
        
            [image: cover]
        

    

 




 


The Ghost of Gruesome
High

978-1-58124-199-0

Teen/Young Adult
Mystery

by Larry Parr

-

Published by The Fiction
Works


http://www.fictionworks.com

-

Smashwords Edition

-

Copyright 2011 by Larry
Parr

 



 


All rights reserved. No
part of this book may be reproduced without written permission,
except for brief quotations to books and critical reviews. This
story is a work of fiction. Characters and events are the product
of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to persons, living or
dead, is purely coincidental.

 


This ebook is licensed
for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or
given away to other people. If you would like to share this book
with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each
person you share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not
purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you
should return to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank
you for respecting the author’s work.

 



Chapter
1

 


Something’s not
right!

It was dead dark. Pitch black.
Gray-black clouds scuttled across the moonless sky like demented
fiddler crabs, with unnatural starts and stops. The five of us were
silent, except for a few huffs and puffs and the scraping of tennis
shoes on dry earth as we approached the top of Grissom Hill. In
just a moment or two we’d see it. Grissom High—what us kids called
Gruesome High. We’d see it and—it would see us!

An icy wind, unnaturally cold for
this time of year, blew down my spine. Leaves rustled all around
me. In the distance, a dog barked, then stopped.

Schools are scary places at
night, and Gruesome High had a reputation for being extra scary.
Probably because it was built on top of an ancient graveyard. I
remember reading that the builder claimed he didn’t know the
graveyard was there until it was too late to stop construction, but
that hardly mattered now. The scary thing to me was that Gruesome
High would be my “home” for three more years. Not that I really
believed in ghosts; I hadn’t seen a ghost all through my freshman
year, but still, there was something weird going on around the
school. Everyone knew it. We just didn’t know exactly what it
was.

I have a theory why schools are
so scary when it’s dark. It’s because one part of your brain is
busy telling you that everything is familiar and you know where
everything is—but when it’s dark and no one else is around, it’s
not the same place as it is in bright daylight and the two halves
of your brain can’t put everything together right. It just doesn’t
add up. And when things don’t add up, especially things you know
should add up—then they’re scary!

But it was the voices that got to
me the most. Soft, whispery voices, all around me, talking,
talking, talking, but saying nothing. No, that’s not true. They
were saying something, but I couldn’t quite make out what it was. I
could almost pick out a word or two here and there . . . something
about danger and death and eternity . . . but the words themselves
were surrounded in balls of cotton, all soft and fuzzy. I wasn’t
sure if the others could hear the voices, or if it was just me—or
just my imagination—and I didn’t want to seem like a wus, so I kept
my mouth shut.

I shuddered. I quickly looked at
the others to see if anyone had noticed I was scared, but
everyone’s nerves were on edge—even Jason’s, and he claimed not to
believe in the ghost at all.

“Do you see anything.
I can’t see a thing,” Alan whispered hoarsely. His voice was so
soft I could barely hear it above the constant indistinct murmur
all around me. It was funny hearing Alan sound so unsure. Normally
he was the know-it-all, constantly correcting everyone and telling
endless boring stories about trivia that no one cared about. I
think he just makes up most of the stuff, but he always sounds like
he knows what he’s talking about. “Did-did you know that the word
ghost means breath, or spirit, and that in ancient
times—”

“Shut up, Alan,” I
said out of reflex. I was always telling Alan to shut up when he
started going on about all his trivia. Listening to his normal
babble and hearing myself tell him to shut up made me feel a little
better. At least that was something familiar.

“Both of you be
quiet!” Wesley The Weenie snapped, trying to hide his fright behind
a backdrop of annoyance. The Weenie always seemed annoyed with
everyone, all the time. My mom said it was just a phase he was
going through. Of course, she said the same thing about almost
everything all my friends did. To her, life was a phase. At least
for teenagers. “It’s not midnight yet,” Wesley continued. “He never
shows until midnight.”

“How would you know,
Weenie?” Jason asked, his voice slightly too husky, as if he were
trying to make sure we all knew he wasn’t frightened. “Have you
ever seen the ghost?”

“No,” Wesley said in
his best annoyed voice. “I’ve never personally seen an atom,
either, but I know they exist. Besides, everyone says he never
shows until exactly midnight, and it’s still . . . six minutes
until midnight.”

“I’m getting cold,” I
whispered as I shivered again. I wasn’t shivering from the cold,
though. The closer we got to the dark, scary-looking buildings of
the sprawling school, the weirder things seemed.

“I know how to keep
you warm, Patsy, ” Jason said with a leer in his voice as he put an
arm around my shoulders. His hand “accidentally” brushed against
one of my breasts.

I had known Jason for five years,
ever since I was ten. That was almost forever. He was my best
friend, even though he was a jerk sometimes. You just put up with a
certain amount of jerkiness in a friend. But in the last few
months, something had begun to change. Jason’s hands had been
brushing up against me more and more frequently, and there was a
sexual edge to his voice now that didn’t used to be
there.

I wasn’t sure yet how I felt
about that. It wasn’t like I wasn’t curious about that stuff, too,
it was just . . . well, it just seemed weird to feel that way about
a boy I’d known for so long. We already knew almost all of each
other’s secrets. Besides, all my friends said the fastest way to
lose a friend was to sleep with him and, truth to tell, I didn’t
have that many friends. I didn’t want to lose Jason.

Why did life have to be so
complicated, anyway?

