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    HALLOWEEN SCARE


    “You’re kidding?” Lisa said, staring at Greg across the patio table filled with pizza boxes. “Half the kids in town will be dressed as Zombies. Walking Un-dead, Dead Again, Used to be Dead.”


    “Wait’ll you see me. I’m gonna have scabby wounds, rotten skin, and blood dripping. Totally gross,” Greg bragged then tipped back his bottle of ale.


    “Hey, I’m still eating here,” Marty said without looking up from his pizza slice. It disappeared quickly.


    “We haven’t decided what we’re going as yet,” Megan said, leaning back in one of the wrought iron chairs on Kelly’s and Steve’s backyard patio. “I was thinking of dressing up like that vampire woman that used be in late night horror movies. Then Marty could be the mad scientist with crazy hair and glasses.”


    “That’ll be easy. He won’t have to dress up. All he’ll need is the glasses.” Greg inhaled half his slice of pepperoni pizza.


    “Actually, I’m thinking Count Dracula from Transylvania,” Marty said in an exaggerated horror movie accent.


    “Do we really have to get in costume?” Steve looked over at Kelly as he reached for another slice of pizza.


    Kelly smiled at her boyfriend. “You need to if you want to scare people and raise money for the new kids Pediatric wing at the hospital. Mimi says only costumes are allowed on the Lambspun Cemetery grounds.”


    Steve swallowed a huge bite of pesto cheese pizza. “Okay, I need ideas, then. We’ve got a zombie, Count Dracula, and Vampira.”


    Kelly stared out into the backyard, prettier now that there were several shrubs and Fall flowering mums planted around the edges. “Why don’t you go as a cowboy? Then you can wear what you wear every weekend,” she teased. “Stetson, denim shirt, and jeans.”


    “Boring.”


    “That’s not a costume.”


    “You’ll be banished from the cemetery.”


    “Yeah, doncha want to scare little kids. And their parents?” Marty asked with an evil grin.


    Steve just laughed, clearly enjoying the pizza too much to reply.


    “I know. Steve can be Bad Bart. Meanest hombre in town,” Kelly said. “Big scar on his face.”


    “Still not scary enough,” Greg decreed as he tipped back his bottle of local craft brew.


    “How about a noose around my neck,” Steve ventured, eyes lighting up. “I can be returned from the dead or something.”


    “Put some blood on that scar,” Marty offered.


    “That’s got possibilities,” Lisa said, reaching for another pizza slice. “But let’s put a bullet hole in your chest.”


    “Excuse me,” Steve gave her a quizzical look.


    “I’ve got a grad student friend who works part-time as a graphic artist. Maybe she’d like to make some realistic wounds we could use. On paper of course. We could pay something. She’s just getting by on her graphics part-time income.”


    Kelly sat up. “Hey, that sounds like a great idea. She could make a knife wound, too. With blood, of course.”


    “How many times are you gonna kill me?” Steve asked with a grin.


    “As many as it takes, dude.”


    “Okay, I’ve decided. You guys are getting way out there, so I’ll stay Old School. I’m going to be a witch,” Lisa announced. “Plain, old fashioned ugly witch. Straggly hair and snaggled-tooth. Oh, and I’ll paint my face green. Gross green.”


    “That’s my girl. Traditionalist.” Greg saluted her with his ale.


    The doorbell sounded faintly with its cascading rings. Kelly rose from her chair. “That’s probably Jennifer and Pete. I told them we’d be out here on the patio.”


    “Did you guys leave any pizza?” Megan accused, looking at Marty then Greg.


    “Uhhhhhhh, one or two,” Marty said sheepishly.


    “You two are pathetic.” 


    “Hi, there,” Jennifer’s voice called through the sliding screen door. “Kelly said you’d all be on the patio.”


    “Hey, guys,” Pete said with a grin as he followed Jennifer.


    Kelly pointed to two chairs. “Grab those, and we’ll expand the circle,” she said, pushing her chair back. “Then you can tell us all about the seventh grader birthday party.”


    “Oh, yeah. It’s one of Cassie’s softball friends, right?” Lisa asked, shooing Greg and Marty into widening the circle.


    “Yeah. Beth, who plays catcher, was the birthday girl,” Jennifer said as she sat in the chair Pete pulled out for her. “Brother, I’d forgotten how loud seventh grade girls can squeal.”


    Pete laughed. “Scream is more like it. I think they broke through some decibel levels when we went through that corn maze.”


    Steve handed Jennifer a canned soda. “Was it scary? We’re trying to figure out how we can scare kids for charity.”


    “Oh, they were scary, all right. Zombies were everywhere. Blood all over their faces.” Jennifer shivered. “Gross.”


    “Yeah, kids were crashing into corn stalks trying to get away.” Pete laughed then tipped back his Fat Tire ale.


    “I’ve been to those corn mazes, and they really are scary,” Megan said. “How’re we gonna make Lambspun scary, even if we turn the outside and the garden into a graveyard?”


    “Good point,” Marty said.


    “You’re right, all we’ve got is us dressed up as zombies and vampires. That’s enough to make it fun for little kids.” Elementary school,” Lisa observed. 


