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Ghosts, Ghouls, and Eyeballs


Finished!” Joe Hardy yelled, charging out of his new room. “I unpacked everything, Frank. It was easy!”


Joe almost crashed into his brother, Frank, who came puffing up the stairs. He gave Joe a dirty look over the big box in his arms. “Sure it was. You only unpacked one box.”


Joe shrugged. “Big deal. I got out all the good stuff. Check it out.”


The best thing about their new house was that each brother had his own room. They wouldn’t have to draw chalk lines down the middle of the floor anymore.


When Frank looked into Joe’s room, he nearly dropped the box. “Mom is going to kill you,” he said. “This place is crawling with your dumb monster toys!”


“They’re not toys,” Joe said. “It’s my collection of the grossest stuff on earth.”


Joe’s slimy worms, jellied eyeballs, and slippery slugs were strewn all over his room.


His favorite figure sat on the night table beside his bed. It was a wiggly ghost made of milky white plastic, and it had fangs, claws, and two extra arms that looked like snakes. Joe picked it up and stuck it in Frank’s face.


“Mwah-ha, ha.” Joe gave an evil laugh.


Frank pretended to shiver. “Ooooh—I’m soooo scared!” he said.


Joe frowned. Frank was always making fun of his stuff.


Frank dumped the box he was carrying on Joe’s bed. “Hurry up and finish so we can go out and explore.”
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“Hey, watch it! You almost stepped on my Super Slimer.” Joe carefully picked up the figure that Frank had knocked over. “I was just about to put it up there.”


Joe pointed to the top shelf of his bookcase. He jumped up on the bed. Even when he stood on tiptoe, the shelf was too high for him to reach. The slimer slipped out of his hands, and Frank caught it in midair.


“Move over, shrimp,” Frank said. He climbed up, stretched, and put the figure in place.


Frank was nine, only a year older than Joe. And only a little taller.


“Show-off!”


“Race you down the stairs,” Frank yelled. He jumped off the bed and ran. Joe followed him.


“Rotten egg,” Frank said when he reached the bottom first.


Mrs. Hardy was hanging a shade on one of the kitchen windows.


“Mom, can we go outside?” Frank asked.


“That depends,” Mrs. Hardy said. “Did you finish unpacking your boxes?”


“Just about,” Joe said quickly.


Frank rolled his eyes.


“Okay, have fun,” Mrs. Hardy said. “But be home in an hour for dinner.”


Outside, Joe peered up and down the street. “So where are the stores?”


When they lived in New York City, they never had to walk more than a block to find a store. There were all sorts of shops—delis, dry cleaners, fruit stands. Here in Bayport, there was nothing but houses and trees.


“Let’s try this way,” Frank said, pointing to the right.


They walked for a while but saw only houses and lawns and cars parked in driveways. It was the end of the summer, two weeks before school started. The whole neighborhood was quiet.


“I just had a scary thought, Frank,” Joe said. “What if we’re the only kids in this whole town?”


Frank thought for a moment. “If we are the only kids, think of all the candy we’ll get on Halloween.”


Then Frank heard laughter from down the street. Several boys had turned a corner and were running ahead of them.


“Look, there are some kids! I guess we’ll have to share the candy after all,” Frank said.


But Joe wasn’t listening. He was busy staring at a huge mansion across the street.


“Hey, Frank,” Joe said, nudging his brother with his elbow. “Speaking of Halloween, look at that house!”


The old house must have been two times the size of the Hardys’ house. It was brownish gray, and its paint was peeling.


It had lots of windows, but most of them were broken or boarded up. The run-down mansion was surrounded by a black iron fence with spikes on top.


Frank whistled. “Wow.”


“I bet it’s haunted,” Joe whispered.


“No way,” Frank said.


“Yes way!” Joe insisted. “And it’s probably filled with ghosts!”


Frank shook his head. “Look at this place, Joe. No one has lived here for years.”


“Who said anything about living? Ghosts are supposed to be dead, Frank, remember?” Joe said.


“Give me a break!” Frank said.


Joe crossed the street and walked over to the gate. When he pushed, the gate opened with a creak. Then it fell off.


Joe glanced at his brother. “You coming?”


Frank looked unhappily at the house. I don’t know—”


“You’re scared,” Joe said. He walked through the gate. “I may be younger than you, but I’m braver.”


“Who said I was scared?” Frank demanded. He followed Joe.


“Prove that you’re not,” Joe dared his older brother. “Go up and ring the bell.”


For a second Frank stood, not sure. But he wasn’t going to let Joe think he was afraid.


“Out of my way,” Frank said. He marched right up to the door. Then he pressed his finger against the bell, hard.


The bell sounded like an organ in an old monster movie.
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