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        Halloween has come early in this steamy, friends to lovers, teacher/teacher romance filled with secret pining, fun hijinks, and quirky small-town feels.

      

      

      Sabrina is no stranger to the Halloween pranks played around Grimsby, Indiana in the month of October. In fact, she is the recipient of nearly all of them. Usually, she would laugh it off and spend the rest of month looking over her shoulder anxiously awaiting the next scare. But not this year. She’s ready to fight prank with prank…starting with her best friend and Grimsby High’s favorite history teacher: Mr. October.
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      Dear Readers,

      Happy Halloween! Well, almost. I want to begin by thanking all of you wonderful souls for picking up my little Halloween inspired novella. So, thank you.

      Next, and most importantly, I would like to point out that despite the cutesy illustrated cover, Mr. October is an open-door romance that portrays on-page consensual sexual intimacy (one sex scene).  Mr. October is a standalone and does contain a happily-ever-after.

      

      Happy Reading!

      Bethany Weaver

    

  


  
    
      To Tyler, my best friend

      Thanks for bullying me into finishing this story.

      & for everything else that you do.
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      “Stop it,” I whine.

      Ghosts, werewolves, and bumble bees circle around me to form an impenetrable circle. The boy with the wrinkled bedsheet over his head, obviously the leader of the group, holds my stolen bag of candy out of reach. I jump, trying to steal it back, but it’s useless. It’s after the sixth unsuccessful jump that I realize it, and the corners of my eyes start to burn from unshed tears and frustration.

      “Na na na na na na,” ghost boy taunts. “You can’t get it!”

      “Look,” his friend shouts and points his meaty finger at me. “She’s going to cry!”

      “Cry baby! Cry baby!” the two girls dressed as bubble bees chant.

      “Give it back.” I push ghost boy but that just makes him laugh harder. When his friends start to join in on the laughter, I feel my cheeks heat from embarrassment and rage. Nine-year-olds are jerks. They are worse than jerks. They are mega jerks.

      I cross my arms over my chest and stare down at the floor.

      I could just let them have my bag of candy. It's not as if I need it. Besides, confrontation makes my belly hurt. There is plenty of candy back home piled in the orange spiderwebbed bowl dad and I set up early this morning before he left for work. I bet it’s still on the hallway chair right where we left it, completely untouched because I’m not there to pass it out like I should be.

      As I stare down at my worn in tennis shoes, I’m regretting my decision to sneak out of the house. Had I known I’d be throwing down with candy thieves, I would have stayed home. I didn’t plan to sneak out though, it just sort of happened. When my dad told me he was working tonight, the third year in a row, I was just so mad. It’s been three years since he’s taken me trick or treating. I’ve had three whole years of staying home and passing out candy to other kids. Three costumes that we spent hours picking out and never got to use. And it’s not as if Susie, my old as the dirt babysitter, would have taken me. The moment my dad left she passed out in the living room recliner with the television playing loudly in the background. She wasn’t even watching a Halloween movie! She was watching some stupid game show where contestants had to guess the prices of useless stuff around the house.

      I had no other choice but to sneak out.

      I was bored.

      Still, even if I didn’t need the candy, it did take me forever to collect a whole bag worth. I had to go to almost every house on this street and those on the next two. I’m tired and I ripped a hole in my panty hose when I tripped over my witch’s dress and fell. After everything I’ve gone through tonight, I deserve that candy.

      I’ll just have to steal it back.

      I steady myself to pounce. Ghost boy is so busy laughing he won’t even see it coming. When we both tumble to the ground, I’ll grab my bag and run. He’ll never know what hit him.

      I take a deep breath and count down the attack in my head.

      …. three…. two….

      I never make it to one. My chance never comes because a football player, another nine-year-old, comes up behind ghost boy and snatches my bag from his hand. At first, I’m sure he is going to steal the candy for himself, but when I look at his face, he looks angry. His nose is crinkled, and it’s similar to the face I make when I smell something bad. Maybe ghost boy and his friends smell, and that’s why football player is angry.

      They must come to the same conclusion because they haven’t tried to steal the bag back. Instead, they stand there with their mouths gaping wide open. I want to tell them that they look like dumb fish, and with the number of cavities I can see in the back of their mouths, they don’t need the candy anyways. But I don’t. I say nothing as the football player walks toward me and pushes the bag into my chest. He smiles at me, a contrast to how he had just looked two seconds ago. Unlike the others, his teeth look perfect. At least the ones I can see.

      My hands wrap around the bag, and he lets go, turning back to the group of bullies.

      “If you mess with her again, you’ll have to deal with me.”

      “Yeah,” ghost boy mumbles. “Whatever. We were just playing around.”

      “I don’t think she looks like she’s having fun,” football player says motioning to me. “Does she?”

      Ghost boy says something indistinguishable under his breath and looks at his friends who have stood by silently this entire time. The bumble bees are looking wide-eyed between everybody as if waiting for a punch to be thrown. The werewolf is avoiding eye contact altogether.

      “Let’s go guys,” ghost boy says to his friends. All eyes are back on the football player again. He is glowing from the Halloween lights strung around town. A brown piece of shaggy hair falls into his face, but he doesn’t move it. He stands like a statue, hands on his hips. It’s a challenge if I ever saw one, which I never have outside of movies. I feel a little disappointed when music doesn’t start playing. It’s too quiet, and I’m not sure if I should leave and let them settle this between themselves or if I should stay. The polite thing would be to stay. He did steal my candy back for me. Besides, as much as I want to go home, I can’t seem to make my feet work.

      The stare-off breaks and ghost boy, werewolf, and the two bees take off down the street.

      It isn’t until they are at the end of the sidewalk that the football player turns back to me.

      “Are you okay?” he asks.

      “Y-yeah,” I stutter. “Thanks.”

      “No problem.” He smiles at me again and for some unexplainable reason there is an overwhelming sense of familiarity. It’s the same feeling I get whenever I’m with my dad, or my grandparents, or my best friend Nina. “I’m Adam by the way. Adam October.”

      Now it’s my turn to smile.

      “I’m Sabrina. Sabrina Barlow.”
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      A shrill scream reverberates from the television and through Adam's living room as the killer on screen kicks in the front door. I pull the blanket farther up my body so it’s covering me from the nose down. Only my eyes peek over the chunky swab of fabric. A brown lock escapes the elastic that is haphazardly holding my hair on the top of my head in a messy bun and falls into my eyes. I blow it from my face in time to see a blonde run up the stairs and I snort.  Typical.

      Does she not care for her life, or did the writers get lazy?

      I know I’m being unfairly critical, at least of the woman, but I can’t help myself. She is running for her life, which isn’t an everyday occurrence—unless you’re Jamie Lee Curtis. I guess terror does have a way of turning your brain into mush at the most inconvenient of times. I would know. October in Grimsby, Indiana might as well be renamed to Humiliate Sabrina Day.  I’m convinced everyone in town is in cahoots with each other to scare the ever-living shit out of me.

      Every. Single. Year.

      The image that pops into my head makes me laugh. All five hundred of them squeezed into the all-purpose barn on the other side of town like a can of sardines, deciding who will hide behind this wall and jump out at me at this time wearing a clown head or whatever stupid costume they have in the backs of their closets from last year. I don’t particularly find the constant state of terror as amusing as everyone else, but hey, that could be the bitterness talking. I mean…come on. I cannot be the only source of entertainment in this town.

      Unfortunately for me, the threat of possible cardiac arrest doesn’t seem to be enough to sway anyone into picking a new victim. I could be okay with a rotation-type deal. Last year it was me. This year it could be Barb, or Chip, or Gillian who does nothing but spend her days inside of Mac’s, the only place in Grimsby where you can get a decent meal and run into a whole town at one time, keeping everyone up to date on the latest gossip—true or not. If anyone deserves to look over their shoulder twenty-four seven, it’s Gillian.

      But no.

      I’m not even sure how I found myself in this unfortunate role. It’s not as if I’m some big scaredy cat. I’m not. It’s just that people jumping out at me unknowingly, or playing as if they cut their hand off, does tend to make me want to pee my pants on occasion. Adam did it one time, and it spread like wildfire from there.

      The thought of Adam brings a secret smile to my face. Adam Eugene October. I repeat his name inside my head over and over like a mantra. A prayer. Like some dirty, forbidden word you aren’t supposed to say or, at the very least, should only be used in private company.

      And in private company his name is a dirty word. It’s the name that sets my whole body on fire. The name I whisper in the dark when I dare to let my hand slip between my thighs. When I can pretend Adam isn’t completely off-limits.

      Which he is. One hundred percent. I’d never really act on those intrusive feelings.

      I would rather pluck every single fingernail off my hands with a rusty pair of tweezers than lose my best friend.

      Matter of fact, I’ve become somewhat of an expert at burying my unrequited feelings for Adam so deep inside me that you would need a crowbar to reach them. It’s my traitorous body that doesn’t seem to get the memo. A shiver runs down my spine, and I do my best to focus my attention back to the screen in front of me and not on my best friend who will be coming back from the kitchen any second.

