“No, of Ed Phillips. What did he look like? Creepy? Like a mad scientist?”



“Of course. I don't have a picture, but my mother told me he had sunken suspicious-looking eyes and wild uncombed red hair, and he was always unshaven.”



“How old was he when he disappeared?”



“In his fifties, I guess.”



“So he could conceivably still be alive today.”



“Yeah, he's got a cabin in Tibet with Elvis and Jimmy Hoffa. The guy would be – what – ninety almost, now.”



“So?”



***



Of course Halloween has always been my big day, and so it was natural and inevitable that on this first Halloween back in my old home town I should want to walk to the Ed Phillips place. It was this impulse that has led to my current investigation of what went on in Crazy Ed's “kennel.”



I couldn't convince Pammy to go with me...she thought it was immature and stupid, and she was irritated and disgusted (afraid). So I told her fine, I'll go alone. I put on a rubber monster mask (a cheapie; it was a balding old man with frizzy white hair – a mad scientist, very consciously chosen for the occasion), and took an orange plastic pumpkin to go trick-or-treating at the age of thirty-three.



I even hit a few other houses on the way.
 “I
 am Edwin Phillips,”
 I proclaimed in a deep voice behind muffling rubber on the step of one house.



“Oh, you're terrible!” laughed my mother, a hand to her heart.



As I turned onto the street at last, my heart actually began to beat with that old dread excitement, with the extra thrill of reliving a nostalgic memory. I felt foolishly jubilant in my mask, wet inside with my breath. I wondered where my old best friend Dicky Evans was, and wouldn't it have been great if he and Ronny Hall and David Porter were with me now, daring each other to be the first to run up the walk and knock. Here with me now to witness, for the first time, someone actually answering our knocks. Some pleasant yuppie man or woman, and yet still my heart was deliciously pounding.



As it was, I never made it to that newly painted black door to knock. The house was glowing, the yellow paint undiminished after all this time. Maybe it was one of Crazy Ed's inventions, I now thought...and if so, it certainly would have changed the world, in its way, if he'd lived to market it. An enterprising person
 (myself?
 I thought) might scrape off a sample, have it analyzed and find a way of producing it somehow. Just a fantasy.



The house was glowing, and I felt like I hadn't seen it with Pammy in the day, hadn't seen it since the last, long-ago Halloween I'd come up this street. A chilly gust of wind sent leaves scampering across the road and my sneakers, like yellow flakes of paint finally fallen from the house to blow away. I heard children laughing in the darkness ahead – ghostly echoes from my past.



As I advanced along the street I saw the dark form of a man standing on the sidewalk directly in front of the Yellow House.



There were three children on the step, and the door to the house was open, but away from me so that I couldn't see who it was on the other side dropping things into their proffered pillow cases. My attention was torn back and forth from the man to the open door as I continued advancing. The man must be waiting for his children. If I had small children I'd want to accompany them just to be safe. So why did I keep looking back at him, away from the door?



The door closed, the children turned and ran down the walk. Past the man. On to the next house. The man didn't move.



Now I was really looking at him. Straining to see detail. A lot of my nostalgic thrill went right out the window, and I had a strange impulse to just keep on walking past the man once I got to him, and not stop at the Yellow House.



I was coming up on the man now, and I could discern that he was, as I had feared, quite an old looking man.



Then another strange impulse came to me. Despite my sudden anxiousness, I must talk to this old man. I must find out who he was.



I saw him turn his head to watch the last of my approach, no doubt distracted by my scuffing of leaves. I felt guiltily intimidating, a grown man in a horror mask, but also safely hidden behind it. Anonymous, my true self shrouded.



Luckily I didn't have to begin a casual conversation. He started.



“Little big for trick-or-treating, aren't ya?”



I came within a few paces of him. “Ah, I'm on my way to a masquerade party.” I was surprised that my voice was shaky, like when I'd first asked Pammy out.



The old man glanced down into my plastic pumpkin. “Looks like you been trick-or-treating to me.”



“Friends' houses...as a joke,” I stammered. I was defensive, as if interrogated,  pulled over by a patrol car. “How about you? You trick-or-treating?”



“Ha,” the old man laughed, “I could, with this mug, is that what you mean?”



“Oh no...I didn't mean that. We all get old, right?”



“I suppose.” The man became serious. His eyes looked like they wanted to get through my eye holes. My eyes, thus exposed, felt vulnerable.



“You live here in old Ed Phillips's place?” I asked. Supposed to sound casual. My voice broke.



I
 am
 Ed Phillips, I thought he would say then. “Nope. Not if you paid me.”



“Don't I know you? You look familiar,” I lied. The only face that reminded me of this man was the one I had on.



“Lived in town until 1960,” the man replied. “Then moved on to Shrewsbury. I used to be chief of police here...”



“
 McGee?
 Richard McGee?”



“That's me. You know me?”



“Oh...no...not personally. I know of you.”



“You a townie?”



“Yes.”



“Your family must've known me. I'm seventy-seven now.” McGee looked at the Yellow House again and wagged his head, dumbfounded, as if he had aged from the thirty-seven of 1950 to the seventy-seven of 1990 all at once, just before I walked up to him. “Seventy-seven,” he repeated, his breath coming out in ghostly steam.



I was much less nervous now, a lot more intrigued. “You know a lot about this place. Ed Phillips's place.”



“Nobody knows a lot about Ed Phillips's place, son. Nobody
 should,
 I'd say.” His breath steam reached me now. I smelled alcohol in it.



“I'm pretty interested in the place, myself. You must be. You were staring at it a minute ago.”



