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Chapter 1 Pumpkin Paradise

Marion Ballard hopped and landed on some dried leaves on the sidewalk. Crunch!

She took another hop. Crunch!

Marion had always loved fall. But this year’s fall was shaping up to be the best one yet. The leaves were golden, the sky was bright blue, and the air was crisp.

Soon Marion arrived at Pumpkin Paradise. It was the only pick-your-own pumpkin farm in her hometown of Santa Vista. It was also where Marion was a volunteer.

This year she had helped plant the seeds and water them. She had pulled out weeds and learned how to keep the soil healthy too.

[image: Pumpkins of various sizes grow across a rolling field, with leafy vines, trees, and a small barn in the distance.]
[image: A large, round pumpkin rests on the ground with a curled stem, trailing tendril, and broad leaves.]
Now that it was fall, the orange pumpkins were plump and round. Marion couldn’t wait to see her neighbors’ houses decorated with all the pumpkins she had helped grow.

Even better, as a volunteer, Marion would get first pick of the pumpkins! She already had her heart set on two pumpkins: one for herself and one for her little sister, Gabby.

[image: A plump pumpkin with a thick curved stem and curling tendril sits among two large leaves.]
Hmmm, thought Marion, maybe Mom and Dad would want their own pumpkins?

A farmer in a straw hat waved to Marion. It was Farmer Jim! He had taught Marion everything she knew about pumpkins.

“Here’s my helper!” Farmer Jim said with a smile. He gave Marion a high five.

[image: Marion waves to Mr. Jenkins among the pumpkins at the Pumpkin Paradise patch as he gestures toward the field.]
“Hi, Farmer Jim,” said Marion. “How are the pumpkins today?”

Farmer Jim chuckled. “Well, they haven’t grown legs and walked away,” he said. “So I would say they’re pretty good.”

[image: Marion smiles thoughtfully, imagining a pumpkin with legs running in a race.]
Marion giggled as she pictured the pumpkins with legs.

“You were a huge help this season,” Farmer Jim told Marion. “You’re a natural pumpkin farmer!”

Marion beamed with pride.

“I can’t believe I got to grow a whole pumpkin from a tiny seed!” she replied.

She peered toward the back of the patch. She could just make out Gerty the pumpkin. Well, Grand Gertrude was the pumpkin’s full name. But Marion called her Gerty for short.

[image: Marion and Mr. Jenkins look across the pumpkin patch as Mr. Jenkins points out a large pumpkin growing near a tree.]
[image: Mr. Jenkins gestures toward the pumpkin patch while Marion smiles and claps her hands excitedly.]
Gerty was the biggest and roundest pumpkin in the entire patch. And she was Marion’s favorite.

“Now, how about we start getting this patch ready for the sleepover next weekend?” Farmer Jim said.

Marion clapped in excitement. Every year Pumpkin Paradise hosted a sleepover for the whole town.

Some families brought tents and camped out. Others just came for an evening of games and an outdoor movie.

Marion had been waiting for the sleepover all year. Now it was almost here! But they still had some setup to do before they’d be ready.

Luckily, Marion and Farmer Jim didn’t have to do it alone. Marion heard a car pull up to the front of the patch.

[image: Marion runs excitedly to greet Amy, Ellie, and Liz as they arrive by van at the pumpkin patch, while Mr. Jenkins watches nearby.]
“Marion!” Amy Purvis called out. She was stepping out of her mom’s van. And right behind her were Ellie Mitchell and Liz Jenkins.

Marion’s three best friends were here to help!



[image: Marion, Amy, Ellie, and Liz stand together with their arms around one another, smiling amid a background of animal silhouettes, hearts, and paw prints.]
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Chapter 2 Teamwork Works

Marion gave each of her friends a big hug and said, “I’m so glad to see you!”

“Put us to work!” Ellie exclaimed. She rubbed her hands together. “Are we getting the pumpkins into pajamas for the sleepover?”

[image: The inside of a barn contains a ladder, pitchfork, shovel, hay bales, wooden crates, cabinets, and a wagon wheel stored on an overhead shelf.]
They all laughed as they followed Farmer Jim into the barn. The old barn smelled like hay. Bales were stacked in the back, along with some white fence pieces.

