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| thought | was going to hate noving into a new hou

se. But actually, | had fun.

| played a pretty nean joke on Mom and Dad.

VWiile they were busy in the front room show ng the
nmovi ng nmen where to put stuff, | went exploring.

| found a really neat roomto the side of the dini
ng room

It had big wi ndows on two sides | ooking out onto t
he back yard. Sunlight poured in, making the room
brighter and a | ot nore cheery than the rest of th

e ol d house.

The room was going to be our new famly room You
know, with a TV and CD pl ayer, and maybe a Pi ng- Po
ng table and stuff. But right now it was conpletel

y enpty. _

Except for two gray balls of dust in one corner, wh
i ch gave ne an idea.

Chuckling to nyself, | bent down and shaped the tw

o dust balls with ny hands. Then | began shouti ng
in a real panicky voice: "Mce! Mce! Help! Mce!"
Mom and Dad canme bursting into the roomat the sam

e tinme. Their nouths nearly dropped to the floor w
hen they saw the two gray dust m ce.

| kept screaming, "Mce! Mce!" Pretending | was s

cared of them Trying hard to keep a straight face

an1just stood in the doorway, her nouth hanging o

pen. | really thought she was going to drop her te
et h!

Dad al ways panics nore than Mom He picked up a br
oomthat was | eaning against the wall, ran across

the room and began poundi ng the poor, defensel ess
dust mce with it.

By that tinme, | was |aughing ny head off.

Dad stared down at the glob of dust stuck to the e
nd of the broom and he finally caught on it was a



joke. His face got real red, and | thought his ey
es were going to pop out from behind his gl asses.
"Very funny, Jerone," Momsaid calmy, rolling her
eyes. Everyone calls ne Jerry, but she calls ne J
erone when she's upset with ne. "Your father and |
sure appreciate your scaring us to death when we'
re both very nervous and overworked and trying to
get noved into this house.”
Momis always real sarcastic like that. | think |
probably get ny sense of hunor from her.
Dad just scratched the bald spot on the back of hi
s head. "They really | ooked like mce," he nuttere
d. He wasn't angry. He's used to ny jokes. They bo
th are.
"Why can't you act your age?" Mm asked, shaking he
r head.
"I am" | insisted. | nean, I'mtwelve. So | was a
cting ny age. If you can't play jokes on your pare
nts and try to have a little fun at twelve, when c
an you?
"Don't be such a smart gquy," Dad said, giving ne h
is stern look. "There's a lot of work to be done a
round here, you know, Jerry. You could help out."
He shoved the broomtoward ne.
| raised both hands as if shielding nyself fromda
nger, and backed away. "Dad, you know |l'mallergic
1" | cried.
"Allergic to dust?" he asked.
"No. Allergic to work!"
| expected themto | augh, but they just storned ou
t of the room nuttering to thenselves. "You can a
t |least |ook after Bonkers," Mom called back to ne
. "Keep her out of the novers' way."
"Yeah. Sure," | called back. Bonkers is our cat, a
nd there's no way | can keep Bonkers from doi ng an
yt hi ng!
Let ne say right out that Bonkers is not ny favori
te nmenber of our famly. In fact, | keep as far aw
ay from Bonkers as | can.
No one ever explained to the stupid cat that she's
supposed to be a pet. Instead, | think Bonkers be
| ieves she's a wld, man-eating tiger. O nmaybe a



vanpi re bat.

Her favorite trick is to clinb up on the back of a
chair or a high shelf —and then leap wth her cl
aws out onto your shoulders. | can't tell you how
many good T-shirts have been ripped to shreds by t
his trick of hers. O how nuch blood |I've | ost.
The cat is nasty —just plain vicious.

She's all black except for a white circle over her
f orehead and one eye. Mom and Dad think she's jus
t wonderful. They're always picking her up, and pe
tting her, and telling her how adorable she is. Bo
nkers usually scratches them and nakes them bl eed.
But they never | earn.

When we noved to this new house, | was hopi ng mayb
e Bonkers would get left behind. But, no way. Mom
made sure that Bonkers was in the car first, right
next to ne.

And of course the stupid cat threw up in the back s
eat .

Whoever heard of a cat who gets carsick? She did i

t deliberately because she's horrible and vicious.

Anyway, | ignored Monis request to keep an eye on
her. In fact, | crept into the kitchen and opened

t he back door, hopi ng maybe Bonkers woul d run away
and get | ost.

Then | conti nued ny expl ori ng.

Qur ot her house was tiny, but new. This house was
old. The fl oorboards creaked. The w ndows rattl ed.
The house seened to groan when you wal ked t hrough
i t.

But it was really big. | discovered all kinds of |
ittle roons and deep closets. One upstairs closet

was as big as ny old bedroomn

My new bedroomwas at the end of the hall on the s

econd floor. There were three other roons and a ba

throomup there. | wondered what Mom and Dad pl ann

ed to do with all those roons.

| decided to suggest that one of them be nade into
a Nintendo room W could put a wi de-screen TV in
there to play the ganes on. It would be really ne

at .

As | made plans for ny new video gane room | star



ted to feel a little cheered up. | nean, it isn't
easy to nove to a new house in a new t own.

|"'mnot the kind of kid who cries nuch. But | have
to admt that | felt like crying a | ot when we no

ved away from Cedarville. Especially when | had to
say good-bye to ny friends.

Especially Sean. Sean is a great guy. Mom and Dad
don't like himtoo nmuch because he's kind of noisy
and he likes to burp real |oud. But Sean is ny be
st friend.

| nmean he was ny best friend.

| don't have any friends here in New Goshen.

Mom said Sean could cone stay with us for a few we
eks this summer. That was really nice of her, espe
cially since she hates his burping so nuch.

But it didn't really cheer ne up.

Expl ori ng the new house was nmaking ne feel a littl
e better. The roomnext to mne can be a gym | de
cided. W'll get all those great-I|ooking exercise
machi nes they show on TV.

The novers were hauling stuff into ny room so | c

ouldn't go in there. | pulled open a door to what

| thought was a closet. But to ny surprise, | saw
a narrow, wooden stairway. | guessed it led up to

an attic.

An attic!

|'"d never had an attic before. 1'll bet it's fille
d with all kinds of great old stuff, | thought exc

| tedly. Maybe the people who used to live here | ef

t their old com c book collection up there —and i

t's worth mllions!

| was hal fway up the stairs when | heard Dad's voic

e behind ne. "Jerry, where are you goi ng?"

"Up," | replied. That was pretty obvious.

"You really shouldn't go up there by yourself," he

war ned.

"Why not? Are there ghosts up here or sonethi ng?" |
asked.

| could hear his heavy footsteps on the wooden sta

irs. He followed nme up. "Hot up here," he nuttered

, adjusting his glasses on his nose. "It's so stuf

fy."



He tugged on a chain suspended fromthe ceiling, a
nd an overhead |light canme on, casting pale yell ow

| i ght down on us.

| gl anced quickly around. It was all one room | on

g and low, the ceiling slanting down on both sides
under the roof. I'mnot very tall, but | reached
up and touched the ceiling.

There were tiny, round wi ndows at both ends. But t
hey were covered with dust and didn't let in nmuch

| i ght.

"I't's enpty,"” | nuttered, very disappointed.

"We can store a lot of junk up here," Dad said, |oo0
ki ng around.

"Hey —what's that?" | spotted sonethi ng agai nst t
he far wall and began wal king quickly toward it. T
he fl oorboards squeaked and creaked under ny sneak

ers.

| saw a gray, quilted cover over sonething |arge.
Maybe it's sone kind of treasure chest, | thought.
No one ever accused ne of not having a good inagiha

tion.

Dad was right behind ne as | grabbed the heavy cove
r with both hands and pulled it away.

And stared at a shiny, black piano.

"Wow, " Dad nmurnured, scratching his bald spot, sta
ring at the piano with surprise. "Ww Ww. Wy di
d they | eave this behind?"

| shrugged. "It looks like new," | said. | hit som
e keys with ny pointer finger. "Sounds good."

Dad hit sone keys, too. "It's a really good pi ano,

" he said, rubbing his hand lightly over the keybo
ard. "I wonder what it's doing hidden up here int
he attic like this. . . ."

"It's a nystery," | agreed.

| had no idea how big a nystery it really was.

| couldn't get to sleep that night. | nean, there w
as no way.

| was in ny good old bed fromour old house. But i
t was facing the wong direction. And it was again
st a different wall. And the light fromthe neighb
or's back porch was shining through the wi ndow. Th



e window rattled fromthe wind. And all these cree
py shadows were noving back and forth across the c
ei |l ing.

| "' m never going to be able to sleep in this new roo
m | realized.

It's too different. Too creepy. Too big.

|'"'mgoing to be awake for the rest of ny |ifel

| just lay there, eyes w de open, staring up at the
wei rd shadows.

| had just started to relax and drift off to sleep

when | heard the nusic.

Pi ano nusi c.

At first, | thought it was com ng from outside. Bu
t I quickly realized it was com ng from up above m
e. Fromthe attic!

| sat straight up and listened. Yes. Sone kind of c
| assical nusic. Right over ny head.

| kicked off the covers and |owered ny feet to the

floor.

Who could be up in the attic playing the piano in

the mddle of the night? | wondered. It couldn't b
e Dad. He can't play a note. And the only thing M
m can play is "Chopsticks," and not very well,
Maybe it's Bonkers, | told nyself.

| stood up and |istened. The nusic continued. Very
softly. But | could hear it clearly. Every note.

| started to make ny way to the door and stubbed m

y toe against a carton that hadn't been unpacked.
"OM" | cried out, grabbing ny foot and hoppi ng ar
ound until the pain faded.

Mom and Dad couldn't hear nme, | knew. Their bedroom
was downstairs,
| held ny breath and listened. | could still hear t

he pi ano nusic above ny head.

Wal king slowy, carefully, | stepped out of ny roo
mand into the hallway. The fl oorboards creaked un
der ny bare feet. The fl oor was col d.

| pulled open the attic door and | eaned into the da
rkness.

The nmusic floated down. It was sad nusic, very slow
, very soft.

"Who —who's up there?" | stammered.
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The sad nusic continued, floating down the dark, na
rrow stairway to ne.

"Who's up there?" | repeated, ny voice shaking just
alittle.

Agai n, no reply.

| leaned into the darkness, peering up toward the a

ttic. "Mom is that you? Dad?"

No reply. The nel ody was so sad, so sl ow.

Before | even realized what | was doing, | was cli
nmbi ng the stairs. They groaned | oudly under ny bar

e feet.

The air grew hot and stuffy as | reached the top o

f the stairs and stepped into the dark attic.

The piano nusic surrounded ne now. The notes seened
to be comng fromall directions at once.

"Who is it?" | demanded in a shrill, high-pitched
voice. | guess | was a little scared. "Who's up he
re?"

Sonet hi ng brushed against ny face, and | nearly jum
ped out of ny skin.

It took me a |long, shuddering nonent to realize it
was the |ight chain.

| pulled it. Pale yellow |light spread out over the

| ong, narrow room

The nmusi c st opped.

"Who's up here?" | called, squinting toward the pia
no agai nst the far wall.
No one.

No one there. No one sitting at the piano.
Si | ence.
Except for the floorboards creaking under ny feet

as | wal ked over to the piano. | stared at it, sta
red at the keys.
| don't know what | expected to see. | nean, Soneo

ne was playing the piano. Soneone played it until

t he exact second the light went on. Were did they
go?

| ducked down and searched under the piano.



| know it was stupid, but | wasn't thinking clearl

y. My heart was pounding really hard, and all kind

s of crazy thoughts were spinning through ny brain.

| | eaned over the piano and exam ned t he keyboard.
| thought maybe this was one of those ol d-fashion

ed pianos that played by itself. A player piano. Y

ou know, |ike you sonetines see in cartoons.

But it |ooked |ike an ordinary piano. | didn't see

anyt hi ng special about it.

| sat down on the bench.

And | unped up.

The piano bench was warml As if soneone had just be

en sitting on it!

"Whoa!" | cried aloud, staring at the shiny, black

bench.

| reached down and felt it. It was definitely warm

But | rem nded nyself the whole attic was really w
arm much warner than the rest of the house. The h
eat seened to float up here and stay.

| sat back down and waited for ny racing heart to r
eturn to nornal.

What's going on here? | asked nyself, turning to s
tare at the piano. The bl ack wood was polished so
well, | could see the reflection of ny face starin
g back at ne.

My reflection | ooked pretty scared.

| lowered ny eyes to the keyboard and then hit a fe
w soft notes.

Sonmeone had been playing this piano a few nonents a
go, | knew.

But how coul d they have vanished into thin air with
out nme seeing thenf

| pl unked anot her note, then another. The sound ech
oed through the long, enpty room

Then | heard a | oud creak. Fromthe bottomof the s
tairs.

| froze, ny hand still on the piano keys.

Anot her creak. A footstep.

| stood up, surprised to find ny legs all trenbly.

| listened. | listened so hard, | could hear the ai
r nove.



Anot her footstep. Louder. C oser.

Soneone was on the stairs. Soneone was clinbing to
the attic.

Someone was conming for ne.
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Creak. Creak.
The stairs gave way beneath heavy f oot steps.

My breath caught in ny throat. | felt as if | would
suf f ocat e.
Frozen in front of the piano, | searched for a plac

e to hide. But of course there wasn't any.

Creak. Creak.

And then, as | stared in terror, a head poked up ab
ove the stairwell.

"Dad!" | cried.

"Jerry, what on earth are you doing up here?" He s
tepped into the pale yellow light. H's thinning br
own hair was standing up all over his head. H s pa

jama pants were twisted. One leg had rolled up to
the knee. He squinted at ne. He didn't have his gl
asses on.

"Dad —1 —1 thought —" | sputtered. | knew | sou
nded Ii ke a conplete jerk. But give ne a break —I
was scar ed!

