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The Witch Next Door

The House with the Black Fence

The GPS announced “You have arrived” in its usual clinical tone, but Sophie Carter had already stopped believing it five miles ago. The voice had guided her through winding roads that seemed designed by someone who found straight lines deeply offensive, past farms that had surrendered to autumn with spectacular indifference, and through a tunnel of trees whose branches created a canopy of gold and crimson that made the October afternoon feel like a cathedral.

And then, without warning, Willowmere emerged.

Sophie pulled her overloaded hatchback to the side of the road and simply stared.

The town sat in a valley cradled by hills that had turned every shade of amber and russet. The main street—Main Street, because apparently even magical towns needed to be predictable sometimes—stretched ahead with storefronts that looked like they’d been plucked from a postcard. Banners hung from every lamppost, deep orange with silhouettes of black cats and cauldrons and witches on broomsticks. Pumpkins lined the sidewalks in cascading displays that seemed to multiply the closer she looked. And everywhere—absolutely everywhere—there were lights. Orange lights strung between buildings, twinkling from windows, wrapped around the ancient oak trees that dotted the town square.

It was October 15th. The Halloween festival didn’t officially start until next week.

But Willowmere had already transformed.

Sophie pressed her hand against the steering wheel and felt something loosen in her chest. For the first time in months—for the first time since she’d lost her job and ended things with Mark and realized that her carefully constructed life in Boston had become a cage she’d built for herself—she felt like she could breathe.

“Okay,” she said to the empty car, her voice cracking slightly. “Okay. This is happening.”

She pulled back onto the road and drove through the town center, past a bakery that smelled like cinnamon from two blocks away, past a bookstore with a display of horror novels in the window, past a café where a waitress in a black cat costume was serving coffee to a couple in matching Halloween sweaters. The whole town had committed to the aesthetic with the kind of enthusiasm that Sophie usually only saw in children’s cartoons.

She loved it immediately.

The directions Margaret had left—a single handwritten page covered in elegant, looping cursive that Sophie had found tucked inside the deed to the house—guided her through increasingly narrow streets until the town center faded into a residential area of Victorian homes with wraparound porches and tall, dark windows. Every house was decorated for Halloween. Every house except one.

Sophie slowed the car as she approached her destination.

The house was beautiful. That was her first thought. A three-story Victorian painted a soft lavender—Margaret had always had unusual taste, or so Sophie’s mother used to say—with gingerbread trim and a turret on the left side that made it look like something out of a fairy tale. The front porch was wide and welcoming, with a swing that swayed gently in the autumn breeze. The garden, while overgrown, showed signs of careful tending beneath the weeds. Rose bushes climbed a trellis near the door, their blooms a deep burgundy that seemed almost black in the fading afternoon light.

But it was the house next door that caught Sophie’s attention.

The property was surrounded by a tall black iron fence, the kind with spear-like points at the top that suggested the owner had very specific feelings about uninvited guests. Behind the fence, an old house loomed—dark gray or black, Sophie couldn’t quite tell in the shadows, with a mansard roof and windows that reflected the sky like dark water. Ancient trees surrounded it, their branches reaching toward the house as if trying to keep it hidden. Tall hedges lined the fence, creating a wall of green that blocked any view of the ground floor.

And there were no decorations. No pumpkins. No lights. No banners. Nothing.

The house stood dark and silent and clearly uninterested in participating in the town’s festivities.

Sophie was still staring at it when her phone buzzed in the passenger seat. She glanced down and saw her cousin Mia’s name on the screen.

“Please tell me you’re there and not dead in a ditch somewhere,” Mia said when Sophie answered. “I’ve been refreshing your location like a stalker.”

“I’m here,” Sophie said, still staring at the dark house next door. “I just pulled up.”

“And? What’s it like? Is it everything Great-Aunt Margaret promised? Is it haunted? Please tell me it’s haunted.”

“It’s... beautiful,” Sophie said slowly. “But I think my neighbor might be a serial killer.”

Mia laughed, that bright sound that had gotten Sophie through so many bad days. “Already making friends. That’s my cousin.”

“I’m serious. His house is surrounded by a fence with spikes. It’s like something out of a gothic novel. And there’s no decorations, Mia. None. It’s Halloween in a town that’s basically Halloween, and his house is completely bare.”

“Maybe he’s a grinch.”

