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Frightful Friday


A Tabitha Chase Days of the Week Mystery (Book 3)








Tabby is finally ready to go on a casual date with Detective Jay Jameson at the local church’s Harvest Festival, but her witch friends are holding their Fright Night fundraiser that same night. She feels caught in the middle of a long-standing quarrel between the two groups, especially when a dead body shows up at the center of it all. 


As blame-shifting grows, will Tabby be able to figure out who is responsible for the corpse while keeping all of her friendships intact?  
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Chapter One





I had no idea if I was dressed right for my first date with Detective Jay Jameson. I felt under-costumed for the typical Halloween parties I was used to attending back in Portland and over-dressed for a church’s Harvest Festival. I’d been looking for hints for the past week—such as when Jay had taken his nephew shopping for overalls and when this red and white gingham dress mysteriously showed up in my aunt’s bedroom closet. It wasn’t the first time I experienced magical happenings aboard my late aunt’s houseboat. They were slowly making me into a believer in the supernatural. 

I spun in front of my full-length mirror, taking in my braided red pigtails and the extra-dark freckles I’d painted onto my cheeks for the night, wondering for the fiftieth time if it was too little or too much.

But I’d always been a fan of Halloween and of dressing up, and besides, I had an actual Halloween Fright Night party to go to after the church’s Harvest Festival, so I was hoping this getup would serve both purposes. 

After locking up the houseboat, I drove my own car to the outskirts of town where Crystal Cove Community Church had taken over one of the local farms to hold their harvest celebration. 

I pulled into the gravel lot and navigated around the odd-angled parked cars. Country people parked differently than city people, I’d noticed since moving to Crystal Cove. Locals in this small town parked like they had all the room in the world, which I supposed they did. I wound around until I found Jay’s dark sedan. Seeing his car gave me another pang of doubt. I was here to meet a police detective, for goodness sake. Why on earth had I thought it appropriate to dress like Holly Hobbie?

I took a deep breath and then stepped out of my car. My cat Sherlock had desperately wanted to join me tonight, but since I’d had no idea what kind of farm animals we might run into out at this location, I had decided it was better to attend animal-free. However, when I went to shut my car door, Sherlock popped his front paws up against my driver’s seat from the back.

“You sneaky little tagalong.” I pulled him up to look him in the eyes, a task made trickier by the spectacles he wore fastened around his head. Then I surveyed what I could see of the farm and didn’t notice any roaming animals. I was secretly glad to not have to walk into the party alone. Lights were strung along a wall made of hay bales in the distance. Music streamed from that direction, too, so I had to assume that was where I’d find the Harvest Festival. Far in the distance was a large barn, hopefully keeping the farm animals in containment for the evening. 

As I walked toward the music and lights, Sherlock let his stream-of-consciousness thoughts trickle into my mind, as though he wanted to get them all out now before we found the people. 

Meeting Detective Jay? Must be an investigation. Danger! Suspects! Intrigue!

“No, nothing like that, buddy,” I murmured. It was amazing how quickly I’d adapted to having these sorts of “conversations” with a cat. Before moving to Crystal Cove, I’d had my mind firmly rooted in reality, but since then, I’d been learning to recognize strong emotion in my cat’s inner voice. I knew he was already invested in these thoughts. “The only danger I expect tonight is if Jay tries to kiss me,” I added. 

My cheeks warmed, even though there was little chance of much romance happening between us, at least for tonight. Having his young nephew along would make sure of that. Tonight would be more friendship than anything else. With all the recent changes in my life, I’d made it clear I wasn’t in a hurry to start dating anytime soon.

As I rounded the wall of hay bales, the surrounding area became immediately brighter with pot lights. 

Hay bales ran in lines in four directions, creating a makeshift room, or perhaps more like a makeshift gymnasium, due to the large size. At least a hundred people of all ages laughed and talked and played carnival-type games around the perimeter—ring tosses and toy fishing and a lasso game. Country music played from the far end and there were three groups of four following the caller of a square dance. I was far from the only woman at this party wearing gingham. In fact, looking around, I would have almost guessed it was a requirement. In the center of the “room” I spotted Jay and his nephew, but as I moved closer, it seemed he was mid-argument with a couple of stout ladies in their seventies. 

