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I should’ve known something was up when
Mildred Larkin so readily agreed to my offer to housesit. We’d
never met, but I answered her ad, and in our phone conversation,
she said I came highly recommended. Though I’d only lived in
Columbia, Minnesota for three months, it was a great place. I
wouldn’t get rich teaching high school math, but the compensation
for the weekend would go a long way now that my dad had moved in
with me.

“I promise to keep an eye on Harry,” my
landlady, Ida Clemashevski, said. “It’ll do you both a world of
good to have some time to yourselves.” She hurriedly pitched the
clothes I’d carefully laid out on my bed into a musty old duffel
bag, like she couldn’t wait to get rid of me.

I held up two hangers, debating whether I
should pack the green or purple sweater. “I haven’t received Ms.
Larkin’s promised instructions yet.”

“You’ll get them. She’s been Devlin Hopkins’
administrator and has conducted the house opening for the last
thirty-five years.” She grabbed the purple sweater, stripped it
from its hanger, rolled it into a ball, and crammed it into the
duffle. “She’s quite capable of managing the property and readies
it every October in anticipation of the event.”

“Not that I’m complaining, but why is Mr.
Hopkins willing to spend a small fortune for someone to babysit his
house? He’s even letting me bring Maverick.” At the sound of his
name, my dog’s head popped up in a Sphinx pose. I removed the
sweater and a pair of pants Ida had rumpled and shoved into the
bag, refolded, and replaced them.

“Devlin was born on October 31 and has
celebrated his birthday in that house every year. That is, until
his unexpected heart attack last week. His doctor won’t let him out
of the hospital yet, and Devlin’s firm about continuing the
tradition.”

“He doesn’t have any family?” I shoved my
hairbrush into the remaining space.

“His stepsister, Heather, avoids Columbia
when she can, calling it the cultural Siberia of the Midwest.” Ida
sighed. “At one time, Devlin was the most sought-after
bachelor—handsome, rich, smart, funny—”

“It sounds like you had a crush on him.”

“Just from afar. I was happily married, I’ll
have you know.” She crossed her arms over her ample bosom. “Devlin
found an intelligent and beautiful woman who appreciated his
penchant for Halloween. Parker Halliday remodeled the old
monstrosity, filled it with mysterious trickery and practical
jokes, and had just hired an assistant to help run the house.
Everyone hoped Devlin would propose at his annual Halloween party,
but at the unmasking at midnight, she was nowhere to be found.” She
shrugged. “I don’t think he ever fully recovered, and he never
married.”

“Doesn’t anyone live there?”

Her newly colored red curls bounced back and
forth, her chin jutted out, and her fists landed on her generous
hips. “No one’s lived in the house since Parker left, but Devlin
won’t sell her masterpiece, even if he only visits in the fall.
Maybe that’ll change now.”

I looked at my watch. “I need to meet Ms.
Larkin in twenty-seven minutes and she was adamant about the time.
Do you have any advice for me?”

Ida winked. “Have fun.”

I slid into my yellow rain slicker and loaded
the duffel into my van. Then I retrieved supplies for Maverick.
“Are you sure it’s okay for me to be gone all weekend, Dad?”

Harry Wilk sat at our kitchen table,
penciling in answers to the crossword puzzle.

“You’re only a phone call away and our
busybody landlady …” Ida snorted loud enough for the entire block
to hear.

“Da-ad.”

“Sorry, Ida, I didn’t notice you were there,
or I might’ve said something I wouldn’t regret.” I liked his laugh.
It’s a good thing they enjoyed each other, or I’d be afraid to
leave them alone.

“Be good, you two.” I snapped on Maverick’s
leash, and we hopped into my van.

Ida assured me I wouldn’t miss the largest
parcel of property on the north end of Lake Monongalia. I reread
the address and pulled up to a tall metal gate, flaunting a
calligraphic H, and waited for it to open. When it didn’t, I
searched the entry. A smooth rectangle embedded in the stone wall
looked like it might be a good place to start.