    Greg nodded. “Yeah, that’s elementary school scary. What we need is junior high school scary. Then they’ll tell their friends.”


    “And we’ll make more money for the kids hospital unit.” Kelly sipped her Fat Tire ale, pondering. Then, an idea wiggled from the back of her brain. She thought for a second. Hmmmmm, that might work.


    She leaned forward, setting her ale aside. “Guys, I just got an idea. A really wicked idea. Maybe it won’t work, but tell me what you think. It could be scary. We could make the Lambspun basement into the Haunted Cellar. All of the rooms would be dark except for candlelight. I mean, that basement is kind of spooky anyway with all those little rooms running into each other, lots of dark corners. Then you guys could be hiding in each of the rooms and scare the kids as they go through.”


    Greg sat up. “I like it.”


    “Yeah, I do, too. We could have some Halloween sounds in the background, like banshees wailing.” Marty’s eyes lit up.


    “Oooooooh, yeah. And we could have cobweb things and spider webs covering up the yarn down there. Make it spooky dark,” Megan said.


    “Speaking of yarn, we’d better not use candles,” Lisa added.


    “Ooops. Good point,” Kelly said. “We can use some of those special colored bulbs that glow or send pulsing light through a room.”


    “Love it. Great idea, Kelly,” Jennifer said. “I already have an old nurse’s uniform and hat and stuff. I can go as a horror nurse. Nurse Wretched.”


    Kelly laughed, picturing Jennifer as a freak show nurse. “Yeah, and we can make a gigantic injection needle and fill it with a yucky colored liquid. Then you can squirt it at people.”


    “Ooooooo, nice.”


    “Okay, I can be the doctor,” Pete said.


    “Why don’t you be the patient Nurse Wretched experiments on?” Jennifer suggested. “I’ll have bloody scissors and scalpels and that big needle.”


    “Oooooooo, oooooooo,” Megan bounced in her chair, finger pointing at Pete. “Yes! That graphic artist could make some pictures of body parts and glue them to Pete’s costume.”


    “Man, this is getting good,” Greg set his ale bottle on the table.


    “Sounds like you’re gonna scare the daylights out of those kids,” Steve teased. “And the parents, too.”


    “That’s good. Then, they’ll tell their friends. That’s how we’ll get more victims... uh, visitors.” Marty grinned. “They’ll be texting as they escape up the stairs.


    Lisa frowned. “Now that you mention it, that Haunted Cellar may be too scary for the little kids. You know, pre-schoolers and primary kids.”


    “Boy, you’re a real wet blanket,” Greg complained to his girlfriend of many years. “First we can’t have candles. Now, we can’t scare the really little kids.”


    “Lisa’s got a point,” Kelly said. “Why don’t we tell parents kids from eleven and older can enter the Haunted Cellar.”


    “And little kids can go down with their parents. Otherwise they’ll be crying because their older brothers or sisters get to go and they can’t.” Jennifer suggested.


       “Yeah. No crying kids.” Greg shook his head. “Definitely.”


    Delighted that her friends had taken to her idea and run with it, Kelly grinned. “Okay, let’s see who and what we’ve got. We can’t have that many spooks in the basement. We should lure people into the storage room at the foot of the stairs with no spooks. Then you guys can pop out from the other dark rooms down there as they explore.”


    “Well, I’m definitely gonna be there. I’m the Bloody Zombie. You can call me Spook One.” Greg gave an officious nod.


    Kelly laughed. “Okay, Spook One is down there. And I think Nurse Wretched should be there operating on Bloody Pete the Patient. Spooks Two and Three.”


    “Got it,” Pete nodded. “And I think I just thought of a way to have my guts fall out. That will really gross out the junior high kids.”


    “Excellent. Bloody falling guts.”


    “Ooooo, I’ve always wanted to be a doctor,” Jennifer teased. “Now’s my chance.”


    “That’s why my intestines are falling out,” Pete laughed.


    “I should definitely be in the Cellar,” Marty announced with authority. “I’m Count Dracula, complete with red-lined cape, white face, and glow in the dark fangs.”


    “You’re a natural,” Steve said. “Spook Four in the Cellar.”


    “If I’m gonna be Vampira, I should be in the cellar, too,” Megan countered.


    “You can be Vampira, just not in the cellar,” Greg decreed. “You’re not scary enough to be in the cellar.”


    “Yeah, Megan, he’s right,” Lisa said. “I can see Marty now with a white face and that red hair and those glowing fangs.” She pretended a shiver.


     “But I want to scare kids, too,” Megan pouted. “I can be scary.”


    Lisa giggled and everyone else grinned at Megan. Then Kelly had another idea. “I know. We can have a scary place


    in the yard outside my cottage. Green-faced Witchy Lisa and Vampira can roam around the cottage yard and cemetery and scare families as they come in. We can have more tombstones there and spooky music coming from inside.”


    “Hmmmmm, what we need are some ghosts. Ghosts hiding in the bushes outside the cottage and in the outdoor patio in the garden.” Pete looked up. “Mimi said she was going to put tombstones there, so we can have Vampira and some ghosts out there and Lisa and ghosts in the cottage backyard.”