"Do you know what tine it is?" Dad demanded angri |

y. He glanced down at his wist, but he wasn't wea
ring his watch. "It's the mddle of the night, Jer
ryl"

"I —1 know, Dad," | said, starting to feel a litt
| e better. | wal ked over to him "I heard piano nu
sic, see. And so | thought —"

"You what?" His dark eyes grew wide. H s nouth drop
ped open. "You heard what ?"

"Piano nusic," | repeated. "Up here. So | cane upst
airs to check it out, and —"

"Jerry!" Dad exploded. Hi s face got really red. "It
's too late for your dunb jokes!"

"But, Dad —" | started to protest.

"Your nother and | killed oursel ves unpacki ng and



nmoving furniture all day," Dad said, sighing weari

ly. "We're both exhausted, Jerry. | shouldn't have
to tell you that I'min no nood for jokes. | have
to go to work tonorrow norning. | need sone sleep.
"Sorry, Dad," | said quietly. |I could see there wa

s no way | was going to get himto believe ne abou

t the piano nusic.

"I know you're excited about being in a new house,

Dad said, putting a hand on the shoul der of ny p

ajama shirt. "But, conme on. Back to your room You
need your sleep, too."

| gl anced back at the piano. It glimered darkly i
n the pale yellowlight. As if it were breathing.

As if it were alive.

| pictured it runbling toward nme, chasing ne to the
stairs.

Crazy, weird thoughts. | guess | was nore tired tha
n | thought!

"Would you like to learn to play it?" Dad asked sud
denly.

"Huh?" Hi's question caught nme by surprise.

"Would you like to take piano | essons? W could ha

ve the piano brought downstairs. There's room for

it inthe famly room"

"Well . . . maybe," | replied. "Yeah. That m ght be
neat . "

He took his hand from ny shoul der. Then he straigh

tened his pajama bottons and started down the stai

rs. "I'll discuss it wth your nother," he said. "

|"'m sure she'll be pleased. She al ways wanted sone

one to be nusical in the famly. Pull the Iight ch

ai n, okay?"

bediently, | reached up and clicked off the Iight
The sudden darkness was so black, it startled ne

. | stayed cl ose behind ny dad as we nade our way

down the creaking stairs.

Back in ny bed, | pulled the covers up to ny chin.
It was kind of cold in ny room CQutside, the w nt

er wi nd gusted hard. The bedroom wi ndow rattl ed an

d shook, as if it were shivering.

Pi ano | essons m ght be fun, | thought. If they |et
me learn to play rock piano, not that drippy, bor



i ng classical stuff.

After a few | essons, maybe | could get a synthesiz
er. Get two or three different keyboards. Hook the
mup to a conputer.

Then | could do sone conposi ng. Maybe get a group t
oget her.

Yeah. It could be really excellent,

| closed ny eyes.

The w ndow rattl ed again. The ol d house seened to ¢
r oan.

|"Il get used to these noises, | told nyself. I'l]
get used to this old house. After a few nights, |
won't even hear the noises.

| had just about drifted off to sleep when | heard

the soft, sad piano nusic begin again.
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Monday norning, | woke up very early. My cat clock
with the noving tail and eyes wasn't unpacked yet

But | could tell it was early by the pale gray |

I ght com ng through ny bedroom w ndow.

| got dressed quickly, pulling on a clean pair of

faded jeans and a dark green pullover shirt that w

asn't too winkled. It was ny first day at ny new

school, so | was pretty excited.

| spent nore tinme on ny hair than | usually do. My
hair is brown and thick and wiry, and it takes ne
along tinme to slick it down and make it lie flat
the way | like it.

Wien | finally got it right, | nmade ny way down th

e hall to the front stairs. The house was still si

| ent and darKk.

| stopped outside the attic door. It was w de open.

Hadn't | closed it when I'd conme downstairs with ny
dad?

Yes. | renenbered shutting it tight. And now, here
It was, w de open.
| felt a cold chill on the back on ny neck. | close

d the door, listening for the click.



Jerry, take it easy, | warned nyself. Maybe the | a
tch is loose. Maybe the attic door always sw ngs o
pen. It's an old house, renenber?

| ' d been thinking about the piano nusic. Maybe it
was the wind bl owi ng through the piano strings, |
told nyself.

Maybe there was a hole or sonething in the attic w
| ndow. And the wind blew in and made it sound as i
f the piano were playing.

| wanted to believe it had been the wi nd that made
that slow, sad nusic. | wanted to believe it, so
| did.

| checked the attic door one nore tinme, naking sur
e it was |atched, then headed down to the kitchen.

Mom and Dad were still in their room | could hear
t hem getting dressed.
The kitchen was dark and a little cold. | wanted t

o turn up the furnace, but | didn't know where the
t her nost at was.

Not all of our kitchen stuff had been unpacked. Ca

rtons were still stacked against the wall, filled

with gl asses and plates and stuff.

| heard soneone com ng down the hall.

A big, enpty carton beside the refrigerator gave m

e an idea. Snickering to nyself, | junped inside i

t and pulled the [id over ne.

| held ny breath and wait ed.

Footsteps in the kitchen. | couldn't tell if it was
Mom or Dad.

My heart was pounding. | continued to hold ny brea

th. If I didn"t, I knew | would burst out |aughing

The footsteps went right past ny carton to the sin

k. I heard water running. Wwoever it was filled th

e kettle.

Foot steps to the stove.

| couldn't wait anynore.

"SURPRI SE!'" | screaned and junped to ny feet in the
carton.

Dad et out a startled shriek and dropped the kett
le. It |anded on his foot with a thud, then tilted
onto its side on the floor.



Wat er puddl ed around Dad's feet. The kettle roll ed
toward the stove. Dad was howl ing and hol ding his
i njured foot and hoppi ng up and down.

| was | aughing |ike a mani ac! You shoul d've seen t

he | ook on Dad's face when | junped up fromthe ca

rton. | really thought he was going to drop his te
et h!
Mom cane burstlng into the room still buttoning h

er sleeve cuffs. "Wiat's going on in here?" she cr
| ed.

"Just Jerry and his stupid jokes," Dad grunbl ed.
"Jerone!" Mom shouted, seeing all the spilled water
on the linoleum "G ve us a break."

"Just trying to help wake you up,"” | said, grinnin
g. They conplain a lot, but they're used to ny tw
sted sense of hunor.

| heard the piano nusic again that night.

It was definitely not the wind. | recogni zed the sa
me sad nel ody.

| listened for a few nonents. It cane fromright ab
ove nmy room

Who's up there? Who can be playing? |I asked nyself.

| started to clinb out of bed and investigate. But
it was cold in ny room and | was really tired fr

omny first day at the new school.

So | pulled the covers over ny head to drown out t
he piano nusic, and quickly fell asleep.

"Did you hear the piano nusic |ast night?" | asked
nmy nom

"Eat your cornflakes," she replied. She tightened
the belt of her bathrobe and | eaned toward ne over
t he kitchen table.

"How cone | have to have cornfl akes?" | grunbled, m
ushi ng the spoon around in the bow .

"You know the rules," she said, frowning. "Junk cer
eal only on weekends."

"Stupid rule,"” I nuttered. "I think cornflakes is a
junk cereal."

"Don't give ne a hard tine," Mom conpl ai ned, rubbi



ng her tenples. "I have a headache this norning."
"Fromthe piano playing |ast night?" | asked.

"What pi ano playi ng?" she demanded irritably. "Wy
do you keep tal ki ng about piano playing?"

"Didn't you hear it? The piano in the attic? Soneon
e was playing it last night."

She junped to her feet. "Oh, Jerry, please. No jok
es this norning, okay? | told you | have a headach
e

"Did | hear you tal king about the piano?" Dad cane
into the kitchen, carrying the norni ng newspaper.
"The guys are comng this afternoon to carry it d

own to the famly room" He smled at ne. "Linber
up those fingers, Jerry."

Mom had wal ked over to the counter to pour herself
a cup of coffee. "Are you really interested in th
I s piano?" she demanded, eyeing ne skeptically. "A
re you really going to practice and work at it?"
"OF course," | replied. "Maybe."

The two piano novers were there when | got hone fr
om school. They weren't very big, but they were st
rong.

| went up to the attic and watched them while Mom
pull ed cartons out of the famly roomto nake a pl
ace for it.

The two nmen used ropes and a special kind of dolly
. They tilted the piano onto its side, then hoiste

dit onto the dolly.

Lowering it down the narrow staircase was really h

ard. |t bunped against the wall several tines, eve
n though they noved slowy and carefully.

Both novers were really red-faced and sweaty by th

e tinme they got the piano downstairs. | followed t
hem as they rolled it across the living room then
t hrough the di ning room

Mom cane out of the kitchen, her hands jammed into
her jeans pockets, and watched fromthe doorway a

s they rolled the dolly with the piano into the fa
mly room

The nmen strained to tilt it right side up. The bl a

ck, polished wood really glowed in the bright afte



rnoon sunlight through the famly room w ndows.
Then, as they started to | ower the piano to the fl
oor, Mom opened her nouth and started to scream
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"The cat! The cat!" Mom shrieked, her face all tws
ted in alarm

Sure enough, Bonkers was standing right in the spot
where they were | owering the piano.

The piano thudded heavily to the floor. Bonkers ran
out fromunder it just in tine.

Too bad! | thought, shaking ny head. That dunb cat
al nost got what it deserved.

The nen were apologizing as they tried to catch th
eir breath, nopping their foreheads with their red
-and- whi t e bandannas.

Mom ran to Bonkers and picked her up. "My poor litt
le kitty."

O course Bonkers swi ped at Momis arm her claws t
earing out several threads in the sweater sleeve.
Mom dr opped her to the floor, and the creature sli

t hered quickly out of the room

"She's a little freaked out being in a new house,"
Momtold the two workers.

"She always acts like that," | told them

A few minutes |later, the novers were gone. Mom was
in her room trying to fix her sweater. And | was
alone in the famly roomwth ny piano.

| sat on the bench and slid back and forth on it.

The bench was polished and snmooth. It was real sli
ppery.

| planned a really funny conedy act where | sit do

wn to play the piano for Mom and Dad, only the ben

ch is so slippery, | keep sliding right onto the f
| oor.

| practiced sliding and falling for a while. | was
havi ng fun.

Falling is one of ny hobbies. It isn't as easy as i

t | ooks.

After a while, | got tired of falling. | just sat



on the bench and stared at the keys. | tried picki
ng out a song, hitting notes until | found the rig
ht ones.

| started to get excited about learning to play the
pi ano.

| imagined it was going to be fun.

| was wong. Very w ong.

Saturday afternoon, | stood staring out the |iving
roomw ndow. It was a blustery, gray day. It | ook

ed like it was about to snow.

| saw the piano teacher wal king up the driveway. He
was right on tinme. Two o' cl ock.

Pressing ny face against the window, | could see t
hat he was big, kind of fat. He wore a long, puffy
red coat and he had bushy white hair. Fromthis d
| stance, he sort of |ooked |ike Santa C aus.

He wal ked very stiffly, as if his knees weren't goo

d. Arthritis or sonething, | guessed.

Dad had found his nane in a tiny ad in the back of
t he New Goshen newspaper. He showed it to ne. It

sai d:

THE SHREEK SCHOOL
New Met hod Pi ano Trai ning

Since it was the only ad in the paper for a piano t
eacher, Dad called it.

And now, Mom and Dad were greeting the teacher at

t he door and taking his heavy red coat. "Jerry, th
is is Dr. Shreek," Dad said, notioning for ne to |
eave ny place by the w ndow.

Dr. Shreek smled at ne. "Hello, Jerry."”

He really did look Iike Santa C aus, except he had
a white nustache, no beard. He had round, red che
eks and a friendly smle, and his blue eyes sort o

f twi nkled as he greeted ne.

He wore a white shirt that was com ng untucked arou
nd his big belly, and baggy, gray pants.

| stepped forward and shook hands with him H's ha
nd was red and ki nd of spongy. "Nice to neet you,
Dr. Shreek," | said politely.



Mom and Dad grinned at each other. They coul d never
believe it when | was polite!

Dr. Shreek put his spongy hand on ny shoul der. "I
know | have a funny nane," he said, chuckling. "I
probably should change it. But, you have to admt,
it's a real attention-getter!”

We all | aughed.

Dr. Shreek's expression turned serious. "Have you e

ver played an instrunent before, Jerry?"

| thought hard. "Well, | had a kazoo once!"
Everyone | aughed agai n.

"The piano is a little nore difficult than the kaz

00," Dr. Shreek said, still chuckling. "Let ne see
your pi ano."

| Ied hi mthrough the dining roomand into the fam
ily room He wal ked stiffly, but it didn't seemto
sl ow hi m down.

Mom and Dad excused thensel ves and di sappeared upst

airs to do nore unpacki ng.

Dr. Shreek studied the piano keys. Then he lifted

t he back and exam ned the strings with his eyes.

Very fine instrunent," he nmurnured. "Very fine."
"We found it here,” | told him

Hi s nouth opened in a little O of surprise. "You fo
und it?"

"In the attic. Soneone just left it up there," | sa
i d.

"How strange,"” he replied, rubbing his pudgy chin.
He straightened his white nustache as he stared a

t the keys. "Don't you wonder who played this pian
o before you?" he asked softly. "Don't you wonder

whose fingers touched these keys?"

"Well . . ." I really didn't know what to say.
"What a nystery," he said in a whisper. Then he no

tioned for ne to take a seat on the piano bench.

| was tenpted to do ny conedy act and slide right
off onto the floor. But | decided |I'd save it for

when | knew him better.

He seened like a nice, jolly kind of guy. But | di
dn't want himto think | wasn't serious about |ear
ning to play.

He dropped down beside ne on the bench. He was so



w de, there was barely roomfor the two of us.

"WIIl you be giving ne | essons here at hone every

week?" | asked, scooting over as far as | could to
make room

"I'"l'l give you |lessons at hone at first," he repli

ed, his blue eyes twinkling at ne. "Then, if you s

how prom se, Jerry, you can cone to ny school.”

| started to say sonething, but he grabbed ny hands

"Let me take a | ook," he said, raising ny hands cl
ose to his face. He turned them over and studied b
oth sides. Then he carefully exam ned ny fingers.
"What beautiful hands!" he excl ai ned breathl essly.
"Excel | ent hands!"

| stared down at ny hands. They didn't | ook |ike an
yt hi ng special to ne. Just nornmal hands.

