


[image: 001]




[image: 001]




Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

Acknowledgements

 


ONE

TWO

THREE

FOUR

FIVE

SIX

SEVEN

EIGHT

NINE

TEN

ELEVEN

TWELVE

THIRTEEN

FOURTEEN

FIFTEEN

SIXTEEN

SEVENTEEN

EIGHTEEN

NINETEEN

TWENTY

TWENTY-ONE

TWENTY-TWO

TWENTY-THREE

TWENTY-FOUR

TWENTY-FIVE

TWENTY-SIX

TWENTY-SEVEN

TWENTY-EIGHT

TWENTY-NINE

THIRTY

THIRTY-ONE

THIRTY-TWO

 


RECIPES & COOKING TIPS

Berkley Prime Crime titles by Krista Davis




PRAISE FOR

The Diva Paints the Town

“[Davis] handles this tricky tale with aplomb and fills it with a cast of eccentrics . . . And the three animals are endlessly amusing. Davis includes several recipes, and although the novel takes place during a Virginia winter, the strawberry daiquiris will have you pretending it’s summer.”

—Richmond Times-Dispatch

 

“Davis plates up another delectable whodunit, complete with recipes. Indeed, her novels are every bit as good as Diane Mott Davidson’s Goldy Schulz mysteries.”

—Shine

“Davis’s latest is an enjoyable mystery that includes decorating tips, a few pets, an unusual bequest, and recipes . . . Once again, Krista Davis brings us interesting, fun characters.”

—Lesa’s Book Critiques

 

“Ms. Davis immerses the reader into the world of interior design.”

—TwoLips Reviews

 

The Diva Takes the Cake

 

“The Diva Takes the Cake does just that—takes the cake.”

—The Romance Readers Connection

 

“Mistaken identities, half truths, buried secrets, missing jewelry, wedding jitters, and family squabbles are whipped into a sweet froth in this second of the Domestic Diva Mysteries . . . A fun little bonbon of a book to enjoy on the beach or as a break from any wedding plans.”

—ReviewingTheEvidence.com

 

“Sure to thrill cozy fans.”

—Fresh Fiction

 

“Davis has devised a delightful romp, with engaging characters and a nicely crafted setting in which to place them. The author sets just the right tone to match her diva’s perfect centerpieces, tablescapes, and lighting effects.”

—Shine

The Diva Runs Out of Thyme

“[A] tricky whodunit laced with delectable food . . . [A] fine mystery that’s stuffed with suspects—and a reminder that nobody’s Thanksgiving is perfect.”

—Richmond Times-Dispatch

 

“A mouthwatering mix of murder, mirth, and mayhem, nicely spiced by new author Krista Davis.”

—Mary Jane Maffini, author of Closet Confidential

 

“This cozy mystery delivers a plethora of useful household tips and mouthwatering recipes immersed within a keep-you-guessing plot filled with suspicious-acting characters, and twists and turns around every corner. Davis’s smart writing style and engaging characters are sure to garner fans.”

—AuthorsDen.com

 

“Filled with humor, delicious recipes, and holiday decorating tips, The Diva Runs Out of Thyme is a lighthearted mystery that is sure to get you in the Thanksgiving mood . . . [A] must-read to prepare for the holiday season!”

—The Romance Readers Connection

 

“[A] fun romp into the world of food, murder, and mayhem.”

—Armchair Interviews

 

“The Diva Runs Out of Thyme is as much comedy as mystery . . . [A] really good book . . . [A] series worth watching.”

—Mysterious Reviews

 

“An entertaining mystery novel with charming characters. The plot of the mystery is well drawn out . . . Davis is an excellent mystery author.”

—MyShelf.com

 

“The beginning of a good culinary cozy series with some interesting and different characters.”

—Gumshoe Review
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ONE

Dear Sophie,

 

My neighborhood goes all out for Halloween. I’m planning to use pumpkins, but I’d love for my house to stand out. What can I do to my front door that no one else will have?