      “Don’t forget the extra butter!” I yell, trying to distract my brain into thinking about literally anything else. My eyes never leave the screen, but my brain isn’t processing the movie anymore.

      I hope Adam doesn’t ask me what he missed like usual. A question that could be avoided all together if he’d ever actually sit down and watch a movie all the way through for once. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him sit still longer than a few minutes.

      “As if I have ever forgotten the extra butter!” he yells back. I don’t have to see him to know he rolled his eyes. I could practically feel it.

      It’s true. In all our years of friendship, which is a whopping twenty-one years, he has never forgotten the extra butter. But you can never be too careful, and I take my popcorn very seriously. There is nothing worse than unbuttered popcorn.

      Knowing he can’t see me, I mimic what he says right back to him in the most obnoxious voice possible and then stick my tongue out for good measure.

      “Hurry up! You’re missing the movie.”

      Blurry college students are getting wasted at some frat party, completely indifferent to the killer on campus, when I hear a creak behind me. I prepare myself for the inevitable flush of heat that seems to pool in the pit of my stomach every time Adam is close, but it doesn’t come. I turn around to see what has caught his attention now but he’s not there.

      When Adam never shows, I decide it must be the house settling because that is the least creepy and most logical conclusion; at least until twenty minutes later when the TV turns to nothing but static and the lamp starts flickering. Too much of a coincidence for it to not be some malevolent spirt coming to kill us both.

      You will not go get the salt. You will not go get the salt. You will not go get the salt.

      “Adam,” I say, my voice a little uncertain. “Your television is being funky again.”

      Silence.

      “And your lights.”

      The television lets out a high-pitched whine before it blacks out completely.

      “And can you possibly bring the salt on your way back in here?” I try again.

      Nothing.

      “Adam?”

      It just now occurs to me that Adam is not back with popcorn that I know for a fact does not take twenty minutes to make. I wrap the blanket that is still draped over my lap around me and attempt to make myself as small as possible. Adam will march into the living room at any second. He just can’t hear the panic in my voice because he’s probably in the kitchen fighting his house ghosts right now.

      Better in there with him than out here with me.

      There’s another creak, and for fuck’s sake, I’ll go get the salt myself. I jump from my spot on the couch and sprint toward the kitchen. Before I make it fully out of the living room a closest door pops open and out jumps Adam in a scarecrow mask.

      “OHMIGOD.” My hand flies to my chest, over the heart that is now beating at ten times the speed, and a scream bubbles in the back of my throat. When it never comes, I mentally pat myself on the back. Good for me. “You are an ass.”

      Adam is bent over clutching his stomach in laughter. His eyes are watering, and I should push him over while he’s at a disadvantage. It would serve him right to fall flat on his ass.

      But I don’t.

      Instead, I push by him and toward the front door where I kicked my shoes off when I got here.

      “Wait,” Adam says between his fits of laughter. He stands up and uses the back of his hand to wipe his eyes, but that shit eating grin is still splayed across his face. “I’m sorry, Brina, don’t go.”

      I roll my eyes at his use of my nickname and bend down to retrieve my shoes.

      “Right. You sound so sorry.”

      My fingers barely graze the shoelace before I’m lifted from the ground. I’m hanging carelessly over Adam’s shoulder, uncomfortably aware of how close my butt is to his face, when a horrified thought crosses my mind: what if I fart?

      Why? Why would my brain do that to me?

      I squeeze my butt cheeks together as inconspicuously as I can and tug a piece of his hair that is now curling at its end.

      “Down. Now.” My voice doesn’t quite have the authoritative kick I hoped for, and it shows when instead of putting me down as I demanded, Adam walks us back toward the couch. He lifts me from his shoulder, and I fall onto my back with a soft thud, the plush couch sinking underneath the weight of my body.

      My breath catches in my throat. I’ve had this fantasy plenty of times. Adam lifting me up gently and me wrapping my legs around his waist. One hand would be holding me firmly against his body while the other tightly grips my hair. Our mouths are always, always a hair away from each other. Never kissing. At least not just yet.

      Adam lifts my legs from their place on the couch and sits down, bringing my legs back down and over his lap. I release the breath I’ve been holding and sag back into the couch in an uncomfortable mix of relief and disappointment. Get it together Barlow. What did you think he was going to do, bang you on his lumpy Craigslist couch?

      I look everywhere but at him, partially because I’m still pissed at him for scaring me but mostly because I’m afraid he’d be able to see my thoughts written across my face like a billboard.

      He grabs my hands and pulls me upright, and I fall into him. My feet slide from his lap and onto the ground, and my hands land flat on his chest. I can feel the lean muscles beneath his shirt, and I bite the inside of my cheek as to not sigh like a lovesick schoolgirl.

      I need to put as much space between us as possible because I seem to only have one mood tonight, and apparently that mood is horny. Or, more particular, horny for my best friend. A dangerous combination.

      I go to move but Adam wraps his arms around me, and I’m pulled into him, a tight hug squashing any protest I might have. I melt into his chest, and this time I do sigh.

      “I am sorry,” he says not at all convincingly. A soft kiss touches the top of my head, and my heart feels as if it might explode from the sweet gesture. “Forgive me?”

      I take a second to collect myself before I speak. Adam is overwhelming in every sense, and I don’t trust my voice not to shake.

      “Never,” I finally say. I feel his smirk against the top of my head where his mouth still rests, and it makes me smile in return.

      “You do know if you don’t forgive me, my house ghosts will haunt you until you do?”

      I swat his chest, and his laugh shakes us both. “I did not think the house was haunted, Adam. I’m not that gullible.”

      He looks down at me, suspicion and humor coating his face.

      “So you just wanted me to bring the salt back because…?”

      “Because…” I wrack my brain trying to think of a reason, any reason, as to why I might need the salt.

      “Because…” he raises his eyebrow, challenging me.

      “The popcorn!” I practically shout at him. “We needed salt for the popcorn.”

      “You’re ridiculous.” There’s humor in his voice, and I do sit up to look at him this time.

      “I’m serious.” I attempt to make my face as neutral and serious as possible, but it just throws Adam into another laughing fit. “You’re the worst.”

      “I think what you mean to say is that I’m the best friend in the entire world, and you would be so lost without the humor I bring into our friendship.” Adam’s head rests against the back of the couch, and his eyes are now closed. He looks relaxed if not satisfied with himself.

      “No,” I say in careful thought and grab the previously discarded red throw blanket from earlier. I hold it up in front of me before I toss it over Adam. “I mean the worst.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      The crisp October air leaves goosebumps up and down my arms. I rub at them with my hands and begrudgingly stomp up the stairs to Grimsby High’s front entrance. The three-story, brown-stoned building sits in the heart of the town as a beautiful focal point with its tall windows and sophisticated design. It’s breathtaking. Even now in the gloom of the still dark morning sky. Leaves are falling from their respective trees and landing in a swirl of colors to the ground. It looks sort of menacing.

      It feels like a sign of what’s to come this morning.

      I pull the heavy glass door, and it opens automatically, letting me know that there are people already inside waiting to start the emergency meeting that Principal Timmons unexpectedly called at five a.m. I sigh and step inside.

      The air conditioner kicks to life, and I’m blasted in the face with another wave of cool air and I shiver. It’s unusually cold this morning, and in my half-asleep state I hadn’t bothered to grab a jacket. Not that it really matters. By lunch today the sun will have the whole town sweating, and I’ll most likely be asleep on my feet. I’m not a morning person in general but waking a whole hour early has left me in a sour mood. It also doesn’t help that I could not for the life of me fall asleep.

      Last night at Adam’s house has left me feeling off-balance and restless—and not because of his closet jump scare.

      I’ve never let myself go there.  At least, not completely. Any fantasies that I may have about the two of us are few and far between and reserved only for my most desperate of times.

      That doesn’t mean that I haven’t always been regrettably aware of my attraction to him because unfortunately I am. I’m talking a bone deep awareness that leaves my whole-body aching.  I’ve always known on some level that I have very real feelings for my best friend. A gradual fall to being helplessly and hopelessly in love with someone I can never have. It’s a debilitating feeling in of itself, and I’m okay with that. At least I think I am.

      On the off chance that Adam does happen to share those same feelings, which I would bet my whole measly paycheck on that he doesn’t, I would still never act on them. Our friendship means too much to me to ruin it over something that could someday blow up in our faces. Absolutely not. I wouldn’t take that chance.

      My usual denial of any and all feelings for Adam has never failed me before. Last night was certainly a first. I just need to do better is all. Maybe I need to get laid. It has been an embarrassingly long time since I’ve so much as even held hands with a man. That could account for my excessive need to ride my best friend into next week. It doesn’t really matter what the cause is, it just needs to stop. The pining. The inappropriate thoughts. All of it.

      I can and have ignored the way my heart and body react to him. I’ve done it just fine for twenty-one years.

      Take for example the chills that run up and down my spine whenever he looks at me with those devastating green eyes. I have fully convinced myself that it has nothing to with my unwavering attraction to him and everything to do with Indiana’s chaotic weather. There’s also the dangerously loud beating in my chest whenever he touches me that I’ve contributed to my caffeine intake. It’s been known to cause an overactive heart.

