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The Skeleton in the Floor




The human skeleton dangled from an invisible cord beneath a clear floor panel, light from the nearby fireplace flickering on the top of its skull. Shivering, Morgan tore her eyes from the creepy hole at her feet. “Guys! Come see this!” She stepped around a sign on a metal stand that said, Proud Sponsor of “The Goonies” Anniversary Celebration, and waved at her cousins, sitting at a table at the Smuggler’s Hole Café.

“I’m drawing,” said Sean without looking up.

Ronan slid from his chair, scooting over to join Morgan. “What’s going on?”

“Look at that!”

Ronan peered into the dim pit, covered with a hard plastic square. “You don’t think the skeleton is real, do you?”

“It’s fake, of course.” Morgan tried to sound casual, though her heart beat faster. After that strange Halloween she’d had back in the fifth grade, she knew that even unbelievable things can happen to you—and it can be awfully hard to figure out what’s true and what’s made up. “I mean, what kind of restaurant would have a human skeleton in a hole, except as a joke?”

Ronan stepped onto the plastic panel and jumped on it. “Ronan!” hissed Morgan. Almost ten, Ronan could be a little too mischievous. “You’ll break it! And get us into trouble—”

“No, look, it’s solid,” said Ronan. “Like, double super-glued.” He called to his big brother, “Sean—come over here!”

“Got to finish this first,” Sean said. Morgan hid a smile. Sean, just turned eleven, was the kind of kid who got completely absorbed in whatever he was doing. And when he was really into something, the whole world could blow up and he would hardly notice.

“We watched The Goonies again last night, to get ready for this weekend,” said Ronan. “I guess Sean got all inspired to draw a picture about the movie.”

“I watched it too, before we left home,” Morgan told him. She and her mom were visiting her aunt’s family in the small riverside town of Astoria, Oregon, for The Goonies Anniversary Celebration. “I can’t wait to go to all the events tomorrow! You’re so lucky to live here.”

“You mean ’cause The Goonies was filmed in Astoria?” asked Ronan. “Yeah, it’s pretty cool. Every time Sean and I watch the movie we look for the real places around town.” He eyed the panel like he wanted to stomp on it again.

“Don’t even think about it,” Morgan warned. “The last thing we need is to get grounded, when we’ve got all kinds of Anniversary plans.” Now that she was almost thirteen, starting eighth grade in the fall, naturally her mom was bringing her along to all the parties.

“All right,” said Ronan, pretending to pout.

“My dad teases me and Mom that the movie is just a dorky fantasy, but we think the whole weekend is going to be a blast!” Morgan peeked at the skeleton one last time. It seemed to move a tiny bit, like it was being shaken by an invisible hand. “Uh, Ronan, there’s something…”

He’d already turned toward the table. “Sean!” he called again. “Will you just get over—”

“Never mind.” Morgan shook her head as if to clear it. Seeing this skeleton and knowing she had two whole days in the world of The Goonies had her imagination working overtime. “We’ll get him to look at the hole on our way out.”

They ambled back to the table, the worn floorboards creaking under Morgan’s feet. The Café was located in one of the oldest structures in town, built on a wooden pier that extended directly over the Columbia River. A summer evening breeze drifted through the Café’s open windows, smelling briny and sea-weedy, and Morgan could hear the river lapping against the wood pilings. Her gaze wandered back to the area around the hole. Her aunt said that part was built right over the river. I’ll bet if I went over there and stomped on the plastic, harder than Ronan, the floor would open up and I’d fall right next to that skeleton. She shivered again.

Now that the restaurant was nearly deserted, the grownups didn’t mind if Morgan and her cousins roamed around. Besides, Morgan’s mom Nicole, and her sister, Morgan’s Aunt Shannon—Sean and Ronan’s mom—were acting kind of like kids too. They were chattering non-stop about all The Goonies events around town.

“What are you wearing to the Eighties party?” Aunt Shannon asked Morgan’s mom. She was cuddling Mary Rose, the boys’ baby sister.

Her mom’s eyes sparkled. “A blue Superman t-shirt, red suspenders and cut-offs—what else?”

“The Goonies’ ‘Sloth’ character!” said Aunt Shannon. “It’s so you.”

“Oh, Mom.” Morgan laughed. “I think you’d time travel back to 1985 if you could.”

“Absolutely.” Her mom giggled, reaching over to tickle Mary Rose’s cheek. “Do you think your mommy and I would miss a chance to relive The Goonies’ experience?” she asked the baby.

The whole town was already going crazy. On the way to the Café, Morgan had seen a ton of people—mostly grownups—in costumes from the movie. “What’s really great,” Morgan told Mary Rose, “is that The Goonies will be playing at the town’s theatre all weekend, so we can see it as many times as we want!”

Mary Rose wiggled like she was excited about watching the movie. She stuck her thumb in her mouth and looked at her brothers.