 

—Not Spooky Enough in Spook City, Colorado

 

Dear Not Spooky,

 

Cut bare branches, or small dead trees, and spray paint them black. Wrap them with strands of orange lights, then arrange them in an arch around your door. They’ll be creepy during the day, and when those lights glow in the dark, you’ll have a super spooky entrance.

 

—Sophie



I balanced on the ladder, aimed my gun, and squeezed the trigger. A gossamer string of wax shot out, creating a creepy cobweb. I cackled with glee. Pointing the gun at the gauzy black curtain covering the front window of the haunted  house, I let fine threads fly. In seconds, it looked like no one had cleaned the place in years.

A shout upstairs interrupted my fun. It had to be my neighbor, Frank Hart.

I stepped off the ladder. “Frank?” A thud upstairs worried me. Had he fallen? I dashed to the foyer in time to see Frank slam against the built-in bookcase at the top of the stairs and stumble down.

“Frank, are you okay? What happened?”

He brushed past me as though I wasn’t there, fumbled with the door handle, yanked the front door open, and staggered out to the sidewalk. His chest heaved as he gasped for air and stared up at the windows on the second floor of the haunted house. The skin on his face had turned ashen.

“Frank?” I hurried down the few steps to the brick sidewalk.

He blinked at me and his Adam’s apple bobbed. “There’s some . . . one, some . . . thing up there, Sophie.”

A tall runner in his thirties, Frank owned a wine and cheese shop in Old Town. He’d generously and most enthusiastically donated time to the creation of a community haunted house. I’d never thought of him as skittish. In fact, when another volunteer, Lulee Jenkins, bolted out of the haunted house a week ago, declaring she would never step foot inside the building again, Frank had chuckled about it.

Maybe humor would be the best approach now. Like the kids who pitched in to help with the haunted house and loved to play pranks on each other, I sang, “Psych!” With a big grin, I added, “Isn’t it great the house is so scary that we’re spooking ourselves?”

Frank didn’t laugh. Not even the hint of a smile crossed his face.

A cool October wind kicked up and shuttled dry leaves past our ankles. Frank finally shifted his gaze from the windows. He grabbed my wrist with icy fingers. “Do not go back in there, Sophie.”

“Now, Frank.” I tried to keep my tone light. “Exactly what happened?”

His eyes were wild with fear. “Heed my warning. Close it down, Sophie.” His voice rose. “Close it down!”

His words and behavior alarmed me. I couldn’t disappoint everyone by closing the community haunted house. I made my living as an event planner but in my spare time had taken on the creation of the haunted house as a volunteer community project, and I intended to deliver. This was my first year in charge of the haunted house, and I was determined to see it succeed. The community haunted house idea had nearly died the year before, thanks to an uninspired effort of hay bales and plastic ghosts in a school auditorium. We’d lucked into a historic building in a great location this year. The Ye Olde Candle Shoppe building was a little creepy, but that made it perfect for a haunted house. Besides, Frank really hadn’t told me what frightened him.

He took off at a jog, nearly colliding with Bernie, who’d gone for midmorning coffee and pastries. “What was that about?”

“Another defector. Frank says there’s something upstairs.”

In his charming British accent, Bernie said, “Never would have expected it of a solid fellow like Frank.” He shifted the coffees and bag of pastries to his left hand with the ease of a restaurateur and high-fived me with his right hand. “If Frank is scared—we must have nailed it.” He shot me a wickedly amused look and ran a hand through his perpetually mussed hair, which, along with the slight kink in his nose from an old break, gave him a grown-up Dennis-the-Menace appearance. Bernie, who was inclined to wear Birkenstock sandals, except in snow, had surprised us all by becoming an outstanding restaurant manager for a British absentee owner. My ex-husband’s best friend and the best man at our wedding, Bernie had flitted between jobs and towns around the world before settling in Old Town. I was a bit surprised that he’d hung around as long as he had. Maybe even vagabonds eventually found someplace to call home.

Ray Barnett stuck his head out of his store next door. Inappropriately named Le Parisien Antiques, the hazy,  smoke-filled shop was closer to an indoor junkyard. “Bernie! Found what we were looking for. Could you give me a hand?”

Bernie held up the bag. “How about a pastry first?”