[image: A squirrel crouches in the grass, nibbling on a plant beside a flower, with its large bushy tail raised behind it.]
“Oh, my dad uses fencing like that to keep squirrels out of the garden,” Liz said. “Otherwise they dig up all his flowers!”

“Squirrels sure can cause a lot of damage,” Farmer Jim agreed. Then he started digging around in a cabinet drawer. “I’ve got a big job for you four. I need you to choose the movie for the sleepover.”

[image: Mr. Jenkins smiles and points upward with one hand while resting his other hand on his hip.]
The friends looked at one another with wide eyes.

“We get to choose?” Amy asked.

Farmer Jim nodded. He pulled out a few boxes with movie options.

“It’s a DVD!” Ellie cried in awe. She opened the case to reveal the silver disc. “My parents have some of these! It’s so retro!”

[image: Liz smiles as she holds up a book she has selected from a bookshelf.]
[image: Marion smiles while holding up a book titled Spooky Zoo!.]
There were lots of movies to choose from. Marion spotted a title she knew.

“What about Spooky Zoo?” Marion said. “It’s only a little spooky. And it has all kinds of animals in it.”

[image: Amy, Liz, and Ellie stand together smiling and chatting in front of a bookshelf.]
“I’ll watch anything with animals in it!” said Liz. Ellie and Amy nodded in agreement.

All four of them loved animals so much that they had created The Critter Club. It was a rescue shelter for lost pets and lonely animals. Sometimes they also did pet-sitting.

Amy wandered over to a table by the wall. There were lots of big bowls with different kinds of candy.

“What is all this for?” she asked.

[image: Three bowls of snacks sit on a table, filled with grapes, packaged treats, and wrapped snacks, with a stack of napkins nearby.]
“We are making goodie bags!” Marion explained. She pointed out the baggies lying on the table. They were decorated with skeletons, bats, and pumpkins.

“Look, Marion!” Liz said. She held up a pack of gummy bears. “Your favorite!”

[image: Three tied Halloween treat bags are decorated with smiling pumpkins, skeletons, bats, and other spooky designs.]
[image: Amy holds up a small juice box while Marion smiles beside her, covering her mouth with one hand.]
Marion groaned and held her stomach. She had eaten way too many at the sleepover last year.

But she knew she would probably eat too many this year too. She loved gummy bears that much!

Marion and her friends started filling the goodie bags.

“Let’s line up, one to a bowl,” Marion said. “I’ll put in a lollipop and pass to Amy.”

Amy added a pack of gummy bears. She passed to Ellie.

Ellie put in some chocolates. She passed to Liz.

[image: Marion, Ellie, Liz, and Amy stand behind a table, smiling as they prepare snacks and Halloween treat bags.]
And Liz closed the bag with some orange ribbon tied in a neat bow.

“We’ll be finished in no time!” she said.

“And guess what?” Marion said. “I bet there will be leftover candy for us too!”



[image: Marion leads Ellie, Liz, and Amy as they walk together outside the barn, surrounded by animal silhouettes, hearts, and paw prints.]
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Chapter 3 Scene of the Crime

Marion led them out of the barn into the golden light. The sun was inching toward sunset.

“I need to do one more thing before we leave,” she said.

Liz nudged Marion and said, “I bet I know what it is!”

“Yeah,” added Ellie. “It starts with a G and ends with erty!”

[image: Ellie walks beside Marion, smiling as Marion gestures with one hand while they talk.]
Marion stopped in her tracks.

“Yes, Gerty! How did you know?” she cried.

Amy laughed and replied, “You’ve only been talking about her for months!”

“Well,” Marion said to Amy, “not as much as you’ve been talking about your night-vision binoculars!”

Amy pulled a pair of big, black binoculars from her bag. “You mean my new…”

“Super-sharp!” shouted Ellie.

“High-powered!” added Liz.

“Night-vision binoculars,” Marion said. “We know!”

[image: A pair of binoculars is shown surrounded by sparkling shapes.]
“Okay, okay,” Amy said with a giggle. “Let’s go see your star pumpkin, Marion!”

Marion led them down the back row of the pumpkin patch.

“Ta-da!” Marion said. She stopped in front of a huge round pumpkin. It was still attached to the vine by a thick stem.

