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A Basket of Halloween Treats
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A little known fact: I went through some weird periods in my childhood and young adulthood when spooky stuff scared me too hard and Halloween bugged me. Hard to believe, considering I’ve built my writing brand on supernatural horror and every Halloween, I decorate the yard of my family home with a whole slew of blow mold and carved plastic jack o’ lanterns of all shapes and sizes. But once I got to the age when I switched sides on the treat bowl (handing them out, rather than picking them out; maybe swapping holding the bowl for carrying the bag?) I realized, not so much that didn’t feel afraid, bur rather that Halloween taught me I could stare at my fears and laugh at them, even  if it came out as a nervous giggle. Also, as I emerged as a horror author, I realized I could take those fears and slap them onto a page, maybe not defeating them, but containing them – and putting them out there to make you my readers shiver. Halloween went from something I liked but felt ambivalent about, to something I embraced heartily.

Besides manning the treat bowl, I’ve also started a personal tradition of handing out Goosebumps and other spooky books for the youngsters, based off the “All Hallows Read” challenge that Neil Gaiman offered some years back (I had the good fortune of finding a giant box of Goosebumps books at a yard sale). And considering that grown-up kids like to seek out spooky reads at the onset of Spooky Season (which some say starts on July 5th, in the States), and considering that indie publishers love to produce Halloween-themed anthologies to meet their demand, I’ve written a fair number of tales specifically for the time when the veil between the mortal world and the supernatural world grows thin. In the near ten years since I started publishing, I found I’ve had thirteen (yep!) tales set on or adjacent to Halloween. Here, for the first time, I’ve collected them all between two covers (or into one electronic file, if you’re reading this as an ebook). Think of it as a basket of Halloween treats, with something for every taste.

“Jack O’ Lantern Chant” started out as something I recite half to myself, half out loud as my Dad and I bring down the boxes containing our above-mentioned collection of two-hundred-plus molded plastic jack o’ lanterns for our annual Halloween yard spooktacular. All of the details in the verses describe things that have happened to our jolly band of jacks, up to and including the time I had to rummage through our bushes after a windstorm blew a bunch of them off, despite the ways Dad wires them down, and the time a snowstorm blanketed the yard and left it looking like Halloweentown at the end of The Nightmare Before Christmas.

“Twilight Pumpkin Picking” emerged as a fantasy based in reality, when my Dad took my mom and I my twelve year old self pumpkin picking at twilight. The rest came from a dream I had, which seemed to have its inspiration in the early 20th century “vegetable people” artwork I’ve run across in several antique shops (think some of the imagery in Over the Garden Wall).

I wrote “Pumpkin Patrol” for sheer fun, as another bit of magical realism that grew out of things that actually happened (I leave it to you, dear reader, to figure out what actually happened. Even the fantasy element grew out of a paranormal experience someone in my family experienced). When a writing contest opened on a Medium-like website, which eventually folded. I printed a slightly abridged version as a limited-edition one-sheet tiny chapbook which I’ve sold at various book sales, then posted the unabridged version to my Patreon page as a Halloween treat.

“Devil’s Night 1974” has yet more semi-autobiographical inspiration, though semi-biographical might fit better, since it draws from a Halloween that happened before my birth. The first Halloween that my parents spent in our house, some local troublemakers set fire to a parts car he had on hand to repair a classic car restoration project. Since then, we’ve stuck relatively close to home most Halloween nights (or at least one of us does).

“The Culling of the Fold” harks back to some primordial Halloween traditions. At this point in the year, many farmers in northern Europe would cull the oldest and weakest animals from their flocks and herds to provide meat for their families and ensure that they would have enough animal feed for the stronger and younger animals to get them through the at times long winters (A misunderstanding may have given rise to the notion, among the Romans, that the Celts practiced human sacrifices at Samhain, as credible historians have had a hard time substantiating this claim). I may also have drawn inspiration from the title of a song by The Decembrists, my favorite weird indie band. The rest of the story rose from my personal speculation into the fate of Hugh Joanes, an ancestor of mine who lived in Salem in the 1600s and died just before the rise of the Salem Witchcraft Trials. His name appears in the “spectral evidence” of not one but two cases, that of Elizabeth Proctor (who survived) and of John Willard (who was executed).

I wrote “A Batty Turn of Events” for a writing contest which used Margret Brundage’s somewhat famous image from a Weird Tales cover, featuring a vampy 1920s lady wearing a bat as a headdress, as their writing prompt. I’d written one story involving my properly improper Edwardian lady Dyanthe Bracknell and since the outfit looked like something she might wear to a Halloween house party, I ran with the notion. Once again, as she did in “The Acquisition of Lady Bracknell”, she ran up against the supernatural and failed to take it seriously.