Ray bustled out of the shop, wiping his hands on baggy trousers. “Don’t mind if I do. Can I have a peek at the house?”

Hefty Ray led a beer-swilling, chain-smoking, bacongorging life that left him looking haggard. Dark semicircles hung under slightly bulging eyes. He could have made a living doing voice-overs. I didn’t think he was capable of a whisper with that deep, gravelly voice. He’d lived over top of the shop since his wife passed away. I shuddered to imagine what the upstairs apartment might look like.

We ushered him inside, thanking him yet again for his generosity in lending us the empty building for the haunted house. His last tenant, the Ye Olde Candle Shoppe, hadn’t fared well and had closed down after less than a year.

“I’m hopin’ some of the folks who go through will get ideas and want to lease it. It’s a right good location for a business. Gets lots of foot traffic, seein’ how close it is to King Street.”

Bernie handed out coffee and chocolate croissants in the small foyer where visitors would enter. We faced a stairway and a narrow hallway. To the left visitors would see the lights leading to the witch’s lair, where they would eventually exit, having come full circle.

“One of the kids, who have named themselves the Ghastly Guides, will emerge from the hallway to lead a small group on a tour, beginning with the stairs,” said Bernie. “They’ll wind through the upstairs rooms, down the back stairs into the kitchen, out into the small backyard—which we’re transforming into a mock graveyard—back through the kitchen, and end in the witch’s lair in the front of the house.”

Ray and I followed him up ancient stairs that creaked with our every step. Our presence triggered an automated ghost that flashed over our heads.

Upstairs, I realized that Frank had knocked over the black pumpkin we’d placed in the recessed bookcase to the right. Sometime in the checkered history of the building, a skilled craftsman had built an arched top with glass doors over a cabinet. I opened a door and set the pumpkin straight before joining Ray and Bernie. All the rooms upstairs had been decorated as bedrooms for different ghoulish creatures. The first one we took Ray into was my personal favorite, the vampire’s bedroom.

“When y’all asked if you could paint this room shiny gray, I thought you were off your rockers. Shoot, I’m no vampire, but I’d move into this room.” Ray covetously eyed a black and red smoking jacket Frank had hung on a valet.

I loved the way dim lights reflected off the walls. Heavy red velveteen curtains shrouded the window to protect the vampire from any hint of daylight. My niece had found an oversized painting destined for the trash and transformed it into a portrait of a lovely woman, complete with two holes dripping blood on her swanlike neck.

An old console had been repurposed into a bar. Frank had donated empty Vampire brand wine bottles and displayed them with elegant glasses. The opposite end of the bar featured burgundy martini glasses and a rack of test tubes, which the kids had labeled with blood types. A heavy walnut coat tree featured a cape with the opening tacked back to reveal a sumptuous blood red satin interior. A resident of Old Town had donated the clothes valet, along with the smoking jacket and black velvet slippers. My favorite part, though, was the dresser, where a gleaming manicure kit was displayed along with dental files.

The next room belonged to a werewolf. He had left bloody bones and body parts lying around, but slept in a fancy dog bed. A room belonging to hairy spiders who had cocooned their next meals against the walls creeped me out. But I thought the most ghastly bedroom belonged to the axe murderer, who had mounted a collection of axes on the wall. His trunk was rigged to open and display fake decapitated heads.

To raise the scary factor, we had scheduled at least one person to pose in each bedroom motionlessly and move when visitors were least likely to expect it. Frank had been our vampire bedroom attendant and now that he had bailed, I would have to find a substitute vampire.

Lucky me—I would be the witch in the lair, located at the end of the looped tour. As the designated witch, I could keep an eye on the front door as well as any rowdy visitors.

The doorbell rang and I went to answer it, leaving Bernie to show Ray the rest of the bedrooms. I took the back stairs down to the kitchen and passed through the witch’s lair, which featured a large display window that overlooked the street.

The screech of metal on metal drew me to the window. A Hummer was parallel parking in front of the building, but the driver didn’t seem to care about hitting the cars around her. She backed up and tried again, a cigarette hanging loosely between her lips. Finally, even though the rear of the car stood out in the street, she cut the engine and stared straight at me, mere feet from the show window, all without touching the cigarette.