“Stay, Maverick.” He blinked and never raised
his head from his paws. “Good boy.”

The rain dribbled off my hood and onto my
nose as I stood in front of the panel and furrowed my brow, reading
the message scrolling across the screen above a standard keyboard.
“Type the magic phrase. Entry denied in 4:13,” “4:12,” “4:11.” I
usually loved puzzles, but my brain froze as the time continued to
wind down. I had just over four minutes to figure out how to gain
access. I typed in my name and nothing happened. I followed with
‘Devlin Hopkins,’ this address, the date, ‘Mildred Larkin,’ and
‘Parker Halliday.’ The countdown continued. I wiped my face and
tried ‘open sesame’ and ‘abracadabra.’ I chewed on my lower lip and
thought I had it. I keyed in ‘Halloween.’ Nothing. With fifty-three
seconds remaining, I used Dad’s magic word. The iron gate squealed
and opened as if cranked by hand.

I slid into my driver’s seat
with a grin on my face. I couldn’t wait to tell Dad.
‘“Please’ is the
magic word.” Maverick blinked, unimpressed.

The long drive meandered under sad naked
trees, through a yard buried in leaves. We rolled past a man
wearing black rain gear, juggling an armload of lawn embellishments
in the shapes of stone-like grave markers and craggy hands. I waved
but he eyed my van and then stooped, continuing to erect the creepy
temporary cemetery. I circled under the porte-cochѐre and parked,
staring up at the huge, dark-gray, two-and-a-half-story Gothic
structure.

I shuddered beneath a pair of bizarre
gargoyles, defending the gabled entry.

“Maverick, you’re coming with me.” Taking
advantage of his reputation as a resource-guarding dog, me being
the well-guarded resource, we bounded from the van, up a long ramp,
zigzagging between large orange pumpkins festooned with artificial
greenery. I searched for a doorbell but settled on the massive
pewter knocker with the ghoulish face set in the middle of the
wooden door.

I rocked on my heels until the door opened.
“Hi, I’m Katie … you’re not Ms. Larkin.”

The man lifted his chin. “And I expected
Heather.” I extended my hand, and he shook it, but only after he
scrutinized my van and raised an eyebrow. “I’m Niles Turner.
Mildred has given me the task of opening Hopkins House this year.
You’re the housesitter?” He was a short, stout man with a head of
bright yellow hair which might or might not have been natural. The
weathered look of his pinched face showed extra years of wear. His
topaz eyes blinked behind dark-rimmed glasses and appraised
Maverick. “And a dog!” His lips curled.

Maverick ignored the displeasure and wagged
his tail.

Niles withdrew from Maverick’s friendly
overture and scowled. “We need someone on site for the
weekend.”

Niles stepped forward, knocked into a
pumpkin, and sent it rolling down the ramp, colliding with three
others in its wake. The shells shattered and a trail of slimy
orange pulp, long fibrous strands, and yellow seeds cascaded onto
the pavement. He rubbernecked over my shoulder, looking for the
groundskeeper who had disappeared. “Where is that pony-tailed no
account when you need him?” Niles muttered. “I wish he’d find a job
he’s better suited for.”

He called loudly, “Emil, you’d better take
care of this mess.”

Then Niles shook himself erect and lugged the
heavy double doors apart. We entered a wide marble foyer at the
foot of a sweeping staircase. Niles slowly approached the large
round table at its center. “Mildred has scheduled everything that’s
expected of you.” He picked up the stack of printed pages and his
eyebrows rose. “You do plan to stay tonight.”

Maverick looked up. I nodded.

“Then you’ll have time to check out the
house. It’s an architectural marvel, full of conundrums, like the
gate entry code.”

“I got lucky with that.”

“Yes, you did,” he snorted. “For more than
thirty years, Mr. Hopkins hosted a gathering the Saturday before
Halloween. Then he distributed goodie bags to the little darlings
who dared to venture up the drive and he closed the house on
November 1. This year he hired you to do it all.”

My jaw dropped. “Ah…host a gathering?”
Maverick’s ears perked up.