I didn’t want to interrupt, and held back a few steps. The white-haired woman spoke so loudly she could be heard from a good distance away, even over the music.

“Don’t you think you should be over there, shutting it down, rather than over here, partying the night away!” It sounded like a punctuated statement, more than a question.

“I’m afraid I’m off duty tonight, Mabel. And I’m here with Brady.” He motioned to his nephew, whose face scrunched in worry at the tension.

“Well, somebody has to do something about them!” the other woman said. She looked a little younger, with her hair dyed a dark brown, but she had just as many wrinkles.

Jay bent down and said something quiet enough to Brady that I couldn’t hear. The kid looked adorable in his oversized pair of denim overalls and painted freckles all over his cheeks that were much more obvious than mine. Jay pointed toward a fishing pond on the perimeter, but Brady clung to him. He couldn’t have been more than five or six, awfully young to be on his own at this festival, even if it was put on by a local church.

Without taking time to rethink it, I swept forward and said, “I can take Brady fishing.”

I wasn’t sure if I was overstepping—I’d only met Brady once, after all. But Jay looked at me gratefully. 

A second later, Brady squealed, and I had no idea why until he said, “Kitty!” and pointed up to my arms.

“Sure, let’s go over here and pet the kitty,” I told him, leading him away from the two angry women. As I bent and Brady asked my cat’s name, I strained to hear more of the argument, while playing it casual for Brady.

Unfortunately, my cat was just as interested, and as soon as I placed him down in front of Brady, he strained back in Jay’s direction. 

“Sherlock,” I said to both Brady and my cat. And then I took on a sternness to address only the cat. “Our job is to stay here. Nothing to worry about over there.”

Sherlock hesitated, but then took a few steps back in our direction, thankfully keeping Brady’s attention rapt, as it seemed Mabel and her friend were getting even more worked up.

Before I could finish that thought, Mabel grabbed her friend’s arm and pulled her toward the gap in hay bales to the parking lot.

I stood as Jay approached. “What were they so upset about?” I asked.

Jay sighed. “The church members started this festival last year, to give locals an alternative to the dark and scary events put on by the witches. Your Aunt Lizzie used to be somewhat of a bridge between the two groups. She brought an awareness that the Crystal Cove witches didn’t focus on dark magic, but were meant to be a force of good in this town. But since then, the church has brought on a new pastor who doesn’t understand the nuances, and with Marigold Weathers often playing up the darker side of her magic, it seems there’s a growing feud between the two groups again. It doesn’t help that the witches have gone all out this year with their Fright Night haunted house. Many of the church members think the local police should shut it down for the safety and reputation of the town.”

Jay rolled his eyes, but I felt slightly guilty, as I hadn’t told him that the reason I’d wanted to bring my own vehicle tonight was because I planned to go and support the witches at their haunted house when I was done here. It was a fundraiser, in hopes that they’d be able to afford to put on their Winter Solstice Festival later this year. Even though I’d never celebrated the holiday myself, many of the witches were becoming my friends since moving to town, and I was quite certain there was nothing dark or evil about their powers. If this fundraiser was something they cared about, I wanted to support them.

“Did they go to try and shut it down themselves?” I asked, trying to picture Mabel and her friend going up against Marigold, Ruth, and the other able-bodied witches. 

Jay shook his head. “I told them they should call their concerns into the station. In a small town, it’s easy for people to think a detective is on duty all the time, and so our department has a policy, especially when it comes to non-emergencies. We re-direct people to whoever’s on duty at the station, and that allows the others of us to get some actual time off.”

I’d only known Jay a few months, but even I could think of several times that he’d been suddenly needed for a case, even though he wasn’t officially on duty. I was glad to see him setting some boundaries with these church ladies.

Soon after, Jay and I moved along to the carnival games, taking in each one for as long as it held young Brady’s attention. “Look, Uncle Jay! I won a bag of candy!”

“Great!” Jay said, putting his hand out for it. Brady obediently passed it over and Jay told me, “My sister and her husband aren’t big on giving him sugar.” I felt immediately sad for the kid, having his candy taken away from him on Halloween.