      I’ve had no trouble faking it in the past. No unwanted feelings or my overactive libido from last night needs to change that.

      That is at least what I told myself over and over as I laid in bed tossing and turning all night unsatisfied and somewhat guilty to be having these thoughts of my best friend. By the time I finally fell asleep and my phone rang, waking me from my two hours of slumber with a voicemail demanding that I be at school an hour earlier than normal for a mandatory emergency staff meeting.

      I use the word emergency very generously.

      Grimsby’s emergency staff meetings have never been actual emergencies. They are more over reactions then anything. Last week someone drank the last cup of coffee but didn’t make a new pot. While I don’t think that constitutes as a reason to have everyone awake an hour earlier than normal, the teachers of Grimsby would disagree. I am pretty sure had Principal Timmons not interjected, Mr. Hatty, Grimsby’s math teacher, would have thrown a fist at Mrs. Fisher, the girls gym teacher. My money was on Mrs. Fisher. That woman has a fist the size of my head. I would not like to be on the receiving end of it.  But it did almost make the five a.m. wake up time worth it. Almost.

      All I know is that I better not be here for another coffee induced panic or I’m sneaking off to my classroom for a nap.

      Before heading to the teachers’ lounge for the meeting I desperately don’t want to be at, I decide to make a pitstop at my classroom so I can drop my bag off. I take the giant gold key from the pocket of my pants and slide it into the lock. The door effortlessly opens, no unlocking needed, and that should have been my first sign that this day was about to get worse.

      I push the door all the way open and fake black spiders fall from the ceiling. I jump back, startled, but I don’t scream. I wouldn’t give the culprit the satisfaction. Besides, it’s not as if this is my first spider scare this month, and something tells me it won’t be my last.

      I rip the sparkly black masses from the ceiling and stomp toward my desk where a slimy, fake head in a jar is waiting for me when I open the drawer. I throw my bag inside, not bothering to remove the jar, knowing it would be useless. Even if I did, there would be another one in there by lunch time. I slam the desk drawer shut, the jar inside rattling with the force, and walk to the teachers’ lounge.

      The moment I enter, my eyes immediately find Adam in the corner table hunched over his history textbook and biting into a blueberry muffin. My stomach clenches involuntarily. How can someone look that impossibly good eating a muffin?

      I take a few selfish minutes to study him. His short, brown is hair is effortlessly mussed. His gray, long-sleeved shirt molds to his toned arms every time he turns the page in his book. He isn’t overly bulky by any means, but one can tell that he stays in shape. Because I’m his best friend, I know one of his favorite forms of exercise are the weekly basketball games he plays in the park. He has totally perfected the boy next door look.

      Angie, Grimsby’s receptionist, bumps into me on her way through the door, bringing me out of my trance.

      “Sorry Sabrina,” she says as she continues to pass by. Even if I wasn’t looking directly at him, I would feel his eyes on me. They are two magnets drawing my attention to him.

      His eyes meet mine and he smiles at me.

      Oomph.

      Be still my heart.

      That smile could end wars.

      “No problem,” I mumble absentmindedly as she walks away. My mouth has gone dry, and my words come out a little lower than a whisper. I doubt she hears me.

      I break my gaze away from Adam and look around the room to see that everyone is already here. As always, I’m the last one in the room. I walk toward Adam—who is still smiling at me—and to our usual table where I take my seat next to him. It reminds me of cliques in high school. Except in high school, it was still just Adam and me.

      Some things never change.

      He scoots his half-eaten muffin in front of me and hands me his cup of coffee from the only coffee shop in town. “You look like shit,” he says matter-of-factly.

      “I bet you say that to all the girls,” I tease. He scoffs and I take a huge bite out of the other half of the blueberry muffin. My stomach grumbles in hunger. “This is so good.” Bits of muffin drop from my mouth and onto the table as I speak.

      “Have you tried eating with your mouth closed?” he jokes and pulls out a napkin to clean up my mess. I level him with a stare.

      “I didn’t get the chance to eat breakfast. And since no one—ahem, you—brought the popcorn back last night I also didn’t eat dinner. I’m starving.” Adam crumples the napkin into his fist, and then tosses it across the room into the trash can like it’s another one of his games of basketball in the park—all while never leaving his seat.

      “Please tell me you’re joking,” he deadpans. “That the movie night popcorn is not what you had planned to eat for dinner last night?”

      “And if it was, would you feel bad for never bringing it back as promised and instead scaring me?” He looks at me thoughtfully, a slight tilt to his head. He reminds me of this puppy I had when I was younger named Chewy. He used to always do that head titling thing when my dad would yell at him to stop eating literally whatever he could get ahold of. Shoes. Toys. Remote controls.

      “Probably not.” He smirks, making the dimple on his right cheek pop.

      I narrow my eyes at him and toss the last piece of muffin into my mouth.

      “Just for that I’m drinking the last of your coffee too.” I make a point to bring the still hot cup to my lips and down the rest like a shot of tequila.

      Much like the repulsive taste of alcohol, Adam’s black coffee makes me cringe.

      “Did you know that someone came in this morning to hang fake spiders from the ceiling of my classroom?” I ask.

      “Again?”

      “People suck.”

      “That’s the third time this week,” he says, closing the textbook in front of him. Adam is Grimsby High’s one and only History teacher. Not only is he the student's favorite teacher but he also teaches everyone's favorite subject. Go figure. “They need new material. It’s getting boring.”

      “That’s easy for you to say,” I accuse. “You’re not the one being tortured for a month straight every single year.”

      “Tortured is a bit extreme don’t you think?”

      I actually do think that it is a bit extreme but there is no way I’m telling him that.

      “No, I think that sums it up perfectly.”

      “They are harmless pranks,” he says making light of the situation. The logical part of me knows that but the sleep deprived side of me does not care one bit. I try to push that grouchy bitch from my mind and focus on the positives. I bring smiles to people’s faces, albeit at the expense of my dignity, but who doesn’t like seeing people smile? It’s one month out of the year. One month that ends tomorrow, and everything will go back to normal.

      Until next year.

      That single thought is enough to break any semblance of optimism I built up inside my head. As it turns out, I do not like bringing smiles to people’s faces. At least not this Halloween.

      For once I’d like the be on the other side.  A genius idea starts to blossom, and before I can process how I plan it pull off my scheme, it latches its evil claws into me and there is no turning back.

      I have the sudden urge to cackle like a witch and rub my hands together.

      This Halloween I intend to get even.

      I look over at my best friend who is watching me, patiently waiting for me to come to the same conclusion.

      “You’re right,” I say, pacifying him. “Harmless.”

      Adams quirks his eyebrow at me.

      “Why are you smiling like that? It’s creepy.”

      Before I get the chance to answer, Principal Timmons stands at the front of the room bringing everyone’s attention to him.

      “Quiet.” His voice is large and commanding for such a small man, and it echoes in every corner of the room. The voices quiet and are replaced by bored, sleepy-eyed stares, waiting on an explanation as to why he would have called us all here so early in the morning.

      “As you all know, Grimsby High hosts an annual Halloween festival to raise funds for the school every single year.” He pauses and looks out into the crowd of teachers as if he was waiting for us to confirm that is in fact what we do every year. I pick at the Styrofoam coffee cup and sneak a glance to my side where Adam is toying with the edges of his textbook. I then turn my attention back to the front of the room where Principal Timmons is standing quietly. When it’s clear no one is going to answer, he clears his throat and continues.

      “Right,” he says a little exasperated. “As every year, we hold the annual Halloween festival on Halloween night. For those of you keeping track, which should be all of you by the way, that is tomorrow night.”

      This time there are few grumbles around the room. I think we can all agree that while the money raised does help Grimsby High, the headache of the festival far outweighs the benefits for some of us.

      “Usually,” he continues. “Miss Shelly graciously hosts this event every year. The planning. The decorating. We can all agree that Miss Shelly is the backbone of this festival.” There are a few mumbles of agreement around the room before it goes silent again. “Unfortunately, last night on one of her nightly bike rides, Miss Shelly twisted her ankle, and per the doctor’s orders, must remain off of it.”

      “Are we canceling the festival?”

      “We can’t cancel the festival. It’s tradition!”

      “The school needs the money.”

      “I say we cancel the festival.”

      “Think of the children!”

      Everyone is talking over each other now, and I sit back and take in the chaos. Adam has opened in textbook again and is flipping through like his life depends on it. He is most likely preparing for today’s lesson plan. I don’t blame him. I can remember every story I’ve ever read but ask me the date of some exceptionally important event in history and my mind blanks out.

      “Settle down, settle down!” the principal’s loud voice booms over the chaos of voices, bringing my attention back to him. He’s gesturing in a way that kind of looks like he’s patting the head of an imaginary dog but is actually trying to get everyone back into their seats. “There is no need to cancel the festival. Not when I have a staff of wonderful teachers, any of which that can take over where Miss Shelly has left off.”

