Trick or Treated

By D. H. Lewis

Grace never liked Halloween, not since the dark thing knocked on her door five years ago. Most people only worried about their house being egged or TPed, but Grace had more to worry about than a prankster’s mess.

Her father's laugh echoed throughout the house. Her daughter Shelley giggled. The man possessed an impressive repertoire of jokes, both good and bad. Shelley had dressed as a clown this year. Last year it was a princess. Shelley liked the dress-up, but not Halloween itself. Grace was saddened about that, Halloween should be a fun time for children, but she understood Shelley's distaste; her daughter had also seen the dark thing.

The doorbell rang. She grabbed the candy bowl before opening the door to a miniature Gandalf, a My Little Pony, and a female Iron Man. The group held out pumpkin decorated plastic bags. 

"Trick or treat!"

Behind the trio stood a smiling parent. Grace praised the costumes before dispensing candy. The wizard, pony, and superhero said synchronized thank-you's before running off.

Grace looked at the clock. Four minutes till eight. The candy bowl was almost empty. She thought of herself as the bowl; something with little left to give.

Grace recalled the first time the dark thing knocked on the door, having just purchased the house from an eccentric old man who told her "you get the house 'as is,' you understand? It's at an incredible price, yes? You just have to be able to pay for it." The house had more than enough room for a small family, and the price was amazing low. She jokingly asked if the place had been built over an ancient Indian burial ground. A snarling laugh was his reply. "No, not Indian. Not a burial ground." Grace had thought the old man crazy, but the first Halloween explained what he had meant.

Shelley was named after the author of Frankenstein and in honor of her late father, who had been a writer of tales macabre. During their first Halloween in the new house, Grace had dressed up as the Bride of Frankenstein to greet the doorbell ringers. She was amazed that a lot of the kids recognized who she was suppose to be. At fifteen minutes after eight, she turned off the porch light. At nine came the knock.

Grace had opened the door to a monstrous figure that dominated the doorway. The hairy arms reached the floor, the huge hands bent against the porch boards which caused the fingers to curl up like thick dead spider legs. Tiny red eyes glowed like embers in the center of the shadowed head. Grace only saw the outline of the dark thing, it was a troll out of a child's fable; the essence of darkness, the sum of all fears.

"Trick ... or treat?" The thing rumbled.

Grace had stuttered, confused, scared. "W-what?"

The dark thing emitted a low growl. "Trick." It then pointed at the infant Shelley, silently sleeping in a small crib in the living room. "Or treat."

Grace understood what it meant. It would play a trick if not given a treat, and it would not be satisfied with candy bars. "N-no, no treats." She remembered the cold sweat forming on her forehead. "G-go away."

The dark thing left.

The next day a lawyer contacted her about a lawsuit challenging the rights to a story that her husband had written. The royalties from her late husband's stories helped lessen the financial struggles. She eventually won, but the legal costs were draining.

The following year, the dark thing returned at nine o'clock. "Trick ... or treat?"

Grace had covered her face, catching the scent of everything she feared; old trash, old clothes, everything she associated with poverty. Grace had promised herself that Shelley would not have to endure the same childhood that she had, but the dark thing demanded a treat or there would be a trick. Grace said, "No. No treat."

The dark thing left.

The next day brought misery. The house was not up to code regarding mandatory safety features recently approved by the city. It was a major annoyance, taking time away from being with Shelley. Halloween arrived again by the time everything had been brought up to the city's satisfaction.

Again the thing had knocked at nine o'clock.

Grace didn't grant it a treat.

Every year, life became a greater struggle. Not enough to bury her, but enough to smother.

Grace was reaching a breaking point. She confided with her father, who had thought that she was  simply suffering from stress until spending past Halloween with her. He witnessed the dark thing’s visit, and insisted being present next Halloween.

Shelley performed a clown show for her grandfather. His laughter filled the house with a light-hardheartedness that Grace envied. The clock crept closer to nine. Grace wondered if it would be better to offer the dark thing herself, then maybe Shelley would grow up undisturbed by the monster at the doorstep.

The doorbell rang at nine. Grace answered the door, knowing that it was inevitable. The dark thing was there. All imaginable terrors of childhood occupied it's space. Grace waited.


"Trick ... or treat?" It growled.

A voice behind her shouted, "Treat!"

Grace turned to see her father, standing dressed in his army finest. "Daughter, let me handle this." He placed himself between the thing and her, turning his back to it before opening his coat, revealing several grenades, pistols and knives. "I have done some regrettable things during my time, horrible things. Let me deal with this. My granddaughter deserves better, I think." Grace was about to protest, but after seeing her father's grim smile knew it would be fruitless.

"This devil doesn't know what wicked thing comes for him. No one messes with my family."

Grace watched her father walk out toward the dark thing, embracing it in a hug.  

"Hey there, big and scary, let me tell ya a joke. It's got a hell of a punchline."
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