“I come here about every Halloween night, boy. Just like everybody else does. Like the place ain't here except on Halloween night. It is but it ain't.”



“Very true. But why do you come...to look?”



“I look.” The old man was lost in his staring again. He looked odd. Uncertain. Afraid. “I best be moving on,” he mumbled to himself. “It's cold...”



“A lot of funny stories.”



“What's so funny? You wouldn't think it was funny if you seen those cages in the cellar.”



“What about them?”



“I don't know. I don't know what about them.”



“You think he was up to no good?”



“Absolutely, boy. We don't want to know what he was up to.”



“Yes we do. We both do...that's why we're here. But I thought you were the one who said that Phillips couldn't have had anything to do with the disappearance of those two old guys. That's what I always heard.”



“You heard right.” McGee was able to look at me again, away from the house. “I did think it wasn't him, at first.”



“But you did later?” No answer. “If you suspected him later then why didn't you take him in for questioning?”



“Because by the time I believed it he was gone.”



“So is that why he ran off? He found out you were onto him?”



“He didn't run off.” McGee started at a child's scream of laughter down the street. He shuddered and tucked his head into his shoulders. “I been drinking and I'm old and tired. I gotta go home now and forget the past until need year if I'm still here. And I suppose I'll come to look then, too. Almost every year, even when I lived in Shrewsbury...”



“You never told anyone that you changed your mind about his innocence?”



McGee squinted at me. “Who are you? Do I know you?”



“No. I was a little boy when you left town.”



“You want to know why I changed my mind? Do you? Well, you wouldn't believe me. Drunken babblings, you'd say. And that's just what they'd have said back then, if I told them what I saw.
 You were drunk, chief,
 they'd have said.
 You were drunk on the job.
 I had a problem with it, boy...I couldn't tell them or they'd have said I was crazy. A crazy drunk. And maybe I was crazy. Maybe I didn't even see him...”



“See who?”



“Phillips. Ed Phillips. I saw him that night.”



“What night?”



“I never told them.”



“What night?”



“
 You heard that story. About the baby? That baby somebody left on Doc Sullivan's doorstep that night in October of '57?”



“
 Heard
 it? That's...”



“The baby,” he interrupted, “was wrapped in men's pajamas, left on the step with no note, bawling its head off. Little boy. Doc Sullivan thought he heard someone pounding on the door. When he come down, nobody was there but the baby – the person who left it musta ran off, he figured. But he coulda sworn he heard someone yelling, ‘Help me, help me’ in a strangled kind of voice when he heard that pounding. Just a trick to get him to come down and find the baby, he figured. So they put it in the papers but nobody ever identified the baby, and this couple came and adopted it, couple here in town. So that was the end of that...so they all think.”



“But...”



“Let me finish. I can tell you now – hell, what can they do, take away my badge? What do I care, I'm seventy-seven...”



“You saw Ed Phillips that night?”



“I was sittin’ in my cruiser down the reservoir with a bottle. Heat on. Relaxing. I had too much, I admit it...I had a problem then...”



“But you saw him? After he'd supposedly disappeared already?”



“He came out of the woods, right in front of me. Damn near had a coronary. He looked at me. We just looked at each other a minute. I should've gotten out, I should've...I didn't. I sat there. I couldn't get out. Then he just stumbled off in the dark and I lost sight of him. I didn't go after him. I didn't call it in.”



“Why?”



“I was afraid, boy. I was plain paralyzed afraid. It was his face. His hair all sticking out, his eyes...sticking out. Like a crazy man. And he was twitching all over, and jerking, like he was having a fit the whole time. Scariest damn thing I've ever seen and I can't really explain it now thirty-three years later. And I never told a soul.”



“And that same night that baby was left on the doctor's doorstep?”



“The same night. The next day I found out about that. I saw the baby, and the pajamas it was wrapped in. And I almost had me another coronary but I still kept my trap shut.”



“What was the matter?”



“When I saw Ed come out of the woods he was wearing those same pajamas. Red and white stripes. Same damn pajamas so help me Jesus.”



“Oh my God.”



“Yep.”



“Oh my God. Oh my God...”



***



I can't tell you now the feeling that spread through me.



I stammered a good-night to the old man. He walked down the street one way, I went back the way I'd come, both of us away from the Yellow House.



My mind was swimming. It was almost a panic. I wanted to run home to my parents but I knew I had to keep calm. That's when I decided to begin an orderly investigation, a sane and rational examination of facts. I decided to write all this down. Calm. Rational...



I haven't told Pammy any of this yet. I haven't confronted my foster parents either, though I doubt they know much anyway.



It was they who had adopted me after Dr. Sullivan found me on his doorstep that October night in 1957. The Mystery Baby, the papers called me then...another town celebrity, another funny story.



Edwin Phillips kidnapped me, I've told myself. Or fathered me. Then he left me on Dr. Sullivan's step, first wrapping me in the pajamas he wore. And then he'd fled. Fled...naked? Fled where?



He kidnapped me, or fathered me, I've got to stay calm. He must be my father. That's where I got my red hair. It isn't wild and uncombed; it's short and neat. It isn't the same...



But I do have this bad habit. I'm lazy, that's all.



I don't like to shave.










 



 



 



 



 



 



Post #153



 



At Christmas time every year, Wally Thompson could be counted on to decorate the interior of the VFW and to trace the windows in multicolored lights...but this was the first year he had decorated Post #153 for Halloween.



In past years, Wally had served as Commander of the Post, though these days he mostly just did the cooking for holidays, special occasions, and on Sundays (everything from baked beans to jambalaya). But his creative streak had been in evidence for decades. He had intricately painted the VFW’s seal on the front door, even using metallic paint for the gold sections. From the ceiling hung his painstakingly detailed and realistically painted model tanks, aircraft and ships, including his own (the
 Russell
 ) and his brother Bob’s (the
 Augusta
 ), twirling slowly on fishing line, hovering like a Sargasso Sea of derelict space ships.



