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Callie leaned her elbows on the glass top of the bakery display case, trying to repress a yawn as she slipped an aching foot out of her work shoe and rubbed it against the back of her shin. Her very first shift at Campus Coffee, and already she was bored. 

Only a smattering of students still sat in Campus Coffee, their faces bluish in the glow of their laptops. A couple snuggled on one of the velveteen armchairs in front of the fireplace, which had no fire despite the October chill. “We never turn it on till after Halloween,” explained Ashley. “I think a crackling blaze would go perfect with pumpkin spice lattes, but do they listen to me? No.”

Ashley had made herself a one-barista welcoming committee for Callie’s first shift. She told Callie what kinds of cupcakes they sold, and which cookies were gluten free, and how to write down drink orders in the hieroglyphic code that the Campus Coffee baristas used. 

The other baristas were less helpful. Mark glared at Callie – his stolid face seemed especially designed for glaring – and said, “Watch out for the skinny vanilla latte girls.” 

Callie looked at Ashley for help, but Ashley was boxing up two-dozen chocolate chip cookies for a couple of noisy frat boys. “Skinny vanilla latte girls?” Callie asked Mark. 

“The girls who get skinny vanilla lattes,” said Mark, like that somehow clarified things. He clattered one of the milk frothing pitchers against the espresso machine and stabbed a button to turn on the steaming wand. He seemed to hold a personal grudge against the machine. “You know the type.” 

Callie shook her head. He rolled his eyes, like she was too stupid to live. “Sorority girls with resting bitch face,” he said. 

“Large green tea latte with extra vanilla,” said Ashley, setting the cup next to Eleanor. “Mark’s just bitter because the SVL girls won’t give him the time of day,” she told Callie. “Might help if he washed his hair.” And she stuck her tongue out at him. 

“Seriously, though,” Ashley told Callie, once Mark had left for the evening. “Don’t listen to him. You really don’t need to watch out for anyone but the boss.”

“The boss?” Callie echoed. 

“You haven’t heard about Heather?” Ashley said. “She’s off her rocker. She once shouted at me for five minutes for looking like I might sass her. But don’t worry, she never shows up during the evening shifts. The coffee fumes wreck her sleep schedule or something. Have I told you how to close yet? The most important thing is to cash the register and bag up the pastries...”

If Ashley were still at Campus Coffee, she and Callie could have chatted. But Ashley got off shift at eleven, and that left Callie alone with Eleanor. 

Callie glanced over her shoulder at Eleanor: tall, pale, with horn-rimmed glasses and a long neck and an “I’m better than you” upward tilt to her nose. Eleanor hadn’t deigned to speak to Callie all evening, not even when she showed Callie how to make a caramel macchiato. When Callie asked a question, Eleanor stared at her, coughed, and pointed with renewed vigor at the espresso machine.  

As if Callie ought to know how to make a caramel macchiato already, with nothing but pointing to guide her. In Jackson Lake, where Callie grew up, coffee came in only two varieties: black or with cream.

The grandfather clock by the fireplace chimed the quarter hour. The couple snuggled on the velveteen chair both woke up with a start, then looked at each other and laughed gently. Callie sighed. Sometimes it felt like everyone else in the world had a boyfriend, although that couldn’t be true. 

Behind Callie, Eleanor let out a string of coughs. Callie glanced back at her, then turned back to survey the room. 

At least this job would give her the opportunity to meet all the hot guys on campus. She’d already seen three particularly cute ones that evening, although the store had been so busy there hadn’t been any chance to chat. But probably that was just as well, Callie thought ruefully. She never got much chance to practice flirting in high school. The guys in Jackson Lake thought she was an undateable weirdo who spent way too much time studying.  

But all that studying got her a pretty good college scholarship, and Callie thought things would be different at Hawkins. Or at least she hoped things would be different. She peered at her fuzzy reflection in the dark coffee shop windows across the room. She wished she was taller, and she wished her light brown hair weren’t so lank, but she thought her smile was pretty good. Callie offered a practice smile to the window. Maybe it looked a little overeager? 

Callie loved that the coffee shop had windows, unlike her other job in the dining hall dish room. She could see the great big orange harvest moon above the trees, still only three-quarters full but just as big as a normal full moon already. Why did harvest moons look so much bigger than other moons? 

Callie wished Maddie were here to sketch it. If only Maddie had come to Hawkins College with her! They’d always planned to go to college together, ever since junior high. But instead Maddie followed her boyfriend Diesel to South Bend University, even though Diesel was...

Well. It didn’t really matter if Callie thought Diesel was a huge jerk. As long as he made Maddie happy, that was the important thing, right? 