But then Brady told me, “If I don’t eat any, Mommy will trade me for a toy tomorrow.” He grinned brightly enough that I figured it was a fair trade.

Thankfully, Brady wasn’t interested in square dancing, as I hadn’t tried anything of the sort since eighth grade. 

When a man in a cowboy hat announced that the next hayride was set to leave in five minutes, Jay got boyishly excited and insisted we do that next. I couldn’t quite understand the thrill, but I didn’t complain, since I was just as happy to avoid the dancing. 

A tractor led a long trailer filled with hay bales along a path on the outskirts of the farm, lit only by the moon and twinkle lights. As the hay bales jostled us along the dirt path, my leg kept knocking against Jay’s, and I couldn’t help but think of how romantic this might have been if he didn’t have his nephew on his lap and if I didn’t have Sherlock on mine.

At the end of the ride, as we climbed off of the trailer at the entry way to the festival area, we saw the two angry women again, but thankfully this time their attention was not on Jay.

They had a young woman between them with wild red curly hair and bloodshot eyes. 

“Come with us,” Mabel told the distraught woman in a voice that had changed to pure compassion. “We’ll get you into the festival and get your mind off of your poor lost brother.”

But the lady seemed to have no interest in the celebrations. She seemed to be trying to pull the ladies away from the celebration. “No! I can’t have fun! I came here to pray. I need some answers!”

Mabel and her friend gave each other a look over the crazed lady, who now bent forward to cry into her hands. “Why don’t we help Carla find some of the elders,” Mabel said to her friend, and then they led the lady around the perimeter of the hay bale walls. “We will pray and help you find some peace about your brother.”

As they moved out of earshot, it looked as though Mabel’s words weren’t bringing the woman any peace so far.

Jay wore a smirk that he looked like he was suppressing.

“What?” I asked.

He shrugged. “Sometimes I think disgruntled people are only really looking for purpose. Now Mabel and Edith have some purpose—at least for the next little while.”

I suspected Mabel and Edith weren’t all too happy with the purpose they had been given for the evening, but I was just glad it had gotten them off of Jay’s case. 

Thankfully, we didn’t see the two elderly ladies again, and even though two more people came up to Jay, wanting to discuss their displeasure with Fright Night, he cut them off, telling them that Mabel had already called in a complaint to the station. 

It wasn’t even eight-thirty when Brady let out a big yawn and stretched his arms above his head. Jay didn’t fail to notice. “I’d better get this big guy home to get some sleep.”

“So early?” Even though I asked this, I was glad. That way I wouldn’t have to make up an excuse of why I, too, should be heading out to my other commitment.

Jay nodded as he picked Brady up, nuzzled him to his neck, and led the way toward the parking lot. “My sister’s husband has strict rules about bedtime with him. Brady’s used to falling asleep by nine, and he wouldn’t be able to keep his eyes open much longer even if we stayed.” After a beat, where he seemed to debate the words, he looked at me and said in a leading tone, “And you’re off to…?”

I looked both directions. I knew Jay would understand, but perhaps others in the vicinity wouldn’t. As we arrived at his car, we were alone, except for one man who sat a few cars down in his vehicle with his hands rubbing back and forth against his steering wheel. He was a big guy, looked like a bodybuilder type, but I wondered if he was having as much trouble working up the courage to walk into the Harvest Festival alone as I had. It was never fun to attend social functions alone. 

I tried to give the man an understanding smile, but his eyes stayed straight ahead. Eventually, I turned back to Jay and dropped my voice. “I said I’d help Marigold and the others with their fundraiser.” I hoped keeping the title of the event and the word “witches” out of it would help not to draw attention from any lurking ears.

Jay bent and slid Brady into the backseat, belting him in. If he was half-awake when Jay had opened the door, that last bit of wakefulness faded with the comfort of his booster seat. Jay wasn’t kidding about the kid falling asleep like clockwork.

“You’re up for scary things, then?” Jay asked as he stood. I wondered if he was fishing for an invitation. But, no. He had to watch Brady until his sister Brit got off work at ten. 