      The room has gone so quite you could hear a pen drop. Teachers are turning their heads down, afraid if they look directly at Principal Timmons he might take that as an invitation to help. Principal Timmons, bless his heart, is looking around the room with overt optimism.

      Poor, naive, fool.

      The hopeful expression on his face shifts as he realizes no one is going to throw themselves in the line of fire, and he opts for a different tactic.

      “You will, of course, be excused for the rest of today and tomorrow from your teacherly duties. We have a substitute on stand-by ready to jump in.”

      “Can’t the substitute host the festival?” someone in the back of the room asks.

      “That’s absurd,” Timmons says. “Besides, it’s our festival for our school. Surely one of us should throw the festival. I’d do it myself, but I have important principal duties I need to attend to.”

      Mrs. Fisher rolls her eyes and Mr. Hatty makes a sound that’s a mix between a laugh and a snort. Adam has yet to look up from his textbook, seemingly unaware of the chaos that is unfolding in this very room.

      My feet have gone numb from sitting too long in a cross-legged position in a too small chair. If I wasn’t afraid of drawing attention to myself, I’d stand. There is no way we are getting out of here anytime soon. Not unless someone is willing to offer themselves up for two painfully long days of absolute hell.  Or unless someone (read: me) is willing to throw someone else (read: Adam) into the lion’s den.

      “You’re doing your creepy smile again,” Adam says, finally coming back to the land of the living.

      “Adam will do it,” my hand shoots into the air and I bat my eyelashes at my best friend. Every pair of eyes in the room snap in my direction. Principal Timmons’s face breaks into a smile, his cheeks pushed up way too high on his face, making him look like a squirrel with nuts in his mouth.

      “Excellent,” it comes out in a relieved breath. “Way to step up for Grimsby High, Mr. October.”

      Adam doesn’t spare him a glance. We are staring at each other down, and I can’t tell what he’s thinking but I have a sinking suspicion it has something to with my death.

      “Of course,” he finally says turning away from me and smiling to the relieved faces staring back at him. “I’d be happy to.”

      Content, Principal Timmons dismisses the meeting, and everyone scrambles to their respective classrooms to get ready for the day. I stand and attempt to make a beeline for the door, but Adam grabs my arm forcing me back into the chair.

      “I don’t think so.” His voice is calm, but it still leaves a knot in the pit of my stomach. Normally, confrontation and I do not see eye to eye. If I can, I try to avoid it at all costs. By now my hands should be sweating and my brain scrambled as I replay every scenario in which this could possibly turn out inside my head, but my mind is as clear as it can be at seven in the morning and my hands are sweat free. I feel invigorated.

      Payback looks good on me.

      It isn’t until everyone is out of ear shot that Adam opens his mouth to speak. I already know what he’s going to ask so I hold my hand up to stop him. Sparing us both the time by not pretending that I have no idea what he’s talking about. I shrug my shoulders at him.

      “Payback,” I say simply.

      The corner of his mouth tilts up and there is a mischievous twinkle in his eye. I feel my skin flush to the tips of my ears. The bell rings, breaking the staring match between us and signaling the start of what I’m sure is going to be a long day. I jump from my chair and back up toward the door feeling a little less confident in my decision. He hasn’t said anything yet, but I know better than to think that he’s going to let it go that easily. He doesn’t look mad. In fact, he looks downright giddy.

      I’m almost through the door when he finally speaks.

      “Game on, Barlow.”
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      In the longest forty-five minutes of my entire life, Miss Shelly’s nasally voice filters through the phone, and I suppress a yawn. She won’t stop talking.

      “Take pictures for me, will you?” she asks. I don’t bother responding because in true Miss Shelly fashion, she doesn’t give me the chance. “I can’t believe I won’t be there. Make sure…” She’s droning on about booth placement, and I’m staring out the window of the teachers’ lounge plotting my revenge against Sabrina. Part of me is proud of her for selling me out. It’s not as if I didn’t deserve it after scaring her half to death last night and every year before. The other part of me wants to throttle her because she knows what a nightmare this festival is every year.

      My first year at Grimsby High, as a young and naive history teacher, I stupidly volunteered to take over festival duty. To give Miss Shelly a break for one year. A break that she didn’t really want but how was I supposed to know that? I was blinded by the eagerness I felt to bond with the other teachers and parents. The festival was my way in. Everyone would be there: students, parents, teachers, and even stragglers from a few towns over show up for Grimsby’s annual Halloween festival. In a town where there isn’t much to do, the High School’s festival is the highlight of the year.

      It is also a great way to raise school funds which in turn help with student lunches, schoolbooks, and other necessities required to host a building of adolescents. Make friends and help the school in one go. At the time it seemed like a no brainer. A piece of cake, really.

      I was so embarrassingly wrong.

      It was a nightmare come to life. Anything that could go wrong did. Miss Shelly has yet to let me live it down. I’m actually surprised she hasn’t called Timmons and demanded my replacement, and I wouldn’t even blame her. As much as she drives us all insane, there is no one better or more qualified for the job. Every year the Halloween festival garners more success than the years prior, and all credit is hers. She makes the impossible look easy. Which I know from personal experience is not.

      Part of me hopes Miss Shelly will call and get me booted from festival duty.

      As far as Sabrina’s payback goes, she is a diabolical genius. I’m already regretting the horrible mistake of scaring her last night. Though, the look on her face when I jumped out of the closet in a scarecrow mask was priceless.

      “Miss Shelly,” I say, stopping her from going onto her next rant. “I promise I will send a minimum of at least thirty pictures, but I have to go now if I want to make sure everything is ready for tomorrow.”

      She starts to talk again, and I quickly say goodbye and hang up before I’m forced to listen to another forty-five-minute spiel. I look at the handwritten list in front of me. Everything is basically done. Outside of a few odds and ends like hanging some decorations, fixing a broken booth leg, and making sure the festival runs as smoothly as possible, all the hard work is done.

      That knowledge does nothing to ease the tension that is seeping into my muscles. For the sake of my sanity and Grimsby’s beloved Halloween festival, I think a little bit of help would be beneficial.

      I push away from the table and stand. The clock hanging on the wall in front of me flashes 11:30 a.m., so I know Sabrina is hiding out in her classroom and eating lunch before the next wave of students. I walk down the hallway until I find her meticulously decorated door. The faces of literary heroes stare back at me as I approach.

      Her door is slightly ajar, and I quietly push it open.

      I’m not surprised to find Sabrina sitting behind her desk eating a handful of gluten free gummy bears (that she swears taste better than the normal gummy bears) as her lunch of choice, a pen dangling between her fingers. There is a scrap of paper laying out in front of her, and she is staring down at it like she wishes she could set it on fire with her eyes. Her bottom lip is pulled between her teeth, an indication that whatever she is working on is stumping her. Her nose is crinkled in concentration, and I fight the urge to walk over to her desk and smooth the skin with my fingers. She’s so damn beautiful.

      I wanted to tell her that last night as she was pressed against the wall with her hand over her chest and her too wide eyes.

      I want to tell her how effortlessly beautiful she is every day—365 days a year. It’s not as if I haven’t mentioned it before because I have plenty of times throughout our long friendship. It’s just that sometimes I hope if I say it enough she’ll hear the words differently; that she'll hear the things I'm not saying.

      The things I want to say but don’t have the guts to.

      Like how much I’m in love with her, or how my life has been better since the moment she became my friend, but that I want more. That I want her in every conceivable sense of the word.

      It’s just never felt like the right time to mention it. The possibility that she won’t feel the same has me no in no rush to confess my feelings either.  The thought of her not being as hopelessly in love with me as I am her makes my chest ache, so I push it from my mind.

      I step over the threshold, and when she doesn’t look up, I can only assume she doesn’t hear me come in, so I lean back against the doorframe for a minute longer and let her work out whatever seems to be stumping her.

      She pulls a pink gummy bear from her bag and puts it to the side where the other pomegranate flavored gummies are. She’ll toss the pile into the trash once she’s done picking through the bag. She always throws the pink flavors of everything out. Candy. Popsicles. Fruit.

      Her orange-red sweater slips from her shoulder, and she pulls it back up with the tip of the pen. She scribbles something on the paper in front of her, scratches it out, writes something else, and then laughs. Her long brown hair falls into her face, and she flings it over her shoulder with a flick of her wrist. Each move as mesmerizing as the last.

      I push from my spot on the door and walk over to her.

      “Busy?” I ask and she practically jumps out of her skin. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      “It’s alright,” she says picking up the pomegranate pile and tossing it into the trash can beside her like I knew she would. “You didn’t. What’s up?”

      “Oh, you know,” I say twirling one hand in the air and making sure my voice has a hint of sarcasm to it. “Just spent forty-five minutes on the phone discussing details about the Halloween festival I volunteered for.”

      “Right, right.” She chews at her bottom lip to keep from smirking and taps the pen on the desk in front of her. “Well, it is tomorrow so that is an excellent idea.”

      I narrow my eyes at her and cross my arms in front of my chest.

      “You’re a demon. You know that right?”

      “I’m the demon?” She has the nerve to look as if I reached over the desk and slapped her. “You’re the one who scared me half to death last night! You completely deserve this.”

