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      My name is Jack Steen.

      That name shouldn’t mean anything to you. It does to others, and that’s what counts.

      I’m a nobody, really.

      I’m not a writer, butapparently,y I’m told I am a storyteller and to stop selling myself short.

      If you were to ask me though, I’m just a man who wipes the asses of those society doesn’t give two shits about. I give them their medicine, change their diapers, and provide something no one else has…

      An audience.

      I work as a night nurse in the Asylum.

      This book is a little different than my Asylum Confession books.

      This one is all about the Halloween stories patients have told me over the years.

      Some are gory. Some are scary. Some are downright diabolical. And some, yes, they’re a bit haunting. We start off light and make our way to a good old Halloween tale.

      The goal of this book is to read one a day - if you can.

      Enjoy!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            JOIN ME

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m known for my Asylum Confessions, but did you know that some stories never make it into the books?

      

      Patreon is where I share monthly short confessions, Night Rounds audio recordings, early chapters, ebooks, audiobooks, and other files I’m probably not supposed to remove from the ward.

      

      It’s also the only place you’ll meet Eleanor.

      

      She has spent more than thirty years inside the Asylum, but her post office box has remained open for forty-seven. The mail never stopped coming, and she asked me to collect it for her.

      

      Her first story is free to read.

      

      Scan the QR code to meet Eleanor and look around the ward. There’s no pressure to stay, although the doors have been known to lock on their own.

      

      If you do check in, say hello in one of the posts, and I’ll raise a toast to you at the pub.

      www.patreon.com/jacksteen
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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      Introduction: From Jack

      Halloween is my month.

      Not just the night. Let's be real, I'll take the whole month, from October first to October thirty-first.

      Why? Maybe it's the way the air shifts in the last week of September and you know it's coming, the darker mornings, the smell… if you know, you know. It puts me in a freakish happy vibe, happier than I generally am.

      If this isn't the first book of mine you've picked up - hello again.

      If this is our first introduction, strap in. I've been a night nurse at the same facility for a long time now.

      I won't tell you which one. What I'll tell you is that it's old, it's in a small town most people have never heard of, and the grounds in October look exactly the way you're picturing right now. Bare trees. Long shadows. A building that has seen a lot and isn't telling most of it.

      I love working nights there in October.

      Thanks to me, we do Halloween properly. I don't give a flying rats ass what they do on the other floors, but my floor, we decorate. Think Christmas, but better. Our potlucks are fun. Ike and I do the best scary movie references you've ever heard and the patients that arrive, well, let's just say, October is a good month to die.

      Now, don't get me wrong. It's not a freaking carnival on the floor. The dark hits a little differently when there's a burnt-out light or a rattle against a window. And yeah, it feels like there are ghosts following me everywhere I go on my floor, but there's music all the time playing somewhere and when things are quiet, you bet Ike and I are watching a cheesy Halloween slasher.

      Now, if you've been with me for a while, you know I've been collecting confessions for years.

      So far we have the confession books and the holiday advents. There's also the thirteenth floor book. You know how this works. Someone tells me something, I write it down, and eventually I put it somewhere you can read it. I've always believed that the things people confess, the things they say in the dark, are more honest than almost anything else a person produces in their life. I stand by that.

      But Halloween confessions are different.

      I didn't understand how different until I started looking back through my notes from October over the years. There are more of them than I realized. A lot more. Stories that have settled into the back of my memory and stayed there.

      This year, I decided it was time I start sharing them.

      Thirty-one stories. One for every day of October. Starting October first and running all the way through to Halloween night itself, which gets its own story, the last one, the one I've been thinking about how to tell since the night I heard it.

      These are my favorites.

      The stories are organized by weeks. The first week eases you in. The last week doesn't. A word about the people in these pages.

      Some of them are patients. Some of them are people I've spoken to over the years. Names have been changed. Identifying details have been adjusted. The stories themselves are as close to what I was told as I can make them.