"Excell ent hands," Dr. Shreek repeated. He pl aced
themcarefully on the piano keys. He showed ne wha
t each note was, starting wwth C, and he had ne pl
ay each one with the correct finger.

"Next week we will start,"” he told ne, clinbing up
fromthe piano bench. "I just wanted to neet you
t oday. "

He searched through a small bag he had | eaned agai
nst the wall. He pulled out a workbook and handed
it tonme. It was called Beginning to Play: A Hands
-On Appr oach.

"Look this over, Jerry. Try to learn the notes on
pages two and three." He nmade his way over to his
coat, which Dad had draped over the back of the co
uch.

"See you next Saturday," | said. | felt alittle d
| sappoi nted that the | esson had been so short. | t
hought |I'd be playing sonme great rock riffs by now.
He pulled on his coat, then cane back to where | w

as sitting. "I think you wll be an excellent stud
ent, Jerry," he said, smling.

| nuttered thanks. | was surprised to see that his
eyes had settled on ny hands. "Excellent. Excelle
nt," he whi spered.

| felt a sudden chill.
| think it was the hungry expression on his face.



What's so speci al about ny hands? | wondered. Wy d
oes he like them so nuch?

It was weird. Definitely weird.

But of course | didn't know how weird.
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CDEFGABC.

| practiced the notes on pages two and three of th

e pi ano wor kbook. The book showed which finger to
use and everyt hi ng.

This is easy, | thought.

So when can | start playing sone rock and roll?

| was still picking out notes when Mom surfaced fr

om the basenent and poked her head into the famly
room Her hair had cone | oose fromthe bandanna s
he had tied around her head, and she had dirt snud

ges on her forehead.

"Did Dr. Shreek | eave already?" she asked, surprise

d.

"Yeah. He said he just wanted to neet ne," | told

her. "He's com ng back next Saturday. He said | ha

d excel |l ent hands."

"You do?" She brushed the hair out of her eyes. "W

ell, maybe you can take those excell ent hands down
to the basenent and use themto help us unpack so

me boxes."

"Oh, no!" | cried, and | slid off the piano bench a

nd fell to the floor.

She didn't |augh.

That night, | heard piano nusic.

| sat straight up in bed and listened. The nusic fl
oated up from downstairs.

| clinbed out of bed. The fl oorboards were cold un
der ny bare feet. | was supposed to have a car pet,
but Dad hadn't had tinme to put it down yet.

The house was silent. Through nmy bedroom w ndow, |
could see a gentle snow com ng down, tiny, fine f
| akes, gray agai nst the black sky.

"Soneone is playing the piano," | said aloud, star



tled by the huskiness of ny sleep-filled voi ce.
"Soneone i s downstairs playing ny piano."

Mom and Dad nust hear it, | thought. Their roomis
at the far end of the house. But they are downsta
irs. They nust hear it.

| crept to ny bedroom door.

The sane slow, sad nelody. | had been hunming it j
ust before dinner. Mom had asked ne where |'d hear

dit, and | couldn't renenber.

| | eaned agai nst the doorfrane, ny heart poundi ng,
and listened. The nusic drifted up so clearly, |

coul d hear each note.

Who i s playing?

Who?

| had to find out. Trailing ny hand al ong the wall
, | hurried through the dark hallway. There was a
night-light by the stairway, but | was always forg

etting to turn it on.

| made ny way to the stairs. Then, gripping the wo

oden banister tightly, |I crept down, one step at a
time, trying to be silent.

Trying not to scare the piano player away.

The wooden stairs creaked quietly under ny weight.
But the nusic continued. Soft and sad, al nbst nou
rnful .

Ti ptoeing and holding ny breath, | crossed the liv
ing room A streetlight cast a wash of pale yell ow
across the floor. Through the [arge front w ndow,

| could see the tiny snowflakes drifting down.
| nearly tripped over an unpacked carton of vases
| eft next to the coffee table. But | grabbed the b
ack of the couch and kept nyself fromfalling.
The nusic stopped. Then started agai n.
| | eaned agai nst the couch, waiting for ny heart to
st op poundi ng so hard.
Where are Mom and Dad? | wondered, staring toward t
he back hallway where their room was.
Can't they hear the piano, too? Aren't they curiou
s? Don't they wonder who is in the famly roomin
the mddle of the night, playing such a sad song?
| took a deep breath and pushed nyself away fromt
he couch. Slowy, silently, | nmade ny way through



t he di ning room

|t was darker back there. No light fromthe street
.| noved carefully, aware of all the chairs and t
able legs that could trip ne up.

The door to the famly roomstood just a few feet a
head of ne. The nusic grew | ouder.

| took a step. Then anot her.

| noved into the open doorway.

Wo is it? Wiois it?

| peered into the darkness.

But before | could see, soneone uttered a horrifyi
ng shri ek behind ne —and shoved ne hard, pushing
me down to the floor.
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| hit the floor hard on ny knees and el bows.

Anot her |oud shriek —right in ny ears.

My shoul ders throbbed with pain.

The lights canme on.

"Bonkers!" | roared.

The cat |eapt off ny shoul ders and scurried out of
the room

"Jerry —what are you doi ng? What's goi ng on?" Mom
demanded angrily as she ran into the room

"What's all the racket?" Dad was right behind her,
squi nting hard wthout his gl asses.

"Bonkers junped on ne!" | screaned, still on the fl
oor. "Ow. My shoulder. That stupid cat!"

"But, Jerry —" Momstarted. She bent to help pull
me up.

"That stupid cat!" | funmed. "She junped down from
t hat shelf. She scared ne to death. And | ook —I 00

k at ny pajama shirt!"

The cat's claws had ripped right through the should
er.

"Are you cut? Are you bl eedi ng?" Mom asked, pullin
g the shirt collar down to exam ne ny shoul der.

"We really have to do sonething about that cat," D
ad nuttered. "Jerry is right. She's a nenace."

Mom i mredi ately junped to Bonkers' defense. "She w



as just frightened, that's all. She probably thoug
ht Jerry was a burglar.”

"A burglar?" | shrieked in a voice so high, only d

ogs could hear ne. "How could she think | was a bu
rglar? Aren't cats supposed to see in the dark?"
"Well, what were you doing down here, Jerry?" Mm

asked, straightening ny pajama shirt collar. She p

atted ny shoulder. As if that would help.

"Yeah. Why were you skul ki ng around down here?" Da

d demanded, squinting hard at ne. He could barely

see a thing without his gl asses.

"I wasn't skul king around,” | replied angrily. "I h

eard piano nusic and —"

"You what ?" Mom i nterrupted.

"I heard piano nusic. In the famly room So | cane
down to see who was playing."

My parents were both staring at ne as if | were a M

artian.

"Didn't you hear it?" | cried.

They shook their heads.

| turned to the piano. No one there. O course.

| hurried over to the piano bench, |eaned down, and
rubbed nmy hand over the surface.

It was warm

"Soneone was sitting here. | can tell!" | exclained

"Not funny," Mom said, making a face.

"Not funny, Jerry," Dad echoed. "You came down her
e to pull sone kind of joke —didn't you!" he accu
sed.

"Huh? Me?"

"Don't play innocent, Jerone," Momsaid, rolling h
er eyes. "We know you. You're never innocent."

"I wasn't playing a joke!" | cried angrily. "I hear
d music, soneone playing —"

"Who?" Dad denmanded. "Who was pl ayi ng?"

"Maybe it was Bonkers," Mm joked.

Dad | aughed, but | didn't.

"What was the joke, Jerry? What were you planning t
o do?" Dad asked.

"Were you going to do sonething to the piano?" Mm
demanded, staring at nme so hard, | could practica



lly feel it. "That's a valuable instrunent, you kn
ow. "

| sighed wearily. | felt so frustrated, | wanted t
o shout, scream throw a fit, and maybe slug them
both. "The piano is haunted!" | shouted. The words

just popped into ny head.
"Huh?" It was Dad's turn to give ne a hard stare.
"It must be haunted!"™ | insisted, ny voice shaking
. "It keeps playing —but there's no one playing i
t!"
"I've heard enough," Mom nuttered, shaking her head
"I'"'m goi ng back to bed."
"Ghosts huh?" Dad asked, rubbing his chin thought
fully. He stepped up to ne and | owered his head, t
he way he does when he's about to unl oad sonething
serious. "Listen, Jerry, | know this house m ght
seem ol d and ki nd of scary. And | know how hard it
was for you to | eave your friends behind and nove
away. "
"Dad, please —" | interrupted.
But he kept going. "The house is just old, Jerry.
Addand alittle rundown. But that doesn't nean it
's haunted. These ghosts of yours —don't you see?
—they're really your fears com ng out."
Dad was a psychology major in college.

"Skip the lecture, Dad," | told him "lI'mgoing to
bed. "

"Okay, Jer," he said, patting ny shoul der. "Renenb
er —in a few weeks, you'll know I'mright. In a f
ew weeks, this ghost business wll all seemsilly

to you."

Boy, was he wrong!

| slamred ny | ocker shut and started to pull on ny

j acket. The long school hallway echoed with |augh

I ng voices, slamm ng | ockers, calls and shouts.

The halls were always noisier on Friday afternoons

. School was over, and the weekend was here!

"Oooh, what's that snell?" | cried, making a di sgus
ted face.

Beside ne, a girl was down on her knees, pawing th

rough a pile of junk on the floor of her |ocker. "



| wondered where that apple disappeared to!" she e

xcl ai med.

She clinbed to her feet, holding a shriveled, brow

n apple in one hand. The sour aronma i nvaded ny nos

trils. | thought | was going to hurl!

| must have been making a funny face, because she

burst out | aughing. "Hungry?" She pushed the disgu

sting thing in ny face.

"No thanks." | pushed it back toward her. "You can

have it."

She | aughed again. She was kind of pretty. She had
| ong, straight black hair and green eyes.

She set the rotten apple down on the floor. "You'r

e the new kid, right?" she asked. "I'"'mKim KimLi
Chin."

"H," | said. | told her ny nane. "You're in ny nmat
h class. And science class,” |I told her.

She turned back to her |ocker, searching for nore
stuff. "I know," she replied. "I saw you fall out
of your chair when Ms. Klein called on you."

"I just did that to be funny," | explained quickly.

"I didn't really fall."
"I know," she said. She pulled a heavy gray wool s
weat er down over her lighter sweater. Then she rea
ched down and renoved a black violin case from her
| ocker.
"I's that your |unchbox?" | joked.
"I"'mlate for ny violin I esson," she answered, sla
mm ng her | ocker shut. She struggled to push the p
adl ock cl osed.

"I'"'mtaking piano |l essons,” | told her. "Well, | ne
an | just started.”
"You know, | |ive across the street fromyou," she

sai d, adjusting her backpack over her shoul der.
| wat ched you nove in."

"Real ly?" | replied, surprised. "Well, nmaybe you c
ould cone over and we could play together. | nean,
play nmusic. You know. |I'mtaking | essons every Sa

turday with Dr. Shreek."

Her nouth dropped open in horror as she stared at m
e. "You're doing what?" she cri ed.

"Taki ng piano |l essons with Dr. Shreek," | repeated.



"Oh!" She uttered a soft cry, spun around, and bega
n running toward the front door.

"Hey, Kim —" | called after her. "Kim—what's wo
ng?"

But she di sappeared out the door.
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"Excel | ent hands. Excellent!" Dr. Shreek decl ared.
"Thanks," | replied awkwardly.

| was seated at the piano bench, hunched over the
pi ano, ny hands spread over the keys. Dr. Shreek s

t ood beside ne, staring down at ny hands.

"Now play the piece again," he instructed, raising
his blue eyes to mne. H's smle faded beneath hi
S white nustache as his expression turned serious.
"Play it carefully, ny boy. Slowy and carefully.
Concentrate on your fingers. Each finger is alive
, remenber —alive!"

"My fingers are alive," | repeated, staring down at
t hem

What a weird thought, | told nyself.

| began to play, concentrating on the notes on the
musi ¢ sheet propped above the keyboard. It was a

sinpl e nel ody, a beginner's piece by Bach.

| thought it sounded pretty good.

"The fingers! The fingers!" Dr. Shreek cried. He |

eaned down toward the keyboard, bringing his face

close to mne. "Renenber, the fingers are alive!"

What's with this guy and fingers? | asked nyself.

| finished the piece. | glanced up to see a frown d

arken his face.

"Pretty good, Jerry," he said softly. "Now |l et us t
ry it a bit faster."

"I goofed up the mddle part,"” | confessed.

"You | ost your concentration," he replied. He reac
hed down and spread ny fingers over the keys. "Aga
in," he instructed. "But faster. And concentrate.

Concentrate on your hands."

| took a deep breath and began the piece again. But



this tinme | nessed it up i nmediately.

| started over. It sounded pretty good. Only a few

cl unkers.

| wondered if Mom and Dad could hear it. Then | re

menbered they had gone grocery shoppi ng.

Dr. Shreek and | were alone in the house.

| finished the piece and | owered ny hands to ny | ap

with a sigh.
"Not bad. Now faster," Dr. Shreek ordered.
"Maybe we should try another piece," | suggested. "

This is getting kind of boring."

"Faster this tinme," he replied, totally ignoring m
e. "The hands, Jerry. Renenber the hands. They're
alive. Let them breathe!"

Let them breathe?

| stared down at ny hands, expecting themto talk b
ack to ne!

"Begin," Dr. Shreek instructed sternly, |eaning ove
r ne. "Faster.”

Sighing, | began to play again. The sane boring tun
e.

"Faster!" the instructor cried. "Faster, Jerry!"

| played faster. My fingers noved over the keys, p

ounding themhard. | tried to concentrate on the n
otes, but | was playing too fast for ny eyes to ke
ep up.

"Faster!" Dr. Shreek cried excitedly, staring down
at the keyboard. "That's it! Faster, Jerry!"

