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The moving boxes still cluttered Rochelle’s living room when Anderson Sanford appeared at her door with his clipboard and that particular smile she’d learned to recognize—the one that said I’m being helpful while somehow feeling like a threat. Outside, the October sky was deepening into purple, and the sound of children’s laughter drifted from neighboring yards where parents were putting finishing touches on elaborate Halloween displays.

Three weeks in Willowbrook subdivision, and she was still learning the unspoken rules. Which neighbors waved back when she jogged past their houses. Which ones let their dogs bark past ten PM without consequence. Which driveways were acceptable shortcuts when Marcus’s soccer ball rolled into the street. The subdivision had seemed perfect when she’d first toured it—a refuge from the bitter custody battle and the cramped apartment where she and Marcus had been camping out since the divorce papers were signed.

Anderson represented everything she’d hoped to escape. He was the type of man who’d appointed himself neighborhood watchdog—pressed khakis, polo shirt, the kind of confidence that came from never being challenged. She’d seen him at the grocery store, holding court in the cereal aisle while other residents nodded along to his pronouncements about property maintenance and community standards. The way he said “community” made it sound like a country club with very strict membership requirements.

“Mrs. Cowan,” Anderson said, consulting his clipboard with the gravity of a census taker. “I hope you’re settling in well. Beautiful evening for Halloween, isn’t it?”

Rochelle glanced over his shoulder at the pristine lawns of Willowbrook subdivision, each house a variation on the same theme: two-story colonials with attached garages, professional landscaping, and the kind of manicured perfection that had drawn her here after the divorce. A place where Marcus could have a normal childhood, far from the cramped apartment and the endless arguments that had defined their last year in Tulsa.

She’d chosen this neighborhood carefully. The schools were rated A-plus, the crime statistics were negligible, and the homeowners association maintained standards that kept property values stable. After eighteen months of lawyers and financial uncertainty, stability felt like a luxury she couldn’t afford not to pursue. The mortgage stretched her teacher’s salary thin, but Marcus deserved better than the sketchy apartment complex where sirens wailed every other night.

“It’s lovely,” she said, though something about Anderson’s presence made her want to close the door. “Marcus is so excited. We were just about to head out.”

“Actually, that’s what I wanted to discuss.” Anderson’s smile widened, but his eyes remained cold. “The Porch Light Protocol. Since you’re new, I thought I should explain how we handle Halloween in Willowbrook.”

“Protocol?” Rochelle kept her voice light, but something in her stomach tightened. Through the front window, she could see Marcus in the living room, adjusting his skeleton costume for the tenth time. He’d been talking about Halloween for weeks, planning his route through the neighborhood, practicing his “trick or treat” in the mirror. This was supposed to be their fresh start—their first holiday in their new home, their first chance to be just another normal family on just another normal street.

Anderson flipped through his papers with practiced efficiency. “It’s quite simple, really. Each household displays a specific light to indicate their participation level. Orange lights mean you’re welcoming all children—the full experience, candy, compliments on costumes, the works. White lights are for selective participation—maybe just the neighbor kids you know, or if you’re running low on candy. And no light…” He paused, his pen hovering over his clipboard. “No light means you’re contributing to the community fund instead.”

“Community fund?” The words felt strange in her mouth, laden with implications she couldn’t quite grasp.

“Oh, it’s wonderful. Families who can’t participate in trick-or-treating for whatever reason—maybe they’re out of town, or elderly, or just prefer not to be bothered—they contribute financially instead. We use it for neighborhood improvements, holiday decorations, that sort of thing. Very civic-minded.”

Rochelle nodded slowly, though the explanation felt oddly rehearsed. She’d grown up in small-town Oklahoma, where Halloween meant parents checking candy for razor blades and keeping kids in groups, but nothing as formal as a protocol. “And if someone just… doesn’t want to participate at all?”

Anderson’s smile flickered for just a moment, like a bulb with loose wiring. “Well, that would be unusual. We’re a community here, Mrs. Cowan. We all do our part.” He made a note on his clipboard with the careful precision of someone documenting evidence. “I assume you’ll be going with orange? New families usually want to make a good impression.”

The presumption in his voice rankled her. After eighteen months of lawyers and custody negotiations and having every decision questioned, dissected, and judged by strangers in suits, she wasn’t eager to be managed by another controlling man. Her ex-husband had been full of helpful suggestions too—about her career, her parenting, her apparently inadequate understanding of how the world really worked.

