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TRICKY
TREATS

A Note From
The Author

 


I have always
loved Halloween.

When I was
young and in elementary school, some of my favourite craft
activities took place just as the new school year was starting to
swing into high gear. We’d break out the crafts and do various leaf
and fall decorations. But my favourite part was making decorations
for Halloween, or simply drawing pictures of scary monsters that
I’d bring home and insist be put up on the wall or
refrigerator.

I might have
grown up and no longer engaged in these types of crafts, but my
love of Halloween has always remained.

Now, in my
early 40’s I still cherish the fun of the Halloween season. My wife
Francine has always also loved the season. And our seven year old
son, Alexander, has long been involved in helping me create the
intense front yard graveyard Halloween decorations that have become
a family tradition.

These reprinted
stories are either all set on or near Halloween and when writing
them they allowed me slip into the thrill and spirit of the season
despite the fact that I wrote most of them at other times of the
year. Hopefully, if you’re a Halloween fan you can enjoy them, not
just as the fall chill is settling in the air, but virtually any
time of the year.

So, enjoy.

And, if it
happens to be the right season, Happy Halloween!

 


Mark Leslie,
October 2011
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BUT ONCE A
YEAR

 


WHEN THE
rotting corpse of Ted Winters stumbled into Gas ‘N Stuff,
the little entrance bell tinkled and Harry thought he was either
going to faint or laugh.

But he did
neither.

Stunned, he
watched it lurch toward the front counter with one flesh-gnarled
fist raised to the cigarette display.

“Is that
really you, Ted?” The word escaped Harry’s lips before he realized
he was speaking. What a stupid thing to say to a corpse, he
thought. But then again, what is the smart thing to say to the
corpse of a dear friend?

Ten minutes
ago, as he sat there in the deserted convenience store and gas bar
located across the highway from the Eastview Cemetery, Harry’s
worst fear had finally come true. While sipping from his mug of
bitter, cooling coffee, Harry couldn’t believe what he’d seen
through the window.

There was this
figure, walking through the fog among the tombstones across the
highway. He’d thought, what fool would take a short cut through the
cemetery after midnight on Halloween?

Then, as the
figure stumbled to the cemetery fence and shakily climbed it, Harry
recognized the fool. It was Ted Winters, a friend who had died
eight months earlier, and who’d been buried in that very
cemetery.

By the time
memories of his dead friend, of the funeral services, and of the
intense period of grief he’d experienced had filtered back through
Harry’s mind, the corpse had made its way across the highway and
entered Gas ‘N Stuff.

And now,
standing across the counter from him, Ted Winters’ unfocused eyes
frantically moved all over Harry.

“Ted,”
Harry said, again surprised he was even able to speak. “You’re
dead. You can’t be standing here.”

Slowly, the
head of the corpse moved back and forth. The movement brought the
stench of its rot to Harry’s nostrils.

Leaning
forward, Harry threw up all over the counter, the newspaper and his
coffee.

Ted, with his
fist still pointing at the cigarettes in the glass case above the
counter, ignored Harry’s latest action. Then again, Harry thought,
the act of puking is probably quite uninteresting to a corpse. Once
you’ve seen death, vomit probably seems not worth mention.

The corpse’s
fist thudded down on the counter as if it were unable to hold the
arm up for too long, then it raised it again.

Slowly, Harry
reached up, took the brand of cigarettes that his friend used to
smoke, and placed them in Ted’s hand.

The corpse’s
eyes rolled around in their sockets, the head pitched back and
forth. The mouth worked slowly, and little fetid puffs of air blew
into Harry’s face.

“What?
What?” Harry started to yell, the idea of what was happening trying
to force itself to the surface. He’s dead, Harry. He’s dead, his
mind screamed. He can’t be standing here. Another part of his mind
yelled back: He’s dead, that’s true. But he IS standing here.
Deal with it.