      One more thing.

      There's a story at the end of this collection that I've been sitting on for almost a year. It was told to me on Halloween night, last year, and it changed some things for me. Like, how I think about this place, how I think about the stories I've been collecting and how I think about October and why it does what it does to people.

      I almost didn't include it.

      Read it last. Don't skip ahead.

      Trust me on that one.

      Happy Halloween.
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        Theme: Harmless Fun

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WEEK ONE THEME: HARMLESS FUN

          

        

      

    

    
      October is finally here.

      I've been waiting for it.

      I'm not one of those people who waits until October first to decorate, though. I wish I could tell you I had that kind of restraint, but usually, in September, I'll pull out one box just to remind myself what's in there, and then one box becomes two.

      Before long, there's a skeleton sitting somewhere in the house, and I realize how happy it makes me, so then I unpack another one. And then, of course, there are the outdoor decorations.

      I love all of it. The decorations, the movies, the books, the candy, the ridiculous amount of pumpkin-flavored food that appears for six weeks and then disappears again. I like driving at night and seeing which houses went all out. I like the cheap plastic decorations almost as much as the elaborate ones. Give me a badly carved jack-o'-lantern and a fake spiderweb stretched across somebody's bushes, and I'm happy.

      I especially like seeing what people do with their houses.

      There's always one.

      You know the house I mean.

      Every neighborhood has somebody who takes Halloween personally. They start decorating while everyone else is still pretending summer isn't over. By the middle of October, they've got tombstones covering the lawn, something hanging from a tree, and at least one decoration that makes a noise every time you walk past it.

      As a kid, that was the house you wanted to visit first.

      Unless you were scared of it.

      Then it was the house you spent the entire night pretending you weren't scared of.

      That's one of the things I love most about Halloween. For one night, being scared is part of the fun.

      We put on costumes and knock on strangers' doors. We walk through corn mazes after dark. We pay people to jump out at us. We watch movies we know will keep us awake and then complain when they do. Parents spend the entire year telling their kids not to take candy from strangers, then October thirty-first rolls around and suddenly everyone grabs a pillowcase and heads outside.

      None of it makes much sense when you really think about it.

      Maybe that's why I like it.

      There are rules, though.

      Halloween has always had rules.

      Turn on the porch light if you're handing out candy. Don't smash somebody else's pumpkin. Take a couple of pieces from the bowl, not the whole thing. Don't ruin the scare for the people coming behind you. If someone tells you not to go into a certain part of the pumpkin patch, maybe don't go looking for the biggest pumpkin there just because you can.

      That last one might be more specific to this book.

      The first seven patients you'll meet all have something to say about the harmless parts of Halloween. Costumes. Candy. Porch lights. Pumpkin patches. The little traditions most of us have participated in without ever giving them much thought.

      That's why I wanted to start here.

      There will be plenty of blood before October is over. Trust me.

      For now, though, we're starting with the things that made most of us love Halloween in the first place.

      Maybe you'll recognize some of them.

      Maybe you had a costume you refused to take off when you were a kid. Maybe your mother had a rule about how much candy you could take. Maybe there was a house on your street you always visited, even after you were technically too old to be trick-or-treating, because they had the best decorations.

      Maybe you still leave your porch light on every October thirty-first.

      I hope you do.

      Although after this week, you might think twice about who's using it to find your house.

      Happy Halloween.

      We're just getting started.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DAY 1: THE LAST HOUSE ON HARVEST STREET

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        One knock for candy, two knocks for more,

        Three knocks mean stay away from the door.

        Keep the bowl full and leave on the light,

        Or they may come back before morning light.
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      Never answer the door after the third knock.

      That's it. That's the only rule that matters. I don't care where you live, I don't care how safe your neighborhood is, and I don't care how many Halloweens you've had without anything going wrong.

      You answer after the third knock and you're on your own. I can't help you after that.

      I know how it sounds. I knew how it sounded when they told me too.