    “You’re right. We’ll need more volunteers. Ghost volunteers.” Kelly said.


    “Hey, what are you gonna be?” Megan asked Kelly. “Steve’s Bad Bart with bullet wounds.”


    Steve held up his hand. “And I’m gonna be upstairs in Lambspun helping Mimi and Burt and Connie in the shop. Gotta ride shotgun over all those cookies and baked goods for sale.”


    “Dude, you better leave us some, or we’ll take you down into the basement so Nurse Wretched can operate on you.” Greg warned.


    “What are you going as Kelly?” Jennifer asked.


    “I’m still clueless, but I’ll definitely be something less scary so I can be upstairs, riding herd on those kids and their parents. Helping out Mimi and Burt.”


    “You mean Little Bo Peep and Farmer Brown,” Lisa said with a chuckle.


    “Mimi is so excited,” Megan said. “She told me she found the perfect costume. She even found a crook.”


    “What kind? Burglar? Bank robber?” Greg asked with a straight face.


    “No, silly. A shepherd’s crook. With the hook on the end


    so you can catch wandering sheep.”


    “So all we need now are some ghost volunteers,” Steve said.


    “I betcha Cassie will do it,” Jennifer said. “Maybe Eric, too.”


    “Oh, for sure. And Eric can spread the word to the Loveland Middle school crowd. Then we’d get even more visitors.”


    “Okay, sounds like we’ve got a game plan,” Lisa said with an authoritative nod. “So, everybody work on getting their costume organized, and we can touch base at the end of the week.”


    “Yes, sir! Uh, I mean ma’am!” Marty snapped out a brisk salute.


    “If anyone can ride herd on a cellar full of spooks, it’s Lisa,” Jennifer said with a grin.


    “That’s my girl,” Greg said with a crooked smile.


    “Okay, people, Halloween’s in ten days,” Megan announced, in her Softball Team Manager voice.


    “This is gonna be a lot of fun,” Kelly said with a grin.


    * * *


    Kelly stood outside her cottage, drinking coffee from her portable mug and staring at her cottage backyard. Rottweiler Carl snuffled the grass along the back fence, scenting squirrel feet no doubt.


    Tombstones, where to put those tombstones, she wondered. Plenty of open space in the middle of the yard, but Carl would probably knock them over. It would be too tempting. Strange objects in his yard. She and Steve would have to make sure Carl was safe and secure elsewhere.


    “Hey, Kelly!” Burt’s voice called from behind. “Are you coming to the shop or just left?”


    Kelly turned to see retired Fort Connor police detective Burt Parker walking across the driveway which separated her look-a-like cottage from the beige stucco, red-tile roofed Spanish style house that held Lambspun knitting shop. Mimi Shafer Parker had created a wonderland of wool and other fibers in the shop. Kelly had also met her friends there several years ago when she returned to Fort Connor for her aunt’s funeral.    


     “I’m heading for the shop, but I was just picturing where we could put the tombstones. We’ll have to wait for afternoon so Carl will be out of the yard. By the way, how are you planning to stick the tombstones in the ground?”


    “My son-in-law is a great gardener, and he’s going to help me make the tombstones with gardening stakes in the middle. It should work.” Burt held up crossed fingers.


    “Sounds good,” Kelly said, walking toward Lambspun’s front entry, Burt beside her. “All of us got together last night and had a pizza and beer planning session. We’ve got our costumes all decided. Except me. I’m drawing a blank. Greg will be a zombie, Marty a vampire with cape and glow-in-the-dark fangs, Jennifer will be Nurse Wretched with bloody scalpel, and Pete’s her patient she experiments on. All I can tell you is his body parts are falling out.”


    Burt paused on the front steps, laughing. “Good Lord, Kelly. You folks sound awful. You’ll scare the little kids to death.”


    “We already thought of that, and we’re aiming for junior high and older elementary students accompanied by parents. We’re gonna convert the basement into a Haunted Cellar. The scariest ones like Greg and Marty, Jennifer and Pete will hide in all those dark rooms.” Reaching for the heavy wooden door, Kelly held it open for her friend and mentor. Burt was still laughing.


    “How’re you going to make the basement scary?” he asked as they entered the colorful wonderland of fiber that was Lambspun. “It’s filled with yarns.”


    “We’re going to cover all the yarn shelves with netting like spider webs. And we’ll take all the basement lights out and have just little greenish bulbs that will create shadows and such.” Kelly trailed her finger over a pumpkin orange skein of mohair and alpaca yarn.


    “What’s this about the lights in the basement?” shop owner Mimi Parker, Burt’s wife, asked as she rounded the corner into the foyer.


    Burt was still laughing. “Kelly and the gang... are going to... to turn the basement into a horror show.”


    “What!” Mimi’s mouth fell open.


    “We all thought we could sell more tickets like that and earn more money for the hospital wing.” Kelly headed toward the main knitting room and dropped her over-the-shoulder bag onto the long library table there. “We’re also going to put Vampira Megan in the garden cemetery behind Lampbspun with those tombstones. Then green-faced Witch Lisa will be lurking around my cottage with the tombstones there.”