In one smooth move I twisted
around and slipped my arm into my best friend Jennifer’s big,
fake-fur-lined coat. Jennifer always had big fake-fur-lined coats.
Her mother used to be some kind of fashion model or something. All
the boys drooled any time Jennifer’s mom came to school—which I
found absolutely, positively disgusting! Jennifer acted stuck-up in
front of most of the other kids, but around me she was just plain
ol’ Jennifer. For an instant she looked slightly surprised as I
worked my arm into one of the coat’s big sleeves along with her
arm, but I think she figured out what I was doing. She smirked and
nodded at me as if to say, “O.K., you can hide out in here with
me.”

“Wow, this is really
warm,” I said brightly.

I couldn’t exactly see Jason’s
face in the dark, but I could feel him frowning. It seemed like no
matter what I did sex was going to get in the way of our
friendship. I knew I was going to have to talk to him about it one
of these days—but not now. Not tonight.

Suddenly I felt Jennifer begin to
tremble. A lot! I looked at her face. Her eyes were opened wide,
real wide, like you see in comedy movies sometimes, that kind of
wide. Her mouth was moving, but no sound was coming out. She just
kept trembling. Finally she managed to raise her one free arm and,
trembling so hard it was frightening, pointed toward the corner of
the now-dark and deserted high school. “Wh-wh-what’s that?” she
finally managed to blurt out. She put her trembling hand over her
mouth and stifled a small scream.

Instantly all eyes turned to
look. At first I didn’t see anything at all. Even so, my spine
began to tingle as if someone was running a single cold finger up
my back slowly, all the way to the nape of my neck and suddenly the
hairs on the back of my neck were standing straight up.

And then I saw it!

Or rather, then I saw them! Two
red dots, floating in the air near the corner of the science lab.
Two red eyes!

Those two glowing red eyes were
looking right at me! Suddenly the murmuring voices were silent.
Deathly silent. The silence was scarier than the voices had ever
been! Then the red eyes began to move! And there was a sound.
Almost like someone dragging something heavy across gritty
concrete. But deeper than that. More evil than that!

Out of the corner of my eye I
could see the boys take a step backward. Then another step.
Suddenly I realized they were running away, down the hill. Jennifer
and I were left alone, bundled together in her big coat, abandoned
together to face . . . . Whatever it was! That’s not entirely true.
I knew what it was. I knew what we were looking at. It was the
ghost. The Ghost of Gruesome High!

Suddenly the deep, grating sound
grew louder—and the eyes began to move. Toward us! Jennifer was
still trembling. I looked at her panic-filled face and saw that her
mind had shut down from fear. There was still a night-light burning
somewhere in there, but no one was home behind her frightened,
rabbit-like eyes!

Those icy fingers were now
playing chopsticks on my spine. My knees were weak and threatened
to buckle. A part of my brain told me I couldn’t allow that to
happen. I had to run. I had to make Jennifer run. The two of us had
to get away from here as fast as we could!

Even as my mind raced in a
million circles and I was telling myself I had to run, another part
of my mind was troubled by the way the glowing red eyes moved. They
seemed to bounce slightly as they approached, but they weren’t
bouncing quite together. They looked out of synch as my film
teacher would say. It was strange. A tiny part of my brain said
quite clearly and calmly: “Something’s not right here.”

But a much louder part of my
brain was screaming: “RUN! RUN, YOU IDIOT! RUN!”

I pulled sharply on the coat and
yelled “JENNIFER!” That seemed to snap her out of it. “Run!” I
yelled. We were still caught together in the coat; she had one arm
in one sleeve and I still had one of my arms in the other sleeve,
but somehow we managed to turn and run together down the hill,
toward the bright lights of the town below.

When we got to the bottom of the
hill, Wesley The Weenie’s old VW bug was gone, and so were the
boys.

Jennifer and I were all alone
with who-knew-what at our heels!

 



Chapter
2

 


Tell it to the
army!

Even though the sprint down the
Hill had only taken a few minutes—a lot less time than it had taken
us to climb it—both Jennifer and I were panting and out of breath.
Part of it was from running, but most of it was from just plain
fear.

“What was it?”
Jennifer gasped. “Did you see it? You saw it, right? What was it?
What do you think it was? What—”

“Jennifer!” I snapped
in a voice that was much more sure of itself than I was. “Calm
down. Get a grip! Take a deep breath.” I had looked behind us and
couldn’t see any sign of the ghost.

Jennifer was looking over my
shoulder, her eyes darting wildly back and forth. “You saw it,
right?” she repeated. “The ghost. The ghost. The ghost.”

I thought about slapping her,
like they do in the movies when people get like this, but instead I
just shook her a little as I got my arm free of her big, warm coat.
“Jennifer, calm down,” I said. But I could see that her eyes were
still darting all over the place, not really focusing on anything.
I grabbed her chin in my hand and forced her to look directly into
my eyes. “Calm down. Get a grip! We’re O.K. We’re safe
now.”

Suddenly Jennifer grabbed my
shoulders so tight I almost yelled out in pain. Her eyes still had
a slightly crazed look to them, and she was staring more deeply
into my eyes than anyone had ever done before in my whole life.
“We’ve got to tell someone, Patsy,” she said, deadly earnest. “The
police! No, the President! No! The army! That’s right, we’ve got to
tell the army. They have guns and stuff. They can kill it. Yeah.
We’ve got to tell army, Patsy. Come on!”

Jennifer grabbed my hand and
almost pulled me over, but I managed to keep my footing and held on
tight to her hand. I pulled her toward me, trying to get her eyes
focused on mine again, the way you do with a little kid to make
them pay attention to what you’re saying. But her eyes kept darting
around like May Flies.

I shook her again. The fact that
she wasn’t snapping out of it was beginning to make me scared all
over again. “Stop it, Jennifer!” I yelled. “Just stop it! Get a
hold of yourself! What are we gonna tell the army? That five high
school kids were creeping around the school at midnight and saw a
ghost? Everyone in town’s heard of the ghost and no one cares. No
one’s gonna believe us. Now get a grip! Take a deep
breath.”

