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THE PUMPKIN WAS STUFFED

Tara Sivec

Chapter 1: Everyone Loves Clowns

Noel

“It was a dark and stormy night . . .” I whisper in a sinister voice, staring with wide eyes at the scene in front of me.

“No it’s not. It’s actually a very lovely fall evening. Not a cloud in sight.”

I turn to face my husband, Sam, crossing my arms over my chest and above my giant pregnant stomach, which seems to have grown ten times larger in the last week. I’m thirty-five-years-old, with long, dark-red hair and green eyes. I used to think I was quite pretty, until I turned into a beached whale with swollen ankles. Standing next to my husband, who is a year older than I—with his gorgeous blue-gray eyes; short, dark-brown hair; and fantastic muscular build, thanks to the Marines—it’s hard to remember that I was once skinny and hot and looked like a perfect match for my sexy husband.

“Work with me here. I’m trying to set the tone for when I tell our child this story. If I don’t inject the right amount of scary details, he or she will never truly understand the horror of what we’re looking at right now.”

Sam cocks his head to the side, studying the yard we’re currently standing at the edge of while I study his profile. I still can’t believe he’s my husband, even though we’ve been married almost a year and a half. He’s too hot for his own good, and I’m a hot mess with an ass covered in stretch marks.

“It’s not that bad,” he mutters.

I shake my head at him and then, adding sociopathic mood swings to my mental list of pregnancy-related problems, fantasize about jamming a knife into his skull and carving it like a pumpkin.

“Not that bad?!” I argue, my voice rising a few octaves as I fling one arm out, gesturing around my parents’ front yard. “My father decorated his yard with hundreds of clowns. CLOWNS, Sam. Scary, creepy, makeup-wearing, red-nosed, big-shoed CLOWNS. This is the stuff nightmares are made of.”

I shudder, wrapping my arms around myself, wishing I could unsee this shit. There are clowns cut out of wood and painted; mannequins dressed as clowns; stuffed clowns; blow-up-doll clowns . . . every size you can imagine, from one foot tall to ten feet tall. They’re scattered all around the yard. My dad is slightly obsessed with decorating for every holiday, which makes sense, I guess, since our last name is, literally, Holiday. When I brought Sam home for Christmas the year we met, he thought we were pulling up to an airport runway, with all the bright, flashing lights all over the yard. My father’s Valentine’s Day decorations cover every inch of the yard; all the red hearts make it look like the house is bleeding onto the grass. The entire state of Ohio went through a flag shortage the year he bought all the American flags that hang from the siding and porch railing on the Fourth of July.

But he has taken this year’s neighborhood Halloween decorating contest to a horrifying level. One I’ll never be able to erase from my mind; I’ll see it every time I close my eyes.

“It’s about time you got here!”

I turn to watch my dad jog down the front porch steps—which are littered with giant red clown shoes and jack-o’-lanterns—and hurry across the lawn toward us, dodging all the . . . clowns.

Jesus. I can’t even THINK that word without getting the chills.

Dad is practically bouncing with excitement by the time he gets to us, his feet crunching through the fallen leaves as he stands next to me and nods at the two of us with a huge smile on his face. At fifty-seven, my dad is a pretty handsome man, standing at just about my husband’s six-foot stature, with a full head of salt-and-pepper hair.

“Hello darling Noel, hello Asshole - Who - Defiled - My - Daughter . . . so, what do you think of the yard?”

I let out a sigh and shake my head at him.

“Dad, for the hundredth time, Sam is my husband and did not defile me. Can’t you just be happy about being a grandfather again, like a normal human being?” My brother and his wife already had a baby, a girl named Holly, and neither one of them had to suffer through this kind of sarcastic abuse from my father. My poor husband deserves a medal.

He wraps his arm around my shoulder and kisses the side of my head.

“Of course I’m happy about becoming a grandfather again. But you’re my baby girl. And I’d prefer to think of this as an immaculate conception. Otherwise I will have a heart attack and die, picturing how it actually happened. Do you want me to die, Noel?” he demands in his usual, dramatic fashion. “Do you?!”

“Speaking of heart attacks,” I mutter, changing the subject before my dad really does kill himself thinking about how I got pregnant. “Why, for the love of God, did you decorate the yard with clowns? No one likes clowns, Dad. No one. You’re lucky your neighbors haven’t burned your house down in protest.”

Dad scoffs and rolls his eyes at me.

“Don’t be silly. Clowns are fun. Everyone loves clowns.”

A loud, bloodcurdling scream, followed by the most miserable-sounding wails, makes all three of us turn around to find a woman and a little boy standing a few feet away, on the sidewalk. The boy has his face pressed into the woman’s side as he continues crying, and they rush past my parents’ house.

“Clowns, Reggie? Really? You should be ashamed of yourself,” the woman mutters, hurrying down the sidewalk with her distraught child.

“YOU’RE JUST JEALOUS BECAUSE YOUR FRONT YARD LOOKS LIKE A MONKEY TOOK A SHIT ON IT, SUSAN!” my dad yells after her. “EVERYONE LOVES CLOWNS, AND I’M GOING TO PROVE IT WHEN I WIN THIS CONTEST FOR THE TENTH YEAR IN A ROW!”

I should probably be embarrassed that my dad is screaming at one of his poor neighbors, but I was raised by this man. It’s not the first time I’ve seen him turn into a raging lunatic in public, and it certainly won’t be the last. He takes every holiday decorating contest very seriously. He starts coming up with ideas and building things for his Halloween display in February. With all of the children on the street, he doesn’t like doing anything scary, and usually goes with something fun. One year it was a carnival theme, with a ticket booth and fun carnival games for kids. Another year it was a Charlie Brown theme. Last year, he went with a Mickey Mouse/Disney theme. All sweet and innocent fun. But clowns are anything but sweet and innocent, and clearly he’s lost his mind.

“I don’t know, Reggie. That house across the street might be giving you a run for your money,” Sam states.

My dad starts grumbling and cursing under his breath as I look over at the house Sam is talking about. I can’t help the dreamy sigh that escapes me. They’ve decorated in a Nightmare Before Christmas theme. It’s one of my absolute favorite movies, and the display is amazing.

There’s a huge Jack Skellington and Sally right in the middle of the yard, with a giant light-up moon behind them, and smaller wooden figurines of every other character are scattered all around the grass, from Doctor Finkelstein and the mayor of Halloween Town, to Oogie Boogie and the ghost dog, Zero. There are orange and white spotlights on every wooden character, and at least a hundred carved pumpkins distributed around the entire display.

My dreamy sigh doesn’t only have to do with the decorations, though. It also has to do with the house itself. I’ve loved that house since I was a little girl. It’s just a typical, two-story colonial, but the wraparound front porch, professional landscaping, and huge, fenced-in backyard made it my dream house. I always imagined that someday I’d get married, buy that house, and raise my family there.

“That yard looks like horseshit,” my father mutters in irritation. “They didn’t even put any work into it. They just went out to the closest Halloween store and bought everything they could find. I put my blood, sweat, and tears into my display.”

“Clearly. The blood when all those creepy-ass clowns come to life and stab you in your sleep, the sweat when you’re trying to outrun them, and the tears when they murder your entire family,” I inform him.

My dad ignores me and continues to glare at the yard across the street.

“Did you know that house sold in less than two weeks? I haven’t even met the new owners yet, and they’ve been there for a month. What kind of people move into a neighborhood, try to end my reign as Halloween Decorator King, and don’t even come over and introduce themselves? Monsters, that’s who,” Dad complains.

I can’t help the wave of sadness that washes over me when I think about how my dream house went on the market and sold before I even knew it was available. When Sam and I got engaged, we moved into his house, since I was unemployed and living with my parents at the time. Don’t get me wrong, we have a really great house. It’s a ranch, with a big yard. And Sam let me do whatever I wanted with it when I moved in. I do love where we live, out in the middle of nowhere—but it’s thirty minutes away from my family. One would think, as crazy as my family is, that I’d be perfectly fine living far enough away from them that they can’t come over every five minutes and bring their crazy right to my front door. My overprotective father, who still hasn’t adjusted to me being a grown woman with a husband and a baby on the way; my overbearing mother, who talks about sex more than any mother should; and my Aunt Bobbie, who used to be my Uncle Robert, and never leaves home without wearing a sparkling evening gown, a full face of makeup, and a wig, are entirely too much crazy for one family to handle. At least my older brother, Nicholas, and his wife, Casey, help to balance out the normal.

And while a year ago it might have been true that I’d want to be as far away from them as possible, now that Sam and I are about to have a baby, thirty minutes away seems like thirty hours. What if Sam’s at work and there’s an emergency? And he’s a Marine—what if he gets deployed again? I’ll be a half hour away from my support system.

“Maybe the new neighbors like to keep to themselves. I’m sure they’re very nice people. They just moved in and they’re already participating in the decorating contest. That’s got to say something,” Sam tells my dad, pulling me out of my thoughts.

“Yeah, it says they want a war with the official Halloween Decorator King.”

“Dad, that’s not a real title,” I remind him.

“It’s a real title if I say it’s a real title!” he argues. “Obviously I need to up my game and prove to those yahoos that they can’t beat me. Sam, make yourself useful: Go find me as many clown costumes as you can.”

“Where, exactly, am I supposed to find clown costumes?” Sam asks as my father starts walking toward the garage, his current command center for all things Halloween decorations.

“YOU’RE A CLOWN WHO DEFILED MY DAUGHTER! GO LOOK IN YOUR OWN CLOSET!” Dad shouts back to him, over his shoulder.

With one last look at the house across the street, Sam grabs my hand and laces his fingers through mine. Staring straight ahead to avoid eye contact with any of the creepy, lifelike clowns, we make our way through the yard and up the porch steps, pausing in front of the door.

Sam lets go of my hand, rests his palms on my huge stomach, and smiles down at me.

“What are the odds our child will grow up to be completely normal and not at all batshit crazy?” he asks.

“Slim to none,” I immediately reply, placing my hands on top of his, our smiles broadening when we feel a little kick from inside my belly.

“At least you’re honest,” Sam laughs.

“I’m always honest about the craziness of my family. Just remember, you signed up for this shit. You agreed to take me for better or for worse, in sickness and in health, and to protect me from clowns for the rest of your life.”

“I don’t remember the clown part of our vows,” Sam muses.

“It’s a recent addendum. So get your ass moving and get me the hell away from these things or I’ll take you with me when I get on the bus to crazy town.”

Chapter 2: Babies Do Not Go in Ovens

Sam

“Everyone, pay attention! I’m bringing this meeting to order, so shut the hell up!”

“Ch-ch-ch-ch-ch-ch, ah-ah-ah-ah-ah-ah.” Noel is chanting the creepy theme music from Friday the 13th under her breath when her best friend, Scheva Oliver, yells at everyone.

Scheva and Noel were best friends in high school, but lost touch when Noel moved away from Ohio to live in Seattle. As soon as Noel moved back home, the Christmas she and I met, her friendship with Scheva picked up right where it left off, and the two became inseparable again. We introduced Scheva to my best friend, Alex Rose, last Valentine’s Day, and what started off as a fling quickly turned into something more. After Scheva announced at Easter that she would be marrying Alex, Noel started humming “here comes the bride” whenever Scheva entered the room. Now, as my wife has become increasingly more miserable and cranky during the last trimester of her pregnancy, and Scheva has turned into a bridezilla on crack, it’s safer for everyone involved if Noel lets out her frustrations by channeling Michael Myers.

You know, singing his theme song instead of going on a murderous rampage.

I love my wife more than anything else in this world, but she’s been scaring the shit out of me lately with her mood swings. No one will be happier than me when she finally gives birth. Don’t tell her I said that, though, or she’ll probably stab me in the throat while I sleep.

“I’ve called everyone here tonight so we can discuss, and make any final changes to, the outfits you’ll be wearing next weekend. At my wedding. The moment I officially become a bride. The one day where everyone will be paying attention to me. And the last perfect, amazing day I’ll ever have for the rest of my life,” Scheva announces, tossing her long blond hair over one shoulder.