I continued to the front door and opened it. Black branches arched over my head.

“Is this the haunted house?” Although he wasn’t smoking, the man standing in front of me reeked of cigarette smoke. He wore his hair short, slicked back in a way that made him seem slimy to me, but I was willing to bet other women chased him. Slender, he dressed impeccably in Old Town style—khakis and an expensive designer shirt with a fancy logo sewn just below the shoulder. High cheekbones and full lips surely drew attention to him, but I was wary of the sultry eyes that flashed with dark energy.

“Yes. Did you want to volunteer?” I hoped not, but I did my best to appear welcoming.

He assessed me, making no effort to hide his critical gaze. I’d dressed in work clothes, comfortable jeans I could throw in the wash when they were dusty from toiling in the  vacant building and a simple oversized mock turtleneck in a peachy color. I’d pulled my hair back into a ponytail and for fun, I wore dangling earrings in the shape of ghosts. Somehow, under his scrutiny, I felt as though I should have dressed more formally. I held out my hand, ready to introduce myself.

Instead of placing his hand in mine, he plunked something hard into my palm. Without thinking, I pulled my hand back and whatever it was fell to the brick sidewalk, landing beside a giant pumpkin.

He picked up the item, an annoyed expression on his face. “We found these in Blake’s room, hidden under his socks.” He opened his hand to reveal teeth—teeth with prominent vampire fangs jutting from them.

I shrugged, clearly irritating him even more. The only Blake I knew of had volunteered to help but had never shown up. Before I could say that, the man launched into a tirade.

“We don’t want him exposed to this sort of thing. Maggie doesn’t do vampires, and I will not stand for this kind of behavior.” He spoke with authority, his tone tinged with hostility.

He’d obviously mistaken me for someone else. Maybe he was talking about a different Blake, not the kid who was supposed to help but hadn’t shown up. “I’m sorry . . .”

“Look, Blake will be here this afternoon, but we will not have him playing out any ridiculous vampire fantasies. And another thing, I have tried, but I cannot reason with Natasha, so I have to come right out and say this as plainly as possible to you so there’s no mistake between us—keep that little tramp away from Blake! We’re certain that she’s the one fueling his interest in vampires.”

Just who did he think he was? I felt terrible for the girl he’d called a tramp.

I glanced at the woman in the car for a clue. There wasn’t much space between the house and the car, just an old red brick sidewalk. Although she remained in the Hummer, I could see her well. Her hair appeared to be  naturally dark in contrast to my bottle blond, and she was painfully thin, while I needed to shed a few pounds.

He studied me, holding the teeth in a palm that was extended toward me, as though he expected me to address them.

“I’m very sorry, but I really don’t know what you’re talking about. Blake has not been here, there are no tramps, and I know nothing about the teeth in your hand.” I started to close the door, but he stepped forward and pressed a hand against it. His eyes narrowed. “You’re not the domestic diva in charge of the haunted house?”

I couldn’t help grinning at the title of “domestic diva.” I still wasn’t used to it. I supposed I was one, but not in the flashy, in-your-face way that Natasha was. We’d grown up in the same small town, always competing with each other. She’d made a huge career of being a domestic diva and even landed her own local TV show about all things domestic. Somehow, along the way, she’d managed to end up with my husband, living in a house a few doors down from mine. In fact . . . I took another look at the woman in the car whose cigarette hung between her lips. With her thin figure and dark hair, she resembled Natasha.

“I’m Sophie Winston. I am in charge here, but that doesn’t change the fact that I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I didn’t extend my hand this time, lest he put the vampire orthodontia in it again. “And you would be?”

“Patrick Starski. I don’t want our Blake getting cozy with that homeless girl, Vegas. Blake will be along shortly, and I expect you to watch them like a hawk and keep them apart. There’s to be no involvement with vampires for Blake, either. His mother, Maggie,” he said, gesturing toward the car, “will not have it. Understood?”