Slowly the May Flies disappeared
and Jennifer’s eyes began to look normal again. She took a deep
breath and let it out slowly. “That’s right,” I said. “Now
another.” She took another deep breath and by then she seemed
pretty normal again. I let out a sigh of relief and let go of her
shoulders. “Come on,” I said, “let’s walk home.”

Suddenly Jennifer frowned and
looked all around. “What happened to the guys?” she asked. She
suddenly spun around and grabbed my arm, a look of panic on her
face. “The ghost didn’t—”

“No!” I said quickly.
“They ran away. Our big, strong heroes ran away and left us out
here.”

“No,” she said as if
that thought were so foreign she could barely comprehend it. “They
left me?”

“No,” I sighed as we
began to walk along Sycamore Street toward her house about a mile
away. “They left us. Not you. Us.”

“That’s what I
meant,” she said absently.

Suddenly Wesley’s old VW turned
the corner about a block away and rattled up Sycamore Street toward
us. We both stopped walking and waited for it. Jason stuck his head
out the passenger-side window. “You ladies need a lift?” he asked
as if nothing had happened.

I reached out and grabbed a
handful of his straw-blonde hair. “What makes you think we might
need a lift?” I slowly began pulling his hair. He tried to reach
his hand up to stop me, but the way he was twisted in the window
there wasn’t room for his arm to get through.

“O.K., O.K.,” he
yelled. “I give. I’m sorry. Now let go. Come on, let go, that
hurts!”

“It’s supposed to
hurt,” I said as I gave it one last yank and let go. He pulled his
head back in the car and rubbed his scalp as he opened the door and
got out. I got into the back seat and pulled Jennifer in after me.
There was no way I’d sit in the back seat with Jason after what
he’d done.

He got the point. He frowned, but
got into the front seat without saying another word. The car was
silent as Wesley put it in gear, did a U-turn, and drove toward
Jennifer’s house.

Even Alan, all scrunched up in
the back seat next to me, had nothing to say, and whenever I looked
at him he darted his gaze away quickly, afraid to look me in the
eye! Boy! What a bunch of wimps!

 



Chapter
3

 


Mass
hysteria

The next morning I made it a
point to walk to school by myself. Normally I wait near the
Wansor’s hedge until Jason shows up and we walk together. But not
this morning. In fact, after a whole night to think about it, I’d
decided never to speak to Jason again. I mean, how could he have
left me like that? What kind of a best friend is that? The more I
thought about it, the madder I got!

Everything was different as I
walked up the hill in broad daylight. There was no chill wind
scampering down my spine, there were no murmuring voices, there
wasn’t even a dog barking. Just lots of kids, walking, talking,
laughing, making their way to school as if nothing in the world had
happened last night.

As if the Ghost of Gruesome High
didn’t exist at all!

Just as I was walking into my
first period Science Lab I saw Jason, half way across the quad. He
was looking all over the place, frantically. I think he was looking
for me, because when he spotted me he waved and began to run toward
me as if he had something important to tell me.

But I didn’t care. If he had
something to say to me he could wait until lunch. Or maybe even
wait all day until after school. Yeah. That would serve him right.
I had no intention of making this easy for him. Let him sweat a
little. Let him see how he liked it!

As I turned away from Jason and
stepped into the classroom, I almost ran right into Mr. Greenwald,
our Lab teacher. He gave me a strange look and said: “Well, Miss
Hoyle, I hear you had a little run-in with the ghost last night.
Perhaps you’d care to tell the class about your
experience.”

I could feel every eye in the
room on me as I walked to my chair and sat down. My face felt hot
and I knew my cheeks had to be as red as two ripe tomatoes. I
stared at the floor as I said: “I’d rather not, Mr.
Greenwald.”

“Excuse me,” Mr.
Greenwald said as he closed the classroom door and walked toward
the front of the class. “I didn’t hear what you said, Miss
Hoyle.”

I took a deep breath and tried to
calm my beating heart. I hated being the center of attention.
Slowly I looked up. Everyone was staring at me, most were smirking.
I looked at Mr. Greenwald, who was now seated on the corner of his
desk. A part of my brain wondered how he’d found out about last
night. “I’d rather not talk about it, Mr. Greenwald.”

“That’s too bad, Miss
Hoyle,” he said, smiling and crossing to the blackboard. He picked
up a piece of chalk and scratched the words: MASS HYSTERIA on the
blackboard. “Who can tell me what Mass Hysteria is?” he asked,
turning back and surveying the class.

Hardly anyone was looking at me
now. Everyone was focused on Mr. Greenwald. A kid named Andy, who I
barely knew, raised his hand from the front row. “I know, Mr.
Greenwald.” The teacher nodded at him and Andy continued. “It’s
when more than one person sees or hears something that’s not really
there.”

“That’s right, Mr.
Wozinski,” Mr. Greenwald said as he began pacing back and forth in
front of the class. “An important aspect of Mass Hysteria, or Mass
Delusion, is how absolutely real the experience seems to those
involved. But it’s not real, of course. It’s all just in the minds
of the people involved. It’s what we call a delusion.”

I could feel my face turning red
once again. Mr. Greenwald thought I was crazy! And now everyone
would think I was crazy!

I don’t think I have ever been so
mad in my whole life! I wanted to yell, I wanted to make him stop
smirking and assuming he knew what happened when he wasn’t even
there! How dare he think I was crazy! How dare he!