Niles waved his hand, irritated with my
unease. “All the work is done. The party planner will be here at
five tomorrow. The caterer will arrive late Saturday
afternoon.”

My jaw didn’t move.

“You’re welcome to invite a few friends of
your own.” He added something that sounded an awful lot like, “If
you have any.” He shook his head. “A vacant house at Halloween is a
magnet for vandalism. As you know, Mr. Hopkins is unable to attend
himself. The guests are aware of his infirmity and will be here in
a show of solidarity.”

“I understood I’d be taking
care of an empty house and handing out Halloween candy.” I frowned.
“I didn’t bring anything to wear to a party.” My mouth dried up.
Hosting a Halloween gathering for strangers
was outside my wheelhouse.

“It’s a costume party. You can wear …” He
waved his hand. “… anything. I hope it’s not going to be a
problem.” His left eyebrow rose.

I could use the money and the dollar signs
replaced the niggling anxiety. My mouth closed. “No, no
problem.”

Niles grunted, and regarded me through the
bottom half of his glasses. He jerked one sheet from the bottom of
the stack of papers and offered it to me, snatching it away when I
reached for it. “No expense spared at Hopkins House. Go ahead. Look
around.” He shoved the page in my face—a blueprint of the house.
“Explore. Parker Halliday was way ahead of her time. I’m afraid if
Hopkins’ condition doesn’t improve, however, he won’t return and
this will be the last celebration.” We both took a thoughtful
breath and then Niles handed me the rest of the pages and dropped a
keyring on top. “I’ll leave you to it. See you Saturday.”

My jaw fell again as the front doors thudded
closed behind him.

What had I gotten myself into?

I took a deep breath. “Let’s go,
Maverick.”

Maverick wiggled and sniffed every square
inch of the tile floor as we made our way under an arch into a
brightly lit and spacious drawing room. Small groupings of chairs,
divans, and tables provided seating for dozens. A lovely painting
of a handsome woman hung over the gas fireplace. She wore a black,
diaphanous dress and tied her dark hair back in a tight chignon. An
oversized key, engraved with the name, ‘Parker,’ hung on a long
gold chain around her neck.

“The riddle-maker, I presume.”

I admired the portrait. The serious set of
her blood-red lips in her pale face didn’t match the mischief in
her twinkling blue eyes as she gazed at the light beams piercing a
crystal ball in her left hand. A dazzling emerald ring sparkled on
her right hand as she pointed black-tipped nails at the strange
playing cards fanned out on a tabletop.

Following Maverick’s lead, we sauntered into
a sunroom. From what little I could see of the scenery, I wished
someone had thought to clean its floor-to-ceiling windows. Dusk had
fallen, and the cloudy patterns on the glass stretched into
elongated faces, gaping in silent screams, so we hurried into the
next room, a library.

I reverently ran my fingertips over the
bindings of some of the books lining the walls shelved and
alphabetically by author, marveling at the number of volumes.
Sliding a library ladder to one side exposed a bay window. Nestled
in the niche stood a treasure chest with four rectangular
indentations in the cover. I tested it. It wouldn’t open.

Maverick and I sidled through an overstuffed
pantry and stopped at the kitchen entrance. Ida would have examined
all the accoutrements filling the room before whipping up one of
her extravagant gourmet delights. The space could accommodate a
large contingent of chefs and servers, but to me the pristine room
resembled a chemistry lab with multiple experiments percolating.
Three long black cords snaked between steaming cookers and
connected unidentified appliances to an over-used outlet extender.
A wire rack displayed flavored drink pods and a variety of
mysterious additives next to a coffee machine with too many
buttons. Tall carafes of unnamed herb-infused oils lined up like
specimens along the light-colored granite backsplash. A glass jar
stood on the scale in the corner. Yet the aroma wafting from the
oven made my stomach growl and Maverick prance back and forth,
slobbering on the floor.

I read from Larkin’s pages.
“Meals are included if you produce the correct combination.”
Combination of what?

My name was printed in large
type at the top
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