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At three o’clock, the final bell rang shrilly and the hallways of Banewood High School came alive with a living current of clamorous teenagers. It was Friday, and a collective sigh of relief was palpable throughout the corridors.

Nikki Miller stashed her books in her locker, she had no homework this weekend, a novelty that her teachers reserved for holidays, even the non-religious ones. Her best friend Claire leaned against the next locker over. 

“Have you decided on a costume for Ethan’s party yet?” she asked Nikki.

Nikki furrowed her brow, feigning concentration.

“Well, I can’t decide between bored high student, or invisible high school student,”” she said.

“Invisible, eh?” Claire asked, ““How are you going to pull that one off?”

“Easy,” Nikki replied, “By not going.”

“You have to go! Ethan’s Halloween party is almost as big a deal as homecoming!” she exclaimed. “Plus, his parents always go out of town for the weekend! And while the cats are away, the mice will play!”

Nikki raised an eyebrow at her friend. “So, is everyone dressing like mice?”

Claire frowned, “No.”

“Well, they should,” Nikki said, shouldering her backpack and heading down the hallway, “It would be a wonderful example of flock mentality.”

Claire hurried after her and cut her off. “Please?” she pleaded, “I need you there, you're my buffer against creeps and weirdos. Please, please, please?”

Nikki sighed, “I’ll think about it.”

Claire bounced up and down with joy. The two walked out of Banewood High and into the bright, cool autumn air. 

“You can tell your parents that you are staying at my place after the party,” Claire said, “That way you can get around the curfew.”

“It wouldn't be an issue anyway,” Nikki said, squinting against the low October sun, “They left town this morning. Some aunt of my mother’s is dying, I guess, they went to Missouri to say goodbye.”

“Well, your great Aunt’s loss is your gain,” chirped Claire.

“Tasteless,” Nikki replied.

The two walked together down the decorated streets of Banewood. Straw bales and jack-o-lanterns cluttered every porch, scarecrows stood guard over front yards and gauzy fake spiderwebs hung from everything.

“Hey, isn't today Gina’s birthday?” Claire asked.

“Yeah,” replied Nikki.

“Well, that sucks for her... your parents going out of town, I mean. I know they always throw her a nice little party.”

“They threw it together last night, after they got the call about great aunt What’s-Her-Name,” Nikki said, “It wasn't fun though, mom was all weepy and dad seemed distracted.”

“Huh,” said Claire, “Well, tell her I said happy birthday anyway.”

The girls parted ways with promises to talk on the phone later, Claire was insistent that they coordinate their costumes for the party the next night, Nikki was still not fully committed to going at all.

It wasn't that Nikki didn't like Halloween, she did, but the holiday had always been more of a family affair for the Millers. For as long as Nikki could remember, they had stayed in on Halloween night. They did not go trick-or-treating, or even hand out candy. But they did turn out all of the lights in the house and Nikki’s mom and dad would tell scary stories to their two girls. They didn't tell ghost stories or tales of vampires or werewolves, but strange and fantastic histories of a world cloaked in darkness. Nikki’s parents either made up the stories or had committed them to memory, she was never sure which. After the stories were over, the family would head to the basement, where mother had prepared a huge meal, very much like what most families had at Thanksgiving or Christmas. The reason for eating in the basement was always a little unclear, but Nikki assumed it had to do with keeping the lights off upstairs, discouraging trick-or-treaters from ringing the doorbell and sending the family dog, Max, into a perpetual fit of barking.

There would be no traditional Miller family Halloween this year, though, and Nikki had to decide if she would rather go to Ethan’s drunken grope fest, or sit at home, in the dark, with Gina.

Two years older than Nikki, Gina lived at home while she attended community college. She was certainly smart enough to get a scholarship to nearly any school in the country, but her parents had been insistent that she take a couple of years to figure out “what she wanted to do.” What she wanted to do was go to college, so she compromised with her parents and began her schooling in her home town.

Up the street from her house, Nikki passed the home of old Elmira Banks. Most people in Banewood considered the Banks house to be an eyesore, but Nikki had always admired it for all of it’s eccentric charm. It was a single story, red brick building with a flat roof and high windows. Critics said that it looked like a sanitarium, but old Elmira had filled nearly every square inch of the property with all manner of flowering plants. 

Nikki’s parents had long ago forbidden her from going on the Banks property, saying that the old woman was mad and unpredictable, but over the years Nikki had developed a sort of distant connection with the old woman, something almost like a silent friendship. Whether Elmira was working in the garden or tooling about inside the house, Nikki would wave every time she passed the property, even if Elmira was no where in sight. In time, the reclusive old woman began to wave back, and eventually began even coming to the window at times when she knew Nikki might pass by. 