      The couple across the street said it while they were walking their dog. The Parkers. Normal people, normal dog, friendly wave, and then, almost as an afterthought while they were already moving away, "Never answer the door after the third knock, and make sure you keep the candy bowl full."

      They said it like they were telling me about garbage day pickup. They didn't stop walking. They didn't even look me in the eye.

      I nodded and forgot about it before they reached the end of the block.

      Never answer the door? What the hell? My mother raised me better than that. It didn't matter who it was or what time it was. Someone knocks, you answer. That's just what you do.

      Ignoring a person at your door was rude, and she didn't raise rude children. You don't undo thirty-eight years of manners because a neighbor mentions something strange while walking a Labradoodle.

      Our first Halloween on Harvest Street was fine. We kept the porch light on, kept the bowl full, and answered every knock. Little kids in costumes came first, followed by older kids and a couple of teenagers pushing their luck. My wife and I were laughing by seven because one toddler couldn't figure out how to hold his bag open and kept missing the candy we dropped.

      The whole street had gone all out. Pumpkins on nearly every step, fake cobwebs stretched through bushes, skeletons hanging from porch railings. Someone three houses down had a fog machine that kept filling the sidewalk. Every few minutes, we heard kids screaming from the haunted garage around the corner.

      It felt like the kind of neighborhood where Halloween mattered, and I loved it.

      By nine, the street was dead.

      I don't mean quiet. I mean dead. Every porch light went off, every door shut, and it happened fast.

      One minute kids were still crossing lawns, and the next there was nobody outside. No stragglers, no teenagers heading toward the next block, nothing.

      Just us standing there with a half-full candy bowl, wondering where everybody went.

      I stood at the front window and looked toward the Henderson house at the end of the street. It had been dark all night, with no decorations, no porch light, nothing. It was older than the other houses, the roof wasn't quite level, and the front yard had gone its own way years ago.

      I remember thinking it looked wrong somehow. Like it was waiting for something the other houses had already given up on.

      My wife went to bed.

      The first knock came soft enough that I almost missed it. I figured it was a late kid, checked the bowl, realized I'd already brought the candy inside and left the empty bowl on the porch, then went to get it.

      The second knock came before I reached the hallway.

      The third came slowly. Each knock was spaced out like whoever was outside was counting between them. They weren't impatient. They knew I was coming.

      I stopped in the hallway.

      I thought about what the Parkers had said.

      Then I thought about what my mother had taught me.

      I opened the door.

      Three kids stood on the porch. Two boys and a girl, all wearing costumes that must have cost somebody real money. The girl stood in the middle wearing a dress the color of old bone. The bottom half of it was wet and dark in a way that wasn't rain or dew.

      The boys had masks on. One had a painted grin that didn't move. The other was smooth and blank.

      None of them said anything.

      I told them I was out of candy and reached past them for the bowl on the railing.

      They didn't move.

      The girl looked down at the empty bowl. Her fingers came up and hovered over it without touching it, and that was when I noticed her hands were too long. Not enough that you would notice from across the street, but enough that once you saw them, you couldn't stop looking. Her fingernails were dark around the edges.

      The boys leaned toward the bowl as well, almost like they were listening to it.

      I felt cold, and it had nothing to do with the weather.

      "Sorry," I said. "Next year we'll do better."

      The girl raised her head and looked at me, and I finally understood what had been bothering me about her face.

      Nothing in it moved.

      Not when I talked, not when she looked down, not when she looked back at me. She wasn't a kid trying to stay still on purpose. Her face just didn't seem to move the way a face should.

      "We take what we're given," she said. "When we're given nothing, we take something else."

      I laughed. I actually laughed because I thought it was a bit, like she was doing a creepy Halloween routine.

      "That's a good one."

      She didn't laugh. Neither did the boys.

      I told them to have a good night.

      The girl shook her head. "Make sure there's candy next time."

      They walked away into the dark, and I watched them go while telling myself they were kids being weird because some kids are weird on Halloween.