My fingers were noving so fast, they were a bl ur!
"Faster! Faster!™

Was | playing the right notes? | couldn't tell. It

was too fast, too fast to hear!

"Faster, Jerry!" Dr. Shreek instructed, scream ng
at the top of his lungs. "Faster! The hands are al
ive! Alive!"

"I can't do it!" I cried. "Please —!"
"Faster! Faster!™
"I can't!"™ | Iinsisted. It was too fast. Too fast to

play. Too fast to hear.

| tried to stop.

But ny hands kept goi ng!

"Stop! Stop!" | screaned down at themin horror.



"Faster! Play faster!" Dr. Shreek ordered, his eye
S wwde wth excitenent, his face bright red. "The
hands are alive!"

"No —please! Stop!" | called down to ny hands. "St
op playing!"

But they really were alive. They woul dn't stop.

My fingers flew over the keys. A crazy tidal wave o
f notes flooded the famly room

"Faster! Faster!" the instructor ordered.

And despite ny frightened cries to stop, ny hands
gl eefully obeyed him playing on, faster and faste
r and faster.
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Faster and faster, the nusic swirled around ne.
It's choking nme, | thought, gasping for breath. | c
an't breathe.

| struggled to stop ny hands. But they noved frant
ically over the keyboard, playing |ouder. Louder.
My hands began to ache. They throbbed with pain.

But still they played. Faster. Louder.

Until | woke up.

| sat up in bed, w de awake.

And realized | was sitting on ny hands.

They both tingled painfully. Pins and needles. My h
ands had fallen asl eep.

| had been asleep. The weird piano |l esson —it was
a dream

A strange ni ght mare.

"I't's still Friday night," | said aloud. The sound

of ny voice hel ped bring ne out of the dream

| shook ny hands, trying to get the circulation go
ing, trying to stop the unconfortable tingling.

My forehead was sweating, a cold sweat. My entire
body felt clamy. The pajama shirt stuck danply to
nmy back. | shuddered, suddenly chill ed.

And realized the piano nusic hadn't stopped.

| gasped and gri pped the bedcovers tightly. Hol di ng
my breath, | |istened.

The notes floated into ny dark bedroom



Not the frantic roar of notes fromny dream The sl

ow, sad nelody | had heard before.

Still trenbling fromny frightening dream | clinbe

d silently out of bed.

The nmusic floated up fromthe famly room so soft,
so nour nful .

Who is playing down there?

My hands still tingled as | nade ny way over the c

old floorboards to the doorway. | stopped in the h

all and |istened.

The tune ended, then began agai n.

Tonight | amgoing to solve this nystery, | told ny

sel f.

My heart was pounding. My entire body was tingling
now. Pins and needl es up and down ny back.

| gnoring how frightened I felt, | wal ked quickly d

own the hall to the stairway. The di m ni ght-1i ght

down near the floor made ny shadow rise up on the

wal | .

It startled ne for a nonent. | hung back. But then
| hurried down the stairs, |eaning hard on the ba
nister to keep the steps fron1creak|ng

The piano nusic grew |louder as | crossed the dark |
I Vi ng room

Nothing is going to stop ne tonight, | told nyself.
Not hi ng.

Tonight | amgoing to see who is playing the piano.

The music continued, soft high notes, so |ight and
sad.

| tiptoed carefully through the dining room holdin
g ny breath, listening to the nusic.

| stepped up to the doorway to the famly room

The nmusic continued, a little I ouder.

The sane nel ody, over and over.

Peering into the darkness, | stepped into the room

One step. Another.

The piano was only a few feet in front of ne.

The nmusic was so clear, so close.

But | couldn't see anyone on the piano bench. | cou
| dn't see anyone there at all.



Who is playing? Wo is playing this sad, sad nusic
i n the darkness?

Trenbling all over, | took another step closer. Ano
t her step.

"Who —who's there?" | called out in a choked whisp
er.

| stopped, ny hands knotted tensely into tight fis

ts at ny sides. | stared hard into the bl ackness,
straining to see.
The nmusic continued. | could hear fingers on the k

eys, hear the slide of feet on the pedals.
"Who's there? Who's playing?' My voice was tiny and
shrill.,

There's no one here, | realized to ny horror.,
The piano is playing, but there's no one here.
Then, slowy, very slowy, like a gray cloud form

ng in the night sky, the ghost began to appear.
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At first | could just see faint outlines, pale lin
es of gray noving agai nst the bl ackness.

| gasped. My heart was poundi ng so hard, | thought
it would burst.

The gray |lines took shape, began to fill in.

| stood frozen in terror, too frightened to run or
even | ook away.

And as | stared, a woman cane into view | coul dn’

t tell if she was young or old. She had her head d
own and her eyes cl osed, and was concentrating on

t he piano keys.

She had | ong, wavy hair hanging | oose down to her
shoul ders. She wore a short-sleeved top and a | ong
skirt. Her face, her skin, her hair —all gray. E

veryt hi ng was gray.

She continued to play as if | weren't standing ther

e.

Her eyes were closed. Her lips fornmed a sad snile.
She was kind of pretty, | realized.

But she was a ghost. A ghost playing the piano in o
ur famly room



"Who are you? What are you doi ng here?" My high-pi

tched, tight voice startled ne. The words cane fly
I ng out, al nost beyond ny control.

She stopped playi ng and opened her eyes. She stare
d hard at nme, studying ne. Her smle faded quickly
. Her face revealed no enotion at all.

| stared back, into the gray. It was |like |ooking a

t sonmeone in a heavy, dark fog.

Wth the nusic stopped, the house had becone so qu
let, so terrifyingly quiet. "Who —who are you?" |
repeated, stammering in ny tiny voice.

Her gray eyes narrowed in sadness. "This is ny hou

se," she said. Her voice was a dry whi sper, as dry
as dead | eaves. As dry as death.

"This is ny house." The whi spered words seened to

cone fromfar away, so soft | wasn't sure | had he

ard them

"I —don't understand," | choked out, feeling a co
|d chill at the back of ny neck. "Wat are you doi
ng here?"

"My house," cane the whispered reply. "My piano."

"But who are you?" | repeated. "Are you a ghost?"
As | uttered ny frightened question, she let out a
| oud sigh. And as | stared into the grayness, | s

aw her face begin to change.

The eyes cl osed, and her cheeks began to droop. He
r gray skin appeared to fall, to nelt away. It dro
oped |i ke cookie batter, like soft clay. It fell o
nto her shoul ders, then tunbled to the floor. Her
hair followed, falling off in thick clunps.

A silent cry escaped ny |lips as her skull was revea
| ed. Her gray skull.

Not hi ng remai ned of her face except for her eyes,
her gray eyes, which bulged in the open sockets, s
taring at ne through the darkness.

"Stay away fromny piano!" she rasped. "I'm warning
you — STAY AWAY! ™"

| backed up and turned away fromthe hideous, rasp
ing skull. | tried to scranble away, but ny legs d
i dn't cooperate.

fell.

I
Hit the floor on ny knees.



| struggled to pull nyself up, but | was shaking to

o hard.

"Stay away fromny piano!" The gray skull glared at
me wth its bul ging eyes.

"Moml Dad!" | tried to scream but it cane out a nu

ffled whisper.

| scranbled to ny feet, ny heart pounding, ny throa

t closed tight with fear.

"This is ny house! My piano! STAY AWAY!"

"Monml Help ne! Dad!”

This tinme | managed to call out. "Mom —Dad —pl eas

el

To ny relief, | heard bunping and clunping in the h

all. Heavy f oot steps.

"Jerry? Jerry? \Where are you?" Momcalled. "OM" |
heard her bunp into sonething in the dining room
Dad reached the famly roomfirst.

| grabbed hi mby the shoul ders, then pointed. "Dad

—1l ook! A ghost! It's a GHOST!"
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Dad clicked on the light. Momstunbled into the roo
m hol di ng one knee.
| pointed in horror to the piano bench.
Whi ch was now enpty.
"The ghost —I saw her!" | cried, shaking all over
| turned to ny parents. "Did you hear her? Did vy
ou?"
"Jerry, calmdown." Dad put his hands on ny trenbl
i ng shoul ders. "Calmdown. It's okay. Everything i

s okay."

"But did you see her?" | demanded. "She was sitting
t here, playing the piano, and —"

"Ow. | really hurt ny knee," Mom groaned. "I bunped

it on the coffee table. Oww ™
"Her skin dropped off. Her eyes bul ged out of her
skull!" | told them | couldn't get that grinning
skull out of ny mnd. | could still see her, as if
her picture had been burned into ny eyes.
"There's no one there," Dad said softly, holding on



to nmy shoul ders. "See? No one."

"Did you have a ni ghtmare?" Mdm asked, bending to m

assage her knee.

"I't wasn't a nightmare!" | screaned. "I saw her! |
really did! She talked to ne. She told nme this wa

s her piano, her house."

"Let's sit down and tal k about this,"'
"Would you like a cup of hot cocoa?"

"You don't believe me —do you?" | cried angrily.

|"'mtelling you the truth!"

"We don't really believe in ghosts," Dad said quie

tly. He guided ne to the red | eat her couch agai nst
the wall and sat down beside ne. Yawni ng, Mom fol

| owed us, lowering herself onto the soft couch arm

"You don't believe in ghosts, do you, Jerry?" Mma

sked.

"I do now" | exclained. "Wiay don't you listen to

me? | heard her playing the piano. | canme downst ai

rs and | saw her. She was a wonan. She was all gra
. And her face fell off. And her skull showed thr

ough. And —and —"

| saw Mom gi ve Dad a | ook.

Why woul dn't they believe ne?

"A woman at work was telling ne about a doctor," M

omsaid softly, reaching down and taking ny hand.

"A nice doctor who talks with young people. Dr. Fr

Mom suggest ed

ye, | think his nane was."

"Huh? You nean a psychiatrist?" | cried shrilly. "Y
ou think I''mcrazy?"

"No, of course not," Momreplied quickly, still ho

| ding on to ny hand. "I think sonething has made y

ou very nervous, Jerry. And | don't think it would
hurt to talk to soneone about it."

"What are you nervous about, Jer?" Dad asked, stra
i ghtening the collar of his pajama shirt. "lIs it t
he new house? Going to a new school ?"

"Is it the piano | essons?" Mom asked. "Are you wor
ri ed about the | essons?" She glanced at the piano,
gl eam ng bl ack and shiny under the ceiling |ight.
"No. I'mnot worried about the |lessons,"” | nuttere
d unhappily. "I told you —I'mworried about the ¢
host! "



"' mgoing to make you an appointnment with Dr. Fry

e," Momsaid quietly. "Tell him about the ghost, J
erry. I'Il bet he can explain it all better than vy
our father and | can.™

"' mnot crazy," | nuttered.
"Sonet hi ng has you upset. Sonething is giving you
bad dreans,"” Dad said. "This doctor will be able t
o explainit to you." He yawned and stood up, stre
tching his arns above his head. "lI've got to get s
one sl eep.”
"Me, too," Momsaid, letting go of ny hand and cli
nmbi ng off the armof the couch. "Do you think you
can go to sleep now, Jerry?"
| shook ny head and nuttered, "I don't know. "
"Do you want us to wal k you to your roon®?" she aske
d.
"I"'mnot alittle baby!" | shouted. | felt angry a
nd frustrated. | wanted to scream and scream unti |
t hey believed ne.
"Wel |, good night, Jer," Dad said. "Tonorrow s Satu
rday, so you can sleep late.™
"Yeah. Sure," | nuttered.
"I'f you have any nore bad dreans, wake us up," Mm
sai d.
Dad clicked off the |ight. They headed down the hal
| to their room
| made ny way across the living roomto the front s
tairs.
| was so angry, | wanted to hit sonething or kick s
onething. | was really insulted, too.
But as | clinbed the creaking stairs in the darknes
s, ny anger turned to fear.
The ghost had vanished fromthe famly room What
I f she was waiting for ne up in ny roon?
What if | wal ked into ny roomand the disgusting g
ray skull with the bul ging eyeballs was staring at
me fromny bed?
The fl oorboards squeaked and groaned beneath ne as
| slowy made ny way through the hall to ny room
| suddenly felt cold all over. My throat tightene
d. | struggled to breathe.
She's in there. She's in there waiting for ne,



| knew it. |I knew she'd be there.

And if | scream if | cry for help, Momand Dad w |
| just think |'mcrazy.

What does the ghost want?

Wiy does she play the piano every night? Wiy did s
he try to frighten ne? Wiy did she tell ne to stay
away ?

The questions rolled through ny mnd. | couldn't a
nswer them | was too tired, too frightened to thi
nk clearly.

| hesitated outside ny room breathing hard.

Then, holding onto the wall, | gathered ny courage

and st epped inside.

As | noved into the darkness, the ghost rose up in

front of ny bed.
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| uttered a choked cry and staggered back into the
door way.

Then | realized | was staring at ny covers. | nust
have ki cked them over the foot of the bed during
ny ni ghtmare about Dr. Shreek. They stood in a clu

np on the floor.

My heart pounding, | crept back into the room gra
bbed t he bl anket and sheet, and pulled them back o
nto the bed.

Maybe | am cracki ng up! | thought.

No way, | assured nyself. | mght be scared and fr
ustrated and angry —but | saw what | saw.
Shivering, |I slid into bed and pulled the covers u
ptony chin. | closed ny eyes and tried to force
the picture of the ugly gray skull fromny m nd.
Wien | finally started to drift off to sleep, | hea
rd the piano nusic start again.

Dr. Shreek arrived pronptly at two the next aftern
oon. Mom and Dad were out in the garage, unpacking
nore cartons. | took Dr. Shreek's coat, then | ed

himinto the famly room
It was a cold, blustery day outside, threatening s



now. Dr. Shreek's cheeks were pink fromthe cold.
Wth his white hair and nustache, and round belly
under his baggy, white shirt, he | ooked nore I|ike
Santa C aus than ever.