“Um, hello? Married to this guy for the rest of your life,” Alex reminds her, pointing both his thumbs to his chest.

Noel likes to call Alex and me the yin and yang of hot guys. We’re pretty much the same height and have the same muscular build thanks to the military, but where I have short dark hair, Alex’s is short and blond. I still think I’m better looking than he is, and make sure to tell him that on a regular basis. Alex and I had similar childhoods. We both lost our parents at a young age and were tossed around the system until we turned eighteen, when we joined the Marines. Our similar lives forged a bond that I can’t break, no matter how much he irritates me sometimes. When I introduced Alex to Noel’s family, they immediately welcomed him into the fold and made him one of their own, much like they’d done with Scheva.

Even though Scheva’s parents are alive, they’ve never really given a shit about her. As soon as she turned eighteen and moved out, they started traveling the world and forgot they had a daughter. Noel’s family may be crazy, but they’ve taken in all of us orphans and made us a part of their family without a second thought.

“Yeah, yeah, whatever,” Scheva sighs with a wave of her hand. “Happily ever after and all that shit. But I’ve been dreaming about being a bride all my life, and it’s almost over. I’ll never have anything to look forward to ever again.”

“Boy, marriage is going to be fun!” Alex replies sarcastically, which earns him a glare from his bride-to-be.

“Marriage is hard work,” Bev, Noel’s mother, announces from the other side of the room, where she is busily rearranging the orange pumpkin lights hanging across the fireplace mantle. “I hope your ups and downs are only in the bedroom.”

“Ew, gross,” Noel whispers, her lips curling in disgust.

“Get it? Ups and downs in the bedroom? Because when you’re having sex your bodies move—”

“Oh my God, Mom, we get it. Stop. Don’t make me throw up my dinner,” Noel complains.

“There’s nothing wrong with a healthy sex life, Noel. How many times do we need to have this discussion? If your father weren’t such a tiger in bed, I would have divorced him a long time ago. And he found this new website called Tumbles where he’s gotten a lot of new moves. Have you heard of this Tumbles thing?” Bev lights a votive candle and walks over to the coffee table in front of us, sticking it inside a small, carved pumpkin in the middle of the table. “You should try it.”

“Bev, my love, it’s called Tumblr, not Tumbles. And now you just ruined my favorite website, picturing you and Reggie looking at porn before you get your nasty on.” Noel’s Aunt Bobbie tosses back her third martini, the short blond wig she’s wearing going all askew when she whips her head back to finish the drink. “Sam, come over here and comfort me,” she continues. “Let me fondle your pumpkins.”

Noel’s Aunt Bobbie was her Uncle Robert until his wife left him when she caught him trying on her clothes, and he realized he was much happier being a woman. When I first met Aunt Bobbie, she reached out and grabbed my dick instead of shaking my hand. She toned down her flirting and sexual innuendos with me when Noel and I got married, but obviously this wedding is stressing everyone out lately.

“I’m not wearing what you picked out for me,” Noel suddenly says to Scheva with a huff, crossing her arms and pouting.

“What are you doing? Do you want to get us all killed?!” Alex whispers, staring at her with wide eyes.

“It’s a Halloween wedding, and you’re wearing a costume,” Scheva growls.

“You said this was a meeting to discuss any final changes to the outfits. Well, I’m making a final change. I’m NOT wearing the costume you picked out for me,” Noel argues.

“You will wear it and you will like it!”

“You made me a cardboard box you expect me to wear, painted like an oven, with a picture of a baby inside that rests right over my stomach. YOU’RE COOKING A BABY!” Noel screams.

“IT’S A BUN IN THE OVEN, AND IT’S CUTE!”

“IT’S NOT A BUN IN THE OVEN. IT’S AN ACTUAL BABY IN THE OVEN. BABIES DO NOT GO IN OVENS!”

“DON’T PISS ME OFF OR I’LL MAKE YOU WEAR THAT FLUORESCENT-GREEN TAFFETA MATERNITY PROM DRESS WITH THE GIANT PUFFY SLEEVES I FOUND AT GOODWILL!”

“You wouldn’t!” Noel fires back, attempting to push herself up from the couch, her belly getting in the way and making her fall back to the cushions five times. I sit next to her and do nothing but watch.

I could be a gentleman and help her up from the couch, but then I’d just be convicted of aiding and abetting when Noel finally gets to her feet, charges Scheva, and chokes her to death.

Noel finally manages to push herself up from the couch and waddles over to Scheva, getting right in her face.

“I’m NOT dressing up as an oven.”

“Yes, you are. I already bought Sam’s chef costume so you two match, and it’s too late to change the entire theme of your matching costumes,” Scheva argues.

“I’m dressing up as a slutty witch, or a slutty kitten, or a slutty devil, just like I do every year, and you’re not going to stop me!”

“This is so hot,” Alex whispers as he watches our women scream at each other from his spot next to me, perched on the edge of the couch.

“That’s my pregnant wife you’re talking about.”

Alex shrugs. “Yeah, so? Pregnant porn is hot. Don’t tell me you’ve never watched it.”

“You’re disgusting.”

“Thank you,” he replies with a smile.

“ALL RIGHT! THAT’S ENOUGH!” Reggie bellows, walking into the living room and handing a fresh martini to Aunt Bobbie before cracking open the can of beer in his other hand. “Noel has already ruined our family name by not decorating for the holidays over the last year, I don’t need the neighbors gossiping more about us because they can hear you two screaming about cooking babies and slutty kittens.”

He turns his angry look in my direction, and I cower back into the seat cushions. Reggie blames me for Noel’s refusal to decorate the outside of our house for any holidays since last Halloween. No one in this neighborhood would even know or care that we haven’t decorated, since we live thirty minutes away, but that doesn’t matter to Reggie. Noel became a little superstitious when every holiday we spent together after we first met turned disastrous.

We met in an airport bar a few days before Christmas, and she convinced me to come home with her and pretend to be the boyfriend she’d recently broken up with after he proposed to her. But I got shot with a BB gun when we toured the house from A Christmas Story, and Aunt Bobbie was so high on drugs, she was convinced she saw a squirrel wearing a sweater.

Then you have our first Valentine’s Day, when Bev brought home a stripper named Pinky to live with them, and everyone thought Pinky swallowed Noel’s engagement ring and they’d have to wait for her to shit it out to get it back. Not to mention Aunt Bobbie accidentally giving Noel Ecstasy instead of Xanax before a big job interview, which resulted in Noel attempting to strip and dance in the office of her interviewer.

And there was our first Fourth of July, our wedding day, where we were stalked by a half-dead, pissed-off zombie cat named Turd Ferguson, a few stray fireworks almost burnt my dick off, and Noel’s wedding dress went up in flames like a barn full of dry hay.

To say we’ve had some very eventful holidays is putting it mildly. Noel decided, starting last Halloween, that we would do whatever we could to ignore the holidays in the hopes that this would eventually bring us good luck. It seemed to work, too, until this past Easter, when Noel found out she was pregnant and tried to surprise me with notes hidden in Easter eggs. But her drunk Aunt Bobbie and even drunker best friend, Scheva, found the notes and switched them, and her sweet way of announcing the news turned into the most awkward conversation about anal sex that anyone has ever had.

“Dad, I told you why I haven’t decorated for the holidays, give it a rest,” Noel says with a sigh.

“And look what happened! You got knocked up and now you have to dress up like an oven,” Reggie grumbles.

“Pretty sure that’s not what caused my pregnancy.”

“IT WAS AN IMMACULATE CONCEPTION!” Reggie shouts.

“Can we please bring this back around to the wedding? MY wedding? The happiest day of my life, and the day all of you people will do exactly as you’re told and wear exactly what I’ve picked out for you?” Scheva interrupts. “Sam will be dressing as a chef, Noel will be dressing as a goddamn oven and will not bitch about it one more time, Aunt Bobbie will be dressing as Barbra Streisand—”

“I get to sing at the reception, right?” Aunt Bobbie interrupts. “I’ve been practicing ‘You Don’t Bring Me Flowers,’ and the ladies from Drag Queen Bingo will be disappointed if I don’t sing it.”

Scheva continues without acknowledging Aunt Bobbie. “And Reggie and Bev will be dressed as a priest and a nun.”

“How many fucks given? NUN!” Alex cheers with his fist in the air.

“Now, we only have a week left until the wedding. We have treat bags to make, pumpkins to carve, orange lights to string, and all of those god-awful clowns to remove from the front yard,” Scheva tells us.

Just like Noel and I, Scheva and Alex have decided to have a small, intimate wedding in Bev and Reggie’s backyard. Here’s hoping their wedding doesn’t end with a trip to the emergency room in the back of an ambulance and third-degree burns on anyone’s junk.

“THOSE CLOWNS STAY!” Reggie yells. “I’ve already got a plan ready for the wedding day. As soon as you asked if you could have the wedding here, I started collecting used wedding dresses. All of the clowns will be dressed for the festivities, and my display will remain intact for the judging ceremony.”

Yes, because nothing says “happy wedding day” like clowns dressed up as brides.

Noel stomps back over to the couch and flops down next to me. I wrap my arm around her shoulders and pull her against my side.

“You’re going to be the sexiest oven anyone has ever seen,” I whisper in her ear.

“Forget about cooking a baby. I’m going to chop off your balls and cook those instead.”

Did I mention how happy I’ll be when this Halloween wedding is over and our baby is finally out of my wife’s body?

Chapter 3: Apple-Butter Lube

Noel

“I can’t believe you’re just now telling me this. Also, you’re a dumbass.”

I pause from grabbing a small pumpkin out of the bin in front of me to glare at Scheva.

“I’m not a dumbass. And I didn’t want to bother you with it. You’ve got a lot going on right now,” I explain, putting the pumpkin into the wagon next to me.

Scheva decided late last night that she didn’t have enough small pumpkins for the table centerpieces at the wedding, and she sent out an S.O.S. text at midnight that we were all to meet her at our local pumpkin farm to stock up, first thing this morning.

While my mom and dad are busy in the field, picking out a few extra-large pumpkins for their front yard, and Alex and Sam are occupied in one of the old fields, a few acres away, watching the pumpkin launcher shoot pumpkins, Scheva and I finally have some alone time in front of the main building, at the bins of small pie pumpkins.

“You can’t possibly think Sam is cheating on you. Again. Didn’t we already go through this before? And besides, he fears your father too much to ever cheat on you,” Scheva reassures me.

“Fine, I don’t think he’s cheating on me, but he’s definitely keeping something from me. He’s been acting weird lately. And you know all that overtime he’s been working? I went up to the base the other night to take him dinner, and the guard at the gate told me he left hours earlier.” I grab another pumpkin from the bin and put it into the wagon, on top of the pile we’ve already accumulated.

“Aunt Bobbie has been acting weird lately too. Well, weirder than usual. Maybe she finally convinced him to start going to Drag Queen Bingo with her. I bet Sam makes a very lovely woman,” Scheva says with a laugh.

She walks over to the wagon, picks up the handle, and starts pulling it toward the cashier at the side of the building. I follow along, walking next to her.

“It’s probably just my hormones making me crazy, right? I mean, maybe the guard was wrong and Sam really was there.”

“Did you ask Sam if the guard was wrong and he really was there?” Scheva asks, stopping by the cashier and pulling her wallet out of her purse.

“Of course I didn’t ask Sam, are you insane?! I’m much happier thinking the worst so that when the truth finally does come out, I can be pleasantly surprised that all my fears were wrong, like a normal human being,” I tell her.

“You mean like a neurotic human being.”

“Same difference,” I shrug.

“All right, someone needs to back up one of their vehicles to the front of the building and help me load my haul,” Aunt Bobbie states, coming over to stand next to Scheva and me.

Aunt Bobbie disappeared as soon as we arrived to browse inside the pumpkin farm’s store. They sell all sorts of homemade goodies, like apple and pumpkin pies, apple cider, and freshly made pumpkin donuts from their bakery.

Aunt Bobbie pulls a mason jar out of the purse hanging from her shoulder and holds it up for the cashier to see. It’s got a pink label wrapped around the glass that says Steph’s Apple Butter.