      That was all.

      I turned off the porch light and went to bed.

      Knocking woke me at two in the morning, and I lay there thinking it was a dream. Then it came again.

      Three knocks.

      I got up without waking my wife, and I still don't know why I didn't wake her. Maybe some part of me already knew this was for me specifically.

      The hallway felt longer than it should have. Halfway down it, I smelled something sweet, the kind of smell you get when something sugary has been left sitting too long in the heat. It was thick enough to taste.

      I stood at the door.

      The rule hit me then the way it hadn't before. I stood there with my hand near the handle and knew I should not open that door.

      I opened it.

      They stood in the same places on the steps, as if they'd never left. The girl's dress was worse now. The dark stain had climbed past her waist, and the fabric above it clung to her body. The painted smile on one boy's mask looked wider than I remembered. The other boy's mask was blank and cracked down the middle.

      The girl held out her hand.

      There was a piece of candy in it. The wrapper was gone, and the candy itself had turned dark and soft.

      "You forgot something," she said.

      "I don't think so."

      "We warned you."

      I tried to close the door.

      One of the boys put his hand flat against it, and the door stopped. He didn't seem to push or strain. It simply wouldn't move.

      The girl stepped onto the porch.

      What happened after that always gets muddled in my memory. I know her hands on my wrists were cold and dry. I know the boys were on either side of me. I know I was moving even though I hadn't decided to move.

      I went down the porch steps and across the front walk.

      Then I wasn't on the front walk anymore.

      My knees hit dirt and rocks hard enough that the impact went through my spine. When I looked around, there was no street, no house, and no neighborhood.

      Trees surrounded me. Old trees with thick trunks and roots pushing up out of the ground in long, dark ridges.

      There were holes between them.

      Dug holes, deep ones, with soil piled neatly beside each opening.

      There were enough of them that I couldn't count.

      The sounds coming out of those holes are the one part I don't talk about. They were human sounds, and they were coming from underground.

      That's all I'll say about that.

      What happened to me in those trees comes back in pieces. I remember pain. I remember dirt in my mouth and blood I could taste. I remember the same sweet smell from my hallway, only stronger out there.

      I remember putting my arms over my head because I thought it might protect me.

      It didn't.

      At some point, I was on my back looking up through the branches. I couldn't move and couldn't make a sound.

      The girl leaned down until her mouth was close to my ear. Her voice sounded exactly the same as it had on the porch.

      "Your bowl can never stay empty."

      The neighbors found me on my front porch at first light.

      I was sitting upright with my eyes open.

      My wife thought for a second that I was wearing a costume because the dirt covered so much of me. My clothes were shredded. There was dried blood in the creases of my skin. My fingernails were packed solid with black soil, and my hands were bleeding in thin lines like I'd spent hours clawing through roots.

      Nobody could figure out where I'd been.

      The neighbors didn't ask many questions. They looked at me and then looked past me toward the Henderson house at the end of the street and simply said I was lucky, that it could have been much worse.

      I never asked about the Henderson house. I never asked how long it had been there, who owned it, or whether anyone had ever seen a light on inside.

      Some things you're better off not knowing. Some doors you leave shut.

      The candy bowl has been full on our porch since October first every year for eleven years now. Nobody touches it before Halloween. Not the mail carrier, not neighborhood kids cutting through our yard, not even the raccoons that get into everything else on the block.

      It just sits there full until Halloween night.

      I don't know how it stays full and, honestly, I stopped trying to figure that out around year three.

      I still answer every knock on Halloween. I keep the porch light on all night and make sure I've got more candy than I could ever hand out.

      My wife doesn't talk about what happened that first year. I tried to bring it up, and she walked away. Fine. For eleven years, we simply didn't talk about it. That was fine, and it worked well.

      And then last Halloween, three teenagers came up the driveway around ten-thirty.