Well, he could think what he
wanted. They could all think what they wanted. I knew I wasn’t
crazy. Whatever we saw last night was real—and now I was determined
that no force on Earth would stop me from finding out the truth and
making that smirking teacher and everyone else eat their words! I’d
show them! I’d show all of them!

 



Chapter
4

 


The aluminum
man

Now I could hardly wait for the
lunch break so I could find Jason. I wasn’t mad at him any more.
Now I needed his help.

As I stepped out of the gym door
on my way to lunch I was suddenly grabbed from behind and a hand
was placed over my mouth. “Don’t scream, just—”

But that was all I heard before I
slashed back with my elbow and felt the sharp, bony part of my arm
sink six inches into my attacker’s bread basket. The hand instantly
fell away from my mouth and I twirled around to find Jason bent
over, unable to catch his breath. He was staggering around in
little circles, gasping.

“Jason!” I tried to
hold him but he waved me aside, still gasping for air. A crowd of
kids gathered around. About half of them thought it was some kind
of joke and began clapping as Jason stumbled into a trash can,
almost knocking it over. Finally he managed to catch a breath and
wipe the tears from his eyes. Still bent over he croaked: “O.K.,
now we’re even for last night.”

I ignored the crowd of
now-pointing and laughing kids and helped Jason to a bench under
one of the big elm trees that dotted the campus. It took him a few
more minutes to catch his breath. I tried not to smirk, but as much
as I hated the idea of hurting Jason like that, part of me was
rather pleased that my self-defense training had worked so well. If
Jason had been a mugger or something I guess I could have taken
pretty good care of myself. Score one for me!

“Why. . . .” Jason
tried, stopped, and then tried again. “Why did you do
that?”

“Don’t be a jerk,” I
said lightly. “Someone grabbed me from behind. I did exactly what I
was supposed to do. You should be proud of me.”

Jason rolled his eyeballs up to
look at me with his head still bent. “I’ve never been more proud in
my life. In fact, I’m so proud I think I’ll throw up.”

“Quit being such a
baby,” I said, hoping I hadn’t really hurt him too bad. I was
starting to feel guilty even though I didn’t have anything to feel
guilty about. “What’d you grab me like that for,
anyway?”

“I need to talk and I
wasn’t sure you’d listen,” he said, finally sitting up straight. He
rubbed his stomach tenderly. “Man, you’ve got bony
elbows.”

“Forget about my
elbows. Go ahead and talk. I’ll listen.”

“O.K. I did some
research on our ghost.”

“Research? When did
you have time to do any research? We just saw the thing last
night.”

Jason looked around, making sure
no one could hear him. He motioned for me to lean in closer. “I was
on the Internet all night. Or all morning. Whatever.”

“The Internet? I
didn’t know you—”

“Shhhhhhh!” he said
suddenly, looking around to make sure no one had overheard us.
“It’s not something I want everyone to know about.”

“Why?”

“I don’t want people
thinking I’m some sort of computer freakoid. O.K.?”

Frankly I was shocked. And a
little hurt he’d kept this side of him away from me so completely,
but I tried to put that behind me—at least for now. “Well, what did
you find, CompuNerdo?”

He didn’t laugh.

“Come on,” I said
teasingly. “Lighten up. It’s me, remember? Your best friend? So
what’d you find out about the ghost?”

He frowned, then tried to smile.
“This,” he said suddenly, holding out a piece of computer paper.
“It’s an article about the very first guy to ever see the
ghost!”

I grabbed the paper and began to
scan it. This was getting exciting. “What’s it say?”

“It was some night
watchman guy working for the contractor who built the school. Look.
Here. He says the ghost only had one red eye. Our ghost had
two.”

I thought for a moment. “So, what
does that prove?”

“It doesn’t prove
anything. But I thought it was interesting. And besides, the guy
still lives right here in town. We could go talk to
him.”

I thought about it some more. I
wasn’t quite sure why we wanted to talk to this guy—but I didn’t
have any other ideas at the moment and I was determined to prove to
Mr. Greenwald that I hadn’t been seeing things! “O.K. Right after
school. Let’s get Jennifer and Weenie, and Alan to come, too. We’re
all in this together!”

“It’s a date,” Jason
said, trying to leer—but he just ended up wincing in pain and
holding his stomach.

~

According to the article, the
man’s name was William Bell. Fortunately there was only one William
Bell listed in the phone book.

The address was way on the edge
of town. It took us a good half hour to find the unmarked driveway
once we had the street and general area pinned down. The driveway
was a rutted dirt road that ran for about half a mile back into a
forested area. It was sort of spooky even though it was still broad
daylight, with thick trees and brush growing tall all along the
road; in places the growth squeezed the road from both sides, like
pictures I’d seen in biology class of constricted arteries. Leaves
and branches scraped at the sides and windows of Wesley’s bug and
he threatened more than once to turn around at the next
opportunity.

I guess it was a good thing that
no opportunity to turn around presented itself, because suddenly
the road seemed to widen and the trees and brush disappeared to the
edges of a rather large and totally bizarre clearing.

In the middle of the clearing was
a house.

Well, it was sort of a
house.

But it wasn’t like any house I’d
ever seen before!

“Look out!” I
yelled.

Wesley slammed on the brakes but
not before his front bumper touched one of the-the things! They
were all over the yard. Hundreds of them. They looked like balls of
aluminum foil, with the centers pounded down in the shape of a
weird-looking satellite dish. Each aluminum foil satellite dish was
maybe a foot or a foot and a half across and they were
everywhere!

There were probably a hundred of
them on the ground in front of the small house, several dozen in
the trees around the house, and it looked like at least a hundred
more were stuck all over the small house itself.