“What’s the cinnamon content in this?” she asks.

“A very small amount. Just a dash, really. Enough for flavor,” the woman replies with a smile.

“Excellent. Cinnamon burns. I know that from experience. A dash should be just fine. I’ll take seventy-five jars,” Aunt Bobbie informs her before shoving the jar back inside her purse.

The woman’s mouth drops open in surprise.

“Aunt Bobbie, what in the hell do you need seventy-five jars of apple butter for?” Scheva asks, her nose scrunched up in confusion.

Aunt Bobbie laughs.

“You’re right. What was I thinking? That’s just crazy!”

The cashier’s face relaxes until Aunt Bobbie continues.

“Make it a hundred. You can never have too much apple-butter lube.”

Scheva quickly throws a wad of cash on the counter and thanks the cashier, both of us grabbing Aunt Bobbie’s arm and pulling her away before the cashier passes out and our family gets kicked out of yet another public place.

“Heeeeey! I need to pay for my apple-butter lube!” Aunt Bobbie protests loudly, causing a bunch of pumpkin-farm patrons to look in our direction.

“Oh, don’t look at me like that, Suzie Stick-Up-Her-Ass!” she yells at a woman who has stopped in the middle of the walkway to gawk at us. “I bet your husband knows what’s up with apple-butter lube.”

The man standing next to the woman blushes and quickly looks away from us.

“Yeah, that’s right. You’ve slathered some apple butter on your nether region before, admit it!”

Mom and Dad come walking up to us, each carrying a large pumpkin in their arms, as Scheva and I do our best to shush Aunt Bobbie and smile apologetically at the people watching this horrific scene unfold.

“Why is everyone staring at us?” Mom asks as she sets her pumpkin down by my feet.

“Oh, no big deal. Aunt Bobbie is just making sure we’re never allowed to come within a hundred yards of this place,” I mutter.

“Dammit, Bobbie! We’re already not allowed to go to Target and Starbucks anymore. And we’ve been banned from two Home Depots because of that incident with the leaf blower,” my dad complains.

“It’s not my fault the worker didn’t understand the sucking power of a machine he sells in his own store, Reggie. And it’s also not my fault he allowed me to demonstrate using the crotch of his pants. How was I supposed to know there was an emergency kill switch that would have prevented his penis from being covered in so many popped blood vessels that the thing looked like a bloody nightmare? He should have known his product better,” Aunt Bobbie protests.

“Taking a picture of it with your cell phone when the ambulance arrived was also probably a bad idea,” I remind her.

“I needed proof of the dangers of leaf blowers to send to corporate!” she says with a stomp of her foot.

“All right, as fun as all of this has been, we need to get these pumpkins home so the guys can start carving them,” Scheva announces.

“I’m not leaving without my apple-butter lube,” Aunt Bobbie pouts, crossing her arms over her chest.

“Ooooooh, you can use apple butter as lube? Reggie, maybe we should get a few cases,” my mom muses, smiling at my father, who has moved a few feet away, looking anywhere but at our small group, pretending like he doesn’t know us.

Scheva starts to drag her wagon of pumpkins toward the parking lot. Aunt Bobbie stomps away with her, and my mother continues trying to convince my dad they should stock up on apple butter. I send a quick text to Sam that we’re getting ready to leave, and he replies immediately, telling me he loves me, and that he and Alex will meet us out by the cars.

Like always, I feel like an idiot for the thoughts I’ve been having about my husband. I’m sure he’s just been acting more out of sorts than usual lately because he’s anxious about the fact that we’re about to become parents. My family provides enough insanity in our daily lives; I don’t need to add to it by making up issues that aren’t even there. I really do have the best husband in the world. If we weren’t still getting dirty looks from half of the staff right now, I’d run inside and pick up a few jars of Steph’s Apple Butter myself, for us. Maybe by the time Halloween rolls around next year, it will be safe to come back.

Chapter 4: It’s So Tingly

Sam

A wad of pumpkin guts smacks me in the face, and I glare at Alex as he sets down his drill and stares at the pumpkin in front of him.

“Is it really necessary for you to use a power tool to carve these pumpkins?” I ask, swiping the globby mess off my cheek and flicking it onto my newspaper-covered kitchen table.

“I’ve already carved seventeen pumpkins, and you’re only on your third. I’d say having a power tool is a necessity,” he answers, standing back to look at his work.

“All you’ve done is drill a giant hole in the center of each one. At least I’m putting effort into mine and giving them faces,” I reply, holding up the gap-toothed jack-o’-lantern I just finished.

“It’s not a giant hole. It’s a glory hole. I’m making these pumpkins multifunctional for the male guests, since going to a wedding for a dude is hell on earth. They can enjoy the soft glow of the candle inside of it during dinner, or they can take one to the bathroom and have a little in-and-out fun. People will thank me.”

Shaking my head at him, I walk over to the sink and start washing some of the goo off my hands.

“I’m pretty sure your bride-to-be will not be thanking you when you explain what you’ve done.”

Alex tosses me a towel when I turn around, and I begin drying my hands as he starts loading the carved pumpkins into a few large plastic containers that we can pack into my truck and take over to Reggie and Bev’s later.

“Speaking of thanking me, you didn’t even give me any gratitude for the gift I brought you today,” he complains.

“These pumpkins look dumb and ugly.”

We both turn to look at Tia, the six-year-old girl sitting at my table, who stares with annoyance at the pumpkins Alex puts into the container.

“I’m supposed to thank you for volunteering us to babysit your neighbor’s kid?” I whisper to Alex as I come up next to him.

“Children are a delight—especially you, Tia, isn’t that right?” Alex asks her with a huge smile on his face.

Tia jumps down from my chair, walks up to Alex, and kicks him right in the shin.

“SON OF A FUCKING BITCH!” he shouts, bending at the waist and grabbing his leg.

“You said a bad word. I’m telling my mommy!” Tia scolds before storming out of the kitchen, her blond pigtails swishing back and forth as she goes.

“I SAID TWO BAD WORDS! AT LEAST I CAN COUNT!” Alex shouts after her.

“Real mature,” I mutter with a shake of my head.

“Fine, not all children are a delight, but you should still be thanking me. Scheva told me that Noel thinks you’ve been acting weird lately, and that it might be because you’re scared about your impending fatherhood,” Alex explains as we start cleaning up the mess covering my kitchen table. “You can’t tell me this wasn’t a brilliant idea. It will give you a little practice on how to handle kids before the big day arrives, so you don’t fuck everything up.”

“Gee, thanks for the vote of confidence. And I’m not nervous about becoming a father. You know exactly why I’ve been acting weird lately, so babysitting duty wasn’t necessary.”

Alex is the only one who knows about the surprise I’ve been planning for Noel, and that I’ve been busting my ass to get it finished before she has the baby. I’m honestly surprised he hasn’t let the cat out of the bag, considering this guy usually can’t keep a secret to save his life.

“You do realize that once a certain someone finds out what you’ve done, you’re probably going to have to change your name and enter the witness-protection program, right?” Alex asks as he rolls up the pumpkin-guts-filled newspaper and tosses it in the trash.

“It’s not going to be that bad,” I tell him, even though I know it is.

It’s going to be bad. Horribly bad. I’m just hoping I’ll be forgiven and they’ll see how good this will be for everyone. Eventually. Like, maybe by the time our child goes to college.

“Where’s Tia?” I ask suddenly, peeking out of the kitchen doorway and not seeing her in the living room.

“Probably running with scissors, watching porn on YouTube, and lighting things on fire. She’ll be fine.”

With a sigh, I leave Alex to finish cleaning up my kitchen while I go in search of the little girl. I might not know a lot about kids, but I do know you should never leave them unattended for long periods of time, and that silence never equals anything good.

Luckily, my house isn’t that big, and I find her in the master bathroom, right off my and Noel’s bedroom.

“Oh, no,” I mutter as soon as I walk in the room.

Tia looks up at me from where she’s perched on the edge of the tub, and her eyes immediately fill with tears. I rush to her side and squat down next to her.

“I mean, oh no, I can’t believe you’re having fun without me!” I lie.

She smiles up at me and finishes squirting the last of an entire bottle of shampoo into the tub before standing up and pointing at it.

“Get in.”

I stare at her in confusion.

“Um, what?”

She sighs heavily.

“I said, get in. Take a bath.”

Glancing down into the tub, I wince at the mountain of goop that she’s dumped into the Jacuzzi tub, several sections of it starting to bubble and hiss. I’ve never seen shampoo do something like this, and it makes me a little nervous thinking about everything she could have dumped in there along with the hair-cleaning product.

“I don’t think—”

“GET IN THE TUB RIGHT NOW!” she screams, with a stomp of her foot.

“Okay, okay, I’m going!” I quickly reply, hopping over the edge of the tub, my feet sinking into the mess, which squeezes between my toes. The feeling makes me want to throw up in my mouth a little. “See? Look at me in the tub! Wheeeeee, this is fun!”

I stomp around a little as she watches me. When I start to climb back out, she blocks my way, her hands on her hips.

“Sit down. Take a real bath or I’ll tell Mommy you said bad words.”

“I didn’t say bad words, your neighbor Alex said bad words!” I complain, throwing him under the bus and cursing him under my breath for putting me in this situation.

Her eyes start to fill with tears again, and this time, her lower lip starts to quiver.

Fucking lip quiver. How am I supposed to ignore a lip quiver?

With a sigh, I slowly sink down into the tub, regretting the action as soon as my ass gets swallowed up by the mess.

“Doesn’t it feel good?” Tia asks with a smile.

“Yep! It feels great! Really tingly. What exactly did you put in my bath, sweetheart?” I ask as nicely as possible, clenching my teeth to stop myself from screaming.

Tia walks over to the cabinet under the sink and starts pulling out empty bottles and tossing them onto the floor next to the tub. Shampoo, conditioner, shaving cream, bleach, peroxide . . . well, that explains the tingling.

She continues throwing out bottles and I quickly realize that maybe I do need a crash course in parenting. Obviously children shouldn’t have access to any of these products. And obviously I’m paying for my mistake, because the tingling has now turned to full-on burning, which means it’s definitely time to panic.

“Tia, honey, I need you to call nine-one-one,” I tell her as calmly as possible while my balls feel like they are being lit on fire.

“NINE-ONE-ONE!” Tia screams at the top of her lungs.

“NOT OUT LOUD, ON THE PHONE!” I scream back, forgetting all about how I shouldn’t freak out in front of her and scare her, even though my balls feel like they are melting right from my body.

“MOMMY SAYS I’M NOT ALLOWED TO USE THE PHONE, DUMMY!” Tia argues, rolling her eyes at me like I’m an idiot.

“What is all the screaming about?” Alex asks, poking his head in the bathroom door. “Dude, are you bathing in front of my neighbor? I think that’s rule number one for Things You Shouldn’t Do in Front of Kids. And you thought you didn’t need to learn how to be a parent.”

Alex moves into the bathroom and scoops Tia up in his arms.

“How about we go into the living room and I put on It’s the Great Pumpkin, Charlie Brown so Sam can finish whatever kinky thing he’s doing on his own?”

“What’s kinky mean?” Tia asks him as he carries her out of the room.

“I’ll get back to you on that when you’re eighteen.”

As soon as they’re gone, I quickly stand up, pull the plug, and turn on the shower, not even bothering to remove my clothes as I scrub the toxic shit off of me.

It takes thirty minutes and three showers for my balls to finally stop burning, but at least that gives me something to worry about other than the surprise I’ve been planning for Noel.

Chapter 5: The Baby Knows

Noel

Have you ever been in the middle of having sex with someone and found you can’t stop your mind from wandering?

Did I remember to pay the electric bill?

Are we almost out of milk?

Did I call my mother back when she left me a voice mail?

Is Sam not making any noise because I’ve crushed him with my giant belly?

Not that I’m doing any of those things right now, seated on top of my husband in our bed while he thrusts his hips up. My husband is gorgeous, and he’s the best sex I’ve ever had, but I’m too big and irritable and scatterbrained to even pretend I’m enjoying it.

“All right, spit it out,” Sam says softly when he stops moving, sliding his hands up my bare thighs and resting them on my hips.