      They were too old for trick-or-treating, but I didn't care. One had a cheap rubber devil mask pushed up onto his head. Another was wearing a hockey mask. The third didn't have a costume at all.

      I gave them candy anyway.

      I give everyone candy.

      The boy without the costume looked into the bowl and laughed at how much was left.

      I told him he could take more.

      He did, then he grabbed the bowl.

      Not just the candy. He took the whole thing, tucked it under his arm, and ran. His friends followed him, laughing.

      I remember looking at the empty space on the porch.

      Then I ran after them and caught him two houses down.

      He was seventeen years old. His name was Caleb Morris. I didn't know his name that night, but I've heard it enough since.

      He still had the bowl when I hit him.

      He dropped it, and candy went everywhere.

      That made it worse.

      I hit him again, and his friends ran.

      I remember kneeling on the sidewalk trying to put the candy back into the bowl, but my hands were shaking and I kept dropping pieces.

      Caleb was beside me trying to get up.

      I couldn't let him. Not after he'd taken the bowl and emptied it.

      The Parkers had a concrete pumpkin sitting beside their walkway. It had been there every October for as long as we'd lived across from them.

      I picked it up.

      The police report says I hit Caleb seventeen times.

      I don't remember seventeen. I remember the first one and the sound it made. I remember the candy scattered around his hand.

      Mrs. Parker came outside while someone else called the police. She stood on her lawn staring, but not at me. She wasn't even looking at Caleb. She was looking at the bowl.

      Then she walked over, picked up every piece of candy from the sidewalk, put it back inside, and carried the bowl to my house.

      She also filled it.

      Nobody ever mentions that part.

      They talk about Caleb Morris. They talk about the concrete pumpkin and the blood on my clothes. They talk about how I was still kneeling beside him when the police arrived.

      They say I killed a seventeen-year-old boy over a bowl of Halloween candy.

      That's why I'm here.

      Maybe you think that means none of what happened eleven years ago was real. That's fine.

      My wife sold the house after I was arrested. The Parkers moved away a month later. Harvest Street isn't my problem anymore.

      At least, that's what I thought.

      October first came three weeks after they transferred me here.

      When I woke up that morning, there was a plastic orange candy bowl sitting outside my room.

      It was full.

      Nobody could tell me who put it there, and nobody sure as hell admitted to knowing where it came from.

      I haven't touched it.

      The staff removed it twice. Both times, it was back the next morning.

      So believe whatever you want about why I killed Caleb Morris.

      I know why I did it.

      The rule isn't really about Halloween. It's about what happens after you open the door.

      You can be careful for the rest of your life. You can follow every rule and do everything right, but you already showed them your face. You showed them your hallway and the inside of your house. You let them see how easy you were to reach.

      They don't forget that.

      The way a thing that hunts doesn't forget where it found food before.

      Once you've opened that door, you're on the list.

      And the list doesn't have an end.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DAY 2: THE COSTUME THAT FIT TOO WELL
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        Choose your costume, choose your face,

        Wear it proudly, take your place.

        But if it fits too well by night,

        Don't try to pull it off too tight.
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      Danny loved Halloween.

      I mean loved it the way little kids love things. He'd start asking about his costume in August. August. We'd be in the middle of summer, and he'd already be thinking about Halloween and what he was going to be, how we were going to do his hair or his face, and whether we could add something to make it better than last year.

      Money was tight. It had been tight for a long time. We bought costumes off clearance, always a size too big, always planning ahead for the next year. It worked fine. Danny didn't care if a cape dragged on the ground. He ran so fast it was always flying behind him anyway.

      When he was six, he was He-Man. Plastic chest piece, foam sword, and he swung that sword at every mailbox on the street. I could barely keep up with him. He ran from house to house like the candy was going to run out if he didn't get there first.

      That summer, I checked the closet and the He-Man costume was still there. It fit him just right, which worried me a little because I thought it might be too small by October.

      But it was there.

      I saw it.

      By September, it was gone.