“Me? No way. But they seemed like they were eager for help, and they’ve been great about welcoming me to town, so…”

“I only ask because I assume you haven’t been to one of their ‘fundraisers’ before.” He used air quotes. I couldn’t tell if his voice was meant to frighten me or tease me. 

I suddenly didn’t feel like joking. “Wh-why?” My mouth went dry. 

He smirked, and the teasing took over. I still wasn’t sure I was ready to go there, though. Especially when he told me, “Their haunted houses aren’t your typical fake creepy spiders, especially now that Marigold is in charge. That’s all.”

I nibbled my lip in nervousness, but Jay didn’t seem to notice. 

“I’d better get this one home to his own bed,” he told me. “Have fun with your friends.”

Again with the smirk. Again with the teasing tone.

But my stomach was clenched and my mouth was a desert as I watched him drive off and got into my car with Sherlock, wondering if I’d made an offer I might not be able to keep. 
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Chapter Two 





I stopped by The Heirloom Café on my way across town. Even though Olivia had been great about giving me the night off from serving coffee and other hot drinks, I felt like I needed a chamomile tea to take along to help settle my nerves. 

When I walked through the café’s front door, the place was quieter than I’d ever seen it. Not a single customer, and Olivia, who never seemed to slow down, was sitting at a table, reading a book.

She perked up and put her book down, though, the moment she heard the door chime.

“It’s okay,” I told her. “Stay where you are. I stopped by to grab a cup of tea, but I can make it myself.”

Olivia hesitated, but then put her feet back up on a nearby chair. It was nice to see her relaxing a little. “Don’t you look cute? I thought you were super busy with two big events tonight?” she asked.

I sighed. “I was. I mean, I am. I’m in between them right now. Jay had to get his nephew home to bed. Has it been this dead all night?”

Olivia nodded. “We get a few kids trick-or-treating early on, but then it’s always a ghost town on Halloween after that. Everyone in town either wants to be at the harvest festival or Fright Night.” She gave a wry smile. “It’s my first time missing the haunted house in years.”

I stopped pouring the hot water over my tea bag. “Wait, you wanted to go? Why didn’t you tell me?”

She waved a casual hand. “You were excited for your date. I’m sad to see it didn’t last very long.”

It had been pretty perfect, despite the short length. I had a sudden idea. “Hey, why don’t I watch the café for half an hour so you can go take a quick walk through the haunted house?” It was the least I could do, when tonight was supposed to be my shift. 

She kicked her feet down from the chair. “Are you sure?” She was already standing, her face alight with sudden energy.

“Of course.” Yes, maybe I was only stalling about going there myself. But I hoped sitting alone in an empty coffee shop would help calm my nerves a little before going to face the scariness. “Let me grab Sherlock from my car first.”

Sherlock wasn’t happy at all with me when I told him we weren’t going to Fright Night quite yet. In fact, he was so unhappy, he stubbornly lay down on the passenger seat and gripped at the velour when I tried to pick him up.

“Fine, you want to wait here?”

I left him behind, but felt lonely as Olivia left and I was all alone in the café. To pass the time, I cleaned the already clean café, and thought again about my first date with Jay.

He’d been great about keeping it low pressure. It made me think I was ready to go out for dinner with him, or on an actual one-on-one date, without his nephew chaperoning. 

Nine-thirty passed, and it was almost ten before Olivia finally arrived back at the café, barely in time to close up. Her ease from when I’d first seen her this evening had completely evaporated as she whisked through the café door. 

“So sorry I took so long!” she said. “The power went out right in the middle of my trek through the haunted house. I have to admit, it’s the first time I’ve been really rattled by one of their Fright Nights.”

She looked rattled, with her hair coming loose from her dark ponytail, and her hands rubbing together, like they were sweaty.

Now I really didn’t want to go there. I’d already thrown out my paper cup, but I eyed the chamomile tea container on the shelf. “Did they get the power back on?”

She chuckled. “Oh, yes. It was only off for about five minutes, but during those five minutes, witches all around chanted in scary voices, ‘Stay right where you are!’ and ‘Don’t move a muscle!’”