“That’s not what you said last night,” I joke, trying to lighten the mood instead of bringing it down with my insecurities and crazy brain.

“Ha ha,” he deadpans. “Come on, I know something is bothering you. Do we need to have another intervention, where I tell you all the ways your pregnant body is beautiful and how I still think you’re sexy?”

He helps me lift myself up and off of him, and I lay down on my back next to him, staring up at the ceiling. Sam turns on his side, propping himself on one elbow and supporting his head in one hand while the other rests on my stomach. He stares down at me.

“No, I don’t need another pregnancy intervention. I’m sorry, my head is just all over the place right now.”

“The baby cannot see my penis coming toward its face, we already Googled that shit and found out it isn’t true,” Sam reminds me.

“It’s not that either. But did you know the baby can feel my orgasm? It’s like a sense of euphoria for them. That’s weird. Our baby is having orgasms in the womb. Our baby is having orgasms before it can walk or talk. Isn’t that weird? Doesn’t that creep you out?”

This is not at all the thought that was running through my head, but I don’t want my husband to know I feel gross and ugly, because he’ll just think I’m being silly.

“It didn’t five seconds ago, but thanks for giving me that image right before I go to sleep,” Sam complains.

“I’m sorry,” I apologize again, turning on my side and resting my hand on his chest. “I think I’m just feeling a little off because it’s almost Halloween and we don’t have one decoration up. I know, I know, it was all my idea last year, but this is my favorite holiday. And we don’t have one pumpkin or any corn stalks on the front porch. And it still kind of sucks that we don’t get any trick-or-treaters living way out here in the boonies.”

“Honey, we can do whatever you want. If you want to make Halloween throw up all over this house, we’ll do it. And we always go to your parents’ house for trick-or-treaters anyway, so it doesn’t even matter that we don’t get any kids here,” Sam reminds me.

He’s right, and I don’t know why I’m being all emo about this all of a sudden. My parents’ street, aside from having a Halloween decorating contest, goes all out on Halloween night. Everyone sets up tables and chairs and fire pits in their driveways, and the neighbors spend the night going from house to house, voting on which house has the best decorations, sharing food and drinks everyone has set out, and having a fun time hanging out in between passing out candy to all the kids.

It’s probably because of that stupid house across the street from my parents. Knowing someone else is living there and will get to enjoy the fun that is Halloween night right in their own front yard is depressing. But Sam’s right. We go there every year, and this year will be no different, even though it will be the day after Alex and Scheva’s wedding, and a week before I’m due to give birth.

I stare at Sam’s face and for the first time see just how exhausted he looks. He’s been working a ton of overtime lately, leaving the house before the sun comes up and coming home long after it’s gone down most nights. I feel bad that I’m making him feel bad about where we live. This is a great house to raise a baby, and I’m just going to have to deal with the fact that we’re thirty minutes away from my family and I’ll always have to go there if I want to enjoy the fun of trick-or-treat night.

“First thing tomorrow, I’ll go out and get us a bunch of pumpkins to carve and corn stalks to put on the front porch. And before I leave, I’ll bring all of your boxes full of Halloween decorations down from the attic so you can go crazy around this place. Sound good?” Sam asks.

Giving him a smile, I push myself up, and with a few grunts and sighs and a lot of effort, I climb back onto his lap and rock my hips against him until I feel him start to grow hard again between my thighs.

“Have I told you lately how much I love you?” I ask, lifting my body a few inches so Sam can reach between us and line himself up.

I sink down on him and we both groan.

“Yes, but I don’t mind you telling me again,” Sam mutters, his eyes fluttering closed as I swivel my hips and he jerks his up to meet me. “Oh, shit. Do that again.”

I do as he asks, wishing my huge belly weren’t in the way so I could look down and see him moving inside me.

Right when my mind finally clears of all the nonsense and I can feel my release start to creep up on me, the baby kicks, and my body jerks to a halt.

“What’s wrong? What happened? Are you okay?” Sam asks, his eyes flying open as he looks up at me with worry.

“The baby kicked,” I whisper.

“Um, okay?”

“The baby knows I was almost ready to have an orgasm,” I whisper again.

“The baby does not know you were almost ready to have an orgasm,” Sam says with a sigh.

“The baby knows. I can’t be responsible for my baby learning about orgasms when it can’t even speak to tell me to stop talking about orgasms,” I complain.

“It’s like you want me to throw up in my mouth right now,” Sam mutters.

“I’m sorry. I’ll make it up to you. When this baby is out of me and is nowhere near my orgasms, everything will be fine.”

“You can make it up to me right now. Let me do that thing,” he demands.

Sam gently lifts me off his body again, moving out from under me and sitting up in bed next to me as I grunt and huff and position myself until my back is leaning up against the headboard.

“No. Absolutely not. I told you to never ask me if you could do that again. That was NOT fun for me, nor was it a pleasurable experience,” I remind him, crossing my arms in front of me and resting them on my huge belly.

“I’ll go slower this time. I promise you’ll like it.”

“You said that last time, and it ended in me crying and having to take five showers,” I argue.

His mouth turns into a pout, and he bats his eyelashes at me.

“Please, Noel? Pretty please? I promise I’ll never ask you to do this again. I know it’s more fun for me than it is for you, but I’ll be quick. It will be over before you know it,” he begs.

Considering I just ruined his evening, I have no choice but to give in.

Sam lets out a whoop of excitement and scrambles off the bed to grab all of the necessary supplies.

True to his word, he’s quick and it’s over before I know it. There are no screams of protest or crying from me this time, just a look of complete annoyance that I don’t even bother hiding from my husband.

“Okay, all finished. Shit, baby. You’re so cute. I don’t know why you won’t let me take a picture. Your mother would love this.”

Lifting my head from the pillows where I scooted down to let him do his thing, I stare at my huge belly, now completely covered in orange paint, with a jack-o’-lantern face drawn on with black paint.

“Stop giving me that look. You’re adorable. This is what happens when you’re going to have a baby right after Halloween, so deal with it. This is all I have to live for right now. Don’t ruin it,” Sam scolds, unable to keep the stern look on his face, his dimples popping out as he stares at the masterpiece he just painted on my stomach.

I know I should probably think this is cute, but it just makes me feel even more unattractive, knowing my stomach resembles a giant, plump pumpkin.

“Fuck it. I’m taking a picture,” Sam mutters, reaching over to grab his cell phone from his nightstand.

“I will shove that thing up your ass if you take a picture of my stomach right now,” I threaten.

“Too late,” Sam says with a smile, pressing a couple of buttons on his phone until I hear a whoosh sound, letting me know he just sent the damn thing to God knows how many people.

Instead of throwing a fit, I get up out of bed and head to the shower, quietly plotting his death as I turn on the water and let it warm up.

“Ch-ch-ch-ch-ch-ch, ah-ah-ah-ah-ah-ah,” I start chanting.

“I HEARD THAT!” Sam shouts from the other side of the door. “STOP DOING THAT. IT’S FREAKING ME THE FUCK OUT!”

With a laugh, I get into the shower and start scrubbing the damn pumpkin off my stomach, looking forward to getting into the Halloween spirit tomorrow and forgetting all about my stupid superstition. Alex and Scheva are going to have a fun, awesome wedding, we’re going to hang out at my parents’ house for trick-or-treat and have an amazing time, and Sam and I will celebrate another holiday without any mishaps. I can feel it.

Chapter 6: Phteven

Sam

“Sorry! I know I’m late, just give me two seconds to wash up really quick and then we can go,” I tell Noel as I rush into the kitchen where she’s seated at the table with her laptop in front of her.

She tips her head up and smiles at me as I lean down and give her a quick kiss on the lips.

“It’s fine. I’m just trying to finish up some work.”

I pause for a minute to stare at her as she fiddles around on her computer. She looks exhausted, and I feel like the biggest ass in the world for being away from her so much lately and for keeping a secret from her. I hate that she thinks I’ve been working all this overtime lately and feels bad for me whenever I tell her I’m tired. I’m deceiving my wife, and right now, it doesn’t make me feel good.

“Is that a beaver?” I ask, leaning down closer to look at her laptop screen.

“It’s a wombat. And yes, I Photoshopped a wombat, the ShamWow guy, and the Virgin Mary into our family’s Christmas picture from last year. Don’t judge me. I’m trying to get my creative juices flowing so I can get as much work done as I can before I go on maternity leave,” she tells me.

Noel got a job working for Seduction and Snacks two years ago on Valentine’s Day. It’s a huge company with chains all over the U.S. One side sells sex toys, and the other side is a bakery. They hired Noel to design inappropriate greeting cards for their stores. The popularity of Noel’s cards grew so quickly, the owners made her a partner last Easter, changed the name of the store to Seduction and Snacks and Salutations, and let her add whatever she wanted to the line, like T-shirts, pens, notepads, and a bunch of other shit, all with inappropriate sayings on them.

“What is all that stuff?” Noel asks, looking away from her laptop and noticing the two huge duffel bags I brought home from work.

“Don’t ask. Your dad called me earlier in a panic, asking me to bring a bunch of stuff home for him. He’s taking this Halloween-decorating contest to an extreme level,” I tell her.

“If he doesn’t win that thing this year, we’re all going to suffer, Sam.”

I swallow past the lump in my throat and let out a nervous, high-pitched laugh.

“Why wouldn’t he win? He’s totally going to win. Everyone knows he’s going to win. He wins every year. Why would this year be any different? He’s going to win. Should we update our passports just in case? I’ve heard Belize is a nice place to live,” I ramble.

Noel stares at me, her brow furrowed questioningly.

“Are you okay? If you don’t want to go to my parents’ house to help put together the treat bags, I can call my mom and make something up.”

I laugh again, all weird and girly, wondering why in the hell I can’t just laugh like a fucking man when I’m nervous and hiding something from my wife.

“I’m fine! Excellent. Everything is good. Give me five minutes to jump in the shower and then we can go.”

Giving Noel a kiss on the top of her head, I leave her to her wombats and ShamWow guy and head to the bathroom, hoping she’s not getting suspicious and that my surprise will still be a surprise, even though now I’m starting to worry that once everyone finds out what I’ve done, this family will go a hell of a lot more insane.

* * *

“Get your shit together, Sam! I thought you said you’d done this before. Stop acting like a pansy-ass little girl!” Reggie whisper-yells as our feet crunch through the leaves and we gingerly step over pumpkins and extension cords.

“I HAVE done this before. IN A FUCKING WAR ZONE, not for breaking and entering!” I whisper back angrily.

When Reggie called me at work earlier and told me to bring over night-vision goggles, tactical vests, camo face-paint sticks, a Ka-Bar knife, and combat helmets, I thought he needed these items for another asinine decorating idea for his front yard. I had no idea, when Noel and I got here for dinner and to help put together candy bags for wedding favors and trick-or-treat, that Reggie would drag me out to the garage, make me suit up, and threaten to cut off my balls if I didn’t do exactly as he said.

“I still can’t believe you didn’t bring the rifles. The ONE thing I told you was most important, and you conveniently forgot them,” he complains. I let out a groan when he kicks a jack-o’-lantern out of the way, caving in the front of the intricately carved thing.

“That took someone over two hours to carve, and you just ruined it!” I complain. “And I may be an idiot, but I’m not dumb enough to give you a loaded weapon.”

Reggie crouches down behind a shrub, grabs my arm, and yanks me down next to him. Since the sun set over an hour ago, the neighborhood is shrouded in darkness, making me feel like I’m in the middle of a scary movie gone wrong, and that a deranged killer will any minute jump out from behind a nearby tree and try to kill us.

“You have no idea how long that ugly-ass thing took to carve. It looked stupid and I put it out of its misery.”

“It was an exact replica of the DVD cover of The Nightmare Before Christmas. It was artistic and genius,” I mutter like a petulant child.

“Do you need Midol? Are you on your man period? Quit your bitching and get your head in the game. We’re here to see what kind of lowlife scum moved into this house and is trying to take my title away from me.”

