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    The Trick is finding something to love in yourself. . .
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The wind was rising, and the trees that lined either side of the deserted street were almost bare of leaves.  Her fingers were ice, blue and numb from the cold, and her body shook uncontrollably as she continued walking, her threadbare hoodie little protection against the chill gusts.  She had left school hours ago, leaving the happy shouts of her classmates behind.

A flicker of light caught her eye, and she looked up, her gaze drawn to the bright orange glow of a Jack-o-Lantern.  Two figures knelt beside it, heads bent.  The father’s face held a smile, and even from here she could sense the love in his heart. The girl who knelt beside him was enchanted, and her face reflected the glow of the candle that flared to life within the heart of the grinning gourd.  The child’s happy shout of joy fell upon her ears, and it pierced the broken emptiness of her heart.

That was me. . . she thought, helpless to suppress the memories that flooded into her mind.  She turned away, suddenly hating the girl, the father, and herself most of all.  A swirling shower of wet leaves, their edges tattered and torn, filled her sight.  Their shapes became blurred with tears. 

I used to love Halloween.  I couldn’t wait for it to come!  The last note of the school bell would still be ringing in my ears and I’d already be running home, or even better, Mom would surprise me and pick me up, clocking out a few minutes early so she could help me into my costume.

Then she would chide me as I would wolf down my dinner, one ear cocked for the sound of Dad’s truck in the drive.  At last he would come in, fresh from the pub and smelling of drink, but with his face full of smiles.  Despite Mother’s frown, I would barely give him a moment to put down his keys and shove a couple of mouthfuls of food in before I would be begging to head out into the cool night for Trick or Treat.  

She walked on unseeing, her steps mechanical, and she could not feel her toes in her waterlogged shoes.  Shadows gathered under the trees now, and the leaves flew upon a pelting rain.  The cold wind cut through, seeking her heart, and she felt the blood in her veins turn to ice.

“Hold on there Miss!” he would say.  “Ye must show your Trick before your Treat!”  And then he would laugh, grabbing his coat and his flask, for the demon would never let him be, and he would trail after me as we walked house to house towards the center of town, joining hob-goblins, witches, hobo’s and princesses.  On that night even I would not mind the whiskey he downed to ‘ward off the chill’.

But those days had passed.  The demon hold upon her father had grown, year by year, and the terrible strain had showed in Mother’s pinched face and thin red hands, yet despite all she never gave up on him.  Her love would drive her to fight the demon within him, her harsh words vying for his soul.  

Stillness filled the night as the rain filled gusts quieted.  She stopped, her breath smoking in the frigid air, as the bright moon broke through the hurrying clouds.  Her dark adjusted eyes were dazzled as the bare boughs were turned to threads of silver set against the velvet black sky.  Her uncaring feet had taken her far, out past the edge of town.  Why? she thought.  Why here? 

This was the last place she wanted to be, yet without volition she continued to move forward, her steps seeming beyond her control.  The creak of rusty hinges set her teeth on edge as she opened the wrought-iron gate and passed below the rusting archway.  Her heart was pounding in her throat.

The cemetery. . .

Memories unbidden filled her mind.  A year ago today she had run headlong up her long block, her heart full to bursting with excitement and joy.  I am going to be a princess!  

Mother had spent long nights cutting and seaming the pretty white cloth she’d saved from her work, and the final touch of sequins, taken from the bodice of her wedding gown, had been sewn on just last eve.  It was her happiness, the only island left in an ocean of despair.  

She’d turned the corner, and the flashing lights that greeted her had frozen her breath.

The next thing she could recall of that day was her father’s bruised and bloody face, and the haunting grief that filled his eyes. 

“I’m sorry. . .” he’d said, till the words were nothing more than a meaningless drone as she stood, numb and cold at the side of his hospital bed, choking on the stale fumes of alcohol that still hung in the air.

Her father had called Mother from the pub, he’d been tossed by the barkeep and he was blind with drink.  She had gone to fetch him, and then they had continued on to her school—but they had never arrived.  She had lost control of the car on a sharp curve, and the crash had taken her.

A part of her soul had died with her mother that day, and in truth, she had lost her father as well.  The veil of her childhood had been stripped from her eyes—her flawed and broken hero was gone, and she was left with his hollow shell, an empty vessel for the spirit that he consumed each day to blunt his pain.

Her mother’s funeral had been lonely and grim.  They had no close family, none save the Rector had joined them to help lay her to rest, and even she could feel the judgement in the gravedigger’s eyes as her father threw the first clods onto the casket.  She had refused his hand as he hobbled back to the waiting hearse. 

Afterwards, their home was no more than shelter, and a poor one at that.  Each morning she would wake and dress, alone in the pre-dawn light.  Each afternoon she would return, letting herself in, knowing that he would be passed out on the couch, too ‘tired’ to hear her knock.  The dismal months passed, and neither spring nor summer was able to pierce the winter that held sway in her heart.  The year began to fail, and the shadows grew long.

With horrid suddenness, the season of Halloween was again upon them, the anniversary of Mother’s death.  There would be no costume this year, no treats or tricks, but a trace of her mother’s resilience rose into her broken heart.  Just yesterday she had found a pumpkin gourd on the side of the road. 

A small grace, she had thought, to honor her.  

She had placed it on top of the front steps, thinking to set a light within it in her memory.  That wet eve she had come home to find it smashed beyond repair, the shards of an empty bottle all around it.

She had stared at the desecration for a few fractured seconds, then bent and placed its offering in her pocket.  Then she set her eyes straight, walking past the house and on into the rain-swept night.

*          *          *
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SHE CAME BACK TO HERSELF, standing over the grave.  She had long since ceased to feel the cold.  Her body was numb, and her very soul felt leaden and dull.  Clouds had again covered the moon, drowning her in cold shadows.  She stepped onto her grave as a chill gray mist rose, and it closed over her as she sank to the raw earth.  Shivering, she placed her back against the icy marble headstone, drawing her knees to her chest and wrapping her arms round them.  Her hair hung lank, soaked in dew, and she clenched her jaw to still her trembling lips.  Uncontrollable spasms racked her frame.

“Why?” she whispered.  Her voice was a shuddering wail.  “All I have now is empty darkness.”  She felt the walls she had erected against the hurt and despair crumble.  She placed her hand in the pocket of her soaked jacket, feeling the neck of the bottle within.  The moon chose to sail free of the clouds as she drew it out, and the silvery light seemed to glow within the jagged edge of glass.

“Mother. . .” she breathed.  “I miss you more than life itself.  His drink stole you from me, and it broke your body as his bottle broke my spirit.”

She placed the razor edge against the pale flesh of her wrist, and drew a deep breath, biting her lip as she pressed it home.  But there was no pain as it traced toward her heart.  

Her life-essence flowed out, black in the wan light, filling her palm as it dripped onto the cold earth.  She took the
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