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ONE STEP BEHIND

It's always just one step behind. You may have heard the footsteps. You most likely have
seen the shadow. We all have felt the presence. When the hairs on the back of your neck stand
stiff, when you get a sudden chill, or when your legs are more restless than usual. That is when
it is near.. just one step behind you. Prayer won't help, running won't get you any further away,
and stopping will only give it time to prepare. However, there is one night per year when it can
be negotiated with. On All Hallows Eve the veil it hides behind is thin and it welcomes making
deals, but always with a price. It was on a night like this that it finally got one step ahead of
fourteen year old Jack O'leary.

“Will you hurry up?! The streetlights are already turning on!” Jack's yell was muffled
through the felt skeleton mask he already wore, but his frustration was still clear to his mother
and sister.

“You can wait five more minutes Jack,” his mother snapped back. “We are just waiting
for the glue to dry!”

“You can't expect me to be a witch without warts.” Sallys voice calmly followed her
mothers. “Besides Jack, trick or treating is always more fun when it is dark.”

Jack let out a groan and stepped out onto his front porch to impatiently wait for his little
sister to finish getting ready. His spirit was lifted rather quickly as the smells and sounds of
Halloween pervaded his senses. The smell of fireplaces being lit for the first time and fallen
leaves on the seasonal breeze. The sounds of children running from house to house collecting
their various treats, or the rustling in bushes while someone hides in hopes of scaring their
friends. And best of all, the dim light that comes from the Jack o’ lanterns in front of each house
on the street. Jack loved this time of year more than most. Some kids were in it for the candy
and pranks, but Jack loved the feeling that an October night would awaken in him and the other
children. The feeling that there is something more to this night than just fun. The feeling that
something could be waiting around every corner. The feeling that on this night, and only this
night, the shadows are just as welcoming as they are daunting. Suddenly the door opened
behind Jack and a green witch, warts and all, flew by him on a black broom with a cackle that
echoed down the street.

“How do | look deary!?!" Sally croaked at her brother in her best wicked witch voice.
Jack had to catch his breath but managed to gasp out, “Wicked sis. Absolutely horrible.”



While Jack may have loved Halloween, Sally absolutely adored the holiday. She had
many of the same reasons she enjoyed this night, but she also was a fanatic about the history
of the night. She insisted on calling it by its Pagan name of Samhain and was known to carve as
many pumpkins as she could get her hands on during October. She always said it was to
protect them from things that cross over from the land of the dead.

Sally was particularly excited for this year, because now that she was ten she was
allowed to go trick or treating with her big brother and without mom tagging along. She even told
them they could stay out until ten!

“Make sure to keep your gloves on honey.” Mom muttered while adjusting the scarf she
had managed to hide underneath Sally’'s costume. “I don't want you catching a chill out there.”
“I'll be fine mom!” Sally groaned as she shrugged her mom off of her.

“Jack. Please keep a close eye on your sister, and come straight home if there are any
problems!” Their mom had to essentially yell down the block to them as Sally had already
grabbed Jack by the hand and was dragging him away. “And no big scares Jack!”

“Trick or treat!”

‘I got a king size!”

“Who gives out apples?”

“Did you just see that shadow move?”
“Watch for cars Sally!”

‘| see you hiding their Jack!”

The night was well underway. Jack and Sally, as Skeleton and Witch, had covered their
block and the next four blocks to the west. Their pillow cases were growing heavy with candy
and their feet ached from their haunted march, but the two had no intention of slowing down. At
this point in the evening there was no remnant of sun to be seen on the horizon. Darkness was
more present than ever on this moonless Halloween night. That didnt dissuade Jack or Sally,
but they both began to watch the shadows a bit closer as they found themselves further from

home.

Their pace slowed and they began to talk in between houses. They pointed out
costumes they liked, pumpkins Sally wished she had carved, and eventually shared how special

this night was for them as siblings.

“I'm really glad | got to come out this year.” Sally said while giving her brother a light side

hug.
‘Me too kiddo. It was really great of mom to let us go alone this year.” Jack responded

while tearing open a bag of chocolates.

Sally stopped walking, ‘Not just because of that Jack. I'm glad | get to be out here at all!
Last year was the worst.” She looked into the dark sky while she spoke.



