THE PARKING LOT WAS EMPTY
BY SEAN NASTA

The parking lot was empty. Sharon knew this. She
could plainly see it. At 2:30 in the morning when
she left work, it was always empty. On the streets
around the parking lot and her office, there was
movement of passing cars or an occasional

sleeping indigent. But the parking lot was empty.

Why then, if what her eyes told her were true, did
she feel as if she’d passed through a large crowd
when she reached her car across the lot? Why,
despite having headphones playing music, did she
hear murmuring voices—a murmuring that
silenced as she took out the headphones and
listened? Why did she feel as if a great cold came

over her no matter the season, no matter how



warmly she dressed? Why did all these strange
things happen if the parking lot was empty?

The next day, or rather that same day but sixteen
hours later, she stared out the window by her
desk at the few acres of asphalt fifteen stories
below, now half-filled with cars. There were
plenty of spaces next to the entrance of the
building that were empty when she arrived, but
those were reserved for executives. It was also
their feeling that an I'T member be on the
premises until 2:30 in the morning. It was
Sharon’s feeling they were all bastards. They were
bastards because she had to be in the office the
horrid hours of 6:00 PM till 2:30 AM, and that
disdain was multiplied because at that early hour
she had to walk the entire length of the parking
lot so that none of the bastards would be slightly

inconvenienced.



Still, the pay differential for this shift was quite
good, and Sharon didn’t mind the nocturnal
schedule. Her friends delighted in telling her that
she looked pale, but the fact was if she spent
eight hours in the sun, she’d only achieve blisters
and a red hue. Her Irish father was to thank for
her light complexion. She had so few things to
remember him by, so she delighted when people

remarked on her paleness.

Antisocial was another epitaph she endured, but
only as a loving jest from her friends. True,
during the week she was never to be seen, but on
the weekends she easily changed her sleep
schedule so that she had a full calendar. Perhaps,
she was antisocial. She did enjoy the solitude. The
late shift at the I'T desk was usually quiet. She was
expected to respond promptly when clients put in
tickets, and she did. But there was down time

when she could watch movies on her phone and



dedicate time to drawing, her true passion. If she
were here during the day, any free time observed
by a superior would be quickly filled with

pointless tasks.

This unusual job was perfect for Sharon, except
tfor one confounding thing—the parking lot. It
shouldn’t terrify her. No one was there. It was
normal to be frightened by the night, especially
being a lone young woman. But that had never
bothered her before. There was something unique
to those hundred yards between the building exit

and her car.

Brandon Schmidt had worked the I'T desk on the
graveyard shift before they had hired Sharon. He
fit the part with his sunken eyes, pallid skin, and
drooped shoulders. His appearance still looked
haggard after moving to 9-5, but when Sharon
first started and he was training her he appeared

ghastly.



“Hey, Brandon,” Sharon said to him in the lobby.
He had just finished his shift while she was

starting hers.

“Hey, Sharon.”

“Heading home?” She was cheerful.
“Yup.” He was not.

“Have fun in that creepy parking lot,” she said as

they passed.

Brandon snapped his head round, sunken eyes

bulging. “What did you say?”

“I was just kidding around. It gets spooky at

night.”

“What have you seen?” he asked, stepping

towards her.

She stepped back. “Oh nothing, you know how it

is when you’re alone.”



“Good. Just... just be careful.”

“That’s what my pepper spray is for!” She jingled
her keychain, the pink can bouncing against her

keys and a silver claddagh charm from her father.

“Still, be careful,” he said. He looked as if he
wanted to say more, but was afraid of how he’d
come off, and left. Brandon’s cryptic warning did

nothing to assuage her uneasiness.

That night, as Sharon walked to her car, she did
not listen to music. She clasped her pepper spray
in the palm of her hand even though no one was

around. The whole place was deserted, quiet.
The parking lot was empty.

And yet she held her breath, it was like the
moment when the lights in a theater had dimmed
and the faint echo of the orchestra tuning their

instruments hovered in the air. It was the



quintessential pregnant pause, swollen and pained

long past its due date.

When she finally made it to her car, she opened
the door, started the engine, and skidded off with
reckless speed. Far from that vast emptiness, she
chided herself for the panic. But it was easy to

mock the terror now that she’d hightailed it.

Fokok

“Afternoon, Brandon!” Sharon said cheerfully.

Brandon, who was sitting at his desk, which at
night was Sharon’s, glanced up at her in surprise.

“You’re here early. What time is it?”

“Neartly five, but it’s Friday, so you can escape
early,” she said. “In return, you answer a
question. This is going to sound silly, but what is

it that freaks you out about the parking lot?”