      I roll my eyes because I know the gesture irks her and despite the unfortunate trick she just played on me for pissing her off already, I can’t help but do it again. I love seeing her wound up. “I didn’t say that I didn’t deserve it. I just said you’re evil.”

      “If I’m evil it’s probably because I spend so much time around you,” she bites back. “And if you’re aware that you deserve it, then why are you in here complaining instead of setting up for tomorrow night?”

      “I want your help.” I shrug my shoulders as if that was obvious.

      “Ha!” It comes out as less of a laugh and more of a scoff. She leans down and writes something on the paper in front of her again as if an idea suddenly came to her and she had to write it down or lose it forever. “I don’t think you get how payback works.”

      “I understand just fine thank you.”

      “Then you understand that all the money in the world isn’t enough to get me to agree to helping you with that monstrosity this town calls fun.”

      “It is fun.” Sabrina and I go every year. We pick out pumpkins that we already have too many of between her house and mine. We drink the world’s worst apple cider and play too many games. Sometimes I can even talk her into going on the miniature Ferris wheel. It’s honestly the most PG fun that I’ve ever had.

      “Well, yeah, if you’re not the one putting it together. Which you are.” This time she does smirk.

      The whole time she’s talking, she never looks up from that damn paper, and it’s driving me insane. It looks like a list of some kind of list but I can’t quite make out her tiny handwriting.  “What are you working on?”

      “Nothing.” She pulls the yellow scrap closer to her body so I can’t read whatever it is that she wrote down.

      If that’s how she wants to play it.

      “Mhm,” I mumble and hitch my thumb over my shoulder toward the door. “Guess I should go then. Lots to do.”

      “Sounds good.” She waves her hand absentmindedly in the air. I step back and she relaxes. The moment she lets her guard down I snatch the paper from her hands, and she stands abruptly from her desk, the chair falling behind her with the force of it.

      “Give it back,” she pleads, stomping toward me. “It’s none of your business.”

      “Consider it payback,” I teasingly say, throwing her words back into her face, all while holding the paper out of her reach. I read the list out loud, and Sabrina’s cheeks immediately turn a pretty shade of red.

      

      
        
        Get revenge on my evil best friend

        Get revenge on everyone else

        Laugh maniacally (mwahahah)

      

      

      

      She’s too close for comfort as she tries to take the list back from me. Her front is pressed firmly against mine, and if I lean down an inch my lips would be touching hers. The smell of vanilla and apples invade my every sense, and my brain short circuits. She is still moving wildly against me when I’m finally able to speak again.

      “What is this?” I ask even though I have a pretty good idea.

      “I already told you,” she says. “It’s none of your business.”

      “My name is on it.” I don’t hand the piece of paper back to her just yet, partially because I love the way she feels pressed against me, but also because I plan to use it for my own kind of payback.

      I place my hand on her hip to stop her from moving. Her body stills but she doesn’t back up. Her hands have fallen to her sides, and she’s looking up at me beneath her long, dark eyelashes. Brown eyes the size of saucers are burning a whole right through me.

      Under the harsh florescent lights they are a dark chocolate color, but I know they’re actually a rich honey with specks of green.

      “Gonna take us all down, huh?” My throat feels dry, and my voice comes out too soft that I’m not sure if she heard me.

      She clears her throat before she speaks. “Something like that.”

      “Let me help.”

      “Wha—” she tries to back away, but I tighten my grip on her hip. I know I should let her go but I’m not ready to give up the intoxicating feeling of her against me just yet.

      I back her against the desk and her hands reach behind her to hold her up as I invade her space. She’s trapped and she knows it. Fantasies of her bent over this exact desk, leggings pulled down to her ankles as she looks back at me flood my brain.

      She licks her lips, and it sends all the blood rushing to my cock.

      “Let me help,” I repeat, my voice huskier than normal.

      “Why?” Her voice is breathless, and I’m tempted to lean down and pull her bottom lip between my teeth.

      “I have more experience.”

      “Yeah, I know.” She rolls her eyes toward the ceiling.

      “If you didn’t like the Halloween pranks, you could have told me, and everyone else for that matter, to fuck off.”

      “I could have.”

      “You could have,” I repeat back to her.

      “But I like this plan better.” She smiles and it’s a jolt straight to my heart. I know I can’t just keep going on as friends. I’m going to tell her how I feel. Tomorrow. “Why would you help me after I just sold you out?” she asks bringing me back to the present.

      “Because you can help me.”

      “With?”

      “Tomorrow.” I don’t miss how her eyes slide down the front of me and stop where my dick is growing harder against my jeans. I’m standing between her legs but I’m not close enough that she can feel the effect she has on me.  “All you have to do is help me make sure nothing bad happens. I don’t think Miss Shelley will forgive me again if another brawl happens.” I let go of her and step back.  She doesn’t move from her spot on the desk though she does sit up a little straighter.

      “Well, you did stick two people who hate each other’s guts next to one another.”

      “How was I supposed to know that they hate each other?” She laughs and I can feel my chest expand with the sound. “You help me, and I will help you prank everyone and anyone you have in mind.”

      She taps her chin with her pointer finger in cartoonish contemplation. Seconds pass and I’m sure she’s going to turn down my offer but then she finally speaks. “I’ll help you.”
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      I park my old pickup truck behind Sabrina’s Prius and kill the engine.  Metallica’s “Creeping Death” dies from the speakers. The smell of greasy pineapple pizza hangs heavily in my truck’s interior. My stomach involuntarily clenches at the smell.

      I spent the whole day setting up the rest of the decorations and fixing broken booth legs: a job that was a lot more than I had originally thought it would be when Miss Shelly gave me the list. The Halloween festival is tomorrow night, and I’m nervous that I’ve somehow fucked it up already.

      It is that anxious feeling that had me working well past lunch and dinner. I’m starving and exhausted, but it will be one less thing I have to worry about tomorrow when the real chaos ensues.

      At least I will have Sabrina there to help me out in that department.  If something goes wrong, which it inevitably will, I’ll have a second set of hands on deck.

      But for now, everything is done.

      Even the surprise I threw in for Sabrina. The grand finale of the night. The one she doesn't know about yet because we haven’t had the chance to discuss our plans for operation payback the town; the whole reason why I'm sitting in front of her apartment and not sleeping right now.  I told her I’d swing by after work with dinner. I’m later than I anticipated I would be, but better late than never.

      My phone vibrates to the side of me, and I pick it up from the center console. Sliding my thumb across the screen, the phone unlocks showing a text thread between Sabrina and me.

      Sabrina: Don’t let me starve again.

      Sabrina: PLEASE

      Sabrina: Growing weaker…

      Sabrina: The only thing that can save me now is pineapple pizza

      Three dots appear indicating that Sabrina is typing again before disappearing.

      Adam: Drama queen.

      Adam: I’ll be right in.

      The door flies open before I make it fully up the stairs. Sabrina stands there in all her nighttime glory. Her hair is pulled to the top of her head in a lopsided updo. She’s wearing an old Grimsby High T-shirt that stops right above her knees, and her feet are covered in the ugliest candy corn decorated socks I have ever seen. All traces of make-up have been wiped clean from her face revealing the freckle beneath her right eye.

      Breathtaking.

      “Took you long enough,” she says.

      “I had to make a few stops,” I remind her. I set the pizza down on her small kitchen table, and she walks to the fridge to grab two bottles of water.

      “Do we need plates?” she asks.

      “Nah. We can just eat from the box.”

      We sit in comfortable silence inhaling pizza until there’s nothing but the box left.

      When we’re done, she takes the now empty box and sets it on her kitchen counter. While she’s busy cleaning up, I run back to the truck to retrieve the two paper bags that I had left there until we ready for them.

      Sabrina is sitting on the couch scrolling through her phone. When she sees me come in, she sets it aside and jumps up to help me.

      “What are these?” she asks pulling out a bag of onions and raising her eyebrow at me. “The rest of dinner?”

      “I thought we could throw them at everyone. Really set an example.”

      She stops dead in her tracks and then spins so she is facing me. The look on her face is one of mortification. Her mouth is hanging open, and she’s white knuckling the onions. The laugh that bursts out of me makes my ribs hurt.

      “I’m kidding, Brina. We aren’t physically assaulting anyone with onions.”

      She drops the onions back into the bag before reaching over and punching me in the arm. Her tiny fist causes no actual pain but I grab my arm for show anyways. “I don’t like you,” she finally says. I know she’s only joking but that doesn’t stop the sting in the center of my chest.

      We set the bags on the coffee table, and I go to work laying everything out neatly in front of us. A bag of onions, caramel dip with tiny peanuts, creepy cut outs I found from the pop-up Halloween store. Before school let out for the day, I took a short break to grab everything we would need for tomorrow, knowing I wouldn’t have the time to make any more unscheduled stops after the painfully long day. Especially if I wanted to sleep any time before tomorrow.

      Sabrina is kneeling in front of the table touching everything as I pull it from the bag, and I smack at her hands.

      “Stop touching,” I scold. She’s swats back at me.

      “I can’t help it. I’m intrigued.”