This year, freshly inspired, he had outlined the Post’s windows in strings of orange lights that lent a warm and intimate glow to the bar’s cave-like gloom. A miniature pumpkin-like gourd rested atop every one of the scattered tables, and at the end of the sticky bar rested a large jack-o’-lantern with a fluttering candle inside, the interior radiance silhouetting a gap-toothed smile and creating a small warm room within this small warm room. The orange window lights and guttering candle shone through beer glasses and beer bottles, making their ambery depths seem like luminous magical potions.



And tonight was, in fact, Halloween. On the large-screen TV across the room, up near the ceiling, Vincent Price –
 The Last Man on Earth
 – drove about an abandoned Italian city supposedly within the United States, gathering up supplies before night fell and the undead rose to lay siege to his house. Bob Thompson, at seventy-five two years younger than big brother Wally, had twisted around on his barstool to squint at the black and white film through a smoky haze that almost served as atmospheric fog, except that it was present in the Post year-round. “My boys loved this movie as kids,” he remarked in a voice wheezy as a bad Godfather impersonation. He’d had half a lung out decades earlier, but sat with cigarette in hand and fifth beer in front of him; his preferred Irish red.



It sounded like the constant fizzing hiss of a very old movie print accompanied the film, but it was in reality the downpour of rain upon the little building’s roof. Besides being an extra chilly October 31
 st
 , this storm was torrential. As it picked up a notch in intensity and the drumming came more to the fore, Bob slammed his fist down on the bar. “God damn it!” he husked. “It isn’t fair that kids can’t go trick or treating on a night like this! They look forward to it for weeks, they make their costumes, and then they get cheated!”



“No kid makes a costume anymore,” droned Dick, a Vietnam vet, a few stools away.



“Yo, chill out, B. T.,” said the bartender, Tommy, who had the distinction of being the only veteran of the Gulf War on the premises tonight. “Some parents drive their kids door-to-door even in good weather. And there are Halloween parties they can go to.”



“Don’t tell me to chill out,” Bob snarled, turning to face the bar again. “I can still snap your neck like a twig, you know! And don’t think I won’t!”



Tommy – a hulking thick-necked twenty-eight-year-old a full head taller than the younger of the Thompson Twins, as he had nicknamed them – snorted and retorted, “B. T., you never snapped anybody’s neck, even in dubbya-dubbya deuce. You sat safe in your floating tin can and shot missiles at people you never even saw.”



“
 Safe?
 We weren’t safe, God damn it! Do you know how many men – how many friends of mine – died on those ships? And we didn’t have those damn smart bombs like you boys had...we had to aim ours.”



“Missile envy,” chuckled Dick. He was doing a crossword puzzle on the bar top. The jack-o’-lantern’s light flickered subtly across it.



“And I shot an Arab once, you know...”



“I know, I know,” Tommy groaned.



“We were at port in North Africa and I was on guard duty, up on the deck. And I heard another guard down on the dock cry out, and I looked down and saw this Arab cutting his throat. So I opened up on him with my Thompson...”



“Appropriately enough,” added Dick.



“...and I cut that son of a bitch in half! So don’t make it out like I’ve never killed a man face-to-face. And did you, Tommy? Did you ever kill a man face-to-face?
 No
 .”



“He’s lucky,” muttered Dick. He took a sip of his Corona, and held the bottle up in front of his eyes to watch the jack-o’-lantern through the clear bottle and pale brew. It looked like a lava lamp he used to own.



“B. T., go back to your movie, you cranky old fart,” Tommy said, moving to the other end of the bar to draw fresh beers for Hank and Donna Tetreault.



“Old fart? You’d think the one place I could get respect in this world would be in here!”



Wally looked up at his brother, then at Tommy. He had missed the altercation. His hearing had steadily diminished over the years and he didn’t wear hearing aids. He’d learned to read lips a bit, but most times kept a little pad by his elbow so that others could scribble notes to him. So conversation was mostly a thing of the past, but he was still able to sit shoulder-to-shoulder with his comrades and his brother, in this place that was like their club house and their barracks. Bob had a wife to go home to but Wally was twice divorced, and had a few rooms in a tenement behind the VFW. This was his real home.



“I think we’re going to make a run for the car after this one, Tommy,” said Donna Tetreault, accepting her fresh beer. “It’s dead in here.”



“Always dead in here,” remarked Dick.



“At the
 Cheng Du
 they’re having ‘scary karaoke’ tonight,” she went on. “We thought we’d check that out. You ought to try that karaoke some night, Bobby,” she called down the bar’s dully shining length to Bob Thompson. “With that great singing voice of yours!”



“I can’t sing like that anymore!” he wheezed.



“Well, you sure used to sing!” Donna raised her glass in a salute to him.



“
 Slainte!
 ” he toasted her back, raising his own drink, which shone red against the jack-o’-lantern’s crescent eyes like a glass full of blood. “
 Solas
 na bhflaitheas tareis antsail seo agat.
 ”



“Say
 what?
 ” Tommy barked.



“It’s Gaelic, you damn guinea. It means, ‘The light of heaven after this world for you.’”



“Don’t call me a guinea you frigging mick!”



“I’m
 Scottish
 , God damn it!”



“What was that?” Dick shushed them, looking over his shoulder at Post # 153’s windowless front door.



“What was what?” Tommy sighed.



Now they all heard the light knocking outside the door.