I understood all too well. My first instinct was to defend Vegas. She wasn’t homeless. The poor kid was living with Natasha and my ex-husband because her mother had absconded while her father was on military duty overseas. If anything, she needed our support and understanding. Patrick’s attitude made me bristle, not to mention the fact  that we had plenty of work to do on the haunted house before it opened tomorrow, and I didn’t plan to babysit anyone. Plus he was fighting a hopeless battle trying to keep his kid away from vampires. They were everywhere—books, movies, TV, billboards. It took some forbearance on my part, but I smiled and said, “We would love to have you help us. That way you could watch him yourself.”

He saw right through my diplomatic response, and his coal eyes seemed to spark with anger. “I don’t need your snippiness. When I found out Vegas was involved in this project, I tried to get the school to pull Blake out, but that didn’t work.” His jaw twitched. “We all know everyone has a soft spot for people who remind them of their first love. I will not have him spending the rest of his life chasing cheap girls like Vegas.”

“They’re twelve-year-olds,” I blurted. “And I am not babysitting. They’re here to work, but if you want to be a helicopter dad and hover over your baby, you’re welcome to stay and help us.”

He pointed a long forefinger at me. “You have crossed the wrong man. People don’t mess with Patrick Starski.”




TWO

Dear Natasha,

 

A coffin would be just the right touch for my Halloween display. I’m a decent crafter, but cutting plywood and building are beyond my skills. Isn’t there an easier way?

 

—Afraid of Power Saws in Grave Creek, West Virginia

 

Dear Afraid of Power Saws,

 

Did you know that a coffin has a narrowed toe area, while a casket is rectangular? Either way, you can build one out of a large sturdy cardboard box, Styrofoam, or foam board. Cut the pieces, assemble with a glue gun, and paint. You can even use a sharp comb to create “wood” striations before painting if you like.

 

—Natasha



Patrick spun and ambled back to the Hummer, his chin in the air.

I closed the door and returned to the front room, where I pulled the gauzy black curtain aside a hair to see better.  Maggie cupped her hands around her mouth, trying to light another cigarette. When Patrick climbed into the car, she listened to him before launching into an outburst. His face contorted with such anger that I was frightened for her. She looked up at the windows on the second floor of the haunted house and swallowed so hard I could see the muscles in her neck tighten. Her gaze drifted down to the window where I stood, and I thought I saw fear. She put the car in reverse and hit the gas, nearly causing an accident when she pulled out without bothering to look for oncoming traffic.

Now that I had met the dreadful parents, I was almost afraid to meet Blake. I was still thinking about them when I retrieved two four-foot-tall electric candelabra from the kitchen and positioned one on each side of the entrance to the witch’s lair.

I plugged in the candelabra and stood back. Three orange faux flames flickered on each as though the wind was blowing into the house. The spiderwebs and bats that adorned them added to their appropriateness for the room.

Bernie and Ray emerged from their tour to admire the candelabra. Bernie hooked a thumb over his shoulder. “We’re going to get the crowning glory for our favorite witch. Leave the door open, okay?”

We had found a heavy black cat doorstop upstairs. I propped it in front of the door and returned to the front room to place a selection of potions on the counter where a cash register had probably stood for the candle shop. The kids had had fun printing labels in freaky letters and pasting them on colorful old bottles. I had eye of newt, dragon blood, bat’s toes, dried rat tail, peppered spider spit, and frog tongues. Those kids had let their imaginations go wild. I couldn’t believe they were lucky enough to get school credit for working on a haunted house.

Their voices filled the foyer, cluing me in that it was already lunchtime and the Ghastly Guides had arrived to work. I wandered over to the door and watched the two boys and two girls in the foyer. I didn’t recognize one of the  boys and guessed he might be Blake. No one noticed me. Preteen hormones practically danced through the air.

Vegas and my niece, Jen, wore their hair long and loose, and the gleaming chestnut color was almost identical. But Jen was petite, like her mother, and still had a babyish face, while Vegas was growing into angular features. They wore miniskirts with tights, so similar that I was certain their outfits must have been a major topic of a telephone discussion the night before. Their mock turtlenecks resembled mine, only tighter. Who knew I was on the forefront of teen fashion?