He rubbed his pudgy hands together to warmthem an
d notioned for ne to take a seat at the piano benc
h. "Such a beautiful instrunment,"” he said cheerily
, running a hand over the shiny, black top of the
pi ano. "You are a very lucky young man to find thi
S waiting for you."

"I guess," | replied wthout enthusiasm

| had slept till eleven, but | was still tired. An
d | couldn't shake the ghost and her warning from
my m nd.

"Have you practiced your notes?" Dr. Shreek asked,

| eani ng agai nst the piano, turning the pages of t
he musi ¢ wor kbook.
"Alittle,” | told him
"Let me see what you have |l earned. Here." He began
to place ny fingers over the keys. "Renenber? Thi
S is where you start."

| played a scal e.
"Excel l ent hands," Dr. Shreek said, smling. "Keep
repeating it, please."
The | esson went well. He kept telling ne how good

| was, even though | was just playing notes and a
si npl e scal e.

Maybe | do have sone talent, | thought.

| asked himwhen | could begin | earning sonme rock r
| ffs.

He chuckl ed for sone reason. "In due tine,
i ed, staring at ny hands.

| heard Mom and Dad cone in through the kitchen do
or. A few seconds |ater, Mom appeared in the fam|

he repl

y room rubbing the arnms of her sweater. "It's rea
|1y getting cold out there," she said, smling at
Dr. Shreek. "I think it's going to snow. "

"I't'"s nice and warmin here," he replied, returning
her sm | e.

"How s the | esson goi ng?" Mom asked him

"Very well," Dr. Shreek told her, w nking at ne.
| think Jerry shows a ot of promse. | would like



himto start taking his |lessons at ny school ."
"That's wonderful!" Mom exclained. "Do you really t
hi nk he has tal ent ?"
"He has excellent hands,"” Dr. Shreek replied.
Sonet hi ng about the way he said it gave ne a cold c
hill.
"Do you teach rock nusic at your school ?" | asked.
He patted ny shoulder. "W teach all kinds of nusi
c. My school is very large, and we have many fine

i nstructors. W have students of all ages there. D
o you think you could cone after school on Fridays
A

"That woul d be fine," Mm said.
Dr. Shreek crossed the room and handed ny nom a ca

rd. "Here is the address of ny school. |I'mafraid
it is on the other end of town."

"No problem " Mdym said, studying the card. "I get
off work early on Fridays. | can drive him"

"That will end our |esson for today, Jerry," Dr. S
hreek said. "Practice the new notes. And I'll see
you Friday."

He followed ny nomto the living room | heard the
m chatting quietly, but I couldn't make out what t
hey were sayi ng.

| stood up and wal ked to the window. It had starte
d to snow, very large flakes com ng down really ha
rd. The snow was already starting to stick.

Staring into the back yard, | wondered if there we
re any good hills to sled on in New Goshen. And |
wondered if ny sled had been unpacked.

| cried out when the piano suddenly started to play

Loud, jangling noise. Like soneone pounding furious
|y on the keys with heavy fists.

Pound. Pound. Pound.

"Jerry —stop it!" Mom shouted fromthe living room

"' m not doing it!" | cried.
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Dr. Frye's office wasn't the way | pictured a psyc
hiatrist's office. It was small and bright. The wa
|1s were yellow, and there were colorful pictures

of parrots and toucans and other birds hangi ng all
ar ound.

He didn't have a black | eather couch |ike psychi at
rists always have on TV and in the novies. |nstead
, he had two soft-|ooking, green arnchairs. He did
n't even have a desk. Just the two chairs.

| sat in one, and he sat in the other.

He was a | ot younger than | thought he'd be. He | o

oked younger than ny dad. He had wavy red hair, sl
i cked down with sone kind of gel or sonething, | t
hi nk. And he had a face full of freckles.

He just didn't ook |ike a psychiatrist at all.
"Tell nme about your new house," he said. He had hi

S legs crossed. He rested his | ong notepad on them
as he studi ed ne.

"It's a big, old house,” | told him "That's about
it."

He asked ne to describe ny room so | did.

Then we tal ked about the house we noved fromand m

y old room Then we tal ked about ny friends back h

one. Then we tal ked about ny new school .

| felt nervous when we started. But he seened okay
. He listened carefully to everything |I said. And
he didn't give ne funny | ooks, like |I was crazy or
sonet hi ng.

Even when | told himabout the ghost.

He scri bbled down a few notes when | told him abou

t the piano playing late at night. He stopped wit
ing when | told himhow I'd seen the ghost, and ho

w her hair fell off and then her face, and how she
had screaned at ne to stay away.

"My parents didn't believe ne," | said, squeezing

the soft arns of the chair. My hands were sweating

"It's a pretty weird story,"” Dr. Frye replied. "If
you were your nom or dad, and your kid told you t
hat story, would you believe it?"

"Sure," | said. "If it was true."

He chewed on his pencil eraser and stared at ne.



"Do you think I'mcrazy?" | asked.

He | owered his notepad. He didn't smle at the que
stion. "No. | don't think you're crazy, Jerry. But
t he human m nd can be really strange sonetines."
Then he launched into this long | ecture about how
sonetines we're afraid of sonething, but we don't
admt to ourselves that we're afraid. So our m nd
does all kinds of things to show that we're afraid
, even though we keep telling ourselves that we're

not afraid.

In other words, he didn't believe ne, either.
"Moving to a new house creates all kinds of stress
," he said. "It is possible to start imagining tha
t we see things, that we hear things —just so we
don't admt to ourselves what we're really afraid
of . "

"I didn't imagine the piano nusic," |I said. "I can
hum t he nelody for you. And | didn't inagine the
ghost. | can tell you just what she | ooked Iike."

"Let's tal k about it next week," he said, clinbing
to his feet. "Qur tinme is up. But until next tine
, | just want to assure you that your mnd is perf
ectly normal. You're not crazy, Jerry. You shoul dn
't think that for a second.”

He shook ny hand. "You'll see," he said, openingt
he door for ne. "You'll be anmazed at what we figur
e out is behind that ghost of yours."

| muttered thanks and wal ked out of his office.

| made ny way through the enpty waiting roomand st
epped into the hallway.

And then | felt the ghost's icy grip tighten around
nmy neck.
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The unearthly cold shot through ny entire body.
Utering a terrified cry, | jerked away and spun ar
ound to face her.

"Mom" | cried, ny voice shrill and tiny.

"Sorry nmy hands are so cold," she replied calmy,
unaware of how badly she had scared ne. "It's free



zing out. Didn't you hear ne calling you?"

"No," | told her. My neck still tingled. | tried t
orub the cold away. "I . . . uh . . . was thinkin
g about stuff, and —"

"Well, | didn't nean to scare you," she said, |ead

i ng the way across the small parking ot to the ca
r. She stopped to pull the car keys from her bag.
"Did you and Dr. Frye have a nice tal k?"

"Kind of," | said.

This ghost has ne junping out of ny skin, | realiz
ed as | clinbed into the car. Now |I'm seeing the ¢
host everywhere.

| have got to calmdown, | told nyself. |I've just ¢
ot to.

|'ve got to stop thinking that the ghost is follow
ng ne.

But how?

Friday after school, Momdrove ne to Dr. Shreek's
musi ¢ school. It was a cold, gray day. | stared at
ny breath steam ng up the passenger w ndow as we
drove. It had snowed the day before, and the roads

were still icy and slick.
"I hope we're not late," Momfretted. W stopped f
or alight. She cleared the windshield in front of
her wwth the back of her gloved hand. "I"'mafraid
to drive any faster than this."
Al of the cars were inching along. W drove past
a bunch of kids building a snow fort in a front ya
rd. One little red-faced kid was crying because th
e others wouldn't et himjoin them
"The school is practically in the next town," Mm
remar ked, punping the brakes as we slid toward an
i ntersection. "I wonder why Dr. Shreek has his sch
ool so far away from everything."
"I don't know," | answered dully. | was kind of ne
rvous. "Do you think Dr. Shreek will be ny instruc
tor? O do you think I'Il have soneone el se?"
Mom shrugged her shoul ders. She | eaned forward ove
r the steering wheel, struggling to see through th
e steaned-up w ndshi el d.
Finally, we turned onto the street where the schoo



| was located. | stared out at the block of dark,
ol d houses. The houses gave way to woods, the bare
trees tilting up under a white bl anket of snow.
On the other side of the woods stood a brick build
i ng, half-hidden behind tall hedges. "This nust be
t he school ," Mom said, stopping the car in the m
ddl e of the street and staring up at the old build
ing. "There's no sign or anything. But it's the on
|y building for blocks."
"I't's creepy-looking," | said.
Squi nting through the w ndshield, she pulled the c
ar into a narrow gravel driveway, nearly hidden by
the tall, snow covered hedges.
"Are you sure this is it?" | asked. | cleared a sp
ot on the window wth ny hand and peered through i
t. The old building | ooked nore |ike a prison than
a school. It had rows of tiny w ndows above the g
round floor, and the wi ndows were all barred. Thic
k ivy covered the front of the building, nmaking it
appear even darker than it was.
"I"'mpretty sure,"” Momsaid, biting her lip. She |
owered the wi ndow and stuck her head out, gazing u
p at the enornous, old house.
The sound of piano nusic floated into the car. Not
es and scal es and nelodies all m xed together.
"Yeah. We've found it!" Mom declared happily. "Go
on, Jerry. Hurry. You're late. I'"'mgoing to go pic
k up sonething for dinner. 1'll be back in an hour

| pushed open the car door and stepped out onto th
e snowy driveway. My boots crunched loudly as | st
arted to jog toward the buil ding.

The piano nusic grew | ouder. Scal es and songs junb
| ed together into a deafening runble of noise.

A narrow wal k Ied up to the front stoop. The wal k

hadn't been shovel ed, and a | ayer of ice had forne
d under the snow. | slipped and nearly fell as | a
pproached the entrance.

| stopped and gazed up. It | ooks nore |ike a haunt
ed house than a nusic school, | thought with a shi
ver.

Wiy did | have such a heavy feeling of dread?



Just nervous, | told nyself.

Shruggi ng away ny feeling, | turned the cold brass
door knob and pushed open the heavy door. It creak
ed open slowy. Taking a deep breath, | stepped in

to the school .
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A long, narrow hall stretched before ne. The hall
was surprisingly dark. Comng in fromthe bright,
white snow, it took ny eyes a long tine to adjust.
The walls were a dark tile. My boots thudded noi si
|y on the hard floor. Piano notes echoed through t
he hall. The nusic seened to burst out fromall di
rections.

Where is Dr. Shreek's office? | wondered.

| made ny way down the hall. The lights grew di mme
r. | turned into another |ong hallway, and the pia
no nusic grew | ouder.

There were dark brown doors on both sides of this

corridor. The doors had small, round windows in th
em As | continued walking, | glanced into the wn
dows.

| could see smling instructors in each room their
heads bobbing in rhythmto piano nusic.

Searching for the office, | passed door after door
Each room had a student and an instructor. The p
| ano sounds becane a roar, |ike an ocean of nusic

crashing against the dark tile walls.

Dr. Shreek really has a lot of students, | thought
. There nust be a hundred pianos pl ayi ng at once!

| turned another corner and then anot her.

| suddenly realized | had conpletely |lost ny sense
of direction. I had no idea where | was. | couldn
't find nmy way back to the front door if | wanted

t o!

"Dr. Shreek, where are you?" | nuttered to nyself.
My voi ce was drowned out by the boom ng piano nus
i c that echoed off the walls and | ow ceiling.

| began to feel a little frightened.

What if these dark halls twisted on forever? | ima



gi ned nysel f wal ki ng and wal king for the rest of m

y life, unable to find ny way out, deafened by the
poundi ng pi ano nusic.

"Jerry, stop scaring yourself," | said al oud.

Sonet hi ng caught ny eye. | stopped wal king and sta

red up at the ceiling. A small, black canera was p

erched above ny head.

|t appeared to be a video canera, |ike the security
caneras you see in banks and stores.

Was soneone watching ne on a TV screen sonewhere?

| f they were, why didn't they cone help ne find the
way to Dr. Shreek?

| began to get angry. What kind of school was this

? No signs. No office. No one to greet people.

As | turned another corner, | heard a strange thum

ping sound. At first | thought it was just another
piano in one of the practice roons.

The thunping grew | ouder, closer. | stopped in the
m ddl e of the hall and listened. A high-pitched w

hi ne rose up over the thunping sounds.

Louder. Louder.

The fl oor seened to shake.

And as | stared down the dark hall, an enornous no

nster turned the corner. Its huge, square body glo

wed in the dimlight as if it were nade of netal.

Its rectangul ar head bobbed near the ceiling.

Its feet crashed against the hard floor as it nove

d to attack ne. Eyes on the sides of its head flas

hed an angry red.
"No!" | cried, swallow ng hard.

It uttered its high-pitched whine in reply. Then i

t lowered its gleam ng head as if preparing for ba

ttle.

| spun away, determ ned to escape.

To nmy shock, as | turned, | saw Dr. Shreek.

He stood just a few yards down the hall. Dr. Shree

k was wat ching the enornous creature nove in on ne

, a pleased grin on his face.
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| stopped short with a | oud gasp.

Behind ne, the creature was stonping closer, blasti
ng out its angry whine.

Ahead of nme, Dr. Shreek, his blue eyes glowng wth
pl easure, bl ocked ny escape.

| cried out, preparing to be caught from behi nd by

the silvery nonster.

But it stopped.

Si | ence.
No crashing of its heavy netallic feet. No shrill w
hi ne.

"Hell o, Jerry," Dr. Shreek said calmy, still grin
ning. "What are you doing all the way back here?"
Breat hing hard, | pointed to the nonster, which st
ood silently, staring down at ne. "I —I —"

"You are admring our floor sweeper?" Dr. Shreek as
ked.

"Your what?" | managed to choke out.

"Qur floor sweeper. It is rather special," Dr. Shr
eek said. He stepped past ne and put a hand on the
front of the thing.

"I't —it's a machi ne?" | stanmmered.

He | aughed. "You didn't think it was alive, did you
A

| just gaped at it. | was still too freaked out to
speak.