“Actually, I think we’ll skip the whole thing this year. Marcus and I will just go out trick-or-treating, and then we’ll probably watch movies at home.”

“Skip it?” Anderson’s pen stopped moving. Behind him, she noticed other neighbors had emerged from their houses—Sheldon Lane washing his car despite the approaching darkness, Sandy Barry checking her mailbox for the third time today. They weren’t looking directly at her porch, but their awareness felt heavy, expectant. “But Mrs. Cowan, participation is… well, it’s what makes Willowbrook special. It’s how we maintain our property values, our sense of community.”

“I’m sure the neighborhood will survive without my porch light,” Rochelle said, her patience wearing thin. “Now, if you’ll excuse us, we really should get going.”

Anderson stood there for another moment, his clipboard pressed against his chest like armor. The silence stretched uncomfortably while he seemed to weigh his next words. “Of course. Of course. Just… consider what I’ve said. The protocol exists for good reasons. We’ve had such a successful Halloween tradition here for… oh, decades now. It would be a shame to break with that.”

Something in his tone made her skin crawl—not quite a threat, but not entirely benign either. “How long have you lived here, Mr. Sanford?”

“Fifteen years come December. Bought the house right after I got promoted to regional manager. Best decision I ever made.” His smile returned, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “This neighborhood takes care of its own, Mrs. Cowan. Always has.”

After he left, Rochelle found herself staring at her front porch light. It was just a regular white bulb in a brass fixture—nothing special, nothing threatening. The previous owners had left it behind along with the brass doorbell and the welcome mat that read “Home Sweet Home” in cheerful blue letters. But Anderson’s visit had left her feeling unsettled in a way she couldn’t name, as if the simple act of flipping a light switch had become fraught with consequence.

She turned it off and left it dark.

Marcus appeared beside her, his skeleton makeup slightly smudged where he’d been practicing scary faces in the mirror. The costume was elaborate—a full-body suit with glow-in-the-dark bones that he’d been begging for since September. She’d found it on sale at Target, one of those small victories that made the tight budget feel manageable.

“Mom? Are we going now? Justin Newton said the Sandersons give out full-size candy bars.”

“In a minute, sweetie.” She smoothed his hair, careful not to disturb the gel that made it stick up in spikes. “Tell me about the neighbors. Have you met any of the other kids?”

“Some of them. There’s Justin and Diego Fischer—they live over on Maple Street. And Horacio Rollins, but he’s in high school so he thinks he’s too cool.” Marcus adjusted his plastic skeleton chest plate, making sure the ribs lined up properly. “Oh, and there’s this old lady, Mrs. Salinas. She gives out weird candy, but she tells really good ghost stories.”

“Weird how?”

Marcus shrugged with the casual indifference of an eight-year-old. “Just… old-fashioned, I guess. Like those black-and-orange wrapped things nobody likes. But she knows all about the houses in the neighborhood. She told Diego that our house used to belong to a family called the Hutchinsons, and they moved away really suddenly one Halloween.”

Rochelle felt that twist in her stomach again, sharper this time. “What do you mean, suddenly?”

“I dunno. She just said they were gone the next morning. Left all their stuff behind.” Marcus’s painted skull face was eerily expressionless, the dark eye sockets giving him an unsettling gravitas. “Mrs. Salinas said the moving truck came during the day, but nobody saw the family leave. Can we go now? The good houses will run out of candy.”

They stepped into the October evening, and Rochelle immediately noticed what she’d missed during Anderson’s visit. Every house on the street was lit—but not uniformly. The Sandersons’ porch glowed with warm orange light, as did the Fischers’ and several others. But some houses showed only the pale gleam of white bulbs, and a few were completely dark. She counted them as they walked: three dark houses on her street alone, including hers.

The trick-or-treaters moved through the neighborhood in predictable patterns, clustering around the orange-lit houses, making brief stops at the white-lit ones, and giving the dark houses wide berths. Rochelle noticed parents steering their children away from unlit porches with casual but deliberate gestures, as if the avoidance was so automatic they barely thought about it.

A group of teenagers passed them going the opposite direction, their costumes elaborate and their candy bags already bulging. One of them, a girl dressed as a witch, pointed at Rochelle’s house and whispered something to her friends. They all turned to look, their faces a mixture of curiosity and something that looked almost like pity.