Deep in a typical twelve-going-on-thirteen conversation, they all spoke at once. They shrugged off their backpacks in the hallway. Jesse, a boy with lank light brown hair that fell into his eyes, dug into his backpack and withdrew a wrinkled sheet of paper. High cheekbones and a slightly pudgy face combined to give him a cute rascally look.

Jen reached for the paper. “It looks like you slept with it.” It may have been a derogatory statement, but the lilt in her voice left no mistake that Jesse was special to her.

He tossed his head to the side to sling the hair out of his eyes, and said simply, “Hey, Sophie.”

Vegas, a pretty girl who had already shot past her classmates in height, chimed in, “Sophie, this is Blake. He’s late joining the Ghastly Guides because he’s on the tennis team and couldn’t come until practice was over. Doesn’t he have a sexy haircut? A lot of our friends volunteered to be spooky characters in the house, but you wouldn’t believe how picky they are about the costumes they might have to wear!” She held her hands up in a prissy manner like she was mimicking someone. “Oh! I couldn’t possibly be a mummy or a zombie, it might mess my hair!”

They all giggled, and Blake said, “You crack me up when you do Heather.”

I wasn’t sure about Blake’s haircut being sexy. His short nutmeg hair looked like an ordinary barbershop cut to me, but then I didn’t know much about boys’ fashion. I did notice, though, that Jesse wore baggy pants with a loose untucked shirt that matched his unkempt hairstyle, while  Blake’s preppy shirt bore the Lacoste logo and was neatly tucked into khakis.

“When we met at camp last summer, Blake’s hair was long enough for a little ponytail,” said Jen.

“I thought that was a girls’ camp.”

The girls giggled and Jen said, “It was, but the boys’ camp was just across the lake and we had boats.”

Vegas flicked her long tresses over her shoulder. “Come on, Blake. I’ll give you the tour.”

I watched the kids race up the stairs. The girls met last Christmas when Vegas and her father came to visit their cousin Natasha. While Vegas was spending Christmas with her dad, her mother disappeared. When her father returned to military duty, Vegas continued to live with Natasha and my ex-husband, Mars. She seemed to have adjusted to her new life, though I suspected she often put on a brave face.

Jen lived in another neighborhood with her parents and went to a different school than Vegas, but the two sly girls had managed to wangle time off from school for participating in the haunted house. Whatever happened to being a candy striper and helping those in need, I wondered. Halloween fell on Saturday this year, perfect for parties. Jen and Vegas would be staying with me for the next couple of nights and the weekend—one long slumber party—while we worked on the house and opened it to the public. Jen’s thirteenth birthday happened to fall on October 31, which caused a great deal of consternation for my brother and his wife when the opportunity arose for a trip to Rome. After endless discussions, they decided to take the trip, because I promised to have a little Halloween birthday party for Jen, a few of her friends, and the volunteers at the haunted house after it closed.

For part of their school credit, the kids were supposed to come up with a spooky story to tell about the haunted house. I hoped that the wrinkled sheet of paper that passed from Jesse to Jen meant they’d finally made some progress.

Ray’s gravelly voice bellowed, “Out of the way, Sugar Pants!”

I winced at being called Sugar Pants, but I knew Ray  didn’t mean anything by it. He was a character and too old to change his ways.

I scooted aside to make room for Bernie and Ray and the enormous black cauldron they carried down the sidewalk between them. Their faces beet red, they huffed and groaned as they inched it up the front steps and inside the witch’s lair. Fortunately, the historic house had a huge fireplace, big enough for me to stand up in, that really was used for cooking at one time, though hopefully not by witches. The cauldron fit perfectly, as though it had been used there before.

“Is that cast iron?” I asked.

“Yes indeed, and it’s far superior to any modern plastic version,” grunted Bernie. “We’ll set dry ice in the bottom so that a fog will wisp out of it.”

Footsteps, giggles, and occasional screams grew closer, and I looked up to see Jesse casing the room with Jen right behind him.