This was just such a time, and Nikki saw Elmira standing in her kitchen window, staring out at the sidewalk. Nikki waved, but the old woman did not wave back, she just gazed straight ahead, expressionless. Nikki decided she looked as though she were lost in thought, and gave her the benefit of the doubt; she was, after all, probably 100 years old.  

Continuing on, Nikki walked past the rows of houses. Colonials stood beside ranch houses and cottages, as she headed south on Rudyard Lane, the houses began to take on a decidedly run down appearance, each one in greater disrepair than the last. At the end of the dead end street she came to her own house, the proud Miller mansion.

The ancient Victorian home stood towering in the shadow of a half dozen oak trees. The decrepit, white paint was peeling in long, ragged chunks, hanging like dead skin from the weathered wooden siding. The roof was bare in large patches and a stiff wind would send brittle old shingles sailing across the vast yard. But all of the windows were intact, and clean, as was the inside of the house. In fact, the home’s interior was the antithesis of the exterior. Martin and Rosetta Miller had painstakingly restored the century old floors and plaster walls. Martin was a librarian at the Banewood public library, and Rosetta was a stay at home mom, so with their meager income they had spruced up the home using only what supplies they could barter or beg for- along with a huge dose of good old fashioned elbow grease. The result was a living space that was worthy of the pages of Architectural Digest, although you would never guess it by viewing the house from the street. 

Martin always said they would get to fixing the old siding and roof when they could afford it, but in the meantime “it keeps the neighbor kids off the lawn,” he would joke. He wasn't wrong, neighborhood children, especially the younger ones, would cross to the other side of the street when they came to the dead end, where the head of the Banewood Forest trails began. Even the paperboy was compelled to test the limits of his throwing arm when delivering the newspaper to the Miller home. 

The home contributed greatly to Nikki’s already dubious reputation at school. An introvert with a blistering gift for quick wit and sarcasm, Nikki had never felt drawn to the “pink and pretty” side of female adolescence, and rather preferred the darker side of things when it came to clothes and makeup. These eccentricities, combined with her growing up in the eerie old edifice at the end of Rudyard Street, had earned her the nickname “Nikki of the Night,” a moniker that Nikki somewhat embraced, in spite of it’s lack of creativity. 

Gina, on the other hand, had overcome the stigma of living in Banewood’s most creepy cul-de-sac, and managed to have a relatively normal high school experience. Her good looks and agreeable personality had even garnered her an appointment to the homecoming court during her senior year, although her mother and father had forbade her to participate, arguing that popularity contests were just fleeting distractions in a life that was already too short.

Now, as Nikki stood on the sidewalk, gazing at the only home she had ever known, the low sun lit the windows with a blazing orange glow and illuminated the fallen oak leaves scattered about the roof and lawn.

The house looked as beautiful as it did haunted. 

The wrought iron gate opened with a familiar squeal as Nikki headed up the front walk. She picked up the newspaper from the base of the porch steps, noting that the paperboy’s arm was improving. 

“Gina?” Nikki called as she walked through the front door. The house was dark, but that never meant that nobody was home, for all of the improvements that Martin and Rosetta had done to the inside of the house, the ancient wiring still lived inside the old walls, and the lights went out frequently. 

Nobody answered, and Nikki went to the kitchen for a snack. On the refrigerator she found a note.

“Nikki, I’m spending the night at Andrea’’s. There is a money for pizza on the counter. Love, Gina.”

Nikki was a little hurt that Gina would rather spend her birthday with her friend than her sister, but she pushed the thought to the back of her mind. Checking the counter, she found no money for dinner. 

Great.

Gina was as absent minded as she was considerate, so it was no surprise that she would remember to leave a note, but forget to leave the money.

Nikki went to the living room and flopped down on the overstuffed couch. She took out her phone and dialed Gina. Suddenly, Katy Perry began belting out her latest hit from beneath a pillow next to her. Nikki jumped a little and dug Gina’s phone out from beneath the cushion. She had never cared for her sister’s taste in music, and certainly didn't appreciate being ambushed by Katy Perry unawares. 

Excellent, she thought. She had no money and there was no food in the house. Nikki had no choice but to head over to Andrea’s and collect. She glanced at the ancient grandfather clock in the corner of the living room. Five o’clock. Maybe she would luck out and Gina would just go out for pizza with her. Nikki went to the kitchen and rummaged around in the junk drawer. She found a handful of birthday candles and stuck them in her pocket, just in case.

Andrea’s house was eight blocks away, on Trenton Court, in the nice part of town. Technically, it was Andrea’s grandmother’’s house, but the old lady had moved to Florida a few years ago and Andrea had become a permanent house sitter. Nikki felt that she was more of a squatter, really, but she had been Gina’s best friend since junior high, so Nikki was obliged to get along with her. 

She rang the doorbell and listened to the deep chiming from inside, footsteps approached the door and Andrea
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