He flinched, his face flattening as he turned in his
seat towards her. “Nothing. Just... at night, it’s

creepy, like you said, that’s all.”

“Come on, there's something specific about it,

not just your normal spookiness.”

“Listen, Sharon, I’ve got things to do.” He turned

back to his computer.

She poked his shoulder. “No you don’t. Come
on, Brandy, spill.”

“I don’t know, alright,” he said, clearly perturbed.
But he caught himself, leaning toward her and
speaking as quietly as he could. “Just don’t stop
walking. Go right to your car and get the hell out

of that parking lot.”

“You think it’s haunted? I mean, this place was
built in the 90s. I doubt a bunch of Victorian

ghosts are hanging around the parking lots of



office buildings. Maybe it’s the spirits of

unresolved accounts payable,” she joked.

“Whatever you want it to be, just do me a favor
and don’t hang around there, especially if you
leave closer to three,” Brandon said, logging off

and standing up. He left without another word.

Fokok

In the warm light of day, she felt silly for
pestering him with questions. Even if it was
cloaked in darkness and very lonely at 2:30 AM, it

was just an empty parking lot.

However, eight hours later, the sun was gone, and
everyone else in the building had left. For most of
the night Sharon's solitude was undisturbed, but
in the last hour of her shift, a client had called.
Their problem was the results of their own
request. They had insisted, despite the opinion of

IT, on a specific feature. Now this feature had



failed precisely as I'T said it would and Sharon

was left picking up the pieces.

It was past three when she finally left, stewing in
a mixture of irritation and weariness. She strode
quickly to her car, listening to music, longing for
bed, and musing on the incompetence of
managers. Taking her keys from her pocketbook,
she fumbled with the fob and pressed the alarm
by mistake. The horns blared, and she jumped in
surprise as the keys fell from her hand. She swore
and picked them up, quickly silencing the alarm.
Yet, as she rose, she felt her shoulder brush
against velvet. Snapping up, she backed against
her car, quickly looking around, pepper spray held
ready. But nothing was there, the parking lot was

empty.

Then she heard it, just over the music in her
headphones, the lilting hum of a flute. She tore

the headphones from her ears and listened in



disbelief. But without a doubt there was music,
distant and discordant, the tuning of instruments.
And it grew louder by the second, and
harmonized, a melody unmistakable that danced

in the air.

But from where did it come? It was too clear to
come from a speaker or an artificial source. The
music was antique; pipes, fiddles, and the gentle
tattoo of a Bodhran Drum. The memory of the
timber of that simple Irish drum flooded her
heart, a constant in the folk music her father
would listen to. The faint sound she heard was
dancing music, meant for hearty jigs and twirling
the night away. Yet, the music’s faintness was not
trickling into the lot from some far away hall, but

from all around her, as though muffled by a veil.

Fear flooded over her fascination as she realized
the hour, and Brandon’s warning rang in her

mind. She turned around, frantically opening the



car door before diving in and starting the engine.
All the while, the music grew louder around her,
swelling over the roar of the revving as she sped
away. The music, and worse , the sound of
dancing and merriment, as if a great party were

being held.

But the parking lot was empty.

Fokok

During the weekend, Sharon didn’t have to
confront that field of black asphalt and mystery
behind it. But Monday came soon like it always
did, and she had to return to the parking lot.
Even in daylight with her coworkers walking to
their cars to head home she was hesitant to step
out of her own car, as if the ground beneath
would fall away to reveal a great abyss. When she
opened the door and put her foot down, she

found the asphalt solid enough to bear her



weight. It was real, unlike the phantom tune she’d
tried so desperately but failed to forget. As she
walked into the office, she forced a smile as she
greeted colleagues, masking the panic that looped

in her mind.

As the sunset shadows grew long, darkness
conquered the whole world, streetlights vainly
tighting against the encroachment of night. Soon
enough, she was alone and the building was
deserted. She found herself staring pensively out

the window—fifteen stories below.

It stretched before her like a black lake, calm on
the surface, but hiding a world unseen. The hours
crawled by, as if she was due for execution,
waiting for a pardon that would not come. She
wasn’t compelled to walk across the parking lot.
She could call a cab home or get her car during
the day in the safety of light. It would be easy to
tind a parking garage nearby. Yes, it would be



expensive, but she would be free from this

gripping fear.

But that would admit that there was something
there, that the music came from phantom players
and the feeling of velvet came from the skirt of
an invisible dancer. And that she could not do, it
was the repudiation of reality, madness, caving
into the irrational. To run from that empty stretch

would be like hiding beneath the covers.