    “Wonderful! Where will you and Steve be?” Mimi asked.


    “We’re going to be upstairs with you and Burt because we’re not scary enough. Steve’s Bad Bart, a mean cowboy who was hung. And shot. Oh, and stabbed, too.” She grinned.


    Mimi started laughing. “And... and you? Who are you?”


    “I haven’t figured that out yet. I have absolutely no ideas for a costume.” Kelly drained her coffee mug.


    “I’ll refill that for you, Kelly,” Burt offered. “I’m going into the café.”


    “Thanks, Burt. See if you can come up with a costume idea while you’re there.” Kelly pulled the laptop from her bag. Time to get back to work. Client accounts were waiting.


    “You might want to go to that costume rental place downtown. That’s where the serious Halloween costumes are. At least that’s what I’ve heard,” Mimi said as she turned towards the front of the shop.


    “Oh, yeah, it’s the one in Old Town,” Burt added, following after Mimi.


    “Thanks, I’ll drop by there today,” Kelly said as icons flashed onto her laptop screen. Within a moment she was lost in the world of numbers and accounting.


    * * *


    “Well, hello, Kelly,” a chirpy soprano voice broke into Kelly’s concentration.


    Kelly looked up and saw Lizzie Von Steubel, the round dumpling half of the Sisters Von Steubel, retired high schoolteachers and master knitters. “Hey, Lizzie, great to see you?” Kelly left her chair to give her silver-haired friend a hug. “Is Hilda anywhere about? I haven’t seen her lately.”


    “That’s because she’s been tiring out more easily these days,” Lizzie said of her older sister. “But she simply insisted on coming today. She baked her signature brownies for the Halloween fundraiser. Of course, I made her sit in a kitchen chair and read me the recipe while I did all the gathering, mixing, and baking.” Lizzie set her tapestry knitting bag at the end of the table.


    Kelly looked toward the adjoining yarn room, filled with floor-to-ceiling wooden bins spilling forth with multi-hued yarns of every description. “Where is she?”


    “Oh, Burt came out and helped Hilda into the shop. She’s down at the front with Mimi and Rosa. I thought this might be a good time for me to do all the errands. I hate to leave Hilda alone for too long, so Mimi suggested I bring her here where she’ll be happy and have people around.” Lizzie patted her neat twist of silver hair. Bright blue ribbons, Lizzie’s trademark, dangled down.


    Kelly looked at Lizzie with concern. “It sounds like you need some visiting care-giver to stop by regularly. You shouldn’t try to do everything yourself, Lizzie.”


    “Oh, it’s no problem, Kelly,” Lizzie pooh-poohed, with a dismissive little wave of her hand.


    “Well, promise me you’ll consider it at least, okay?”


    “I promise, dear,” Lizzie nodded obligingly and gave Kelly a big smile as she headed toward the front door.


    Kelly put her laptop on Sleep Mode and rose from her chair. Giving a big overhead stretch, she grabbed her coffee mug and walked through the adjoining yarn room and towards the front of the shop. She hadn’t seen Hilda in several weeks. This would be a good time to catch up with the retired literature teacher.  Kelly spotted Hilda sitting in the comfy overstuffed armchair in the corner beside the big front window of the shop.


    “Hilda! It’s so good to see you,” Kelly said as she approached Lizzie’s older sister. Hilda’s burnished steel grey hair was pinned into a neat twist behind her head.


    Hilda looked up, and her lined face spread with a big smile. “Kelly, my dear. It’s so good to see you. I’m so glad you’re here.”


    Kelly leaned over and hugged her elderly friend. There was less Hilda to hug, she couldn’t help noticing. “How are you feeling, Hilda? Lizzie told me you’ve been getting more tired lately.” She knelt on the floor beside the chair.


    “Ohhhh, I’m doing fairly well for my age.” Hilda said with a small smile. “Better today because I could come here and be with all my Lambspun friends.”     


    Mimi glanced over from the front counter where she was ringing up a customer’s purchase and smiled. Kelly recognized her Mother Mimi smile. “And we’re so glad you came, Hilda. We all miss you very much.”


    “Thank you, dear. I think of Lambspun as my second home.” Hilda glanced to Kelly. “Kelly, why don’t you tell me what you and your friends are planning for Lambspun’s Halloween fundraiser for the hospital. Burt hinted all of you would be in costume. And something about the basement.” Hilda picked up the knitting needles in her lap and returned to the soft blue wool and mohair garment she was knitting.


    “We’ve decided to turn the basement into a Haunted Cellar. Those of us who have the scariest costumes will hide in those little dark rooms and jump out at anyone who dares to enter.” Kelly grinned. “Greg will be a zombie with blood everywhere.  Jennifer will be Nurse Wretched who operates on her poor patient Pete whose organs are already falling out. And then there’s Marty, who’ll be Count Dracula with red-lined cape and glow-in-the-dark fangs.”


    Hilda chuckled softly. “Oh, my. That does sound frightening. I certainly hope none of them come knocking on our front door for Halloween. What about Lisa and Megan? Aren’t they dressing up, too?”


