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By Jacob Orledge
Screams filled the air, too 

human to be confused with the 
bracing wind, as the full moon 
shone bright on the scariest 
night of the year. 

Those screams were coming 
from north of town where the 
Tioga Country Club hosted the 
annual haunted house. 

“It was scary,” summarized 
Moses Carr, as he exited the 
basement level. 

The haunted house was 
bigger and scarier than ever, 
taking twice as long to walk 
through as in the past. It was 
full of jump scares, shocking 
scenes of blood and horror, 
while guests had to navigate 
pitch black corridors full of 
twists and turns. 

“It was great,” Jessi Daniel 
said boisterously. “I feel like it 
was really fun that it was like 
two levels this time.”

The basement level, a new 
addition this year, was filled 
with locked rooms where par-
ticipants had to hunt for clues 
to find a key or lock combina-
tion. 

“The scariest thing was when 
I got locked in the room. It was 
kind of scary,” said Braden 
Johnson, putting on a brave 
face. “The girl kept yelling at 
us.”

Traffic jams formed in hall-
ways as groups ahead struggled 
to embrace their inner Sherlock 
Holmes and escape while “scar-
ers” screamed ominously. 

“I ended up crawling into 
a wall because I was really 
scared,” said Colton Grove. 

Caleb and Karen Word 
brought their two young chil-
dren, Jacob and Zoey, to the 
early evening session designed 
for younger kids and said they 
had a blast. 

“It was nice,” said Caleb. 
“This one was very dark.”

Zoey, dressed as baby Yoda, 
loved it. 

“That was fun!” she screamed 
from her mother’s arms. 

Jacob, dressed as Chew-
bacca, thought the jump scares 
were cool. 

“People kept scaring you!” he 
said. 

Hadlee McCarthy certainly 
took notice of a woman who, 
covered in blood and kept 
behind a glass window, kept 
screaming for help. 

“That one lady. She was 
yelling to help her,” responded 
McCarthy when asked for her 
favorite moment. “People jump-

ing out at you.”
Tyler McCarthy, her father, 

gave the game away when he 
revealed Hadlee and Claire 
Lakey screamed in fright sev-
eral times. 

“It was really good,” he said. 
“It was a pretty good thing that 
they put on.”

The end of the haunted 
house was particularly confus-
ing as multiple passageways 
collided and everyone had to 
find their way to the exit while 
navigating Styrofoam noodles 
hanging from the ceiling. 

“I almost ran into a wall,” 
said Jessa Roldan. “And I 
tripped over one of those 
things on the floor.”

Her friend, Edaliz Rubianes, 
said she was stumped in the 
locked rooms and gave the 
haunted house a glowing re-
view. 

“It was pretty good,” she 
said. “Scary. A lot of scream-
ing.”

What would scare me?
It’s simple for Ronica Ped-

erson and her friends. When 
planning the annual haunted 
house they just think of what-
ever would scare them. 

“Pretty much what would 
scare us or scare my kids,” said 
Randi Raan, standing next to 
her 15-year-old daughter and 
partner-in-crime, Payton. 

The Raans, Pederson and 
Trista Vandemark have been 
the master planners for the 
2019 and 2020 haunted houses, 
two events that have resulted 
in community-wide acclaim. 

“My mindset is what would I 
be terrified of,” said Pederson. 

“I can’t do haunted houses 
other than this part. I couldn’t 
go through it.”

“It is kind of fun to listen to 
them scream,” joked Vande-
mark as the fellow volunteers 
erupted in laughter. 

The dozens of volunteers 
who helped make the haunted 
house a reality went even 
further than usual. Vandemark 
said they have used over 150 
eight foot two-by-two planks in 
the upstairs alone, along with 
1,000 feet of plastic and more 
than 5,000 staples. 

“It was way longer than we 
thought it was when we fin-
ished,” said Vandemark. “It’s 
been a lot of work.”

Payton Raan carried the dual 
role as a helper in the plan-
ning stages and somewhat of 
a guinea pig when the others 
wanted to test their terrifying 
ideas. 

“It was mostly them but I did 
throw in my ideas. Some of the 
downstairs is my idea,” she 
said. “Whenever I could help I 
did.”

Jason Steele, one of the 
volunteer scarers, said it could 
be even better next year if they 
can get more volunteers to 
help, both in the construction 
stages and the night of. 

“Next year we need more 
volunteers,” said Steele. “The 
more people the better it is.”

Raphael Salinas, another 
scarer easily identified by the 
gas mask and black clothing, 
liked volunteering so much last 
year he came back for another 
go.  And boy, does he have 
some stories about what goes 
on in there. 

“My favorite part is just scar-
ing the pants off a mom coming 
up,” said Salinas. “Her kid was 
pushing her from behind and 
all I could think in my head was 
this little kid is just pushing her 
away, sacrificing.”

Escape rooms
The haunted house is a 

tough show to beat, but it had 
some competition across town 
at the community center on 
Halloween. 

The Tioga Robotics Team’s 
novel escape room, based on 
being trapped in a mad scien-
tist’s lab this year, was almost 
fully booked. 

“We’ve had a really good 
turnout,” said Gracie Nutt, one 
of the students running it Satur-
day night. “A lot of groups have 
signed up.”

One of their favorite mo-
ments came when a team mem-
ber found himself engaged. Sort 
of. 

“One of our other team 
members got married to the 
skeleton in there,” said Kaysen 
Hirsch. “It was a pretty happy 
moment.”

The groups of people trying 
to escape the mad scientist’s 
lab were pretty fun to listen to 
as well. 

“There was one group that 
every time they got something 
they screamed really loud,” 
said Emma Taylor, another 
student organizer. 

Sometimes the group gets 
stumped and has to use a 
walkie talkie to ask for a hint. 

“It’s quite funny,” said Taylor. 
“Every group we’ve had had 
fun.”

Each group had an hour to 
escape and nearly all of them 
either came down to the wire 
or ended up running out of 
time. 

One particularly talented 
group escaped with nearly half 
the time remaining. 

“It was really fun,” said Kiya 
Sparks after her group nearly 
made it out in time. “It was re-
ally harder in the dark because 
you couldn’t see clearly.”

Owen Sparks was stumped. 
“Real tough. Real tough,” he 

repeated. 
Joy Sparks has been through 

a couple escape rooms before 
but thought this was one of the 
best. 

“You had to get your mind 
working in the right way,” said 
Joy. “It was a good family fun 
thing to do. I’m really happy 
that the kids did this.”

Caleb Word guides his son Jacob, dressed as Chewbacca, down a 
bloody hallway in the haunted house. Joy Sparks, below, studies 
science to find a way out of the escape room at the Community 
Center.

A group of kids struggle to open a combination lock as a scary vol-
unteer gives ominous hints at the haunted house
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Volunteers waited around every corner and 
blended seamlessly into the background, as 
seen above, waiting for a chance to scare an 
unsuspecting guest. Escape rooms, right, con-
founded participants as Abby Wilson and a 
friend search for the key hidden among severed 
hands in the haunted house.

Halloween
activities are a hit