“Well come on in, for Chrissakes! We’re open!” Tommy yelled. “What are they knocking for?”



“Tommy,” Dick said, “you don’t think it’s trick or treaters?”



“At the Post? On a night like this?”



“These days I can see trick or treaters going after a free beer,” Hank Tetreault joked, hopping off his barstool and taking with him a bowl of popcorn as a makeshift treat. “I’ll go look.”



Hank opened the door, hesitated at the threshold, blocking the view of the night for the others. They watched him step just outside, under the door’s small overhang, letting the door close most of the way behind him, barely propped open by his back. On the big TV, it was flashback time for Vincent Price as he fell asleep in his wife’s mausoleum.



“Come on, you kids!” the others heard Hank call. “You want some popcorn?”



A few moments passed. Hank called again but his voice was muffled by a gust of wind. They saw a spray of rain blow into the room through the cracked door, and just as Donna started to demand that Hank come back inside – as if afraid that he would take another step forward and be swept away into the windy darkness – he withdrew into the Post and closed the door, a befuddled look on his face...which was misted wet. He set down the now soggy popcorn on one of the individual tables, and as he approached the bar Tommy tossed him a towel to mop his face with.



“What was that?” Wally asked. He had a husky voice like his brother’s but louder and deeper. Where Bob had always been small, and was all the more so now, withered and bent and with a cane leaning against the bar beside him, Wally was tall and sported a formidable gut. Where Bob was more or less consistently ill-tempered, Wally saved his temper up for rare but monumental bursts of fury. He wore a concerned look of confusion as he watched Hank reseat himself.



Dick shrugged at Wally, then turned to listen to Hank.



“It was two trick or treaters after all,” Hank reported to his wife and his friends. “Looked like two Chinese kids...they were hanging back in the parking lot, standing there in the rain without an umbrella and not a parent in sight. Maybe they don’t know how to trick or treat right, being Chinese.”



“Maybe they were playing a prank,” Tommy the bartender suggested bitterly.



“They were too shy to come to you?” Donna asked.



“I guess. They just stood there looking at me, then they turned away. I didn’t see any car they’d come in. They’re really getting soaked out there.”



“So what were they dressed up as?” asked Tommy idly.



“Oh, man, they had on this horrible makeup. Scars...you know...really good Hollywood style stuff. When I was a kid you might make up as a clown or smudge a little black on your cheeks for a pirate beard and that was it. An adult must’ve helped these kids do it. I don’t know how the younger one got his bottom jaw to look like it was all torn away.”



“What did you say?” Dick asked sharply, abandoning his crossword again.



Hank gestured violently at his own face. “The smaller of these two Chinese kids looked like his bottom jaw was gone. It was really terrible. Gross.” He paused. “Why? What’s wrong?”



“It just sounds like something I...saw...over in Nam. These Vietnamese kids I saw one time.”



“Yeah. I saw stuff like that, myself.” Hank was a Nam vet, too. “I guess they could have been Vietnamese instead of Chinese, come to think of it.”



Dick nodded solemnly. Hank saw him throw a glance at the door.



“What was it?” Wally insisted.



Tommy slid Wally’s pad toward him and wrote, “Just some trick or treaters.”



“You know,” Hank mused, working on his beer, “I guess they really don’t know how to trick or treat...’cause I don’t remember either of them even holding a trick or treat bag.”



“A lot of foreigners in this town now,” Bob grumbled.



“You don’t think they were in an accident, Hank?” his wife asked. “A car accident? Or hit by a car? You know? Maybe...maybe that wasn’t even makeup they had on!”



“Oh, Donna...come on, it was makeup, believe me. They couldn’t be alive looking like that. I didn’t tell you how one kid had his arm pulled up in his sleeve to look like he had an arm missing, and how the other kid had fake intestines tucked under his belt.”



“Kids these days,” Bob hissed, then swigged from his glass. “But my boys would’ve loved makeup like that.” He let his comfortably fuzzed vision slide fluidly across the room and back up to the movie, saw that Price had woken up after nightfall and was fighting for his life to get back inside the safe fortress of his house, besieged on all sides by zombies in very crude makeup, if any. The alcohol made the screen, the orange window lights, the candle’s reflection in the rows of bottles ranked behind the bar glow with a soft halo that lent even this shabby room an aura of magic.



There was a rapping on the window over by the pay phone. They all heard it but for Wally.



“Okay,” Tommy said, “now it’s obvious we’ve got some kids that are looking to get their pumpkins smashed for Halloween.” He came storming out from behind the bar. He’d been a marine and he wasn’t going to have two bratty little kids harass his clientele no matter what multi-million dollar pagan holiday it was. He made for the front door so that he could slip around to the window and catch the kids in the act.



“There, look!” Donna gasped, pointing at the window.



A few feet short of the door, Tommy stopped to look over at the window with the rest. Following the gaze of the others, even Wally looked.



Framed in the window and lit dimly by the ring of orange lights was a pale face in the wet murk, its nose nearly pressed to the dirty glass. It was clearly not the face of a child nor of an Asian. Though the man’s hair was plastered to his skull, he appeared to be a blond, with the blandly even features of a Swede or Northern European. Tommy was closest to the window, and he thought that rather than peering into the room, the blond man’s eyes seemed to be rolling drunkenly, not quite seeing those inside, as if he were on some potent drugs.



“Very funny,” Tommy said. “A riot.” Then he lunged for the door again, and ducked out into the rain, the door snicking shut behind him.



They all heard him shouting, bellowing, as the face receded from the window leaving only darkness in its place. More yelling. Tommy was really getting worked up about it.



“I hope he’s not getting into a fight,” Donna fretted.