    “Oh, yes. Megan will be a female vampire roaming about the garden in the back, complete with tombstones. And Lisa will be a green-faced, straggly-haired, snaggled-tooth witch wandering around the cottage yard. We figure they can scare kids and their parents as they’re walking into the shop. All for a good cause, you understand.”


    “Of course, dear. People will pay to be scared. That’s why they ride rollercoasters,” Hilda said sagely. “And look at all the many scary movies made. My students used to tell me they would go with their friends, and they would all sit together and scream every time a monster showed up. Now, what about you and Steve? Aren’t you and he scaring people in the cemetery or in the basement?”


    “No, the others decided Steve and I weren’t scary enough, so we’re assigned to the upstairs with Mimi and Burt, alias Little Bo Peep and Farmer Brown. We’ll help ride herd on all the kids. At least, I’m hoping there will be lots of kids and parents.”


    “So do I, Kelly,” Mimi chimed in. “You should see that fridge downstairs. It’s filling up already with Halloween goodies to have for the fundraiser.”


    Jennifer leaned around the corner from the corridor that led to the back of the cafe. “Mimi, you asked me to remind you about picking up your costume and Burt’s. Lunch traffic is slowing down so I could leave early and pick those up for you.”


    “Oh, Jennifer, that would be so helpful,” Mimi replied.  “I’ll be teaching spinning classes all afternoon, and Rosa will have to handle the shop alone.”


    Kelly rose from her spot beside Hilda’s chair. “Jen, why don’t I run those errands, so you can stay with the café customers. Besides, it’ll give me a chance to look for a costume while they still have some.”


    “Thanks, Kelly. I appreciate that,” Jennifer said before ducking around the corner.


    “Bring back something frightening, dear,” Hilda looked up at her and winked.


    “Wish me luck. Scary luck. I’d make a terrible Bo Peep assistant,” Kelly said as she headed out.


    * * *


    Kelly raced up the Lambspun front steps and into the shop. She couldn’t wait to show everyone what she’d found at the costume shop. A Medusa wig with realistic-looking rubbery snakes that writhed and wiggled whenever she moved her head. One look at the Medusa wig when she tried it on, and Kelly laughed out loud. If she couldn’t be scary, at least she could make people laugh.


    “Hey, Rosa. Come into the front when you finish and see the great costume I found,” Kelly said as she burst into the foyer.


    “I’ll be right there,” Rosa said as she replaced yarns in the bins. “Mimi’s still in class. Show it to Hilda. She’s still knitting in the armchair.”


    “Okay. I’ve got Mimi’s and Burt’s costume hanging up in the car.” Kelly skipped through the middle room with the large Mother Loom and into the front where the counter and cash registers. “Hilda, you’ll never guess what I found at the costume shop. A Medusa wig, complete with writhing snakes.” She looked over at Hilda in the armchair. But instead of Hilda’s warm smile, she looked at Kelly blankly.


    “Wha—what...?”


    Kelly stared at the elderly woman’s face. It looked strangely pale. “Hilda, are you all right?”


    “Sick... stomach...” Hilda said softly and started to push herself out of the chair. “Bathroom...”


    “Here, I’ll help you,” Kelly said walking over to the table and dumping her packages. “You might have caught a flu—”


    Hilda lifted herself halfway out of the chair then suddenly crumpled to the floor, dropping like one of her lace handkerchiefs. The soft ball of yarn and knitting slipped to the floor beside her.


    Shocked for a second, Kelly ran around the wooden winding table and knelt beside Hilda. She picked up Hilda’s wrist, frantically searching for a pulse. She felt a series of fast beats and cursed herself for not signing up for that CPR class the hospital offered last month.


    What do I do now? Start chest compressions?


    Call 911! The voice inside her head urged.


    “Madre de Dios!” Rosa cried behind her. “What happened, Kelly? Did she faint?”


    “I don’t know. She was sick to her stomach, and then she tried to get out of the chair and fell.”


    Rosa rushed around the table and knelt at Hilda’s head, her fingers pressed against Hilda’s neck. “Her pulse is racing. She may be having a heart attack. Let me get where you are, Kelly, so I can reach her chest.”


    “You know CPR? Thank God.” Kelly swiftly moved out of Rosa’s way then lifted the other end of the heavy wooden winding table and dragged it two feet away so Rosa would have room.


    “I’m gonna start mouth to mouth, Kelly. You call 911 right away.” Rosa ran her fingers inside Hilda’s mouth then pinched Hilda’s nostrils and bent her open mouth over the elderly woman’s.


    Kelly grabbed her bag, fingers frantically searching for the smartphone inside. Retrieving it she punched in 9-1-1 as she watched Rosa start rhythmic compressions on Hilda’s chest. A woman’s voice came over the phone.


    “What is the nature of your emergency?”


    “An elderly woman just collapsed in Lambspun knitting shop. Corner of Lemay and Lincoln. We don’t know if she fainted or had a heart attack. Someone is giving her CPR right now.”


    “Your name please.”