I can’t believe this is what my life has become. I used to be a strong, badass Marine. Now I’m wearing tactical gear, my face is covered in camo paint, and I’m lurking in shrubbery with my insane father-in-law, hoping none of the neighbors catch us and call the cops.

“Obviously these people aren’t lowlife scum. Lowlife scum wouldn’t decorate for Halloween with such attention to detail and fantastically lifelike figurines.”

Reggie glares at me over his shoulder before shuffling away from me in a crouched position.

“What are you doing?! Get back here!” I whisper loudly as Reggie walks right through the landscaping on the side of the house and up to one of the windows.

I have no choice but to follow him, studying my surroundings as I look for neighbors out on evening walks, or cops driving by to make sure a crazy man wearing a tactical vest over his wife’s pink, frilly bathrobe isn’t attempting to break into a house.

When I make it up to Reggie, the orange glow of the lights strung around the frame of the window highlights his face, giving his profile a creepy look. He cups his hands around his eyes and leans forward, pressing them against the window.

“There isn’t even any furniture in there. They’ve owned this house for a month and there’s no furniture. I bet they’re serial killers and they’re using this house to dismember the bodies in the basement,” Reggie mutters.

“Yes, because serial killers always get into the Halloween-decorating spirit,” I reply sarcastically.

“I bet they roofie their victims at a local bar; put them in the back of a white, nondescript van with dirty windows that someone wrote the word penis on; pull into the garage and close the door; drag the unconscious body inside and down into the basement; and put it onto a metal hospital table. Then they put on white butchering aprons and, using a knife from Paula Deen’s Walmart collection, chop up the body, starting with the fingers and finishing with the ears. Then they store everything in Halloween-themed Ziploc bags in seven chest freezers,” Reggie says.

“That was strangely specific . . . and horrifying.”

“I’ve had a lot of time to think about this,” he replies.

“Clearly. Can we go back across the street now? I’d much rather watch Aunt Bobbie get drunk and try to put pot cookies into the kids’ treat bags than have to explain to the police that you’re not a sociopath who dreams about how his neighbors chop up people and put them in baggies with pumpkins and ghosts on them.”

Reggie sighs and finally pulls his face away from the window.

“Fine. We’ll go home for now, but this isn’t over,” Reggie complains as we sneak back through the obstacle course of the front yard, dodging pumpkins and other decorations as we go. “These people have declared war. If a war is what they want, a war is what they’ll get. Everyone on this street loves me and my Halloween decorations. I’m not going to let some serial killers ruin my life’s work.”

“You mean everyone but Susan, who called Bev today and told her that her son had a clown nightmare last night,” I remind him.

Noel called me at work right after Bev called her to tell her about Susan, because Noel likes to bring me down to her level of misery whenever she has to deal with either one of her parents.

“I can’t help it if her son is a sissy. He’ll have a lot more to cry about when he finds out he’s living down the street from people who will kidnap him and cut off his fingers.”

“Jesus Christ,” I mutter as we cross the street and make our way up to the porch. “Never, ever say that out loud again. I don’t have enough money saved for your bail or to hire a reputable defense attorney.”

As soon as we walk in the front door, Noel comes into the front hallway from the living room, stopping in her tracks when she sees her father and me.

“Do I even want to ask?”

I shake my head. “Definitely not.”

“You married a dipshit, Noel. He wouldn’t even let me carry a rifle,” Reggie complains.

“Noel, we need more Snickers for the—”

Bev joins us in the hall and stops next to my wife, her words cutting off as soon as she looks up.

“It’s not what it looks like,” I tell her.

I have no idea why I said that. It’s exactly what it looks like. It looks like we just put on tactical gear and face paint and went creeping through the neighbor’s yard.

“Oh, Sam, you don’t have to be embarrassed. It’s about time Reggie told you how he likes to dress up as G.I. Joe when we role play.” She smiles at me before turning toward her husband. “Honey, did you tell him about how you make me pretend to be your commanding officer and I get to yell at you and give you orders?”

Reggie groans, Noel grimaces, and I try my hardest not to run screaming back out the front door.

“He likes it when I make him bark,” Bev whispers conspiratorially, giving me a wink.

“Jesus, Beverly! Is nothing sacred in this house?” Reggie complains.

Just then, the front door opens behind us, and we all turn to see Aunt Bobbie stumble in with an ungodly amount of makeup smudged all over her face and wiped off in random places on the sparkly black dress she’s wearing. It’s only eight o’clock and she already looks like she’s been on an all-night bender.

“Bobbie, what in the world happened to you?” Bev asks, rushing to her side to help her stand.

“It was a rough night at Drag Queen Bingo. I don’t remember much about what happened after the fifteenth round,” she tells us.

“The fifteenth round of bingo or of drinks?” Noel questions.

“Bacon!” Aunt Bobbie answers.

“Reggie, go make Bobbie some coffee. Sweetie, are you going to feel up to helping with the treat bags tonight?” Bev asks her softly.

“PHTEVEN!” Aunt Bobbie shouts as Bev wraps her arm around her waist and helps her walk down the hall and into the living room, moving around the shit-tons of Kit Kats, Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups, Twix bars, Heath bars, bubble gum, and Blow Pops. She deposits Aunt Bobbie onto the couch.

“What’s a phteven? Aunt Bobbie, are you having a brain aneurism? Do you need medical attention?” Bev asks, bending down to stare into Aunt Bobbie’s glassy, unfocused eyes.

“It’s Steven with a PH! BACON!” Aunt Bobbie shouts.

“Sweet Jesus, she looks like a clown that just woke up after a gang bang,” Scheva states, looking up from her spot on the floor, where she’s already started assembling bags.

“In local news tonight, there have been several recent sightings of an individual dressed up as a clown, wandering neighborhoods and frightening people. The police have yet to ascertain if this person is just having some good old Halloween fun or is a genuine threat to the community. Please stay vigilant, and if you see anyone dressed up as a clown, call the local police. Back to you, Richard.”

We’re all staring at the television in the corner of the room with our mouths wide open when Reggie walks in with a steaming mug of coffee in his hand.

“See, Dad? I told you clowns were evil!” Noel reminds him.

“Are you talking about that stupid news report they’ve been running all night? Poppycock. Bunch of horseshit, if you ask me. People getting scared over clowns . . . Clowns bring joy and laughter into people’s lives. What is this world coming to when people are afraid of something like that? It’s going to hell in a handbasket, that’s what’s happening,” Reggie complains.

He hands Aunt Bobbie the coffee, pushing it up to her mouth and forcing her to drink it as the rest of us stare out the front window, wondering how the hell we’ll be able to tell a real killer clown from the clowns all over the damn front yard.

Chapter 7: Smell These Pills

Noel

I’m setting a small, carved pumpkin in the middle of a table when a Braxton Hicks contraction hits me. I grab my stomach and focus on my breathing.

“You okay?”

I nod at Scheva as she walks over, taking a few deep breaths until the tightness in my belly finally goes away.

“I’m fine. Just getting these stupid things more and more lately,” I tell her, glancing around the yard and changing the subject. “This place looks amazing. We did a pretty awesome job.”

Scheva smiles in agreement as we take in the transformation of my parents’ backyard. Since Scheva’s parents suck and couldn’t be bothered to come home from their vacation in Barbados for the wedding, naturally my parents immediately agreed to have the wedding here. Scheva and Alex rented the same giant white tent that Sam and I used for our wedding. Underneath it is a bunch of round tables with dark brown tablecloths. In the center of each tablecloth is a cluster of fake leaves in every fall color, and nestled on those are jack-o’-lanterns containing candles we’ll light right before the guests arrive, in two days. We decided to set everything up today, instead of tomorrow, so we won’t be exhausted rushing around the day before the wedding, scrambling to get everything ready.

My dad, Alex, and Sam strung orange lights all around the ceiling of the tent, and bows made from orange and brown plaid fabric are tied around the backs of all the chairs. My mom and Aunt Bobbie are currently sticking black wrought-iron stakes into the ground all around the outer edge of the tent. The stakes are topped with small orange-glass pumpkins, which will also hold lit candles.

It’s beautiful and not over-the-top crazy with decorations, like I initially imagined it would be when Scheva announced she wanted a Halloween wedding.

“Honey, are you okay? You look a little pale,” my mom states as she walks up next to us with a box of treat bags for us to start putting at every place setting.

“Just some Braxton Hicks contractions, I’m fine.”

I’m exhausted is what I am. Sam, true to his word, brought out all of my Halloween decorations the other day, and I immediately went to work putting out pumpkins and ghosts, hanging leaf garlands from every doorway, and stringing orange and purple lights wherever I could find room. And now I’ve been here all day, helping Scheva get ready for her wedding when what I really want to do is take a nap with a giant container of cookie-dough ice cream.

Mom sets the box down on the table in front of us and gives me a stern look.

“You should be taking it easy. Didn’t you learn anything in that What to Expect When You’re Expecting book I gave you at the start of your pregnancy?”

“Yes. I learned not to jump on a trampoline, smoke meth, or handle a firearm while pregnant,” I deadpan.

“All excellent suggestions,” Scheva muses.

“Did you read the chapter about having more sex to induce labor? Are you and Sam having enough sex? Your father and I did it at least three times a day when I was pregnant with you. This one time he even used a spatula to—”

I hold up my hand to stop her from talking, her eyes—the same bright green shade as mine—blinking in confusion when I cut her off. With her long red hair pulled back into a low bun that she doesn’t even need to touch up with color to hide the grays, we could easily pass for sisters. The thought that my child will be blessed with good genes makes me smile to myself, before I realize I was getting ready to scold my mother and now is not the time for distractions.

“Mom, how many times do I have to tell you to stop telling me about your and Dad’s sex life? A daughter does not need to know these things about her mother. Ever.”

“Will you tell your daughter about these things?” she asks with an excited smile.

“Nice try. Not falling for it. We’re not telling you what we’re having because we don’t even know what we’re having,” I remind her.

My mom has not been pleased that we haven’t found out the sex of the baby. She insists we’ve been lying to her this whole time and really do know what we’re having. I know it’s unusual in this day and age not to find out, but there aren’t that many surprises in life. Sam and I want to enjoy every minute of the day our child is born, including the moment when the doctor tells us what’s been growing inside of me for the last nine months, wreaking havoc on my body and making me feel more psychotic than usual.

“Regardless, I think you should just have more sex with Sam. It will put some color back into your cheeks and remove that permanent scowl from your face,” Mom informs me.

“It’s called a resting bitch face, Bev,” Scheva adds with a smile.

“Kiss my ass, fuck truck,” I mutter, giving her the finger. “You try carrying around an extra thirty pounds of weight and feeling like you’re sweating from every inch of your body. My thighs are sweating, my back is sweating, my pits are sweating, my vagina is sweating. . . . I’m sweating from places I didn’t even know could sweat.”

Scheva scrunches up her face in disgust.

“No thank you. You couldn’t pay me enough to push a human out of my body and ruin my vagina forever. How does that thing even go back to normal after something like that? You know how? It doesn’t. Ever. It’s just a bunch of loose, flappy skin that gets in the way and scares penises,” Scheva says, though she immediately clamps her mouth shut when she sees the look of horror on my face. “I mean, for other women,” she continues. “Not you, obviously. You’ll have the perfect birth, and the perfect vagina, and your life will be awesome!”

She holds up her palm for me to give her a high five, dropping it after a few seconds when I refuse to smack my hand with hers.

“Bobbie! What did you do to these treat bags?” Mom suddenly yells as she busily paws through the box on the table.

Scheva and I move closer, peering into the box as Mom brings out one of the bags, digs around inside, and pulls out a handful of pills.

“Are these Xanax, Ecstasy, or pot pills? Noel, smell these and tell me what they are,” she orders, sticking her hand up to my nose.

“That’s not how you know the difference between pills, Mom. And how in the hell would I know the difference anyway?”

“Do you really want me to bring up the day you tried to take off your clothes during a job interview?” she asks.

“I WAS ROOFIED! THAT WASN’T MY FAULT!” I scream.

“And the time you ate a pot cookie and peed standing up?” she adds.