“The Witch Who Blew In On the Storm” I wrote specifically for FunDead Publications’ One Night in Salem anthology, a collection of historic tales, each set in Salem, Massachusetts on specific Halloween nights of specific years. I chose 1991, the year of the “No-Name Hurricane”, aka “the Perfect Storm”. This particular Halloween stuck in my mind for not feeling very much like a Halloween, what with the driving wind and lashing rain making trick or treating impossible. I‘d latter learn that the city Chamber of Commerce canceled the last night of Haunted Happenings due to the sheer ferocity of the storm, which gave me the mental image of a Salem beat cop and their partner keeping watch from the shelter of their patrol car only to see something fly in on the wind. I changed one of the officers to a news photographer and thus Carton Tillinghast, my analogue to Darren McGavin as the intrepid Carl Kolchak, emerged.

“The Halloween Screech Owl” started as a fantastic take on an incident someone had shared with me, about the time they rescued a small owl from a similar situation. I decided to set the story om Halloween for the atmosphere – I’ve referred to owls as “Halloween birds”, so it made perfect sense.

“The Thing in the Graveyard” started out as a writing exercise I took up after Christmas and an enforced hiatus from writing due to Retail Job Wackiness. I’d run across a transcript of H. P. Lovecraft’s personal notebook of (mostly unused) story ideas and one of them jumped out at me. I started writing it as a tale set in Arkham, Massachusetts, Lovecraft’s fictionalized version of Salem, imagining a contemporary incarnation must have their own analogue to Haunted Happenings. And then I discovered an open call for stories set in Salem. I’d based the setting on the basic layout of downtown Salem, along with a few landmarks. A quick find and replace later, I turned it into a Salem story.

“Lonesome Farmstand, October Night” started as an atmospheric piece inspired by a visit to a farmstand in Pepperell, Massachusetts in the late afternoon of a lowering day threatening rain. I started thinking of the kind of things that could wander in from the gloom. But then I thought of Roger Zelazny’s Night in the Lonesome October, and even weirder things crept into the tale.

Initially, I wrote “Unhallowed Evening” as a fanfic based on Brian Yuzna and Stuart Gordon’s Bride of ReAnimator. Since the climactic scenes take place on November 2nd (the Catholic feast of All Souls’ Day, also celebrated in Mexico as Dia de los Muertos, or the Day of the Dead), I imagined the talented Doctor West and his put-upon assistant on Halloween night, trying to assemble the Bride and dealing with constant interruptions from local trick or treaters and other nuisances. It dawned me that I could very easily file the serial numbers off and sell it as a piece of original fiction, and so I set to work rewriting several chunks and running a find and replace in other places.

I will confess, right up (mea culpa, mea culpa, mea maxima culpa), that “The Land of Hallows” turned itself into the short-story version of a roman a clef. Many of the characters are based on people I know or people I’ve crossed paths with and who left an impression on me. Elements of the night have their roots in one of the best Halloween nights I have experienced. If you recognize elements of yourself in some of the folks around the fire, I intended this as an open invitation to join my family in our circle of jack o’ lanterns and beside our bonfire.

“Keeping Dark Customs” rose from a similar root as Michael Daugherty’s Trick ‘r Treat, with its primordial Rules of Halloween, though I added the caveat on people needlessly changing the date and time of trick or treating to something “more convenient”. What happens when one of those spooks coming across the veil goes wandering about a town where the well-meaning have done just that? Granted, our town has, of dire and weather-related necessity, postponed trick or treating on a few occasions, most notably due to a freak snowstorm that hit two days before Halloween and left the walking treacherous at best and half the town without electricity (someday, I will have an opportunity to write a story about three people driving around an almost apocalyptically dark town, inspired by one particularly spooky drive), the other happened when Superstorm Sandy tore through the day before Halloween, which ended up with trick or treating postponed till November 5th and with our house as one of the few with the decorations still up, to the delight of the goblins who arrived. Hilariously, this story started out as a 1000 word flash fic for a contest, till I realized I had a strong itch to write what happened next.

At the rate I write spooky stories, especially Halloween ones, I may have another full basket of treats for you in due tine. But for now, shut off the porch light, put on your favorite spooky soundtrack (if you love vintage music, check out a massive playlist I’ve compiled over here: https://tinyurl.com/RCMAutumnMusic ), turn up your gas fireplace or toss another log into your wood stove or onto your fire-pit, and dig into this volume!