“Stay close,” Rochelle told Marcus as they approached their first house. The Brennans had gone all out with their decorations—fake tombstones, motion-activated ghosts, a fog machine that sent wisps of dry ice across their walkway like ground-hugging spirits. Their porch light was a warm, welcoming orange that cast everything in a festive glow.

Carly Clark answered the door, her face lighting up when she saw Marcus. She was dressed as a vampire, complete with plastic fangs that gave her a slight lisp. “Oh my goodness, look at this skeleton! Are you going to rattle your bones for me?”

Marcus obligingly made spooky noises while Carly dropped a full-size Snickers bar into his bag. “Wow, thank you!” he said, his excitement genuine despite his painted skull face.

“You’re very welcome, sweetie. Happy Halloween!” As they walked away, Rochelle heard her call out to another parent: “Make sure you check in with Anderson about the protocol. We want to make sure everyone’s on the same page this year.”

The evening continued smoothly at first. Orange houses were generous with their candy and compliments, white houses were polite but stingy, and the dark houses remained untouched islands in the flow of costumed children. At the Kellers’ house, Benito offered them hot chocolate from a thermos. At the Hoopers’, Sean complimented Marcus’s costume and asked about school, his wife Judy appearing with a bowl of premium chocolates.

But as the night deepened, Rochelle began to notice other things. The way conversations stopped when she approached groups of parents. The look Sandy Barry gave her when she asked about the community fund, as if she’d mentioned something vaguely obscene. The way Sheldon Lane quickly ushered his children away when Marcus tried to join their group at the Simmons’ house.

By eight o’clock, Marcus’s enthusiasm was visibly flagging. He’d barely spoken in the last fifteen minutes, and his usual Halloween chatter had dwindled to monosyllables. His skeleton suit, which had seemed so exciting that afternoon, now hung on his small frame like a prophecy.

“You okay, buddy?” Rochelle asked as they turned onto their street. The neighborhood felt different now, as if something had shifted while they were walking. The orange and white lights seemed brighter, more insistent, while the dark houses crouched in shadow like sleeping animals.

“Can we go home?” Marcus’s voice was small behind his skeleton mask. “I don’t want to trick-or-treat anymore.”

“What happened? Did someone say something to you?”

Marcus was quiet for a long moment, his plastic candy bag rustling against his leg as they walked. Then: “The other kids… they’re saying things about our house. About us.”

Rochelle knelt down beside him, not caring that the sidewalk was rough on her knees. The concrete was cold through her jeans, and she could smell the autumn dampness rising from the fallen leaves. “What kind of things?”

“They say families with dark porches have to… to feed the hungry season.” Marcus’s painted skull face turned toward their house, where the unlit porch sat in shadow like a mouth with no teeth. “They say that’s why the Hutchinsons had to leave. They say something comes for families who don’t follow the rules.”

A chill that had nothing to do with the October air ran down Rochelle’s spine. “Honey, that’s just Halloween silliness. Kids like to tell scary stories.”

“But what if it’s not?” Marcus’s voice was barely a whisper. “What if Anderson was trying to warn us?”

They walked home in silence, Marcus’s trick-or-treat bag only half full. As they approached their house, Rochelle noticed that the other dark houses on the street seemed to crouch in their shadows, as if the absence of light made them somehow smaller, more vulnerable. The orange and white lights of their neighbors created a warm constellation that her house sat outside of, like a cold spot in an otherwise cozy room.

The Hutchinson house—she found herself thinking of it that way now—looked abandoned despite the carefully maintained lawn and fresh paint. Had the previous owners felt this same isolation? This sense of being marked as different, as outside the community’s protective embrace?

Inside, she helped Marcus out of his costume and sent him upstairs to brush his teeth. But instead of settling down to sort through his candy as planned, she found herself standing at the front window, watching the street. The trick-or-treating was winding down, but there was still activity in the neighborhood. She could see groups of adults moving between houses—not parents with children, but purposeful clusters of neighbors who seemed to be conducting some kind of business.

They carried things. Covered dishes, wrapped packages, items that caught the streetlight in ways that made them seem important, ritualistic. Anderson was among them, his clipboard replaced by something that looked like a wooden box. Others she recognized from her brief encounters around the neighborhood: Joseph Boyd from the corner house, Benito Keller with his wife Meghan, Sandy Barry carrying what appeared to be a bottle of wine.