Sean was sketching a bunch of lines on his paper, while Ronan pulled a small book from his jeans pocket. Morgan tilted her head to read the title. A Mini-Guidebook: Facts and Legends about Astoria, Oregon. She took out her phone and keyed in the site of The Goonies Anniversary Celebration. What was completely awesome was that a few celebrities—cast and crew from the movie—were going to be at the events too.

“I thought we’d have to cancel our visit this weekend,” Mom was saying. “Every hotel and motel was booked solid! I finally found a B&B downtown that had some space.”

“What’s the name of it?” Aunt Shannon asked. Mary Rose sucked her thumb vigorously.

“It’s a beautiful Victorian house,” Mom said, grinning. “It’s got lots of gingerbread trim, and a cute little garden shed in the backyard.”

“The shed’s built against a small hill,” said Morgan, “kind of like a Hobbit’s house!”

“Really, it’s just darling,” said her mom. “Apparently the original owner’s great-great-granddaughter recently bought the house!”

“Which B&B?” Aunt Shannon persisted.

“Hang on.” Morgan held up one hand, then pulled up the B&B website. “Here it is.” She leaned over to show her aunt.




The Lahti House Bed & Breakfast

Charming and cozy accommodations with a River View, in the Heart of Historical Astoria!

Vintage Board games available to guests. Afternoon high tea upon request.




Aunt Shannon seemed to go tense. “I thought so. The Lahti House.”

Mary Rose stopped sucking her thumb.

“It’s great, isn’t it?” Morgan closed the site, and brought up the website for the town of Astoria.

“They even have extra rooms available.” Morgan’s mom finished her iced tea. “You and your hubby and the baby could get a room there and another for the boys—we could be together all weekend!”

“Um,” said Aunt Shannon. She looked away.

Mom set down her glass. “What? Is something the matter with it?” She made a face. “Crummy breakfasts? They advertised French toast and fresh fruit—”

Aunt Shannon shook her head. “Didn’t you wonder why no one else is staying at the B&B?”

“The beds are lumpy?” Aunt Shannon didn’t say anything. Mom went on, “Not…Morgan, don’t get grossed out—not bedbugs?”

“You wish,” said Aunt Shannon. She peeped at the boys, who were still preoccupied, and put her hand on the side of her face. “People say,” and she dropped her voice to a whisper, “that The Lahti House is…haunted.”
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The Contest


“Haunted? Oh, come on,” said Morgan’s mom. She wasn’t worried about Morgan listening in and getting creeped out. Morgan loved scary movies, scary books, and telling bloodcurdling stories at slumber parties. She knew all the party stories were only urban legends or whatever, but they were more fun than movie-watching!

Her mom shook her head. “A haunted bed-and-breakfast—it’s such a cliché! Besides, you don’t actually believe all those Astoria tall tales?”

“They’re not tall tales,” said Aunt Shannon. She was big on mystical things like fairies, Ouija boards, and all those ghost-hunting TV shows. “I’ve heard that back in the day, there were some mysterious disappearances from the house.” She kissed Mary Rose’s fuzzy head. “People have just up and…vanished.”

“It sounds ridiculous,” Mom said. “The stories are just a ploy—publicity to get more tourists here.” She tugged playfully on a strand of Morgan’s long brown hair. “You don’t believe them either, do you, Sweetie?”

“Um…no,” said Morgan. Although after I had that weird Halloween curse put on me, I know the freakiest things can be…well, real. Not that she’d ever tell her mom what had happened two years ago. She wasn’t going to mention either, that when she and her mom brought their suitcases into their B&B room a little while ago, she’d had the strangest feeling. As if she was being…watched. “There’s one thing about The Lahti House, though.”

“What?” asked Aunt Shannon. Mary Rose began making fussy sounds.

“Mom, didn’t you notice it?” Morgan asked.

“Notice what?”

“The B&B looks huge from the outside,” Morgan said. “But when we went up to our room, I could tell that inside, the house isn’t very big.”

“My point exactly,” said Aunt Shannon. She shifted the baby to her shoulder. “The house is just strange.”

“What does smuggling mean?” Ronan asked suddenly. “My book says there was lots of it going on in Astoria, in the olden days.”

Morgan’s mom glanced at his book. “Smuggling is when people sneak stuff in or out of a place that they’re not supposed to.”

“What kind of stuff?” asked Ronan.

“Well,” Mom said, “It’s generally things some people might want, even though those things might be bad for them. Or for the environment. Like…oh, drugs. Or ivory from elephant tusks.”

“I understand there was a lot of fur smuggling going on in Astoria’s early history,” said Aunt Shannon, rubbing the baby’s back.

“Smugglers might use trucks or planes or boats to move their goods, then sell them for big money,” said Mom. “But they do it secretly.”

“You mean smuggling is against the law?” Ronan’s eyes gleamed.

“That’s right,” confirmed her mom.

“In Astoria, the smugglers used ships,” said Ronan. “Listen to this. ‘They were dangerous, ruthless desperados, stopping at nothing to ferry their booty to those willing to pay outrageous prices for it.’”

“What kind of booty?” asked Sean.