––––––––
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R.C. MULHARE

“East Manuxet”, Massachusetts

Augtober 14th, 2024
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Jack O' Lantern Chant
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Jack o' lanterns in the night,

Jack o' lanterns burning bright.

Jack o' lanterns, what a sight!

Jack o' lanterns, such delight!

––––––––
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IN THE DAY AND IN THE night,

With your golden, glowing light,

In the night and in the day,

All harmful beings, drive away!

––––––––
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JACK O’ LANTERNS ON the floor

Jack o’ lanterns block the door.

Jack o’ lanterns in a row,

Jack o’ lanterns, quite a show!

––––––––
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IN THE DAY AND IN THE night,

With your golden, glowing light,

In the night and in the day,

All evil creatures, drive away!

––––––––
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JACK O’ LANTERNS ON the ground,

Jack o’ lanterns blown around.

Jack o’ lanterns bowling ‘round

Jack o’ lanterns must be found!

––––––––
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IN THE DAY AND IN THE night,

With your golden, glowing light,

In the night and in the day,

All monstrous beings, drive away!

––––––––
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JACK O' LANTERNS IN a row,

Jack o' lanterns in the snow,

Jack o' lanterns, winds do blow,

Jack o' lanterns roll to and fro!

––––––––
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IN THE DAY AND IN THE night,

With your golden, glowing light,

In the night and in the day,

All nasty beings, drive away!

––––––––
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JACK O' LANTERNS IN the night,

Jack o' lanterns burning bright,

Jack o' lanterns, such a fright.

Jack o' lanterns, give us light!

––––––––
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(NOTE: CAN BE SUNG TO the tune of the traditional Irish jig "Maggie Pickens".)
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Twilight Pumpkin Picking 

or, In the Hall of the Pumpkin King
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THE LAST RAYS OF THE sun glowed orange, reflecting off the scattered clouds that scudded across the early October sky, turning them the color and shape of pumpkins.

“Check out that sky,” Allison’s dad Mick said, as the three of them, him, Allison and Allison’s mom Marcie, drove up Stonehedge Street. The engine of the 1965 Ranchero whirred, the sound rising in pitch till Mick shifted gears and it started over at a lower pitch, “doing zips”, as Allison called it.

Marcie peered out the side window at the sky. “Wow, what bright colors! God’s really busy with His paintbrush tonight.” Shades of pink and orange washed the sky, edging the already purple mackerel clouds.

“So pretty,” Allison murmured.

They turned off Stonehedge Street, onto West Street, then onto a rutted dirt road that pulled behind a the town water pumping station. They drove slowly under a stand of trees, then over a metal and cement bridge.

The trees opened up to a field, cresting over a hill behind a soccer field, a rusted chain link fence and a swath of dried grass separating the soccer field from a field of pumpkins and blue hubbard squash. Tall klieg lamps at the corners of the soccer field dimly lit the area.

Rows of shadowed round forms and sinuous shadows stretched across the field. Mick pulled the  truck onto the dirt path alongside the field of crops. He parked, cutting the engine but leaving the headlights on. He opened his door before coming around open the passenger side door. Allison bounced out, with Marcie trailing her. 

Mick opened the tailgate of the truck. “Careful where you step: there’s tendrils everywhere along with the pumpkins and squash.” He lead them along the rows. He stumbled, but kept himself from falling flat. “Whoops! I’m okay.”

Marcie chuckled gently. “Spoke too soon.”

“Here’s one,” Mick took his folding knife from his jeans pocket and opened it before cutting into the stem of the pumpkin. He hoisted up one the size of his head. Marcie found another, twisting it off the vine carefully.

Allison walked along another row, finding a small one. “Too little?” she asked, pointing at it. Mick looked over as he hoisted a second pumpkin onto his shoulder. “Nope. Just right. If it’s fully orange, it’s ready to pick.”

Allison grabbed the spiky vine, letting it go as the small spines on the stem nipped through her gloves. She took the stem more carefully, twisting it several times before carefully popping it off.

“I got it!” she stood up, holding up the pumpkin and hurried after Mick, back to the truck. He set his two into the truck bed and reached back to take Allison’s pumpkin, setting it next to his. He jumped down from the truck and approached the squash side of the field, found two, cutting their stems and hoisting them to his shoulders.

“Are we supposed to get some squash?” Marcie asked.

“Joss wants some blue hubbard for the farm stand,” Mick said. “We always get people looking for squash for dinner or to freeze or put out for decoration.”