      “Hmm,” I mumble putting the last item in place. “Before I tell you what I have in mind, do you have any actual plans for this scheme of yours?”

      “Not really,” she admits. She’s playing with the loose strings on the bottom of her T-shirt. She’s twirling them around her finger in hypnotizing rhythm.  “I figured it would come to me in the moment or I’d get bored with all the planning and drop it.”

      “I assumed as much after reading the list you made,” I say jokingly. “But it’s the thought that counts.”

      “Excuse me for not being like the rest of the town and spending every waking second of the day thinking up ways to torture poor, innocent people.” There’s humor in her voice even as she tries and fails to keep a neutral face.

      “Well Barlow, you better get in the mindset of Grimsby’s evil townspeople because operation payback the town happens tomorrow.”

      She flashes a big, goofy smile at me and rubs her hands together.  “Show me what you got.”
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      For the second day in a row, I’m up earlier than I want to be. I stifle a yawn with the back of my hand and wait in the teachers’ lounge for Adam to return from his part of our plan.

      We were up late putting the finishing touches together: onions dipped in caramel and sprinkled with peanuts, cut outs that are motion activated, a pop quiz for the students over a book we never read. Maybe not as effective as Adam’s previously mentioned pelting people with onions suggestion but just as effective, and there’s no possibility of getting arrested for assault.

      Knock on wood.

      I still have no idea what Adam is planning for the festival, so who knows? Maybe the possibility of arrest is still in our future. But for now, the only part I’m playing in this Halloween scheme is setting out a pretty plate of caramel covered onions for the teachers of Grimsby High.

      I pull a pumpkin shaped paper and a golden Sharpie from my purse, then scribble a quick enjoy! before propping the pumpkin paper against the plate.

      Part of me feels ashamed of my behavior.

      The grownup side of my brain is holding a blow horn and begging me abandon ship. The side of me that is dying for a little payback is telling me to beat on. That the people of Grimsby deserve to eat caramel covered onions.

      Honestly, they deserve onions being pelted at them, but that is neither here nor there.

      Luckily, I don’t have to deal with the conflicting sides of my brain warring with each other for long because Adam walks in at that precise moment, leaving me to momentarily forget about my inner turmoil of right and wrong.

      “It’s done.” He high-fives me and leans against the counter that’s holding the decorated onions. Adam went around to each classroom to double check our work and make sure that our cut outs were in place and in working order. Those are my favorite.

      Scary but not too scary.

      They’re equivalent to hanging fake spiders from the ceiling that drop down when you open the door. Instead of spiders, we used cardboard cut outs of monsters that are motion activated. We taped them to chairs and stuck the chairs right in front of the door like posts. The moment a teacher opens their classroom for the day, they are welcomed with a scary face that yells BOO!

      “I’m nervous,” I say, coming to stand in front of him. “But in a good way.”

      “It’ll be worth it,” he assures me.

      “It better be.” I poke my finger into his chest as I say each word. “I’m talking years of pent-up annoyance.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” he says, waving a hand between us. “You’ll have your revenge, Barlow.”

      I look down at the worn-in, carpeted floor the holds years of coffee stains. There is a tension between us that isn’t normally there, and it feels like as good of a time as any to finally address the proverbial elephant in the room.  “Sorry I told Timmons that you would take over the Halloween festival,” I finally say. I didn’t think he would really be upset but maybe I’m wrong.

      “It’s alright.” He shrugs. “I deserved it.”

      “No one deserves the trauma that the festival brings.”

      “It’s odd how much Miss Shelly loves doing this every year.”

      “She’s cracked. Or maybe a secret superhero. But if you want my opinion, there is no way a sane person would willingly put themselves through that kind of torture year in and year out.”

      “Oh, she is bananas. But I love it. Most of the time anyways.” He crosses his ankle over the other and adjusts the way he is sitting against the counter before continuing. “I appreciate you helping me tonight. Unfortunately, I do not possess Miss Shelly’s crazy gene—superhero gene—or whatever you want to call it.”

      “To be fair, you did corner me,” I say teasingly.  “Is it too late to tell you to go to hell?”

      “It’s never too late to say no,” he stammers looking down. “If you really don’t want to. I would completely understand.”

      I look around the room intentionally, biding my time, hoping it makes him sweat if even just a little bit. Maybe I’m not feeling that guilty. “Well.” I say, drawing out the word for emphasis. “You did keep your end of the bargain. I’d also hate to lose my best friend to stress induced cardiac arrest. Not that he shares the same sentiment.”

      He looks relieved when he smiles at me, and I lied. I do feel a little guilty.

      In comparison, everyone is getting off light. Not that they all deserve to suffer.

      Alright, maybe some of them do but Adam is not one of them.

      The tension is still hanging heavy in the air, and I’m feeling more awkward by the second just standing here. Any second the bell will ring, and the school will fill with students and teachers anxious to get this day over with. With how big of a deal everyone treats this festival, it’s a wonder we must come to school at all.

      The silence between us stretches, and I know I won’t be able to think straight for the foreseeable future until I get whatever this is straightened out between us.

      “Hey.” I tap Adam shoe with the toe of my ankle length boot. “Are you mad at me? I know sorry doesn’t fix it, but I am sorry and if—”

      “What?” he says, cutting me off. “No. Don’t be ridiculous. I’m not mad at you.”

      “Are you sure? Because it’s okay if you are.”

      “Sabrina, I pinky promise that I am not mad at you.” He holds his pinky out toward me, and I reach up, locking my pinky with his. The gesture makes my heart swell, and not because he isn’t mad at me, which is great, but because he still uses it as a form of truth. Of trust. It’s just so Adam. “Why would you think I’m mad at you?”

      “I don’t know. You just seem…out of it.” I drop my hand from his and step back. Even the smallest of contact between Adam and I makes my brain fuzzy, and this is not the time to fuzzy-brained. We both can’t be out of it today. “Feeling bad about the Halloween pranks then?”

      “Pfft,” he scoffs. “Absolutely fucking not. I’m just mad I didn’t think about doing this years ago instead of limiting my creative genius to just scaring you.”

      “There’s always April Fool’s Day,” I remind him.

      “Ah, yes.” He strokes his chin with his finger and thumb and throws his voice in a way that makes me think of Dr. Evil. “When we are not limited by spooky.”

      “Exactly,” I agree. “You can use other adjectives like goofy or whimsical.” He throws his head back in laughter, and I want to make him keep laughing. To bottle it up and take it home with me so I can hear it whenever I want. “If you’re not mad at me and you’re not feeling guilty over the scaring that’s about to go down this morning, then what is wrong?”

      He seems to contemplate it for what feels like forever but is only a few seconds.

      He opens his mouth to say something but is cut off when a scream echoes down the hall followed by a loud “What the fuck!”

      Adam and I look at each other. I raise my eyebrow at him, and the biggest, heart-stopping grin splits his face.

      “One down,” he says.

      “And the rest to go,” I finish for him.
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        * * *

      

      The rest of the school day seems to fly by, witchy pun intended, and it’s been nothing less than incredible; full of the screams of my (at least for now) enemies—to be completely dramatic—and I love it.

      I don’t think anyone’s figured out that it was Adam and me, but I’m sure it’s only a matter of time. Especially when someone realizes that we are the only two that didn’t bite into a caramel flavored onion or have a motion activated cut out jump out at us.

      Part of me wonders if we have somehow started a prank war for next Halloween, but I can’t seem to care. Truthfully, now that I’ve gotten a taste of what it’s like to be on the other side, I hope there is. Especially if it means another Adam and Sabrina team up.

      Adam and Sabrina.

      I like that. Our names together cause of a frenzy of butterflies to break out in my belly.

      It’s amazing to me that after twenty-one years I still get butterflies whenever I think of him. That my feelings for Adam have never wavered. No matter what, it’s always been him.

      If I really think about it (and I try my hardest not to), I know that it’s why none of my past relationships have worked. Sure, there were some great guys with serious potential. Guys that I could have loved if the circumstances were different. Guys I didn’t give a real chance to, and not because I didn’t want to or because I didn’t want them, but because I couldn’t. No matter what, they were unknowingly and subconsciously compared against the perfect Adam October.

      Sometimes I’m worried that it’ll always be this way. That I’ll die alone because I am in love with my best friend who I can never be with. Who doesn’t share those same feelings for me.

      I look both ways before crossing the street to where the festival is set up and in full swing on the other side. The lot is beautifully decorated with orange and black balloons tied together and suspended like a Halloween colored canopy. Pumpkins are sitting in every corner like welcome beacons. Booths are jam packed into the small, tight space: some offering games and others offering food, courtesy of overzealous parents who will at some point tonight make a game out of whose booth is better. The game has been known to get a little too competitive, and Miss Shelly will have to remind them that this is a volunteer position, and no one is getting paid for how well their booth is decorated or if they sell more.

      It usually gets nastier from there.

      Unfortunately, that unwelcomed role will go to Adam and me tonight, as Miss Shelly will not be here as the mediator.

      Great.

      Have I mentioned yet that confrontation is not my friend?