“Damn hot-headed son of a bitch!” Bob rasped.



“Maybe we should go out there,” Dick murmured intensely.



“And get soaked like him?” Hank said, having already had a taste of the downpour.



“Wally, God damn it!” Bob said. He was the first to realize that Wally had pushed himself away from the bar and was swaggering toward the door like John Wayne with hemorrhoids. “You’re going to get drowned out there!”



Wally didn’t know the particulars, but he had seen that pale face at the pane, and seen Tommy go darting out to meet up with it. Wally wasn’t much closer with Tommy than his brother was, but he’d put his life on the line for a fellow veteran.



“God damn kids,” Bob raged. “I lied about my age so I could join the Navy and fight for my country. Now you see kids twenty-years-old or older who don’t do anything but skateboard and play video games all day. We should be calling the police down here to arrest these bastards!”



Hank went to the window where they had seen the blond man and cupped his hands around his face so he could peek out into the night. “I don’t see any of them,” he related, his voice muffled by the glass. Not the blond man, not Tommy, not Wally who had just gone out after them. Not even those two children he had spoken to earlier.



“Wait...” he amended. Then, Hank was reeling back from the window as if a bolt of lightning had stabbed him through the pane. “Jesus!” he cried out. “Sweet Jesus!”



“What is it?” Donna asked, starting toward him.



He waved her back, and stumbled backwards toward her, reluctant to take his wide eyes off the window. “I saw another of them...”



“Another of what?”



“People. Out in the parking lot.”



“What people? What were they doing, Hank?”



“Just standing there. Staring at me. This guy with dark hair. Maybe an Indian or something. An India Indian. And he had blood all over his shirt. He looked like he was ripped open across his body.” Hank made a slash with his hand, from his right shoulder down to his left hip.



They all wheeled in one synchronized motion toward the door as it banged open...expecting to see the dark-haired, dark-skinned, darkly torn stranger framed in its threshold.



Instead, they saw Wally in his baseball hat upon which was embroidered the name of his ship, and on which were little enamel pins regarding WW II, the VFW, and Scotland. Tommy’s arm was slung across Wally’s shoulders. Both men were drenched, as if Wally had pulled Tommy out of the sea itself. Dick bolted forward to take Tommy’s other arm. Together, the men walked Tommy to one of the tables and sat him heavily down. The beefy bartender was whimpering to himself inaudibly, tears welling in his eyes.



As soon as Tommy was settled, Wally rushed back to the door and practically fell against it, locking it against the night.



“Well?” Dick said, looking from Tommy to Wally and back. “What happened? Did somebody jump him?”



At the bar, Wally hunched over his pad and scribbled madly. Dick drew close to his side, and saw how Wally’s hand shook, and how the knuckles were gouged and the gouges were filling up with blood, and how blood and water dripped off him to make the ink blur. Wally roughly tore most of the sheet free of the pad and thrust it at the younger vet, who took it and read it. The funny thing was, Wally had a hard time hearing, but he wasn’t mute. People wrote him messages, but he didn’t need to write them himself. This time, however, he seemed to have lost his voice.



Dick stared at the smeary note in his hands, trying to digest it.



“What does it say?” Donna demanded.



“Never mind,” Dick mumbled.



“What do you mean, never mind? Let us see it!”



“What time is it?” Dick glanced up at an illuminated clock advertising a brand of low-grade beer. “Only nine thirty. Two and a half hours to midnight. Two and a half hours until Halloween is over.”



“I’m going to go lock the back door!” Wally announced gruffly, moving around the bar toward the half-open door to the kitchen.



“I’ll come with you,” Dick said, stuffing the note in the pocket of his jeans and jogging after the older man.



“For Chrissakes, Dick!” Donna bleated.



“I don’t think it’s a prank, Donna,” her husband whispered, huddling close to her more out of security than secrecy. “I don’t think these are kids fooling around.”



“We killed them,” Tommy said aloud, suddenly, as if to explain or only to give voice to his madness. “We killed them...”



“I’m going out there!” Bob announced, shuffling with determination toward the front door, brandishing his cane like a club.



“The hell you are, B. T.!” Hank exclaimed, jumping between the gnome-like elderly man and the door.



“Get out of my way!”



“Bob, you can’t go out there! Did you see your brother’s face? Take a look at Tommy! It isn’t safe.”



“They’re our dead, B. T.,” Tommy joined in. “They’re our dead. Come back for us. ‘Cause it’s Halloween, ya know? It’s Halloween and all the doors are open...”



“It’s the people we killed, Bob,” Hank told him.



Dick and Wally returned safely from the kitchen. Dick had a huge bread knife in one hand. Wally’s right hand, Bob saw for the first time, was bleeding from lacerated knuckles. Bob gestured at the wounds. “What happened? Did they do that to you?”



“I took a swing at that guy we saw in the window,” Wally said. “My hand went right through him. I hit the shutter instead.” He added, “He had a hold of Tommy. Him and this other one. They had a hold of him, but I couldn’t hit them.”



Tommy nodded, his eyes feverish. “Mm-hm,” he agreed. “Mm-hm.”



“The one I swung at was a Nazi,” Wally said gravely. “The other one was a Korean, I think.”



Bob sat down at one of the tables. Suddenly it seemed that he couldn’t stand up even with the aid of his cane. “Hank,” he said. “The one you saw, that was torn open across his front.” He repeated Hank’s diagonal slashing motion. “You said he was an Indian. Could he have been...an Arab?”



“Yeah, I guess, Bobby. I guess he could’ve been.”