So, she resolved to ignore it, to dismiss the
sounds as a trick of the mind and bury her fears
by whistling past the graveyard. In the lobby of
the office building, she wrapped her coat tightly
around her waist, put on her headphones with
music playing loudly, and gripped her keys. She
set her jaw and walked out of the sanctuary of the
lobby without a backwards glance. Then, she
stepped upon the asphalt. It was merely ground, a

thing to trod upon, and she strode across it



boldly. But the air above it grew thick, and even
above the artificial noise in her ears, she could
hear that lilting melody, a sweet siren song

piercing through her shield of bravery.

This was no trick of the ears, this was music and
more; the sounds of laughing, clinking glasses,
and the rhythmic step of dancers whirling to the
tune. She felt the hem of their dresses brushing
against her as they spun, like she was just missed
by someone hurtling by. Now she ran, the mask
of rationality cast aside. Across the black asphalt,
she fled as fast as she could as if these dancers

chased, though she saw nothing.

She pressed the unlock button on her keys
turiously, trying to drown out the music with the
safe, reassuring beep of her car. Her hands
reached out before her as she pulled the handle

and swung the door open.



But then she saw it, in the reflection of her side
mirror. The wotld that had been invisible was
clear to her now. This place was not
abandoned—it was filled with merriment.
Beautiful ladies in resplendent ball gowns
intertwined with dashing gentlemen in
embroidered finery. She laughed, her voice like
the tinkling of champagne glasses. It was absurd,
delightfully absurd, that in the middle of this

corporate desolation had sprung this bloom.

“What is so funny, my dear?” a voice asked. She
spun around with her pepper spray at the ready
only to pause once she saw the gentleman before
her. He was tall and dressed like an eighteenth-
century dandy. He had a mask across his eyes,

plucked from Venetian carnival.

“All of this,” she answered, gesturing at the

revelry, too bewildered to be afraid, as if it was a



dream. “What the hell is King Louie’s court doing

in a parking lot.”

“A parking lot? Whatever do you mean? My
darling, there is no King Louie here. This is the
Hall of the High Queen Niamh.” His perfume
smelled of spring and youth, his lilt reminded him
of her father.

In disbelief, she whirled round and saw as the
tine gentleman saw. The asphalt had fallen away,
but had not revealed an abyss. This was a great
room. The walls seemed to be trees that knit
together and rose into archways. The ceiling was
the glorious stars. They were normally blotted out
by smog and light pollution, but now they were

jewels set against black velvet.

She blinked furiously, as if trying to clear the
illusion, straining her eyes so she could just see

beyond the veil. She was still in her world. She



still stood on solid ground. But this fantasy had
descended upon reality, a mask transforming the

mundane into the incredible.

“Would you care to join us?” the fine gentleman

asked.

“What?” Again, the same accent as her father, it

gave her pause and silenced any apprehension.

“A dance. Afterall, why have you come to this
happy place if not to dance?” A toothsome smile

spread over his face.

Sharon should have fled, should have jumped in
her car and driven away. But this was all too
remarkable. What was once frightening was
revealed not to be cruel but beautiful. More than
that, she remembered her father, of the stories
he’d told her. When she was a small child tucked
into bed, he’d read her fairy tales of a little girl

wandering in the night, coming across phantoms



and goblins. The stories always warned of the
danger, and it frightened her to hear the terrible
descriptions. But with this risk came reward if the
child was noble and clever. In that moment, she
decided to gamble with her soul for the unknown

treasure she might gain.

“I think I would like to dance.” She extended her

hand and the gentleman took it.

“How wonderful, but I must tell you since you
are a stranger that there are certain rules. If you
eat or drink any of what is offered, or take
anything from here, I’'m afraid you can never
leave. And, if when the sun rises, and you're still
dancing with us, then you must dance with us
forever more. I will make no attempt to trick you,
fair lady, but I will not prevent you from doing
these things either.” He spoke with earnestness
but also a hint of mirth as if it was all a game to

him. For her, it would be so much more.



She looked down at the hand she held. It was
delicate and well proportioned except for the
pinky finger that was curled up and covered with
tur, as if that last digit had been replaced with a
cat's claw. It was just as she expected, on its face
tantalizing beauty. If she were to give in to desire
she would suffer, but an unrealized treasure

would be hers if she could be diligent.

“I understand. Please give me a moment.” She
took her hand back, careful not to insult the
gentleman. Taking her phone from her purse, she
set an alarm for half an hour before sunset, then
another 15 minutes before, and finally one for
five minutes. “That’s done. Now, if you’ll have

2

me.