"M. Toggle, our janitor, built this for us," Dr.
Shreek said, rubbing his hand al ong the square net

al front of it. "It works like a dream M. Toggle
can build anything. He's a genius, a true genius."
"Wh- why does it have a face?" | asked, hangi ng bac
k against the wall. "Wiy does it have eyes that I|i

ght up?"

"Just M. Toggle's sense of hunor,"” Dr. Shreek rep
| i ed, chuckling. "He put in those caneras, too." H
e pointed to the video canera perched on the ceili
ng. "M . Toggle is a nechanical genius. W coul dn'
t do athing wthout him W really couldn't."”

| took a few reluctant steps forward and admred t
he fl oor sweeper fromcloser up. "I —I couldn't f
i nd your office," | told Dr. Shreek. "I was wander
I ng and wandering —"



"I apol ogize," he replied quickly. "Let us begin yo

ur | esson. Cone."

| followed himas he led the way back in the direc

tion | had cone. He wal ked stiffly but rapidly. Hi

s white shirt was untucked in front of his big sto

mach. He swung his hands stiffly as he wal ked.

| felt really stupid. Inmagine letting nyself be ter

rified by a fl oor sweeper!

He pushed open one of the brown doors with a round
wi ndow, and | followed himinto the room | glanc

ed quickly around. It was a snmall, square roomlig

hted by two rows of fluorescents on the ceiling. T

here was no w ndow.

The only furniture was a small, brown upright piano

, a narrow piano bench, and a nusic stand.

Dr. Shreek notioned for ne to sit down on the pian

o bench, and we began our |esson. He stood behind

me, placing ny fingers carefully on the keys, even
t hough | now knew how to do it nyself.

We practiced different notes. | hit Cs and Ds. T

hen we tried E's and F's. He showed ne ny first ch

ord. Then he had ne do scal es over and over.

"Excel lent!" he declared near the end of the hour.
"Excel lent work, Jerry. |I'mnost pleased.” H s Sa

nta C aus cheeks were bright pink beneath his whit

e nust ache.

| squeezed ny hands together, trying to get rid of

I

a cranp. "Are you going to be ny teacher?" aske
d.

He nodded. "Yes, | wll instruct you in the basics
," he replied. "Then when your hands are ready, yo
uwll be given over to one of our fine teachers."”

"When ny hands are ready?"

What exactly did he nean by that?

"Let us try this short piece," he said, reaching o
ver me to turn the page in the nmusic book. "Now, t
his piece has only three notes. But you nust pay a
ttention to the quarter notes and the half notes.
Do you renenber how | ong to continue a half note?"
| denonstrated on the piano. Then | tried to play
the short nelody. | did pretty well. Only a few cl
unkers.



"Wonderful! Wonderful!" Dr. Shreek declared, stari
ng at ny hands as | played. He glanced at his watc

h. "I"mafraid our tine is up. See you next Friday
, Jerry. Be sure to practice what | showed you."
| thanked himand clinbed to ny feet. | was glad t

he | esson was over. Having to concentrate so hard
was really tiring. Both ny hands were sweating, an

dIl still had a cranp in one.
| headed to the door, then stopped. "Wich way do
| go?" | asked. "How do | get to the front?"

Dr. Shreek was busy collecting the work sheets we
had used, tucking theminto the nusic book. "Just
keep going left," he said w thout |ooking up. "You
can't mss it."

| said good-bye and stepped out into the dark hall

way. My ears were immedi ately attacked by the roar
of piano notes.

Aren't the other |essons over? | wonder ed.

How cone they keep pl aying even though the hour is
up?

| glanced in both directions, making sure there we
re no fl oor sweepers waiting to attack. Then | tur
ned left, as Dr. Shreek had instructed, and began
to follow the hallway toward the front.

As | passed door after door, | could see the smli
ng instructors inside each room their heads novin
ginrhythmwth the piano playing.

Most of the students in these roons were nore adva
nced than me, | realized. They weren't practicing
notes and scal es. They were playing |long, conplica
ted pieces.

| turned left, then when the corridor cane to an en
d, turned left one nore tine.

It took ne a while to realize that | was |ost again

Had | mssed a left turn sonewhere?

The dark halls with their rows of brown doors on bo
th sides all | ooked alike.

| turned left again. My heart began to pound. Wy w
asn't anyone else in the hall?

Then up ahead | saw doubl e doors. The front exit nu
st be through those doors, | decided.



| made ny way eagerly to the doubl e doors and star

ted to push through them —when powerful hands gra
bbed ne from behind, and a gruff voice rasped in m
y ear, "No, you don't!"
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"Huh?" | uttered a startled cry.

The hands pulled ne back, then et go of ny shoul de
rs.

The doubl e doors swung back into place.

| spun around to see a tall, wiry man with long, s

craggly black hair and a stubbly black beard. He w
ore a yellow T-shirt under deni moveralls.

"Not that way," he said softly. "You' re |ooking fo

r the front? It's up there." He pointed to the hal

| to the left.

"Oh. Sorry," | said, breathing hard. "You . . . sca
red nme."

The man apol ogi zed. "I1'll take you to the front,"
he of fered, scratching his stubbly cheek. "Alow m
e to introduce nyself. I'm M. Toggle."

"Oh. H ," | said. "I"mJerry Hawkins. Dr. Shreek t
old ne about you. | —I saw your floor sweeper."

He smled. H's black eyes lit up |like dark coals.
"It's a beauty, isn't it? | have a few other creat
ions like it, sone even better."

"Dr. Shreek says you're a nechanical genius," | gus
hed.

M. Toggle chuckled to hinself. "Yes. | progranmed
himto say that!" he joked. W both | aughed.

"Next time you cone to the school, I'lIl show you s

one of ny other inventions," M. Toggle offered, a
djusting his overall straps over his slender shoul
ders.

"Thanks," | replied. The front door was right up a
head. | was never so glad to see a door! "I'msure

|"I'l catch on to the layout of this place," | sai
d

He didn't seemto hear me. "Dr. Shreek tells me yo
u have excellent hands,"” he said, a strange smle



form ng under his stubbly black beard. "That's wha
t we |look for here, Jerry. That's what we | ook for

Feeling kind of awkward, | thanked him | nean, wh
at are you supposed to say when soneone tells you
what excell ent hands you' ve got?

| pushed open the heavy front door and saw Mom wai

ting in the car. "Good night!" | called, and eager
|y ran out of the school, into the snow eveni ng.
After dinner, Momand Dad insisted that | show the
mwhat | had learned in ny piano lesson. | really
didn't want to. | had only |l earned that one sinple
song, and | still hadn't played it all the way th

rough wi t hout goofing it up.

But they forced nme into the famly room and pushed

me onto the piano bench. "If I'n1g0|ng to pay for

the |l essons, | want to hear what you're | earning,
Dad said. He sat down close to Momon the couch,

facing the back of the piano.

"We only tried one song," | said. "Couldn't we wait
till I |learn nore?"

"Play it," Dad ordered.

| sighed. "I have a cranp in ny hand."

"Cone on, Jerry. Don't nake excuses," NMom snapped
inpatiently "Just play the song, okay? Then we wo
n't bug you anynore tonight.

"What did the school |ook |ike?" Dad asked Mom "I
t's way on the other side of town, isn't it?"
"It's practically out of town," Momtold him "It'
s inthis very old house. Kind of run-down | ooking
, actually. But Jerry told ne it's nice inside."

"No, | didn't,"” | interrupted. "I said it was big.
| didn't say it was nice. | got lost in the halls
tw ce!”

Dad | aughed. "I see you have your nother's sense of
di rection!"

Mom gave Dad a playful shove. "Just play the piece,
she said to ne.

| found it in the nusic book and propped the book

in front of me on the piano. Then | arranged ny fi

ngers on the keys and prepared to play.



But before |I hit the first note, the piano erupted
with a barrage of low notes. It sounded as if som

eone was poundi ng on the keys with both fists.
"Jerry —stop it," Momsaid sharply. "That's too |l o
ud. "

"That can't be what you | earned,"” Dad added.

| set nmy fingers in place and began to pl ay.

But ny notes were drowned out by the horrible, |oud
bangi ng agai n.

It sounded like a little kid pounding away on the k

eys as hard as he coul d.

"Jerry —give us a break!" Mm shouted, hol ding her
ears.

"But |"'mnot doing it!" | screaned. "It isn't ne!"
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They didn't believe ne.

| nstead, they got angry. They accused ne of never
t aki ng anything seriously, and sent ne up to ny ro
om

| was actually glad to get out of the famly room
and away from that haunted piano. | knew who was p
oundi ng the keys and naki ng that racket. The ghost
was doing it.

Why? What was she trying to prove?

What did she plan to do to ne?

Those questions | couldn't answer . . . yet.

The next Friday afternoon, M. Toggle kept his pro
m se. He greeted ne at the door to the piano schoo
| after nmy nom dropped ne off. He led ne through t
he twisting halls to his enornous wor kshop.

M. Toggle's workshop was the size of an auditoriu
m The vast roomwas cluttered with machi nes and e
| ectroni c equi pnent.

An enor nous two-headed netal creature, at least th
ree tines as tall as the floor sweeper that had te
rrified me the week before, stood in the center. |
t was surrounded by tape nachi nes, stacks of el ect
ric notors, cases of tools and strange-I|ooking par



ts, video equipnent, a pile of bicycle wheels, sev
eral piano franmes with no insides, aninmal cages, a
nd an old car with its seats renoved.

One entire wall seened to be a control panel. It h
ad nore than a dozen video screens, all on, all sh
ow ng different classes going on in the school. Ar
ound the screens were thousands of dials and knobs
, blinking red and green |ights, speakers, and mc
r ophones.

Beneath the control panel, on a counter that ran t
he I ength of the room stood at |east a dozen conp
uters. Al of them seened to be powered up.

"Wow " | exclainmed. My eyes kept darting from one
amazing thing to another. "I don't believe this!"
M. Toggle chuckled. His dark eyes lit up. "I find

ways to keep busy," he said. He led ne to an uncl
uttered corner of the enornous room "Let ne show
you sone of ny nusical instrunents."

He wal ked to a row of tall, gray netal cabinets al
ong the far wall. He pulled a fewitens froma cab
I net and cane hurryi ng back.

"Do you know what this is, Jerry?" He held up a sh
i ny, brass instrunent attached to sone kind of tan

"A saxophone?" | guessed.

"A very special saxophone,” he said, grinning. "Se
e? It's attached to this tank of conpressed air. T
hat nmeans you don't have to blowinto it. You can
concentrate on your fingering."

"Ww," | said. "That's really neat."

"Here. Put this on," M. Toggle urged. He slipped

a brown | eather cap over ny head. The cap had seve
ral thin wires flowi ng out the back, and it was at
tached to a snmall keyboard.

"What is it?" | asked, adjusting the cap over ny ea
rs.

"Blink your eyes," M. Toggle instructed.

| blinked ny eyes, and the keyboard played a chord
.| noved ny eyes fromright to left. It played an
ot her chord. | wi nked one eye. It played a note.
"It's conpletely eye-controlled,” M. Toggle said w
ith pride. "No hands required."



"Wow, " | repeated. | didn't know what else to say.

This stuff was amazi ng!

M. Toggle glanced up at a row of clocks on the co
ntrol panel wall. "You're late for class, Jerry. D
r. Shreek will be waiting. Tell himit's ny fault,
okay?"

"Ckay," | said. "Thanks for showi ng ne everything."

He | aughed. "I didn't show you everything," he jok

ed. "There's lots nore." He rubbed his stubbly bea
rd. "But you'll see it all in due tine."

| thanked hi magain and hurried toward the door. |

t was nearly four-fifteen. |I hoped Dr. Shreek woul

dn't be angry that | was fifteen mnutes | ate.

As | jogged across the enornous workroom | nearly
ran into a row of dark netal cabinets, shut and p

adl ocked.

Turning away fromthem | suddenly heard a voi ce.

"Hel p!'" A weak cry.

| stopped by the side of the cabinet and |istened h

ard.

And heard it again. Alittle voice, very faint. "He
| p me, please!”
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"M. Toggle —what's that?" | cried.

He had begun fiddling with the wires on the brown

| eat her cap. He slowy | ooked up. "What's what ?"
"That cry," | told him pointing to the cabinet. "I
heard a voice."

He frowned. "It's just damaged equi pnent," he nutte
red, returning his attention to the wres.

"Huh? Damaged equi pnent?" | wasn't sure | had heard
hi m correctly.

"Yeah. Just sone damaged equi pnent," he repeated i
npatiently. "You' d better hurry, Jerry. Dr. Shreek
must be wondering where you are.™

| heard a second cry. A voice, very weak and tiny.

"Hel p ne —pl ease! "

| hesitated. M. Toggle was staring at ne inpatient



ly.
| had no choice. | turned and ran fromthe room th
e weak cries still in ny ears.

On Saturday afternoon I went outside to shovel sno
w of f our driveway. It had snowed the night before
, only an inch or two. Now it was one of those cle
ar wnter days wth a bright blue sky overhead.

It felt good to be out in the crisp air, getting s
one exercise. Everything seened so fresh and cl ean

| was finishing dowmn at the bottomof the drive, m

y arns starting to ache fromall the shoveling, wh

en | saw KimLi Chin. She was clinbing out of her
not her's bl ack Honda, carrying her violin case. |

guessed she was conming froma | esson.

| had seen her in school a few tines, but | hadn't
really tal ked to her since that day she ran away

fromnme in the hall.

"Hey!" | called across the street, | eaning on the s
hovel, a little out of breath. "H!"

She handed the violin case to her nother and waved
back. Then she canme jogging toward ne, her bl ack
hi ght ops crunching over the snow. "How s it goi ng?

" she asked. "Pretty snow, huh?"

| nodded. "Yeah. Want to shovel sone? | still have
to do the wal k. "

She | aughed. "No thanks." She had a high, tinkly la

ugh, like two glasses clinking together.

"You coming froma violin | esson?" | asked, still |
eani ng on the shovel.