And the house! I’m sure it had
been a normal-looking little house in the woods at one time, but
now it was completely covered in aluminum foil. Every square inch,
except the windows, was covered in foil!

The five of us got out of the car
slowly, our mouths hanging open, just gaping at the weird sight.
None of us had ever seen, or even imagined anything like
this!

“This-this is weird,”
Jason finally said. It was the obvious thing to say, but somebody
had to say it.

“You know,” Alan
began, “maybe coming out here wasn’t such a good idea. The
excessive use of aluminum foil is often a characteristic of a
mentally unstable . . . .”

But just then our attention was
drawn to a sight even more bizarre than what we had already seen.
An aluminum-foil-covered door suddenly opened in one wall of the
aluminum-foil-covered house and a man stepped out.

He was dressed from head to foot
in aluminum foil! On top of his head was a ball of aluminum foil
about a foot across which had been shaped into a sort of satellite
dish. He walked in a stiff-legged fashion, as if he didn’t want to
wrinkle his aluminum foil pants any more than necessary. He was
waving one aluminum-foil-covered arm as he hurried toward us on
stiff legs.

“Do you kids have any
idea what you’ve just done?” he shouted.

None of us knew what to say. We
were so shocked by the sight of this metal-looking man coming
toward us, that none of us even moved. I’m not sure any of us even
breathed.

The aluminum man brushed right
past us as if we weren’t there and went straight to the front of
Wesley’s VW. He slowly and carefully bent down, bending at the
knees and making sure to keep his head level so the satellite dish
on top of it never varied from its sky-ward-pointing-direction, and
tenderly, lovingly, straightened the aluminum-foil-satellite-dish
that Wesley’s bumper had touched. He carefully aimed the “dish”
back up into the sky.

“It’s taken me months
to get everything set just right, and then you come along and—” he
suddenly stood straight up and slapped his aluminum-foil-covered
hands against his aluminum-foil-covered sides. “Do you realize I
was just picking up my first signal when you destroyed my relay? My
first signal! Do you have any idea what that means? Well? Do
You?”

Wesley had no idea what to say.
None of us did. Finally Wesley sputtered: “I’m really sorry. It was
an accident.”

The Aluminum Man put his
aluminum-foil-covered hands on his aluminum-foil-covered hips and
looked at us. “Well, no permanent damage, I suppose. What are you
kids doing out here, anyway? This is private property. Go away. I’m
terribly busy making contact.”

“Contact?” I said in
a squeaky voice. “Contact with who, sir?”

The Aluminum Man suddenly looked
confused. “With who? I’m not sure. I never thought to ask.” He
pointed an aluminum-covered arm and hand toward the sky. “With
them!” he said. “They’re out there, you know. All around us. I
know. I’ve seen them. Now go away. I’m busy.”

The Aluminum Man began walking
back toward his aluminum-foil-covered house in that strange,
stiff-legged walk of his as if he had totally forgotten we existed.
His mind was already somewhere else. The others seemed too stunned
to talk or even move. Suddenly I blurted out: “We’re here about the
ghost!”

The Aluminum Man stopped, then
suddenly pivoted around on one stiff leg. “Ghost? Did you say
‘ghost’?” he asked.

I swallowed for what seemed like
the first time in several minutes and took a step forward. I took a
deep breath and said: “We’re looking for a Mr. Bell. A Mr. William
Bell.”

The Aluminum Man frowned for a
moment as if thinking. Then suddenly he took a step toward me and
looked in my eyes. “Yes. Yes. That would be me. What is it you
want? You’re not reporters, are you? You don’t look like
reporters.”

Jason stepped up next to me and
put an arm around my shoulders. I can’t tell you how good that made
me feel. At least I wasn’t standing out here all alone with this
weird guy. “No sir. We go to high school. And last night we saw the
ghost. The one at the school?”

“Yes. Yes. I know
that ghost. But it’s not a ghost, you know.”

“It’s not?” I asked,
hesitantly. “Then what is it?”

Mr. Bell, the Aluminum Man,
pointed at the sky again and yelled: “It’s one of them!” Then he
started laughing, cackling actually, as if he’d just said the
funniest thing in the world.

I looked at Jason, and he looked
at me. I glanced back and saw that the others were still standing
just where they had been when Mr. Bell goose-walked toward us, with
their mouths still hanging open. Even Alan was speechless for a
change.

“Well, don’t just
stand there,” Mr. Bell said as he began to walk stiffly toward his
house. “Come in, come in.”

I looked at Jason again. All he
could do was shrug. The two of us began to follow Mr. Bell toward
his house. I glanced back again and noticed that the others, after
a moment’s hesitation and quick questioning glances among
themselves, followed. We were all a bit hesitant; none of us had
any idea what to expect!

 



Chapter
5

 


The ghost with the
golden touch

Mr. Bell continued walking toward
his aluminum-foil-covered house with stiff legs, like some weird
space alien from a bad sci-fi movie from the 50’s. The closer we
got to the strange house the slower I noticed we were all walking.
By the time Mr. Bell pushed open the door and indicated for us to
enter, the five of us were all bunched together sort of jockeying
for last place; no one wanted to be the first to enter.

But Mr. Bell looked at me and
smiled. “Ladies first,” he said gallantly. He tried to bow but the
aluminum foil satellite dish on top of his head threatened to fall,
so he quickly straightened his head and just smiled at
me.

I was scared. I kept thinking
about what Alan had started to say earlier about aluminum foil and
crazy people and I didn’t want to end up cut into Bar-B-Q-sized
pieces and labeled in his freezer or something. But he kept looking
me in the eyes and smiling as he held the door open, so finally I
tried to smile back, nodded my head, and stepped through the
door.