I looked up at the ceiling, wanting to leave even less. 

“It was probably only part of their shtick. It certainly worked to rattle all of us who were in there. Hey, you’d better get over there before they shut it down for the night.”

I sighed inwardly. “Yeah, I guess I’d better.”

I hadn’t even driven all the way down Fifth Street when my palms broke into a wild sweat against the steering wheel. The trees lining the road were webbed with some sort of creepy netting, as though from giant spiders. What I hoped were fabric ghosts, more gray and translucent than white, caught the light of the moon from behind the trees every few feet and fluttered eerily in the light breeze.

I was still learning about the local magic. The only magic I’d experienced included strong impressions, cute clothing showing up in my closet, and a talking cat. Even though I didn’t think the witches of Crystal Cove took part in any evil sort of magic, they did take their practices very seriously. I’d only ever seen the witches use magic for good, and in small ways, but I didn’t know for a fact that none of them were attempting to channel darker powers or tamper in things better left untouched. Who was to say that my witch friends wouldn’t be able to conjure up actual ghosts?

This area wasn’t as thickly populated as areas closer to the town center. Houses were spaced out and even though people in costumes moved along the street, they were so sporadic that they didn’t provide any real sense of safety. Out of my peripheral vision, I also saw people sitting in their cars parked on the side of the road, probably trying to work up the courage to go in.

It’s a haunted house, Tabby, I told myself for the twentieth time. Calm down.

In costumes, I couldn’t tell the difference between teenagers and adults. I also couldn’t recognize anyone from town I might know. Ever since Olivia had given me the evening barista shift at The Heirloom Café, I’d been priding myself on meeting lots of locals, but the realization that I may not be able to recognize a single one of them left me feeling lonely already. 

The mansion the witches had rented to hold their Fright Night haunted house was at the end of the block and soon came into view. I found a spot along the curb and parked. Sherlock let out a loud meow, making me jump. I’d completely forgotten he was with me, as he’d been silently pouting the entire drive here. 

“Even with you along, I don’t think I can do it,” I told him, while staring ahead at the giant creepy house, spider webbing evident from even fifty feet away. “I’ll give a donation tomorrow. That will have to be enough.”

But Sherlock meowed again, letting me know what he thought of my cowardly attitude.

“Fine.” I rolled my eyes and reached for my door handle with one hand and Sherlock with the other, before I could change my mind. Sherlock squirmed in my arms, and even though I suspected his reaction was more about wanting to get down and explore than being afraid, I told him, “Oh, you’d better believe you’re coming with me.” 

Thankfully, before we made it within a hundred feet of the mansion, familiarity caught my eye. Under a wooden booth with a sign that read TICKETS stood Marigold Weathers, the queen bee of all the local witches, all decked out in her usual purple poufy hair and ground-length shimmery orange dress. 

“I’m sorry I’m so late,” I called as I picked up my pace toward her. I let Sherlock down when I was a few feet away, as Marigold wasn’t much of a cat person. She had just handed a costumed couple two tickets and what looked like a skull-shaped flashlight. They scampered off toward the entry of the mansion with excited grins.

Marigold looked me up and down with a raised eyebrow and I pulled my coat closed over my gingham dress. Thankfully, she didn’t comment, as I didn’t want to mention I’d been at the church’s Harvest Festival, as the tension there could go both ways.

“How has it been going?”

“Fine. At least now it is.” Marigold harrumphed and picked at her hair and her dress as though even her clothes were annoying her. “The power went out not long ago, though, and I’d bet my life that those church ladies were behind it. First they get the mayor to slap us with a curfew, and then they cut our power?”

So the power outage wasn’t part of their shtick. The tension definitely went both ways. “Yes, I heard. But it looks like you have power now,” I observed, trying to get her off of her rant before it got too heated.

She sighed. “Yes. Someone flipped the main breaker at the electrical meter, probably figuring we wouldn’t know how to find it and flip it back on.” She shook her head, speaking as though I might challenge her on this. “It was definitely deliberate.”

I couldn’t envision Marigold even knowing where to find the electrical meter, let alone flipping on or off a main breaker. Even less could I picture Mabel and Edith knowing about those things.