      Not moved. Not lost. Gone.

      I emptied every closet in the house. Checked the garage, the car, and under every bed. Nothing. It had disappeared.

      A few days before Halloween, I was out of time and out of options. The big stores had those plastic bag costumes with a printed tunic and a cheap mask. I wanted something real. Something that would last a whole night of walking.

      There's a shop downtown that opens every October. Only October, every year, always in the same spot. I'd walked past it before but never went inside. The window displays were always more detailed than what I could afford, and everything looked handmade.

      That year, the display was a single child's coat on a form. Gray, layered, and there was something about it that stopped me.

      It wasn't scary. It was just still, like it was waiting for the right person to walk past.

      Danny was holding my hand, and I asked him what he wanted to be. Maybe a superhero, something easy. He looked at the window for a long time and then pointed to that coat in the window.

      We went inside. Why, I'm not sure, since I knew I wouldn't be able to afford anything in there, and yet... inside we went.

      The moment we walked through the door, Danny pressed against my side and held my hand with both of his.

      He didn't say anything. That right there should have had me turning around and walking out the door. Danny always said something. He narrated his whole life out loud. If he was awake, he was talking.

      But he didn't say a word in that store.

      The man at the counter didn't greet us. When we got close, he looked up and told us we were late.

      I looked behind me. We were the only people there.

      I told him I just needed a costume for my son.

      He looked at Danny once. Just once. He didn't say a word before heading into the back.

      He came out carrying a costume folded over his arms. It was gray and layered and heavier than it looked. There was no logo, no character, no cartoon face on the chest. Just fabric.

      And a mask.

      I still can't describe the mask properly. It wasn't plastic. It wasn't foam. It felt like something between fabric and skin. There was a face on it, but not any face you'd recognize. The eyes were a little too wide. The mouth almost smiled, but not quite.

      I asked what it was supposed to be.

      The man set it on the counter and said it was whatever Danny needed it to be.

      I should have left. I know that. I knew something was wrong, and I didn't leave, and I have to live with that.

      Danny reached for the costume before I could say anything. He held it against himself, and he wasn't excited the way he usually was about a new costume.

      He seemed settled, like he'd found something he'd been missing.

      He told me it was perfect.

      To Danny, it was perfect. To me, it was cheap enough that I could afford it.

      Danny wore it home.

      It was loose on him. The arms were a little too long and the shoulders were a little too wide. I didn't think much of it. He walked differently in it, slower and more carefully than usual, but I figured he was playing a character.

      He didn't take it off for dinner.

      He didn't take it off when I reminded him Halloween was the next day.

      He didn't take it off when I told him it would wrinkle if he slept in it.

      All he said was that he liked it.

      The next morning, it fit differently.

      It wasn't loose anymore. The sleeves ended exactly at his wrists. The shoulders sat where they were supposed to sit. It looked like someone had measured him while he slept and altered the costume overnight.

      I stood in the doorway watching him eat cereal at his desk and couldn't figure out what I was looking at.

      Then I looked at the mask.

      It wasn't moving the way a mask should. It didn't slide or shift when he chewed. When he turned his head toward me, it moved with him exactly.

      Like it was his face.

      I told him to take it off, but he wouldn't.

      That night at dinner, I told him it had to come off.

      He went completely still in the hallway.

      Here's the thing. Danny was never still. He was the kind of kid who fidgeted through everything, always moving some part of himself, always making some kind of noise.

      He'd never been able to stand still for ten seconds.

      Now he could.

      He told me he couldn't take it off. I told him it was a costume and, of course, he could. He just repeated that he couldn't.

      I reached for the mask, and the material was hot. Not warm from being against his skin. Hot enough that I pulled my fingers back the first time I touched it.

      I found the edge near his temple and pulled.

      Danny screamed in pain. Real pain.

      I let go immediately.

      He was shaking. Tears ran out from beneath the eyeholes, and he told me I was hurting him. When I said I'd barely touched it, he told me it was part of him.