“Yea...” Jack's voice became a bit shaky, “but you are doing much better now. You have
barely even missed any school this year. | bet you make it the rest of the year without getting
sick again.” He quietly said to his sister and himself.

‘I hope so. Sometimes it still hurts ya know.” Sally rubbed the center of her chest. “Not
my heart. Just where they cut. Even if they did a good job with the stitches.”

Jack was anxious to change the subject. His sister's surgery had made last Halloween
the scariest of his life, but not in the way he liked. “Enough of that talk. We have lots more
houses to get to!”

They continued on their way, but there was something looming over the two now. Fear?
Or was it something more tangible? Sally was the first to notice it. As she turned around from
the front door of a house she saw, just out of the corner of her eye, something standing right
behind her. It couldn’t have been more than a step behind. But just as quickly as she had seen
it, the shadow was gone.

“Was there another group of kids up there with us?” She asked Jack as they walked to
the next door.

“No. The only other kids are all across the street.” Jack motioned to the group of turtle
ninjas across the road.

Sally turned to look where Jack was pointing, but it was there again. Just out of the
corner of her eye, and one step behind her, but she definitely saw it as she turned.

“WHO IS THAT!?" She yelled with wild eyes.
“Woah kid! What's going on?” Jack laughed as he saw his sister spin on the spot.

“| swear Jack! There is someone behind me. | could almost feel their breath on my
neck.”

Jack looked behind the bushes they had just passed, stood behind his sister, and gave
the whole street a good once over. “Sorry to say it Sally, but | think you might be scaring yourself
this time.”

Sally was not convinced, but she shrugged it off and tried to distract herself by focusing
on the intricately carved jack o'lanterns at the next house. One had been skillfully carved with a
shaving technique that allowed the artist to create a sugar skull that belonged in a museum. Yet
she still felt a chill. She still felt the hairs on her neck stand upright. She still felt like she was

being watched.

This feeling stuck with Sally for the next few blocks. Each time she turned, her eyes
would race to catch the figure that was just out of sight. Each time she walked by a hedge she



would hear it shake just as she passed. Each time she exhaled she swore she heard someone
else exhaling in sync with her. Half an hour of this was enough torment. Sally let out a scream
that caused Jack to jump into the street. She took off runningt without her broom, hat, or her
precious bag of hard earned candy.

Sally was not one to scare easily. Jack knew this well as he had been trying to get her to
jump for years, but as he watched his sister abandon her candy and costume accessories he
knew something was wrong.

"SALLY!" Jack hollered down the street after his sister. As he ran to catch up the
condensation from his breath began to soak his mask. He tore it off and doubled his efforts to
catch her. It was already almost ten and they needed to start heading home. Jack would be in
big trouble if the first Halloween he was put in charge they missed curfew.

Almost two blocks later Jack caught up to his sister, but not because he was faster. Sally
had stopped and was staring at something in front of her. She was frozen to the spot. Jack
frantically waved his hands in front of her face while other trick or treaters made a path around
them. Sally’'s eyes looked lidless. She stared into the dark in front of her without making a single
sound. Her breath was shallow and quiet. Just as Jack was about to grab his sister by the
shoulders and shake her out of her trance, Sally dropped to the ground. She started breathing
quickly, grabbing at her chest, and her face contorted with agony.

“‘NO! NOT AGAIN!" Jack cried out as he scooped his sister up. People nearby stopped
to try and help, but Jack was already running with Sally cradled in his arms. They had walked
almost a mile from home, but Jack thought very little about the cold air burning his lungs, or the
ache in his legs.

“Just a little further Sally. We're almost home! Mom will know what to do Sally. Just stay
with me!” Jack pleaded with his sister as she stared with horror at something floating above
them. Jack could not see what she was looking at, but the way her eyes stared unblinkingly at
the sky he knew there was something. Something that had scared his sister. Something that
Jack would protect her from at all costs.

Jack's mom must have seen him running up the streets. She was outside of the house
with her car keys the second that Jack stepped onto the lawn. “What happened? What did you

do Jack!?!”

“| don't know Mom! She said she saw something and next thing | knew...." Jack tried to
explain while his mom took Sally from him and laid her down on the backseat of the car.