“I was using a she-funnel, and it was convenient and time-saving,” I inform her. “Besides, that was the night I was drunk. The night I ate a pot cookie, Sam and I had sex on your washing machine, he found a pair of crotchless panties that were yours, and we both almost curled up in the fetal position and never had sex again.”

My mom wipes an imaginary tear from her eye and smiles at me.

“You had sex on a washing machine? You really are my daughter. I was so proud, up until the crotchless panties part. They’re very sexy and freeing. I’ll buy you a pair.” She drops the handful of pills into the box and grabs her phone from the table.

“Do not buy me a pair.”

“I’m buying you a pair. I bet they have them on Amazon. They have everything on Amazon. I got your dad assless chaps with two-day free shipping,” she states.

“What’s all the yelling about? You’re killing my buzz,” Aunt Bobbie complains, coming up next to us with a full martini glass in her hand.

“Bobbie, did you put pot pills in the treat bags for the guests?” Mom asks, setting down her phone and forgetting all about buying me crotchless panties, thank God.

“What the hell are pot pills? And no, I most certainly did not put anything like that into the treat bags,” Bobbie replies, taking a sip of her drink.

Mom reaches back into the box and grabs the pills, holding them out for Aunt Bobbie to see.

“Oh, okay, yeah. I totally put those in there.”

She leans down and sniffs the pills in the palm of my mom’s hand.

“Yep, those are Ecstasy,” Aunt Bobbie confirms.

“See! I knew you could smell the difference, Noel!” Mom scolds me.

“Seriously? That’s what you’re worried about right now? Aunt Bobbie tried to roofie an entire wedding!”

“And possibly the neighborhood. We might want to check on the treat bags we put aside for the kids. Also, I can’t find the pot brownies I had in a Tupperware container in the fridge,” Aunt Bobbie adds.

We all stare at her for a few seconds, none of us able to come up with anything to say that will make the situation any better.

“What?” she asks. “So a few kids get a little high. There are worse things that could happen, like a killer clown on the loose. Look at it this way: If he creeps in their bedroom window, they won’t even care!”

With a groan, we all make our way up to the house, each of us grabbing boxes of treat bags set aside for the guests. We now have to go through them all, as well as the more than three hundred trick-or-treat bags inside the house.

I take back everything I said about wanting to live closer to my parents. Whoever bought the house across the street can have it, along with my sympathies.

Chapter 7: Butthole Meat

Sam

“That’s it. The wedding is cancelled!” Alex announces, walking into the living room and throwing himself dramatically onto the couch as he stares at the cell phone in his hand.

Everyone stops picking pills, pot brownies, loose pennies, random pieces of Aunt Bobbie’s makeup, and travel-sized bars of soap and shampoo out of the treat bags we have strewn all over the living room, and looks at Alex.

“The wedding is in two days. What are you talking about?” Scheva asks, pushing herself up from the floor, walking over to the couch, and snatching the phone out of his hand.

“If the wedding is cancelled, can I still keep the wedding dresses on all the clowns in the front yard? I even added veils to half of them. That was a lot of work and I’m not ruining it now,” Reggie asks Bev.

“I can’t possibly get married. My life has lost all meaning. My dreams have died,” Alex complains, resting his elbows on his knees and dropping his head into his hands.

“Are you upset just because of this silly email?” Scheva asks, still staring at his phone.

Alex looks up and glares at her.

“It’s not just ANY email. It’s an email from Urban Dictionary. THE Urban Dictionary. The ruler of all things awesome on the internet. They killed my hopes and dreams, Scheva. Do you not understand the severity of this situation? How can I possibly be a good husband when I can’t even be a good Urban Dictionary-er?” Alex asks.

“Is that even a word?”

“DON’T YOU JUDGE ME, SAM! DON’T JUDGE ME UNTIL YOU’VE WALKED A MILE IN MY SHOES OR RECEIVED A REJECTION EMAIL THAT HAS BROKEN YOUR HEART!” Alex shouts.

“So they rejected a word definition from you. It’s not the end of the world,” Noel informs him.

“I . . . you . . . how . . . SHITBALLS!” Alex yells, pointing his finger at her, unable to speak in any kind of coherent way.

“What is this Urban Dictionary thing? Is it filled with street slang? I’ve been trying to use the word thug more often in a sentence. I really think it’s making a difference in my life,” Bev tells us.

“It’s the Holy Grail of everything, Beverly!” Alex states, throwing his hands in the air in frustration. “And they’ve denied me entry!”

“Oh my God,” Scheva groans. “You seriously tried to submit the phrase butthole meat to them?”

“It’s another word for poop, Scheva, and it’s genius! Don’t shit on my butthole meat!” Alex argues.

Noel and I both laugh, quickly hiding our amusement when Alex looks at us angrily.

“I even provided them with a definition and very well-thought-out sentence, just like they asked. ‘Beth was mad when Chris left his butthole meat in the toilet.’ It was perfect and informative, and they denied my word!”

Scheva tosses Alex’s phone onto the couch cushions next to him and walks back over to the rest of us, taking back her spot on the floor to resume combing through treat bags.

“You have exactly five minutes to mourn the loss of your exclusion from Urban Dictionary, and then you need to get your ass back to work. There are still pumpkins to carve and illegal narcotics to remove from treat bags,” Scheva announces.

Alex gets up from the couch and stomps out of the room toward the kitchen, where a pile of pumpkins is waiting, along with stacks of newspapers to catch all the guts.

We all work quietly until someone rings the doorbell. Bev gets up to answer it, and a few minutes later, walks in with Todd, one of the neighbors.

“Hi, everyone, sorry to interrupt,” Todd tells us with a smile.

“Well, hello there, Todd,” Reggie says, speaking the name with contempt as he stares at the man standing in the doorway of the living room.

I look at Reggie questioningly, and he leans closer to whisper in my ear.

“Todd lives on the other side of the serial killers. I asked him the other day if he’d seen anyone coming and going, maybe with a white van, but he claimed he hasn’t seen anything. I know he’s lying. I can see it in his eyes. They’re all squirrely and shifty. Stupid Todd with the shifty eyes.”

I look away from Reggie and the idiotic words coming out of his mouth to listen to Todd when he starts speaking.

“Just wanted to tell you folks that my wife saw that clown lurking around our house last night, the one they’ve been talking about on the news. I was at the store and she got spooked and called the cops. Thought I’d give you guys a heads-up in case they come over here and ask any questions. Damn things scare the hell out of me. Why anyone thinks clowns are funny is beyond me,” Todd states.

“There is nothing wrong with red noses, polka-dot clothing, and big red shoes, Todd!” Reggie informs him angrily.

“Okay, well, thank you for letting us know,” Bev interrupts, grabbing Todd’s arm and pulling him out of the room. “We’ll be sure to keep an eye out. Tell Linda to give me a call. Poor dear must be just beside herself.”

“SISSY!” Reggie screams, just as Bev gets Todd to the door and practically shoves him out of it.

When Bev comes back into the room, Reggie is already up from the floor and stalking past her.

“Where are you going? We still have about a hundred more bags to go through.” Bev asks him.

“I’ve got a twelve-foot-tall Ronald McDonald sculpture to finish painting. Then, I’m going to walk over to Todd and Linda’s house and piss on their front lawn,” Reggie informs her as he stomps down the hallway to the kitchen and the door leading out to the garage.

“My wedding is going to be ruined!” Scheva wails, burying her face in Noel’s shoulder.

“Nonsense. Your wedding is not going to be ruined. There might be a clown burned in effigy on our front lawn, but your wedding will be fine,” Bev reassures her. “If Sam and Noel can survive the disaster of their wedding day and live to tell the tale, you can survive clowns and Reggie angering all the neighbors. We’ll just hire extra security. And maybe uninvite a few of the neighbors, just to be safe.”

Scheva starts crying harder, and Noel pats her back soothingly.

“It’s all fun and games until you buzzkills make me remove all the good stuff from the treat bags,” Aunt Bobbie complains, sticking her hand into one of the bags and pulling something out. “Ooooooh, that’s where my purple butt plug went! Sam, check the bags over by you. I’m still missing twenty Percocets, a sparkly necklace that says whore on it, and three sets of anal beads that glow in the dark. I don’t want some kid to mistake those things for glow-stick necklaces. Talk about awkward.”

I immediately drop the bag in my hand and push myself away from the bags all around my legs. Nothing says Halloween like getting three Snickers bars, a Kit Kat, and a set of used anal beads to wear around your neck.

Chapter 8: Hung Stocking

Noel

“It’s from the enemy and they’re trying to get in our heads . . . weaken our defenses,” my dad grumbles as we all get out of our cars and walk in small groups toward the festivities.

Instead of a typical rehearsal dinner, Scheva and Alex decided we should just spend the night before the wedding at our town’s Halloween festival. It takes place at a local Metro Park, and there are food vendors, pumpkin-carving contests, face painting for the kids, and scary movies projected on a huge screen, with hay bales to sit on. The walking trail through the woods is all decked out for Halloween, with candlelit jack-o’-lanterns lighting the path and different scary movie displays throughout.

“Dad, you were BOO-zed. It’s a Halloween tradition in a lot of neighborhoods. It’s fun and it’s sweet that your neighbors decided to start something like that this year. It’s not some imaginary enemy trying to screw with you,” I tell him with a sigh.

Earlier today, my mom found a basket on the front porch filled with bottles of vodka, tequila, whiskey, Fireball, two mason jars of homemade apple-pie moonshine, and four shot glasses with pumpkins painted on them. The basket included a note that read:

You’ve been BOO-ZED!

The ghosts and goblins love to spy,

They noticed your liquor cabinet has run dry!

Enjoy these spirits just for you!

Nothing says Halloween like a Witch’s Brew!

Make a copy of this and spread the good cheer soon,

Within two nights in the light of the moon!

Booze to you!


Ever since my mom brought the basket into the house, my dad has been acting even crazier than normal. He checked the entire house for bugs, closed all the blinds and curtains, and wouldn’t let anyone near the windows. He unplugged their landline house phone and made everyone stop talking and write what they needed to say on pads of paper.

“Noel, it says they’ve been spying on us! They admitted they’re out to get me. Why would they do that? It’s like some sort of reverse psychology, I know it. They want me scared. They want me off my game, but it’s not going to work,” Dad states as Sam comes up next to me and laces his fingers through mine.

“Are you still talking about that basket of booze?” Sam asks. “The apple-pie moonshine was the best I’ve ever had.”

Dad glances over at Sam with wide eyes.

“They’ve gotten to you, haven’t they? They’ve brought you over to the dark side. I always knew you’d betray this family.”

“For the love of God, Dad . . . ” I mutter with a roll of my eyes.

“Okay, fine. Maybe he didn’t betray us. Maybe they poisoned him with that apple-pie moonshine crap. How are you feeling, Sam? A little woozy? Lightheaded? How many fingers am I holding up?” Dad asks, holding up three fingers.

Tugging Sam’s hand, I lead him away from my dad before he can answer, walking us over to the booth that sells tickets for the hayride. With a quick head count, I tell the woman behind the counter how many we need, and Sam pulls out his wallet to pay.

By the time we make it across the parking lot to the tractor parked at the edge of the woods, climb aboard the wagon hitched to it, and take seats on hay bales, my dad has run out of steam and finally stopped bitching about Sam being poisoned and how he’s going to take “the enemy” down.

One of the workers starts up the tractor, and we take off slowly, moving into another area of the woods, separate from the walking trail. This one is more kids-oriented and has nothing that will scare them. The tractor takes us through a five-acre pumpkin patch, filled with every light-up, blow-up Halloween decoration there is: pumpkins, ghosts, black cats, Frankensteins, and witches popping out of cauldrons. We count at least a hundred, and I can’t help but smile at the excitement on the face of my two-year-old niece, Holly, as she points at every one of them with wide eyes and a squeal of happiness.

Placing my hands on my stomach, I give it a little rub, imagining how much fun it’s going to be when Sam and I have our own child, finally here with us, in our arms, to carry on these types of traditions.

“So, have you guys picked out names yet for your little bundle of joy?” Alex asks as we all hold on to the railing at our backs when the tractor takes a sharp turn.

