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The Taste of Milk & Cookies...
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I am cradled within a pit, living amidst the juices of a creature's festering belly...

“Ho. Ho. Ho.”

I was a kid who had not necessarily been stuck on the naughty list. Sure, I’ve gotten myself involved in the usual bouts of trouble at school, but who hasn’t between the ages of nine through thirteen; they’re no halo above my head or yours, so cut me some slack.

Of course, I did keep my grades up—strictly a B-minus and sometimes a B-plus type of student, and rarely anything above. So I got what I wanted for my birthday and hoped that I would receive what I wanted for Christmas. But I wasn’t gonna leave that to chance, so I wrote Santa Claus the first moment I could—November 1st, and waited until the 24th of December to cash in my bets, meaning: I wanted to wait until the old man came down the chimney and placed that new mountain bike under the tree.

“Ho. Ho. Ho.”

My parents instructed me not to, that I was asking to be placed on the Naughty List, but I didn’t listen. I wanted to see him—if he did exist. So, I prepared the ritual of laying out the milk and cookies for jolly o’ Saint Nick, and waited, which is when I heard a voice coming from the doorway behind me.

“He doesn’t come to our village anymore...”

I turned to see my grandmother.

“What?” I replied. “Village? We live in the suburbs, Grandma.”

She ignored this last comment and continued talking.

“He hasn’t been around in nearly fifty years, I suppose.” She said under her breath before her voice grew louder. “At least, that’s the last time I remember seeing him, I was a girl then—well, young adult. My brother was the child, eleven or twelve, I suppose. That night happened to be the same night in which my brother went missing as well...”

Grandma’s voice trailed off as she walked from inside the den, back up the stairs toward her room. I remember hearing the door close, then a grunt as she pulled the bolt that held the lock. I remember suddenly all the lights in the house had gone dark. How much time had passed was then uncertain, but the fading shadows of the world at the stroke of midnight had brought forth the sound of heavy footsteps on the roof. It was time. He was here.

“Ho. Ho. Ho.” 

THUD. THUD. THUD. THUD.

I don’t remember much after that, small pieces, minuscule flashes of moving images and smells—that’s all. It's just enough to finish my story. 

“Ho. Ho. Ho.”

There was a foul reek of sulfur in the air that was almost sweet and nauseating at the same time. I turned when I heard him drop from the top of the chimney and into the den; his boots were seen, both sullen and covered in blood that was mixed with soot. Which made me then realize something that I’m sure many of us likely overlooked, like myself: what would a man—a creature that lived for thousands of years look like? Something that ages and lives and breathes, but doesn’t die? I could only imagine what sort of demon stood within my mitts.

And here he was, Santa, standing in front of me. A shadowy cloud of blackened soot and charcoal hovered amidst the air as he pulled the opening of the chimney apart like taffy, stretching it and allowing it to reshape itself after he entered and stood eight feet above my head. His skeletal head was bent not to hit the ceiling and stain the peach color that had been painted against his crimson-red cap.

“Ho. Ho. Ho,” he muttered, before sniffing the air.

Santa’s golden eyes then glittered (they were pieces of coal against a greenish tint of a man long deceased and rotten from this earth), before physically opening his jaw and whispering from the mountain-like view of his almost godly image.

“Naughty...Very Naughty...”

The yuletide master then tore open his mandibles and swallowed me whole, along with the neatly placed milk and cookies I left for him. And here is where I write this story, to remind myself and anyone that shall read it henceforth, not to go looking for Santa Claus on Christmas Eve...I hope the digestion cycle comes easily.

THE END
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A Generational Curse

(Gothic Folklore I)
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JOSIAH HENRY STOOD over the slaughtered bodies of cows, horses, chickens, and sheep. Yet, he bore no sign of dismay on his long, scarred face. In front of his sons, Harold, Gregory, and Peter, Josiah Henry appeared nonchalant.

“This is what I get for making deals with devils...” Josiah Henry said, speaking to no one in particular.