    “Uhh, I’m Kelly Flynn. F-L-Y-N-N. Please come—“


    “Address please.”


    Kelly’s mind seemed to go blank then she suddenly pictured the newsletter masthead and rattled off the shop address. “Please come fast,” she urged again.


    “A unit will be right there, ma’am.” And the voice disappeared.


    “They’re on their way,” she said to Rosa who was still alternating between breathing into Hilda’s mouth and doing the chest compressions.


    “Get Mimi,” Rosa said as she pressed on Hilda’s chest. “She knows how to help.”


    Kelly shoved the phone in her pocket and raced from the room, heading toward the workroom in the rear of the shop. She’d never felt so useless in her life. Why hadn’t she taken the time to learn that life-saving skill? Too busy. Always too busy.


    She rounded the corner into the room where Mimi was demonstrating spinning with five women, each with their own wheel. “Mimi, sorry for interrupting, but Rosa needs you up front. Hilda just collapsed. Ambulance is on its way.”


    Mimi almost knocked over the spinning wheel as she leapt from her chair. She raced out of the workroom, leaving the students gaping after her.


    “You folks should stay put until the ambulance gets here. We don’t want to block the driveways,” Kelly said.”


    “Is she having a heart attack?” one woman asked.


    “I don’t know. Please, stay here. Don’t come to the front. The paramedics will need a clear path.”


    With that, Kelly left the abandoned spinners to themselves as she hurried from the workroom. The faint wail of an ambulance siren sounded in the distance. Kelly gave silent thanks, then raced through the foyer and out the shop front door. The wailing siren was growing louder.


    Kelly ran down to the driveway and towards the far back parking lot. It was empty of customers now since the café was closed and locked. Kelly figured the ambulance driver might try to turn left off Lemay Avenue and wind around the back of the shop, avoiding the busy intersection ahead. She figured right. The siren’s shrill wail grew stronger as Kelly spotted it coming down Lemay Avenue, slowly weaving its way around the busy intersection and cars headed toward the immense Big Box parking lot.


    Kelly held her breath hoping the ambulance would find a clear path. When it did, she watched it turn left and enter the winding back driveway. Kelly raced into the wide open section of driveway and waved her arms overhead. Before she knew it, the ambulance had pulled to a stop and three tall uniformed paramedics jumped out and headed toward her.


    “Elderly woman collapsed inside the shop,” Kelly breathlessly relayed as she waved them to follow her. “Front door over here.”


    “How long ago?” one of the paramedics asked when he caught up with her.


    “About twenty minutes ago I think. She’s getting CPR now.”


    Kelly stood aside as the three men hurried around her and jogged toward Lambspun’s front entry, bounding up the brick steps like gazelles. She followed after them, through the shop and into the front room. By the time she got there, all three men were bent over Hilda, one checking her pulse with his watch, another taking her blood pressure, and another listening to her heart with a stethoscope, then starting rhythmic chest compressions.


    Mimi and Rosa stood in mute attendance, watching. Kelly joined her two friends as all three watched anxiously as the paramedics worked to save their dear friend.


    * * *


    “Who’s at the hospital with Lizzie?” Megan asked as she sat beside Kelly at the Lambspun knitting table.


    “Burt’s with her now,” Kelly replied. “I told him I’d go over at four, so he can come back here. Lisa will come at six. Then Jennifer and Pete would be there this evening. Maybe they can convince Lizzie to stay overnight at our house. We have a guest room. The hospital staff will take care of Hilda tonight. She’ll be in the intensive cardiac care unit anyway.”


    Kelly focused on the light blue wool hat she was knitting. The rhythm of the stitches kept her mind occupied. Otherwise she’d be pacing and worrying. There was a calming aspect to knitting, soothing almost. Slip the yarn from one needle to the next, wrap the yarn around the needle, then slip it onto the other needle. Again and again.


    “Hilda will be in the Cardiac Care Unit where there are no visitors except immediate family. So we couldn’t see her, just Lizzie,” Kelly added in a soft voice.


    Megan glanced at her watch and asked Kelly the same question she’d asked ten minutes ago. “When did she go into surgery?”


    “Around three o’clock Burt said. Hilda was already being prepped for surgery when he and Lizzie got there in early afternoon.”


    “Poor Lizzie. This is gonna hit her hard. Megan shook her head, her fingers worked the needles, rows of burnt orange stitches forming neatly.


    The little bell sounded on the shop front door, and a whirlwind swept into the main room. Kelly imagined the pages of a nearby magazine riffling as it lay on the table. Lisa.  


    “I’ve been back-to-back with therapy patients and just saw your text, Kelly,” Lisa said breathlessly as she dumped her bag at the end of the table. “What word on Hilda? Your text said Burt’s at the hospital with Lizzie.”


    “Doctors found a blockage in one of the arteries to her heart. She went into surgery about three o’clock. Burt’s with Lizzie at the hospital now, and he’ll send word as soon as he hears something.”


    Lisa exhaled her breath. “Thank God. Where’s Mimi?” She glanced around.


    “She’s teaching her second spinning class. That’s the only reason you don’t see her pacing about the shop right now. She’ll probably start as soon as class is over.”