"Yeah. |I'mworking on a Bach piece. It's pretty har
d. 1

"You're ahead of ne," | told her. "I'"mstill doing

nostly notes and scal es.”

Her smle faded. Her eyes grew t houghtful.

W talked a little while about school. Then |I aske
dif she'd like to cone in and have sone hot choco
| ate or sonet hing.

"What about the wal k?" she asked, pointing. "I thou
ght you had to shovel it."

"Dad woul d be disappointed if |I didn't save sone of



it for him" | joked.

Momfilled two big white nugs with hot chocol ate.

O course | burned ny tongue on the first sip.
Kimand | were sitting in the den. Kimsat on the
pi ano bench and tapped sone keys lightly. "It has

a really good tone," she said, her face grow ng se
rious. "Better than ny nother's piano."

"Why did you run away that afternoon?" | blurted ou
t.

It had been on nmy m nd ever since it happened. | ha
d to know t he answer.

She | owered her eyes to the piano keyboard and pret
ended she hadn't heard ne.

So | asked again. "Way did you run away |ike that,
Ki nf"

"I didn"t," she replied finally, still avoiding ny

eyes. "I was late for a lesson, that's all."
| set nmy hot chocol ate nug down on the coffee tabl
e and | eaned against the armof the couch. "I told

you | was going to take piano | essons at the Shre
ek School, renmenber? Then you got this strange | oo
k on your face, and you ran away."

Ki m si ghed. She had the white hot chocolate nug in
her lap. | saw that she was gripping it tightly i

n both hands. "Jerry, | really don't want to talk
about it," she said softly. "It's too . . . too sc
ary. "

"Scary?" | asked.

"Don't you know the stories about the Shreek School
?" she asked.
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| laughed. |I'm not sure why. Maybe it was the seri
ous expression on Kims face. "Stories? Wuat Kkind

of stories?"

"I really don't want to tell you," she said. She t
ook a long sip fromthe white nug, then returned i
t to her Iap.

"I just noved here, renenber?" | told her. "So I h



aven't heard any stories. Wiat are they about?"

"Thi ngs about the school," she nuttered. She clinb
ed off the piano bench and wal ked to the w ndow, c
arrying the nmug in one hand.

"What kinds of things?" | demanded. "Conme on, Kim —
tell ne!"

"Well . . . things like, there are nonsters there,

" she replied, staring out the windowinto ny snow

y back yard. "Real nonsters that live in the basem
ent."

"Monsters?" | | aughed.

Kim spun around. "It's not funny," she snapped.
"I've seen the nonsters,” | told her, shaking ny he
ad.

Her face filled with surprise. "You' ve what ?"

"I've seen the nonsters," | repeated. "They're fl oo
r sweepers."”

"Huh?" Her nouth dropped open. She nearly spilled
hot chocol ate down the front of her sweatshirt. "F
| oor sweepers?”

"Yeah. M. Toggle built them He works at the scho
ol. He's sone kind of nechanical genius. He builds
all kinds of things."

"But —" she started.
"I saw one ny first day at the school," | continue
d. "I thought it was sone kind of nonster. It nade

this weird whining sound, and it was coni ng right
at ne. | practically dropped ny teeth! But it was
one of M. Toggle's floor cleaners.™
Kimtilted her head, staring at nme thoughtfully.
Wel I, you know how stories get started," she said.
"I knew they probably weren't true. They probably
all have sinple explanations |Iike that."
"All?" | asked. "There are nore?"
"Well . . ." She hesitated. "There were stories ab
out how kids went in for | essons and never cane ou
t again. How they vani shed, just disappeared.™
"That's inpossible,"” | said.
"Yeah, | guess,"” she quickly agreed.
Then | renenbered the tiny voice fromthe cabinet,
cal ling out for help.
It had to be sone invention of M. Toggle's, | told



nmyself. It had to be.

Damaged equi pnent, he said. He didn't seemthe | eas
t bit excited or upset about it.
"I't's funny how scary stories get started," Kimsai
d, wal king back to the piano bench.

"Well, the piano school building is creepy and ol d
," | said. "It really looks like sonme kind of haun
ted mansion. | guess that's probably why sone of t

he stories got started.”
"Probably," she agreed.

"The school isn't haunted, but that piano is!" | t
old her. | don't know what nmade ne say it. | hadn
t told anyone about the ghost and the piano. | kne

w no one woul d believe ne.

Kimgave a little start and stared at the piano.
This piano i s haunted? What do you nean? How do yo
u know?"

"Late at night, | hear soneone playing it," | told
her. "A woman. | saw her once."

Ki m | aughed. "You're putting nme on —right?"

| shook ny head. "No, I'mserious, Kim | saw this

woman. Late at night. She plays the sane sad nel o
dy over and over."

"Jerry, cone on!" Kim pleaded, rolling her eyes.
"The woman tal ked to ne. Her skin fell off. It —i
t was so frightening, Kim Her face disappeared. H
er skull, it stared at ne. And she warned ne to st
ay away. Stay away."

| felt a shiver. Sonehow | had shut that scary sce
ne out of ny mnd for a few days. But now, as | to
ld it to Kim it all canme back to ne.

Kimhad a big grin on her face. "You're a better s
toryteller than | am" she said. "Do you know a | o
t of ghost stories?"

"I't isn't a story!" | cried. Suddenly, | was desper
ate for her to believe ne.

Kimstarted to reply, but nmy nom poked her head in
to the famly roomand interrupted. "Kim your nom
just called. She needs you to cone hone now. "
"@Quess |'d better go," Kimsaid, setting down the h
ot chocol at e nug.

| followed her out.



We had just reached the famly room doorway when t
he pi ano began to play. A strange junble of notes.
"See?" | cried excitedly to Kim "See? Now do you b
elieve me?"
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We both turned back to stare at the piano.
Bonkers was strutting over the keys, her tail strai
ght up behi nd her.

Kim | aughed. "Jerry, you're funny! | alnost believe
d you!"

"But —but —" | sputtered.

That stupid cat had nade a fool of ne again.

"See you in school,"” Kimsaid. "I |oved your ghost
story.”

"Thanks," | said weakly. Then I hurried across the

roomto chase Bonkers off the piano.

Late that night | heard the piano playing again.

| sat straight up in bed. The shadows on ny ceiling
seened to be noving in tine to the nusic.

| had been sleeping lightly, restlessly. |I nust ha
ve kicked off ny covers in ny sleep, because they
were bunched at the foot of the bed.

Now, listening to the famliar slow nelody, | was w
| de awake.

This was not Bonkers strutting over the keys. This

was the ghost.

| stood up. The floorboards were ice-cold. Qutside
t he bedroom wi ndow, | could see the winter-bare t
rees shivering in a strong breeze.

As | crept to the bedroom doorway, the nusic grew |
ouder .

Should I go down there? | asked nyself.

WIIl the ghost disappear the mnute | poke ny head
into the famly roon?

Do | really want to see her?

| didn't want to see that hideous, grinning skull a

gai n.

But | realized | couldn't just stand there in the



doorway. | couldn't go back to bed. | couldn't ign
ore it.

| had to go investigate.

| was pulled downstairs, as if tugged by an invisib
| e rope.

Maybe this time Momand Dad w Il hear her, too, |

t hought as | nmade ny way al ong the hallway. Mybe

they will see her, too. Maybe they wll finally be
| i eve ne.

Kimflashed into ny mnd as | started down the cre
aking stairs. She thought | was nmaking up a ghost
story. She thought | was trying to be funny.

But there really was a ghost in ny house, a ghost

pl aying ny piano. And | was the only one who knew

i t.

Into the living room Across the worn carpet to the
di ni ng room

The nusic floated so gently, so quietly.

Such ghostly nusic, | thought. :

| hesitated j ust short of the fan1|y room door way.
Whul d she vani sh the instant | peeked in?

Was she waiting for ne?

Taking a deep breath, | took a step into the famly
room
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She had her head down, her long hair falling over h
er face.

| couldn't see her eyes.

The piano nmusic seened to swrl around ne, pulling
me cl oser despite ny fear.

My legs were trenbling, but | took a step closer. T
hen anot her .

She was all gray. Shades of gray agai nst the bl ack
ness of the night sky through the w ndows.

Her head bobbed and swayed in rhythmw th the nusi
c. The sl eeves of her blouse billowed as her arns
noved over the keys.

| couldn't see her eyes. | couldn't see her face.
Her long hair covered her, as if hiding her behind



a curtain. _ _
The nmusic soared, so sad, so incredibly sad.

| took a step closer. | suddenly realized | had fo
rgotten to breathe. | let ny breath out in a |oud
whoosh.

She stopped pl ayi ng. Maybe the sound of ny breathin
g alerted her that | was there.

As she raised her head, | could see her pale eyes p
eering out at ne through her hair.

| didn't nove.

| didn't breathe.

| didn't make a sound.

"The stories are true," she whispered. A dry whispe
r that seened to cone fromfar away.

| wasn't sure | had heard her correctly. | tried t
0 say sonething, but ny voice caught in ny throat.
No sound cane out at all.

"The stories are true," she repeated. Her voice was
only air, a hiss of air.

| goggl ed at her.

"Wh-what stories?" | finally nmanaged to choke out.
"The stories about the school," she answered, her
hair falling over her face. Then she started to ra
i se her arns off the piano keys. "They're true," s
he nopaned. "The stories are true."

She held her arnms up to ne.

Gaping at themin horror, | cried out —then starte

d to gag.

Her arns ended in stunps. She had no hands.
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The next thing | knew, ny nom was w appi ng her arm
s around ne. "Jerry, cal mdown. Jerry, it's okay.
It's okay," she kept repeating.

"Huh? Monf"

| was gasping for breath. My chest was heaving up a
nd down. My | egs were all wobbly.

"Monf? \Where —? How —?"

| | ooked up to see ny dad standing a few feet away
, squinting at ne through his glasses, his arns cr



ossed in front of his bathrobe. "Jerry, you were s

cream ng | oud enough to wake the entire town!"

| stared at himin disbelief. I hadn't even realize
d I was scream ng.

"I't's okay now," Momsaid soothingly. "It's okay, J
erry. You're okay now. "

| ' m okay?

Again, | pictured the ghost woman, all in gray, he
r hair falling down, formng a curtain over her fa
ce. Again, | saw her raise her arms to show ne. Ag
ain, | saw the horrible stunps where her hands sho

ul d have been.

And again, | heard her dry whisper, "The stories ar

e true."

Wiy didn't she have any hands? \Wy?

How di d she play the piano w t hout hands?

Wiy was she haunting ny piano? Wiy did she want to

terrify me?

The questions circled nmy brain so fast, | wanted t

0 scream and scream and scream But | was all scre

anmed out .

"Your nom and | were both sound asl eep. You scared
us to death," Dad said. "I never heard wails Iike
t hat."

| didn't renmenber screamng. | didn't renenber the
ghost di sappearing, or Mom and Dad rushing in.

It was too horrifying. | guess ny mnd just shut of

f.

"I''ll make you sone hot chocol ate,” Momsaid, stil

| holding me tight. "Try to stop trenbling."

"I —I'mtrying," | stamered.

"@Quess it was another nightmare," | heard Dad tell

Mom "Miust have been a vivid one."

"I't wasn't a nightmare!" | shri eked.

"Sorry," Dad said quickly. He didn't want to get ne
started again.

But it was too late. Before | even realized it was
happening, | started to scream "I don't want to

play the piano! Get it out of here! Get it out!"

"Jerry, please —" Mom pl eaded, her face tight with
al arm

But | couldn't stop. "I don't want to play! | don'



t want |essons! | won't go to that piano school! |
won't, | won't!"

"Ckay, okay!" Dad cried, shouting to be heard over
ny desperate wails. "Okay, Jerry. No one is going
to force you."

"Huh?" | gazed fromone parent to the other, trying
to see if they were serious.

"I'f you don't want piano |essons, you don't have t

o take them " Mom said, keeping her voice in a | ow

, soothing tone. "You're only signed up for one no

re anyway. "

"Yeah," Dad quickly joined in. "Wien you go to the
school on Friday, just tell Dr. Shreek that it's

your | ast |esson.™

"But | don't want —" | started.

Mom put a gentle hand over ny nouth. "You have to

tell Dr. Shreek, Jerry. You can't just quit."

"Tell himon Friday," Dad urged. "You don't have t

o play the piano if you don't want to. Really."

Mom s eyes searched mine. "Does that nake you feel

better, Jerry?"

| gl anced at the piano, now silent, shinmering dul

ly in the dimlight from overhead. "Yeah. | guess,

"I muttered uncertainly. "I guess it does."

Friday afternoon after school, a gray, blustery da
y with dark snowcl ouds hovering | ow overhead, Mym
drove ne to the piano school. She pulled into the

| ong driveway between the tall hedges and st opped
in front of the entrance to the dark, old building.
| hesitated. "Couldn't | just run in and tell Dr.
Shreek that | quit, then run right back out?"
Mom gl anced at the cl ock on the dashboard. "Take o
ne nore | esson, Jerry. It won't hurt. W've alread
y paid for it."

| sighed unhappily. "WIIl you cone in with me? O c
an you wait out here for nme?"

Mom frowned. "Jerry, |'ve got three stops to make.
"Il be back in an hour, | promse."
Reluctantly, | pushed open the car door. "Bye, Mm

"I'f Dr. Shreek asks why you're quitting, just tell



himit was interfering with your school work. "
"Okay. See you in an hour,"” | said. | slamed the
car door, then watched as she drove away, the tire
s crunching over the gravel drive.

| turned and trudged into the school buil ding.

My sneakers thudded |oudly as | nmade ny way throug
h the dark halls to Dr. Shreek's room | | ooked fo
r M. Toggle, but didn't see him Maybe he was in
hi s enor nbus wor kshop inventing nore anmazi ng thing
S.

The usual roar of piano notes poured fromthe prac
tice roons as | passed by them Through the small,
round wi ndows | could see smling instructors, th
ei r hands wavi ng, keeping the beat, their heads sw

aying to their students' playing.