Josiah’s sons ignored their father. They hoped he was merely speaking out of anger and remorse, but Harold, the oldest, denied himself the gratitude to believe in his father’s hollow words.

“Joanna, my love, I wish you were here to guide me...” Josiah Henry said.

It had been almost six winters since the Henry family suffered the passing of their matriarch, Joanna, and their only daughter, Carol. This sad thought preoccupied Josiah when one of his sons broke in, 

“Pa?”

“Not now, Gregory,” Josiah whispered. “I’m thinking, and I need peace when I do that in the face of death...demise...tragedy,” Josiah’s tongue stumbled on the last word.

Gregory, not thinking, pushed Harold closer to one of the dead sheep.

“Whatcha doing, son?” Josiah asked.

Harold paid his father’s comment no attention; he could already smell the booze lingering on his breath as his father grew agitated with the situation. 

The sheep, a mature Hampshire, had its throat torn open to the bone; the blood that once filled its body covered the ground, its lapsed tongue, and the wool surrounding its stained teeth. 

Peter, looking on, followed his older brother as he crouched near the lifeless husk. The eyes of the animal told the story as it looked less like a sheep and more like the remnants of a forgotten carcass left to rot.

“I don’t understand,” Harold said, aloud. “We locked the gates, we set the perimeter with bells to alert us of any disturbances at night,—Hell, I even slept with your blunderbuss by my bedside, Pa.”

Harold faced his father.

“What could we have possibly done wrong?”

Peter broke down as he moved near his father’s leg, hugging it tightly.

“It was the Black Dog. I saw it.”

By then, Josiah had his pitchfork on his side. He bent over and picked up Peter. He placed him over his shoulder and kissed his head gently at the crown.

“It was the Black Dog, the same one that took Mama and Carol.”

“There is no such thing, little one,” Josiah said, kissing his head again.

Harold sucked his teeth as he saw this. He only wished he had gotten the tender attention his younger brother got, and not the alcoholic that rambled on, swore, and blasphemed against God.

Peter lay his head softly on his father’s shoulder.

“Maybe he got angry? Maybe, it’s looking for food...” Gregory whispered, standing behind his father and making faces at his younger brother.

Josiah, hearing the foolish comment, looked over his shoulder and gave his middle child a foreboding look of punishment headed his way: that is, if he didn’t quit himself at this very moment.

“You stop this shit-talk, Gregory? God rest your mother’s and sister’s souls, they would roll in their graves if they heard you speak like that,” Josiah said, placing Peter on the ground. “Let’s not forget the reason we started taking extra precautions and placing goddamn bells on every goddamn fence post was that you left the gate open one night.”

Gregory began to stare at the ground with shame. Josiah grabbed Gregory’s face and squeezed his cheeks, forcing him to look at him.

“That was half of our livestock that was killed two months ago, boy, and now we have none. Whatcha gonna do about it now?”

Harold stood behind his father and clenched his fist. He hated the way Josiah treated Gregory. Sure, he was a joker and usually took joy in torturing Peter, but Harold was damn sure that he was not going to let his father ruin the childhood of another son, as long as he was there. Harold’s fist became tight as he stepped closer to his father. But in the end, as he heard his father swear at his younger brother, Harold did nothing until he saw his father push Gregory’s face to the ground.

“You're gonna give birth to a cow so that we can have milk now!?” Josiah said moments before Harold came for him. 

“Leave him alone, Pa!” Harold said, pushing his father, but it barely made his move. If anything, it threw him slightly off-balance.

Josiah stood back onto his feet. Harold stood in front of him, and at the peak of the morning, the adolescent saw the true statue of his father. He had forgotten the opponent whom he had picked for a fight. Josiah stood a foot-and-a-half above Harold. Although Harold was large, he still fell within the shadow of his father. As he looked up, Harold saw his father’s head covering the sun, and before he knew it, Harold found himself on the floor, ass first.