      I still hear those words.

      I told myself I was tired, that the lighting in the hallway was bad, and that he'd somehow glued it down and was afraid he'd get in trouble.

      I told myself a lot of things.

      The next morning, I tried again with a wet cloth. I told him I only wanted to clean around the edges and that we didn't have to take it off.

      He let me get close.

      I found what looked like a seam along his cheekbone and worked my thumbnail under it.

      The sound it made wasn't fabric pulling away from skin. It was softer than that. Wetter.

      Danny screamed, but that time, I didn't stop.

      I know how that sounds. I couldn't stop because I needed to know what was underneath it. Some part of me knew something was wrong, so I kept pulling until the edge gave way.

      There was no skin underneath. No blood or muscle or fat, just bone.

      Gray, dry bone.

      And around it there was nothing.

      The mask wasn't sitting on Danny's face.

      It was where his face was supposed to be.

      His hand came up and knocked mine away. Then he pressed his palm over the piece I'd lifted and pushed it back into place.

      When he looked at me again, he wasn't crying. He just watched me through those eyes that were slightly too wide while his hands rested in his lap.

      I never touched the mask again.

      What I'm about to tell you is horrible. It's the worst thing a mother can do, and yet I did it.

      I tried to leave him. Many times.

      The first time was at a highway rest stop two states over. There was one bathroom, a couple of vending machines, and nobody else around. I told him to wait while I got something from the car.

      I got in and drove.

      Twenty miles later, he was standing in the middle of the highway, and my headlights caught him before I reached him.

      He was wearing the costume with his hands loosely at his sides.

      I stopped the car, my hands gripping the steering wheel so tightly they turned white.

      He opened the passenger door and got in.

      The second time, I tried leaving him in a department store. I took him to the toy section and told him to look around. While he was distracted, I rushed toward the front entrance and went straight to the parking lot.

      He was already standing beside my car.

      I tried calling people. His school, our family doctor, and even his father, whom I hadn't spoken to in three years.

      No one believed me.

      His school told me he'd already missed too many days. His doctor wanted me to bring him in. His father told me I was being dramatic and hung up.

      I stopped calling.

      I'd wake up at night and Danny would be standing beside my bed.

      He never did anything. He just stood there in that costume, looking at me through those eyes.

      Eventually, I bought a gun.

      Yes, I know how that sounds, and I'll say this right now: Whatever it is you think I intended to do with that gun, you'd be right.

      Listen, I tried leaving him. I tried asking for help. I tried understanding what had happened to him.

      I didn't know what else to do.

      He was in the living room when I came home with the gun. He was sitting in the chair by the window, with his hands resting in his lap. He looked at me when I came in, and then he looked at the bag.

      I knew he understood what was inside it.

      I took out the gun, and he didn't move.

      I put the barrel against his forehead.

      He still didn't move.

      I pulled the trigger.

      He didn't fall.

      He. Didn't. Fall.

      What he did was smile.

      Blood came from the hole in his forehead and ran down the bridge of his nose. It went over his mouth and dripped from his chin onto the carpet.

      He kept smiling.

      One of my neighbors heard the shot and called the police.

      They came through the front door and found me in the middle of the living room with the gun still in my hand.

      They asked who I'd fired at. I pointed at Danny, and they looked where I was pointing.

      Then they looked at me.

      The police report says I appeared to be in a dissociative state and believed I could see my child in the room.

      They said there was no child there.

      They said there was no blood on the carpet.

      No bullet hole in the wall.

      No sign of Danny at all.

      His school said he hadn't been there since the day before Halloween.

      They searched the house, the yard, my car, and the places I'd told them we'd gone.

      They never found Danny, but they did find the costume shop.

      Or rather, they found the address.

      There was no shop there. In fact, the building that stood at that address had been empty for years.

      I was charged over Danny's disappearance. They never found enough to prove I'd killed him, but everyone decided I had. By then, I was still telling anyone who would listen that my son was standing beside them while they questioned me.