Before he could even catch his breath, Sally and his mom were gone. Jack sat on the
sidewalk telling himself that they would get things sorted at the hospital, but he couldn't shake
the feeling that this night was just going to get worse.



As he wiped tears from his cheeks he saw something. A dark figure just out of the corner
of his eye. Each time he turned his head it would elude his gaze. He stood up and did a quick
180 degree turn. Then he froze.

It was there. It wasn't running anymore. It wasn’t hiding anymore. At least not in the
conventional way. In front of him was a shadow. Or maybe it was smoke. Or maybe it was a
physical being. To Jack, at that moment, it was all three. He froze on the spot and felt his eyes
widen involuntarily. As he felt his face contort, his mind flashed with an image of Sally staring
unblinking into the dark.

“It was you!” Jack was able to say in just a whisper.

“‘Always has been. Jack” A rattle came from the figure that sounded like an
amalgamation of various voices. A skeletal face emerged from the shadow as it spoke.

“You hurt Sally!” Jack was now able to speak a bit louder.

“Oh no no silly boy. | simply open the door. They are the ones who walk through. Sure
they need a push sometimes, but | hardly consider that to be malicious.”

“Who are you?”

“I'm not a someone. I'm more of a something. Something that has been following your
sister for awhile now. | was finally able to get one step ahead of her tonight.’

“One step ahead?”
“But that is behind us now. What we need to talk about is WHY YOU CAN SEE ME.”

The figure seemed to phase in and out while it spoke, but with its last words it seemed to
surround Jack in darkness. Jack began to shake, but the figure continued.

“You shouldn’t be able to see me. Not even tonight. Then again, | don't really know all of
the rules. So let's just treat this as a lucky roll of the dice for you Jack. How about we make a

deal?”
Jack stayed frozen.

“Your sister will be gone at midnight. That is a fact. | have known for awhile, and | think
you have sensed me coming as well. She certainly had some idea.”

Jack began to silently cry while the figure circled him.



“‘But she doesn't have to be gone! | do love a deal, and tonight is a great night for one.”
The figure waved its hand and a nondescript jack o'lantern appeared. The bright flame inside
made Jack squint as he looked. “Here is the deal Jack O'Leary. You bring me another child's
soul by midnight and | will trade it for your sisters. All you have to do is get someone to look
through the top of this pumpkin and stare at the flame. Just a glimpse should do it.”

Jack was shaken from his trance. ‘| can help her?”
“Only you Jack. Do we have a deal?”

Without hesitation Jack grabbed the jack o'lantern from the figure. Just as quickly as he
took the pumpkin, the figure turned to mist and vanished. “Better hurry Jack O'Leary. The clock
is ticking.”

Jack was frantic. He only had an hour until midnight...to take someone’s soul...
Could he do it?

Jack was unsure about the answer to that question, but he didn’t have time to
contemplate it. As he ran off he heard the rattling voice just behind him, “Clocks ticking Jack.
Tick tock. TICK TOCK!"

Jack ran down his street, but there was nobody to be seen. At this late hour most
children were at home stuffing their faces with candy. The porchlights had been turned off and
the only light outside of most houses were the jack o'lanterns still lit, “As tradition demands”,
Jack could hear Sally’s voice echoing in his mind.

He frantically sprinted to the next street over. Only darkness. The next street was the
same. He spotted a group of teenagers egging a house on the next street, but they ran as soon
as they saw him. Sweating and checking his watch, Jack looked down another dark street with
fifteen minutes already wasted.

“Uh oh Jack! Not looking good for Sally!” The voice taunted in the dark.

His pace quickened as he continued his desperate search. For what he wasn't quite
sure. Jack had not been able to give his task any real thought. Who's soul would he take?
Would they deserve it? Would they know what was happening? He pushed those thoughts from
his mind and focused on what he knew; this is what will save Sally.

“Can you do it Jack? Do you have what it takes?” This time the figure seemed to whisper
in his ear.

Jack checked his watch again and saw that he now only had half an hour left. Luckily
this street was the last one he would stop to check. On this street he saw a house that looked



very different from the others. This house was not lit by a single jack o'lantern, but illuminated by
what seemed like hundreds. On the porch was a girl about his age, dressed as a witch, and
waving at Jack. “I love your jack o'lantern! Are you carrying it for protection?”