Ted dropped the
cigarettes on the counter and slouched to one side. At that point
Harry knew he had to just go through with this. He could deal with
the impossibility of it, sort out the logic, later.

“What is
it you want, Ted?”

Ted’s crusted
lips worked slowly, and as before, only soft puffs of air came out.
The corpse lifted his hand to his mouth, his first two fingers
forming a “V” as they came to his lips.

Suddenly, Harry
understood. Back when Ted was alive, he suffered from some mighty
painful arthritis. It was so bad in fact, that sometimes he
couldn’t even get himself his favourite thing in the world – a
cigarette. When that was the case, Harry usually did it for
him.

“You want
me to get a cigarette out for you?”

Ted’s head
moved up and down. At one point, Harry thought that his head would
actually fall off, the way his chin sunk down into his chest and
stayed there a long while.

Harry took the
package, peeled the cellophane of, pulled out a cigarette and stuck
it into his mouth. Then he grabbed a pack of matches and lit the
cigarette.

Ted’s eyes got
wider and wider as Harry did all this. Finally, he leaned forward
and placed the lit cigarette between Ted’s lips. Ted’s wide eyes
closed and the lit end glowed brightly as he inhaled.

When Ted
finished the cigarette, his crusted lips formed into a smile. In a
low, gravely voice, Ted spoke. “Oh, that’s so fucking good.
I can’t believe I went so long without a smoke. You have no idea,
Harry. No idea at all.”

Harry almost
fell on his ass. Instead, he slowly sank back down onto his stool.
Okay, he thought. Okay. My best friend returns from eight months in
the grave. He stumbles into my convenience store on Halloween, of
all nights. And instead of greeting me, revealing something
spectacular about the after-life, or even telling me how much he
misses me, he mooches a cigarette off me, smokes it to the stub and
tells me how hard it was to go cold turkey for eight months.

What did you
want him to do? The second, more logical voice in his head
responded. Did you want him to re-enact a scene out of some
“Night of the Zombies” movie? The fact is that he’s here, and he’s
your friend. So what if he needs a smoke – you never held it
against him before.

“Ted. I
don’t know what to say. How can you be standing there?”

Ted signalled
for him to light another cigarette. Harry did so.

“Sorry
that I didn’t speak, Har, it’s just that I couldn’t function
properly, you know, without a little fix. It . . . took some time,
I guess, to get things working properly. I was so stiff from lying
there. So stiff. And when I got up, I was so much in need of a
smoke. Thanks, Harry. Thanks. I’m feeling much better. A lot less
stiff, you know?”

“Ted, why
are you here? How can this be?”

Ted puffed on
the cigarette, this time more casually. “I don’t have much time,
Harry. Just let me enjoy a couple of cigarettes before

I have to go
back.”

“Back
where? What are you talking about?”

Back to my
grave. I shouldn’t even be here. If He finds out . . .”
Ted’s eyes, now slightly more purposeful in movement, glanced out
the window toward the highway.

“If
who finds out?” Harry reached for his coffee, but then
noticed tiny chunks of puke floating around in it. He dumped it
out, tossed the soiled newspaper into the trash, and proceeded to
clean the counter. Submersing himself in the mundane ritual helped
slightly. “Talk to me, Ted. Help me out a bit here.”

“I’m
dead, Harry. Dead. It means I lie in a box under the earth and I
rot. I have nothing now but time. Nothing but eternity to lie there
and think – think about all that I can’t do, all that I’ll never
be.

“But once
a year, it’s my day. Once a year, we’re allowed to move, to walk,
to talk to each other. Once a year, from midnight until the sun
comes up, we can get up and walk around.”

“On
Halloween?”

“Sort of.
Halloween is the evening before what is known as All Hallows Day.
During the dark hours of the morning, we’re free from death – at
least as free as we’ll ever be. It’s like a romp around the prison
yard. Then it’s back into the box for another year.

“Do you
have any idea how long a year is to a man who can do nothing but
lie around and think?”