I have no idea what I expected to
find inside the house, but what I found was far weirder than
anything I ever could have dreamed up!

All four walls of Mr. Bell’s
living room were covered, every square inch, floor to ceiling, with
TV monitors! Monitors of all sizes and shapes, and all of them were
on! There must have been a hundred monitors lining the living room
and every one of them had a different picture on it. I recognized
an old episode of Leave It To Beaver on one monitor. Another was
playing MTV. I recognized CNN. I don’t know what the rest of them
were. I glanced through a doorway into what appeared to be the
small kitchen—and it was filled with TV Monitors, too! I guess at
least one of Mr. Bell’s satellite dishes must have been real and
not just aluminum foil.

I finally pulled my eyes away
from the incredibly-hypnotic flashing of light and shadow from
hundreds of TV monitors and looked at my friends. All of them were
staring at the monitors with open-mouthed astonishment.

No one said a word or made a
sound for several seconds. Finally Mr. Bell smiled real big and
said: “Impressive, isn’t it?”

“Wow,” said Alan.
“Where’d ya get all this?”

“Here and there.
There and here,” Mr. Bell answered cryptically. “When everything is
just right, and my relay is aligned along magnetic lines, that’s
when I get them.” He pointed one aluminum-covered hand at the
largest monitor in the middle of the wall. “Right there. That’s
where they make themselves known to me.”

Jason slipped his arm around my
waist and held me close. I’m not sure if he thought I was scared,
or if he was scared. “Mr. Bell, the ghost? You were going to tell
us about the ghost, remember?”

Mr. Bell frowned, then crossed,
still walking with perfectly stiff legs, to the only chair in the
room. “Oh that!” It took him a good minute to twist and turn his
body so he could sit down without bending his legs. “What do you
want to know, young man?”

“We, uh. . . .” Jason
looked at me with a funny look on his face.

I took over smoothly. “The first
time you saw the ghost, what did you think it was?”

Mr. Bell looked at me curiously,
then nodded and smiled. “Excellent question, young lady. You’ve got
a head on your shoulders. You’re the first person ever asked me
that!”

“Well?” I prodded
after a moment of silence. “What did you think it was?”

“If the truth be
told,” the strange aluminum-foiled-covered man answered slowly, as
if testing each word before he said it, “I didn’t rightly know what
it was the first time I saw it. You see—and I hate to admit this to
you kids—back in them days I was sorta known for hittin’ the
bottle. Everyone in town knew it. I couldn’t get work for years.
Not ‘till Mr. Thompson hired me to guard the construction site.”
Suddenly the smile disappeared from his face and he pointed a
serious aluminum-covered finger at us. “That was before! I gave all
that up,” he continued quickly. “Not a drop in five years. No sir,
not a drop! I swear on my mother’s grave!”

The five of us were silent for a
moment. We looked at each other, all thinking pretty much the same
thing, I’m sure. We were all thinking we’d just wasted half a day
coming out here to talk to this crazy old drunk. Mr. Bell must have
been able to read our faces because he began struggling to stand
up, keeping his legs straight. He reminded me a little of a turtle
caught on its back. His legs kept thrashing about, and he kept
trying his hands in different positions on the arms of the chair,
looking for just the right leverage point. Finally I couldn’t help
myself and crossed the room to help him. It took several seconds
with the both of us working at it to get him standing up-right
again. “Thank you,” he said to me stiffly. “I know what you’re
thinkin’. You’re thinkin’ the same thing everyone else thought at
the time. Just a crazy old drunk seein’ things. Well, it ain’t
so—and I kin prove it! You just wait right here!”

With that, Mr. Bell walked on his
stiff stilt-like legs through another door into what appeared to be
a small bedroom. I only got a glimpse through the door into the
bedroom, but it, too, was covered with TV monitors. As soon as Mr.
Bell entered the bedroom, Jason made a Big Face and whispered,
“Wow! What a loon! Come on, let’s split before he comes
back!”

Jason moved toward the front door
and the others moved to follow him. I stood my ground. “Wait,” I
whispered forcefully. “We can’t just leave. That would be
rude.”

Jennifer took one of her model
poses and looked down her nose at me as if I was crazy. “Rude?
You’re worried about being rude to Andy of Spaceberry? He’s wearing
aluminum foil! Come on! Let’s get out of here!”

The others nodded their agreement
and started to leave once again. Even though I thought this guy was
crazy, and I was a little afraid of him, something inside me told
me to stay. “You go if you want,” I said, hoping with every fiber
of my being that they wouldn’t leave me out here, “but I’m
staying.”

“Are you crazy?”
Jason whispered. “Come on!”

“No.”

Our conversation was cut short as
Mr. Bell clomped his way back into the living room, holding himself
very stiff and up-right at all times. “Here,” he said, holding out
something in his hand. “The ghost dropped this one night. Here.
Take it.”

No one made a move toward Mr.
Bell. Finally, I crossed to him and held out my hand. He placed
something round and heavy in my hand. In the ever-changing light
from hundreds of TV screens it was difficult to make out the color
at first, but it was smooth, and heavy, and just had a certain feel
that I somehow instinctively knew could only be one
thing.

“It’s gold,” I
whispered.

Mr. Bell smiled. “Right in one,”
he said. “Right in one. It’s gold, all right. It’s a twenty dollar
gold piece. 1904.”

Suddenly the others crossed to
me; everyone wanted to see and feel the large coin themselves.
Suddenly they didn’t seem to be afraid of Mr. Bell. Isn’t that
strange, I thought to myself. At the mention of the word “gold”
everyone changes.

“Where’d it come
from?” I finally asked, as everyone continued touching it, petting
it as if it were some small, cute animal.