    Lisa pulled off her jacket and sank into the chair. “I’ve worried about Hilda. Lizzie had mentioned she was tiring faster and was getting short of breath.” Lisa stared off into the yarn bins across the room. “I’d asked Hilda what her doctor was telling her, and she’d always answer that she was doing ‘as well as could be expected’ for her age.” Lisa frowned. “I knew she wasn’t telling me the whole truth. Probably because she didn’t want to worry anyone. Most importantly, Lizzie.”


    “I know. Burt said Lizzie sits and stares toward the waiting room door.” Kelly said.


    Mimi suddenly rushed into the main room, cell phone in hand. “Burt just called. Hilda’s out of surgery now. Doctors put a stint in the artery that was blocked. Surgery was successful, and Hilda’s in the recovery room now. She came through fine.” Mimi closed her eyes and put her hand on her breast, then whispered, “Thank God.”


    Kelly, Megan, and Lisa each murmured their own words of thanks. Hilda was still with them. That was a very good reason to give thanks.


    * * *


    Eight days later


    Halloween Night, 5:30pm


    “Wow, there’re more cars pulling into the driveway,” Kelly said, looking through the Lambspun front window. “We’re going to have a good turnout.”


    “We’d better,” Mimi said, peering into the encroaching darkness. “Every café table is spilling over with food, the punch and coffee are on the counters. Bless Julie’s heart for taking care of that part.” She patted her Bo Peep curls.


    “There’s Curt Stackhouse, directing cars towards the back,” Kelly said, spotting the enormous Marshall’s badge pinned to Colorado rancher Curt’s shirt. “He and Annie Oakley Jayleen are doing a great job keeping the early visitors happy. That idea of scattering miniature wrapped candy bars throughout the patio garden and the cottage backyard was genius.”


    “It’s keeping the little kids and parents happy,” Mimi said. “Look, there’s Witch Lisa pointing toward the flowerbeds.”


    “I hope Megan’s not too disappointed she’s not scaring kids,” Kelly joked. “Last time I looked, she was laughing and looking for candy bars.”


    “Did Steve go outside?”


    “Yes. He’s selling tickets to the families standing in line.”


    Burt appeared around the corner from the back corridor. “Spooks downstairs are ready to go. I say we start this show immediately, judging from how many people are showing up. We’ve got a line out there. Cassie and Eric are really attracting people with their signs outside.”


    “Cassie said Eric came up with that idea,” Mimi added.  “Dancing out there on the Lambspun corner lawn near the intersection. Hundreds of cars pass by there.”


    Kelly grinned. “Yeah, I took a look through the corner window in your office, Mimi. Skeleton Cassie and Frankenstein Eric are having a blast dancing around out there. Somebody found those funny old Halloween songs from decades ago, like ‘Monster Mash.’ It’s hilarious listening to them playing from the front bushes.”


    “Watch it! That’s my generation you’re making fun of,” Farmer Burt said. “Listen, Pete and I decided since all the people will be in the café eating Halloween treats, I’d better stay in there with them and make a big EXIT sign so they will leave out the other café door. That will keep them from bumping into newcomers. Keeps the traffic moving.”


    “Hey, did you drop in on Hilda today?” Kelly asked Burt. “Lisa says she’s adjusting to the hospital’s new ReHab Center. It’s supposed to be really nice.”


    “Yes, Hilda had her first session today. According to Lizzie, therapists got her sitting up and doing some arm exercises. Hilda rolls her eyes but she does them.”


    Mimi smiled. “Excellent. I’ll go see her tomorrow.”


    “By the way, I’m going to make a video of the spooks downstairs tonight. I thought Hilda and Lizzie would get a kick out of it.” Burt glanced out the window. “Hey, Kelly, I’m about to let the folks in now, and you don’t have your disguise on.”


    “That’s right, Kelly. You’ve refused to show us this wig you found. You’re not too scary in that black dress.”


    “Okay. But turn around while I do,” Kelly said, reaching under the front counter for the backpack she’d stashed there.


    Burt and Mimi dutifully turned their backs, and Kelly withdrew the Medusa wig, wiggling rubber snakes and all. She pulled it on over her hair, then gave her head a shake. The snakes began to dance. Wiggling, writhing and darting in all directions above her head.


    “Okay, Medusa’s ready.” She grinned and waited for their reaction.


    Burt and Mimi turned around, took one look, and their mouths dropped open. Then they burst out laughing.


    “Oh, my word!” Mimi laughed, pointing at Kelly. “They’re awful. Hideous.”


    “Love it, Kelly. It’ll be a big hit with the kids.” Burt chuckled.


    “I hope they don’t get scared. I figure I’ll let them pat the snakes, and they’ll see they’re just rubber.”  


    Burt clapped his hands together. “Okay, I think I’ll tell Steve and Curt and Jayleen that it’s “showtime.” You let the spooks downstairs know, Kelly. Mimi will welcome them at the front door, and you and Steve can take turns taking people inside in small groups so it doesn’t get too crowded. I’m betting they won’t stay long.”