The gentleman took her hand and pulled her into
the crowd of dancers. She laughed again as they
whitled to the pipes and fiddles. It was pure

magic. She reveled with the spirits and abandoned



her fear. This delight alone would be worth the
risk, to dance with the world of fairy tales. All
around her was the magnificent hall of a fairy
queen, filled with her court stepping in time to
mirthful music. But if someone were to look
down from the fifteenth story of the office
building, what would they see? Would they see
Sharon twirling madly by herself on a stage of
black asphalt?

Afterall, the parking lot was empty. But the night

was full.

It burst with delight, glittering with the fancy of
insanity. Sharon kept her head despite all this.
Servants would offer her glasses of champagne,
horns of mead, and goblets of God only knows.
The glasses were of tinkling crystal in resplendent
colors of the rainbow, inside which bubbled
liquid that almost glowed in the crystal. The

drinking horns were like ones she had only seen



in museums or books, but these were not old and
worn. The twisted horn seemed as if they’d just
been plucked from the head of a satyr, who gladly
gave it up. Beset with jewels the goblets must
each have been worth a fortune, and if blinded by
greed one might try to snatch one of these pieces.
Inside of each goblet were liquids that switled of

their own accord, each a potion and a tempest.

As the servants offered these tempting libations,
she politely rebuked them. Not for lack of thirst,
with all of the dancing she could have easily
finished each of the offered cups, but she
remembered the warning of her partner. He had
long disappeared, replaced by first one gentleman,
and then another. Each of these partners was just
as decorated as the previous, and each possessed
a small piece of themselves that was not human.
Either a tail poked out from breeches, or a foot

was that of a beast, or even wings sprouting from



shoulders, tucked away so as not to disturb the

others.

“You look devilishly familiar, my dear, have you
danced with us beforer” one of the gentlemen
asked as they moved across the floor. He was
wearing dark brown breeches and a jacket that
was orange in some places and burnt umber in
others. The closer she looked at the fabric, the

colors seemed to move, like flames.

“No, I’'ve never been here before,” she answered,
looking back from the jacket to the gentleman. It
took effort, but she had also managed not to stare

at his paws that were in place of feet.

“Damned familiar. Maybe if you gave me your
name, it would jog my memory,” he said with a
contemplative look that did little to hide his

vulpine features.



Sharon gave her own fearsome smile.“I will not
give you my name, no matter how charming you

»

are.

“Ah, you know all our tricks. Whoever told you
stories as a child did an excellent job.” The
gentleman did not seem to mind failing to steal

Sharon’s name .

“My father read them to me, taught me all about

the fair folk.”

“Your father?” The gentleman paused for a

moment. “He must be delightful company.”

Sharon fell behind a beat. It had been so many
years, but even in this joyous place and separated

by years, she would always ache.“He was.”

The gentleman’s face flushed with shame for a
moment. “A thousand apologies, my dear. I

didn't mean to cause you any sorrow, especially



here in this place of merriment. I will let another
dance with you, so you might forget my misstep.”
Before Sharon could accept the apology, the
gentleman melted into the background, soon
replaced by another eager partner. They danced
on, but Sharon could not forget, and she thought
of her father, and how delighted he would have

been to hear this story.

But these musings were chased away. All the
vigorous exercise gave her an equal appetite, and
as if sensing it, the servants rushed towards her.
Platters of food were presented to her, sweets and
pastries piled high, a vision so delectable never
seen. All the food was arranged and displayed in a
way that made it seem like something else.
Pastries were baked into the shapes of small
animals and flowers. Deserts were propped up
like fanciful architecture. This place and

everything in it was displayed with subterfuge, the



true nature hidden by the mask. It served as a
reminder to Sharon, and nothing could tempt her,

the dance was pleasurable enough as she spun.

All those hours of merriment overtook her with
exhaustion, and she sat upon a bench. It had not
been there before but seemed to grow from a
rosebush just as she wished for it. There were no
thorns, only a comfortable wicker. It was the sort
of thing she’d expect to find on the lawn of a
mansion. Quite comfortable, she took her phone
out of her purse, and as she did, her keys fell to
the ground. She picked them up, looking at the
pepper spray and laughing, thinking back to how
this night began. Now that it ended well, she
could reflect with amusement. But even her own
soft chuckles deepened her weariness as she
reclined further into the seat and snuggled against
her jacket collar. She glanced at her phone. It was

only a few minutes until her alarm would go off,



so she watched the crowd, deciding to leave when

it sounded.