At nine-thirty, her doorbell rang.

Etta Salinas stood on the porch, a woman in her sixties with silver hair and the kind of face that suggested she’d seen everything and been surprised by very little. She carried a plate covered with aluminum foil and wore a cardigan that had probably been fashionable sometime in the 1990s. Behind her, Rochelle could see the groups of neighbors gathering at a respectful distance, their offerings held like shields.

“Mrs. Cowan? I’m Etta, from two houses down. I brought you some cookies.” She held out the plate with a smile that was both grandmotherly and somehow infinitely sad. “Thought you might need something sweet after your first Willowbrook Halloween.”

Rochelle accepted the cookies, unsure what else to do. The plate was warm, and the foil crinkled under her fingers. “That’s very kind of you. Would you like to come in?”

“Just for a minute.” Etta stepped inside, her eyes immediately going to the dark front window. She moved like someone who’d done this before, settling into the armchair as if she’d been invited to stay for hours rather than minutes. “I see you chose not to participate in the protocol.”

“I didn’t realize it was mandatory.”

“Oh, it’s not. Officially.” Etta folded her hands in her lap, her wedding ring catching the lamplight. “But you know how neighborhoods are. Traditions take on a life of their own.”

Something in her tone made Rochelle sit down across from her. The living room felt smaller with a stranger in it, the moving boxes stacked against the walls like barricades. “Mrs. Salinas—”

“Etta, please.”

“Etta. My son came home tonight saying some disturbing things. About families with dark porches, about something called the hungry season.”

Etta was quiet for a long moment, her eyes fixed on her hands. The silence stretched uncomfortably, broken only by the sound of Marcus moving around upstairs. When she looked up, her expression had shifted from grandmotherly to something harder, more resigned.

“How much did Anderson tell you about the community fund?”

“Just that it was for neighborhood improvements.”

“Yes, well. That’s part of it.” Etta sighed deeply, and Rochelle could hear decades of weariness in the sound. “Mrs. Cowan—Rochelle—I’m going to tell you something, and I need you to listen carefully. This neighborhood has a tradition that goes back much longer than the subdivision itself. Long before these houses were built, long before Anderson Sanford appointed himself our unofficial mayor.”

Through the window, Rochelle could see more groups of neighbors moving through the streets. They had arranged themselves in a loose perimeter around her house, their offerings held ready. The sight should have been comical—suburban residents playing at some kind of ritual—but something about their stillness, their patience, made her throat tighten.

“Every Halloween,” Etta continued, “Willowbrook feeds something. Something that settled here decades ago, back when this was just farmland and forest. It’s old, and it’s patient, and it’s the reason this neighborhood has such good schools, such low crime rates, such stable property values.”

“What are you talking about?” But even as she asked, Rochelle felt the truth settling into her bones like cold water.

“I’m talking about prosperity that comes with a price.” Etta’s voice was steady, matter-of-fact, as if she were discussing the weather or the school board election. “Every year, we give it what it needs. Usually, it’s satisfied with small things—pets that go missing, occasional vandalism, minor accidents. The kind of troubles that every neighborhood faces, only ours stay manageable. Contained.”

“But every few years, it wants more.”

“More what?”

Etta met her eyes directly, and Rochelle saw something there she recognized—the look of a woman who had made peace with terrible compromises. “Families who don’t understand the rules. Newcomers who think they can opt out of community participation. People who believe they can live here without contributing to what keeps us all safe.”

Outside, the groups of neighbors had converged on the street in front of Rochelle’s house. She could see Anderson among them, still carrying his wooden box. Others carried what she now realized were offerings—covered dishes, wrapped packages, items that might have been gifts or might have been something else entirely. They formed a loose semicircle on the sidewalk, patient as mourners at a graveside.

“What do you want me to do?” Rochelle asked, though part of her already knew.

“Turn on your porch light. Orange, preferably. Join the community properly. Become part of the system instead of…” Etta gestured toward the window, where the neighbors had begun arranging their offerings on the sidewalk in front of the house. “Instead of becoming what feeds it.”