Bob nodded grimly. “They have no right,” he said, but in a softer voice than his characteristic tirade. “They have no right to want revenge. We were right. They were wrong. It was black and white. It wasn’t about us being white and them being Japanese or Vietnamese or whatever the hell they were. We killed Germans and Italians and every kind of man.”



“And women,” Dick said so very quietly. “And children...”



“Maybe in your war. That’s what you doped-up killers did!”



“I have one word for you,” Hank barked at Bob. “Hiroshima!”



“Listen.” Bob pointed at the locked door. “These people were Nazis! Killing millions of Jews and gypsies and gays and everything! They were bad people! They don’t have a right to do this! To come back!”



“I guess no one was watching them,” Hank joked very humorlessly.



“I’m going to call the police,” Donna said. She hurried to the pay phone, and the others watched as she waited for her call to go through. They watched as her face grew rubbery and slack, and Dick thought he could hear a high female voice from the ear piece clamped to Donna’s head. She slammed the receiver back in its cradle.



“Well?” Bob said.



“It was a woman talking in another language,” Donna replied, on the verge of tears. “She sounded Vietnamese or Japanese or something.”



“My God,” Hank breathed.



“Maybe I should try to make a run for our car, huh?” she said. “I’m not a vet...I didn’t kill anybody. Maybe they’ll leave me alone. And I can get help.”



“You aren’t going out there!” Hank snapped.



“No way!” Bob grumbled.



“We wait,” Dick said. “Until midnight. Until November first.”



On the opposite wall from the window by the pay phone there was another window, near a glass showcase containing commemorative plaques, framed medals, photos of past Commanders. Wally had built the showcase. The face in the window was like a war trophy inside another glass exhibit. A trophy rather like the human skull Bob had brought back with him from North Africa. It was little more than a skull held together by shreds of flesh and some sodden autumn leaves that had fallen and stuck to it. A hand like a chicken’s gnarled claw scratched feebly at the glass.



“Go away, damn you!” Wally thundered, taking a threatening step toward the apparition. “I sent you to hell and I’ll do it again!”



The face withdrew, or perhaps faded, and was gone. They all wondered if Wally had, indeed, frightened the thing off.



Behind them, the door rattled. They saw the knob trying to turn. Then, a thump at the window by the phone, and another face there as gaunt and translucently white as milk poured over a skull.



“We’re sorry, okay?” Donna sobbed. “We’re sorry!”



“No we aren’t sorry,” Bob said.



“Bob, look!” Hank shouted. “It’s your Arab!” He pointed at the back window by the showcase.



Bob followed Hank’s finger, and shuddered hard. The face pushed up against the glass so that its lips and nose were bent and distorted was dark-skinned but still ashen despite that. Though it had been night when he killed this man, and he had only seen him closely after he was already dead, he knew it was indeed the stealthy murderer who had killed the dock guard when his ship was at port. It could have been him on the pier that night, and that other young sailor safely up on the deck instead. Him with his throat cut. Survivor’s guilt had plagued him ever since.



“What if they get in?” Donna wailed. “What’s to keep them from getting inside, if they’re spirits?”



“Go away,” Bob whispered at the face smeared across the glass, orange glimmers reflecting in dead fish eyes. “It’s too late for revenge. I’m old. It’s all over now.” He was beginning to shake, and he put a hand to his chest, afraid that his laboring heart would gallop faster and faster until its legs folded beneath it. Tears of rage and frustration and fear came into his faded eyes. Yet through them, he saw another face rise up over the shoulder of the man at the glass. Another apparition with vacant eyes. But this one had a gaping crescent wound at its throat. And it wrapped its arms around the first apparition. It pulled it away from the window. Both of them, in this embrace, receded into the darkness and were gone.



It was a reversal of what Bob had seen that night over fifty years earlier. The murderer with his knife coming up on the guard from behind.



“Someone pulled it away!” Dick blurted, pointing at the window by the pay phone. “Someone grabbed that one!”



“Maybe the police are here!” Donna babbled.



“We never called them,” Hank reminded her. “And how could they grab these things? How could they?”



Wally ventured to the window by the pay phone and dared to put his forehead against the glass. Were those two figures struggling in the parking lot, stumbling closer to the one streetlight? Now they were under the light, but the illumination only seemed to make them look misty, insubstantial, whereas in the dark they had had a faint bioluminescent glow. He swore he was not only seeing the rain in front of their wrestling forms, but through them.



Then there was a gust, and the figures seemed to tatter, to shred like tissue paper in water, and then they were both gone. Both the man in the Nazi uniform...and the man in the British World War Two uniform who had seized hold of him.



“They’re gone,” Tommy said, as if he could sense it. “They’re all gone now.”



Bob came up beside his taller brother. He, too, wore a baseball cap festooned with pins and buttons, the seal for Post # 153 embroidered on the front of his. Shoulder-to-shoulder, they stared out into the night and saw that the rain had diminished to a mere drizzle. The storm was moving on.



“Let’s have another beer,” Wally Thompson said to his brother.



Together, they shuffled to the bar. Wally poured one for Tommy, and brought it to him. Tommy sipped it with gratitude.



Bob raised his glass of Irish red. The others saluted him with their own preferences.



“
 Slainte!
 ” he said. And then, “
 Go mbeire muid beo ar an am seo aris!
 ”



“What’s that mean, B. T.?” asked Tommy.



“It means, ‘May we be alive at this time next year,’” Bob told him.



***



(Dedicated to the memory of my father, Robert Thomas, and uncle, Wally Thomas – JET)
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I drove home from my second shift job at eleven-thirty PM, during the most depressing part of Halloween night.