“Maybe he’s hiding bodies.”

“Honestly, Sophie, you’ve been in Willowmere for five minutes and you’ve already made a neighbor an enemy. I’m so proud.”

Sophie laughed despite herself. “I’m going to go inside. I’ll call you later.”

“Wait, wait. Before you go. Are you... are you okay? You know, really okay?”

Sophie felt the familiar weight settle on her shoulders, the one she’d been carrying since she’d packed her apartment in Boston and told herself that leaving was the same as moving forward.

“I’m okay,” she said. And for the first time, she thought maybe she might actually be telling the truth. “I’ll call you tonight. I promise.”

She hung up before Mia could ask any more questions and sat in the car for a moment, trying to find the courage to get out. The lavender house waited for her, welcoming and strange. The black-fenced house next door waited too, dark and silent and utterly uninviting.

Sophie grabbed her handbag, wrestled her suitcase out of the back seat, and made her way up the walkway to the front door. The key was in her hand, old and brass and heavy, and it slid into the lock with surprising smoothness.

The door swung open.

The interior smelled like dust and lavender and something else, something faintly sweet that Sophie couldn’t quite identify. She stepped inside and found herself in a front parlor that looked frozen in time. Lace curtains covered the tall windows, filtering the afternoon light into soft patterns. Furniture that had clearly been purchased in the 1970s sat arranged around a fireplace that had been painted a cheerful yellow. Bookshelves lined one wall, stuffed with novels and magazines and mysterious boxes. A grandfather clock ticked in the corner, its face decorated with painted leaves and moons.

Sophie set down her suitcase and turned in a slow circle, taking it all in.

Her great-aunt Margaret had been a mystery to her. A distant relative who sent birthday cards with five-dollar bills tucked inside and Christmas letters that always mentioned “my lovely garden” and “the quiet joys of small-town life.” Sophie had only met her a handful of times, and the memories were fuzzy—a tall woman with silver hair and bright blue eyes, always wearing something purple, always smelling like rosemary and cinnamon.

Sophie’s mother had described Margaret as “a bit odd,” which from her pragmatic mother meant “completely eccentric, possibly insane.”

But Margaret had left Sophie a house. A house in a town that felt like it had been built for her. A house that, Sophie was beginning to realize, was not quite empty.

The parlor was filled with Margaret’s things. Not arranged for storage, but arranged to be lived in. A teacup sat on the side table, a faint ring of brown at the bottom. A shawl draped over the back of a chair, waiting for cold shoulders. A book lay open on the sofa, its spine cracked, a bookmark—a pressed maple leaf—marking a page two-thirds of the way through.

Sophie walked over to the book and looked down at the page. It was old, the pages yellowed and fragile, written in a language she didn’t recognize. The letters were beautiful—flowing, almost musical—but completely unfamiliar.

“Okay,” she said aloud, her voice echoing in the quiet room. “So Great-Aunt Margaret was definitely a little bit weird.”

She set the book down carefully and continued her exploration. The first floor consisted of the parlor, a kitchen that had been updated sometime in the 1980s and not since, a dining room with a table that could seat twelve, and a small study tucked under the stairs. The study was packed with papers and books and what looked like years of accumulated correspondence. Sophie made a mental note to look through it later.

The stairs creaked as she climbed them, each groan of wood announcing her presence to the empty house. The second floor held three bedrooms, all of them decorated with the same charmingly outdated aesthetic. The master bedroom had a bay window that overlooked the garden and, unfortunately, gave Sophie a perfect view of the black-fenced house next door.

She paused at the window, studying the property with new eyes.

There were lights on in the attic. Through the darkness of the third-floor windows, Sophie could see a faint orange glow, pulsing gently like a heartbeat.

She stared at it for a long moment, trying to convince herself it was just a lamp or someone watching television. But the light pulsed in a rhythm that felt deliberate, almost musical. And as she watched, she could have sworn she saw a shadow pass in front of it.

Sophie stepped back from the window, her heart beating a little faster than it should have been.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” she told herself. “You just got here. You’re tired and hungry and your imagination is running wild.”

She unpacked her suitcase, put away the few clothes she’d brought, and spent the next hour exploring the house more thoroughly. It was larger than it appeared from the outside, with nooks and crannies that seemed designed for hiding secrets. A small door in the kitchen led to a pantry that contained jars of preserved
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