Marcus appeared at the top of the stairs in his pajamas, drawn by the voices. His face was scrubbed clean of skeleton makeup, making him look younger, more vulnerable. “Mom? What’s happening? Why are all those people outside?”

Rochelle looked at her son—eight years old, trusting, depending on her to keep him safe in this place she’d chosen for them—and then at Etta, whose sad eyes held decades of complicity.

“How many families?” she asked quietly.

“Over the years? I don’t know exactly. I’ve been here forty-three years, and I’ve seen…” Etta paused, calculating. “Seven, maybe eight. The Hutchinsons were just the most recent before you.”

“What happened to them?”

“They fought it at first, just like you’re doing. Turned off their lights, refused to participate. But when Halloween came…” Etta shrugged, and the gesture was somehow more terrible than any explicit description. “The thing that lives in the old forest preserve, it doesn’t like to be ignored. It takes what it’s owed, one way or another.”

Through the window, Rochelle could see Anderson directing the arrangement of offerings like a stage manager preparing for a performance. Joseph Boyd was there, and Benito Keller, and others she recognized from brief encounters around the neighborhood. Normal people, good neighbors, performing what looked increasingly like a ritual sacrifice.

“And if I turn on the light now?”

“Then you become part of it. You help choose next time. You help maintain the system.” Etta stood up, smoothing down her cardigan with the same automatic gesture Rochelle had seen her make in the grocery store. “It’s not a pleasant responsibility, but it’s better than the alternative.”

“Which is?”

Etta looked at Marcus, still standing at the top of the stairs in his dinosaur pajamas, and her expression softened with genuine regret. “The alternative is that you and your boy become what feeds the hungry season. What keeps the rest of us safe and prosperous for another year.”

After Etta left, Rochelle stood at her window watching the neighbors complete their arrangement. They worked with the efficiency of long practice, creating a semicircle of offerings that led from the sidewalk to her front steps. She could see covered casserole dishes, bottles of wine, what appeared to be photographs or documents wrapped in plastic, and other items she couldn’t identify in the streetlight.

When they finished, they retreated to a respectful distance and simply… waited. Their faces were patient, resigned, like people who had done this before and knew exactly how it would end. There was no malice in their expressions, no hatred or cruelty. Just the tired acceptance of people who had long ago stopped questioning the price of their comfort.

“Mom?” Marcus had crept downstairs, his skeleton makeup now just smudges around his eyes that made him look like a refugee from some childhood nightmare. “I’m scared.”

She pulled him close, feeling his small body trembling against hers. Outside, the neighbors maintained their vigil, patient as stones. Anderson caught her eye through the window and tapped his watch—eleven forty-five.

Fifteen minutes until midnight. Fifteen minutes until Halloween ended and whatever came next began.

Rochelle looked at her son, then at the light switch by the door. Such a simple choice—flip the switch, join the system, become complicit in whatever happened to the next family who didn’t understand the rules. Keep Marcus safe by sacrificing someone else’s children.

Or refuse, and face whatever consequences came with standing outside the community that had seemed so perfect, so safe, so normal.

The offerings on her sidewalk seemed to pulse in the streetlight—covered dishes that might contain food or might contain something else entirely. She thought about the Hutchinsons, gone so suddenly that they’d left their belongings behind. Had they faced this same choice? Had they stood at their window, watching their neighbors arrange offerings like breadcrumbs leading to their door?

At eleven fifty-eight, Rochelle made her choice.

She walked to the front door, Marcus clinging to her side, and stepped onto the porch. The October air was sharp with the scent of woodsmoke and dying leaves, and underneath that, something else—something old and patient and hungry. The neighbors watched in absolute silence as she looked out at their faces—Anderson with his wooden box, Etta with her sad resignation, all the others who had made this same choice before her.

“I understand what you’re asking,” she called out, her voice carrying clearly in the still air. “I understand what you want me to become.”

Anderson nodded encouragingly, his hand moving to his phone. Probably to call others, to spread the word that the newest family had seen sense, had chosen to join rather than feed the system that kept them all safe and prosperous.

“But I won’t do it.” Rochelle’s voice grew stronger, carried by a conviction she hadn’t felt since she’d decided to leave her marriage. “I won’t be part of a system that feeds on families like mine. Whatever’s out there, whatever you’ve been serving for all these years, it stops here.”

The silence that followed was profound. Even the October wind seemed to hold its breath, waiting to see what would
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