As | turned a corner and headed down anot her | ong,
dark corridor, a strange thought popped into ny h

ead. | suddenly realized that | had never seen ano

ther student in the halls.

| had seen instructors through the wi ndows of the
roons. And | had heard the noise of their students
' playing. But | had never seen another student.
Not one.

| didn't have long to think about it. A smling Dr
Shreek greeted ne outside the door to our practi

ce room "How are you today, Jerry?"

"Ckay," | replied, followng himinto the room

He wore baggy gray pants held up with bright red s
uspenders over a runpled white shirt. H's white ha
ir looked as if it hadn't been brushed in a few da

ys. He notioned for ne to take ny place on the pia
no bench.

| sat down quickly, folding ny hands tensely in ny
| ap. | wanted to get ny speech over with quickly
before we began the lesson. "Un . . . Dr. Shreek?"
He wal ked stiffly across the small roomuntil he w

as standing right in front of ne. "Yes, ny boy?" h

e beaned down at ne, his Santa C aus cheeks bri ght
pi nk.

"Well . . . 1 . . . this will be ny |ast |esson,"

| choked out. "I've decided I . . . uh . . . have

to quit."”



Hs smle vani shed. He grabbed ny wist. "Oh, no,"

he said, lowering his voice to a grow. "No. You'
re not |eaving, Jerry."

"Huh?" | cried.

He tightened his grip on ny wist. He was really hu
rting ne.

"Quitting?" he exclained. "Not with those hands."
Hs face twsted into an ugly snarl. "You can't qu
it, Jerry. | need those beautiful hands."
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"Let go!" | screaned.

He ignored nme and tightened his grip, his eyes nar

romnng nena0|ngly "Such excellent hands," he nutt
ered. "Excellent.

1 I\b! 1

Wth a shrill cry, | jerked ny wist free. | |eapt

up fromthe piano bench and began running to the
door.
"Cone back, Jerry!" Dr. Shreek called angrily. "You
cannot get away!”
He started after ne, noving stiffly but steadily, t
aking long strides.
| pushed open the door and darted out into the hal
| . The bangi ng of piano nusic greeted ny ears. The
| ong, dark hall was enpty as al ways.
"Conme back, Jerry!" Dr. Shreek called fromright be
hi nd ne.
"No!" | cried out again. | hesitated, trying to de
cide which way to go, which way led to the front d
oor. Then I lowered ny head and started to run,
My sneakers thudded over the hard floor. |I ran as
fast as | could, faster than I'd ever run in ny |i
fe. The practice roons whirred past in a dark blur.
But to ny surprise, Dr. Shreek kept right behind m
e. "Come back, Jerry," he called, not even soundin
g out of breath. "Conme back. You cannot get away f
rom ne. "
d anci ng back, | saw that he was gai ning on ne,
| could feel the panic rise to ny throat, choking



off ny air. My legs ached. My heart pounded so har
d, it felt as if ny chest were about to burst.
| turned a corner and ran down another |ong hall.
Where was |1? Was | heading toward the front door?
| couldn't tell. This dark hallway | ooked |ike all
t he ot hers.
Maybe Dr. Shreek is right. Maybe | can't get away,
| thought, feeling the blood throb at ny tenples
as | turned another corner.
| searched for M. Toggle. Perhaps he could save m
e. But the halls were enpty. Piano nusic poured ou
t of every room but no one was out in the hall.
"Cone back, Jerry! There's no use running!"
"M. Toggle!" | screaned, ny voice hoarse and brea
thless. "M. Toggle —help ne! Help ne, please!"
| turned another corner, ny sneakers sliding on th
e snoothly polished floor. | was gasping for breat
h now, ny chest heaving.
| saw doubl e doors up ahead. Did they lead to the f
ront ?
| couldn't renenber.
Wth a | ow npan, | stuck out both hands and pushed
open the doors.
"No!" | heard Dr. Shreek shout behind ne. "No, Jerr
y! Don't go into the recital hall!"
Too | ate.
| pushed through the doors and bolted inside. Stil
| running, | found nyself in an enornous, brightly
it room
| took a few nore steps —then stopped in horror.
The piano nusic was deafening —Iike a never-endi ng
roar of thunder.
At first, the roomwas a blur. Then it slowy began
to cone into focus.
saw row after row of black pianos. Beside each p
ano stood a smling instructor. The instructors a
| 1ooked alike. They all were bobbing their heads
in tinme to the nusic.
he musi c was bei ng played by —
t was being played by —
| gasped, staring fromrow to row.
The nusic was being played by — HANDS!

T
I



Human hands fl oating over the keyboards.
No peopl e attached.
Just HANDS!
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My eyes darted down the rows of pianos. A pair of h

ands fl oated above each pi ano.

The instructors were all bal d-headed nen in gray s
uits with smles plastered on their faces. Their h

eads bobbed and swayed, their gray eyes opened and
cl osed as the hands pl ayed over the keyboards.
Hands.

Just hands.

As | gaped, paralyzed, trying to nake sense of wha

t I saw, Dr. Shreek burst into the roomfrom behin

d ne. He nmade a running dive at ny legs, trying to
tackl e ne.

Sonehow | dodged away from his outstretched hands.
He groaned and hit the floor on his stomach. | wat
ched himslide across the snooth floor, his face r
ed with anger.

Then | spun around, away fromthe dozens of hands,
away from the bangi ng pianos, and started back to

ward the doors.

But Dr. Shreek was faster than | imagined. To ny s
urprise, he was on his feet in a second, noving qu
i ckly to block ny escape.

| skidded to a stop.

| tried to turn around, to get away fromhim But |
| ost ny bal ance and fell.

The piano nusic swirled around ne. | |looked up to
see the rows of hands poundi ng away on their keybo
ards.

Wth a frightened gasp, | struggled to ny feet.
Too | ate.

Dr. Shreek was closing in on ne, a gleeful smle of
triunph on his red, round face.
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"No!" | cried, and tried to clinb to ny feet.

But Dr. Shreek bent over ne, grabbed ny left ankle
, and held on. "You can't get away, Jerry," he sai
d calmMy, not even out of breath.

"Let ne go! Let ne go!" | tried to twi st out of hi
S grip. But he was surprisingly strong. | couldn't
free nyself.

"Hel p ne! Sonebody —help ne!" | cried, screamng o

ver the roar of the pianos.

"I need your hands, Jerry," Dr. Shreek said. "Such
beauti ful hands.™

"You can't! You can't!" | shrieked.

The doubl e doors burst open.

M. Toggle ran in, his expression confused. H s eye
s darted quickly around the enornous room

"M . Toggle!" | cried happily. "M . Toggle —help m
el He's crazy! Help ne!"

M. Toggle's nouth dropped open in surprise. "Don't
worry, Jerry!" he called.

"Hel p me! Hurry!" | screaned.

"Don't worry!" he repeated.

"Jerry, you can't get away!" Dr. Shreek cried, hold
i ng me down on the floor.

Struggling to free nyself, | watched M. Toggle ru
ntothe far wall. He pulled open a gray netal doo
r, revealing sone kind of control panel.

"Don't worry!" he called to ne.

| saw himpull a swtch on the control panel.

I nstantly, Dr. Shreek's hand | oosened.

| pulled ny leg free and scranbled to ny feet, pant
I ng hard.

Dr. Shreek slunped into a heap. H's hands drooped
lifelessly to his sides. H's eyes closed. H s head
sank, his chin lowering to his chest.

He didn't nove.

He's sone kind of robot, | saw to ny amazenent.
"Are you okay, Jerry?" M. Toggle had hurried to ny
si de.

| suddenly realized ny entire body was trenbling.

The piano music roared inside ny head. The room be
gan to spin.



| held ny hands over ny ears, trying to shut out t
he poundi ng noi se. "Make them stop! Tell themto s

top!" | cried.

M. Toggle jogged back to the control panel and thr

ew anot her sw tch.

The nusic stopped. The hands froze in place over t
heir keyboards. The instructors stopped bobbing th

ei r heads.

"Robots. Al robots,” | nmurnured, still shaking.
M. Toggle hurried back, his dark eyes studying ne.
"You' re okay?"

"Dr. Shreek —he's a robot," | uttered in a trenbl
i ng whisper. If only I could get ny knees to stop
shaki ng!

"Yes, he's ny best creation,” M. Toggle decl ared,
smling. He placed a hand on Dr. Shreek's still s
houl der. "He's really lifelike, isn't he?"

"They —they're all robots,” | whispered, notionin

g to the instructors, frozen beside their pianos.
M. Toggle nodded. "Primtive ones," he said, stil
| leaning on Dr. Shreek. "They're not as advanced
as ny buddy Dr. Shreek here.™

"You —made themal | ?" | asked.

M. Toggl e nodded, smling. "Every one of them"

| couldn't stop shaking. | was starting to feel re
ally sick. "Thanks for stopping him | guess Dr. S
hreek was out of control or sonething. | —I've go
t to go now," | said weakly. | started wal ki ng tow
ard the double doors, forcing ny trenbling knees t
O cooperate.

"Not just yet," M. Toggle said, placing a gentle h
and on ny shoul der.

"Huh?" | turned to face him

"You can't |eave just yet," he said, his smle fadi
ng. "I need your hands, see."

"\What ?"

He pointed to a piano against the wall. A gray-sui

ted instructor stood lifelessly beside it, a smle
frozen on his face. There were no hands suspended
over the keyboard.

"That will be your piano, Jerry,'

M. Toggl e said.
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| started backing toward the doubl e doors one step
at a tinme. "Wi-why?" | stamered. "Why do you nee
d ny hands?"

"Human hands are too hard to build, too conplicate
d, too many parts,"” M. Toggle replied. He scratch
ed his black, stubbly beard with one hand as he no

ved toward ne.

"But —" | started, taking another step back.
"I can nmake the hands play beautifully," M. Toggl
e explained, his eyes |locked on mne. "I've design

ed conputer prograns to nake them play nore beauti
fully than any |ive human can play. But | can't bu
i 1d hands. The students nust supply the hands."
"But why?" | demanded. "Wy are you doi ng this?"
"To make beautiful nusic, naturally,” M. Toggle r
eplied, taking another step closer. "I |ove beauti
ful nmusic, Jerry. And music is so nmuch nore beauti
ful, so much nore perfect, when human m stakes don
't get in the way."
He took another step toward ne. Then another. "You
under stand, don't you?" H's dark eyes burned into
m ne.

"No!" | screanmed. "No, | don't understand! You can'
t have ny hands! You can't!"

| took another step back. My legs were still trenbl
i ng.

|f | can just get through those doors, | thought,

maybe | have a chance. Maybe | can outrun him My
be I can get out of this crazy building.

It was ny only hope.

Gathering ny strength, ignoring the pounding of ny
heart, | turned.

| darted toward the doors.

"Ohh!" | cried out as the ghost wonman appeared in f
ront of ne.

The woman from ny house, from ny piano.

She rose up, all in gray except for her eyes. Her
eyes glowed red as fire. Her nouth was twisted in
an ugly snarl of rage. She floated toward ne, bl oc



king ny path to the door.

|"mtrapped, | realized.

Trapped between M. Toggle and the ghost.
There's no escape now.
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"I warned you!" the ghost woman wail ed, her red eye
s glowng with fury. "I warned you!"

"No, please —" | managed to cry in a choked voice
.| raised ny hands in front of ne, trying to shie
| d nyself fromher. "Please —let ne go!"

To nmy surprise, she floated right past ne.

She was glaring at M. Toggle, | realized.

He staggered back, his face tight with terror.

The ghost wonan rai sed her arns. "Awaken!" she wail
ed. "Awaken!"

And as she waved her arns, | saw a fluttering at t
he pianos. The fluttering becane a mst. Wsps of
gray cloud rose up from each piano.

| backed up to the doors, ny eyes wide with disbeli
ef .

At each piano, the dark m st took shape.

They were ghosts, | realized.

Ghosts of boys, girls, nen, and wonen.

| watched, frozen in horror, as they rose up and c
| ai med their hands. They noved their fingers, test
i ng their hands.

And then, with arns outstretched, their hands fl ut
tering in front of them the ghosts floated away f
romtheir pianos, nmoving in rows, in single file,
toward M. Toggl e.

"No! Get away! Get away!" M. Toggle shrieked.

He turned and tried to flee through the doors. But
| bl ocked his path.

And t he ghosts swarned over him

Their hands pulled himdown. Their hands pressed hi
mto the floor.

He kicked and struggl ed and screaned.

"Let me up! Get off ne! Get off!”

But the hands, dozens and dozens of hands, flatten



ed over him held himdown, pushed himfacedown on
the floor.

The gray ghost woman turned to ne. "I tried to war
n you!" she called over M. Toggle's frantic screa
ms. "I tried to scare you away! | lived in your ho
use. | was a victimof this school! | tried to fri

ghten you from becomng a victim too!"

III _I _II

"Run!" she ordered. "Hurry —call for help!"

But | was frozen in place, too shocked by what | wa
S seeing to nove.

As | stared in disbelief, the ghostly hands swarne
d over M. Toggle and lifted himoff the floor. He
squi rmed and struggl ed, but he couldn't free hins
elf fromtheir powerful grasp.

They carried himto the door and then out. | follow
ed to the doorway to watch.

M. Toggl e appeared to be floating, floating into

t he deep woods beside the school. The hands carrie
d himaway. He disappeared into the tangled trees.

| knew he'd never be seen again.

| spun around to thank the ghost woman for trying t
0O warn ne.

But she was gone, too.

| was all al one now.

The hall stretched behind ne in eerie silence. Ghos

tly silence.

The piano nmusic had ended . . . forever.

A few weeks later, ny life had pretty nuch returned
to normal .

Dad put an ad in the newspaper and sold the piano

right away to a famly across town. It left a spac

e inthe famly room so Mom and Dad got a big-scr

een TV!

| never saw the ghost woman agai n. Maybe she noved

out wwth the piano. | don't know.
| made sone good friends and was starting to get u
sed to ny new school. | was thinking seriously of

trying out for the baseball team
|"mnot a great hitter, but I'mgood in the field.



Everyone says | have great hands.



