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      October 6th…

      

      "What do you think?" Manuel asked, stepping back to admire their handiwork. He stood on the sidewalk, arms crossed over his chest, and eyed the restored Victorian manor. "Did we manage to capture creepy?"

      The teenager at his side, Poppy Darlington, held up her hands, making a square with her fingers and looking through them like she was aiming to take a photo. The two had been at it for the better part of the day, toiling away in the crisp October air under the ever-present threat of a cold autumn rain, the thick blanket of clouds unrelenting.

      "I'm going to say yes, perfect," Poppy said, giving an affirmative nod. "My favorite is definitely the big purple-and-black spider. Though the graveyard is a close runner-up."

      Manuel smiled. "Your paint work on the tombstones is top-notch. There's no way you won't get into that course."

      "Yeah?" She looked at him, eyebrows raised, the light of hope dancing in her eyes.

      "Oh, yeah. Look at the job you did on the zombie. Hollywood would be blessed to have you." His words of praise earned him a megawatt smile, and the two high-fived before Poppy embraced him.

      The house was a masterpiece of Halloween creepiness. The front yard, usually home to an array of brightly colored flowers, now played host to a graveyard complete with punny names on the headstones. One had a skeleton hand popping out, tastefully repainted and touched up by Poppy to make it appear to be real bone as opposed to plastic. There was a bewitching cat with an arched back and yellowy-green eyes that glowed in the dark.

      Spider webbing stretched from the gutters to the railing of the porch, dotted here and there with fuzzy eight-legged nightmares. The largest was the one Poppy referenced and a personal favorite of Manuel's. A zombie, complete with tattered clothes and grotesque features, had been positioned on his hands and knees, one hand dangling down above the porch steps as though making a grab for anyone game enough to traverse them. Thanks to Poppy's makeup skills, Mr. Zombie looked like the real deal.

      Perfectly creepy.

      "I can't wait to see it tonight," Poppy said. "And I think it's safe to say you'll have the best house on the whole block. Heck, maybe even in town."

      "Your mom still won't let you decorate?"

      "Not after last year."

      Manuel placed a hand on her shoulder. "That's how I know you've got talent. Not everybody can make a pile of rubber guts look real enough to warrant a visit from the cops. Now, since the hard work is done, how about we go inside and see about the candy situation?"

      They started up the walkway.

      "Tell me you got KIT KATs, please?"

      "Of course." Manuel placed a hand to his chest in mock hurt. "I can't believe you'd think for even a moment that I'd forget."

      "Sweet."

      The wood of the steps creaked under their combined weight, and it was like music to Manuel. Not only because it fit perfectly with the Halloween décor but because it was the sound of his house. Their home.

      More decorations littered the porch, from carved pumpkins to fake skulls and a big old cauldron. He may have gone a little overboard, but the holidays deserved celebrating, and he couldn't recall the last time he'd been able to decorate so enthusiastically. Apartment life hadn't been nearly as much fun or as freeing.

      Poppy followed Manuel into the house, the two of them making a beeline for the kitchen. Even though he'd called the place home for close to a year (a special one-year anniversary coming up), Manuel still felt a flutter in his stomach when he crossed the threshold. A moment of disbelief sprinkled with joy that this was his, theirs; it never got old.

      "Think he'll approve?" Poppy asked, sliding onto one of the stools at the island. She reached into a ghoul-green bowl and snatched a fun-size candy bar, quickly removing its wrapper and popping it in her mouth. "Or do you think he'll want you to tone it down?"

      Manuel shrugged. "He told me to go for it, so we'll see."

      "With decorations like that, you guys should have a party."

      "Now that I can see him shooting down," Manuel said. He fished around in the fridge, pulling out a pitcher. "Apple cider?"

      "Yes, please."

      He retrieved glasses. "So what are your Halloween plans, since your mom nixed decorating? You have your costume picked out?"

      "Yep, but it's a secret." Poppy accepted the glass and took a sip. She sighed, resting her elbow on the counter, chin in hand. "I love this time of year. It's perfect. All the best holidays are nice and neatly lined up, and the heat of summer is gone." Her eyes grew wide, and she sat up straight. "Would you guys want to go hiking to check out some fall colors? I've always wanted to see the arboretum this time of year."

      "Isn't that something you'd enjoy doing with your mom?"

      Poppy's shoulders slumped. "Yeah, but she's always busy, and by the time she gets home, she's too tired."