Thankfully, Marigold switched topics. “Most of the locals have been through the haunted house at least twice. One lady went through five times!” She let out a hearty laugh. “Now we’re just expecting the stragglers who got off work late.”

I wondered what kind of a haunted house warranted not one terrifying traipse through its scary halls but five. I looked toward the open doors again, dark and creepy inside. I couldn’t see anything else.

“Are you ready—” Marigold started, but I cut her off, not wanting to have to make up an excuse for how scared I was.

“I’m sure you’re ready for a break, what with having to deal with the power problem and everything. Why don’t you show me what to do and I’ll take over ticket sales so you can make sure everything’s running smoothly inside?”

“Are you sure?” She always wanted to be everywhere at once, so she was quick to take me up on my offer.

I moved around the tickets sign and reached for the cash box, but she yanked it back toward her chest when my hand had barely touched it. “Oh?” I asked as a question. I couldn’t very well take over ticket sales without any money to make change for patrons.

She seemed to realize this and plunked the metal box back onto the small wooden shelf in front of her. But then she turned, as if shielding it from me with her body as she opened it.

It seemed so strange, but because she couldn’t completely block my view, I saw past her shoulder to stacks of not only twenties, but hundred dollar bills within the box.

My eyes widened. There had to be several thousand dollars in there! I didn’t quite know what to ask as she turned back around and passed me a much smaller stack of fives and tens. 

“Most of the locals have already been through, so you shouldn’t need much,” she explained, re-locking the box and gripping its handle firmly.

In truth, I didn’t want to be responsible for that hefty amount of money, and yet, something about her protectiveness of it—from me—made me feel like an outsider in this town all over again.

Without an ounce of worry about how she may or may not have offended me, Marigold strode off toward the haunted mansion with her own skull flashlight and her ground-length shimmery orange dress flowing behind her. She was correct about the attendance slowing down. In the next hour, I only sold five more tickets at the surprisingly high price of twenty dollars each. But no one seemed bothered by paying it.

I had considered giving my own twenty-dollar donation, since I felt badly about not wanting to actually take part in their fundraiser, but now I felt a little cheap if that was all I gave. Still, working at The Heirloom Café in the evenings didn’t leave me with a lot of extra cash, and the houseboat rental season slowed down dramatically after the end of summer, so I wasn’t bringing in anything from that at the moment.

I looked toward the front entrance again and snuggled deeper into my coat, still feeling a little too peppy, not to mention cold, in my gingham dress. My chill only came partly from the night air, though. The other part was definitely from what might lay inside the mansion. As the thrill-loving stragglers dissipated and I was left outside on my own, my mind played tricks on me and I started to see movement in every nearby tree or bush.

“Sherlock?” I had to keep calling him over. He was creeping around exploring, and it made me feel slightly better to have him in my sight.

My parents had always told me I had an overactive imagination. It was true. I’d never been able to watch movies with even the slightest bit of suspense or my mind would go crazy and I’d end up shrieking at the smallest creak of a floor. Aunt Lizzie was the only person I’d ever known who had treated my overactive imagination as a good thing—as though I could simply see more in this world than most. I missed her terribly, especially tonight, when she’d know what to say to me to both calm me down and give me a sense of peace about the unique person I was.

A couple strolled my way in matching skeleton costumes. These ones weren’t too scary—with painted bones on black clothes and their faces wearing only a hint of black and white makeup. 

“Two tickets to Fright Night?” I guessed.

The woman nodded and passed over two twenties. Under the makeup, I would have guessed her to be my age. I angled my head, trying to see past their costumes for familiarity.

“It’s the one night of the year we can get into the Kelsey mansion,” the man said, looking eager to head toward the front doors before I’d even given them their flashlight. “See what updates he’s done. Gotta take advantage of that.”

“The owner of the mansion does regular remodels?” I asked, my realtor brain perking up automatically at the suggestion.

The woman nodded. “Last year, he added a billiard room. Of course it was a little hard to see beyond the spider webs and carcasses…” She laughed while I let out a shiver.