“Witches just aren’t scary anymore. Well, maybe for little kids because they don’t know any better.” He flicked his hair out of his eyes with a head toss again.

If I were his mother, he’d be taken for an immediate haircut. But, from the adoring way Jen gazed at him, I gathered the constant snapping of the head didn’t disturb her.

“Jesse’s right, Aunt Sophie.”

Gee, how did I know she’d agree with him?

“How about ghosts?” I asked.

Jesse snorted, and Jen flashed me an I-could-just-die-right-now-of-embarrassment look. “Ghosts are juvenile,” she explained with a disdainful shake of her head.

As much as I’d have liked to ignore their opinions, they were very much our target crowd. “So what’s scary? Something Harry Potter-ish? A Hogwarts-like school?”

“No!” they protested in unison.

“Shape shifters.” Jesse held up his hands like claws and hunched over like an animal.

“Vampires and werewolves.” Jen bared her teeth.

“I suppose I know what sort of costumes you two will be wearing,” I said. “Is there a way to be a shape shifter, Jesse?”

He leaned back and with the smugness of an overly confident man forty years his senior, he said, “I’ll think of something.”

Vegas and Blake finally joined us. Was that lipstick on his collar? I sidled closer while Vegas bemoaned the lack of a scary story to accompany the tour. Not only was lipstick smeared on Blake’s shirt, but I thought I saw the beginnings of a hickey. Oh no. No wonder his parents were worried. They had no right to talk about Vegas as though she were a tart, but I understood their concern a little bit better and anticipated another angry visit from them.

Ray wiped his forehead with the back of his hand. “Well, I’ll be. Take a look at that.” He tilted his head toward the window, and his laugh bellowed through the house.

The kids gathered at the window for a nanosecond before racing out to the sidewalk with the adults behind them. The boxy, elongated shape of a shiny black hearse maneuvered into an empty spot in front of the haunted house. Gleaming chrome ran along the length of the bottom and circled the windows. I guessed it to be 1960-ish vintage because of the prominent fins on the back.

Humphrey stepped out, his huge smile showing he was pleased with himself. His pale skin and almost white hair gave him a ghostly appearance, not the best look for a mortician.

I’d grown quite fond of Humphrey, but in a strictly platonic way, and I made sure he remembered that. When we were Jen’s age, he had an obsessive crush on me, to which I was embarrassingly oblivious. Humphrey meant well, though, and had proven to be a good friend, even if he hadn’t progressed past high school when it came to romance and chasing women. All he wanted was someone to return his affection. Surely that wasn’t asking too much. As a mortician, he had a slightly different view of the macabre, so I hoped his contribution to the haunted house might spur an idea for the elusive scary story the kids needed.

The kids zoomed around the car. “Where did you get this?” asked Jesse.

Humphrey puffed his chest proudly when he said, “A friend of mine collects funeral memorabilia.”

“Eww.” Vegas sounded like a spoiled Valley girl. “That is sooo gross.”

Jesse peered inside. “Hey! There’s a coffin in here.”

Everyone laughed except Humphrey, who patted the car. “She’s in perfect condition. And the crowning glory . . .” He placed a life-sized skeleton in the front seat and wrapped the fingers around the steering wheel as though it were driving.

“Is the casket for the vampire’s bedroom?” asked Bernie.

I thought Humphrey might melt and sink into the pavement on the spot. He glared at Bernie, mashed his lips together, and tugged at his collar as though he was uncomfortable and hoped to change the subject. Bernie looked to me quizzically.

“Is there somebody in it?” asked Vegas.

Simultaneously, Jesse and Blake breathed, “Cool!”

Surely it didn’t contain a corpse! Humphrey would never be that unprofessional. Or would he? Were dead people so matter-of-fact and everyday to him that he would carry one around?

Ray clapped Humphrey on the back. “Who’ve ya got in there, buddy?”

Humphrey’s wan body shook from the force of Ray’s hand, and he had to take a step forward to regain his balance. Looking like a kid caught in big trouble, he dragged to the back of the hearse and opened the rear door.

Ray followed him, but his expression changed from amusement to horror. “What the dickens? That’s my wife’s casket!”
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