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Trick or Treat

 

Jake stood at the edge of the junkyard, dressed as a soldier and holding a fake rifle on a strap over his shoulder. The rifle had an orange tip in case anyone was stupid enough to think it was real. The sun had set and the dark sky was covered in low clouds, turned orange from the streetlights. Lone flakes of snow descended here and there. Did that really count as “snowing” or not? The air smelled like rust. A ton of sirens were going off on the far side of the junkyard, more of them every second, like they were headed toward a fire or a big accident.

This morning—Halloween—he’d decided to cut through the junkyard on his way to go trick-or-treating at the bottom of Cliff Avenue. Now he wasn’t sure. 

Stuff had changed at the junkyard since the last time he had been there.

The fence had a new line of barbed wire at the top, one that hadn’t been there before, and there was a new sign up on the fence.

Beware of dog.

Jake had cut through the junkyard once before with his older brother Dave, when he was ten. But that was two years ago. 

Last year Dave had graduated early, joined the Army and gone to Afghanistan. And then in September he had died from some stupid homemade bomb buried under the road. Mom had told the Government to cremate Dave’s ashes. They were in a memorial building that looked like a post office, with Dave’s name on a brass plate.

Nobody was okay at Jake’s house. Not Jake, who was always in trouble at school, and not his mom, who was an EMT and had a pretty good excuse, and not his older sister Amy, who was fourteen and just plain mean anyway.

Tonight she had yelled at him that he was too old to go trick-or-treating, and he had to stay home and pass out candy so she could hang out with her friends.

He had screamed back at her that she didn’t have friends and run out the front door, slamming it behind him.

Then realized he had forgotten his trick or treat bag.

He wasn’t going back. And he wasn’t going trick-or-treating in his own neighborhood, either. Too many people who locked their doors and turned off all their lights, except for the TV flickering in the living room. 

A mocking voice seemed to whisper in his ear:

What’s the matter, Jake? 

Chicken?

Before Jake could think too much about it, he threw his fake rifle over the fence.

It turned around and around through the air, the orange tip flashing under the streetlight, and crashed on top of a car before skidding out of sight. 

No alarms went off, no dogs barked.

He was going in.

Jake grabbed the fence, water soaking through his mom’s shop gloves. He jammed his Goodwill-bought combat boots into the fence and pulled himself upward. One foot kicked free, rattled the chain, and made his head whomp into his ribs painfully. 

He held tight, listened for a dog, didn’t hear one.

Then kept climbing.

At the top, he grabbed the metal brace holding the barbed wire in place and used it to steady himself as he balanced, half-crouched, at the top of the fence. He swung one leg over the wire, then the other. 

A metal barb dug into the front of one leg as he lowered himself down, dragging the leg of his pants up and making a snick in the fabric. He hissed through his teeth, shook his leg free, then dropped down to the ground. His cheap plastic kid’s helmet fell off and rolled on the ground, and he almost stepped on it, trying to pick it up. 

The fence rattled. Still no dog.

Part of him was thinking, I’m so tough.

Part of him was thinking, I want candy.

Part of him was thinking, If only Dave had been as tough as me, he never woulda got blown up.

Part of him was thinking, What if there’s a bomb out here?

He climbed on top of the car where his rifle had landed. The smashed front windshield was pushed out, and he was pretty sure there was dried blood on the inside of the glass. 

No rifle. 

He climbed off the car and crouched down to look under the vehicles around him. It was even colder next to the ground, a blanket of coldness that covered the wet, dead weeds. His nose was running onto his lip. He sniffed back as much as he could, then rubbed the rest onto his sleeve. The tops of the cars were shining orange from the slushy snow, coming down a little faster now. It still smelled like blood.

Rusty metal smells like blood because of the iron in it, Jakey.

I don’t want you to go, Dave.

I know, Jakey. But I can’t stay here forever. I gotta get out and do something with my life, before I do something really stupid.

What if you get killed?

I won’t.

What if you do?

I won’t.

His stupid brother.