“Are you folks from Crystal Cove?” I hadn’t found familiarity in their faces, but I didn’t particularly want them to leave me alone out here, at least not so quickly.

The man had already moved a few feet away to examine the brick posts lining the mansion’s driveway, so the woman answered. “No, we’re from Eugene. My husband’s a realtor, specializing in larger properties. He’s been trying to talk Matthew Kelsey into selling this place for ages. Each year we drive in to see what he’s done with the place and Donny—” She motioned to the other skeleton, “he writes up a whole property improvement and assessment report.” The woman sighed, as though this was a long-term frustration. “Donny’s always hated the word no, and so he treats it as his personal challenge to get Mr. Kelsey to finally list with him.”

The name Kelsey sounded familiar to me, but I figured I’d probably heard Marigold or one of the other witches mention it while planning their haunted house.

The woman thanked me for the tickets and flashlight and caught up to her husband before I could ask her name. But I locked the name Donny, the realtor from Eugene, into my mind. I could always ask Marigold if she knew him later.

Sherlock rubbed up against my calves, making me almost come out of my skin. 

Excitement inside? He asked what sounded like a simple question, but the words made me feel even more cowardly.

Instead, I focused on the part that intrigued me more than scared me. “I am interested in what kind of improvements have been done to the mansion. Maybe if we stick around to help clean up, we can see it?” I added the words, with the lights on, only in my head. 

It was another fifteen minutes before I saw another witch, and this time it was my friend Rachael who appeared. 

“Are you still getting any customers?” Rachael looked especially witchy tonight, wearing not only her usual short black skirt and black-and-white striped tights, but also a pointed witch’s hat, which had apparently been passed down from her grandmother. 

I shook my head. “The last ones were probably fifteen minutes ago.”

She nodded, looking unsurprised, and then flipped a wooden sign on the front of the booth from OPEN to CLOSED. “Thanks for your help, Tabby. I’ll let the others know we can start packing up. I thought we had until midnight, but now Marigold’s saying 11:45.”

That wasn’t much more than half an hour from now. I pulled the money out of my pocket from where I’d been stashing twenties. “What should I do with this?”

She twisted her lips. “Can you keep it until tomorrow?”

It was just like Rachael to be so easily trusting, but I wondered if Marigold would hold the same sentiments. “Actually, can you take it?” 

She looked at me with a cocked eyebrow, but at least she took it from my hand. 

Rather than explaining, I changed the subject. “I don’t have to work until tomorrow afternoon. I thought I might stay and help with the cleanup.” It was the least I could do, since I couldn’t find it in me to enjoy the fruits of their labor, and besides, with the mayor’s enforced curfew, they didn’t have a lot of time to pack up all the décor.  

Her eyes lit up at my offer. “Oh, that’d be great! Marigold’s in such a panic to get everything cleaned up on time. I don’t know why it’s such a big deal, since usually Mr. Kelsey lets us finish cleaning up the day after Halloween, but I guess he must want us out early this year for some reason. I’ll get the main lights on. Do you want to carry some of those bins inside, so we can load them up?” She motioned to a stack of empty orange extra-large packing bins, each big enough to fit a half-dozen full-size jack-o-lanterns.

With that in mind, I started with the jack-o-lanterns lining the path. Even though they looked real from a distance, carved with ghoulish faces, and lit by flickering candles, as I moved close to the first one and picked it up, I realized the whole thing was plastic, even the fake flickering candle. It weighed less than a pound of butter.

My stalling and deconstructing of the outside of the mansion worked out well, because by the time I filled the first two bins and had taken down everything that wouldn’t require a ladder, the lights in the mansion illuminated the windows and three witches streamed out the front entrance, arms filled with what looked like full-grown zombies.

I reminded myself of how real the jack-o-lanterns had looked, and how fake they were in reality. Each witch carried at least three zombies, so they had to be just as fake.

I forced a deep breath, trying to relax, and marched toward the front door, where Marigold stood, calling out directions.

“I’m here to help,” I told her. 

With the lights on, Marigold showed her sixty-three years, with wrinkles around her eyes and grey edges around the roots of her purple hair. “Take those bins down to the witches in the basement so they can start cleaning up there.”