    “Oh, yeah. It’s seriously spooky dark down there with only those tiny green lights. Get ready for the screams.”


    Kelly headed toward the corridor and the door to the Haunted Cellar. Mimi and Burt had the stairs brightly lit to prevent falls. Kelly stared toward the bottom of the stairs and saw only darkness—a greenish black. She went halfway down the steps. No spooks in sight.


    “Attention all Spooks! We’re letting the kids and parents in now. Get ready!”


    Zombie and Dracula peered around different corners. “Gotcha! Hey, great snakes!” Greg said.


    “Veddy niiiiiiice,” Marty said, mimicking the Count’s accent.


    “Oooooo, I love it!” Nurse Wretched said from another candle-lit room. Scalpel in hand she paused above patient Pete who lay on a table, bloody intestines dangling over the edge and onto the floor.


    “Cool, Kelly,” Pete said, then let out a moan. “Help me, please!”


    “You need a hand?” Wretched said, then took a severed hand from her pocket and waved it at him.


    Kelly laughed. “You guys are great. Love it,” she said as she climbed the steps. “Spooks are alerted,” she declared to Mimi.


    “Excellent. We’ll stay in the foyer. I can welcome people inside, and you and Steve can take them downstairs.” Mimi beckoned Kelly toward the front. “Come along, it’s showtime!”


    Steve walked inside the foyer then, red gash showing bright on his cheek. “Okay, Burt’s ready to let the first group inside. What the—? Whoa, Medusa! That is seriously ugly.”


    “Thank you, kind sir,” Kelly said, giving her head a shake. The snakes began their dance.


    Steve laughed. “Gotta tell you, I am not taking that to bed tonight.”


    “But they’re so cute,” Kelly teased.


    Burt cracked open the front door and leaned inside. “Here come the folks!”


    Kelly hurried to the edge of the central yarn room where Steve stood, letting Bo Peep Mimi have center stage in the foyer. Burt held the Lambspun entry door open as a man and woman and three children entered. The youngest looked about six years old, Kelly thought. They all had big smiles.


    “Welcome to our Halloween Hospital Fundraiser!” Mimi said with her bright smile. “Who would you like to escort you into the Haunted Cellar, Bad Bart or Medusa?” Mimi pointed towards Kelly and Steve with her shepherd’s crook.


    Kelly shook her head again and listened to the parents laugh and the kids make noises. “Eeuuuu, gross!” the youngest declared, pointing at Kelly.


    “Bad Bart!” the older one grinned.


    “Out of the mouths of babes,” Steve whispered to Kelly then stepped toward the waiting family.


    * * *


    “How are those baked goods holding out?” Kelly asked Skeleton Cassie who was munching a chocolate chip cookie just inside the main knitting room.


    “Two more plates of chocolate brownies, but lots of chocolate chip cookies left. All the cupcakes and pound cakes are finished. So Pete asked Julie to slice all the pies in the fridge.”  Cassie smiled around the half-eaten cookie. “The line was starting to thin out until a few minutes ago. That’s when Eric’s friends from Loveland showed up.”


    “Good, Zombie Greg will be happy more junior high kids are coming. I tell you, your softball team nearly ran over me as I was going back up the stairs.” Kelly started to laugh. “Loud screams when Zombie Greg lurched out of the dark in the first room. They all screamed and laughed and a couple of girls ran out. Then Vampire Marty lunged out of the dark with his ‘Good Evening!’ Red cape spread wide and fangs out. There was a roar of screams then, and they all stampeded out of the room. Marty raced after them crying, “But I vant to drink your blood!” Kelly laughed. “I swear, I nearly fell over the railing as they stampeded past me.”


    Cassie laughed her musical higher-pitched laughter. “I know! It was awesome! They yelled at me outside that they were gonna text all their friends to come over.”


     Eric walked over, a chocolate brownie in one hand and two cookies in the other. Frankenstein head dangling behind his shoulders.


    “Hey, Frank. You two fueling up for another session outside?” Kelly teased.


    “Oh, yeah. Grandpa Curt and Jayleen are gonna take me home tonight. Mom and Dad said I could stay out later since it was Halloween, and it was for charity. Besides, tomorrow’s Saturday.” He grinned then bit into the brownie. “Whoa, these must be Megan’s.” He closed his eyes, obviously enjoying the chocolate treat.


    “Burt said we might not have to go outside anymore. It’s nine o’clock, and there’s still a line out there.” Cassie said.


    “Hey, high school kids like to be scared, too, and they’re just getting out of football games,” Kelly said. “You two might as well take advantage of your free pass to stay out late on a Friday night.”


    A shrill chorus of screams drifted through the café then. Cassie looked over at Eric with a grin. “I bet that’s your 4H group who yelled at you when they drove up.”


    “Gotta be,” Eric said after devouring the rest of the brownie.


    Kelly gestured toward the back door of the café which was closer to the Lambspun corner lawn. “I think they’re playing your song, guys,” she said with a grin.


    Cassie and Eric both laughed and headed toward the door, adjusting their costumes as they left. Kelly watched them scamper toward the corner lawn. Showtime!


    THE END
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