      That's how I ended up here instead of prison.

      They say Danny disappeared before Halloween and that everything I remember after that happened only in my head.

      Maybe they're right.

      He's still here, though, in this building with me.

      Sometimes he's standing in the corner of my room when I wake up. Sometimes I see him at the end of the hallway when the staff open my door.

      I stopped looking directly at him a long time ago, but I always know when he's there because of how still everything feels around him.

      Danny could never stay still before that costume.

      Now it's the only thing he does.

      I think I'll know that stillness until I die.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DAY 3: ONE FOR YOU, ONE FOR ME
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        Take what you’re given, but leave one behind.

        Some debts are patient. Some are settled in kind.

        Empty the bowl and enjoy what you’ve won⁠—

        but count what is missing when Halloween’s done.
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      You’re writing this down, right? People say they write things down, but they only record what interests them, not the important parts. Names, dates, locations. They think those things matter, but they don’t.

      No one ever focused on why I left what I did.

      They never wrote down the rule.

      One for you. One for them.

      Those six words are enough. You don’t need a book, a ceremony, a symbol painted on the floor, or any of the other things people sell when they want fear to look complicated. You only need the rule, and you need to make sure you follow it every time.

      If you don’t, you won’t like the consequences.

      Do you know the most dangerous sentence in the English language? Nothing bad has happened yet.

      People put too much faith in that word. Yet. Yet means there is still time for something to happen.

      I was young when I learned the rule. I remember going out every Halloween, and at every house, with every bowl, my mother stood behind me and said the same thing.

      “One for you. One for them.”

      I thought she meant I shouldn’t be greedy. I thought the second piece was for the next child, or for the person who had paid for the candy, or for some invisible lesson about sharing. If there was one thing my mother loved, it was turning everything into a lesson.

      Yes, she was that mother.

      Do you have any thoughts on the lesson she was trying to teach me?

      No, it wasn’t that I needed to learn how to share.

      It was that there is always a cost.

      There was a house on a street we didn’t usually walk down. My mother thought it was too far, but I begged to go one year, and she reluctantly agreed. The decorations started before we even reached the corner. Orange lights lined the gutters, plastic skeletons clung to the siding, and one house played music from speakers hidden somewhere in the bushes.

      At the top of the steps sat a black plastic bowl with a handwritten sign taped to the front.

      TAKE WHAT YOU WANT.

      My mother stopped halfway down the block to speak with another parent, so I went ahead. I think I was nine at the time, and I had reached the age when I didn’t want my mother holding my hand anymore.

      No one was at the door. No one watched from the window. There was only the bowl and the sign.

      So I took a handful.

      Then I took another.

      The bowl was still half-full when I walked away. I didn’t empty it. I left plenty for everyone else.

      What I failed to leave was the one piece that wasn’t mine.

      I remembered the rule before I reached the corner, and I actually stopped walking and looked back.

      My mother had caught up by then. She followed my gaze toward the house, then looked at my bag. She didn’t ask what I had done.

      “You forgot,” she said.

      That was all.

      I could have gone back. I should have. All I had to do was take one piece of candy from my bag and put it back in the bowl. But I was embarrassed, and embarrassment makes children stubborn. I told myself the rule was silly and that nothing bad would happen.

      The next morning, my bag was empty.

      Every piece of candy was gone. Not only what I had taken from that house, but everything I had collected all night. I’d left the bag beside my bed with the handles folded inward, and it was sitting in the same position when I woke up. There were no wrappers on the floor, no chocolate smeared across the blankets, and no sign that anyone had entered the room.

      My father laughed and said I must have eaten it in my sleep.

      My mother looked at the empty bag and sighed. “You took without leaving.”

      You can bet I never forgot again after that.

      For thirty years, I followed the rule without a single exception. When I went trick-or-treating as a child, I left one piece behind. When I took my own children, I watched their
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