This was when the magic drained out of the streets like smoke wisping from a blown out jack o’-lantern. This was when the orange of October threatened to char overnight to the gray-brown of November. With a decisive creak, the earth turned on its axis from autumn toward winter. Yes, the magic was still out there, like a storm front on a weather man’s map, but it was migrating south, toward Mexico, where tomorrow they would have their Day of the Dead. So the gate between the living and the dead was still open...just shifting, like the moon, from one sky to another. The two realms were still in communion, overlapping. Our reality and another, the material and the spiritual, yin and yang.



But in the wet streets my car sloshed through, there was no more festivity. In fact, I had missed it altogether, having gone to the pharmaceutical company where I punched in every day for three PM. But I remembered the holiday clearly, fondly, from my childhood...and I knew what had been lost as the hour trudged – like a trick-or-treater through piles of leaves – toward midnight. It was now just five minutes away, according to my wristwatch with its numbers and hands glowing a faint fungal green.



At least I had had a tease of the magic on my way to work. There must have been a Halloween party at the Brown School. As I passed the old brick Wright Plastics building, where I used to work as an injection molder, I saw four children in Halloween costumes waiting to cross the street. They had their backpacks on and had either taken their masks off entirely or wore them pushed up on top of their heads, but at least I saw the wind-blown cape of a vampire, their bodies under their winter coats shiny orange, satiny purple, glittering green. Even the elderly crossing guard, whom I saw there every afternoon on my way to work, seemed to be in the spirit, wearing a bright orange jacket – though actually he wore that every day, no matter the season.



I had slowed and stopped as the old crossing guard shuffled out into the street, glaring at me with pugilistic menace as though daring me to try to dart through the white lines that barred my way before his charges were safely conveyed through them, as if filing along a narrow bridge that spanned a yawning chasm of black asphalt. But I waited patiently, as always, as he held up his stop sign like a king brandishing his scepter and ushered the children across, like spirits being invited into our world from their own.



I wished I was one of them.



But now, there were no more trick-or-treaters walking these sidewalks I passed alongside. Leaves that had earlier been piled crisp in the gutters, fluttering about in the brisk breeze like locusts, were now soggy, matted into something close to a slime. Thank God for the children the rain had held off into late in the evening, but now it was falling in torrents that pounded my windshield and made it hard for my wipers to brush aside.



A scarecrow sitting in a lawn chair in someone’s front lawn was saturated by the rain, slumped to one side like a dead man in an electric chair. Sometimes, I knew from my own childhood experience, adults dressed as scarecrows and sat still in their yards until unwary kids drew near, and then they would stand or lunge to startle them. This one, however, was most certainly an actual scarecrow...unless the masquerader were asleep. Or dead.



The air was so wet it was as though my car drove along the bottom of a dark sea. Even the inside of my car was damp, as if its air accumulated and bottled the evaporating moisture from every drying out, shriveling, rotting jack-o’-lantern in the town. I saw these pumpkins dimly on door stoops. Their eyes would be imperceptibly but steadily squinting more narrow, their fanged smiles sucking in toothlessly.



Where strings of orange lights had glowed from shrubs, there was bristling blackness. Where windows had glowed with plastic pumpkins and candles, there was gaping blankness. Spooky audiotapes no longer played ghostly wails, howling wolves, crashing thunder.



It seemed, in fact, that I was the only person alive in these streets.



I did see another car as I drew nearer to the center of town, however. But rather than being someone coming home from work, I suspected they were coming home from a Halloween party at which they’d imbibed too many festive fluids, because the small white car was driving backwards through a crosswise street that intersected with the one I was on. I decelerated , thinking that the vehicle was reversing carelessly so as to turn into my street, perhaps having overshot the intersection...but as I crawled closer I saw no sign of the careless driver down that side road, and I continued on my way.



I tried to raise myself from my depression at having missed Halloween by considering that there might still be some horror movies playing on cable. I glanced at my dashboard clock, noted that it was ten to midnight. Sure, I thought, a couple had to be playing, still. I’d make some microwave popcorn, settle into my couch with all the lights out except for my flickering hearth of cathode blue.



Ahead now I could make out the top of the old brick Crone Plastics building, where I used to be a maintenance worker. The nearby Gray School would be silent and shut at this hour, but I saw that the elderly crossing guard had stayed on late or had arrived early for his next shift. He was hard not to notice in his orange jacket that shone in my headlights. Without children to watch over, he did not glare at me challengingly, did not even look at me as I passed him, just stood there with his stop sign hanging at his side, the rain exploding off his shoulders and his gray hair plastered to his skull.



I had noticed only moments ago that my gas was running low, though I could have sworn I’d filled up the tank only that afternoon. Maybe I had a leak. In any case, I pulled into the gas station just beyond the Crone factory...but no one came from inside at the sound of the bell, the interior all dark except for illuminated signs advertizing motor oil and the like. I’d have to take care of it tomorrow, then. I pulled back onto the road to continue on toward home.



The detritus of the holiday was still sadly in evidence around me. On someone’s front lawn, a soggy scarecrow had fallen out of a lawn chair to lie on its face like a drowned man. How clever, I thought, if it were really an adult in costume, diligently waiting for a last trick-or-treater to come along, or a car like mine, so as to leap suddenly to his feet and give me a start. I watched it out of the corner of my eye as I splashed by in the flume of the street, but the sodden mannequin did not so much as raise its head.



The rain had stopped and the streets of town were now filled with a damp fog so thick one would think it had blown in off Lake Pometacomet, though that was too far from the town center to be the case. Street lights glowed as if buried in mountains of cotton, though there were no mock candles or garlands of orange bulbs to restore to the town the costume of fantasy it had worn while I’d been spending eight tedious hours in the printing company I worked for.