“The ghost dropped
it.” Mr. Bell smiled proudly. “I guess that proves I wasn’t just
seein’ things!”

I slowly extricated my hand from
tangle of hands and fingers trying to touch the gold coin. I handed
the coin back to Mr. Bell. “Why would a ghost have a twenty dollar
gold piece?” I asked, genuinely curious.

Mr. Bell’s smile faded and he
shook his head slightly. “That’s one question I can’t answer,” he
said sadly. “I’ve given that lots of thought, but I never found the
answer. But I swear the ghost dropped it. I can still remember that
night, clear as a bell. I was makin’ my normal rounds. It was just
midnight. It was a warm night, and I’d hardly touched a drop. I’d
seen that big red ghost-eye for several nights and I half expected
to see it again and sure enough, there it was! And it was makin’
that funny sound, that sound like two big stones rubbin’ together.
Well, I was scared. But I had my light. When I shone it on the
ghost, I heard a strange sound, like somethin’ big movin’ real
fast. And I heard a “clank” sound. You know, there’s something
about Gold. The sound it makes, you just know it’s gold. It
couldn’t be nothin’ else. I shone my light on the ground and right
there, on top of a newly-poured foundation, was this,” he continued
triumphantly, holding up the coin. “I don’t know what a ghost needs
with a twenty dollar gold piece, but that’s what happened, as sure
as we’re all standing here now.”

I crossed to Mr. Bell and took
his hand in mine. “Thank you for talking to us, Mr. Bell. I really
enjoyed it. You’ve been a big help. Would it be O.K. if we came
back again some time?”

Mr. Bell looked at me and his
eyes became all watery. For a moment I thought he was going to
break down and cry like a baby. But he took one quick breath and
shook my hand. “You’re welcome back any time, my dear. Any time.
And—thank you.”

I smiled, then turned to the
others. They had been watching me with opened mouths, as if they
couldn’t understand what I was doing. But I knew I had said and
done the right thing, and now it was time for us to leave. With a
few quickly murmured “good byes,” we were out the door.

As I closed the
aluminum-foil-covered door behind me, I took one last look at Mr.
Bell, standing there, stiff as a board, covered from head to toe in
aluminum foil. I smiled. He smiled back, and made a small wave with
his silvery hand.

And then the door was closed and
I walked toward the VW, being careful not to touch any of the
hundreds of aluminum foil satellite dishes that grew in Mr. Bell’s
yard like silver toadstools. The others were in the car and anxious
to leave. But I took one last look at the weirdest little house and
yard I’d ever seen in my life, and hoped Mr. Bell would be O.K. And
not too lonely.

 



Chapter
6

 


Such a
jerk!

“Was that guy nutso,
or what?” Jason said enthusiastically as Wesley put the bug in gear
and slowly turned around, being extra careful not to touch any of
Mr. Bell’s “satellite dishes.”

“And that outfit!”
Jennifer said in her snotty, superior, “actress” voice, the one she
usually only used around other people. “Couldn’t you just die? I’ve
never seen anything so tacky, have you?”

“The aluminum foil is
the real tip-off,” Alan said seriously, adjusting his glasses.
“Lots of crazy people have an unnatural attachment to aluminum
foil. Scientists aren’t sure why, but it’s a well-documented
fact.”

“I never want to go
back there again,” Wesley said quietly and simply. “That guy’s
scary. I’ve never been anywhere so weird in my whole life. I’ve
never even imagined anything that weird!”

“Well, I think he’s
kinda sweet,” I said. “And sad.”

“Sweet!” Jason said,
taking his arm from around my shoulders and looking me in the face
as if I was completely nuts, too. “Are you serious? That guy’s a
psycho. He should be locked in a nut house and they should throw
away the key!”

“Why?” I asked. “He’s
not hurting anyone. I think he’s just lonely.”

“What do you expect,
living alone in the woods and dressing in aluminum foil?” Jennifer
answered matter-of-factly. She suddenly cocked her head slightly to
one side as if a new thought had just entered her brain. “I wonder
if he sleeps in aluminum-foil pajamas?” Suddenly she straightened
her head and got a very definite look on her face, but her eyes
were not focused on any of us; I think they were focused on an
imaginary audience that she sees in her head sometimes, an audience
that’s there just for her. Want to know something really scary?
Sometimes I think I can hear them clapping inside her head . . . .
“When I have my own line of clothing I’m definitely not doing
anything with aluminum!” She said that last part with definite
finality, as if we had all been waiting breathlessly for her
decision.

You know, in some ways I envied
Jennifer. Not for her good looks. I thought my looks were O.K. Not
fashion-model looks like Jennifer, but I seemed to do O.K. with the
boys; none of them made fun of the way I look, so I guess I’m O.K.
What I sometimes envied about Jennifer was just her whole outlook
on life. She floated back and forth between wanting to be a
world-famous high-fashion model when she grew up, or a world-famous
mega movie star, or a world-famous fashion designer or marrying
world-famous European Royalty and living in a world-famous castle
somewhere.

Me? I didn’t have a clue what I
wanted to do. That’s not something I like admitting to people, not
even myself. Especially myself, come to think of it. I know some
people think Jennifer is shallow and stupid (which she’s not!), but
even so, at least she has ideas and plans and dreams for her
future. My future’s just a big, gray, featureless blob.

Suddenly I realized Jason had
said something to me and was waiting for my response. I focused my
eyes on his face. “Do you really mean to tell me that you don’t
think it’s a little bit crazy to live in the woods all by yourself
in a house covered in aluminum foil with fifty million aluminum
foil satellite dishes all over the place, and every square inch of
your house filled with TV’s? You don’t think that’s
weird?”