“Jack! She's perfect. You won't even have to trick her. TAKE HER!” Screamed the figure
in Jacks mind.

Jack walked up the pathway to her porch, keenly aware of the hundreds of hollow eyes
watching him approach. He made his way up the few steps leading to the porch and locked
eyes with the girl. “Don’t you need to say something?” She asked while holding back a bucket of
candy.

“Umm..Trick or treat?” Jack muttered, his eyes looking only at the lid of the jack o'lantern
he held.

As she put a hefty handful of candy out Jack realized he had abandoned his pillow case
when Sally collapsed. He took a few pieces and put them in his pocket.

‘I thought it was a little weird that someone was still out so late, but now I'm really
confused. Why are you out without a candy bag?” She questioned while she put the rest of the
handful back in the bucket.

“It's been a weird night | guess.”

“Well Samhain is a great night for weird things to happen!”

She used the traditional name for the holiday. Like Sally. Jack tensed up as he realized
this similarity.

“Is that why you are carrying your jack o'lantern? To protect you from the spirits?” She
placed the bucket on the porch and reached her hands out for Jack's pumpkin. “I love jack
o'lanterns most of all. As if you couldn't tell. * A soft giggle escaped her lips while she motioned
to the yard filled with carved faces.

“Did you make all of these?” Jack asked, but held tight to the tainted gord in his arms.

“Not just me. My little brother helped. If you think | love Samhain you should meet him!”

“Is he in bed already? Worn out from trick or treating | bet.”

“No...” Her smile faded. “He didn’t get to go out this year. He sometimes gets sick, and
this year it is pretty bad. But | stayed home to pass out candy so he didn’t feel left out.”

Jack's heart sank, but as he looked down he caught a glimpse of his watch. Only twenty
minutes until midnight.

“That's...that’s really nice of you.” Jack put on a fake smile and held the jack ¢'lantern

out for the girl to inspect.

“Ahh. It's a small sacrifice for my kid brother.” The girl looked at the jack o'lantern the
way a museum curator might inspect a new painting. “This is wonderful! | love a classic face.
What kind of candle did you use? The glow is much brighter than any of mine!” Her hands

moved toward the lid of the pumpkin.



As she lifted the lid Jack held his breath. “This is it.” He thought to himself.
“YES! YES!" The voice grew excited with anticipation.

Just as the lid to the jack o'lantern was lifted, but seconds before the girl could gaze into
the flame, Jack snatched the pumpkin from her and ran off the porch.

"WHAT ARE YOU DOING JACK? SALLY IS GOING TO STAY WITH ME NOw!”

‘I guess that's my trick for the night.” The girl said to herself while the bone clad boy fled
from her house.

Jack ran without purpose. As he ran he felt a chill running up his spine. He felt the hairs
on the back of his neck stand up. He started to feel something just one step behind him. He ran
with tears and sweat streaming down his face until he looked up and realized that he had run
home.

Mom'’s car was still gone. His watch read 11:58.

“Only two minutes left for Sally. Too bad her brother didn’t have the guts. Then again he
is a skeleton!” A voice cackled from the shadows as the figure appeared before Jack once
more.

The figure enveloped Jack in shadow. Thoughts of Sally flew around Jack like a twister
of memories. Then the darkness pushed them all out. Jack was surrounded by the dark and
only the dark. The second hand of his watch pounding in his ears at it inched closer and closer

to midnight.

It was in those last seconds that Jack noticed he was not in complete darkness. The jack
o'lantern he held was still glowing bright. “It's a small sacrifice...” he whispered to himself.

Jack threw the lid off of the pumpkin and stared into the flame.

As Jack's limp body dropped the figure spoke, “Very commendable. Perhaps we can
make one more deal.”

“You're a liar mom!”

“| swear! Every year for the past twenty years!”

“A shadow follows you while trick or treating. Every year?”

“| don’t know if it's really a shadow. | swear once | saw a skull in the dark. But enough

scary stories. It's time to get candy! Just keep checking the corner of your eye.”