The breeze rose, whispering through the trees. Leaves skittered across the dirt track, through the cones of light from the headlights. Allison pattered back along the rows in the patch, finding two more smaller pumpkins, twisting them off and carrying them back to the truck. Marcie roved along the rows, finding more pumpkins and moving them into the light for Allison, while Mick cut a few more squash. The wind whispered in the vines, twitching the leaves. The tendrils seemed to reach toward Allison’s ankles. She gasped and hastened back to the truck.

“You okay there, Allie?” Mick asked.

“There’s vines reaching toward my feet.”

“Ah, just the wind moving the vines.” Mick set a pumpkin and a hubbard into the truck bed.

“I don’t know, I’m sure the vines were trying to grab me.” In the gathering darkness, with the shadows closing in around them, the pumpkins looked like heads lurking in the shadows, belonging to dark figures waiting to pounce on the unsuspecting people walking among the vines.

“Nah, trust me, pumpkin and squash vines aren’t gonna grab you,” Mick said, steeping carefully around the vines as he went looking for more pumpkins.

“You’re sure?” Allison asked, her eyes on the vines as she picked up one of the pumpkins Marcie had picked.

“Positively.” Mick cut more pumpkins loose, picking up two more, leaving others for Marcie and Allison to collect.

They filled the back of the truck with more pumpkins than squash. Mick closed the tailboard and got back into the driver’s seat. Allison clambered into the middle, while Marcie got in beside her, pulling the door shut. Mick pulled the truck down the dirt road, heading deeper into the forest.

“Where does this road go?” Marcie asked.

“This comes out on the other side of the swamp, over near the train depot,” Mick said.

They bumped over ruts and washouts, splashing through puddles left by the previous day’s rain. A long, lean, red-furred shape darted across their path. Another paused, staring into the headlights, either blinded or challenging them. Mick let off the gas and tapped the brake, slowing the truck to a stop. The fox darted off into the bracken alongside the road.

“A red fox. You don’t see those much around here, just the gray foxes.” Mick let off the brakes and pulled down the road.

The trees grew thicker, closing in along the sides of the road. Branches scraped the windows and sides of the truck.

“Those trees are getting close,” Marcie said.

“’Cause there’s no one trimming them,” Mick noted, carefully maneuvering the truck to avoid the branches.

The truck jerked to a stop. Mick gunned the motor. The wheels spun on the thin gravel.

“Are we stuck?” Marcie asked.

Mick popped his door open and peered down at the road. The tip of a vine trailed up through the open door. He jerked back inside, slamming his door shut.

“Vines,” he said. He reached into his jeans pocket and pulled out his folding knife before he popped the door open again. Knife in hand, he reached down and hacked at the vines. Another tendril reached up and wound itself around his wrist. He grabbed at the vine, sawing into it, but it popped off him and slithered into the bushes.

More vines sprouted up, winding around the doors and the body of the truck. The mass of foliage lifted the truck clear of the road.

“What’s happening? How can this be?” Marcie cried, grabbing Allison and holding her close.

The mass of vines pulled the truck down the dirt path. The tree branches and bushes scraped at the sides of the truck hard enough to feel more like hands pushing it. A golden glow showed through the trees ahead of them. Mick grabbed the steering wheel, shifted the truck into reverse and floored the truck. The vines pulled harder, drawing the truck toward the light. Cheery, rustic music played on what sounded like scratchy violins and out of tune banjos rose in the near distance

The trees parted before the truck; the vines pushed the vehicle into the light, into the clearing. Overhead, the half-leafed branches reached toward the dark blue night sky, waving in the night wind.

Shadows moved against the light. The vines set the truck down on the ground, onto a thick carpet of straw colored fallen pine needles and last year’s fallen leaves. Figures like scarecrows moved before them, people with bodies made from giant vegetables – pea pods and corn-husks for arms and legs, squashes and other vegetables for torsos, pumpkins and peppers and turnips carved with jack o’ lantern faces for heads – dancing in a circle around two great bonfires on either side of an aisle carpeted with straw leading to a throne-like structure nearly as tall as the trees, constructed from splintered and weather beaten boards, crates, and bushel baskets, straw bales and bundled corn stalks. At the foot of the throne sat a band of scarecrows in ragged flannel shirts and worn blue overalls, playing rough instruments that looked as though someone had brought them down from a dusty hay loft. Atop the pile, on cushion-like straw bales sat a tall lumpy figure in a ragged red flannel shirt and blue denim overalls, a large pumpkin jack o’ lantern with a flame within for a head., topped with a crown made of corn-husks.