[image: Amy, Liz, Ellie, and Marion walk together through the pumpkin patch, passing rows of pumpkins and a large tree.]
Marion’s heart swelled. Ah, Grand Gertrude. When it was time to choose pumpkins to take home, Marion knew Gerty would be her first pick.

[image: Amy and Liz kneel beside a huge pumpkin, smiling and gesturing toward its enormous size.]
“Wow!” exclaimed Liz. “This pumpkin is gorgeous.”

“You should have called her Gorgeous Gertrude,” Ellie added.

Marion knelt down beside Gerty. She ran a hand over the smooth surface and brushed off some mud.

Then suddenly Marion snatched her hand away and shrieked. “Ahh!”

Liz gasped. “What is it, Marion? Are you okay?”

Marion shook her head and said, “No. I mean, yes, I am okay. But Gerty isn’t. Look.”

She rolled the pumpkin over. One side had a bumpy surface.

[image: Marion looks concerned as she touches the side of a large pumpkin and notices marks on its surface.]
Amy got close. “Are those…?”

“Scratch marks!” Marion said. She pointed to a set of long grooves in the pumpkin skin.

Liz touched the marks.

“Hmm, it looks like a small animal made them,” she said. “Sometimes they live near gardens, because they like veggies!”

[image: A close-up of a large pumpkin shows several scratch marks on its surface near the thick, curved stem.]
[image: Ellie puts an arm around Marion and speaks reassuringly as Marion looks worried and downcast.]
“But Gerty is not for eating!” Marion cried out. “I grew her from a tiny seed. And I’m going to take her home after the sleepover.”

Amy put her arm around Marion’s shoulders.

“Maybe you still can,” Amy said. “If we hang around here, we can figure out who is scratching Gerty.”

[image: Liz, Amy, Marion, and Ellie stand in the pumpkin patch, talking together as Marion touches her cheek and Ellie looks inside a bag.]
“Good idea,” said Liz. “We can hide and watch and wait for the scratcher to return.”

Ellie looked up at the sunset.

“But it’s getting dark already,” she said. “How will we see?”

“With these!” Amy exclaimed, pulling out her binoculars. “A good detective is always prepared!”

Liz squeezed Marion’s hand and said, “See? Don’t worry, Marion. The Critter Club is on the case!”



[image: Amy, Ellie, Marion, and Liz sit among pumpkins at night under a crescent moon, with Ellie looking through binoculars.]
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Chapter 4 The Critter Club on the Case

The Critter Club set up a stakeout as they waited for nightfall. They sat at the shadowy edge of the woods next to the pumpkin patch.

“Do we have eyes on the target?” Marion asked. She used her best serious spy voice.

Peering through the binoculars, Amy zoomed in on Gerty.

[image: Ellie smiles as she looks through a pair of binoculars.]
“The target is in sight,” Amy replied.

“Copy that,” said Marion. She didn’t really know what it meant. But she had heard it in spy movies and liked the way it sounded.

“I wonder what is scratching your pumpkin,” Ellie whispered to Marion. “An alien? A giant mutant lizard?”

“Um… I think it might just be a raccoon,” said Amy. She passed the binoculars to Marion. “Look!”

Marion put the binoculars up to her eyes. It took a moment to focus. But then she saw it.

There was a dark shadow next to Gerty. It had small ears and a bushy tail.

“That’s definitely a raccoon,” Marion said.

[image: A raccoon walks beside a large pumpkin near a tree, its striped tail raised behind it.]
[image: A raccoon rummages inside a metal trash can, with its striped tail sticking out over the rim and a discarded can lying nearby.]
“Uh-oh,” Liz chimed in. “Raccoons can be trouble. There is one that hangs out on our block. It’s always trying to get into our trash cans.”

The raccoon was nibbling on something.

[image: A raccoon rests its front paws on a large pumpkin and peers over it under the night sky.]
[image: Marion crouches while Liz stands beside her, both looking startled and raising their hands as they react to something nearby.]
Ellie stood up and cried out, “It better not be eating a pumpkin!”

Marion couldn’t see with Ellie standing in front of her. She tugged on her friend’s leg.

“Oops! Sorry!” Ellie giggled. She plopped back down.