Sally O’Leary gave her wife a kiss as she left the house to take their two kids trick or
treating. “Make sure to keep the jack o'lanterns lit!" Sally reminded her as she jogged to catch
up with her rambunctious kids dressed as ghosts.

As the night went on Sally kept checking each dark corner, shrub, or walkway. It wasn't
long before she felt the familiar chill run down her spine. Shortly after the hairs on the back of
her neck began to stand. And now she was catching a glimpse of a dark figure each time she
turned her head. It was back, but just like the last twenty years, it wasn't something she feared.
She had come to be comforted by the annual presence.

Twenty years ago it terrified her on the worst Halloween of her life. The night she almost
died, and the night her brother disappeared. She tried not to think about that night most of the
year, but on this night the figure was a reminder of Jack. A reminder of how much fun they had
before that last Samhain took a turn for the worst.

As Sally watched her kids enjoy the night she stopped thinking about the past and
focused on the present. She got lost in the new memories she was creating.

“Mom! | didn’t see any shadow following us out there.”

“Well then you must be lucky! It was breathing down my neck all night!” Sally tickled her
son's neck as she made light of her stalker for his sake.

After the kids were in bed Sally stood on the porch putting a new candle in the many jack
o'lanterns she had carved this year. She checked the dark corners of the yard for her friend, "Till
next year! Have a blessed Sambhain stranger.”

She closed the door and turned off the porchlight. The yard was enveloped in darkness,
except for the dim light from the numerous jack o'lanterns on the porch. Out of the dark it
emerged. The shadowy figure manifested itself in the yard and a skeletal face emerged from the
shadow while it stared at the house. Windows showed lights being turned off room by room
while the figure observed. A bony hand raised itself to the face and removed the felt skeletal
mask.

“Goodnight Sally. Happy Halloween.” Jack O"Leary whispered. As he turned away, his
figure slowly dissolved into a dark mist that was carried off in the night with the fallen leaves of

the season.
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It was 3 a.m., and I had just locked up the bakery after setting the yeast donuts to rise. I
needed to return in two hours to pop the delectable treats into the oven. I usually went back to
bed during this interim. Unfortunately, I had run out of black food dye and needed more for the
royal frosting embellishments for my fall-themed creations. I could have sworn I ordered extra
from my supplier; however, it was not in the pantry.

Flipping my black and red curly hair over my shoulder, I hurried to my car on the brisk
autumn morning. I wished I had remembered to put on a hat to cover my ears against the wind.
My oversized red, puffy jacket would need to suffice. It was my old standby and showed its wear
and tear. It was cozy and reminded me of days with my grandmother sipping hot cocoa and
eating warm chocolate cookies on the porch while watching the dried leaves blowing about in
the breeze. I couldn’t bear to part with it.

Reaching my beat-up old Beetle, I got in, buckled my seatbelt, placed the key into the
ignition, and turned. The grinding from the ignition made my heart sink into my stomach. It is
the epic sound of waves crashing against the shore on the rocks of my life.

“No, no, no, not today. I don’t have time for this.” I tried again, firmly putting the clutch
as far down as it would go, but still no love from my bug.

“Craptastic,” I cursed under my breath. “I can do this.”

The nearest all-night supermarket was a mile away. I could walk there and back quicker
than calling a rideshare or getting a delivery. I knew walking in the wee hours of the morning in
the city was a bad idea, but it was either walk or open late. As the sole proprietor and employee,
everything depended on my ability to persevere through any obstacle. Muttering to myself, I
started walking and chanted inside my head that I was a bad ‘ass-pirin,” vixen who enjoyed
Zumba and aerobic kickboxing class. I was large and in charge.

My cross-body bag only had room for my cell phone, cards, and chapstick. Usually, I
clipped my keys to the strap with a carabiner, but it would be wiser to hold onto the pepper spray
just in case I ran into a mugger, rapist, or ax murderer. I reassured myself I was prepared should
any monster of any variety jump out of the movies at me.