      Manuel, resting back against the far counter, took a sip of his apple cider and considered the sixteen-year-old. She lived three doors down and across the street from them but had taken a real shine to him and his beloved. Her mom was going it alone and hardworking. A real sweetheart of a lady dealt a bad hand. Poppy's father had passed away from a work-related accident when she was seven.

      A few months back, on a nice spring day, his sweetheart, Brett, had been out in the front yard doing a bit of woodwork, and Poppy had wandered over, intrigued. The two got to talking, her father having also been a carpenter, and from there the friendship took off. Poppy spent a great deal of time at their house—with her mother's permission of course—and roughly once a week, schedules permitting, the four did dinner together.

      "What's your mom want to do for Halloween?"

      Poppy shrugged. "I haven't asked." She reached for another piece of candy. "Sort of figured she's working."

      Before Manuel was able to reply, he heard a car door. Brett was home.

      His gaze met Poppy's. "Time to see if we hit it out of the park."
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      The first thing Brett Hawkins saw as he neared home was the sudden appearance of the dearly departed in the front yard. Pulling into the driveway, he noticed the spider webbings and its occupants, the witch peering around the corner of the garage, which sat a bit behind the house, unattached, and what appeared to be blood oozing from the top of the garage door. He smiled, shaking his head as he twisted the key, and his truck fell silent.

      A sneeze of raindrops hit the windshield as the long forewarned rain finally began to fall. Brett headed for the front door, taking it all in. Manuel had been busy, and something told him, judging by the realistic touch here and there, that he'd found help in a certain teenage girl.

      His suspicions were confirmed when he opened the front door. The two of them stood there, expectant looks upon their faces.

      "So?" Manuel asked. He practically bounced on the balls of his feet.

      "I think we'll be a hit with the kids," Brett replied. "I'm especially fond of the zombie. Quite the nice touch." His praise earned him a whoop and holler of excitement. He ditched his keys and lunchbox on the little table by the front door, then set about untying his dusty work boots.

      "Well," Poppy said, "I suppose I should be going. Mom will be home soon, and I promised I'd make dinner."

      She gave them both a hug and was soon dashing toward her house in the gentle yet steady rainfall. Brett watched to make sure she made it home and was safely inside before he closed and locked the front door. Alone, just the two of them, he sidled up to Manuel, slipping his arms around his waist, and gave him a kiss. It had been a long day, but this moment more than made up for it.

      Coming home to Manuel was always a reward.

      "Do you really like it?" Manuel asked when the kiss ended. "It's not too much?"

      Is it too much? "No," he said in answer to Manuel as well as himself.

      This was to be their first time celebrating the end-of-year holidays in this home, and he knew—expected—Manuel to go all out. There was something about the holidays that made his lover giddy. They brought out a childlike glee, and given that Manuel was also prone to suffer from depression—especially this time of year—Brett was more than willing to let the stores throw up on the house. Whatever brought a smile to Manuel's face was worth it.

      Besides, he really did like the zombie. 

      Manuel took Brett by the hand and led him into the kitchen. "We left a pumpkin for you to carve." The orange globe sat on the counter yet near the bowl of candy. Brett snagged a piece, enjoying the chocolatey sweetness. "How was work?"

      Brett shrugged. "Same ole, same ole. I believe we might actually get the theater done in time for the big New Year's shindig."

      "That's excellent, babe," Manuel said.

      Growing up with an absent father, Brett took it upon himself to be his mother's handyman, learning the ins and outs of doing drywall and other such tasks. Then, around his eighteenth birthday, he stumbled into a construction job and kept at it for a number of years. Eventually, though, he realized he found far more joy in restoring the old than erecting new buildings. So, he found a restoration contractor to learn from, and when the old man retired, Brett took up his business.

      Over the summer, the city had contacted him about restoring the grand old theater that had sat neglected far too long. Brett knew it was a time crunch to get it done before the last week of December, especially since it would likely start snowing any day, but he was pleased with the progress thus far.

      "Are we going?" Manuel asked as he began dinner. "To this party. Are we invited?"

      "Of course. They guaranteed me two tickets, but I managed to snag four, so Poppy and her mom can join us."

      "Oh, Poppy will love that, and goodness knows Lucy could use it." Manuel dropped some cut-up chicken into a frying pan. A handful of vegetables waiting to be chopped rested on the counter. "How about you go shower, and I'll have dinner done by the time you get down?"

      The sizzling chicken already smelled wonderful. "Sounds like a deal." Brett planted a
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