Callie sighed, glancing again at the couple on the loveseat. The girl leaned her head on the guy’s shoulder, and he was stroking her hair. It ought to be illegal to look that adorable in public. 

A torrent of coughing interrupted Callie’s thoughts. Callie turned around, annoyed, and then alarmed when she saw Eleanor sinking to the coffee-streaked floor.

“Eleanor!” Callie said, rushing over to her. “Eleanor? Are you all right?”

Eleanor continued to cough. Her face was ashy pale, and sweat stood out on her forehead. She tried to say something, but another wave of coughing caught her. 

Callie patted Eleanor’s shoulder, as if that would help. What could she do? Eleanor must have been sick all evening. That was why she hadn’t spoken to Callie. She might not be stuck up at all. 

Callie, remorseful, said, “Eleanor. You ought to go home.” 

Eleanor said something too quiet for Callie to hear and gave another weak cough. 

“No, really, you should go home,” Callie insisted. “You just fell over.” 

Eleanor wiped a string of spit off her mouth. “You’ve never closed before,” she murmured, and gave a gentler string of coughs.

“But Ashley told all the stuff I’ve got to do,” Callie said. “It’s not too bad, right? You cash out – you can do that sitting down – and let me take care of everything else.”

“But...” said Eleanor. 

“Don’t worry, I can handle it,” Callie assured her. “I worked at an ice cream parlor during the summer, I know how to close a store. Come on. You need to go home.”

Eleanor’s head drooped on her long neck. She nodded. 

“Pop the register and start counting,” Callie said, giving her most encouraging smile. She went up to the counter and cupped her hands over her mouth. “Early closing tonight! Everybody out!” 

But once Eleanor deposited the day’s take and left, Callie felt much less sure of herself. Sure, Ashley had told her everything she needed to do. But it was one thing to hear about it, and another to do it...and another still to be all alone in the suddenly empty and silent coffee shop, with the night pressing in at the windows. 

Callie wished she hadn’t let her roommate Trish talk her into that monster movie marathon. It had seemed like the friendly thing to do to go along with Trish’s idea for a month of monster movies, but the images of gnashing teeth and grinning skulls looming out of the darkness lingered in Callie’s mind. She could just imagine the monsters bursting through the windows. 

Callie shuddered. She just needed to focus on her work and get out of here. Everything would be fine. 

Empty the coffee urns. Bag up the cookies. Wipe the tables. Sweep the floor. Callie thought she saw something moving at the corner of her eye, but when she turned her head it disappeared. 

Peripheral vision. Always playing tricks.  

Probably it was just the stress of closing for the first time, but she began to feel an anxious hunted feeling, like she wasn’t alone in the coffee shop. Like there was someone hiding behind the couch or beneath one of the artsy tables made from reclaimed doors, hiding in the shadows and watching her. 

The silence made it worse. It seemed unnaturally quiet, aside from the occasional creaks of the building itself. Or at least Callie hoped it was the building, and not someone sneaking around.

Or something. 

Callie always hated scary stories. Once, when she was just a Brownie in Girl Scouts, she got so frightened by a campfire ghost story that she couldn’t bring herself to leave her tent to pee that night. She woke up her tent mate to come with her. 

Fortunately her tent mate was Maddie, and in between getting frightened by an owl, falling into a stream, and wandering around until nearly dawn trying to find the camp again, they had become best friends.

Still, scary stories made Callie’s neck prickle and her ears perk up like an anxious dog’s. Callie’s mother always suggested singing as an antidote to fear. But when Callie tried to sing, her voice sounded so weak in the big room that it dwindled into nothing, and she felt even smaller than before. Her sweaty hands slipped on the mop handle. 

She just had to finish mopping. She just had to finish mopping and then she could go. 

Something fluttered at the corner of her eye. Callie turned her head sharply.

Two faces pressed against the window: a grinning scarlet skull with dripping teeth, and a pale green face with the flesh peeling away. Callie’s hands clenched on the mop. She couldn’t breathe. But then the scarlet skull pounded his hands against the window. Callie screamed like a banshee, hurled the mop toward the window as if that might slow them down, and fled the coffee shop. She slammed the door behind her and pressing her weight against it.

Of course the monsters didn’t follow. Standing in the fluorescent lights, with the sound of the swing dancing music drifting down the hall, Callie began to feel foolish. The skull had normal human hands, not skeletal fingers. They weren’t monsters at all, just dumb frat boys in masks. 

Her trembling knees began to steady. A shaky laugh bubbled out of her mouth. 

“Are you all right?”

Callie’s head snapped around. Over by the water fountain, his head half-lifted to watch her curiously, stood a boy.  
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