The vines gripping the truck set it down gently at the edge of the clearing. The ones holding the doors gently opened them. Allison, despite the bumpy approach and the aggressive vines, climbed over Marcie and jumped down to stand before the throne.

The figure seated on the throne sat up straighter. “Welcome, little one,” a rich dark voice spoke in the minds of the family rather than in their ears. Mick jumped out, grabbing Allison by her shoulders and putting her behind him before stopping to stare at the bonfires, the dancing plant-people, the throne and the figure seated on it. Marcie ran to his side, taking hold of Allison.

“Who are they... what is this place?” Marcie asked,

“I am the Pumpkin King, the Prince in Orange,” the voice said. “Don’t be afraid, we mean you no harm. Well. I mean you no harm, but there are things in the season that is my realm which might.”

“What the hell are you?” Mick asked, awestruck anger darkening his eyes.

“Mick, language,” Marcie said. Allison giggled.

“I? I am an old friend to you. I am the spirit of Autumn, the spirit of the harvest. I have been at your side, Michael, since you were young and started working the cornfields. I’ve watched over your family every autumn, particularly at Halloween.”

“So... why did you kidnap us?” Marcie asked.

The Pumpkin King titled his head. “Kid... nap? No naps for your kid, unless she needs or desires one. I invited you to come here, but at this time of year, when the veil between the mortal world and the marvelous world, it can be hard for you mortals to read and heed my call. So, at a time when tricks and treats are in order, a trick on your truck seemed a handy way to give you your treat.”

“And what’s the treat?” Mick said, looking around them.

“The treat is your coming here, to a place which very few mortals have ever seen, at least in the waking world.”

“So... we’re in a dream?” Marcie asked.

“Yes. And no. Most people see this place in their dreams, but you have stepped into it while waking, into the court of the Pumpkin King.”

“It’s like a faery fort under the hills, like in the Irish faery tales you read to me,” Allison said to Marcie. She slipped from her mother’s grip, taking a knee before the throne. 

The lumpy figure tilted its head and held out one hand toward her. “No, no, child, do not kneel to me. I am not that manner of king.”

“So if this isn’t a dream, why are we able to see you or this place?” Mick asked.

The Pumpkin King tilted their head the other way, and the golden light in their head grew brighter. “Because you respect and reverence the earth and the plants it bears. When the earth was young, the spirits who guard it helped to shape the plants that grow from it. I sang a cool and whispering song in shades of orange and gold. You help make certain that song goes on.”

“I was just doing my work, just doing my job helping my boss at the farm raise pumpkins to sell to the folk from the cities,” Mick said.

“But you care for the plants. You make certain they are well watered and had sufficient care with warm and sunlit fields. You have a careful hand as you gather the fruit. You care for these creatures. They are more to you than a mere means to make money.”

Mick looked at Marcie. The Pumpkin King tilted their head at her. “And you have cared for him and prayed for his safety. You sang to the One Who made all things to tend your family. The both of you together have cared for this young one whom you created, planting in her heart the seed of caring for the earth and its creatures. You have told her tales of wonder and myth and mystery, opening her mind to a myriad of possibilities and fantasies.” The Pumpkin King tipped a gloved hand toward Allison. “I do not know which I value more, your own care for the earth, or your legacy of care that you have passed on to her.”

The scarecrow band struck up another lively dance tune. The vegetable creatures approached forming a ring about the throne, taking the ends of each others corn husk limbs and dancing hand in hand, one ring inside another. Others approached the family, bowing and offering their hands. Allison reached out and took the hand of one. Two more gently drew Mick and Marcie into a small circle within the greater circles. The Pumpkin King bounded down from the throne, landing in the middle of the circle, dancing with them, the light in their pumpkin head burning warmer and brighter, as the light of the bonfire intensified into a firework of orange and red and gold...

...The truck bumped over the rutted road, onto the pavement of West Street. “How did we get here?”

“Must have gotten pretty dark for you,” Marcie said.

“Did you doze off?” Mick asked.

“No, I was awake. We got pulled into a clearing under the trees,” Allison said, and she described the court of the Pumpkin King, the ring of dancers and the kind words of the spirit of autumn.

“Wow. That must’ve been quite a sight,” Marcie said.

“But we were all there. The Pumpkin King even thanked you for teaching me to care for the earth, and for taking good care of the pumpkins for the farm,” Allison insisted.

“Wish I’d seen it and heard ‘em. Farmers can use all the support they can get,” Mick said.
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