      Booths aside, there’s even less room for rides and outside of a small Ferris wheel, the only other option is to go through the fun house. Which I never do. It makes me nauseous, and it’s kind of terrifying.

      People in costume are everywhere, and I can’t tell who is who. It’s just one giant blur of color and fur. I’m thankful that Adam and I opted to go sans costume this year because I don’t think I’d ever find him in this mayhem.

      I push all previously bummed thoughts of Adam from my mind, to be dissected by me at a later time, because right now I owe him my full attention as we try to make sure tonight runs as smooth as possible. With any luck, nothing too bad will happen. At least nothing that can’t be taken care of within a few minutes and minimal effort.

      Adam is waiting by the gate for me with a lopsided smile on his face.

      “Ready?” he asks as I approach. He looks surprisingly unbothered. A contrast to the nervous wreck that I know he was yesterday. I, on the other hand, briefly consider running in the opposite direction. Don’t get me wrong, I love Grimsby’s Halloween festival just as much as the next ghoul, but only when I get to play the part of guest and not the part of host.

      It’s a fleeting thought, really; I’d never actually abandon Adam. Especially after I got him into this mess.

      As if Adam senses my hesitation, he holds out his hand, and I intertwine our fingers together.

      “Ready,” I assure him.
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      Four pumpkin related accidents. Three fights. Two food related crisis. One drunk party crasher. While those numbers may seem high for a small town of five hundred people, I’d say Adam and I did a great job at keeping the anarchy to a minimum.

      The Grimsby High Raven’s basketball team has game nights that get more brutal than this.

      We really love our basketball here.

      I’m proud of us. We are nearing the last hour of the festival, and no one got seriously hurt. The three fights aside.

      I’m exhausted but I’m having a lot more fun than I expected. Not that I’m really all that surprised. If anyone can turn glorified babysitter duty into something fun, it would be Adam.

      “Wanna go on the Ferris wheel?” he asks. “They are doing one more ride before they shut it down for the night.”

      “I don’t know. Do you think everyone has gotten their destructive and/or violent behavior out of their system for the night?”

      “You make Grimsby sound like a bunch of wild party animals.”

      “Are they not?” I joke.

      “Touché.” Adam grabs my hand and pulls me towards the Ferris wheel. Now that the sun has gone down the festival is lit up in an array of white, purple, and orange twinkle lights. There are so many that the overhead lights are almost unnecessary.  “They’ll be fine. Come on.”

      A fair share of people in the world are unbothered by heights. Some of those people will climb tall mountains or jump from a plane with enough trust in themselves to pull their parachutes at the precise time, knowing that they won’t freeze in fear. Some might even dangle from the side of a very tall cliff with nothing but blind faith that their friend will be able to hold their weight with one hand while their other hand snaps an aesthetically pleasing picture for social media

      I am not one of those people.

      I would never willingly put myself into a position where I could fall a million feet to my death. No thanks. You’d think the same sense of level-headedness would carry over to the Ferris wheel, but it never does. There’s something about being surrounded by a giant bowl of metal that makes me feel at ease.

      “Having fun?” We are suspended at the top of the Ferris wheel, waiting as others climb into their carts at the bottom. The whole town can be seen from this angle.

      “Surprisingly, yes,” I say.

      “Hmm,” he mumbles. “I’m glad.”

      “Are you? Having fun that is.”

      “I’m having fun now.” He stretches his arms out so they’re spanning over the backs of our seats on either side. If I lean back, I would be able to feel Adam’s arm behind me. “Can I ask you something?”

      “You just did,” I joke but when I look over at him, there’s no smile on his face. Just a thoughtfulness to him as if he’s contemplating something important. “Sure.”

      When he doesn’t ask right away, I’m sure he has either changed his mind or he’s lost in thought. Either way, I don’t press. We’re sitting in anxious silence for too long as the ride picks up again, but finally, he comes through with his question. “Do you ever think about what it would be like if we were together?”

      “Together?” I ask, not fully sure I heard him correctly. “In what way?”

      He seems to mull it over before he answers. “In the way that two people in love are. Together. Any and all of the things that entails.”

      “Oh.” I want to say yes but I can’t make my mouth work. I’m certain my brain has just imploded on itself because I can’t remember what words are.

      Say yes, my brain screams at me. Tell him how you really feel.

      From the corner of my eye, I can see the look of disappointment that momentarily flashes across his face. He recovers just as fast, and I’m left unconvinced if there was ever really a look of disappointment at all or if it was just the glimmer of the lights playing tricks on me.

      “I do,” he says as if it is no big deal. “A lot.”

      “Wh-what?” I stammer. “You do?”

      “I do.”

      “Wh-what kinds of things do you think about?” I falter, curiosity getting the best of me.

      The corner of his mouth turns upwards. He’s smiling. That’s a good sign. “Sometimes I think about kissing you.”

      I hear someone gasp in the distance, and I think it must be me because we are the only ones up here, but I can’t be sure. I want to say something—anything—but my mouth feels like chalk. I need something to drink. Or, better yet, I need someone to dump a bucket of ice-cold water onto my head.

      Am I dreaming? I don’t remember falling asleep. But if I’m not sleeping then all of this is happening, really happening, and I’ve said nothing. Say something.

      Adam is looking at me with an intensity I’ve never seen on him before. A look that is borderline starved, and I can relate.

      People are laughing in the background as they run around and enjoy the end of hour Halloween festivities. “Monster Mash” is playing faintly in the distance. Bings of machines sound off as someone wins a game. It all fades into the background until there is nothing but the sound of my pounding heart. It’s loud and I’m drowning in the sound.

      I’m staring into Adam’s dilated pupils, and he doesn’t look away. The air between us is charged, a livewire of nerves that could set this whole town ablaze if either of us were to move too quick.

      I open my mouth to speak at the same time the Ferris wheel comes to an abrupt halt. The ride is over. Adam steps from the cart first and offers his hand to me. He helps me from the cart, and I try to steady myself once we’re free. I suck in a big breath of air and then inhale slowly through my nose. The air down here isn’t as thick with tension, and I can feel all drowsiness fade from my brain.

      With that feeling of clarity comes the realization that everything is different down here. At least it feels different and maybe it’s for the best. Should I say something? I’m going to say something.

      Adam is pulling me through the sea of people over to the pumpkin patch, and I’m still not sure what to say but at least we’re moving. Together.

      “Let’s go,” he says with a mischievous smile. “We have one more surprise.”

      I’m tripping over myself to keep up with him. With everything that’s happened today, I forgot about the mysterious grand finale of pranks he set up yesterday. I look around, trying to find any clue as to what it could be when we finally reach the edge of the pumpkins.

      “We should be okay here.” He’s practically bouncing with excitement. I don’t think I’ve seen him this wound up since his parents took us to Holiday World.

      “We should be okay from…” my sentence trails off as a sound reminiscent of party poppers given to children at birthdays pierces the sky.

      Green slime spills from the now popped balloons overhead, and pumpkins are blown to pieces as they release the mucus-like substance into the air. Everyone and everything becomes it’s victim…including the two of us.

      “I think this is karma.”
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      By the time we make it to Adam’s house we are out of breath from laughing so hard and covered head to toe in green slime.

      “I can’t believe you did that.” I’m practically screaming at him as I try and fail to talk between breaths and the side cramp I developed from running across town. I make a mental note to run more often before next Halloween.

      “Did you see the people chasing behind us?” he asks, shaking slime from his hair and onto his living room floor. His smile is big and filled with excitement. It’s infectious and I can’t stop the next wave of belly-aching laughter that spills out of me. The dimple on the right side of his cheek is as prominent as ever as his smile grows wider.

      “They almost caught us,” I say, following him to the bathroom down the hall. He tosses a clean towel at me and I’m trying to wipe away all the slime that is dripping from my clothes and hair. We are leaving a trail of green goo in our wake as we go from room to room, and I’m thankful that he has hardwood floors and not carpet. It will be much easier to clean up. “How did you even do that? Set everything up to go off like that?”

      “An evil genius never revels his secrets.”

      “I think that’s a magician or a chef.”

      “Same thing.” He shrugs. “Too bad we also ended up in the line of fire. I miscalculated. To be fair, I am a history teacher and not a math teacher.”

      “We were still farther away than everyone else,” I remind him. “I think it’s safe to assume that you will now be the target for next year’s relentless Halloween pranks.”

      “Bring it on.” His mouth twitches, and he tosses the towel over his shoulder. “You are not getting into my truck like that. Wanna take a shower here, and then I can take you home?” There is a squishing sound coming from the inside of my boots as I shift from one leg to the other.

      Gross.

      “Uh, yeah. I think that’s a good idea.”

      I hop into the shower taking an extra-long time on my hair. The hot water relaxes my muscles with each drop of it on my skin. When I get out, Adam has a T-shirt and a pair of his sweatpants folded for me on his bed. He decided to use the guest bath, and from the sounds of creaking pipes, he’s still showering.

      While I wait for him, I browse the bookshelves in his room. It’s the first moment quiet all day, and I have time to reflect on what he said to me on the Ferris wheel.

      Adam wants to kiss me.