“We’ve been tossing a few around, but we’re not going to pick one until we meet the baby and see which one fits,” Sam tells him.

“Obviously you’re going to keep with the family tradition and pick a name that embraces your last name, right?” my mom asks.

Sam and I share a look, knowing we most certainly are NOT going to saddle our child with a dumb name like the ones my brother and I have. The main reason I hated Christmas until I met Sam was because my name was Noel Holiday, and it was definitely fate when I met Sam Stocking that day in the airport bar. He also despised the Christmas season because of his name. My brother, Nicholas, never shared my hatred, and when he was growing up, he thought it was the coolest thing ever when people referred to him as Saint Nick Holiday. Which is why he and Casey had no trouble naming their daughter Holly Holiday.

Luckily, having the last name of Stocking now, there isn’t too much damage we could do picking out a name for our child, unless we named the baby something like Stinky Stocking.

Or Silk Stocking, Fishnet Stocking, Holey Stocking . . . shit. I guess there is a lot of damage we could do. Note to self: Don’t let Sam make any name decisions when he’s drunk and hanging out with my family.

“I’m partial to the name Hung. Hung Stocking has a nice ring to it. Perfect for a boy or a girl,” Alex tells us.

“We’re not naming our baby Hung,” I reply with a heavy sigh.

“Fine. But you should at least pick something with a Halloween theme.”

My mother nods, and everyone else silently agrees, including Scheva. The traitor. And then they all start throwing out ideas, each one more horrifying than the next, until no one is paying attention to the hayride or the Halloween decorations that we drive by.

“If it’s a boy, you could name him Jack, middle name O’-Lantern.”

“Noel’s favorite movie is The Nightmare Before Christmas. If they’re going to use Jack, his middle name obviously needs to be Skellington.”

“Pumpkin is an adorable name for a girl. It should definitely be Pumpkin.”

“What about Cock Goblin Stocking?”

“No, it should definitely be Blumpkin. Blumpkin Stocking,” Alex adds.

“What in the world is a Blumpkin?” my mom questions.

“Blumpkin is the act of performing fellatio while the recipient is taking a dump,” Alex informs us.

“That’s the most disgusting thing I’ve ever heard,” Scheva complains.

“That’s Urban Dictionary, baby. Do you see the kind of amazingness I was denied? I was meant for that website. Born to be an Urban Dictionary king, and I’ve been denied my rightful place on the throne,” he complains.

The hayride comes to an end with all the other families who were unfortunate enough to be on this thing with my family giving us strange looks as they continue throwing out name ideas. As we get off the wagon and head over to check out the pumpkin-carving contest entries, I’ve finally had enough and hold up both of my hands.

“All right, that’s enough. And while we’re on this subject, can we also discuss how everyone needs to start toning down their language? This baby is due in a little over a week, and you all need to start learning how to not swear in front of it. And don’t any of you say one word about how I’ve never mentioned this before. I’m pregnant and crabby and I can do what I want, including make spur-of-the-moment decisions about my child’s future well-being,” I tell them. “No more f-bombs, no more taking the Lord’s name in vain, none of it.”

“Why would we do that? That’s dumb,” Alex grumbles.

“Because you can’t swear in front of the forking baby! This bullshirt stops now,” I argue.

“We didn’t have to do that when Holly was born, did we, sweetie?” my dad says, ruffling the hair on top of Holly’s head as she walks next to him, holding my brother’s hand.

“Where da fuck punkins go?” Holly asks, looking up at him with her sweet, innocent face.

“Okay, I see your point,” Dad concedes, smiling down at his granddaughter. “Holly, we don’t say that word. It’s a bad word.”

“Da fuck, da fuck, da fuck!” she chants excitedly, jumping up and down.

Dad bends down and scoops Holly up into his arms, walking away from us to try and explain to her again about words she can’t use.

Sam stands behind me, sliding his arms around my waist and placing them on top of my belly as he pulls me back against him. He rests his chin on top of my head as we watch everyone slowly make their way down the rows of tables covered with carved pumpkins, filling out voting cards to choose their favorite ones.

“Are you sure you don’t want to keep with your family’s tradition and pick a holiday-themed name for our baby?” he asks quietly.

“Cock Goblin Stocking is growing on you, isn’t it?” I joke.

I feel the rumble of Sam’s laughter against my back, and I rest my hands on top of his over my belly.

“Not exactly, but I don’t really want your family to disown me. They’re certifiably insane, but I kind of like them.”

Closing my eyes, I rest my head back against Sam’s chest, wondering how in the hell I got so lucky to find a man like him. It takes a strong man to deal with my family and actually love them. I’ve never felt more lucky than I do right now that I convinced him to come home with me and pretend to be my boyfriend that Christmas almost three years ago.

I have a feeling this is going to be the best Halloween ever, and I can’t wait to kick things off with Alex and Scheva’s wedding tomorrow.

Chapter 9: I’m in Mother-Forking Labor!

Sam

As we stand under the tent in Reggie and Bev’s backyard, I smile to myself when Noel squeezes the life out of my hand for the hundredth time in the last fifteen minutes as we watch Alex and Scheva pledge their lives to each other. The bride and groom are standing under a wooden lattice arch completely covered in orange, red, and yellow mums. Noel and I stand off to their right, Noel unhappily wearing a giant cardboard box painted to look like an oven with a magazine photo cut-out of an actual baby cooking, visible through a window in the oven door. I’m in a chef’s hat and apron. Of course, the happy couple is dressed as a bride and groom, while the rest of us look like we fell off the back of a Halloween costume truck. But since it’s their day, I won’t complain.

The weather couldn’t be more perfect. The sun is shining brightly, the temperature is in the low seventies, and all of the trees surrounding the backyard are filled with fall-colored leaves that haven’t dropped to the ground yet, making the perfect backdrop for the Halloween-themed ceremony. Reggie and Bev sit in the front row, dressed as a priest and a nun, as they were instructed. And surprisingly, every single guest in attendance showed up wearing a costume. As I look out at the rows of chairs on either side of the aisle, I see everything from doctors and nurses to a guy in a red-and-white striped shirt and matching hat, dressed as Waldo (I’m pretty proud of myself for finding him immediately in the sea of people, I kick ass at Where’s Waldo)—and even a giant plastic Mr. Peanut.

“It’s so sweet you’re getting emotional over their vows,” I whisper out of the corner of my mouth, as we stand a few feet away from the happy couple. I shoot Noel a smile when she gives my hand another death-grip squeeze.

“I’m not emotional,” she says in a low voice through clenched teeth. “How could anyone possibly be emotional with what they’re saying?”

“I promise to never tell you I have a headache when you want sex, and I vow to always love you, even when you suggest we need to spice things up with a threesome.”

Alex wipes a tear from his eye when Scheva finishes her vows. They quickly exchange rings, and the minister declares them husband and wife. Everyone seated stands up and starts to clap as Alex and Scheva lean in for a kiss, and I silently thank God they made it through their own wedding ceremony without any mishaps.

As soon as their lips touch, a shrill scream pierces the air and all eyes under the tent turn to see Aunt Bobbie racing up the center aisle. She’s wearing a white, floor-length sparkly dress covered with red, yellow, green, and blue felt circles. The dress is skintight, making her run look more like a waddle. A short, curly, bright-red wig is askew on top of her head, and her normally pristine makeup is horrifying. Her red lipstick is way outside the lines and looks like she just drew a giant red circle around her mouth, and she covered every inch of her face with cakey white makeup that is half sweated off, half smeared, leaving some of her natural skin tone peeking through the white mess.

“What in the actual fork?” Noel mutters.

“Is she dressed like a drag clown? She was supposed to be Barbra Streisand!” Scheva complains.

“Oh my God. There are people chasing her,” I mutter with a shake of my head when a large mob of angry people comes bursting into the tent, shouting and racing after Aunt Bobbie.

The assembled guests start tipping over chairs as they make a hasty exit out of the tent and away from whatever the hell is happening right now.

Aunt Bobbie flies the rest of the way down the aisle and takes cover behind us, ducking down and clinging to the back of my shirt.

The angry group of people comes to a stop right in front of Alex, Scheva, Noel, and I. Putting my hands up in the air in a sign of peace, I take a step forward to talk to them, with Aunt Bobbie still holding tight to me.

“This is private property, and we’re in the middle of a wedding ceremony. I’m going to have to ask you people to kindly leave,” I inform them.

“Um, Sam?” Noel whispers.

I start to look over at my wife when one of the men in front of the pack points behind me.

“We caught her red handed! She was doing it in broad daylight!” he shouts angrily.

“My daughter has been crying for three solid nights because of her!” someone else yells.

“Sam . . .” Noel says my name again, but I’m too busy trying to figure out what these people are doing here and how to stop any other disaster from ruining Alex and Scheva’s wedding.

“What the hell are they talking about?” I ask Aunt Bobbie, turning my head to look back at her.

“So, it turns out, I’m the clown from the news. I wondered why I kept waking up every morning with white, cakey makeup all over my face and pillows. I should probably stop doing drugs,” she whispers.

“See?! I told you clowns weren’t bad! It’s just Bobbie with a couple of screws loose,” Reggie pipes up as he walks away from his chair in the front row to join us.

Noel’s hand latches on to my arm and squeezes hard.

“Sam.”

I figure she’s probably just upset about the fact that her Aunt Bobbie has caused a riot with her stupidity, so I take another step forward to try and defuse the situation and get everyone to calm down.

“Will you guys go home and forget this ever happened if Bobbie apologizes and promises to never do anything like this again?” I ask the crowd.

There are a bunch of murmurs from the people as they talk amongst themselves. After a few minutes, one of the women speaks up.

“We will, but only if she apologizes and you take down that hideous display in the front yard. It’s scaring small children, and we’ve had to start taking detours so we don’t drive by the house. It’s very inconvenient.”

“HORSESHIT!” Reggie shouts. “That display is not coming down until the votes are tallied tomorrow night after trick-or-treat. I’ve got a title to defend!”

The group chuckles softly, and the woman with the demands speaks again.

“Reggie, have you even looked at the display across the street? It’s the best one we’ve ever seen!”

Oh, no. Please, God, no.

“Such attention to detail. Did you see the jack-o’-lanterns? Those must have taken hours to carve.”

“And the giant Jack Skellington? That was hand-painted. Best one I’ve ever seen.”

“And the little dog, Zero! Did you guys see that his tail wags? I don’t know how they did it, but it’s adorable.”

“Have you seen the projector in the front windows? It plays the movie against the glass. That’s high-tech and awesome.”

I watch silently as Reggie’s face turns the color of a tomato, and I hope to God someone here has a nitroglycerin pill, because he’s about two seconds away from having a full-blown heart attack.

Right when Reggie opens his mouth to let hellfire and brimstone rain down on everyone, Noel lets out her own bloodcurdling scream.

“SAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAM!”

Everyone turns in her direction, and my heart starts beating out of my chest when I see how flushed her face is.

“Honey? What’s wrong?”

She mumbles something under her breath as she squeezes her eyes closed, and I notice beads of sweat popping out on her forehead.

“You’re going to have to speak up. And just so you know, I can’t take anything you say seriously right now when you’re dressed like a kitchen appliance,” Alex laughs.

“I’M IN MOTHER FORKING LABOR AND MY GOSH DINGED WATER JUST BROKE!” Noel screams at the top of her lungs.

“See? It sounds dumb when you’re not using real swear words. I told you this was a stupid idea,” Alex mutters. My eyes widen in shock and my jaw drops when I look down at Noel’s feet to see a small puddle of water.

In all the baby books I’ve read, they tell you not to panic. You should remain calm, have a plan, and follow it. But our plan wasn’t supposed to go into effect for another week and OH MY FUCKING GOD MY WIFE IS IN LABOR!

“What do you need me to do?” I ask her when she bends at the waist and smacks her hand against the oven door of her costume, where a happy baby is lying on its back, looking out at everyone with a gummy smile.

“GET THIS STUPID SPORKING COSTUME OFF ME! I’M NOT GIVING BIRTH DRESSED LIKE AN OVEN WITH A BABY COOKING AT 450 DEGREES!” she screams through clenched teeth as she winces in pain with another contraction.