Jake spotted something orange under one of the cars and reached down to grab it. Something poked him and he pulled his hand back. Burrs. He reached down again, pushing past the burrs until he felt his rifle pushing down on the dry weeds under the car, and grabbed it.

It was stupid, but the fake rifle made him feel safer. He stood up and picked the burrs off his glove with his teeth, dropping them onto the ground without closing his lips.

He edged out from between the cars, then crouched down at the end of the row, peeking around it. A road made of two tire tracks in the dirt led through the rows of stacked vehicles, toward the edge of a hill. He followed it, mostly remembering when his brother had led him that way before.

The snow was coming down faster now, but still not sticking. Under his second-hand, too-big fatigues, Jake was wearing a hoodie and a t-shirt. His skin was still dry but he had goosebumps all over his arms, not the fraidy-cat kind, but the too-cold kind. As he walked, his legs picked up wetness from the weeds all around him. His feet slid in the cold, not-quite-wet mud.

Still no dog.

Up ahead there was the dark shadow of a building, a dark shadow with one light shining from behind an open garage door.

He ducked behind a rusty VW hippie van

The building had corrugated tin walls in a tall arch, a Quonset hut. Beside the big double garage doors was one small person-sized side door.

A drip ran off the back of his helmet and down the back of his neck, making the night seem ten times colder. He shivered. 

He heard footsteps in the shadows, boots on cement, and a wrench banging across the floor as someone kicked it. A curse whispered through the darkness:

“Fucking what now?”

The hair stood up on the back of Jake’s neck. He probably had half a second before whoever was in the shop sicced a dog on him. 

With a hoarse voice, he yelled, “Trick or treat!” 

A hand grabbed Jake’s shoulder from behind and a man’s voice growled, “Trick.”

Jake screamed.

The man’s hand pinched down tight on his shoulder, like a claw. Jake’s legs shook. He couldn’t move. Suddenly, the man let him go. Jake would have fallen, but the man grabbed him by the back of his jacket and lifted him up. Jake dangled, the front of his jacket stretched over his chest. He couldn’t breathe.

The man laughed, laughed at Jake’s arms and legs flopping around, laughed as Jake felt tears running down his face, laughed at a kid screaming, at a stupid little crybaby scaredycat kid. 

A dog barked, short and sharp, almost like an order.

The man lowered Jake to the ground, still laughing. Jake dropped into a karate fighting stance to defend himself, and yelled a loud kiai! like in the movies. The man laughed even harder, bending over with his hands on his sides, gasping for breath.

It was the perfect moment for Jake to kick the guy in the face and go running, but he didn’t. The guy was huge. Like, giant-sized. When he straightened up, he had a big bushy brown beard and a wide smile. He was missing a tooth. He wore grease-stained gray coveralls. His fingers were like burnt sausages, they were so fat and dirty. 

Next to him was a bulldog, a squinty white female with bags under her red-rimmed eyes. She barked again, and the man wiped tears off his face with the back of his hand. “Dozer doesn’t like it when people are mean to kids. Even when you’re just teasing. Come on, come inside. I’ll see what I got for ya.”

He waved toward the shop, but Jake didn’t move. He wasn’t going in there. 

The man grabbed his shoulder again and shoved him toward the shop. “It’s all right. We don’t bite. Do we, Dozer?”

The dog barked again and wagged her tail, walking slowing up to Jake. She butted her head against his leg, rolling her head around until he petted her. She leaned on him harder, until he stumbled. 

The man laughed again and walked toward the Quonset hut, not looking behind him.

Jake pulled off his gloves and stuck them in his jacket pockets, then dug his fingernails deep into Dozer’s wrinkled skin, scratching her until she stretched and shook her head, then yawned. Wagging her tail, she led him through the garage doors.

Good dog.

The inside of the shop was mostly full of old cars and equipment, but along one wall was an orange couch with two dirty, sunken cushions covered with grease and dog hair. A tiny black-and-white TV set sat on top of a tool cabinet, playing not a horror movie but some black guy singing at a piano, surrounded by women in gold pantsuits shaking tambourines. Whatever.

The man walked to a row of metal shelving along the back wall, opened up a big plastic canister, and scooped out a
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Then he died.