I hurried along and in the back of my brain, | remembered that thick girls do not walk to
the grocer for food dye in the middle of the night or any time. My thighs were already beginning
to chafe in my jeans. I was not a living large lady because I was lazy and had gained weight from

overindulgence. This viewpoint is the way most of society sees obesity. Genetics was not my






friend in the form of low metabolism and extra adipose tissue; plus, I owned a bakery, meaning
extra sugar and carbs. I was built like my Italian grandfather. His wife, my grandmother, taught
me how to be a pastry chef before I went to school in Paris. Any good chef knows they must
taste-test their products. I only took minuscule nibbles from each pastry, cream, or confection.
Those bites added up. Mostly, I loved my curves. I just would rather have a working car at this
moment.

I made it to the store and bought every container of black and orange dye so I did not
have to make another unexpected visit before my emergency ‘Zon order came in. I made a note
on my phone to order extra green and red in November. I refused to be facing another crisis
come the Christmas season.

I hurried out of the store with my purchase. It was a little before four, so I had plenty of
time to make it home and get the fresh donuts into the fryer and the sausage rolls into the oven
before I opened at 5:30. I only had a few regulars so early. I smiled at the thought of one in
particular. The man came in every morning right as [ was opening the bakery. He always ordered
two sausage rolls and a large black coffee.

I was deep in thought about my favorite customer. I was next aware of hearing a low
growl coming from a dark alley. I picked up my pace, but the biggest dog I had ever seen jumped
out at me as I walked. I turned and took small steps backward in the direction I was headed,
wondering if I should run or stand still. Because I now thought it might be a wolf hybrid, the
hound followed me tentatively while making a humongous, noisy ruckus. Instinctually, | sprayed
it in the face with my pepper spray and did a front high kick in the kisser. I ran back to my
shoppe as quickly as my chubby legs could propel me. My shaking hand slid the key into the
lock. Several false attempts scratched the metal, which made it look like someone had tried to
break in. Once I opened the door to the familiar and comforting bell jingle, I threw the deadbolt
and sank to the floor, trying to breathe through burning lungs.

In 60 seconds, the security alarm started blaring. I had to haul my ample body back up
and over to the keypad. I entered the code wrong the first two times but successfully got it on the
third. A moment later, my phone rang. It was the security company.

“This is Scarlett,” I answered breathlessly.



“This is Ace Security. We noticed your alarm and entry codes were compromised. Our
policy is to check in on a third attempt before alerting the police. Please state your password if
everything is okay. If not, repeat the statement, ‘Your order will be ready at six.””

“Nine tails is the password, and everything is secure. Thank you for checking in.”

“No problem, ma’am. If you feel your safety may be compromised, please sound the
silent alarm.”

“Yes, sir!” I huffed out, feeling like my lungs were still on fire but better than before.
Thank goodness for my aerobics classes at the YMCA 1 attended four days per week!

Inevitably, the time to open came around, and I managed to have the necessities done and
in the display case. I unlocked the door and flipped the ‘open’ sign. I had just reached the sales
counter when the first customer entered.

“Good morning, Romulus. The usual?”

“You know it, Scarlett!”

I bagged up his order and went to hand it to him when I noticed his eyes were puffy and
bloodshot. His jaw had a large dark purple bruise across the lower mandible. [ moved around the
counter and ushered him to a small table, sitting him down.

“Shiitake mushrooms, what happened to you?” I laid one hand on his shoulder and lifted
his chin to examine the damage. Romulus grabbed my hand and pulled it gently away while
hissing a little on an exhale.

“It’s not too bad. It probably looks worse than it feels. I just had an accident at work,”
Romulus said but did not let go of my hand. “It’s not a big deal.”

“Nothing little about that. Have you iced it? Let me get you some,” I moved to pull away,
but he did not let go of my hand.

“] am fine. [ am a fast healer. It will probably be gone by tomorrow.” He smiled at me
and I could feel the warmth radiating from his hand into mine.

I sat down across from Romulus and looked into his eyes. They were a beautiful shade of
violet, but I suspected once the red came out, they would be blue, similar to my own eyes. His
hair was straight, long, blond, and styled in a low ponytail. He wore way too tight black jeans
and a red flannel shirt buttoned over a white undershirt. He had his sleeves rolled up loosely to
his elbows. He was staring back at me as I stared at him, and I wondered what he saw. Did he see

the phat, multiracial girl with cocoa butter skin, with her huge Afro pulled into a puff, or did he