Ronan scanned the page. “I haven’t gotten to that part.”

“Gold and silver and jewels, I bet,” said Sean. “Like in The Goonies.”

Mary Rose lifted her head to look at her brother.

“It makes you wonder if the people who dreamed up the movie were inspired by real history,” Aunt Shannon remarked. “Astoria does have quite the colorful past.”

“Like with Lewis and Clark,” Sean put in.

“What I love about living here is being around all the historical buildings,” Aunt Shannon went on. “I understand the one we’re in—the Café here—is over a hundred years old. It used to be the Riverside Mercantile.”

“What’s a mercantile, Mom?” Ronan asked.

“A general store,” Aunt Shannon told him. The baby nestled her downy head against her mommy’s neck. “And did you know the Astoria arcade is really old too? It was once a men’s clothing store.”

“Neat,” said Ronan, and went back to his book.

“Every day, I get to drive past the old county jail and the Victorian homes,” Morgan’s aunt said. “It’s living history.”

“Speaking of old houses,” said Morgan, waving her phone, “The Lahti House isn’t the only place that’s weird. Some of the articles I’ve been looking at on the town’s website are a little suspicious.”

“Oh, come on,” said her mom. “Your auntie hasn’t been talking you into believing all those crazy Astoria stories?”

“Um…” Morgan put her phone into her pocket. Her mom was so not into supernatural or paranormal stuff. And since she refused to believe strange things really could happen, Morgan didn’t want to be the one to burst her bubble. “What do you think, Auntie?”

“The stories aren’t crazy,” said Aunt Shannon, patting Mary Rose’s diapered bottom. The baby went back to sucking her thumb.

“Shannon…” began Mom.

“All I’m saying, is there are plenty of things that have happened in Astoria that no one’s been able to explain,” said Aunt Shannon. “You know what they say, where there’s smoke, there’s fire.”

Morgan’s mom rolled her eyes. “You know that people in this town play up all that—”

“I may have a wild imagination,” said Aunt Shannon with a dignified look, “but it’s not that wild. And like I said, The Lahti House does have a reputation.”

Frowning, Mom gathered up her purse. “It’s way past the kids’ bedtime.”

Morgan still felt wide awake. And the boys didn’t seem sleepy either. “Did you know that in the olden days, Astoria had two big fires?” said Ronan. He leaned toward his brother, showing him a page.

Sean set the book next to his paper and jotted down a couple more things. He finally looked up, blinking like he was coming out of a long nap. “I’ve been drawing a map for you, Aunt Nicky,” he said.

“A map of what?” said Morgan’s mom.

“Of Astoria,” said Sean. “While you’re visiting, Auntie, you’ll be able to find all the good places to go.”

Morgan and her mom studied Sean’s map. “Astoria” was scrawled in big looping letters at the top of the page, and beneath it was a cluster of houses and two wide, curving parallel lines. Between the lines he’d written, “Columbia River,” with train tracks and a little trolley alongside the river. Three long piers jutted into where the water was supposed to be, and next to one dock there was a collection of round creatures. They had to be Astoria’s famous sea lions you could hear ark, arking all over town, day or night.

Aunt Shannon leaned over for a look. “I see you’ve got some of the town’s most famous buildings on your map too, honey.”

“Yeah,” said Sean. Next to each one, he’d drawn an arrow pointing to the name of the place, like the old Freedom movie theatre, the Astoria Column, the Oregon Film Museum, the Smuggler’s Hole Café, and his and Ronan’s favorite spots: the Columbia River Maritime Museum and the arcade downtown. He’d even sketched in the Lahti B&B.

Morgan’s mom broke into a smile. “Sean—this is amazing!” She put her arm around him and gave him a hug. “We won’t get lost with a map like this.”

“Wow, it’s great,” said Morgan, impressed. Seeing Sean’s B&B picture, though, she wondered if he had been listening to the talk about the supposedly haunted house. “Come see what Ronan and I wanted to show you—you might want to add it to the map.”

Sean stuck his pencil into his jeans pocket and neatly rolled up the map. Handing the paper to Morgan, he said, “Take good care of it,” and followed her and Ronan toward the fireplace. She stuck the map roll into her hoodie pocket, and pointed to the dark, square cavity. “A fake skeleton,” she said, before he could get any ideas. Although Sean was a year older than Ronan, he got weirded out a little more easily.

He surprised her by crouching next to the Plexiglas panel, and peering intently into the hole. Morgan said in a rush, “I was telling Ronan that the skeleton’s plastic—it’s just a gag, to fill the dark box—”

“Say, kids.” One of the café’s servers came over, a smiling woman with pink streaks in her hair. She held a small leather case in one hand and a sheet of paper in the other. “I wanted to tell you about something special.”

“We just ate, thanks,” Morgan said politely.

“It’s not a food special, it’s a special event,” said the pink-haired lady. “To celebrate The Goonies Anniversary, the Café is running a contest about that skeleton!”

“Cool,” said Ronan.

“What’s the contest?” asked Sean, rising
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