Harry shook his
head.

“I didn’t
think so. Maybe in time this once a year business will seem more
like a treat than punishment. But for now, death sucks, Harry. It
really sucks.

“So
you’ll excuse me, I hope, if I don’t sit around and chat politely.
After all, time is everything now. And I’ve wasted enough of it
talking.” He paused and looked around the store, his head moving
with more strength and confidence. “Do you have any beer? I’m dying
for a cold one.”

Harry moved
over to the cooler and took out two beers. “I still don’t
understand,” he said as he returned with the beer and set one on
front of his friend and opened his own. “You just lie there
rotting? Does that mean you’re going to Hello or something?”

Ted shifted
forward and leaned on the counter. Again, Harry could smell his
dead friend’s fetid breath and it almost turned his stomach.
“There’s no Heaven or Hell. There’s only death; and death is
death.” He paused and looked down at the beer can. “And can you
open this for me? My damned arthritis . . .”

Harry opened
the can for his friend, who scooped it up and took a deep, long
drink.

“Ah,
that’s the stuff. Anyways, like I said, it doesn’t matter what you
do in life. When you die, He owns your soul.”


“He?”

“Death.
Death owns all the dead souls.” Ted paused to take another long
drink. “He’s got the monopoly on souls. He’s like a collector, a
taxman. Each soul is like a dollar bill to him. He keeps attaining
more and more. Each individual is just another dollar bill to add
to his growing fortune. He doesn’t care which soul is which. All he
knows is that with each death, he gets another soul. They’re all
the same to him. And He never loses, He just keeps getting richer
and richer – forever.”

Ted stopped
talking again and fumbled with the cigarette package until Harry
lit one for him.

“Thanks.
You know, if I could, I wouldn’t go back. I’d do anything, trade
anything to stay topside with my cigarettes. God, how I miss
smoking.”

While Ted
continued to suck on the cigarette, Harry glanced out toward the
highway again. There at the edge of the graveyard, stood a large
hooded figure at least nine feet tall. The fog swirled around it as
if it were an extension of the robe.

After what
seemed like an eternity of staring at this unmoving figure, Harry
realized that he was wetting his pants.

“Uh,
Ted?” Harry asked, his eyes unable to leave the huge robbed figure.
He had no urge to even attempt to control his bladder as he watched
the figure. “Ted, who the hell is your friend over there? And why
is he watching us like that?”

“Oh,
shit,” Ted said, stumbling backward. “Oh, fuck, he caught
me.”

“Who is
that? Is that . . . Him? Is that Death?”

“No. If
you saw Him, you’d be dead already. That’s just our Warden, one of
His helpers. And he’s probably so pissed at me. We’re not allowed
to leave the cemetery, you know.”

“So what
are you doing to do?”

Ted didn’t
respond. Instead, his eyes remained fixed on the figure across the
highway. Like before, his lips moved but there was no sound.

As if in
defiance of the supernatural spectacle taking place, an eighteen
wheel transport down shifted its way into the service bay of the
gas station. The rig completely obscured the view of the
cemetery.

Harry stood
fixed in place, staring at the side of the truck. Then, more
willing to accept the mundane, he stepped outside to pump gas.

“Fill ‘er
up.” The driver was already out and rounding the front of the
truck. “Do I need a key for the john?”

“No. It’s
around the side.” Harry began to pump gas. The act of doing
something normal and routine was helpful, as was the truck driver’s
matter-of-fact intrusion and gastronomic need. He didn’t know what
else to do. All he knew was that he was glad the gas tank wasn’t on
the cemetery side of the truck.

When he filled
the tank, the driver was back outside. He paid Harry and quickly
moved back into the truck.

Not wanting to
be outside when the steel barrier between himself and the graveyard
moved on, Harry hurried back inside.

And notice that
Ted was gone.

He looked
across the highway as the truck started to pull away. The fog
swirled around the tombstones and through the fence, but the robed
figure
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