Everyone moves at once, helping me rip the cardboard box around Noel into a hundred pieces until she’s standing next to me in a tank top and yoga pants, both of her hands flying to her stomach as she yells out in pain.

“I NEED A DOCTOR! SOMEONE GET ME A DOCTOR!” I scream at the top of my lungs.

No less than fifteen men and women in scrubs come running up to us, pushing people out of the way as they go. I roll my eyes as they hover around us.

“I meant real doctors,” I complain, wondering why in the hell so many people decided to dress up as medical personnel for this wedding.

“We are real doctors!” they shout in unison.

I point at the guy standing closest to me.

“No, you aren’t. Especially you, Greg. Alex and I work with you.”

Greg from work moves closer to me and lowers his voice, looking back over his shoulder at Scheva.

“Scheva told us we had to stay in character today or she’d chop off our balls. But I saw a cow birth on TV once. I can totally do this. Have your wife take off her pants and get on all fours.”

Before I can punch Greg in the face, Scheva comes rushing over to us and wraps her arms around Noel.

“I just called nine-one-one. Ambulance should be here any second now. Oh my God. You’re going to have a baby today!” she tells Noel.

“Why in the hell would you call nine-one-one? My car is right out front,” I remind Scheva.

“Um, because I don’t have anyone wearing an EMS worker costume at my wedding, Sam. How will the pictures look if I don’t have an EMS worker in the mix? Jesus, get your shit together, Sam,” Scheva mutters with a roll of her eyes.

“I ruined your wedding,” Noel sobs to her best friend.

Moving to stand in front of Noel, I take her face in my hands and wipe the tears from her cheeks as Scheva gives her a gentle squeeze.

“You didn’t ruin anything. Your bun is coming out of the oven. It’s perfect!” Scheva reassures her as we hear the wail of the ambulance siren out front.

Bending down, I scoop Noel up into my arms, and Alex and Scheva move in front of us, clearing a path and telling people to get out of the way. The paramedics meet us on the side of the house with a gurney, and they help me get Noel situated and buckled in. I grab her hand and give it a kiss as I run beside her, then help them load her into the back of the ambulance.

“Honey, we’ll be right behind you! Make sure they save me a pair of scrubs for the delivery room!” Bev shouts to Noel with a wave as we both stare out at them through the ambulance doors.

“Make sure they save me the afterbirth! I hear it’s high in protein!” Alex adds with a thumbs up.

The doors close with a slam and I sit down on the bench next to the gurney, one hand still holding tightly to Noel’s as I use to other one to smooth sweaty strands of hair off her forehead and cheeks.

“We’re going to have a baby,” I whisper to her with a smile, my eyes filling with tears.

“We’re going to have a baby,” she whispers back as the paramedic starts an IV line in her other arm. “Please don’t let any of those crazy people in the delivery room to stare at my vagina.”

I chuckle softly before leaning down and kissing the top of her head. Noel squeezes my hand harder and starts taking chanting breaths through a contraction.

“I will guard the delivery room and your vagina with my life,” I reassure her as the ambulance sails through intersections and stop signs and gets us to the hospital in record time.

Chapter 10: Stupid Man

Noel

“Honey, wake up. We’re here.”

The sound of Sam’s voice stirs me awake, and I rub my eyes and sit up higher in the front seat of the car.

“Sorry I fell asleep,” I tell him with a yawn as he unbuckles his seat belt.

“Noel, you just gave birth last night. You’re allowed to sleep whenever you want,” he tells me with a smile.

We both turn around and stare at the car seat in the back, our baby nestled in it, fast asleep.

“I can’t even stand how beautiful she is,” I whisper.

“Of course she’s beautiful, have you seen her mother?”

Looking away from our daughter, I smile at my husband and lean over the center console to kiss him. Sam brings both of his hands up to cup my cheeks as I pull back, and stares into my eyes.

“Thank you for making me a father,” he tells me softly, emotion filling his voice.

“Thank you for not wanting to divorce me when I saw her face and knew immediately what her name should be.” I laugh softly.

Christmas Holiday Stocking, Christy for short, was born at exactly 12:01 a.m., making her the first official Halloween baby in our small town.

I know, I know. I refused to ever saddle my child with an insane name and carry on the tradition my family started, but I couldn’t help it. I took one look at her perfect, tiny pink lips, perfect pink cheeks, perfect pudgy little fingers, looked over at my family—who Sam was unable to keep out of the delivery room, all with tears falling down their cheeks, including my father—and knew I had no other choice.

As insane as my family is, they’re still my family. I love them unconditionally, and I’m proud to be a part of them. I never want Christy to feel like she should be ashamed or embarrassed about being in this family, even though I’m sure everyone will give her plenty of reasons to feel that way. And on top of that, her father and I met at Christmas. Bringing him home from the airport bar was the best decision I ever made. I wouldn’t have her if I never took that leap. And even though she’s only been mine for sixteen hours, I can’t imagine my life without her in it.

Tilting my head to the side and out of Sam’s hands, I look over his shoulder and out the driver’s side window in confusion.

“Wait, why are we parked across the street from my parents’ house? I thought we were going home and everyone was coming over for an early dinner before trick-or-treating?” I ask.

Even though Halloween is my favorite night of the year, I couldn’t possibly be sad about missing it this year, when I’d be spending the evening staring at my daughter.

Sam doesn’t say a word as he gets out of the car. I watch as he walks around the front of the vehicle, opening the backseat door behind me and carefully unbuckling Christy from her car seat. He gently lifts her out and tucks her against his chest before opening my door and holding out his hand for me.

He pulls me out of the front seat and closes the door behind me, wrapping his arm around my waist and turning the three of us away from the car, which is parked along the curb across from my parents’ house.

“We are home,” Sam tells me with a nervous smile.

He nods at the house we’re standing in front of, the one across the street from my parents’ house, and I stare up at him, my heart beating faster.

“What are you talking about?” I whisper.

Leaning down, he kisses the top of my head.

“Welcome home, baby.”

My mouth opens and closes wordlessly as I look back and forth between my husband and the house of my dreams.

“No, you didn’t . . . ” I mutter, wondering if I’m still back at the hospital. Maybe I haven’t really been discharged yet, and I’m still asleep in my hospital bed, having the best dream ever.

“I did. And, full disclosure, I haven’t been working any overtime the last month. I’ve been busy getting these decorations built and set up.”

I think someone needs to pinch me. Or throw a bucket of cold water on my face. My eyes quickly fill with tears, and the Nightmare Before Christmas yard decorations become one big blur.

“I can’t believe you did this. You really bought me my dream house? You really spent all this time decorating the front yard with things from my favorite movie?” I ask, the tears falling fast and hard down my face.

“Of course I did. As soon as the house went on the market, your mom called me and told me about it and how you’d always loved this house. I know you’ve been worried about being so far away from your family once Christy arrived, and I didn’t want you to worry about anything. I want to make all your dreams come true, Noel, just like you’ve done for me.”

Turning to face him, I wrap my arms around his waist, careful not to squish our sleeping daughter between us.

“But Alex is the only one who knew I actually bought the house and have been decorating it. I wanted to wait to tell everyone else until after I told you,” he says with a smile, reaching up with his free hand to wipe the tears off my cheeks.

“How in the hell did you even manage to do all this without anyone seeing you?”

Sam gives me another heart-stopping smile.

“Are you forgetting I’m a Marine? I’ve trained for years for shit like this. I spent months canvassing the neighborhood at different times of the day throughout the week, so I knew when the neighbors wouldn’t be home and I could unload all of my decorations and supplies into the garage. Then I’d get up in the middle of the night, while everyone was sleeping, don my camo gear, and creep around the yard in the dark, setting everything up.”

The smile on my face immediately falls, and my happiness suddenly turns to worry.

“You bought me my dream house and spent all this time decorating the front yard,” I say again, in a soft, nervous voice.

Sam laughs, looking down at me quizzically.

“Pretty sure we already established that.”

I shake my head at him, trying to make him understand without screaming.

“You. Decorated. It.”

Sam still isn’t getting what I’m trying to say, and right when I open my mouth to spell it out, there’s a loud commotion from across the street.

“SORRY, GUYS! I HAD TO SPILL THE BEANS!” Alex shouts from my parents’ front porch as my dad shoves him out of the way and comes racing down the steps in our direction.

“Oh, shit. I decorated it,” Sam mutters, finally understanding the gravity of the situation.

“I’LL KILL YOU, YOU LITTLE SHIT!” Dad screams as he trips over one of his clowns, quickly righting himself to continue charging across the yard toward us.

Sam hastily passes Christy over to me and gives me a kiss on the cheek. With one last look at the two of us, he glances over at my dad running full speed across the street and takes off running down the sidewalk.

“IF I DON’T SURVIVE THIS, TELL OUR DAUGHTER I LOVE HER AND I WAS ONCE A BRAVE MAN!” Sam shouts over his shoulder to me.

“DON’T YOU MEAN A STUPID MAN?” I yell back.

“THAT TOO!” Sam replies before he disappears around the corner of the block.

My dad makes it over to me and runs right by without a word, his sights set on my husband and how much bodily harm he can do if he manages to catch him.

“DAD! DON’T YOU DARE KILL MY HUSBAND!” I shout.

He ignores me and continues running, and I shake my head as Alex, Scheva, my mom, and Aunt Bobbie join me on the curb in front of my dream home.

My mom immediately takes Christy from my arms and starts cooing at her, running the palm of her hand gently over her soft, red hair.

“That blur who just ran past was your grandfather, Christy, and he’s insane. Yes, he is. He’s a crazy man!” my mom tells her in a lilting baby voice.

“Good news: I called the pumpkin farm and disguised my voice. They’re delivering four cases of apple butter by tomorrow,” Aunt Bobbie announces.

“And your Aunt Bobbie likes to do kinky things with apple butter,” Scheva informs my daughter, bending down and kissing one of her pudgy little cheeks.

“Can we please hold off on teaching my child what kinky means?” I ask, watching everyone crowd around my mom and stare down at Christy with smiles on their faces.

“How long are we going to give those two idiots before someone goes after them?” Alex asks, staring off into the distance where Sam and my dad disappeared.

Scheva pulls her phone out of the pocket of her jeans and checks the time.

“We’ve got two hours before trick-or-treating starts. Let’s go set up the fire pit in the driveway and the table of food and candy. If they’re not back by the time we’re finished, I’ll go look for them,” she tells us.

We all cross the street to my parents’ house to get things ready, and I pause in the middle of the street, taking a moment to look back at the house Sam bought for me.

Who would have thought that almost three years ago, when I was unemployed, homeless, and alone, that I’d find the man of my dreams, fall in love, and have a baby, and that all of my dreams would come true?

Definitely not me, and yet, here I am. I don’t know how life could get much better than this.

I join my family and friends in my parents’ driveway. Alex has set up tables for us, and we set out all the treat bags, which no longer include illegal narcotics or sex toys; light the candles in all the jack-o’-lanterns spread around the front lawn and the white luminary bags lining the driveway; and start bringing out trays of food and coolers of drinks to share with the rest of the neighborhood.

Sam and my dad make it back to the house just as the first group of trick-or-treaters walks up the driveway, both of them calling a truce until the festivities are over. With Christy in her car seat on top of the table, sleeping through everything, I enjoy a few glasses of apple-pie moonshine with my husband, since I’m not nursing Christy; I decided to formula feed her for the sake of my own sanity. I daydream about all of the Halloweens we’ll get to celebrate with my family, in the house across the street, with our very own trick-or-treaters and table full of goodies.

“Happy Halloween,” I tell Sam with a smile as I wrap my arm around his waist and look up at him.

“Happy Halloween,” he replies, leaning down to kiss the tip of my nose. “Don’t worry, your dad won’t kill me as long as I don’t win the decorating contest. I already spoke with a bunch of the neighbors and told them not to vote for me this year, since technically we haven’t been living in the house. But just be prepared. Next year, it’s war.”

I laugh and shake my head at him, knowing I’ll never be able to believe my luck that I was able to find a man who fits in with this family so perfectly.
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