I slowed as I neared a street that crossed mine, because I could see a vehicle passing along it. But as the vehicle, a dark green van, cut across, I realized it was moving backwards. What a stupid, probably drunken stunt to pull. Probably teenagers. It was a good thing no kids were still on the streets trick-or-treating. As I came up on the crosswise street, I looked down its dark length and saw the headlights receding into the distance until swallowed in the thick boiling mists.



The fog was slowing my progress. I looked at the softly glowing blue face of my digital watch and saw that it was a quarter to midnight. I hoped I’d get home in time to catch at least the end of a horror movie, preferably some older classic. I had some Jiffy Pop I could cook right over the burner of my stove like my father had made for me as a child.



Through the rolling plumes of fog, I began to make out the body of the old Driscoll Plastics building where I’d once been a customer service rep, its bricks glistening like dragon’s scales in the street lights. Where the crosswalk cut across the black of the road, I saw the elderly crossing guard waiting patiently for the children that would be walking to the Black School after dawn had risen. He sat in a lawn chair like a king on his throne, holding his scepter of a stop sign across his knees, but he only looked at me calmly, expressionlessly, as I drove past him. I considered waving but decided that he might think I was being facetious.



I sighed morosely as I rode on through the night, feeling like a paleontologist who had come too late to the sighting of a live dinosaur, finding only its feces instead. Much as I tried to console myself with the promise of TV and popcorn, I knew the true magic had dissipated. I was in that limbo between night and midnight, which was technically the start of day. That purgatory between Halloween and Thanksgiving/Christmas/New Year’s, none of which meant quite as much to me. I felt cheated, even resentful. Every day was so bland, so redundant, a never-ending loop of punching in, punching out, waking up, turning in, dressing, undressing, driving to my job at the electronics company, then driving home. On the one night of the year when the walls seemed to come down, the rules melted away, when reality became skewed, I had missed it all, a prisoner chained in the dungeon of the mundane.



At least my favorite gas station was open tonight, I noticed as I drove past, first glancing at my gauge to make sure my tank was full. The interior was lit, though I couldn’t see much of the counter man from my angle – just a bit of his shoulder and one arm. Still, it made me feel a little less alone tonight.



On I went, bitter that I had to go to work the next day as if nothing special had ever happened, but at least grateful that my second shift hours permitted me to stay up late watching TV. It was a faint solace that I clung to, as I drove by the dark houses with their dark windows, dark pumpkins, that house with a mound of leaves and empty strewn clothing in its front yard, the guts and flayed skin of a dismantled scarecrow.



It was a good thing that I stopped at an intersection close to the town’s center; a motorcycle roared through without even hesitating at the stop sign. It wasn’t until it had plunged into fog that swirled in its wake, however, that I had the impression that not only had there been no rider on it, but that it had been racing backwards.



I must be tired, but I was determined not to go straight to bed when I got home, and thus admit defeat utterly. I glanced at my dashboard clock. It was twenty minutes til midnight, and I was going to milk the tail end of Halloween for all it was worth. Though I had no popcorn at home, I could still plunk myself down and nibble on chips or half stale doughnuts as I caught the last horror movies of the night.



As I drew steadily closer to home, by habit I slowed my speed when I came up on the old brick Howland Plastics factory where I was once a machine adjuster. The crosswalk was empty, of course, the Red School many hours away from unlocking its doors. The elderly crossing guard had probably been the one to leave that lawn chair on the sidewalk (yes, I saw his paddle-like stop sign resting on it), but I was sure right now he was snuggled in his bed, or perhaps watching those late night horror flicks himself.



Peripherally I noticed something as I rode across the twin white stripes, and I glanced up into my rearview mirror. At the opposite side of the street, as if waiting to cross, there had been a small figure in a shaggy dark costume. A child dressed as a gorilla, or a werewolf? But out so late at night? Could he be a trick-or-treater who’d become lost in the maze of the town, still trying to find his way home? The mists that billowed in my wake quickly occluded the vision, and I decided my first impression was unlikely; I must have projected my imagination onto a shrub or a fire hydrant.



Still, I decided that maybe I should turn around to investigate. Besides, a peek at my gas gauge reminded me that I was running low. My favorite gas station was ahead, and the lights were on inside its little convenience store. I pulled up to one of the pumps, and cut my engine. Even as I lowered my window there was already a man standing so close to my door that I couldn’t see his face. I asked him to fill me up, and without a word he shuffled around to the back of my car, where I heard him fumbling open the cover, fumbling in the spout.



Funny that it took less time to fill my tank than I would have thought. Maybe my gauge was faulty. The counter on the pump read just five dollars, so I dug it from my wallet and held it out my window like a candy bar for a trick-or-treater. I saw the attendant in his reflective orange jacket moving toward me to retrieve the bill.



Though I couldn’t see his face from this angle, something strange hung down the front of his body. It looked like the skinned hide of a dog. I leaned forward a little and tilted my head to look up at the man as he planted himself directly outside my door again.



The elderly man in the orange jacket had the end of that flayed hide in his mouth, as if he were sucking it in slowly. But it wasn’t a skinned animal hide, I realized as I saw it close up. It was a shaggy werewolf costume with no child inside it. Any longer.



I handed the man his bill and rolled up my window as quickly as I could. I didn’t like the glaring, challenging look in his eyes as he sucked in another inch of the costume.



I didn’t turn around at the gas station, after all. I pulled my car back onto the street to continue on toward home.



It was only eleven-thirty, after all, and I might still catch the end of a horror movie on cable if I hurried.



I refused to let go of the night’s magic. I was determined to have my share.
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