      What does that even mean for us and our friendship?

      I feel as if some invisible line was crossed today with his confession, and there’s no way back to the safe ground of friendship. If we were to move forward that would be it for us. I’m contemplating the reasons why this is a very bad idea when I hear Adam come into his room. I spin around feeling caught for snooping, although I only looked at the bookshelves and I’ve seen everything in here many times before.

      He’s frozen by the door, watching me as his chest rises and falls in dramatic rhythm.  I don’t move because it feels like the right thing to do. Like if I move it’ll somehow spook him.

      “I’ve never seen you in my clothes before.” His voice is gravelly, and it sends a shiver down my spine.

      I don’t know who makes the first move.

      One moment we’re looking at each other and the next we’re kissing.

      Adam’s hand wraps around the back of my neck holding me to him. His tongue sweeps over my bottom lip and my mouth parts allowing him unrestricted access. He’s pushing me into the wall as my teeth sink into his bottom lip and he groans a deep, guttural sound.

      “Fuck,” he growls, pulling his head back so he can look into my eyes. One hand continues to rest on the back of my neck while the other wraps around my lower back. Every inch of us is touching from head to toe. His hard length pushes against my stomach, and I grind into him, desperate for more. “Is this okay?”

      I should put a stop to this; we’ve already gone too far. But my body feels starved for his, and there’s an ache between my legs that throbs in unison with my rapidly beating heart. Our breaths are labored, mixing between us. He’s watching me, waiting patiently as my brain and heart clash with each other.

      “Yes,” I say aloud, assuring us both before pulling his mouth back down to mine, desperate to taste him again.

      It’s like flipping a switch, and we’re pulling at each other’s clothes clumsily. Our movements are awkward and stilted as we try to maneuver around flailing arms and hungry mouths. When I do finally manage to pull his shirt up and over his head, my hands are everywhere, moving over the contours of his muscled shoulders and down his arms with greedy possession. In the same breath, he slides his hands up my borrowed T-shirt to cover my bare breast, and when he tugs on the hard peak, a ripple of pleasure runs through me. He’s hardly touched me and already I’m on the verge of falling apart.

      I reach between us and brush my hand against his length tentatively. He shudders from the contact, and I’m rewarded with another devastating moan. I want to hear that sound every single day for the rest of my life. I briefly consider pulling out my phone so I can record it for his ringtone but the thought of stopping this, whatever this is, has me reconsidering.

      I slip my hands into his shorts and stroke him slowly at first, lazily back and forth.

      He breaks our kiss and rests his forehead against mine.

      “Turn around,” he orders. “Now.”

      My hands are holding my weight against the wall as I bend over slightly at the waist. I feel him gather the fabric of my sweatpants into his hands and tug until they are pooled around my ankles. I kick them away almost tripping over myself as I do.

      His hands are on me now, moving down my spine, the curves of my ass. I arch back into his touch. His fingers are skimming lower, gliding over my wetness, and he swirls once…again…one last time before sinking a long finger inside me. My fingers curl into the palms of my hands leaving tiny crescent moons. Each pump of his finger pulls me closer to the edge.

      He slides in a second, quickening his pace. Pleas for him to continue leave my lips, and I’m so close…

      And then he stops.

      Protests are on the tip of my tongue when he falls to his knees on the ground. Seconds pass and I know his attention is caught between my legs. Suddenly I feel too exposedvulnerable.

      He smooths one hand up the back of my leg; over my calf, behind my knee, and stops when he reaches my thigh. The feather-like touch leaves a trail of goosebumps in its wake.

      My eyes squeeze shut when he leans forward and kisses, licks, and nips his way up the back of me. His mouth is moving higher and higher and when his tongue makes contact with my center it’s too much. My knees buckle and the sounds that leave my mouth are feral. His hand comes to the back of my thigh, holding me in place.

      His tongue is lapping skillfully over my clit, and his fingers are pumping into me. The combination of movements has me hurling toward an orgasm that’s been in the making for my entire life. Every fantasy of the two of us over the years, all the made up, what-if scenarios inside my head. Nothing could have prepared me for this. I’m floating so high I don’t think I’ll ever come down.

      I roll my hips against his relentless tongue, wringing out every drop of pleasure for myself. When it’s over, he stands, pulling his shorts down just enough to pull himself out. My eyes feel heavy as I turn my head to the side and sneak a glance over my shoulder. I’m still bent over the wall, spread wide open, and he’s watching me, pumping his fist up and down his length.

      I watch him, too. The slow, memorizing movements of his hand. The corded muscles of his arm as they flex and strain.

      I glid my hand over my taunt stomach and between my legs working myself into another frenzy.

      “You’re so god damn sexy Sabrina,” he groans.

      That’s all the encouragement I need. I turn around and push him toward the bed. His knees hit the edge and he falls backward with me on top of him. He’s kissing my neck, and I tangle my hands into his hair pulling him closer.

      I reach between us and take him into my hand. Hard and thick.

      I brush him back and forth against me and his heads falls back, eyes fullering closed. I shudder and a hiss leaves his lips.

      “Please,” he begs, and I know I would give him anything he wants.

      I’m hovering above his lap, guiding him into me. My eyes roll back as he enters, stretching me. It’s slow. So agonizingly so that I wonder if he’s reconsidered. I open my eyes to look down at him, to ask him if he wants to stop, when he’s starts pushing inside of me inch by inch until I’m full.  Once in, he doesn’t move. He’s lying there, watching me for a reaction.

      The feeling of him inside of me is overwhelming and consuming in the best possible way. It feels right, like our bodies were made for each other.

      It’s in this moment that I realize that I will never be the same. That nothing will ever compare to this feeling. That Adam and I can’t ever go back to being just friends.

      Then you better make it count.

      I roll my hips and his fingers dig into the dips of my hips. I move against him slowly. Up…down…up, and then I roll my hips again.

      He draws himself out of me and pumps back in, over and over, until the slow pace gives way to hard thrusts. I’m holding onto his biceps, nails biting into his skin. I can feel his eyes on me, and I pull my bottom lip between me teeth.

      My second orgasm chases my first, and this time I come with him inside of me. I’m screaming out his name and he’s pumping and thrusting into me so hard that I know I’m going to hurt tomorrow morning but I don’t care.

      I don’t care if I ever walk again.

      And after two of the best orgasm in my entire life, my muscles have turned to mush. I’m really not sure if I’ll ever be able to walk again…

      Okay, at least not tonight.

      I’m so thoroughly fucked and sedated I never want to leave this bed.

      When Adam can’t take it any longer, he pulls out, fists his length, and comes with an extreme force across my stomach.

      I roll off his lap and lie down beside him. We’re silent as we try to catch our breath.

      Adam finally gets up and goes into to the bathroom, and then comes back seconds later with a warm cloth. I say nothing as he cleans me off.

      He tosses it across the room and lies back down.

      Whatever spell we were under is now broken, and reality is slowing creeping its way back in.

      What have we done?

      My mind is reeling, and I’m trying to conjure up ways that we can save our friendship when his hand reaches over and clasps mine. I intertwine my fingers into his and wait. For what I have no idea.

      “You’re overthinking,” he says groggily. His eyes are closed as he talks. I say nothing for minutes trying to think of what I want to say. What needs to be said.

      “Are we still friends?” I ask, finally.  His mouth twitches, and is he smiling? This is not a smiling moment.

      “I’d like to think we’re a little more than friends now that my dick has been inside of you.”

      “Y-you don’t have to feel obligated to be with me.” I try to keep my tone neutral but my voice quivers anyways. “It was just sex. Nothing has to change if that’s not what you want.”

      “Was it just sex to you?” His voice has a hint of hurt to it and it makes my chest ache. “Because it wasn’t for me Sabrina.”

      “It…wasn’t?”

      “No,” he says firmly. “And I don’t think it was for you either.”

      He rolls over so he’s looking at me, and I do the same. His hand comes up to cup my cheek, and when our gazes meet, all I see is love. Pure, uncomplicated love.

      “I love you,” he confesses. “I have loved you from the moment I saw some nine-year-old punk bullying you. I want this, Sabrina. I want you and us and everything that entails. If you’ll have me.”

      I close the distance between us, capturing his mouth with mine.

      We kiss until our lungs feel like they might burst from lack of oxygen, and when we can’t take it any longer, I pull back. His eyes are searching mine. Waiting patiently for an answer. My heart swells at the sight of him, and I know that no matter what happens, Adam and I will be okay.

      “I love you, too.”
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      Thank you for reading Mr. October! While there will are no more stories planned for Grimsby, Indiana, there are plenty of full-length novels coming to you in 2023.

      
        
        Happy Halloween!
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        Instagram: @betweave

        Website: authorbethanyweaver.com

        Facebook Group: Bethany Weaver’s Reader Group
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        Amongst the Stars (Spring of 2023)

        Playing Cool (TBD)

        Heating Up (TBD)
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      Bethany Weaver is a contemporary and paranormal romance writer who resides in the Midwest. She is a literary agent for Weaver Literary Agency by day, a writer by night, and a mom of three beautiful, smart kids 24/7.
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