Marion zoomed in on the raccoon and said, “It’s eating an apple core.”

The girls sighed with relief.

Liz peered around the pumpkin patch.

“This is fun,” she said. “I wonder what other animals are out here.”

Ellie pointed up into the dusky sky and replied, “Definitely bats.”

[image: Amy, Liz, Ellie, and Marion watch a raccoon near a large pumpkin at night, while Marion looks through binoculars and bats fly overhead.]
The others looked up and nodded. Winged creatures flew high overhead. Their zigzag flight patterns made it clear they were not birds.

Once a bat had flown into The Critter Club barn. The girls had safely released it and they had built a bat house for future bat visitors.

[image: Ellie looks through binoculars at several opossums moving among pumpkins on a hill at night, casting long shadows across the ground.]
“Zoom in on the highest tree branches up there,” Liz suggested. She pointed directly over their heads. “Maybe we can find an owl!”

They took turns looking through the binoculars—Amy, then Liz, and Ellie. When it was Marion’s turn, Amy suddenly pointed across the pumpkin patch.

“Hey,” Amy interrupted. “I hate to bring you back down to earth. But we have a problem on the ground.”

In the near darkness, a shadow scampered toward Gerty.



[image: Marion frowns thoughtfully, looking concerned as she considers what is happening in the pumpkin patch.]




[image: ]
Chapter 5 A Furry Suspect

Marion stared through the night-vision binoculars and crinkled her nose.

“Yikes!” she cried. “What is that animal?”

Ellie took the binoculars and adjusted the lens.

“Oh!” she said. “It’s just an opossum.”

“Opossum? It looks scary,” Marion said. “The snout. The beady eyes. The feet and claws!”

Liz took a turn with the binoculars and shrugged.

“Their eyes do look kind of creepy,” she agreed. “But it’s probably to help them see in the dark. Like night vision!”

[image: A close-up through binoculars shows the faces of two opossums.]
“I think opossums are cute,” Amy said. “Did you know they can raise thirteen babies at once?”

[image: A mother opossum walks at night with several baby opossums clinging to her back.]
Amy’s mom was a veterinarian. So Amy knew more animal facts than anyone else in The Critter Club.

“Opossums will eat almost everything,” Amy continued. “Fruit, insects, nuts, even trash!”

“I hate to say it,” Ellie said. “But I think they eat pumpkins, too.”

She held out the night-vision binoculars to Marion.

The opossum was creeping up onto a pumpkin. And not just any pumpkin.

[image: An opossum approaches a large pumpkin and sniffs near its leaves under the night sky.]
[image: Marion gestures in surprise as an opossum runs away across the pumpkin patch beneath a crescent moon.]
“Gerty!” Marion yelped.

Way across the patch, the opossum heard her shout. The moonlight reflected in its eyes as it looked in their direction. Its beady stare gave Marion the shivers.

Then the opossum bolted away and disappeared into the woods.

[image: Marion bends forward with her hands on her knees, looking tired and concerned in the pumpkin patch.]
“No way,” Marion said. “I am not going to let that creepy creature wreck my pumpkin!”

She stood up and brushed some dirt off her knees.

“Come on! Let’s go,” she said to her friends.

Liz, Ellie, and Amy traded confused looks. But they followed as Marion led the way across the farm and into the barn.

[image: A close-up shows one end of a wooden fence with vertical boards, a horizontal top rail, and a sturdy post.]
From the pile in the back, Marion pulled out four of the white fence pieces. They each carried one piece back to Gerty. Marion pushed her piece into the ground next to her pumpkin.

[image: A close-up shows the opposite end of a wooden fence with vertical boards, a horizontal top rail, and a sturdy post.]
“Oh, I get it,” Ellie said. She pushed her piece in on Gerty’s other side.

Liz and Amy added their pieces to fill in the empty sides.

Now Gerty was surrounded by a fence. It was taller than Marion’s waist, and its planks lined up tightly from side to side.

[image: Amy, Ellie, Liz, and Marion stand around a short wooden fence enclosing a large pumpkin, smiling at their finished work.]
Marion crossed her arms.

“There!” she said. “If this doesn’t help keep the opossum out, I don’t know what will!”
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