“I admire your bravery, son, I do.” Josiah began, standing over his son, wiping the trickle of blood off his lips. “But you should know better to come between a father and his child, no less, a misbehaving deviant like your younger brother.”

“I don’t like it when—”

“When what? When I set an example for my child so he can grow up to be a responsible member of society? Are you telling me how to raise my children, son? You think you're grown now?”

“No, Pa—Sorry, Pa—” Harold said, crawling backward on his hands and knees away from his father’s looming shadow.

“No, son. I think that’s exactly what you wanna do, doncha? Do you know why I treat your brother like this? Don’t you remember the night terrors your precious, younger brother gave Peter?”

Harold looked over at Peter, who was then beginning to cry; Gregory himself was already weeping.

“The boy sees demons in his sleep now!”

Josiah then swings his fist toward the ground, but misses Harold completely. Harold was saved by inches from his face. 

“Pa, stop!” Gregory pleaded. “Punish me, please.”

Gregory then came running forward, standing between Harold and his father, trying his best to stop his father from terrorizing his older brother. Josiah, without hesitation, grabbed Gregory as soon as he got closer and tossed him aside. Harold took this moment to stand and ran towards Gregory’s aid as he hit the dirt at the back of the barn. They had been moving this whole time in circles—through the dead animals, through the dirt and blood, and they now stood at the back of the now-empty barn.

“Y'all wanna stand against me, fine,” Josiah said, stepping closer and rolling up his sleeves. “I was just gonna punish your brother, but I guess—”

Suddenly, Josiah felt his leg grasp.

“Please, Pa. Don’t hurt them.”

Josiah looked down.

Peter could be found weeping heavily and wrapped around his boot.

“Please, Papa...” Peter continued.

Everything had stopped, the terrorizing, the anger, the shame—all of it. Josiah had fallen to his knees and held his youngest son close to his chest. He, too, began to cry, his tears flowing uncontrollably.

“I’m sorry,” Josiah whispered, before looking up to see the destroyed and distorted faces of his other children. 

“Boys?” He croaked. “Could you forgive me?”

Both Harold and Gregory had already been crying; their sobs were mostly silent or deaf to the terror placed on them by their father’s violence. Josiah stretched out his hands and asked his two boys to come closer. Reluctantly, they did.

First, Gregory. In a final act of defiance, Harold grabbed Gregory’s hand. He squeezed his younger brother’s fingers before looking at each other. There was an unspoken bond between them, one that was not like any other, one that told them not to let moments like this pass without warning or consequence. But with one look, Gregory pulled from his brother’s grasp. There was no force, no strife, with his release; it was his choice. 

Gregory embraced his father. Harold looked on blankly.

Josiah, given the moment, kissed his middle son on the forehead, as if nothing had happened, as if he was not willing to create long-lasting terror in his son’s heart for as long as he lived on earth. Josiah told him he loved him and kissed his forehead. He then turned his gaze towards his oldest.

“C'mon, son,” Josiah said, reaching out again. “Come here, my firstborn.”

Harold hesitated. He stared, bewildered, frightened, and confused. The generational curse had fallen into place, no matter what horror awaited them, no matter if the devil himself held his arms wide open to give them a warm, loving embrace—it was real. The generational curse was right in front of him. 

In the silence of the afternoon, it began to rain. 

Harold looked back at his brothers. Between them, his father, again, eyes and arms wide open. Harold looked at him, and at them, and silently began to pray for solace; pray this would be the last time. But he knew these sentiments would only fall on deaf and dumb ears. If God was listening, which Harold was certain he was not. Harold hoped he would take the silent pleas to which he prayed to heart and kill his father for all his wrongdoings, for his generational curse upon their lives.

“This is what I get for making deals with devils...”

These words rattled in Harold’s head as he embraced his father. As he did so, Harold came close to Josiah’s ear and began to whisper. Thunder in the background rose like a symphony of doom over both the father and his eldest son.

“I know what deals you made with devils, Father...”

Josiah struggled to pull away, but Harold, using some newfound strength within himself, continued fervently.
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