But that’s when she saw him. He was dressed as
he had never been in life, like a prince. His
features were young as Sharon had never known
them to be, only seen in photographs. But the
smile, the star twinkling in his eyes, that was her
father as she had loved him. The alarm went off
in her hands, jarring and cruel, tearing her eyes
away. She silenced it and looked up, but he was
gone. She ran towards the crowd, pushing threw,

searching for him.

“Dad, DAD!” she screamed, but the music
drowned her voice. Then she picked him out
again, his curly black hair, the line of his face. She
pushed towards him, trying desperately to reach
him. But one of her partners grabbed her first
and pulled her into the throng. The intoxicating

madness of the dance bewildered her. Precious



minutes passed as she fought momentum. She
spun round searching for him, breaking free.
Once more, she plunged into the crowd, careful
not to shove the dancers, for fear of what
punishments impoliteness might bring. It was like
running through a forest of brambles and trying
not to be torn to pieces. Finally, she managed to
chase after him and just touched the hem of his

coat.

But the second alarm sounded, just as cruel as the
first, it drew her attention for just long enough,

and he was gone.

“Dad, it's me Sharon,” she called out to him as he
walked away, unaware of his daughter. Then her

voice lost the tone of the woman and broke into

a child's plea. “Dah”

The voice struck his heart, and he froze for a

moment before turning. Their eyes met. He



smiled now, and she gave the same smile back.
They ran to each other as fast as their legs would
carry. He wrapped her in his arms and lifted her
from the ground and spun, both of them laughing

and crying.

“Oh my Sharon, my cailin, my heart,” he said as

he kissed her cheek. “Oh, I’ve missed you so.”

“Oh Dah, oh I missed ya,” she said, half imitating
her father’s Irish lilt. Even under the fairy
perfume, she was struck by the familiar smell that
still clung to the pieces of his clothing she’d held

onto. It pierced her exhaustion.

“But what are you doing here? You’re not a
courtier of the High Queen.” He was concerned

now, realizing the danger she was in.

“No, Dah, no. I'm just a guest, I mean.” She

shook her head. “I have no idea how this place



came or why I’'m here, but I need to tell you,

Dah, I'm sorry—"

“No, oh my heart, never be sorry, it wasn’t your
fault. I shouldn’t have left, I shouldn’t have left
you. It wasn’t your fault, girl. It wasn’t mine
either. Sometimes life is too much to bear, but
that’s no excuse. I'm sorry love, I’'m so sorry, dear
heart. But you’ve got to go, dawn is coming. This
is no place for the living. We dance eternal here,
and to join us for just a night is delightful, but
these are the halls of Melancholia, and the High
Queen weeps for long gone days. I won’t let you
become a lost soul.” He peered into his daughter,

the light of his life.

“We have some time. Can we have one last

dance?”

That question traveled through years. To anyone

watching, the parking lot was empty, and Sharon



stood alone. But she wasn’t in the parking lot, she
wasn’t in the High Hall of the Fairy Queen. She
was at home, in the cramped apartment she’d
grown up in. Reliving memories of sneaking out
of her bedroom and spying on her father sitting
at the kitchen table, his eyes focused on the warm
amber liquid in the glass before him. Sharon’s
footsteps distracted him from the object of his
concentration and the tired look on his face fell
away. They ran to each other and he lifted her

from the ground.

“Can we dance?” she had asked then, as she
asked him now. As always, he conceded. He sang
to his little girl, to his savior, and they danced in
the cramped apartment. As they twirled around in
the kitchenette and living room, the apartment
transformed into the ballroom of a great palace,

decorated with childlike imagination.



“Of course, of course, I'll always have time for
you,” he answered her now, all these years later.
They danced as only father and daughter could,
like when she was small and he still laughed
propetly. In that moment, they stepped across
this life and the next. They were both a man
holding his child and a woman with her father’s
ghost. They not only danced, but forgave, and
shared those words they never had the chance to
say, to break the chain of sorrow that bound each
of their hearts. It was the moment both had
yearned for, and had never known they yearned.
Then came the final blast, that third cruel crow of

the clock.
“I’ve got to go,” she said.

“I know. I love you, dear heart,” he answered.
Without another word, she turned, running with
tears in her eyes as she opened the car door and

drove away.



She laughed as she cried, unbelieving in what had
just passed. She had danced with the Tuatha Dé
Danann and seen the high halls of Tir na nC)g,
but none of that was as precious as those
moments with her Dah. She wept, because even
though she had done these magnificent things,
they had vanished in the cruel light of dawn. Now

the parking lot was empty.