I frowned. Of course I thought
all that was a little strange, but so what? As long as Mr. Bell
wasn’t hurting anyone, what difference did it make? Why shouldn’t
people have the right to be different if they want to? Don’t we
encourage creativity in people? Maybe Mr. Bell was a bit more
creative than most people, but so what? I thought he was sweet.
“What about your collection of old TV
Guides?” I asked. “Don’t you think it’s a little nutso to
keep every issue of TV Guide for the past
five years? So what if Mr. Bell is a little weird. Weird can be
good.”

Jason sat back and folded his
arms, unconvinced. “I still say that guy’s way off the deep end.
He’s a lot more than just weird. He’s insane. Certifiable. Sort of
like you.”

I let that pass. I suddenly had
an idea. “What time is it?” I asked.

Alan looked at his watch. “Five
thirty. I gotta get home. My Mom has dinner ready at six on the dot
every night. If I’m not there the dog gets it.”

“I gotta get home,
too,” I said. “But I have an idea. Wesley, can you pick everyone up
after dinner? I think—”

“Sorry, no can do,”
Wesley interrupted as he slowed down in front of Alan’s house. “I
gotta work on my history project. Mr. Stafford called my Mom, told
her if I didn’t ace this project I’d get a “D”. My Mom went
ballistic. She’s gonna be pissed I didn’t come right home
today.”

I sat back and frowned, defeated
before I even began. Jason looked at me and frowned before
speaking. I think he was still a little annoyed that I didn’t agree
with him about Mr. Bell being a total ding bat. “Why? What’dya
wanna do?” he asked.

I let out a breath before I
answered. “I want to go back to the school tonight and see the
ghost again,” I said.

There was silence in the car for
a moment. Alan had already opened the door and had started to get
out; he stopped half in and half out of the car and looked at me as
if I was crazy. They were all looking at me, slightly astonished.
“Why would you want to do that?” Alan finally asked.

“I’m not so sure it’s
a real ghost,” I said. I hadn’t really known I was going to say
that. It just suddenly popped out, springing out of
nowhere.

“What are you talking
about?” Jason asked, an annoyed edge to his voice. I think he
thought I was just trying to be difficult or something. He was
getting more and more cross with me every time I opened my
mouth.

I wasn’t exactly sure what I was
talking about. But there was something gnawing at the back of my
mind, something Mr. Bell said that just didn’t seem right somehow .
. . I just couldn’t put my finger on it yet. But it was there. I’d
figure it out sooner or later. “I just want to take another look at
the ghost,” I finally said. “None of us really looked at it. You
guys ran like rabbits.” Jason and Alan both quickly looked away
from my eyes; I wasn’t looking at Wesley, but I bet he did the same
thing. And Jennifer and I were too scared to really take an
objective look at it. Maybe it’s not a ghost. Maybe it’s something
else.”

“Like what? Space
aliens? You are as nutso as that Bell guy!” Jason said angrily,
sitting back and folding his arms.

As Alan continued getting out of
the car I got out of the back seat and got into the front seat,
leaving Jason and Jennifer in back. Jason didn’t say a word. He
didn’t even look at me. He just sat there with his arms folded
across his chest.

I mumbled: “You’re such a jerk,
sometimes!” and then I didn’t say another word. No one did. Alan
closed the door and Wesley put the car in gear and made straight
for my house, even though Jennifer’s house was slightly closer. No
one said a word when the car pulled up in front of my house and I
got out of the car and walked to my front door.

As I opened my front door I
glanced back at the car, but Wesley had already put the little red
bug in gear and it was pulling away with a tiny cloud of blue smoke
hanging around its tail pipe. I couldn’t really see Jason; he was
just a dark shape in the back seat.
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7

 


My teacher is a
ghost!

“Self,” said I, “this
is the stupidest thing you’ve ever done in your whole life!” I’d
like to say that I don’t talk to myself often, but that’s not
really true. I talk to myself a lot. Some people say that’s not
normal, but I think its perfectly normal. And right now, talking to
myself was the most normal thing I was doing!

“Just stop climbing,
turn around, and go home,” I said to myself quite calmly and
rationally. But for some reason my feet kept going, kept climbing
further and further up Grissom Hill toward Gruesome High. I mean,
Grissom High. No. At ten minutes until midnight it could only be
called Gruesome High!

A part of me still couldn’t
believe I was actually doing this. Just because I had told the
others I wanted to get another look at the ghost was no reason to
be climbing up this hill, all alone, at midnight, armed with
nothing but a tiny flashlight.

When I put it that way, this
really was the stupidest thing I’d ever done in my whole
life!

But for some reason I felt there
was no turning back now. I’d already sneaked out of my parent’s
house—something I don’t normally do, though I have to admit I’ve
done it once or twice before—and I’d already made it almost to the
top of the hill, and it was already almost midnight. There hardly
seemed any point in turning back now.

Besides, there was something
about this whole ghost thing that just wasn’t adding up. I wasn’t
quite sure yet what it was that was screwy, but something kept
buzzing in the back of my mind, telling me that something wasn’t
right.

I tried to keep my mind busy
attempting to figure out what was bugging me about all this so I
wouldn’t have to think about the fact that I was out here all
alone, at midnight, with a ghost, and no one knew I was here. But I
couldn’t help but think about it.

I was scared. My mouth felt as
dry as a cotton ball. I felt the small flashlight in my pocket and
suddenly wondered if it had batteries. I had been so nervous and
excited as I sneaked out of the house I hadn’t even bothered to
check. I thought about checking it now, but decided I was too close
to the top of the hill and I didn’t want to risk the ghost seeing
me before I saw him.
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