While I didn’t love the sound of “basement,” I was at least comforted by the fact that I’d find other witches around to help me. Hopefully, one would be Rachael. 

Sherlock attempted to follow me inside and into a hallway that was double the width of any hallway I’d ever seen—even in my parents’ oversized house. 

“The cat stays outside.” Marigold eyed my cat and shook her head. “Can you imagine?” she asked more to herself than to me.

She quickly moved back outside, calling out packing orders to others as she went. I gave Sherlock a little backhanded wave, but he’d heard Marigold’s instruction and was already strutting down the front steps. He skittered off into the bushes, probably so he wouldn’t catch anymore of her disgruntled attitude.

As I walked down the hall, my eyes were drawn past the spider webs draped all around, and instead found the architecture beneath. The Georgian crown moulding lined the length of the hallway and the pilasters around the doorways had a rich Roman feel. Suddenly, I could understand the skeleton couple’s interest in driving all the way from Eugene to see this place every year.

I peeked into each open doorway, even though many of them were roped off with crime-scene tape. I quickly found the billiard room Donny had traveled to see last year, and indeed, the mouldings in that room appeared more modern, while still matching the golden tones of those in the hallway. 

I figured now that the haunted house decorations all had to come down, it couldn’t hurt to pull at the crime-scene tape so I could poke my head in for a closer look. There were a few zombie bodies spread out around the room. One was splayed across the pool table; another had the curtain rope strung around its neck and hung right inside the window. I’d seen its shape from out at my station in the ticket booth earlier, and it had been one of the first things to give me the creeps about this place. 

But seeing it now, in the light, gave me a bit of peace. I could picture the witches throwing all the zombies in this room over their arms and heading outside with them like they weighed about as much as a balloon. 

The least I could do was pack a few of them into a bin, if I was so determined to take an extra minute to appreciate the architecture. 

I had to hold my breath as I unwrapped the zombie from the curtain rope, but within minutes I had the entire billiard room cleaned up and I could see it for the well-appointed room it was. This Matthew Kelsey had good taste. I wondered if this was his year-round home, and if so, where he was tonight.

As that thought occurred to me, I figured out where I knew the name from. Wasn’t a man named Kelsey running for mayor in the upcoming election? If he won, I wondered if he’d be stricter or less strict with things like curfews for the witches’ activities. 

I had finished cleaning out the next room—a smaller sitting room—before I admitted to myself that what I was really doing was stalling from descending into the basement. 

That became even more apparent when two witches hefting garbage bags passed me down the hall. The one I knew, Ruth, muttered something about the amount of mess the patrons had left as she passed. “If they can’t hold their stomachs, they shouldn’t be wandering through a haunted house, now should they?”

I looked again at the crime scene tape cordoning off the next room and made a split-second decision. Clearly, these upper rooms were only for gazing at from far away. The zombies and spider webs certainly looked real—but only from a distance. As I moved closer to each one, and especially when I picked them up, all the décor quickly became fabrications. 

Ruth and her witch-friend headed back inside from dropping off their trash, and as they passed me, Ruth said, “Oh, thanks so much for cleaning the upstairs, Tabby.” 

I smiled and pointed past the stairwell, to the next room, which now that I thought about it, probably had had even less foot traffic. “I’m slipping the decorations from this floor into the orange bins. That’s okay?” I mentally crossed all of my fingers and toes until she nodded.

“I think some of the windows in the upper floors also have hanging bodies, if you want to grab those next?”

I let out a shiver at the words “hanging bodies,” but quickly agreed and passed along some of my empty bins to her so she could take them to the basement. It seemed I had landed one of the least scary and grotesque jobs in this cleanup, and I couldn’t be happier. As they moved out of view, I hauled the rest of my empty bins past the stairwell and to the next room, which turned out to be a bathroom. It was also well appointed, with brass faucets and a claw-foot tub that at any other time I would have guessed went completely unused, but the witches had really gone all out tonight.

Not only was one of their zombie bodies in the tub, but they’d filled it with dry ice, which let off a nice amount of steam around the fake carcass. 
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